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“Souls who walk in light sing the hymns of light; those who walk in the shadows chant the hymns of darkness.”




Jean-Pierre de Caussade










PROLOGUE










THE DARK RUMOR







HE DREAMT OF blood. Blood and cold washed moonbeams and dark curling fog. Blood dripped behind his eyes at all times. Flashes of himself as a child in a bathtub, his sister beside him, the water stained crimson with the life running out of them. No, he had to prove to himself that this was not true. That this wasn’t happening again.


That there was not this poor missing girl.


When he returned to the foggy encampments off Haight and Ashbury, it was all the runaways spoke about. They were alive with dark rumor. He had been gone two, three months at most, thumbing rides up and down the Four Corners, staying in Sedona at metaphysical communes, at dumpster diving homes, crashing in foreclosed farms.


Now he was back, and he could not believe what he was hearing. His old nightmares had returned, the screaming night terrors back with a fury, though he had thought that battle won years before with meditation, guided dreaming. But to hear such tales from these grime-streaked babes was almost too much for him to bear. He could not allow the possibility that the private horrors of his past, the tragedy of his family, would spring whole cloth into the gossip of sixteen-year-old heroin addicts, who told of being stolen from their bodies while lost in their drug and floated above a crumbling manor aloft over the city. And gutter punks who whispered of a strange fog that swamped their roving campsites, and dreams of whey-faced shadows beckoning to them, luring them out into just such a fog, a fog that flattened the world, a fog that shimmered…


Not all of them claimed it, and it did not take long to exhaust the store of sordid details in these garbled alleyway confessions. But they were all wracked with a terror that was unmistakable. They had a new boogeyman, these kids running from worse horrors back home, their youthful faces already marred with so many tattoos and piercings they seemed a tribe apart from modern man. He did not partake in their drugs, in their dirty needles and pill popping, their liquor chugging and grubby sex, though he moved among them, a vagabond dumpster diving monk. He was silent, mousey, a twenty-one year old with pale skin and somber eyes much too old for his boyish face—even among this ragged caravan of old worry and age creeping across the innocence and youth like a contagion. His eyes spoke not of one lifetime but many, an ancient soul clothed in the body of a troubled drifter who looked barely out of his teens.


And they said a girl had gone missing.


He tried to track the source, desperately. What they were saying could not be true. But the dreams and the fog—he knew too much about that to believe his own feeble denials. He had to find the girl. Sleep became an impossibility: he feared what might happen to him in the dreaming. Day and night blurred into one long waking nightmare. The mist-clung buildings were no more than shadows to him now, their solidity providing no solidity. He was spinning off, cracking. A dark insanity loomed over him like a thunderhead: menacing, foreboding, the story of his life. He had thought he would be stronger this time around, that he would be ready if They ever came again—what a sad, sorry joke. His only thought was to find the girl, to save her if she existed, while all the time praying she did not, hoping that this would all just wash away like sewer water down a drain.


For years he had nursed the secret hope that he was insane, merely the street crazy he appeared to be. Now he feared he would have to wade once more into the sick underbelly of his past. The new age spirituality he had tried to embrace crumbled like so much cardboard beneath the weight of true darkness, a darkness such beliefs tried to wish away, deny altogether. No such luxury for him. For an instant he considered simply running, fleeing this city of fog, but if all this were true then it meant They would be coming for her, his sister. And she was his sole reason for remaining alive, for enduring this rootless life of waiting and wandering.


The runaways were useless to him now. A witch-craze hysteria had descended upon them, and their way of life had turned. All drug-fueled trips went bad, their singing and guitars were silenced, their laughter and braggadocio evaporated as a pall of gloom settled over them. There was nothing but feverish whispering now, their small drawn faces in the flicker of the flames finally revealing them to be what they were: frightened lost children.


Then one bitterly cold night, the wind shrieking off the ocean and blustering into every nook and cranny of the city, he got something more than endless hearsay. It was the last of several campsites he had visited since darkness fell. The fog had yet to rise, surging in off the black waters of the Pacific and pouring down over Twin Peaks like some ghostly flood—and for that he was glad. He no longer trusted the fog at night.


Neither did she.


“When it’s dark, I try to stay as close to the others as I can. But they won’t let me get too near. Not since it happened. When I sleep, I—I scream. I scream for Kathy Ann. Ever since I saw what happened to her. I was there…”


At first she was no more than a voice, a lone shadow tending a damp bundle of sticks. The fire gave off too much smoke and too little light, but he glimpsed slender fingers poking a long branch into the embers. Sparks mushroomed, illuminating the face of a girl no more than eighteen. Her head seemed to float in the smoke like a disembodied skull, so tragically emaciated was she. But her eyes were deeply, soulfully alive.


He sat across from her, releasing a trembling sigh. “Please…tell me what happened. Tell me what you saw.”


She hugged her knees to her chest, propping her chin between them as she stared into the flames. Then the smoke veiled her again from his sight, but her voice carried to him all the same, slow and measured, even dreamlike.


This is what she said:


“There were five of us that night. Susie had her dogs, too, Chopper and Marlowe. This was a little over a week ago, maybe ten days. We were sitting around a campfire just like this. We’d all had the nightmares by then, the dreams about the fog, but not everyone believed them. Victoria and Jimmy, they thought we were just spreading them to each other like a cold, our fear somehow contagious. Susie and I thought they were too creepy and similar to be only that, but we weren’t sure what. But Kathy Ann—she believed in them, hard. She knew they were real, right from the start. Her mother had been a psychic medium before she died, and the two of them had been real close. After she died, Kathy Ann kept trying to get in touch with her, but somehow she never could. With these nightmares, though, she was different. Right away she sensed the presence of the—the Other Side. But instead of that helping her…they just used it against her. She went with them. Oh God, she went with them…”


She stifled a sob. Beyond the smoke he could hear the quiet hitching of her breath.


He rose and stepped around the fire, passing through the smoke to sit beside her. Her ease with words surprised him. It was uncommon among these adolescent street folk, and it got worse the longer they were out here. He wondered what her story was, and found himself liking her immensely. She was shivering, so he slipped an arm out of his jacket and draped it around her, pulling her close.


He whispered gently. “My name’s Dylan. What’s yours?”


“Molly.”


“Let’s go back to the campfire, Molly. What happened next?”


“The fog rolled in…”


She shivered again, the gooseflesh breaking out all over her, and it was so intense he found himself shivering in response. He repressed a sudden eruption of fear, and waves of overwhelming dread—signs which only confirmed to him that he was getting close. Still she asked him:


“Will you really believe me if I tell you?”


He laughed, and he knew it did not sound pleasant. “I wish I could call you crazy and call it a night. I really do. But you have the right idea: be careful who you talk to about this. Take it from someone who’s learned the hard way.”


Startled, she glanced at him, searching his face. What she saw he couldn’t say, but her eyes softened and she burrowed more deeply into him.


“At first,” she continued, “the fog was normal. We didn’t think anything of it, except that it got chilly all of a sudden and we weren’t dressed warmly enough. So we were about to turn in when I noticed that I couldn’t see our tents anymore. And the fog was still pouring in. It got darker and darker as the fog got thicker and thicker, and soon it felt like we were underwater, sitting at the bottom of the Bay. Our voices were muffled, and even the fire seemed to shrink. The park around us had disappeared. But no, it was worse than that—the park didn’t disappear so much as fade away, and it felt like there was someplace else inside the fog. Even the dogs were hunched and whimpering. We were almost shadows around the fire, but I could still see the others enough to know that we were all thinking the same thing: this is just like our dreams, and we’re all alone. But nobody moved. No one said a word. We all just sat there, staring at each other. Then we heard the sound of footsteps…”


Her voice trailed away, her eyes unfocused. Then abruptly she sat up, scanning the darkness around them. There was no sign of fog—not yet. She dropped back down, nestling deeper into him. But her face was averted now…


“Two men came out of the fog—two men with a giant cat. At first they were just shadows, but as they came closer I got this horrible sinking feeling. I just knew these were the same men from my dreams, the same exact men. I could see their black, funeral-type suits and their pale bald heads. I could even see the eyes of their giant cat, glowing in the mist like two green flames. But it was only when they got close enough for me to really see their wrinkly, moldy-dough faces that I knew this was real—that it really was them. I almost passed out I was so afraid, and I remember wishing that I would, because then maybe I’d wake up and realize this was just another dream. But I didn’t pass out, and I knew I wasn’t dreaming. Yet here they were, grinning at us with those diseased-looking grins. It—it hurt…it hurt here. A coldness…”


She rubbed at the area of her heart.


“What did they do?”


“Nothing, at first. They just stood there staring at us, grinning. They felt…evil. I hate that word, but there is no other way to describe how they made me feel. I felt like there was this poisonous cloud of evil just hovering over them. It was their stink, and we were breathing it in. We stared at each other for a long time, but for how long I have no idea. Everything started to feel off, more and more like a dream. The next thing I remember they were sitting with us at the fire, and the fire was almost completely burned out, nothing but purplish embers. Their cat was crouched between them, and it was the biggest cat I’d ever seen. So big it didn’t seem real, more like some kind of panther. It stared at us with these giant, slanted eyes, and I felt…I know this sounds insane, but I felt like something very ancient was staring into our souls. The dogs went wild, howling with terror, growling and snarling. But the cat just flicked her tail and glowered at them. Chopper and Marlowe, big dogs, tough as shit street dogs, mind you, just turned tail and ran. They disappeared into the fog, cowering and whimpering. No one’s seen them since.”


“And they probably never will, I’m sorry to say. Did the men say anything to you?”


Her face pinched with concentration, an expression he would have found adorable in any other context. But here, it only worried him. They had a way of scrambling your perceptions, manipulating your memory.


“Oh, they talked to us for a long time, but I can’t remember what they said. At one point we were all laughing, another we were all sobbing…but it all felt crazy, delirious. We were under their spell. They told us they came from a special house, and that they served a special lady. They said they came from the shadows to spread the light—I remember those exact words. For a second that gave me a sliver of hope, because I thought that maybe they were just freak preachers, selling their salvation to the street kids. It’s happened before…


“But then, just as I was thinking that, one of them turned to me and winked. He said, child, we don’t sell salvation, we lead the way home. He told us that the world was cold and didn’t want us. That we had nothing and no one. That we were lost and alone and always would be. That we didn’t belong…”


The hollow resignation with which she recited all this disturbed him. He tried to squeeze her closer, to warm her against the undeniable coldness of this world, to find something, anything inside of himself that he could offer her to counter such a dark voice…and came up empty.


But she didn’t seem to notice, so lost in her story that she had entered a kind of trance. He knew better than to disturb her now.


“This world is not your home, not your real home—that’s what they kept saying to us, over and over. And those glowing green eyes of the cat just kept staring at us. I felt like I was separating from my body, falling into those eyes, while those voices just kept repeating, would you like to see your real home? Would you like to see your real home? Would you like to see the world behind the world? Have you ever seen the spirit worlds? Over and over, until we were all whispering back, myself included, yes, yes, yes…


“Then they started telling us about the Dark Lady—”


The response of his body to those last two words was severe and entirely beyond his control: the shudder so deep it was a spasm, rippling up and down his spine in painful waves of electricity. It was all he could do not to squeeze Molly so tight he would start crushing her…harming her. He shut his eyes and bit deeply into his lip, inflicting the violence instead upon himself. Sometimes, pain was his only antidote to fear.


“There is a lady, they said, a lady of the light who lives in the dark, who dresses all in black. She calls herself the Dark Lady. Why, you may ask? Because she mourns all souls lost in darkness. And she dwells in the shadows so that she might bring her light to where it is needed most. Now tell me, children, are you not all souls lost in darkness?


“And believe it or not, we all chanted back, we are lost. We are lost. We are lost.


“Then she will care for you, you poor lost souls, in a way you have never known. She has a special house built for souls just like your own. Will you not join us? Will you not come away on this dark and foggy night? Will you finally let go of this cold world that has already let go of you?


“No one said a word. We all just sat there, too terrified to move. Then, as if in a blur, they seemed to be sitting next to each one of us, whispering into our ears, saying the exact most horrible thing they could to break us down, make us feel…make the world seem worth leaving…”


He asked gently, “What did they whisper to you?”


At first she did not respond. Her eyes were empty holes, not with pain, but with pain frozen over, numbed by the unrelieved darkness of her short life. Her voice was like a robot. “That I have no one. That my parents are dead and I am an only child. That no one will ever truly know me or love me. That I am alone and always will be. And that…I deserve it. That it’s all my fault. They—they knew just what to say, as if their dirty fingers had rooted around inside my skull…”


Like a small child she curled herself into a ball and the tears came again, silent but heaving. He rubbed her back, trying to soothe her but feeling only clumsy and lame, his fingers traveling up and down the sharp notches in her spine.


“In the end,” she finally said, her voice shaky and raw, “in the end they got me. I knew they were evil, but I couldn’t argue with them. I couldn’t deny that it would probably be better if I did leave this place. If I went with them…


“So I did…”


She was still curled into a ball, so he wrapped his arms entirely around her, legs and all. He wanted to brace her, to anchor her for what he sensed was the crescendo of her experience—and her terror. Her fingernails dug gratefully into his forearms, gifting him back eight bolts of beneficent pain. She continued:


“Somehow we were all up and moving through the trees, following the two men and that giant cat. We walked out into the fog and left everything behind. Where we were going…we wouldn’t need any of it. It felt right, what we were doing. We were going to a better place, where we would finally belong, and to someone who actually wanted us.


“But then something happened that snapped me out of it. The cat walked alongside me, weaving between my legs and nuzzling against me. I looked down and almost screamed. That’s no cat, I realized, but some kind of man, some kind of catlike man. Then I looked up and saw something huge beyond the trees, out in the fog on the other side of the small hill we were climbing. It was lit up by lights, thousands of them, flickering like candlelight. And it…felt like it was floating. That’s what we were heading toward, I realized, what we were going to go into…


“Then a huge wave of that poisonous stink of evil just washed over me, stronger than at the campfire. It wasn’t from those men—it was from that thing out there. I froze and thought, what am I doing?


“The two men had gone over the hill and at that moment I couldn’t see them—or their cat. So I started pushing and grabbing at the others, snapping them out of it, too. We broke away and ran back down the hill. But I noticed that Kathy Ann wasn’t with us—she was still up the hill behind us, just standing there. Without even thinking I ran back, assuming she was still dazed, but when I got to her she was crying. She refused to come with me. She said they promised to take her to her mom, that she was done with this place and just wanted her mommy. I told her they were evil and lying to her, but she wouldn’t listen. She just covered her ears and shook her head.


“Then I spotted them at the top of the hill. They had come back…and were staring right at us. When they came for us I knew this was no longer voluntary, and I swear their feet weren’t touching the ground. Their eyes were shining silver, and all at once I understood: those faces were masks. I grabbed Kathy Ann but she pushed me, hard. I fell and my last glimpse of her before I started rolling down the hill was of her running up to meet them, her arms spread wide. I tumbled down, smashing into a tree. The others helped me up and we ran the rest of the way down, not once looking back. We ran and ran through that thick fog for what felt like forever, as slow and endless as a dream. I knew in my heart we were no longer in the city. We were somewhere else…


“My next memory is of waking up on Baker Beach. It was cold and windy, with just a crack of dawn in the sky. We were wet and shivering, coated with some kind of black slime, but otherwise…we were okay.


“But Kathy Ann wasn’t with us…”


For a few minutes he did not respond, but simply held her, trying to absorb some of the burden of her story. He wanted to communicate his sympathy and unwavering belief. But he wished he could do more. It was not just her exile and the squalor of her homelessness that concerned him…his heart had become entangled. Rarely in his monk-like existence did he allow himself the luxury of feeling as stirred as he was now by this frail, beautiful creature.


The wind moaned through the trees, and the fire, which was now only a scattering of fitful embers, softly hissed and crackled. The fog would be here soon, he knew, and another wave of dread engulfed him. After all she had endured, he could not fathom her ability to stay out here another night.


“Why haven’t you left?”


She blinked, her eyes welling with tears again. What he saw in her face was answer enough.


“You still see her, don’t you? When you sleep, you see her in your dreams…”


She wiped her eyes, nodding. “I still see her. I dream about her, trapped in a house always covered in fog…trapped with those two men, only they aren’t men anymore, and that cat is no longer just a cat. Somehow she sees me watching her, and she cries out for me, begging me to help her. I—I can’t leave. I can’t leave her, not like this. We’ve been through too much. I can’t just abandon her…”


Her tears returned and now they could not be wiped away. He held her as she wept for her lost friend…her friend who was not so lost after all.


When she subsided he asked, “What about the others? Do they see her, too? Where are they?”


She stiffened in a way that made him immediately regret asking.


“Three days ago Jimmy and Victoria OD’d. They were found dead in their tent. And yesterday, Susie jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge. They’re gone now, all of them—all except for me. Isn’t it obvious? She calling us home, the Dark Lady, whether we like it or not.”


Like tumblers falling into place, the true horror of her predicament was at last revealed: she had become a target. Not unlike his sister, though this felt far more random, far more like fishing, recruitment…or just plain feeding. He offered up a silent prayer for the souls of her friends—and for her own soul.


Hell, while I’m at it, throw myself in there, too…and Lizzy.


And if She really is back, then Lizzy most of all…


Out at the tree-line, he caught sight of the first rumor of fog: scarves of mist gathering beneath the branches, amassing like a congregation of ghosts. That phantom tsunami was soon to follow, churning even now in the black boil of the Pacific, rising like a titanic apparition beyond the red towers of the bridge.


It was time to go.


She sensed his growing distance, and a shadow of doubt crossed her face. “Wait, how do you know so much about this? Who exactly are you?”


He looked at her, and for an instant his composure cracked, revealing far too much of the raw, blood-tinted insanity that always screamed inside of him. She visibly withdrew, in her eyes a new fright—for him.


Good, then. As it should be…


But sorrow ached in his heart as he assumed once more his monastic detachment. He withdrew his embrace and his coat, zipping it up as he stood before her.


“I’ve always had bad dreams,” he said. “Just like the ones you’re having now. But far, far worse. My advice? Leave the city. Tonight. Now, if you can.”


He tossed into her lap a small roll of bills.


“You might still have a chance. I’ll do what I can for her.”


“What? What are you talking about?”


She stared up at him, her eyes swollen, her cheeks sunken and tearstained. Her fear seemed to teeter perilously close to the edge—an edge he had toppled over long ago.


“What are you going to do?”


He looked away, and now it was her turn to read his face.


“Are you insane? Did you not hear everything I just told you?”


“I did, and I wish I was. A padded room sounds nice about now. Please, take care of yourself. You do deserve love, Molly, and I know you’ll find it. I have to go now, but I have one last question.”


He stared into her eyes, those large, soulful eyes, and only the slightest tremor in his voice betrayed the depths of his fear.


“How do I find that campfire?”







The park was long and empty in the night.


He didn’t know what he was doing, but then again he knew exactly what he was doing. The very scars on his body, on his sister’s body, were maps of black travels more spiritual than physical. They told a tale that no one wanted to tell. Brother and sister, cut adrift from the world, cast into a shadowland of the lonely and the misbegotten, burdened with a knowledge of things unseen: a knowledge uninvited, unwanted.


During his wanderings he had tried to help people where he could, doing minor dreamwork, divination, but now he was the one who needed help. He didn’t know what this all meant, but he knew in a way very few people understood that Kathy Ann was still nearby, stuck in a kind of dream, a nightmare from which she could not awake. And the two men with that cat, they had unfolded like sinister origami traps, rippling like dreamstuff but all too real.


And yet he knew that was only the beginning, for in the deepest, most forbidden corners of his childhood memories lurked the foul spider Herself, source of his most depraved and bloodcurdling night terrors…the Dark Lady. To hear Her name evoked upon that girl’s lips was almost enough to shatter anew the fragile eggshell of his sanity, to make him want to flee this city of fog and never return—or find the nearest blade to part body from soul for good. Anything, if it meant escaping Her.


He knew, too, that if it weren’t for Lizzy he probably would have done that years ago…


There was no one in the park at this hour, not in this area. Only the murky reflection of downtown lights off the overcast sky provided any illumination, but it was spectral, drained of all color. Out on the bay, a distant foghorn shattered the wet night air, then another. That meant the fog was rolling in at last, a towering dark wing of it, erasing the hard edges of the world and rendering it soft, ephemeral.


A short time later he was standing at the bottom of a grassy knoll lined with trees, toeing a sodden pile of ash. Here were the remains of a fire that had burned not too many days ago, around it the bent poles and tattered sheets of several abandoned tents.


So this is where it happened.


He climbed to the top of the knoll and found a tree to sit against, closing his eyes and taking slow, even breaths. He tried to feel and, dangerously, to open himself up.


Maybe this was all madness, he thought. Who in their right mind would ever give credence to the ravings of a street girl? To himself? It was a daring notion: all these years wasted, his entire spirituality no more than a delusion designed to reverse the priorities of the world and so compensate for his utter failure in it. It would be a shattering realization, catastrophic.


He decided he would gift himself that hope tonight, as he sat in the cold, in the dead of night, and stared down into an empty field, waiting for the fog to roll in.







He had fallen asleep. For how long he did not know—or was he still asleep? Was he dreaming? If he turned around, would he see his sleeping form beside him? 


The fog had swamped the field and he was shivering cold. Even the slope of the hillside was almost lost within the dark cottony masses. The air was eerily, crushingly quiet. He shifted on stiff limbs to peer down into the field, squinting, trying to understand what he was seeing. Through a soupy underwater opacity he thought he saw lights…lights shivering like candlelight…


He stood, and could not believe his eyes. What he saw through the shifting thickness of the fog, through the shreds of his hoped for insanity, was a suggestion of something vast, something not there before…


With trembling limbs Dylan Gardner stepped down the rise. He walked toward something impossible.










PART ONE: CITY LIVING










CHAPTER 1: DOMESTIC PARTNERS







ACROSS THE CITY, in an exclusive downtown high-rise just south of Market, Lizzy Gardner climbed out of bed. She was trembling, her head swimming. Her bare feet on the icy floorboards, her hand reaching out to steady herself against the wall, she shivered, but not from the cold. It was three-thirty a.m., and she had just awoken from one of the worst nightmares of her adult life.


She looked over at Tom, who was breathing deeply, an arm splayed over his forehead. She was glad that at least she didn’t scream. She used to scream, when she was younger, with Dylan…and then she shivered again.


As if fleeing the scene of a crime, she quickly stepped out of the room and tip-toed into the living room, careful not to make any noise. She couldn’t stay near the bed, as if it were a black hole that might suck her back into what she had just wrenched herself out of. It happened that way sometimes. After a bad one, she could sense this subtle gravity at the bottom of her mind, dark tendrils eager to pull her back as soon as she laid down again and closed her eyes—always the sign of a bad one. When it did not want to let you go.


And this one had been bad, vile. She had to get up and walk around, dispel the sick evil vapors that seemed to trail around her like something living. She had a bad feeling about this one. It wasn’t going away, breaking apart into fragments and sinking like a shattered continent into the black waters of her unconscious. It was still…pulsing, those images. And her surroundings still felt alive and pulsing, tainted with them. Even in this magazine showcase with its white minimalism and chromium gleam that she and Will had just moved into together, their first, and far beyond where she had been living not a month prior.


She held her arms over her chest, nothing but a long T-shirt on, and padded to the floor-to-ceiling window, drawn by some inscrutable urge to gaze out into the city. No, not inscrutable—she still hadn’t gotten used to the vista from this twenty-first floor, could still barely believe that she actually lived here.


And before her, the city: downtown from this vantage, the fog the sluggish, rippling waters of some spectral tide that poured into the city every night and turned it topsy-turvy. Her grand panorama became more like a porthole, a glimpse into a bruised underwater world. Through shifting rifts she could peer down into the canyons of the Financial District to see the streets below, punctuated by the misty cones of streetlights, while the tops of the buildings that managed to breach the fog glowed with a submarine menace.


The moon, riding high above the cottony masses, rippled silver shards across the black waters of the Bay. Its womblike roundness just kissed the pyramidal tip of the Transamerica tower, an alignment that resonated with some cryptic occult meaning she could sense but not identify. She gazed out and wondered where her brother was. It felt alive tonight, the city, beneath its modern sheen, old and knowing, permeated with some watchful, mysterious eye.


She recalled her dream before it slid into nightmare: she was sitting at the dinner table of her childhood home, as her adult self, having coffee with her father, who abandoned them all when she was twelve, and her mother, who was dead. They were discussing her brother, what to do about Dylan, and then—


The skyline vanished, and she was there again, just as the dream’s location shifted from her parent’s house to that other place…that house. It was some sort of crumbling manor, vast and swaddled in fog. There was a surreal, nauseating distortion to the room she found herself in, the angle of its peeling walls, the slant of its pockmarked floor making no sense. Two spindly creatures of shadow were dangling above her with long ropy limbs and distended, grinning mouths. They were leaning over the body of a naked girl, doing something so awful to her that Lizzy could only process open cavities and the glistening black redness of unspooling organs. The girl’s screams were somehow warped and tinny…but her eyes bulged with deranged terror and agony. A gigantic cat oversaw these proceedings, standing there like a man, its black hair bristling, its oversized head blazing with slanted green eyes like fiery emeralds. Then the cat turned to her, speaking in low ominous tones, deep and droning like a heavy bass instrument, the voice of some dark god—a fog horn.


It was only then that she became aware of another figure in the room…her brother. Dylan was staring at the disemboweled girl in rapt horror, his hands on his cheeks, his eyes like saucers, until he noticed his sister and began screaming, “What are you doing here? Get out! GET OUT! GET OUT!” his voice rising into a shriek, a paroxysm of madness and terror.


Her normal vision returned: the city at four a.m. But she felt as if something had been brought back with her. Chill wet leaves on her shoulders, premonitory. Something was wrong with her brother. Gooseflesh rippled down her arms.


Nonsense…


Here she was, half-naked and staring out at the city in the middle of the night worrying about a dream, when she had to be in that very downtown labyrinth in four hours, dressed in her best and ready for war. Because that was everyday to her: a war.


She had worked hard to get where she was, a wealth manager for a prestigious bank, a boyfriend she was madly in love with, this new, swank apartment. To others, she knew such a material accounting would sound superficial, but she didn’t care. To her, from where she had come from, this was hard-won territory on a field of battle. No parents, no college, she had clawed her way up from retail to secretarial to analytics. She had a mind for numbers and a burning desperation to get somewhere, anywhere other than where she came from—running when others walked, working longer and later than the MBAs, than the smooth-talking men, her jaw clenched even in her sleep. Just running, running…


The darkness of her past could only have been surmounted in this way. Fight or die, sink or swim. And her brother had sunk hard, like a stone, to the very bottom. It was all she could do trying to care for him, to look out for him, even as he refused her help. He didn’t approve of her life, her managing other people’s wealth and hoping one day for some of her own, her desire to climb higher, to crave normality, to rise above the tragedy that had leveled them, to provide more for her future children—if she should be so lucky.


But he was out there, somewhere, down in those streets, back from god knows where. She felt again that chill down her back, that things were not okay, that he was not okay. For the first time in years she felt that old, sudden flip of the world he so used to inflict on her: the world as nothing more than a bubble of flickering thought, a solidified illusion in a dark swimming ocean of spirit.


She shook her head and turned from the window. After drinking a glass of water she went back to bed, still feeling the dark city swirling around outside the birds-nest of her little apartment, and testing, delicately, if the black pull of the nightmare still remained. She was grateful for the warm body beside her.


It was nice not having to sleep alone.







Light battered against her eyelids. She opened them, squinting against the flat yellow shine. A blade in her head, like a hangover. Morning. The light so bright it seemed to fill the entire room and erase all detail. The blinds were pulled back from the floor-to-ceiling windows that covered the northern wall of the bedroom, just as in the living room. She could see the little balcony and her line of miniature succulents.


She sat up, peered out the window, and then flopped back, relieved. No sign of fog, no sign of night, and, she was pleased to note, no more dreams. One blank blessed interlude. She felt restored, despite the nightmare and the interruption. So much so the entire episode by the window took on the flavor of a dream itself, a dream within a dream that was now wisped away in the harsh and brilliant clarity pouring into the room.


She felt gratified, resolute. That fearful, phantom nightworld was not her life now, not anymore, not ever again. Not after what had happened to her and her brother as children. Such was the cornerstone of her newly fashioned life. For her brother, yes, it remained, was perpetual, but not for her. Dylan was never going to pull himself out of that mire, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t. No, that didn’t mean she hadn’t.


The aroma of coffee hit her and she swung her legs out of bed and padded into the kitchen. Tom was humming to himself, standing there in his boxers. She smiled to herself and squeezed his rear, reaching around for a mug.


“Morning, domestic partner of…”


“Twenty-one, no, twenty-two days. Good morning.” He grinned, returning the squeeze, but then his humor faded. He was eyeing her.


“What?”


“You sleep okay last night?”


She was pouring coffee from the French press. “Yes, why?”


“Just that you were, uh, talking in your sleep.”


“Oh, really?” She knew she sounded casual, but she had also stiffened, accidentally overfilling. She searched for the dishtowel to wipe up the dribble.


“Yea. You sounded pretty upset. You kept calling out to your brother, at least I think so. Dylan, right?”


“Yes.”


“Yea, Dylan. You were calling out to him. You sounded like you were almost crying. It was actually kind of scary. I tried to shake you awake but then I saw that your eyes were already open. You were gone, in some kind of trance. I grabbed your shoulders and gave you a hard jerk and then you clutched me and pretty much started weeping, saying that you saw him, over and over. Then you just rolled over and were fast asleep. You don’t remember any of that?”


“No.”


“Crazy. Has anything like that ever happened to you before? I guess how would you remember.”


“It happens sometimes.” But that was a lie.


She didn’t turn to look at him, which she knew was worse than playing it off, but she couldn’t manage that just now.


She said, “What time did this happen last night?”


“Sometime just before dawn.”


“Dawn? Are you sure?”


“Of course. Hey, are you alright?”


“I’m fine.” She tried to hide her emotions in brusque motions, wiping the counter, re-hanging the towel.


“Look. I know you don’t like talking about him—”


“That’s right.”


“—but maybe that’s part of the problem. If you’d just—”


“Yes?”


“Hell, Liz. You know what. Bring him around. Let me meet him, after what, the almost two years we’ve been together? And tell me what happened to the both of you, to your family. Something other than, ‘It was bad and I don’t want to talk about it.’ Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t want to bring this up now, but last night was…disturbing. Should I be worried about you?”


She was very still, her head down. He watched her with his arms crossed.


“He’s back, isn’t he? Back in the city?”


She met his eyes.


He nodded. “I can always tell.”


He continued to watch her, then at last sighed and moved behind her, wrapping her in his arms. He whispered in her ear. “I was hoping that moving in together would start to break this down, break you down. We can’t live like this forever, you know, with you leading two lives. I can’t live forever like this. I’m a greedy bastard. I want all of you.”


She spoke into his shoulder. “I know. But, if I could have it my way, I would never tell you anything about that part of my life. You would never meet my brother. If I could, I would slice it all off, my childhood, even my brother, slice it all off like a tumor and never look back.”


“But you can’t.”


“But I can’t.” She turned to face him. “And even with all that, I’m still not ready.”


“When are you going to be ready?”


“Look,” she glanced at the clock. “We have to get ready for work.” She started moving down the hallway, her bare feet stepping on the broken pieces of her heart, an aching cavity in her chest, and still, hoping she would get away clean.


“Did something else happen last night?” He called after her. “Don’t think I didn’t catch that look on your face when I said ‘dawn.’”


She froze, but when she glanced back it was with a face utterly smooth, blank. There was no hesitation, and it almost scared her, how well she could lie to the one she loved, how far she would go to keep it all inside. “No. Nothing else.”







Hot sheets of water streamed down her stomach, her legs, pinking her skin. She tried to wash away the unease, the confusion. To purify her body and by some miracle of absorption her mind, too. Then, in front of the misted mirror in the clear slash made by her hand, she gazed at herself, hair pinned back, makeup on—her war paint, her game face. Freckles obscured on her pale, almost albino skin, skin just like her brother’s. Freckles made her look girlish, juvenile, she always scolded herself.


But as she turned away the mask slipped for an instant, the hard, efficient face she wore, and she caught herself candid, her large sea-green eyes solemn, darkened, lost seeming somehow.


No. That doesn’t make sense. You’re happy. Everything is perfect.


Five minutes later she was twenty-one floors below and entering the busy rush of the sidewalk commute. The morning light slanted between the buildings and cut hard shadows atop the concrete, which was still dark with damp from the night fog. The air was clear and sharp. Hand in hand with Tom, they walked toward Market Street.


“You ready for your big presentation? What is it, day after tomorrow?”


She groaned. “Don’t remind me.”


“Come on, I’ve been watching you practice for weeks. You’ve got it down pat. I can already see it in big bold letters: Elizabeth Gardner’s genius plan to help rich people get richer.”


“Foul, mister. I call foul. That’s precisely what every corporate drone does.”


“But not every corporate drone is as smart as you are, or as cute.”


“Come on, this is really important to me.”


“You’re right, I’m sorry. Let me make it up to you? Buy you a drink at Shipwreck tonight?”


It was their favorite happy hour spot, down by the piers and thick with old wood atmosphere. 


“Sounds wonderful, but I’m not sure. Let me text you?”


“Okay, but look—I’m not only trying to make up with you…”


He was watching her, waiting. Finally she shook her head, befuddled.


“You know, I’m leaving tomorrow morning? Tonight’s the last night we’ll see each other for a week?”


She dropped her shoulders. “Yes, of course. I remember…” But of course she hadn’t, and he’d caught her. “Oh babe, now I’m the one who’s sorry—”


“Hey—no, it’s okay. I’m a big boy. Just text me. And don’t stay at work too late, although look who I’m talking to…”


They reached the intersection where they parted ways. She grabbed him and squeezed him tight, suddenly overwhelmed with emotion.


“Thanks,” she said into his chest.


“For what?”


She looked up at him. “For nothing. Everything. For you being you.”


“Can I record that? Play it back the next time you’re pissed at me?”


She hit him, then they kissed and she started across the street.


“Hey!”


She turned back.


“Piece of advice: don’t doze off at your desk tonight, unless you want to scare your coworkers and show the cracks in that flawless polish of yours.”


She frowned at him, and he raised his hands. “You’re right, you’re right. I’m sorry. Bad joke.”


She stuck her tongue out at him, then smacked her palms to her cheeks and rolled her eyes back into her skull, trying to look ghoulish. Then she spun on her heel and continued across the street, hearing Tom’s laughter behind her.


A frayed businessman with donut crumbs on his white shirt was eyeing her apprehensively.


She shot him a wink.







The day that followed was like any other: a ceaseless blur of battling back emails and excel spreadsheets, of delivering rigid smiles and exquisitely calibrated pleasantries in the parade of faces and financials and formalities. Where the bathroom stall and the quick lunch break were the only chances to—quite bluntly—hide.


Then she would at last find a spare moment to lean back in her seat and come up for a snatch of air, a brief respite from the battling tide. She would look to the window and instead of daylight see her own ghostly reflection in a black glassy mirror. It would be night, and she would gaze around to find most of the other cubicles empty.


Tonight the emptiness was complete, utter; she found herself alone.


She stood and stretched, feeling a cascade of pops down her back, then walked to the window and stared into the dense and layered geometry of downtown. The swimming pageantry of light and dark dazzled her screen-weary eyes. Along the streets tiny figures scurried home in bright patches of storefront light and the red smear of break lights, above them darker regions of gloom as the great bulk of the buildings rose to their own kind of private, shadowed communion. She looked across the expanse of air to see the glowing gridwork of offices similarly aloft, most of the floors empty, deserted, a kind of half-glow illuminating them. The whole brimming, cramped scene was always a surreal shock to her dulled, narrowed senses, an explosion of light and color, as if she had just dropped acid, the city, all of it, so real. The air was aglow with a kind of floating, dark luminosity. No sign of fog yet, perhaps a tinge of vaporous mist.


Usually at day’s end she would wearily stare out with blank and mindless wonder, but tonight there was a turbulence in the undertow of her mind. An unease had lingered all day, and rendered the grand panorama before her slightly spectral, ominous. It was the dream. She glanced back at the emptiness behind her. It was here, too, a sickly tincture over her workspace, the spare purity contaminated, coated with some presence that haunted her mind. The immaculate, institutional surroundings that usually gave her such comfort in their very sterility now felt foreboding. Those leaves—those chill wet leaves were still on her shoulders, refusing to let her grow warm. There was an urgency in the still, silent air.


Dylan, where are you?


She resolved then and there that she needed to see him. She would track him down. There were a few likely spots: the International Hostel in the Tenderloin, the Pacific Grove Church, the runaway camps near Haight and Ashbury. She would check them all—but when? Tomorrow morning? She felt a twinge of fear imagining a repetition of last night’s dream. She took a deep breath, tried to still herself, to feel. Yes, she was that unsettled. Not bad enough to go tonight, to brave those places when it was dark, but enough that she needed to see him, soon. The dawn would be better for that sort of thing, anyway. For her own safety, and for its clarity.


Revisiting the contents of her dream last night she was less able, with the passage of time, to dismiss them. There was a pivot in her mind between feeling and intellect, and sometimes there was simply no contest, despite any internal whimpers of irrationality. 


It was only a dream, dummy.


She would take the morning off. Damn the weekly review meeting. Dave would just have to handle that by himself—which surprised her, this total lack of concern. Ordinarily she was appalled at the slightest hint of unprofessionalism or misconduct.


Was it that serious, then? Of course not. Don’t be crazy. It was only a dream. This is just for your nerves.


This would be a quick in and out, that’s all, and she’d be at her desk by the time everyone returned from lunch. She just needed to set her mind at ease, that’s all. Just a quick checkup, maybe force some money on him, try to be nice, understanding, before it quickly degenerated into the usual squabbles and arguments that would leave them both bitter and unsatisfied and yet more firmly entrenched in their views. Why do we always end up that way? We always try…


And Tom? God, she hadn’t even thought of him—and then she remembered. She yanked out her phone to find a text from him over a half hour ago: Where are you? Heading over there now. 


“Dammit,” she muttered. She quickly texted him back: Leaving now. See you in twenty. Order my favorite. 


One last glance at the floating city from twenty-one floors up, and then she hurried to her desk and collected her things. She wouldn’t tell him. It was obvious. Yes, he wanted more honesty, but this didn’t concern him. And of course it was nothing. It would only lead to more questions, more argument, one more inch in that door slowly creaking open, when this was simply a quick in and out. A clean break. No need for it to impact her ‘real’ life in any way. He would never know.


For as much as she denied this shadowy underside to her life, this unseen world, barricading it from her mind always, there were a few things beyond her ability to partition, to rebuff. Things she could not deny, things that Tom never thought to question because—quite by design—he didn’t know enough to question them. Such as how she always knew whenever her brother was back in town, even when he never said a word.







She hurried with her keys and bag and stood in the elevator staring at the digital screen in the upper right-hand corner, studying the random financial and political headlines. Her eyes were caught by a local news flash announcing that a teenage girl had been found gruesomely murdered in San Francisco. Something tingled in her but she forced it away, swallowed it down. She didn’t know what to think, so she thought nothing. Why were they announcing news like that on an elevator in a business building? It felt obscene. For once she was glad to see the guards on the ground floor as they smiled at her a bit too broadly, even the obese one with the thinning hair and giant spectacles, whose gaze couldn’t help but slide down her chest.


The outdoor air was cool and moist. A slight breeze drafted through a darkness lit by a thousand lights, from headlamps to signs to buses and streetlights, all of which rendered the night more moody without defeating it. She dodged a cable car and headed down Market, toward the Ferry Building and the piers. The bar wasn’t five blocks away. She needed a drink—and then she would email Dave about tomorrow morning.


The city streets felt as malignly surreal as they had up above, at the window. The night always seemed to reverse its colors and flip like a photographic negative possessing the city. When she passed a corner market she saw people standing before the counter staring up at the television. The knot in her stomach grew worse. She couldn’t help but glance at the screen: it was more news about the murdered girl. She saw a female newscaster standing in front of a park entrance, the gate and trees lit by station lights and cop cars. She did not like to admit that she recognized that park. The newscaster’s expression was subdued, professional, but was there a hint in her eyes of actually being disturbed?


Her step slowed as she watched the grim fascination of the customers in the store, a few older businessmen, a biker, even the cashier craning his head around to watch. That means it’s bad, a small voice whispered inside her. Her unease deepened. The little niggling she tried to ignore grew worse, like a small child tugging at her coat sleeve, more and more insistent.


Just keep walking. Where’s that drink?


Steam roiled through a manhole and enveloped her, its moldy, subterranean odor slipping across her skin. The tableau in the store was lost from view. Good.


Half a block down she realized she was almost running, even in these high heels. Her heart was pounding. Forcing herself to slow she spotted one of those lime green Fog City taxis and hailed it. She didn’t need a ride but she wanted to get off the streets, to feel safe, cocooned.


But when she opened the door she saw the TV screen embedded in the passenger seat and recoiled, as if she had overturned a rock to find a snake. She slammed the door and backed away, turning from the driver’s bug-eyed stare and curses before the cab sped away.


Almost there.


She covered the side of her face, her heels clacking as she brushed past people. There was a bubble in her mind, expanding greater and greater, and she was doing everything she could to prevent it from popping.


Finally she saw the heavy double doors of the bar, where Tom and her drink sat waiting, both perhaps collecting condensation. That drink would be the first of many tonight, she predicted. She pushed through the doors to feel the bubble in her mind go POP.


Just above Tom’s shaggy, dirty-blonde head, a TV screen displayed a photo of a teenage girl. Clearly from a yearbook, the girl smiled shyly at the camera, but underneath a caption read: YOUNG RUNAWAY FOUND DISMEMBERED IN GOLDEN GATE PARK. The photo was from several years ago, but the girl’s large-boned face and small eyes were unmistakable. Deep chords of recognition burst into her awareness, the subconscious knowing that she had sensed since the elevator but had been resisting until it was futile: this was the girl from last night’s dream.


And her first thought following that: I have to find my brother. Tonight.










CHAPTER 2: THE SEARCH FOR DYLAN







SHE BACKED INTO the barroom wall, jostling a table filled with flyers. There was no breath in her lungs. She had to think fast, and act faster. There sat Tom, her man, there sat her drink before the empty barstool beside him. 


Everyone’s attention was fixed upon the screen behind the bar, but that would snap at any second. Tom would be looking for her, checking the door at intervals. 


And oh god that was the girl. How could that be the girl? What does that mean? And what I saw happening to her, what those two shadows were doing to her—shadows? Who were They?


Should she tell Tom? Could she tell him, try to explain to him why he had to trust her, follow her out into the dark on this cold wet night? Down grungy, dangerous streets to search for her brother, because of a dream? Or ask him on blind trust? Let him see her in this darkly unhinged state? And the questions, the prying that would surely follow? She saw the spell over the crowd begin to dispel, Tom’s head begin to turn.


There was no thought, no deliberation. She simply spun around and slipped back through the front doors, out into the street. For a half-moment she was frozen, heart suspended. Am I really doing this? Did he see me? No one came to the door. She could hear the trickle of the rain start again, tapping on her shoulders, dripping into the gutter, the hiss of tires rolling down the street. No one came. She didn’t want him to see her pass the window. She angled her head away. She counted to three.


She ran.







Nowhere and everywhere, she ran. Blind panic consumed her, the streets looming up vertiginous, colossal, crowding her vision and overtaking her mind. The buildings swirled and leaned toward her in a surreal vertigo, the streets dark and wild and alive. For a moment she was that fourteen-year-old girl again, when everything bad had happened, when the end had come, the final tragedy that had been mounting it seemed since the day Dylan was born. Secrets she had never wanted to face again were thrusting back into her life with sneering contempt. She felt a child’s paralysis before a truth twisted and cryptic, in the shadows, just her frail heart thumping like a rabbit’s in her thin chest. Lost in fog, all that fog like poison gas in the corridors of her memory. Why did she still live here? With this fog? Even now she saw it dropping down from the black sky, long cottony fingers drooping soft and dreamlike, invading the city.


She stopped on the corner a block from the bar, panting high, shallow breaths that were becoming more regular, the panic receding like some dark tide from the shores of her being. Her chest, she had to tell herself, was no longer thin and narrow, no longer that of a girl’s. She was not helpless, rootless as she had been, no one to turn to and faced with perversions beyond her reckoning. She was twenty-five, standing on a street corner that she knew well, Drumm and Market, not far from her work, and not five hundred feet from where her boyfriend sat, the man she now lived with. The thought did not guilt her this time, but anchored her. She felt her feet, her heels on the crusty sidewalk. She stepped into the street and hailed a taxi.


This time she slid in and promptly switched off the screen, though she couldn’t help noticing that it was, again, news coverage of that very girl. She told the driver: “Tenderloin. International Hostel at Eddy and Leavenworth.” The driver eyed her with a doubtful expression, but said nothing and pulled into traffic.


She sighed and withdrew her phone. The guilt and sense of betrayal, of imbalance and secrets, had returned. It took her several attempts of typing and deleting, but finally she settled on: Something urgent has come up, babe. Won’t be able to leave work, and won’t be home for a while. Don’t wait up. I’ll tell you all about it later…


What ‘it’ was she had no idea. She’d have to think of something. Thank god, though, that this had happened before, when a high-profile client had been arrested and his accounts seized, so there was precedence to lean on.


Almost immediately after hitting send Tom was calling her. She switched off her phone, leaned her forehead against the glass, and stared out at the wet streets. The dim entrances to buildings, the wine bars and noodle shops, the glare and bustle of Union Square, flowed by in a dazzling haze. And gradually, she watched the increasing disrepair, the dereliction, the sparser lights and stretches of shadow, as she was ferried into the dark heart of the Tenderloin.


Her gaze shifted back to the blank screen in front of her. Her eyes squeezed shut in a kind of spasm, staying that way for a moment, and then she opened them and turned on the news. She pressed the volume up and leaned forward.


She watched. She listened.







Of course Dylan wasn’t at the hostel. Nor the church. She had been kidding herself, hoping against hope that he would be elsewhere, miraculously safe, sitting on some futon with a crumbling paperback and raising an eyebrow at her addled display and garbled excuses. At her fantasies and delusions. But no. She had no such luxuries, and so she told the cab driver to take her to Haight Ashbury. From there, she would walk to where she least wanted to go: the runaway camps.


Where, not much further and deeper into Golden Gate Park, an early morning jogger had stumbled upon the remains of Kathy Ann Steward of Rockport, Ohio, aged twenty-one. Literally stumbled across her leg, which was no longer attached to her body. Her remains had been found scattered along a paved path and down an abutting gully, however not all of her had been recovered. Police were aggressively withholding details, which did not stop the newswoman from delivering a stream of grisly hearsay before Liz again had to turn it off.


She paid the taxi driver and immediately walked toward the park, a giant canopy of inky blackness across the street from the neon glare and barhopping vibe of upper Haight. She had never done this before at night, and already the avoidance and buildup had knotted her stomach. Only a single cop car was parked along the curb, and no news vans, both of which surprised her. She checked her watch: almost eleven. Under even the best of circumstances this was the most difficult spot to search for Dylan. The camps were scattered and decentralized, always on the move to avoid the cops, essentially squatter spots with an ever-revolving cast of the young and homeless, addicted and disenfranchised, freaked and free-lover.


The sense of being in a city quickly left her as she was submerged in the shadowy depths of the trees. Sounds were dampened, light swallowed. After walking along the main path for some time, which forked and forked yet again, taking her deeper than usual into the park with still no sign, she wondered if she had strayed off course or if the cops had fully rousted them for the night because of the murder. She traveled without light, letting her eyes adjust to the inkiness so that she could spy any red glare between the trees and bushes, walking as silently as she could in her ridiculous heels so that she might catch any laughter, floating voices, a guitar being strummed. She was cold and tired. Wet and hungry.


And about to give up. Then, not sure if she should feel relief or dread, her eyes caught an orange flicker through the belt of trees on her left. She gingerly clambered off the path into the underbrush, her heels sinking into the damp soil, and ascended a grade. Closer, and there was no mistaking it: the scent of smoke, the sound of voices, drumming, almost a roar of commotion, beneath it the plucking of guitars, the shouting and wailing of song.


No doubt this place, being deeper, more hidden, was chosen due to the murder and the cops. Their usual spots were probably ransacked and cordoned off for evidence. How else could they have ID’d the girl so quickly if not through the very street community she lived with? For now, they seemed left alone—though with this noise clearly none too secret.


When at last she crested the rise and turned a bend she saw below her the clearing. In its center was a crackling bonfire, around which teemed a throng of bodies writhing and flinging themselves into the air, dancing half-naked and naked, musicians banging on buckets, twanging guitars, shouting hoarsely. There was a lot of rolling around in the grass and dirt, frantic with the gyrations of lust. A sort of primitive rave, she realized, silhouetted against the hues of firelight and the flume of sparks, but there was something manic and frenzied about it that disturbed her, a desperate and barely controlled restraint. Tents, blankets, sleeping bags formed a rough perimeter, within which smaller knots of kids huddled together, others lined on the grassy slopes, watching with big catatonic eyes that shone with reflected flame.


Liz had never seen them like this. Not in all the years she had become acquainted through her involuntary association. She had always felt pity for their crude escapes from the grubby and bleak realities of their existence, but this was something different altogether. There was a grotesque, malign energy, a grim spirit of hysteria that was almost violent.


A waiflike, mousy girl sat on a blanket not far from her, watching the revelry with knees drawn up and empty eyes.


“What’s going on?” Liz asked her.


The girl didn’t turn from the scene. “They’re trying to forget. We’re all trying to forget. Of course it won’t work.”


And then Liz reexamined it all, and understood: they were deeply afraid. It was an abandonment on the black shores of terror, the last ditch escape into the mindlessness of flesh and dirt and secretions, of needles and pills and liquor, anything and everything to blot the senses, the awareness of their predicament. To forget, to not think. That means it’s real, and very bad, the voice inside her whispered again. And she understood further: this had to do with more than one girl’s brutal murder. Kathy Ann was merely the tip of an iceberg that had pierced average awareness.


She almost didn’t want to ask. “What are you all trying to forget?”


That made the girl turn, and the expression on her face brought Liz to herself. She was no doubt an utterly surreal sight in this place, stumbling out of the dark wearing sharp corporate attire, a handbag, high heels, a lingering scent of perfume. Though by now her clothes had gone crumpled and moist, her tights torn with runners, her hair mussed, her shoes muddy.


“You another cop?”


“No. I’m trying to find my brother. His name is Dylan.”


She took out the one photo she kept of him expressly for this purpose. A photo taken at random years ago by an enterprising photographer preying on tourists walking along Fisherman’s Wharf. The two of them had gone there for an awkward celebration after Dylan had been released from a short psychiatric stay. She paid the photographer ten bucks for the Polaroid, and now it was torn, frayed, and she had cut it in half—removing herself from the image.


The girl glanced at it, shook her head. “Hey John! Come over here!”


At a nearby tent an older guy—or what passed for one around here—pulled back from a deep drag on a Jim Bean fifth and passed it to another, then stood and walked over, wiping his lips. He was scarecrow thin, dressed in an oversized army jacket, and had long hair falling in oily, matted tangles. There was sparse wiry fuzz on the chin and upper lip of a teen’s soft, narrow face. But his eyes were penetrating and dark, deep in the sockets, and there was a tattoo of a centipede crawling along his neck. Under his left eye in red letters was the word GUILT. 


When he glanced at Liz his face hardened, his edgy nature seeming to key up several notches. He examined her up and down before eyeing her bag. A bolt of fear shot through her. She realized how utterly the outsider she was here, in the middle of nowhere, in the dark, far from anyone else, among a group of crazy homeless kids falling off the deep end and growing close to savagery.


“She’s looking for her brother. You seen this guy?”


Liz showed him the photo, and she was sure she saw something flicker in the backs of his eyes. But he looked at her with the same hard expression.


“Maybe.”


He was clearly drunk, and probably on something else besides. He was cocking his head, leaning into her.


She sighed, slipped a twenty from her bag and held it out, trying to act impatient. Grimy fingers snapped it away where it disappeared into voluminous layers of jackets and sweaters. He stared at her, long and unblinking. She did not look away. Something in her seemed to satisfy him, and he sobered.


He knelt beside the girl, gently touching the back of her neck. The sight filled Liz with a warmth that flushed through her, this unconscious gesture of protection and intimacy. She decided that there was probably something good inside John, even if he frightened her.


“I know Dylan,” he said. “Comes and goes. Keeps mostly to himself. I heard how he got arrested a couple months back. He’s a good man. He thought he was doing good. Just like with all this that’s been happening.”


A good man? It amazed her, was almost bizarre to catch this glimpse of her brother through someone else’s eyes. She was so stuck in her own narrow frame of mind it felt as if she were hearing about someone she didn’t know.


“He’s been around the last couple weeks. Got really freaked, the first I’ve ever seen him like that. Usually he’s a damn Buddhist monk, the calmest around here. Just watches, listens. Helps some of the other kids who are having dark times. But lately he’s been running around, asking everyone all these questions.”


“Why?”


He paused, eyeing her skeptically. “Because of the Dark Lady. The dreams. Those two guys that came here, the little guys, and then Kathy going missing.”


For a moment there was a stutter in her mind. It skipped its groove and spun out over a deep abyss. There was a collision of two things that did not belong together: the figures of her personal nightmare, hers and Dylan’s—the childhood past she always tried to keep shut behind locked doors—and Kathy Ann’s murder. “What did you say?”


There was something in her voice that made him look up at her, appraise her anew. A wall seemed to break down as a softness entered his eyes. He gazed at her perhaps for the first time as a human being.


“You really are his sister, aren’t you?”


She nodded.


“He never mentioned you. Then again, you could almost be his twin. I’d say he’s lucky to have someone like you looking out for him. Luckier than most of us. Please, sit.”


So she sat, indifferent at the moment to the wet grass and her tailored skirt. He called over the others he was drinking with and soon she was surrounded by a small circle of street kids, who ranged from the heartbreakingly small and innocent to the grotesque and troglodyte. They offered her booze and smokes and pills, as if their pockets were bottomless and it was all for her. She declined, but did gulp some whisky—she needed it, and on her empty stomach felt it slam straight into her head. She looked at these kids. There was an intimacy here, a fraternity that was almost tribal, and shocking in juxtaposition to her own alienated teen years, as well as to her present world: the cold, anonymous civility of her upscale apartment building.


“For the past month or so,” John said, “Some of us have started…seeing things. Not everyone, but enough. In our dreams, along the streets, in the parks at night. When the fog gets thick.” He gestured at the frenzy around the bonfire. “They’re all in denial. They can’t take it anymore. Kathy was the last straw. So now they’re going crazy.” He looked at her. “But something is deeply wrong in this city. Don’t you feel it?”


She nodded dumbly, though she wasn’t sure what he was talking about. She was starting to feel lightheaded. It was the liquor; it was all of this. It was too much to take at once.


“Then those two creeps showed up.” It was another kid that spoke. He was small, had a runty face and a mop of black hair that almost covered his eyes. “None of us were there, but Kathy was. Afterward a bunch of those kids basically killed themselves. But Kathy went missing right away. And when Dylan heard about it, something in him snapped. All of us were scared, paralyzed. Tried to pretend Kathy just ran back home. But he tried to find her. He wanted to find those two men that tricked her.”


The mousy girl said, “The cops are looking for them now, too. Only they’ll never find them. They’ll look in all the wrong places. And the only reason they care at all is because it was on the news.”


“But my brother? My brother was looking for them?” That sounded insane. And yet, it was Dylan.


She said, “I’m trying to find him and I haven’t been able. When’s the last time you saw him?”


“Been a couple days,” John said.


“The last I saw,” the mop-haired kid said, “Your brother was talking to one of the last girls that was there when the two creeps showed up. I think she told him where Kathy went.”


“What? Do you know where that is?”


He shook his head.


“Do any of you?”


No one answered.


“Then where’s that girl? Where can I find her?”


John stared at her with unwavering eyes. “She’s dead. OD’ed yesterday. She’s at the morgue. Said she was going to go away and take a trip. Escape from all this. I wonder if that’s what she meant. She’d been seeing a lot of crazy things. Impossible things. Every time she went to sleep she woke up screaming.”


She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Dark swimming patches began to float in front of her eyes, blobs against the flickering firelight. Everyone was fading into undulating, shadowy figures.


“Look, something is going on,” John said. “It happens at night. You feel it. The moonlight feels wrong. The fog. Things don’t feel real. When you’re walking alone, the houses, the trees can suddenly feel like cardboard, and the fog comes alive. It shimmers. Everything goes thin, and it’s almost like there’s something else behind it.”


She felt a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, are you alright?”


She pushed it away and stumbled to her feet. “No,” she said. “No, no, no. I can’t take this. I don’t want to hear this again. Not again.”


“Hey, whoa. Lady, relax.”


“None of you know where my brother is? Is that what you’re saying? None of you know?”


“None of us know. I’m sorry. We’ll keep an eye out. We’ll ask around.”


“And what if he’s with THEM? What then?”


No one said anything.


She had to lean over, her hands on her knees, her vision spinning. She realized she was talking to a bunch of helpless kids. They could do nothing, knew nothing. The bonfire had turned infernal, ghastly, the surging crowd a horde of demons.


“What am I doing here? I have to get out of here. I have to go home.”


She wanted nothing more than for this to be a horrible dream, to be in bed next to Tom. She straightened herself, and through the shimmering air above the fire saw trees on the opposite side of the clearing. They swayed in the rippling, smoky heat, hallucinatory and dreamlike. Something caught her eye. Amidst them she thought she saw something flicker and shine, two glowing points of light.


Yes, they were there again. Eyes? Reflecting the flames? Great glowing green eyes, like shining reflectors, and then the rest of the head snapped into perception out of the backdrop of the trees—a huge cat staring across the clearing, staring at her, with a knowing, watchful intelligence, a kind of avarice. But there was something wrong—the eyes, the head, they were too high off the ground, the height of a man, as if it—


Someone grabbed her shoulder and pulled her away. It was John. “Hey, look. I don’t think you should leave the park by yourself. Let some of us walk you out.”


She shrugged herself free and turned back, squinting, trying to find the spot again on the opposite side. She found it—but saw nothing. There was nothing there now, if there had been anything there at all. It must have been someone walking back from a piss. Had to have been. Otherwise it made no sense.


She really needed to go home now.







John and a few of the other guys walked her out.


At the sidewalk she tried to offer him more money, but he shook his head.


“Don’t be ridiculous. Just try and get some sleep. And try not to worry about your brother. He’s one of the most capable guys around here.”


“And you guys?”


“We’re all tired. And afraid. If you need us, you know where to look.”


And with that they melted back into the night.


She stumbled down the street, tipsy, exhausted, her clothes a wreck, her stomach a gnawing emptiness, but deeper than all these things, her soul was ill at peace. Even more deeply than before. Her dark and futile trip had accomplished the reverse of what she had hoped for—to dispel her fears, to confirm that it was all a bad dream. Not receive this confirmation darkly. And a trail gone cold.


At the end of the block she saw the solitary cop car still parked along the curb, an officer leaning against the door with his arms crossed, chatting to his female partner sitting inside. 


She considered simply walking up to them and spilling everything. That her brother went missing, she suspected, while searching for the murdered girl. But she stopped. Wouldn’t that make him, in their eyes, a suspect? He was looking for her, then she turns up murdered, and he’s gone? Didn’t that sound suspicious? What reason could she give them that she considered him not a danger but in danger? Her dream? With his psychiatric history he was an easy target. At the least, he could get trapped again in the state system. Especially if he told them what she suspected his motives were. Besides, would their involvement even help?


She had to decide. That fulcrum within her, balanced between pragmatism and something deeper, something more subtle, was tilting back and forth, uncertain. But really there was no debate. She knew that Dylan was in trouble, but if she was honest with herself, she knew just as deeply that even if the police wanted to help, this was trouble beyond their ken.


It was true that she had looked for him in only a few likely places. He could be anywhere in the city, even in hiding, but she knew he was gone. She felt the discontinuity inside her, where she could always register his presence. It was as if he had just dropped off the face of the earth.


No, the police could not help her.


She crossed the street to avoid passing them, and by chance was almost hit by a lone taxi turning the corner. They never prowled these parts, unless dropping off drunken couples returning home. She climbed inside and told the driver to take her downtown. To take her home.


She leaned back, not quite believing all that she had been through tonight. She wanted to sleep, to forget—not to dream. She pulled out her phone, remembering that she’d turned it off. She powered it. 


It was well after midnight, and she had four missed calls from Tom.


The taxi drove her through a blur of night streets. She stared out with lifeless eyes, praying that the next time she saw the news it would not be about the discovery of another dismembered body. This one belonging to her brother.










CHAPTER 3: THE IMPATIENCE OF A LOVER







SHE CREPT INTO the apartment mouse-like, alert, the door creaking a long and tremulous note. But all was dark, quiescent. The skyscrapers exploded through the frame of panoramic glass, flooding the living room so that she passed into a terrarium of amber light, everything painted in glowing surfaces and deep shadow.


She moved to the bedroom door and listened at the open crack, hearing Tom’s steady breathing within. She almost sobbed with relief. 


There was a hysteria building inside her, the last threads of her self-control threatening to break. To come back to this peaceful, wholesome world she had worked so hard to build, her fortress from the outer dark, to come back and find it already contaminated. Her barricades already breached, and herself the contagion. All that she had wanted to keep out, all that she had wanted excised from her life forever, she has just brought within. In her foul state tonight, she was the one that did it. She.


And next she was in their palatial bathroom, the cold white brilliance of it, stripping and peeling off her clothes. Faster and faster, the hysteria finally breaking, rushing in a flood, a weak moan escaping her as she ripped seams and popped buttons. Blind panic to get this filth off. 


She was nude and in the shower, cranking the knob hotter and hotter, steam erupting in thick roiling clouds, scalding water pounding her as she scrubbed and scrubbed in a maniacal frenzy with the rough end of a brush, no soap, faster and faster on her stomach and thighs and arms and breasts, her flesh, her entire body becoming the ugly raw redness of a wound. Tears streaming down her face and lost in the rush of water, her mind and identity blotted away, replaced by this one need: to feel clean, pure again, to restore her world and push the darkness away. She felt the foulness inside her, an invasive presence beneath her very skin, and she would have, if she could, peeled back her flesh and stuffed herself with bleach. To just burn it all away. Kill every alien thing in her until she realized with sickening grandeur that it was not in her but her, her very core, the essence of her being stained and corrupted at its very root. Ever lurking, now simply revealed in this new flowering of black petals.


She dropped the brush and fell to her knees, a hand to her face and a hand to her chest, dry sobs breaking out of her like brittle glass, not breathing, leaning over and hitching, trying to keep the sounds in, to not wake Tom in the other room.


When at last she stood before the full-length mirror naked and wet and dripping, her eyes like empty holes in a dead mask, she did not see the bright red angriness of her body. She saw none of that. All she saw, all she could see, were the four old wounds cleft into her flesh, one on each arm, one on each leg: dark puffy ropes of gnarled skin, ugly and rippling, down the insides of her forearms, down the insides of her thighs.


There were no more tears left in her to cry. The invasion had not even begun. It was already won years ago.







Finally Tom stirred awake. The soft sounds and noises coalesced into a definite sense of presence, of someone in the room. He turned over and opened his eyes to see silhouetted against the city lights his Lizzy, naked, beads of water on her shoulders and arms like shimmering bits of ice, her face turned away and staring out into the night. The skyscrapers were blurry in a nimbus of radiant mist, which limned her spare shape with a soft phosphorescence. In the gloom her pale skin could just be seen, her scars like black stitching on a white doll. Sitting on the footrest with her legs before her, perfectly still, she seemed in a trance.


It caught his breath. Eerie and beautiful in the same instant, he felt like a trespasser on some private mystery not meant for his eyes. But he could not look away.


And then she spoke. A whisper, almost a breath so soft he didn’t hear it. He did not know if it was meant for him, if she sensed his watching, or if she was conscious of it at all.


“I feel trapped in a dream.”


He could not bring himself to speak. Ordinarily he would have gotten up, gone to her and held her, grabbed her a towel, but there was something about her that stayed him. It was not his place to intervene, to shatter this stillness. 


“Or,” she whispered, “have all these good years been the dream, and only now I’m waking up again. To my real life.”


He couldn’t take it anymore. “Babe, you’re wet. Dry off, come to bed. Don’t sit there or you’re going to get a cold.”


She didn’t turn to him. Still motionless, she said, “Do you really want to know?”


He was about to get up, but stopped. He stared at her, saw her hand gently running up her scarred forearm. Without hesitation he said, “Yes.”


And she began, just like that, telling him what he had wanted to know for the past two years, as if she were describing a scene unfurling at that very instant, hanging just behind her eyes. As if, in a way, it lived there always, a kind of double vision that forever stained everything she saw in tinctures of her own blood. Her voice was distant and remote, alien—a sleepwalker’s drone.


“He said they were going to kill our mother. That there was only one way to stop them. Dylan said there was only one way.


“For years, the endless round of doctors had told me not to worry, that I did it only because of my brother. That he made me do it. That we were both the victim of his dark delusions. But there was something else there that night. I have always known that. Father was already gone. Dead. Killed by them, Dylan told me, and mommy was next. And that night—that boy was not my brother. I felt it, too…like we were puppets.


“His white face, I will never forget the look on his face, that stretched grin as he cut himself. The blood, thick and oozing, a shiny blackness against the almost translucent undersides of his arms. The knife silver and flashing against the white tiles and fluorescent lights. We were naked, just getting our little patches of pubic hair. We were genderless, snow-white, a pair of angelic twins holding big knives beside a tub full of rising water.


“And we cut ourselves, one after another, taking turns. I remember how it sang, the pain. My entire body was vibrating, humming. I’m sure I felt almost nothing after the first slice. The blood was shocking, to see myself drain, to watch the flow spurt and quicken in time to my heart. And my heart was beating very fast. I felt a dizzy, clinical detachment, and we climbed into the tub as I became aware of a banging on the door, a distant screaming. The water was rising almost to the lip now, and I stared entranced at the ribbons of blood unspooling out of our arms and legs, quivering in loops and spirals in the water, then dissolving, spreading, exploding in a rush of red mist and pink clouds growing darker and darker.


“Everything happened very fast after that.


“The banging and screaming—our mother, I realized. But didn’t she understand? That we were doing this for her? Our gift to save her? Dylan had locked the door, and it looked so tiny, so far away. I felt fine, a little sleepy, a balloon tethered to my skinny body below, all was fine except for that smile, that grin on my brother’s face, like a porcelain ghoul as he said, ‘We’ll save her, we’re saving her.’ And I felt my heart spasm as if a great fist had squeezed it. Because, as I squinted against the buzzing whiteness of the bathroom, I saw what I have never told anyone, none of the doctors, not once. I saw that we were not alone.


“I had become aware that there was a smoky haze growing in the little room, that the walls were no longer as gleaming white. I thought it was steam rising from the bath, even though it was darker, an ashy vapor, uneven and lumpish. But through squinted eyes I saw that this was not steam. Swarming toward the tub, toward us, floated a host of ragged shadows. They drifted above us, forming a ring. They were there, they were real. The ones my brother always spoke of, the ones that grew in his closet like black mold and whispered about him at night, the ones that had stalked him in the streets, in his dreams. 


“I heard my brother sigh with the impatience of a lover, and it was horrible to hear. They leaned toward us, their white faces ghastly as they bent over to sup from the bloody trough we had fixed for them. To satiate the darkness, to replace one blood offering with another. 


“And these shapes, I could not look at them. They were like great hunched vultures out of the dark, but with human faces of crumbling white putty, the faces hideously deformed, squashed and stretched and crushed, quivering with depraved ecstasy. A flock of hungry ghosts with evil grins and lapping tongues—to lap up our own forsaken blood.


“In horror I looked to my brother. He was raising his arms high above his head, the ragged gore of his wrists held out, the tatters of his flesh dangling and swinging as he cried, ‘Here! Here!’


“The sight of him cut whatever puppeteer’s strings were fixed to my mind, and a dawning terror swept over me as I looked down at what I had done to myself. My knobby-kneed girl’s legs opened up, almost lost in the darkness of the water, my slippery arms welling up, bubbling with blood like oil. I had not only killed myself, I had corrupted my soul. I looked back at my brother and saw different eyes peeking out of his face, watching me with a gloating twinkle, a triumph. There were speckles of blood on his cheeks, red fingerprints smeared across his forehead, his eyes so wide and staring I could see all of the whites. I began to scream. I screamed for my mother. 


“At that same moment the dark water rose to the lip of the tub and a slow, lazy sheet slipped over the top and cascaded down, spreading outward in a scarlet runner across the floor. Above that the door shuddered with the force of my mother’s blows and began to splinter, tiny shards exploding from around the handle. And the door burst open with a crack and my mother stood there in the doorframe, a hammer in her hand and the hammer dropping to the floor as her eyes took us in. Her face fell apart. It seemed to crumple inward on itself like withering leaves. I lifted my arms to her and I will never forget the revulsion that swept across her face. In that instant, I had become defiled, a monstrous, untouchable thing.


“Then a twitch shivered through her and tears sprang into her eyes as she moaned oh my baby and rushed forward. Her feet slipped on the puddle of bloody water, sweeping her legs behind her as her face plunged into the edge of the sink. A sharp crunch, then a series of ghastly crackling sounds. Her body instantly lost tension and she went limp as a ragdoll, slumping to the floor. And was still.


“She didn’t move even as I screamed at her. Dylan began to chuckle, knowing and exultant. There was a crescent chunk of sink sheared clean off, in its place chunks of dark fleshy matter and clumps of hair. On the floor, our mother’s face was a shattered cavity of gore.”


She paused.


“After that, the rest is only in broken images. Frames stolen from a lost film reel. The room stuttered. The lights flickered. I felt like a thousand pounds, weighed down at the bottom of the sea. I could not move. I moved. I began to hurt all over, my limbs stuffed with razor blades. I stood myself up on wobbly legs and the room barrel-rolled and I slipped back in. I did it again. The dark spirits felt like oily, cobwebby mist as I passed through them. Dylan was calling after me. A swoon sent me tottering, lightheaded, as I slipped out and almost fell, then made baby steps through the slippery water of my own blood, now mixing with the blood of my mother. I stepped over her, careful not to look, out to the hallway, propped myself against the wall, my two feet like clumps of unfeeling ice miles below on the dampening carpet. Then I dropped to the floor and blacked out.


“Somehow, I called the police. Even after all these years I have no memory of it. Not that it mattered. In the end, they still got my mother. They got us all. Dylan was locked away for five years.”


After waiting almost a full minute to make sure she would say no more, Tom stood and went to her. He got down on his knees and with a hand to her cheek turned her face from the window. Her eyes were unseeing, fixed on some infinite vantage within, no tears in them at all. He kissed her forehead, tears in his own eyes, glimmering in the dimness like tracks of liquid silver down his cheeks. He kissed her nose, her chin, her neck, and finally took her hands in his and bent down, kissing the scars running up her arms. He held her.







They said goodbye at the curb, the taxi idling. She was still in her bathrobe. It was dark, the street gray with only a smoky rumor of dawn. He looked at her with a troubled expression.


“Are you sure you’re going to be okay? I feel like I’m making a big mistake not cancelling this. In the end who really cares? It’s just a job.”


“Don’t you dare. I would never forgive you. I’ll be fine and it will go by in a flash. Six days, five nights.”


“You better call me everyday.”


“Deal.”


They kissed. He got in and for an instant their eyes met in a new way through the grimy window. It held all the dark and fragile spaces that were now shared between them, that were no longer in her heart alone. He knew. The taxi pulled away.


She watched it fade into the gloom, her arms crossed against the chill. She still had not told him a thing about her missing brother.







She went upstairs to get ready for work. She had never sent the email last night excusing herself until lunchtime, and now it was too late. Even though she had not slept a minute during the night, she refused to call in sick.


She still did not know what she was going to have to do.







Sitting at her spotless white desk, surrounded by her orderly printouts and memoranda in a splash of morning sunshine, she felt oddly dislocated. After last night’s events, it did not feed her desire for reassurance and order, but instead undercut it by appearing flimsy, surreal. As if these corporate trappings were nothing but props on a stage, a false comfort in the midst of a dark and wild world without. 


Part of it was the lack of sleep. She felt queasy and off-kilter. There was a sticky mass of cobwebs in her head that coffee after coffee would not wipe away. All she could do was sit here and smile and say the usual things, pretend that everything was okay while wishing she could simply crawl into a ball under her desk.


And so she simply sat here like a prop herself, a clothing store dummy tapping at her keyboard in a mimic of productivity as fractured, dreamlike memories of last night drifted through her. After she had told Tom what had happened ten years before, or rather, after she had come back to herself to find it told and him at her side, he had carried her to bed. There they had made gentle love in the soft light of the city, their eyes in the dimness locking over and over, their hands touching each other anew, as if having to re-explore the contours of their bodies, remap the lines of their souls in this newly revealed landscape between them.


After, when he had fallen asleep, she rose and went to the living room where she sat staring into the night. She could not sleep. She was afraid of the dreams. And before she knew it the alarm was going off and Tom was stumbling out of bed to the shower.


For years she had feared the worst from the inevitability of sharing her past, of explaining the dark mementos branded into her body. Fears that she would tell a man only to find him rise, grab his coat, and move to the door. But still, she had not told him everything. It was but a single thread pulled from a black and enigmatic weave, making little sense on its own and revealing nothing of the rest. The true shape of the narrative extended long before and after, and in truth had never really ended. She had only told herself that it had, and by extension him. 


He had tried to ask her why now, why she finally chose tonight, and she had only shrugged. And that was a lie and it hurt. Yes, there was a new depth between them because of what she had said at last, but it was tainted by what she had not said: that this was not only in her past. That this was not over.







An hour before lunch she fled to the bathroom to hide in her favorite stall—and this is what happened:


She closed her eyes and forced herself to breath, trying to calm her racing heart. The much-too-much coffee had jacked her nerves but left her sleepy head untouched, so that her limbs and heart felt detached, jittering and shaking on their own like some spooked animal. 


Next to her in the adjacent stall she could see the bottom half of a pair of red high heels. That would be Suzanne. There was the sound of toilet paper being yanked and ripped. Another minute and the toilet flushing and Suzanne’s heels clicking tersely to the door. The door whooshed shut in a rush of stale air.


Alone. The sense of emptiness and solitude was always unmistakable to her. She breathed a sigh of relief and shut her eyes again. She leaned back in her seat, the small of her back against the metal head of the flusher. Almost immediately the fogginess in her mind swamped her, stealing over her like a thick blanket. 


Sleepiness. Sleep. The blanket was heavy, leaden, holding her down. Not here, not now. She fought it, resisted, but the blanket squeezed her down and out and she was slipping through the floor, sinking into her own private waters. Submerged.


Dark waters tossed her, throttled her through mad turbulence, the sensation of being propelled through rushing, bubbling vast spaces…oceanic emptiness…a whirlpool and she found herself on…


…a beach…


She was here, on her side. Sand in her fingers, gripping the cold grittiness in fistfuls. 


Before her pounded black surf amidst black rocks, all beneath a darkly metallic sky. Up and down the beach was nothingness, barrenness. She was alone. An icy wind off the waves chilled her, damp with spume. Foam pitched up from the breakers and slid along the surf. To her right far down the coast, almost lost in the murkiness, glowed the blood red blur of metal towers. The bridge—Golden Gate.


Baker Beach… I’m on Baker Beach.


And then a voice from nowhere, from everywhere, from the ocean and sky: LOOK LIZZY.


She turned and she saw. There it was, creeping in off the ocean. Fog. A massive wall of it sliding in like the end of the world, like it would swallow the city and night would never end. Catastrophic, sinister, of darkness and death, that fog, as if inside it was not merely suspended water but also a kind of door. A door within, or that the fog was the door, a thinness to somewhere else…


She wanted to run, to flee before the coming of that wall, that swallowing deluge, that doorway to darkness. But she couldn’t move. And again, that voice:


IN WITH THE FOG, LIZZY. THE FOG, THE FOG, THE FOG. YOU MUS—


And she bolted awake.


Chest heaving, hands on the sides of the stall, she was back, she was awake. She gulped the re-circulated air, trying to calm her thudding heart. What was that? Where did that come from?


But for her, there was no mistaking who those words belonged to.


She rushed from the bathroom. After grabbing her bag she left without so much as a word to anyone. She was going to Baker Beach.


It was beyond internal debate. It was an order, a plea, a vision. What happened to her was not a dream but a Dream. She knew it, but if she needed any proof for herself she had it:


When she woke, there were grains of sand on her hands.










CHAPTER 4: BAKER BEACH







AND SO OUT to the beach she went, her mind in a fever. She went by cab, a queasy sickness in her belly as it rocked on old springs, lurching up and down Nob Hill and then Russian Hill as it drove north west of the city. She felt no anticipation, just empty, breathless tension. She would not speculate. She had an idea, a suspicion lurking just beneath conscious thought, but she refused to voice it. It was impossible—but not any more impossible than grains of sand on her damp palms.


Within thirty minutes she was there. Blood flushing her cheeks, she looked around the parking lot as the cab drove away. The wind carried the briny scent of the sea and she could hear the crash of the nearby waves. She walked down the sandy path to the beach and when it came into view she stopped. To stand here felt odd. The ocean breeze caught her hair and tousled it, dropped to a whisper and then started up again. She had expected to sense something. Instead, beneath the flat gray light of an overcast afternoon, it felt ordinary.


The languid waves rolled in, smacking and creaming on the rocks in a limp froth. The swells stacked to the horizon and were lost in a misty joint of grayness that she was relieved to note was not a swirling wall of black fog. In this expanse a few freighters labored toward the Bay. To her right the Golden Gate spanned in the distance, glinting dully with noonday traffic. Too cold for nudists, a few joggers paced up and down the beach, their silhouettes kicking up sand. The utter banality caught her off guard. The all-consuming, otherworldly paranoia was rudely slapped out of her. Immediately she began to wonder, and closely following that, to doubt. What was she doing here? What did she expect? There was nothing in the least bit sinister about this place.


She would leave. A deep breath gathered in her and when she released it everything inside of her uncoiled. Her shoulders loosened magnificently. Of course her brother had merely skipped town. He never notified her before leaving. The girl’s murder was terrible, but it was equally terrible to give credence to the ravings of addicts and gutter punks. And dreams were dreams. The sand—she just wouldn’t think about that.


This would be a quiet week to herself, just her and her work and her peaceful apartment. She would collect herself, knit herself back together again. And when Tom returned they would continue building on the new step they had taken together. No more secrets, no more living with one foot in and one foot out. He could have all of her now, if he was still interested. And she smiled at that, a small, secret smile of happiness and relief, because by all accounts it seemed that he still did.


So what now? She would go back to work and no one would have to know of this little trip. 


But she didn’t turn around. Instead she gathered her coat beneath her and plopped down onto a mound of sand. Once more she felt confused. She was ready to walk away but something wasn’t right. Her surety wasn’t foolproof. There was some niggling, unsettled feeling deep within her. 


She rubbed her hands together to keep them warm, gazing out at the flat silver-gray churn of the ocean and doubting if she really was okay. Wondering if maybe she was starting to crack. If maybe she needed to see someone again, talk about all this. Her brother could not have felt further away than from this place. The flat, almost shadowless noon light upon the beach paled in comparison to the malign, darkly glowing dreamscape she so recently found herself in.


Her gaze fell from the waves. She slowly reached out and slid her fingers into the chill sand. Closing her eyes, she tried to feel. She turned her palms upward, watching the handfuls of sand run through her fingers, staring at the grains that remained.


And she wondered.







Hours passed. She was hungry and shivering. The sun was falling low on the horizon, evening coming on, soon full dark. Hour by hour the cold had penetrated into her very bones. She had emailed work long ago, saying that a family emergency had come up, not catching the mistaken pun until long after it was sent. She had barked a sad, lonely laugh. 


But bit by bit there was a change in the air. The light had paled and deepened, a brief scarlet burst in the west soon swallowed by the spreading bruise of night. The waves grew more savage, the color leached from the day, and the beach became deserted as a mist rose. The Bridge was glowing in a soupy haze like a ruin at the bottom of the sea. Everything began more and more to take on the aspect of her dream.


Then she saw the fog. Ragged and opaque, it swept toward land like something alive, low and mean and coming fast. It scudded, gathering force as it swam atop the churning sea like a nightmare storm. All at once everything seemed to convulse. The wind roared, battering her backwards and thrashing at her clothes. The waves rose in mounting fury, white-crested and pummeling the shore with deafening violence. Everything grew dark and metallic, yet alive with a strange glow.


Yes, like her dream. So much so that her skin was prickling and her vision swam. This was the feeling she had expected when she first arrived. It was the folding of dream and reality and it nearly took the legs out from under her. The world turned soft and spectral before it, reality more dreamlike and her dream more real, more solid than she would ever like to admit. She felt adrift in a dark mutability, catching glimpses of some higher order that went far beyond her comprehension and chilled her with its mystery. It made her feel a little mad. Only the fog was different, thank god, not that towering apocalyptic wall, or she might have felt truly mad. She stared at her hands and slapped at her cheeks, hoping against hope that she was again asleep. But no.


The fog closed the distance much too fast for comfort. It seemed that as soon as she saw it out over the sea it was upon her, embracing her with its dank sensuality, its moist lips kissing every part of her bare skin even as it slipped down her throat to coil like smoke in her belly. Implacable, invasive, it took her into its own body, like a ghostly river searching for victims to drown. Her vision stuttered in a flickering rush, the view from a plane passing through murky clouds, before it was plunged completely and she was blind. Everything went quiet. The sound of the waves was still there but oddly muted, flat. She was suspended in a wet, dimensionless void, the world lost in a blanketing of her senses.


She tensed, feeling the ghostly current of the fog rushing over her, impacting against the side of her face as it surged hell-bent toward the city from the sea. She held her breath as if trapped underwater, only able to wait it out, endure. But then something changed. A shuddery nausea passed over her. She felt lightheaded, her thoughts jumbling together. She could no longer feel the beach beneath her feet. The darkness of the fog seemed to deepen, develop texture. It marbled and swirled and swept her into black velvet folds that glittered in their depths. She felt weightless, bodiless. The flow of time seemed to distend, the moment pulling apart like taffy. The world did not feel lost, but gone.


And at the fog’s thickest—if that had any meaning—she thought she saw something. A point of light far within, or through, the fog, as if it were no longer an opacity but a transparency, a smoky mirror to somewhere else, a thinness. The point exploded like reaching the end of a tunnel and it was not Baker Beach, not the Bay, but some complex landscape in lurid relief. She could make no sense of it, its shape fugitive, rippling. Was she floating above it, on the ground? Her vision was distorted, fish-eyed. A city in silhouette, a cobwebby city of darkness. Then it was gone, ripped away in patches of broken mist as the world crashed back.


She was panting, gulping the salty air, the beach and its objects resolving out of a cottony glaucoma, her own body among them. The howl of the wind dialed back into her ears. She was trembling, her nerves wracked with a spidery chill as she tried to stare through the coils of fog in every direction. Once more she was standing on the beach in the chilly advent of night. 


The fog remained, but was now the ordinary carpet of gray clouds aloft over the waters, the lights of the coastline visible through their rifts. The towers of the Bridge broke through the feathery masses. She took a step and her legs wobbled. She felt like she had been flattened through a press. The beach was the color of bleached bone, the rocks black against it, the waters black. There was something there that had not been there before. A black shape lying in the cream-colored surf. She didn’t think. She began to run.


She was amazed at her calm, even though she recognized that shape. A hand from it reached into the air, then splashed back. The outline of a head lifted, then dropped again. Her heart lurched at that, but she was running, kicking up sand, not making a sound, an eerie disbelief washing over her even as a deeper part of her was entirely unsurprised. This was all expected. And she realized: it’s real now, all real.


But of course it is.


The surf crashed over her shoes as she splashed to her brother and she was not shouting or screaming. There were no tears, no laughter. She simply knelt down and rolled him over. Yes. Yes, this was her brother. Dylan. She felt him, and yes, he was all still there. Two arms, two legs, two hands and feet, all of him smeared in some kind of black jelly. But when his stunned eyes locked onto hers he looked entirely insane.


Her throat closed and in a shower of white spray she grabbed him to her and clutched him tight.










PART TWO: REUNIONS










CHAPTER 5: THE LATE NIGHT TALK







HE WAS IN the bathroom, her bathroom. In that white and shimmering opulence, and in her tub: which was like the darkest unspoken symbol shared between them.


The taxi driver she called had been furious. The two of them had no doubt looked like drunken revelers, shamed by foolhardy exploits on the windy night beach. Fortunately Dylan had fit into her coat, hiding the worst of the black grime—though no doubt soiling it beyond repair. In front of her building she had given the driver all the remaining bills in her wallet as tip, not bothering to see if he had been placated. Beside her, Dylan lay sprawled across the curb, delirious, smeared like some monstrous newborn and muttering about a crooked house.


Once inside, the tub had caught them both unawares. Without thinking she had half-carried him to the bathroom, lowered him into the tub, and began to strip off his clothes. When the first scars showed a slow, still look passed between them. Like a slap it shocked her brother back to sanity, or so it seemed, even as a veil crept across his eyes. He shivered and stared into the steaming waters rising around him, then back at her. Only, this time it was not red tinting the water but inky black. Finally he asked her in a hoarse whisper to be left alone, and she was only too pleased to hurry from the room and end this strange echo.


She paced the living room, her steps tight, agitated, the sharp movements of a trapped animal. He was in there, in her bathroom, her brother. Her scars burned like magma. Her mind was a swamp of dark emotion, regret and rage and fear, all the careful sediments of her repression stirred up into a cloudy mess.


After some time her eyes took in her surroundings: she saw her mad circuit about the room marked in a spatter of black droplets amidst a wavy trail of seawater. Even now, she was standing on the white shag of their new living room rug, just arrived from North Africa. Black goop swirled across it like some modern art design. She felt nothing. 


She turned and went into the bedroom and peeled off her clothes and squeezed out her hair until she stood nude on the hardwood floor in a puddle of icy water. Her pale skin was goosefleshed, shaded to the twilight blue of ice in shadow—just like her brother. And her scars, a deep purplish red, again like Dylan. She wanted to cry, to feel something, to get some release, but she felt only hollowness. Depletion. She wrapped herself in a bathrobe and sat on the edge of her new bed—her and Tom’s.


And that was it. She felt the ticking silence, the deep night without. She heard the muted splashing of the bathwater beyond the door. Dylan would be okay, it seemed, but beyond her incomprehension and her gratitude, she felt all too sharply that his presence here was the final tainting of her hoped-for sanctuary. Like a single black fly on a white bedspread. She had unglued herself from her world to find him. Well, here he was. What now?







They were staring at each other. Seated on either end of the couch, both scrubbed clean and wrapped in matching terrycloth bathrobes, arms around legs, chins on knees. She felt the dizzy, sinking feeling that she was gazing into a mirror. That dark shock of hair, damp and combed back from a high forehead. That chalky, almost transparent skin that never tanned despite his itinerant life, the way it stretched taut and thin across the delicate bones of the skull beneath. And most of all, those eyes: large and luminous, wet, somehow permanently cast with an air of sorrow and overcome fragility. The eyes of an old soul that had seen much darkness. Everything about her own face that she did not like, there it was, beyond dispute and without restraint. It was as if they were both cast from the same androgynous mold, tweaked in opposing directions.


We are so alike, she thought. My god we are so alike, and yet so goddamn different. There was this cracked quality to his eyes. Something askew. He was a shattered vase that had been glued together again with great cunning, and yet would forever be riddled with a spider’s web of fissures. His eyes were two deep wells of frayed humanity, brimming with a melancholia and a terror that teetered on the edges of sanity. He seemed so frail, and yet was so reckless with his frailty. 


“Where have you been?” she asked.


His eyes squeezed shut as a pained expression crossed his face. He shook his head.


She sprang off the couch and began to pace, awash again in a sense of unreality. Finally she turned and stared out the window, into the dark city. Why did she want to know? The beach, those street kids, that butchered girl, her dreams… It would be better, so much easier to let it all just drift away, to forget what little she did know. After all, isn’t that what she’d been doing all these years? Let him keep his horror to himself. Everyone else could deal with their own problems, and the world would continue to turn.


“You know what?” she said. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. I need to get back into my own world. My own life. I have work tomorrow. A presentation I’ve been preparing for for weeks. And—”


“Your own world?” He laughed a bitter laugh, edged with bleakness, despair. It shocked her.


She faced him but he continued to stare ahead, a strange expression on his face. “All these years,” he said, “All these years, deep down I hoped I was insane. Merely insane. I really did. It was something that gave me comfort.”


She felt the cold leaching off the window behind her, her own nakedness under the bathrobe. He was perfectly still, and she began to feel an eeriness from him, a detachment.


“If I asked you to leave with me tonight, would you?”


This time she laughed, without mirth. “Do you understand how the real world works? Not all of us can just pick up and bum across the country whenever we feel like it. I’ve built a life here. I have responsibilities.”


“And if I said I thought you were in danger?”


“I would say that the last time I trusted you, I ended up in the hospital with no blood and over two hundred stitches.”


He looked at her, then away. “Not a day goes by that I don’t think of that night. But…” There was desolation in his eyes, even subdued panic. “But what if I said I didn’t think we had a choice?”


She went to him and knelt, her voice soft but carefully neutral. “Dylan, look at me. There is always a choice. Always. There were times, too many times, when I wished I had simply died in that tub. How much easier it would have been. Do you understand? Instead I’m trying to join the real world as best I can. That is what I choose.”


He shook his head, unable to look at her. “I failed you. I failed mom. I was the weak one, the mind they were able to twist. You don’t know what it’s been like all these years, knowing that. Living with that in my heart. That I’m the tainted one. You try to hide it, but there always comes a moment every time I see you when the mask slips and you betray yourself, and I see the disgust, the…loathing.”


“I—I don’t loathe you, Dylan.”


“It’s okay. You do. But it’s not that simple. Part of that is toward yourself. Everything inside of you that you hate, you see in me. Everything about yourself you want to forget. Because you are not what you seem to be and you know it. You feel it. And because, in the end, Liz—I’m sorry, but in the end—I did not draw that knife across your flesh.”


“No,” she whispered. The callous banality with which he said it was like a slap across the cheek. But deeper still… “We’re not the same. Not in that way.” Her skin was prickling, her shoulders tightening. She had to keep a distance between them that was fundamental, inviolate. “You tricked me—you tricked us all. You’re the one that brought it in. You’re the one with the darkness in you. You.”


But that only brought a twisted smile to his face. “If things were that simple, I would have killed myself a long time ago and been done with it. Tell me, Liz—how much of our childhood do you remember? Before that night?”


“I remember enough.”


“And what about grandma? What do you remember about her?”


She could not help the chills that suddenly wracked her body, nor the images that burbled up like sewer water from a clogged drain. “Please don’t ask me about her.”


“Fine. Then tell me what you do remember. In general.”


“I remember grandma died and you started seeing things. Shortly after that Dad left us, and shortly after that Mom died trying to save us—from you.”


He stared at her for a long moment, searching her face. “You don’t remember seeing anything yourself? Anything in the night? Dreams of visitors, of traveling places?”


“No. Nothing.” She would not mention what she saw the night of the tub. It was too late by then, anyway. Far too late.


“I’m afraid,” he said slowly. “I’m afraid that it’s all connected. What’s happening out there on the streets right now, and what happened to us as children.”


Here we go again…


She stood and walked back to the window, forcing herself to face the wet, empty streets. Her fingers touched the glass as she sought grounding from its solidity, from its chill resistance. A wave of dizziness hit her as the glass, the floor beneath her feet, the nest of buildings beyond whipped into a swirling froth as tangible as the fog gliding through it all. Yes, here we go. The waters deepen and he is urging me out into them—same as before.


She turned to face him. “If that’s true, then tell me what happened to you. You were searching for that girl, right? Where were you? Where did you go?”


He looked at her as if she didn’t get it. “You were there, weren’t you? You tell me. You saw.”


“What?”


“You dreamt it. I saw you there, in that house. I screamed at you to get away.”


“You’re talking like a lunatic.”


He shook his head. “Then what about the beach? And that dream earlier today? How else could you have known to go out there?”


She felt cornered. There was nowhere for her to turn or run, no light-filled sanctuary of skepticism in sight, so she simply shoved it away. “Look, we both need to rest. I have work tomorrow and I need to go to bed. I have—oh god.”


With a spike of dread her gaze shot to the clock on the microwave: 10:47 p.m. The timing felt almost maliciously orchestrated.


“I have that presentation tomorrow. I haven’t even had time to rehearse.”


Her hands were clenched into fists. She realized she was almost shaking.


“I—I’m sorry,” Dylan said. “I didn’t know who else to—try to reach. I don’t think anyone but you could have heard me. I didn’t even think it would work. I thought I was…”


She blurted out, “Dead?” Because—hadn’t that been the very fear lodged in her breast, until his reappearance on the beach? She remembered that alien sense of discontinuity, that he was simply…gone.


A strange sound came out of him that she guessed was laughter. “Worse. But something like that. And yet, I got out. They left me and somehow I snuck away…”


“But you went looking for them. Purposefully.”


“I went looking for her.”


“Are you really that dumb? You could have been killed.”


She stared at him, wanting to feel angry, willing her rage, but instead simply felt tears gather in her eyes.


He stood and went to her. He tried to take her hands but she jerked them away. He grabbed them again and wouldn’t let go. There was pain in his own eyes. “You were there, Liz. You were there. Thank you for being there. You saved my life. I—I didn’t even know if you would have believed enough to go.”


She looked away. That she could not explain, and she didn’t wish to try. He was right—there were things about her that she herself did not understand, that existed beyond the conventional self-image she clung to with sometimes frantic desperation. She met his eyes. She saw the solemnity in them, the compassion. As usual he had effectively disarmed her, and she hated him a little for that. But instead of saying so she simply pulled him closer and hugged him.


“I love you, Dylan. You hear me? I’m glad you’re not dead, or something like that.”


That brought a soft chuckle from him, but it was soon drowned out by a grumbling from her stomach. A long, tremulous note rose in pitch to an absurdly doglike whine. His own belly murmured in response, as if assenting. They separated, gaping at each other for a moment, before both of them burst out laughing.


“Good lord. Oh my god,” she managed to say. “I didn’t even eat lunch!”


“And I haven’t eaten for days!”


Somehow that made her laugh harder. It was funny in the most absurd, quietly sinister way. Slowly she sank to her knees. Tears began springing from her eyes. She wiped at her face, staring at her moist fingertips.


“Dammit!” Her eyes would be puffy by morning, swollen for her meeting. “Aw…fuck it!”


She flopped back with arms spread wide and let it out in great cleansing peals of laughter. She realized how the two of them must have looked—sitting there in their matching bathrobes, on her designer couch, spooking the hell out of each other. It was ridiculous beyond measure. Dylan, watching her, began to laugh even harder, keeling over with his hands over his midsection, going silent for lack of breath.


It was rich, purifying, this laughter, but soon she found that she could not stop. She had become almost hysterical. Her eyes were bugging out. She couldn’t get any air into her lungs. The unrelieved intensity of the past forty-odd hours was pumping through her and crashing atop her like waves on a night beach. She was drowning.


At last it began to pass. She lay on the hardwood floor like something that had been snatched up, used, and then tossed away. She gasped great mouthfuls of air. She sat up. Her stomach felt caved in, pained with hunger at last recognized. Her limbs were jittery. Blearily she stared at Dylan.


“I’m calling delivery. I know a late night Thai place. We need to eat. And then we need to straighten a few things out.”







The food was delicious—if they had stopped to taste any of it.


They sat at the kitchen table in a bright pool of light and shoveled Pad Kee Mao, spicy curry, and steaming rice into their mouths with the ravenous yet methodical calm of zombies. A grim silence pervaded the act, which was performed with little joy and for sustenance only. 


At the end of it she put her plastic fork down, wiped the amber-tinted oil from her lips, and looked at her brother. Her eyes had gotten heavier and heavier over the course of the meal and she wanted to make this fast.


“Look,” she said, “I admit there is some reality to this, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to drop everything and make it the focus of my entire life, much less run off with you. Nor does it require me to do anything about it at all. In fact, that’s exactly what I intend to do: nothing. I’ve been fine ignoring this all these years. I see no reason to change now.”


She watched him, waiting for his response, bristling slightly despite herself. She had expected a rejoinder of some kind, a plea, even a warning. Instead he calmly surveyed the kitchen and then glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the apartment. “So you live with him now.”


It wasn’t a question, but she said yes anyway, adding, “He’s away on business.” Why did she feel like she needed to explain herself? She felt a small flurry of irritation—she didn’t like the way he seemed to be appraising her new home. Old wounds flared up from the many fierce battles over their divergent paths in life. That he would disapprove of the apartment’s excesses should not have come as a surprise, so why did she feel this fresh pang of rejection, of judgment?


But when he looked back at her there was real warmth in his eyes. “I’m happy for you,” he said. “I really mean it. You’re building the life you’ve always wanted. And you deserve it, Lizzy. When are you finally going to let me meet him? Or should I say, expose him to me?”


“Well, um,” she was taken aback. “I’m getting there, Dylan. Let’s just say I’m glad he wasn’t here to see all this tonight.”


He nodded. “You’re right. But tell me: are you in love? Do you think he might be The One?”


She was touched and slightly embarrassed. He had never asked her these sorts of questions before. “I…” She wanted to sound dignified, adult, but she couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across her face. “I am. And I hope.”


He reached out and held her hand. “Then I completely understand what you’ve been saying. What you choose is right for you. I was wrong. I don’t want you to get involved any more than you have to. You deserve the life you’ve always wanted, Lizzy.”


She gripped his hand back. “Then join me. Join us—Tom and I. Leave all this behind, Dylan. Can’t you see that nothing good can come from this? Can’t you feel that? That the pattern will simply be the same as before?”


He shook his head. “I—I’m sorry. I can’t. This is who I am, and—something’s changed in this city, Liz. I’m afraid. I’m afraid She might be back.”


For a moment her breath locked. The way he had said that—She—her skin shivered, gathered into gooseflesh. She shook her head, a quick, automatic reflex. “What? What are you talking about?”


But there was something there, in her mind. Swarming up out of the depths rose memories, dim and terrible, their outlines vast, mercifully obscured, yet pulsing with sinister potency. She shook her head again, unable to illuminate them, to force them into alignment with the rest of her life’s contents. But it was enough for him to catch.


“So you do remember a little,” he said.


She looked at him, awestruck and afraid, and saw that there were tears in his eyes.


“Although you may be done with Her,” he said gently, “I’m not so sure She’s done with you. I’m afraid She’ll be looking for you, Liz. Coming for you.”


She held her breath. As I predicted, here drops the ominous warning—just like before. But she was twenty-five now, not the gullible, disturbed teenager she once was. She refused to give in to this assault, even if part of her already had. In the theater of her mind, deranged runaways capered around a crackling bonfire, and frightened kids escorted her through a dark and haunted park. Some of us have started…seeing things. In our dreams, along the streets, in the parks at night. When the fog gets thick. And a final vision seen through rippling flame: upright, too tall, a great cat, its vast liquid eyes staring directly at her, only at her. She clutched her arms, dismayed at the anxious note in her voice.


“But why? What’s changed? Why would anyone have any interest in me now? Or you? There’s something you’re not telling me, something you don’t want to say. I can feel it.”


He fidgeted. “You’re right, of course. You sure you want to hear this?”


She nodded.


He still looked uncertain, apprehensive. “It’s something grandma whispered to me once, after she had…changed, not long before she died. It was about you and I. When I was in that…other place, that house, the same thing was said to me. One of the spirits or whatever they are said it. The same exact thing. When they were leaving—right before I—”


A sudden change came over his face. All the muscles in it seemed to go slack. He became motionless as a moldy-green hue slowly spread across his features.


“What is it? God, what is it, Dylan?”


He had become unaware of her. He was whispering to himself, his words barely audible. His eyes rolled, his gaze vague but looking about the room, peering into the corners, the darkened windows. She had to repeat herself before his eyes slowly locked back onto hers. In them she saw that recent madness creeping back in—that madness from the beach.


“I…I think they tricked me,” he whispered. “I led them right to you. I didn’t escape. They let me go…to follow…”


She felt ice water course through her veins. “Dylan, slow down. What are you talking about?”


“I have to get out of here.”


He rose from his chair but she grabbed his arm, staying him. “Dylan, hold it. Look at me. What’s going on?”


He stared back at her with crazed eyes, the whites fully visible around the irises. He uttered in an odd staccato, “I…don’t…know…”


He tried to wrench from her but she wouldn’t let him go, and then he wrenched again and she did. His arms pinwheeled and he reeled backwards, a foot slipping off the small step leading down into the living room. He grasped at air before toppling to the floor with a surprisingly heavy thud.


She leapt up and stood over him. “Dylan? Dylan, are you okay?”


A feeble groan was his only reply.


“Are you hurt?”


His eyes cracked open and met her own. She saw the deranged panic in them, alive and writhing like worms, but also the fallout of sheer exhaustion. He pushed away her offer of help, and with brittle care rearranged his limbs into a crosslegged position on the rug. His unlined face looked a thousand years old, his slitted eyes like those of some child-god icon. His pale skin in the gloom of the living room had a grayish claylike color still tinged with green—ancient marble flecked with mold.


She looked down at him, worried, frightened, but more than anything filled with terrible pity. He looked mad and skeletal, thoroughly undone. This was a tightrope walk, she realized. A fine line between open-mindedness and madness. It seemed all too easy for a single misstep to plummet one into the abyss of insanity. To be consumed with phantasmagoria. And Dylan, as she had always known, was consumed. Here was the evidence before her, if she required any reminding. And here was the fundamental difference between the two of them that she had to hold sacrosanct above all else: I will not be consumed. 


She didn’t like to admit it, but in an odd way it was reassuring. No one could put stock in such ravings, she told herself, especially not when delivered with such unhinged frenzy. His mania betrayed him, at least to her mind. But he also needed her help.


“You’re in no shape to go anywhere tonight,” she said. “Especially since that just means the streets, or one of those grungy campsites. You’re sleeping on the couch.”


“No. I can’t stay.” He tried to rise, but he was so weak that she easily pushed him back down.


She grabbed a pillow from the couch and tossed it at him. “This isn’t a debate. You need to sleep and,” she glanced at the clock, saw it was well past midnight, “so do I. Screw rehearsal. I’m useless now. I’ll set my alarm extra early and do it in the morning. Look, you’re welcome to crash here for the next four nights, at least until Tom comes back. In fact, I insist. Okay? Do we have a deal?”


She spoke in what she hoped was a declarative and forceful tone, brooking no argument. He lifted his face to hers. His expression was deeply forlorn, crushed. But he nodded.


“Good.” She turned for the hallway. “I’m going to bed. I’ll get you some sheets. Go ahead and crawl yourself up onto that couch.”


She rummaged in the closets for the spare sheets, pleased with her no-nonsense attitude. Not only was this the way to handle him, but also to maintain her own distance. There was no need to get sucked in, not anymore, and he would be fine in the morning.


Re-entering the living room she found him installed on the couch like a child’s doll, his hands flat on either side of him, his back straight, his eyes glassy. There was a catatonic blankness to his features that she did not like. She felt her easy confidence dissipate as quickly as it had arrived.


“Dylan? You okay?”


He did not respond. She placed the sheets on the couch and waved a hand in front of his eyes. They followed sluggishly, with a half-second delay. She decided she couldn’t take much more of this.


“Come on. Lie down. Go to sleep. You’ll feel better in the morning. There’s nothing to worry about.”


Like a compliant child he did as he was told. She helped him swing his legs up, got the sheets over him and the lights off. Instantly his chest rose and fell with the deep, slow measures of sleep. On tiptoe she moved away, resentful at having to play parent to a twenty-one-year-old adult. But she was home free. This endless night was about to finally end. 


But in the hallway she stopped. She just stood there, swaying slightly with fatigue, her head hung low. She stared at the chipped red paint on her toenails. She felt the seconds of the night tick away. She heard the dark wind whisper through the cleft in her soul, the hole she could never quite fill. She turned around and went back to him. She kneeled.


“Dylan?”


Nothing. Did he stir?


“Dylan, tell me what They said about us. What our grandma said.”


For a ghastly instant his face twisted into a silent scream, stretching into something almost inhuman. Then just as quickly it was wiped away, replaced with that same glossy catatonia. The entire time he seemed asleep. He rolled over, his back to her now, sighing and getting comfortable. From over his shoulder he said in a soft monotone:


“Claimed. They all said we were Claimed.”










CHAPTER 6: SOUL'S LOW TIDE







SHE STOOD NAKED and shivery in the bathroom, contemplating the tub, trying not to contemplate what her brother had just said. There was a powdery black rind staining its rim, and at its base lay a messy and odiferous pile of her brother’s clothes. In the air hung the scent of ocean salt tainted with some subtle corruption. Her first shower had been hasty and utilitarian—after the muck and chaos of the beach she had hardly noticed any of this. But now that she wanted a final cleansing before the soft refuge of her bed, she felt like she was going to vomit.


Get a grip, Liz. Stop acting like a pansy. But—so what if I’m a pansy? Why can’t I be a pansy?


The flesh under her eyes felt like little achy balloons filled with sand. A fuzzy hiss like a broken radio blared through her head. She wanted to cry. She was not going to cry. She was not going to play that role. Goddammit, she wanted Tom. There—she said it. What was so wrong with that? Part of it was that she didn’t want to involve him with any of this, whatsoever, no matter what she said about sharing all of herself. That could come later, after this…episode blew over. But that wasn’t all. She knew if their positions were reversed that he would turn to her—so why then was she filled with this vague guilt?


She wanted his embrace. His calm voice. Yes, even his scent. She felt her body ache for it—it was some obscure creaturely thing, a primitive comfort, the musky scent of her man. She retrieved her phone and sat on the edge of the toilet. Her knee bobbed nervously. He was no doubt asleep. And of course there were several missed calls and a few text messages from him checking in, asking where she was, all of them with an increasing note of concern. He would want to hear from her, no matter the hour. But there was no way she could pull off talking to him on the phone. He would instantly catch the strain in her voice, and she didn’t want to worry him or talk about her brother. She just wanted to feel his presence, the bedrock of him, somewhere out there. A little something to lean on.


So she texted: Hey babe. Sorry for not responding. Been a crazy night. Getting ready for my presentation. Miss you… She felt a pang at using the presentation as an excuse, both for deceiving him and because it was woefully untrue. But she pushed the thought away. She would do fine tomorrow.


Minutes went by without a response. Finally she faced the tub again. It was now or never. She turned on the water. Just when it was nice and hot and she was stepping in her phone buzzed. She hopped back out, wiping her hands and grabbing the phone.


Why aren’t you asleep babe? What’s going on? You can’t fool me with that crap excuse…


Somehow that made her smile rather than cringe. He knew his woman. She shook her head and typed: You got me. Fine—it’s a long story. Drama involving you know who. He picked the perfect time to screw with my evening.


I see. I’m sorry. You want to talk about it?


Nope. Actually give me five minutes. I was just about to step into the shower…


What?! You’re naked?


Yes…? That is usually how one showers…


This very second?! I am in this lonely hotel room in this cold bed and you fail to alert me immediately of this critical fact? How dare…


LOL


I’m going to rip my pillow apart with my bare teeth. I’m going to howl like a wolf and wake everyone up on this goddamn floor.


She was grinning like a fool. Man did she need this. Okay, okay. I get it! Now will you let me shower in peace?! ;)


Not if I could help it…


She hardly noticed the smell and the grime, after that.







The bedroom was coated in a feathery light from the windows, a delicate threadwork of moonlight and skyscraper glow. It was alluring but under the circumstances felt unwelcome, somehow mysterious, dangerous. Alone the room felt too large, the queen-sized bed less a haven than a dark chest of dreams that beckoned to her. But she did not turn on the light. Instead she let her towel drop to the floor and she stood in the center of the room, gazing at herself in the mirrors on the closet doors.


She would not cover herself up from herself. Maybe from others, but not from herself. She would no longer try to unsee the scars that helped shape her. From now on she would transmute them from wounds of shame to badges of survival. And yes, even learn to love them. She ran a hand up her arm, feeling the slick yet pebbly track of the old, deep cut. When had she done that last? She couldn’t remember—but she could remember Tom doing it last night, his caress eloquent of deepest love. It had stirred in her such a confusing mixture of shock and humiliation and warmth, warmth that tingled in rippling waves all over her body, swooning her with a tenderness she had never seen fit to give herself. Now, in the glow of this solitary room, she thought she looked like a ghost. Her pale skin evanescent, her scars bare slots of unplumbed night, she did not turn away. She took herself in. She did not waver.


Without dressing she slipped into bed, luxuriating in the chill sheer embrace of the sheets across her thighs, her waist, her chest. She stretched out and took up the entire mattress with a kind of feline glee, then held herself. After saying her goodnights and I love yous to Tom, she had set her alarm to go off only a few hours from now. But that would be enough. She could survive the next day, and the day after that. The Gardner siblings had some breathing room, four days of it, to clean up this mess and get things back to normal. But what was normal now? Could there be any hope of suturing the inescapable split that defined her life?


Claimed. They all said we were Claimed.


No, she belonged to no one. That much she knew. What she also knew was that she had a lot of catching up to do at work, a lot of making good. That was what mattered, not this foolishness. By 0800 tomorrow she would leave this apartment ready for battle. She would need lots of coffee. Gallons of black—perhaps she would speed things up and just inject it directly into her veins. Her life had taken enough of a hit, and she was ready to fight back.


But you’re Claimed, Lizzy. You’re Claimed. Grandma said so.


She curled into a ball. Why did that word provoke such sick dread? Why did it feel like some filthy key sliding into a lock hidden deep within her? A lock to a door that she paled to see open?


Just go to sleep, she ordered herself. She would not believe in Dylan’s urgency, or his sense of menace. She refused. Instead, she would sleep. Go to sleep. Sleep. And eventually, she did, but as she drifted off she was confronted with one final image, the briefest flickering of a recent dream: that butchered girl, being flayed by dark creatures of spirit in a house whose angles made no sense.


Her last thought was: it’s madness. All of it.







I wish it were madness, Dylan thought. All of it.


He stood in the bathroom shoving one foul, crackling pant leg on after another. He was leaving. He could not stay another minute when every second further endangered Lizzy. He would rather lay in this tub right now and finish what They had tried to do to him fourteen years ago. 


On the sink sat a razor in a porcelain cup. It would be easy, so easy to just snap out its blades, to pull off his shirt… For a moment he was rooted to the spot, shaken by visions of blood welling up out of pale hairless flesh, visions of that awful night. He felt his flesh crawl, his stomach churn. Such visions were never far below his consciousness, like rancid well water just below soil. What made them worse was that most took place from a vantage distinctly above his body, somewhere near the ceiling, staring down in impotent horror at his vacated form sitting with his sister in the tub. Or, not so much vacated as tenanted by something else, an alien intelligence that had tossed him aside to puppet his flesh while the sick deed unfolded. Dylan had led them to the precipice himself, and then he and his sister both of their own free will took that final leap with the edge of a kitchen knife. Only then had It slipped inside him to enjoy the fruits of Its corruption.


Whenever the visions flooded him like this his throat would close and his chest would ache. The darkness he had brought upon them. Yes, he had been deceived, seduced. The web spun around him was a masterpiece: terror threaded with warmth, abuse with flattery, confusion with lucidity, a stunning weave of truth and untruth so baffling and hypnotic he was no contest. A tapestry climaxing with him, through his own weakness and ignorance, allowing Them a foothold into the sacredness of his being. It was a pinhole of entry only he could open, and into which They had poured a drop of blackest spiritual acid, burning larger and larger cavities until he was a porous feast fit for trafficking—and puppeteering.


They had twisted him and opened him up, yes, but They could not have gotten far if there had not been some darkness in him already. Some fatal flaw with which to mirror Themselves and sculpt him through such subtle fingers of influence. Evil did not exist only in the human heart, but all too often it found warm welcome there.


But he was haunted by the possibility that some defilement lurked within him still, some dark seed that might flower once more into that nastiness that had wanted it to happen. This is what he guarded against with his monk’s life, his wandering solitude. This is what gave him nightmares. His was a damaged soul; that was the unsullied truth of it. He knew it, and They knew it, too.


Enough of this. You’re tuning out and you’re going to fall asleep standing up. Go. 


He flicked the light off and left the bathroom for the diffuse glow of the living room. It was nearly three a.m. The soul’s low tide. He had jerked awake in a cold fear not five minutes ago and just in time, perhaps from some inner alarm. If he was lucky, They had not sensed his presence yet. But They would within the hour. Through the growing thinness They would feel exactly where he was. A thinness that was so fine, so delicate, and yet so palpable to the sensitive few. It was a gift with strings attached, for if you could discern, then likewise you could be discerned. And the unprotected sensitive, ignorant of his sensitivity, was like a flame to so many unclean moths.


At the short hallway leading to the front door he paused. All around him were the intimate signs of his sister’s presence, careless and trivial to her, but to him like water to a parched throat. When would he see this again? He felt like an alien in her life, a vestigial limb that simply hadn’t fallen off yet. He didn’t know what he ultimately meant to her, but to him, Lizzy owned a piece of his soul—one of the better parts. It was as simple as that. Beneath all the surface differences of identity and the convolutions of their lives, this was his one constant, as unchangeable as the still deep waters beneath the sea.


He moved to the front door, his feet dragging like blocks of stone. He could have slept on the couch for two days straight. Sleep tugged at him still, even with this toxic circulation of dread. His bones ached for it. He glanced at Lizzy’s bedroom door. There could be no goodbyes, so he simply wished for her sleep to bring her nothing but peace. For the Gardner siblings, a peaceful night’s sleep could be hard to come by. And to help ensure that it was, he needed to leave. Now.


But when he gripped the doorknob everything inside of him went cold. 


Oh god. I was too slow. I took too long. 


He felt it; no, smelled it, like some noxious gas seeping from under the door. They were here. The ruse had worked. They had followed and They had arrived. An invisible cloud was drifting into the apartment this very instant, the air turning thick with menace, heavy with Presence. All warmth was sucked out of the air. An underwater weight settled over him. He had failed her. God he had failed her again. A crack in his mind from long ago split open, gaping raw and terrible, threatening to swallow him anew. 


Slowly he let go of the doorknob. He turned and walked back down the hallway, his steps as clunky as a deep-sea diver. The corridor slewed and crawled with a new kind of darkness. He felt as if he were moving through unseen sludge. He passed his sister’s doorway without even seeing it. In the living room he sat back onto the couch. Half of his face glowed with the nightglow of the city, half was in shadow. His eyes were big and empty, his hands lifeless things in his lap.


He waited.










CHAPTER 7: A KNOCK AT THE DOOR







HER EYELIDS SLIPPED open with the fresh sensation of having just been shut. She felt no fatigue, no misty confusion. In fact she saw the room aglow with a kind of hyper-clarity, every object and line articulated with terrible sharpness. According to her phone it was 3:33 a.m., and she was not alone.


The overwhelming recognition crowded out everything else in her mind. Her heart slammed in her chest, squirting chemicals into her bloodstream with painful urgency. She was not alone, and it was not Dylan. These statements were beyond refutation. It was as if another presence were exerting its own subtle gravity, perturbing the delicate registers of her soul. She could taste it, this other—it was a taste like tarnished silver.


She wanted to cry out to her brother, to leap from her bed, but she found that she could not move, could not even stir her vocal cords. A flat little breathy moan was all her flesh could summon to communicate the shriek that sounded high and unceasing in her mind. Her ears throbbed with a blood beat and her body felt like it was enveloped with crackling live wires. She struggled to pick out sounds from the intruder. The air thrummed with silence, but a sick atmosphere drenched the room. It was unmistakable. Her eyes rolled, seeing nothing that did not belong, no one watching her from the corners. Then she saw the window.


There was something at the window. Terror clutched at her throat. Against a backdrop of murky fog and the jagged spires of downtown, two lantern green eyes stared in. Some great animal was out on the little balcony. A cat. A black cat. Impossible—she was twenty-one floors up—impossible even if those eyes were normal, which they were not. She squinted, attempting to discern the liquid silhouette of it melting out of the darkness. God it was huge. She felt like prey, a field mouse transfixed by the vast eyes of its deliverance. She wouldn’t have been able to move even if she weren’t already paralyzed.


It sat in a great bunch on the railing, fantastically poised, looking in at her through the mist-trickled glass. Its eyes entered her, and then drew her into them, enlarging to immense, disembodied size, the room falling away, the outer world telescoping to nothing until all that remained was their brilliance. Ancient, implacable, she sank into them as if they were milky pools of phosphorescent jade.


And then the cat spoke. And its voice was like that of a god, a resonance so deep and profound that it seized her completely and vibrated not the air but her very bones. She was the ringing bell through which it spoke.


YOU ARE NOT WHAT YOU SEEM TO BE.


She was beyond response. Everything inside of her was in revolt. She felt the old terror wash over her, as if somehow she was no stranger to this assault. Before these eyes she was the lowly animal, shameful of her creaturehood. These were the eyes of the old gods, the dark gods, the gods that demanded blood, pitiless and inhuman. The ocean of their gaze bespoke an age incalculable, wisdom not material but of things unseen. Their menace was in their annihilating seduction, that she was but a mote in the galaxy of their being.


I HAVE KNOWN YOUR SOUL FOR MANY LIVES…


And then there came a rush. A thunderous babel crashed into her mind with the force of undammed waters, whisperings and shoutings and screams. The agony of lost souls. Her skull felt bulged with overcrowding. Her arms flopped and she gripped her head, shrieking, not able to hear her own voice over the din if she made any noise at all. It was information pure and simultaneous, stories and images and sensations, and her mind could not irrigate even a finger of its flood to capture a sensible flow. She was drowning. So this is what it felt like to go mad. All she managed to sense was its texture as a whole—and it was like the sticky cream of rotting flesh. Something so vast and evil her mind could not contain it. The vile secrets of her life, of Dylan’s, her family. Some dark task of hers that she did not understand and did not want. She wanted to go unconscious or even to die if meant escape from this rape of truth.


Then it was over. She felt released from great claws. She felt like she must be bleeding from her ears, but she could see again. The room was as before, still softly lit with that shimmering precision. The cat was still at the window, but it was no longer on the railing. It was up against the glass as if it were about to break its way in, standing upright like a man. A shadow with eyes. Bristling, rippling like a nightmare, huge eyes like glowing citrus orbs. It was what she had seen in the park, and she knew now that she was part of a dark web that she was only beginning to discern.


She lay on the bed, impotent, her will shredded to tatters, waiting for it to come and claim her. Its gaze was supercilious, disdainful, even predatory. She had no power, no control. She sensed its feline caprice, the infinite shifts of its mood. But there was also something urgent in its demeanor.


DO NOT ANSWER THE DOOR.


What door?


And then she awoke to a knocking at the door.







Her eyes were open. The room was dim. She propped herself up on an elbow and glanced at the bedroom door. Was someone knocking? Of course not. Was that a dream? Of course. Even so, with supreme dread, she slowly turned to peer from the corners of her eyes…the window, yes, empty. 


Everything inside of her softened, but only for an instant—she heard the knocking. Her head snapped back to her bedroom door. The knocking, low and insistent. There truly was someone at the front door. Her spine prickled. She felt as cold and exposed as if she were naked on the rooftop. She shook her head, incredulous. Of course the sound had merely intruded into her dream, woven into that insanity…though it had been so smooth, so seamless.


She rubbed an eye and looked at her phone: 3:39 a.m. Good god what was this? And how could anyone have gotten into the building at this hour? Where was Dylan? Could it be him, locked out? That knocking came again. It would not stop. So soft, so gentle, but unrepentant. Somehow that made it worse. Somehow that made it sinister. This was no one she knew.


She would not get up. She would ignore this nocturnal caller. She would lay here and shut her eyes and go back to sleep. She would follow the advice of that terrible dream and not answer the door. And if the knocking did not cease she would call the police.


After a long moment of protracted silence, in which she dared to imagine that the caller had indeed left, the knocking came again. She felt her legs pivot out from under the sheets. Her bare feet touched the icy floor. She stood. She moved to the door. Why? And—how had she not noticed? It was as if a rift had broken in the clouds. A silvery light floated in the air, choked with glittering motes. Moonbeams and moondust. There was that vivid clarity to the room again. Was this a dream? Had she never woken up? Asleep, awake—the division had thinned to insignificance and she did not know anymore, or if it even mattered.


She looked behind her and the blood ran from her face. There was the cat again, pressed against the glass, staring in with that horrible face. She hurried to the bedroom door. She wanted to get away from that phantom at her window, that face, those eyes. So she was asleep. She must be. If so then no matter—she felt sure she knew who was at the door. Whether the knocking echoed from the real world or persisted only in her dreams, she would go to it.


A smile touched her lips; she couldn’t help it. The prosaic flowed over her in a warm bathwater wave as the uncanny receded and a sensible narrative took its place, seemingly walked into her mind persuasive and complete. It was Tom. Tom was at the door. He had come back for her in the dead of night, on a red-eye and with misplaced house keys. He knew she needed him and so he had come, immediately. Because he knew. He always knew. Because he loved her and wanted to be with her.


She ignored the slick undertone of dread, the slightly warped texture to everything. The subtle residue of wrongness. If she was asleep then she didn’t want to wake. If she was awake—might she, maybe?—then this was the fulfillment of the essence of romance: her man returneth to claim his own. The greatest tale ever told to a lonely lover. There came the knocking again, a little more emphatic this time, a little more presumptive. She had to answer it. There was a gentleman caller to see her, and she mustn’t keep him waiting. She opened the bedroom door and went into the hallway.


The light was different here. Sallow, smoky, like guttering candlelight in a cave. The knocking did not cease. But here, with only a sheet of wood between her and him, she suddenly knew, like a splash of water to the face, that she did not want to open that door. That she had been terribly wrong. There was something diseased on the other side, in that hallway. Something so foul that it could not conceal itself even as it tried. 


The knocking came again. Stealthy this time, almost imperceptible. There was a sort of smile in it. A black smile. She looked down and saw the shadows of feet notched in the gap under the door. There was a stink wafting in, the sour-sweet ripeness of mice moldering behind walls.


She backed away. She couldn’t bring herself to spy through that peephole. Somehow, in her mind’s eye, she already saw what it was that stood behind that door, and it was beyond anything her imagination could conjure. It beggared belief that such a thing might exist. It sat like spoiled fruit in the basket of her mind, crawling with maggots, rich with putrescence.


She heard Tom’s voice, her Tom, whispering to her through the door: “You there, babe? You there? I think—I think I can hear you breathing.”


She held her breath. There was a shuffling sound, cloth brushing against wood, the suggestion of someone pressing ear to door. The white dot of the peephole went out. She didn’t move. The voice was a perfect, exquisite mimicry. But the mind behind it was alien, coarse and shambling, and that hurt so deeply it was like a violence done upon her essential trust in the world.


She could hear it still, making small noises. She dared not move for fear of creaking floorboards. Her lungs began to burn, a blooming pain of needles. Where was Dylan? The couch was down the hallway, beyond her murky line of sight. She felt trapped, a monstrous cat at one end, some mimicking thing on the other. She was too afraid to call out to her brother. She didn’t know what to do. She began to feel oppressed, heavy, her veins filling with molasses.


“I know what you can do,” it said in Tom’s sweetest, most gentle voice; his pillow-talk voice. “You can open this silly door and let me in. You can’t stand there all night you know. I’m tired, you’re tired, and I’d like to get these grimy clothes off, take a shower, and curl up with you in bed. And I bet you’d like that, too. I came all this way home for you, Lizzy. I had to pull some major strings to duck out of those meetings. But you’re hurting, and I knew you needed me. So here I am. Now open up.”


She did not respond. 


After a moment of almost unbearable silence it spoke again. This time Tom’s voice was clotted, crooning with honey: “And I got a nice surprise for you, too. Did you know that? I bet you didn’t. Truth be told, I’m holding it in my hand this very instant. It’s magnificent. Stiff as steel and all for you. Don’t you want to see it? I came all this way. All this way with this thing roaring in my pants, almost unable to contain itself. Let me in, babe. I’ll make it all better. A man knows best. I’ll fix you up just fine. I got just the thing. All you gotta do is open this door.”


The knob was grasped violently and jiggled back and forth, back and forth. The door juddered in its frame. There was a low chuckle.


She sat on the floor, ready to vomit. Then she laid on her side, hugging her knees, the crack under the door now a vertical slit in the gloom. She felt like a stone at the bottom of a lake. Her mind was full of fog. She would lay here, just like this. She would not move until dawn wormed its way through the misted glass and spread across the floor and fell upon her body with blessed warmth and merciful light—but then she realized that could never happen, not here, not in this hall and somehow that seemed catastrophic, as if that meant this night might never end.


She began to drop away into something like unconsciousness when a whitish blur snapped her back. A head was emerging from the blackness of the hallway. Her heart withered in her chest. It was floating toward her, bobbing and swaying like a slow-motion balloon. It was Dylan. His face was ghoulish, a mask of fright drained of all color, his mouth a grotesque O. His hand surfaced, reaching for her. He looked like an unfinished fiend sprouting from the abyss where nightmares grow.


“Don’t open that door,” he said. His voice came from far away and didn’t seem to match his lips. He looked like a dismembered puppet whose limbs pirouetted in different directions. “Don't open that door that is not Tom.”


“I know that,” she said, almost annoyed. But when she looked down at herself she saw that she was standing at the door, her hand on the knob. What? She looked back at her brother. He was a ghastly mime, his face long and vampire-white, his hand outstretched. He seemed to be laboring to reach her but not getting anywhere.


She looked down at her hand. She ordered it to let go of the knob. It let go. Okay, all right. Now turn around.


But she didn’t turn around. She felt invisible fingers reaching into her mind, rooting about and smearing their filth. They were trying to get her to believe that Tom was at the door. That he had come to save her, to take her away from this madness and deliver her back to the real world where she belonged. To marry her, even, and all that girlish nonsense she wanted so badly deep down in the secret chambers of her heart. Everything she ached for, everything was waiting for her on the other side of that door. The life she had been slaving to create all these years, the woman she had been slaving to become.


She saw with a kind of wondrous daze that the locks on the door had been undone: bolt, chain, the catch on the knob. When had she done that?


“You have to invite it in,” Dylan said. “It cannot enter by force. You have to let it in. Do not open that door.”


She nodded. In her mind Tom was stepping out of the shower, the steam pillowing, his form resplendent, the water shimmering down his long limbs, that impish grin curling his lip when he caught her wandering eye. They move to the bedroom…


A faraway part of her knew that it wasn’t real, that her memories were being ransacked, violated, used against her. She told herself not to open the door even as she gripped the knob and opened it.


Behind her Dylan began to scream, “Now you’ve done it! Now you’ve done it!”


The door swung open and all she saw of the shuffling thing in the hallway before her mind broke apart was a dirty hat atop a long and ragged coat and the coat parting like great wings to reveal a huge and grinning moon-face of withered flesh.







She was sitting at the kitchen table with Dylan and a strange man. 


The room had the ruddy and muffled atmosphere of a candlelit séance. She had no idea how she got here. Her memory felt like a deck of cards that had been sprayed all over the floor, their scattered images nonsensical and horrible and beyond belief. There was a huge cat at her window, staring in, and a shadow at her door, knocking without end. And now she was sitting here, had been for some measureless gulf of time, while across from her this strange man stared and stared at her in total, crushing silence. He was grinning. His grin was huge and sardonic, the wrinkles piled prodigiously high atop his cheeks and forehead, his eyeballs standing out and glistening. He was draped in a ragged coat that looked familiar, tan and alleyway-stained, as if lifted off a bum, and in similar condition sat a hat on the table. These were borrowed items, props—somehow she just knew. He was bald, and the color of his skin was not pale or yellow but a sort of gray, or more truly, a dirty white. He was ghastly. She did not like to look at him.


And there was a terrible sense that he was barely restraining himself, that he was nearly trembling with repressed delight. He never said a word, just stared and stared. He was waiting, it seemed, waiting for her to notice something. His was the face of a man eager for someone to catch the punchline of a very sick joke.


Part of the joke, no doubt, was that although she was now conscious, she could not move.


The light fixture above the table was on but glowed with only the muddy color of tarnished brass, like a flame just before it shrinks to nothing and dies away. This was impossible—the light fixture had no dimmer. It was as if they were on the bottom of the sea, where light and color alike withered away. The shadows collected very thick on the table and in the undersides of the man’s face, and beyond this murky pool of illumination the kitchen was draped in such darkness that it might as well have been void. It was held at bay, just barely, and at every instant threatened to crowd in and swallow for good that ever-dying light. 


She needed her brother. She felt his presence beside him, on her right, but he did nothing, said nothing. He seemed like little more than a manikin propped in a chair. She wanted to turn to him, but to move even a fraction of an inch was an enormous task, as if her limbs had the sapped will of drop-dead sleep. She struggled to crank her head, and at last caught sight of him out of the corners of her eyes. What she saw made her look away in horror: neck tendons popping, beads of sweat dripping down his face, eyes protuberant, deranged. His entire body seemed arrested in the midst of some convulsion. He too was staring at the man across the table, but what made it worse was the recognition in his eyes. He knew this man.


This is a dream, she told herself. Only a dream.


“Yes, yes?” The man said across the table, a look of eagerness on his face. “Is it?” He was somehow peeking into her mind.


“You’re a dream,” she said. “I don’t believe in you.”


His grin was monstrous. “Me? A dream?” He savored each word, rolling them around in his mouth. His skin crackled like old leather with the movement of his lips, a map of wrinkles shattering and reforming and shattering anew. “You think you know what dreams are. You think you know what it means to be awake. My dear, all that you have known in your short life is sleep.”


She peered over at Dylan. He was shaking, almost manic, attempting to rock his chair, perhaps to fall out of it. He made a strangled gurgling noise. He was trying to move, to speak, but could do neither. It was as if invisible hands were holding him down, squeezing his throat.


“You think you know your childhood,” the man said. “You think you know who you really are.” His eyes bored into her. “You only know what we left for you.”


She felt icy currents lashing around her heart. They were attempting to rip away at her, to erode her sense of self, to sweep her bit by bit into some churning maelstrom. She resisted. She knew who she was. She knew.


“You do not. In fact you do not know.”


Just then the room began to darken, the bubble of light shrinking down with terrifying speed until it was nothing more than a frail ember glow caught inside the frosted glass. The black was greedy, palpable, like cold liquid slopping over her skin. Panic exploded inside her. The wire of light fluttered in the globe like a struggling firefly, and then fought back, bit by bit lifting away the darkness, as if it were a heavy curtain sure to drop again at any moment. The light returned, but the damage had been done. She knew it could fail—no, she knew that it would.


She suspected that the kitchen walls might not even truly be there, that she was not in her apartment at all but on a stage, in the center of some vast nightmare amphitheater. If she tried to run she feared she would only reach more darkness, more void, on and on, with only the light diminishing behind her. She looked at the man. His grin was sly, fleshy. He knew.


“What are we doing here?” Her voice was frayed, almost inaudible. “What do you want with us?”


“Us? My dear, I think you know. I think you’ve always known. It haunts your dreams, doesn’t it? It seeps between the cracks of your soul. The real question is: what do we want with you?”


Those icy currents dunked chill and total around her heart, freezing its beat. “Me?”


“You, Elizabeth. It has always been you. Don’t you know that? Your brother—he has had his uses, and he will have yet another. But we have all been laboring for you, my dear Lizzy. It has all been for you! Sweet, frail Lizzy, who just wants to be ordinary. Who just wants to be a dumb, contented animal. What irony! You cannot conceive of the honor we have in store for you.


“I remember when you were just a baby, weeping yourself plum and gnashing your gums for your mother’s teat. I was there, even then. I stood over your crib. I watched you sleep, and whispered unmentionables into your ear. And later, on that holy night—I watched a young sapling slitting her nubile, untested flesh. Your baptism in blood. The rending of the veil. You survived, and you bear its Mark. Its ugliness is manifest, inescapable, no matter what patina of tragedy and redemption you try to powder over it. You butchered yourself, Elizabeth, and you will forever be branded with that desecration. You delivered yourself unto us. And—did you really believe all this time that you called the ambulance? My child, you were dead. You were with us. You merely don’t remember—except for the dreams, of course, that came later, the ones you woke up from screaming. We brought you back. We made that call.”


She squeezed her eyes shut. She refused to listen, to believe. The only sane response was absolute denial. This was her dream. It belonged to her, and to her, in the final analysis, must the responsibility lay. She willed it to disappear, for this madman and his mad talk to evaporate like the figments of her mind that they surely were. But her scars burned, those old searing reminders of what she carried and would carry always. He had provoked them. There was a kind of wordless wisdom in their communication, like old joints foretelling a coming storm. And the man continued to speak, despite the denial of her eyes.


“You may not want to look at me, but oh to look upon you. To take you in…” There was breathy awe in his voice, underscored with something dank and moist, like a stalker phoning in the middle of the night.


“The flesh around your soul has bloomed into something ravishing. No more bony adolescence. I can see your every heated vein pulsing with your life’s blood, mapping the curves of your womanhood. You are ripe, Lizzy. So ripe it would be a shame to leave you on the vine for one more day, to leave those perfect juices trapped within, and yet a shame to pluck you and admit the way of all life: the descent, the fall, the decay. You dwell in that perfect poise. Our Lady will be so pleased. Your flesh is a tabernacle fit for a god. All is aligned. The tides, the moon, the fog, and your own sweet blood. All is aligned.”


There was silence. She waited it out, not wanting even to breathe. She dared not open her eyes, to test this silence with proof of departure, of surcease. Time dribbled away. Her mind began to feel distended, floaty. Maybe it was all over, maybe it had all drifted away like some passing raincloud. Go rain on someone else’s sleep, she thought. She told herself she could escape this. She imagined the feel of her bed sheets, of her cheek crushed against the pillow, of the cold wet blob of drool that would no doubt stain its fabric. She conjured these sensations, prayed that she would find herself among them, that she would open her eyes to see dawn cracking like an eggshell in the east, spilling its translucent yellow across the sky, dissolving that dread kitchen and the whey-faced man like soggy tissue paper into the outhouse of her mind—the place from which they no doubt issued.


She had herself convinced. She primed herself, slowed her breathing, manifested positive thoughts. She would immediately get up and go down to street level and treat herself to a cup of coffee, a triple-shot espresso. She would get on her knees and kiss the gritty concrete in praise of the real, solid world. Then she would go upstairs and read over her presentation.


She opened her eyes and the man was still there. He leaned over the table and said, “Peek a boo.”


She screamed.


His grin stretched and at that same instant the light sparked, buzzed, grew in white brilliance like a flare. In the sudden hard-cut brightness his face was hideous, a flattened, rubbery gray mask behind which the eyes seemed to peek unattached. His smile continued to stretch, describing a ruinous U that was an abuse to his flesh, the lips wrenching so far beyond their normal limit that they seemed about to rip free from the face altogether and complete the vicious red circle they so gruesomely suggested. She stared in nauseated horror, no longer able to deny that this man invading her dream was not a man. He was a costume, the clothes the only more obvious props.


There was something else underneath that boneless, crumbling face—she could just make out the jagged edges of the holes through which the eyes peered, and the shifting fringe of the thing beneath.


A moan escaped her. “Oh god what are you?”


But it only grinned, the eyes huge and floating behind the counterfeit face. Its lips split like a wound. “You don’t want to see what I really am. You don’t. At least, not yet.”


She thrashed her head. “You’re not real. You’re just a dream. I don’t believe this. I don’t believe in you.”


“That’s okay, Lizzie. That’s okay. We believe in you.”


It leaned back and the light began to fade. She went rigid with terror. The gray face and the ragged coat melted into the darkness that fell like a closing curtain. A hand reached out and snatched the hat. She heard herself whimpering.


From the inky gloom it whispered, “I’ll see you again soon, Lizzy, tomorrow night. We all will. Tomorrow is your wedding night. You will welcome us with open arms, and joyously bleed once more your own flesh. We are all so eager. She most of all…”


The opposite side of the table was almost lost in shadow, dissolving ever faster. She squinted, saw the chair—saw that the chair was empty.


Before she could even react a piercing agony shot up her forearm. She looked down and saw a mottled gray hand grasping her, the clawlike fingernails digging into the flesh around her scar. She screamed, tried to wrench her arm away, but its grip was unshakeable, her movements only worrying and tearing her own flesh. The hand was so cold it felt like frozen metal bolted around her arm.


Then its face appeared, slipping out of the blackness and pushing right up against her own. Its eyes gleamed and its teeth glimmered, just as she had feared. Its breath was like garbage rotting in the sun, and so close, so soft, it murmured into her ear. Its butchered lips feathered her skin.


“If She hadn’t granted me the privilege of what I’m about to do to you…I’m not sure I could have stopped myself…”


Her arm felt like it was engulfed in licking, consuming flames. By now there was sure to be broken skin and oozing blood. Her vision began to blur beneath her tears.


It spoke with the eager, shuddery voice of a rapist. “Oh, there it is. Yes, there it is. A little runnel. Oh, you cannot image how lonely it is to be without flesh. To see but not touch…”


She felt something wet and sandpapery scraping along the exposed parts of her forearm. There were small moaning noises. “What a pretty little flow. Just to get you flowing a little. A little blood magick to open you up, to let us in. This will help you remember… We’re going to come in. You did invite me in didn’t you? Oh, just a little more. Let’s open you up just a little more…”


The pain jackknifed and she feared she might actually pass out as what felt like a row of daggers began to chew openly on her flesh. She began to shriek incoherently. Its eyes shot up, inches from her own, the lower half of its face loose and gaping and trickling with shiny blackness. There might have been a broken smile in all that mess. Its eyes were huge, almost globule, choked with broken red veins. It was that ghastly face, but its eyes locked onto hers and a cold wind entered her mind as she felt her pain change pitch, deepening to the kiss of cool running waters.


A wet ecstasy slipped over her as the gnawing recommenced. It felt fuzzy, almost ticklish. She moaned. There was a spreading, languorous hunger, a delicious temptation to lay back and be used up, savaged. She reached out and caressed its loose, corpselike flesh, knocking off its hat as she ran her hand up its scalp, its mouth deep in her arm. Her fingertips sank into its head without resistance, dimpling it like batter. Take it all off, she thought, and then shuddered. 


What is this? What’s happening to me?


And when it looked up at her with its gobbling mouth like some kind of vast leech dripping with her own blood she knew how effortlessly she had been dominated by the ways of darkness. She began to scream—she screamed for her brother.


There was nothing, no response. She was alone in this, abandoned. But then she ceased to scream and instead whispered his name in the silent corridors of her heart. The words were like an object that she emanated from her chest and passed along that old, invisible cord connecting them since birth and perhaps even before.


She heard a sluggish groan, a gasp. It sounded like someone breaching water, at last coming up for air. Then a muffled cry of rage and the splintering of wood. A shadow rose up blotting out the last of the light. It was Dylan. Palsied, naked, he loomed over the thing kneeling beside her with her arm in its hands. Dylan’s mouth was weirdly agape, a soul-wrenching howl on his lips as he lifted his arm and brought it down, his backhand smashing into her cheek and a white starburst exploding behind her eyes.










CHAPTER 8: THE UNSEEN HIGHWAYS







HER EYES SNAPPED opened. She was in bed. Her first impulse was to distrust the reality of this room, to simply shut her eyes again and refuse to engage. Though her heart pounded, she felt the weary resignation of a mouse being prodded through an endless maze. Then she became aware of her sheets.


They were wet. The mattress, too. Some warm and sticky substance had soaked into them and made the fabric cling to her. A blade of fear twisted her gut. No, it could not be. But then, like a flipped switch she felt the pain. A numb prickling in her forearm, as if it had fallen asleep. But there was a raw, ragged quality to it that made her go cold. The tingling felt like merely a prelude. She was afraid to touch it, or even to look at it.


With her other arm she reached out and clicked on her bedside lamp. The first thing she saw in the flood of light was the red smudge her fingertips left on the pull chain. The sight was a shock, even though perhaps it shouldn’t have been. But when she looked down at herself sitting up in bed she did not at first understand what she was seeing. She saw nothing but red. A tangled heap of scarlet sheets entwined her body. The glistening arterial darkness of it all made her swoon, the room spinning on a tilted axis. The quantity was unreal, absurd. She should be dead. She looked at her arm, and could not see the extent of the damage beneath the painterly excess. She had gone to sleep in sheets of white purity only to awake and find herself in the ghastly rags of an abattoir.


Then she heard the screams of her brother, coming from the living room. They were bloodcurdling. She blinked, attempting to steady her vision, to gauge whether she could even move. Flashing through her mind was a memory of herself trying to crawl from a tub while similarly depleted. She was going to die. No, they wanted her to live. Nothing made sense. Asleep or awake, bloodied or bloodless. But her brother would die—he sounded like he was dying. He was still there, with that thing. By saving her he had trapped himself. And if she looked like this upon awakening…she dreaded to see what might be happening to him in the other room.


In a frenzy she kicked at the sheets and stumbled from the bed. She could stand, though the room rippled like a funhouse of shadows and moonlight, and a low, awful sound was coming from her throat. Her bedroom door was open. With an abrupt stiffening she glanced over her shoulder, remembering what she had seen at the window. Nothing was there now, if there ever had been, or if it dwelt in some other region of perception.


Her feet slipped and fought for purchase on the hardwood floor. Their bloody prints were black and silver in the moonlight. In the hallway she nearly slid to her knees when she discovered that the front door was open. Had she really opened it? Nothing stood there now, but the woozy sensation that her head was not fully attached to her shoulders worsened. The first patches of blackout began to threaten the edges of her vision. And the blood—she could hear it dripping to the floor, its hushed patter a metronome of her desolation. She had no idea if it fell from her sodden nightclothes or from within her still. The apartment swayed before her eyes, splitting, then tripling before flexing back again. She had to reach her brother before she went unconscious, or worse. She only hoped they would not trade places yet again.


In the living room the panoramic glass framed rafters of fog twisting and curling with liquid life, the moon a tossed boat on rough seas. Its light diffracted into a chill silver-blue blanket that spread across the room and fell upon the supine horror that was her brother. 


He was revolting. Blanket and robe had fallen to the rug, his pale skin in the moonlight like the underside of a dead fish. He was frothing black bubbles of blood, his tongue protruding from his snapping, bloodstained teeth. His naked body was a torment of plank-like rigidity interspersed with nasty spasms that revealed all too plainly the skeleton beneath. Between his high-pitched and bubbling screams he was frantically shaking his head, as if denying what he was hearing. Worst of all his eyes were open, revealing only the whites, but they slowly rolled down and somehow stared at her, seeing but not seeing her as she stood unsteadily at the threshold. In their stare was a story she never wished to hear repeated in words.


She cried out his name and toppled forward, turning into an accidental projectile and crashing atop him full bore. The patchy edges of her vision joined together and formed a single blackout of pure nothingness.







He was shaking her, shaking her, afraid to touch her. “Wake up, Liz. Wake up!”


She still wouldn’t move. His palms were coated with a slick shiny redness and he didn’t know what to do. A sopping mess of towels lay on the floor. He had blindly and frantically searched for the source of this geyser of blood that must exist on her somewhere, desperate to tie a tourniquet before calling the paramedics. But he found nothing, no more than four ragged nail marks gouged into her left forearm—the precise location where it had feasted on her in the kitchen. While not shallow, the wounds had burst no artery and had clearly been inflicted by herself: he found little ribbons of flesh under the fingernails of her other hand. So no, she would not be dying here tonight.


Still, he could not stop shaking, and not only due to Liz. What had transpired in that other kitchen, what that thing had whispered to him when they were alone… If they didn’t figure something out within the next twenty-four hours, it would have been a mercy for her if she had simply bled away her life tonight.


For Their purposes, though, the wounds were enough. Along with Their fooling her into doing the deed herself, which was necessary. That bucket of blood was a mere conjuring trick, some garish deceit designed to terrorize them, to send a message. The cuts would serve their dark purpose—that of entry. They had gotten her to open her door and then to open her flesh, while he had done nothing to help her, his every attempt only helping Them.


He had to figure out what to do. It felt like an eternity, but half an hour ago he had been standing at that front door ready to flee for her safety. Now neither of them could stay. Their shared nightmare had been terminated—forcefully, for now—but he could sense Its presence still, like the aroma of a candle just blown out. From now on, They would not be far.


But that was only part of it. More fundamentally, he could not deny that the apartment had been…altered. It made him sick in the heart, but the change was unmistakable. He knew what this place had meant to Lizzy, what it had symbolized for her. Its promise and purity, its serene lack of memory waiting to be imprinted upon with love and hope, all this had been ruined—she just didn’t know it yet. A cold gust of darkness blew through here freely now, as if there were no more windows or doors. And in a way, there weren’t. Her home was a crossroads now, a high-rise platform for trafficking with the outer dark. They could not risk staying here, not even for the rest of the night.


He hurried to the bathroom and switched on the light. A corpse stared back at him from the mirror, lips drooling blood and eyes cracked by sick fear. He returned its stare and said to it: you can do this, Dylan. You can do this. He said it over and over again, hoping with repetition that the corpse might even believe it.


After spitting a great many gobs of dark blood into the sink he switched on the faucet and rinsed his mouth. There was a nasty, gushing tear in the side of his tongue; apparently he had bitten it during his sleep and now it hurt to swallow, even to speak. Then he scrubbed his hands and sluiced the foul streaks of foreign blood from his body—whose blood and from where he dared not conjecture. The streets at this hour were dark and empty, but he needed to appear passable, just in case. When he was finished the bathroom looked like a murder scene.


He returned to the couch and grabbed his frayed shirt and jacket and redressed. How he had removed such items while in the depths of his narcotic-like sleep he had no idea. But They could influence you, make you…do things when you entered the sphere of their power. 


His eyes fell on his sister. With the state she was in, a more thorough cleaning would have to wait. He had toweled off the worst of it, the remainder only a dry pink ghosting on her skin that was indiscernible enough in the dark. Her wounds he had sponged with a soapy washcloth, then festooned with a whole box of much-too-small band-aids. She was a wreck. But it was remarkable: her face, as she lay there, was startling in its peaceful innocence, unblemished by the strange horror of what she had just been through. It was a mockery, a cruel and false mask that would fall away the instant she awoke, when the terror and madness rose to the surface once more.


Don’t think about that, he told himself. Just keep moving. It was all he could do, or else that same madness and terror would roll over him, like a dark wave beneath which he would drown.


What he needed was her phone. Walking down the hallway he got a shock when he found the front door open. He froze, staring at this simple scene for far too long. Finally he jolted himself forward, shut the door, threw the bolt, and continued on to her bedroom. His face was wooden, his mouth set. He remained composed, but by the time he found the phone on her nightstand his hands were trembling.


He knocked over a nearby picture frame. Flipping it up he saw: a lake amidst redwoods, Lizzy with a man that could only be Tom, the two of them in hiking gear. So this was Tom. He was tall, filled out with unobtrusive muscle, his face open and pure. His eyes were a rich cobalt blue, like the lake water behind him. He seemed…good. His sister was cradled in his arms, her face brimming with laughter. In body and spirit Tom could not have looked more different than he, and he could not have felt happier for it.


The photo soothed him. It was a glimpse into love simple and unadulterated, and into the beauty his sister had found for herself in the world. But then his stomach dropped. This was the very beauty that was at stake. And no—it sickened him. It was actually a fiction, this photo, a papery skin atop a rotting maggoty darkness that had always been there and was merely waiting in abeyance before bursting forth once more. Her adult life was a pale light bulb strung across chasms of blackness—futile and absurd. Even in this photo, beneath her cunningly worn shirt and shorts, hid ugly and brutal scars. That happy boy had no idea that the handsome fruit he was holding up so proudly was in fact rotten straight through. But no—he could not think that. Not all the way through, not yet. Not unless they did something. He gently placed the photo back but facedown, and turned away.


On a nearby chair her purse lay half-open on its side. He snatched it, by force of habit rifling through its wallet for credit cards and cash. Good. He threw the purse over his shoulder and began rooting around her closet, finding a jacket and sweatpants, socks and tennis shoes. He tossed it all into a tote bag and went back to his sister.


He shook her, roughly this time. “Come on, Liz. Come on, wake up. We have to go. Now.”


Still no response. A flutter of panic. He bent down to check that she was indeed still breathing. Yes, but her respiration was unnervingly shallow, few and far between. He went to the wall and flicked on the living room light. The harsh flood stabbed at his eyes and made the apartment feel oddly exposed. He imagined the building in the sweeping fog, with this room the only square illuminated—like a beacon. On the couch his sister looked far too much like a pallid cadaver laid out in an autopsy room. The light had done nothing to rouse her and this sent him over the edge, anger now mingling with his fear. He came back to stand over her. He was not a violent man but—


He slapped her.


The impact brought a nasty flash, a memory of striking her not five minutes before in that dread kitchen and with the same intent: to wake her up.


She stirred, a small groan. He felt the sting of tears come into his eyes. “Oh Lizzy.” He knelt down. She was trying to lift her head and look around. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, glazed. She motioned with her fingertips to her throat, her lips mouthing: water.


“Water. Yes, you got it.” He jumped up and rushed around the couch—to stiffen before the dark kitchen doorway. His hand rose to the light switch, hovering.


His fingers flipped the switch. And he saw. After finding the front door open, he knew to expect something like this, but still he felt pebbles of ice trickling down his spine.


The light fixture glowed with ordinary color and strength, but it revealed a chair on its side, a chair whose delicate back had several spokes snapped and splintered. Unconsciously he reached under his arm to feel his shoulder blade, where he found a corresponding set of scrapes and cuts.


The chair alongside its fallen brethren stood in a smattering of blood, healthy nickel-sized droplets. Across the table, it seemed a man had sat that was not a man, in what Dylan had thought was only a dream.


He stepped into the kitchen, carefully edging around the table. This went beyond the old, uncanny overlap of dream and reality. They had been here, in this real kitchen in some enigmatic way. It defied him. They were interacting with forces far beyond his years of careful study, beyond what had become by now his life’s dedication.


He opened the cupboard and retrieved a glass, popped the handle of the faucet and let the cup fill. He tried to clear his mind but there was a murky fragment, neither memory nor dream but memory of another, more subtle reality, of seeing that man before. It had revealed Itself to him when he was a boy, and the memory was like a laceration in his mind, a razor blade that cut even as the remembrance itself was distorted, corrupted by the trauma and impossibility of a human to ever truly behold such a being. All he could remember was a seething darkness in a corner of his bedroom, a vile horse-like face hanging down from the ceiling, and on the carpet a tumbling circle of smaller black shapes that were somehow a part of It.


It made no sense, but it hurt. It hurt just to know that such a thing existed, that such unseen intelligence was abroad in the night, skittering like dead leaves over the streets of cities, growing like black mold in the closets of little boys. What It was he never knew…some manner of creature of the Dark Lady, whatever She was. All these entities he had witnessed in the nights and fogs of his short life: creatures, spirits…demons. He was not religious, but neither did he fool himself with the mincing games of modern language. To chart the oceans of evil and the beings that swam there, what word, in the end, was there left? Even still, it felt insufficient, an appeal to superstition, to the fossilized strata of the mind. The most he could say was that we all were spirits, but that only some of us were alive—or human.


The water was overflowing and had been for some time.


He switched off the tap. The faucet dripped, and it was the only sound in the otherwise deep stillness. He stood there, bit by bit feeling crushed by it. He decided that he could keep himself together if they could just avoid the black widow at the center of this web—the Dark Lady. He needed to cling to that hope. Otherwise he felt like sitting down right now on the kitchen floor and just giving up. He could not face Her again. In the abyss of his memory there were haunted gaps that bore Her name, and he lived in dread of Her stalking love, Her venomous kiss.


They needed to leave. Now. He walked to the doorway, but almost at once the back of his neck began to prickle with the chill of being watched.


He looked back. There was a change in the air, a sudden pressure, the sensation of having just walked into a crowded room—except that the crowd had come to him. The light flickered, just once, so fast that it made him question whether it had even happened, but on its other side he felt as if the room had subtly snapped into some altered position. The walls and ceiling felt…thinned, the kitchen no longer embedded in a building but suspended over some churning void. All at once, from every angle, he felt them: the eyes.


There were eyes behind the walls, untold numbers of them. There was a sweeping rush, a billows of dark and brittle things fluttering behind the walls like vast broken moths. All with eyes staring at him, great hungry eyes. Whispers of frayed blackness, pillowing and piling in the air dense as storm static. His skin crackled. He felt a scream rising in him. The unseen highways now coursing through this home were opening up, and they were pouring forth their burden of ravening souls.


The light bulb began to quiver and dim, darkness massing in the corners of the room. He dropped the glass of water and ran from there. Glass shattered behind him as he bolted through the doorway and careered around the couch. He would not repeat the same mistake again tonight.


Lizzy was asleep. He grabbed her shoulders and shook her hard.


“Wake up we are leaving this instant get up. No water just get up.”


Her eyes shot open, wide and blank as a zombie’s. He gripped her hand and yanked hard, wrenching her off the couch until she smacked onto the floor. She half sat up, a weird noise coming from her throat that sounded vaguely animal.


“On your feet Lizzy! Come on!”


He didn’t want to have to hit her again. He clutched her wrist and hauled her up. It was hard; they were nearly equal height and weight. At last she got her legs under her. There was no way he was going to help her dress. A blanket was draped over the arm of the couch. He snatched it and wrapped it around her shoulders, obscuring the sickening scarlet sight of her bedclothes. He threw the tote bag over his shoulder, put an arm around her, and began to guide her toward the hallway and the front door. She was murmuring something incoherent, something about a big cat with green eyes. But when she peered over her shoulder her murmurs became frenzied. Her limbs began to clench and shudder. He saw by the shine on the wall in front of them that the kitchen light was sinking into gloom. He did not look back.


At the front door he faltered with the lock and chain. His hands were shaking. He felt like they were standing on a railway platform as huge nightmare trains shattered by them veiled in the night. This place was infected now. Infested. Lizzy fell to her knees, whimpering, her hands over her ears, her eyes shut tight.


Then the door was open and he was lifting her, carrying her over the threshold. He knew where they needed to go. There was only ever one place. But with that came a dark revelation: she had brought him into her world, and now, so soon, he was bringing her into his. 


And he didn’t know if she would ever be able to come back.










PART THREE: CASTAWAYS










CHAPTER 9: THIS WAS NO HEAVEN







SHE WAS DEAD. There was no more blood in her veins, no more worries in her heart. Her world was filled with birdsong.


They were riotous and jubilant, the birds, and they didn’t care who knew it. Gone was that dreary and chill apartment, that chromium luxury box. What had she been thinking, living there? Gone, too, was her body, so pitiful and frail, with its pasty skin and gnarled tokens of despair. For such losses, there was not an ounce of sorrow in her soul.


And there were these birds.


When in life had she paused to listen to such melody? Never. When had she borne witness to such absurd profusion? Not once. She had spent her days lost in a shadowland of her own mind, running in tight circles of pain and ambition. What a waste, so certain of her solitude in the midst of such wild extravagance. But that was over. She had been liberated by emissaries of darkness, and slipping through their fingers she had ascended to this realm of celestial ecstasy. She had been freed not only of her dark inheritance, but also of her daily toil striving to convince herself that she was no longer that lost and haunted girl of years gone by. But she was. She always had been. And to admit so was an unshackling of her soul from a dungeon to which she had been sole warden.


A tender breeze caressed her cheek. Her only regret was Tom. She had abandoned him, left him to fend for himself on that flawed and broken world. If only she could reach him, let him know that she was okay, perhaps even try to give him a taste of this splendor… She peeked through new eyes to find herself enveloped in a tunnel of blue and watery light. The tunnel rippled, soughing with the breeze. She could hear voices, too. Three of them. They were whispering about her.


“You sure she’s okay?”


“Okay enough.”


“Oh god. Did you see her, though? Don’t you think she…are you sure…”


“Yes?”


“She looks pretty bad, man.”


“Yea, she looks pretty bad.”


“I told you, she’s not as bad as she looks. She’s not great, but she’s okay. Good enough. I hear what you’re saying, but I don’t have any other choice. We’ve only got today, and I have to take her somewhere, to see somebody…”


“Are you sure? I mean she is your sister—”


“We’re not trying to front you, man.”


“Yea, we’re not trying to front you. But don’t you think… We were thinking…”


“Don’t you think she might need a hospital?”


Her eyes snapped open. She sat up, her head scraping against what she now realized was blue tarp.


No.


She crawled through an opening at her feet, hobbling upright and then standing. Her hands went to her forehead when she saw: this was no heaven.


Before her lay a smoking dawn of sad humanity, stirring awake to meet the bleak morning light. The beauty was in the trees, not here on earth, not among this wasteland of tattered tents and mongrel dogs, this filthy caravan of lost children slowly going mad or fast finding the morgue. This runaway camp.


A dog was peeing on a hissing pile of embers. Beside the dog a skinny girl was doing the same, squatting with her pants around her ankles. Nearby a naked boy with skin as gray as the cloud-choked sky was shivering in the grass and clutching an empty bottle to his chest. His face was puffy, his chest covered with vomit, his thighs streaked with brown matter. Here and there similar victims had dropped amid the ashen ruins of last night, casualties of an assault upon life, a yearning for rapture or oblivion or both. Some were doubly or even triply entwined, all erotic charge soured by their squalor and grubbiness, by their pinched and bloated faces blinking up at the sunless sky, the faces of old men or constipated babies, crusty-eyed, blind, already shuddering, chill-wracked from the comedown. They crawled about the wet and sagging tents like broken wind-up toys, mindlessly seeking some soft place to curl up and hide, to slip back into the dark womb of unknowing. A deathly pall over the field as all were forced to realize that last night, like all nights, did not last forever, that every high had a fall, and that there was yet another day to face. It was like peering into hell.


She couldn’t watch. But when she looked down she saw beside her feet a bloody clutch of spent needles, blackened spoons, and curls of rubber hosing. She shut her eyes. The birds, where were they now? She tried to hear them, to bring their glory back into her being. But she couldn’t. There was a vagrant hiss winding up in her skull, the sound of a drill bit plunging through bone. She tried to breathe, but the crisp breeze carried with it the stench of smoke, rank sweat, vomit. This was her anti-world, her apocalypse.


Yet she was here. She had returned from the dead to find herself not in her queen-sized bed, between linen sheets, but in some hidden clearing of Golden Gate Park, wrapped in a hobo’s tube tent. How her life had unravelled, and with such frightening ease. Now she was among them. She looked down at herself, at the nightmarish rags of her bedclothes, at the smeary pink stains on her skin, at the confused snarl of her bandaged arm. No, not among them—one of them. She was one of them now.


She wanted to back into the tent, to crawl inside and disappear into the nothingness from which she had emerged. But what had happened before then? There was a hideous gap in her memory, a blank interlude without any passage of time. She had been bleeding. She remembered blood, so much blood, and the realization that she was probably dying. Her brother was screaming in the other room. She had to wake him up. Then nothing. No orderly sequence in her mind that led from there to here. She had been brought here—there was no other way. Her brother—


She opened her eyes and looked directly at where she had heard the voices. There stood Dylan.


“You did this,” she said, her voice croaky, unfamiliar to her. “You took me here.”


Deep pain etched his face; he looked ready to cry. Clustered behind him were several runaways she remembered from two nights ago: John, with his centipede tattoo and his bony frame layered beneath his profusion of coats, his arm around the mousy girl, the short boy with the mop of hair over his eyes, smoking a cigarette beside the hulking teenager. None of them looked at her, no one but her brother.


He walked toward her, hands cautiously outstretched. “I had to…” he whispered. “Please…”


She pointed at him, mute with rage and betrayal. Tears gathered in her eyes but did not fall. She tried to back away from him but got caught on a tent line and tripped, flopping onto her rear. A dewy shower from the tarp flecked into the air and rained atop her. She sat there, battling to keep her tears unshed, her face from crumbling. But then she was scrambling to her feet in a panic—those dirty needles all around her—only to entangle herself further and fall again, drawing the gaze of the others. Her face went beet red.


Dylan rushed to her but she stared at him until he backed away, cowed. Finally she lurched to her feet, brushing the bits of grass and mud from her already soiled clothes, a gesture of broken dignity. She calmly walked up to her brother, who watched her approach with hopeful eyes, and silently began to hit him.


He took it as silently as she gave it, his face a mask of tragedy. No one came forward to break them apart. She pummeled at his chest, his shoulders, rocking him back, but then she landed one on the edge of his jaw and a line of his teeth and he dropped, just like that. She fell, too, sinking to her knees beside him.


Her emptiness was complete. She had never hit anyone like that before, and instead of filling her with power or relief it hollowed her out, leaving nothing inside but despair and futility. Her chest wheezed, her heart thudding against her ribs with the force of a rock. Despite these signs she did not feel alive, but divorced from the world, already a ghost.


Dylan lay on the ground beside her, blood trickling from his lower lip and staring up at the sky with eyes like wet stones. Over and over he whispered, “There was nowhere else, there was nowhere else…”


She gripped her head, unconsciously rocking herself like a madwoman. She had to untangle the skein of yarn that was her memory of last night, to follow the thread that somehow led to this moment. Only then could she hope to anchor herself once more. There had been a monstrous cat with green eyes, and a man knocking at her door that was not a man, whom she had allowed into her home. These she remembered, and they defied the morning light. They did not dissipate.


The world was not as it seemed. She was not as she seemed. Her own past was a fiction, a strip of tattered cloth riddled with holes, and the life she had wanted to lead was even now being washed away like a sand castle before a dark rising tide.


I’ll see you again soon, Lizzy, tomorrow night. We are all so eager. She most of all…


Her eyes fell to her arm. She winced at the grimy mass of band-aids. Between their gaps her wounds looked angry, suppurating. Her scar was a livid purple.


Why wasn’t she dead? That lake of blood she had woken up in… Her wounds, while ugly, did not match the gnawing she remembered, done with what had felt like the jaws of a shark. To make sense of these riddles was a task beyond her present condition, if ever. Nothing made sense—only the certainty that when nightfall came, so would They. They would come with the fog. Of that she had no doubt.


Overhead the gray dawn stretched across the treetops like a dirty bedsheet. There was a world out there, beyond those trees, a dense urban world of men and women rising from beds and draining into streets and climbing into great metal towers. It felt almost mythical, like a dream she once had. She should be among them.


Something tugged at her with that, some elusive urgency. There was something terribly important that she needed to remember, but it slipped her grasp. It felt too big, too awful, while she felt too small, just a lost girl trapped in a woman’s body, a girl being stalked by evil perversions beyond her reckoning. The night had taken something out of her, even if the theft was only of her illusions. She peered into the trees, in what she thought was the direction of downtown. The direction of her apartment, her job…


Dylan grabbed her arm and said, “You can’t leave. You can’t go back there.”


He labored himself into a sitting position. His grip echoed another from last night, and a knot of memory came undone, one after another: her brother wrenching her from the couch, rabid with fear, lifting her to her feet and half-dragging her to the hallway. She was looking over her shoulder and the kitchen doorway was filling with darkness, a tangle of fluttering and bristling darkness all straining to emerge, all covered with eyes. Then she was wobbling in the elevator, Dylan jabbing numbers into her phone while babbling to himself. Next she was leaning against the brick wall of an alley around the corner, Dylan peering out into the street. A car was pulling up and the door was opening and she was toppling onto the back seat while hearing as if from the end of a long tunnel, “The fuck is this, Dylan? She okay?” And a last sensation of tottering through misty blackness with branches flicking in her face and moistness underfoot. Then nothing.


“Don’t go back,” Dylan repeated. “It’s not safe, Liz. We have to figure out what to do. Just—that’s all over for now, don’t you see? You have to let it go.”


That did it. That was what made it all come back. The last great shelf of memory slid into her consciousness with the force of a tectonic plate colliding with another—and the impact was volcanic. Her vision dimmed. Pain bloomed in her chest like a stab wound and her hands grasped at the air. She remembered who she once was not twenty-four hours ago. She remembered what she was to do this morning and what it meant to her. The truth was terrible.


“Oh god. Oh please no what time is it? Does anyone know what time it is?”


She ripped Dylan’s hand off her and clambered to her feet, weaving unsteadily along the grass. She had been kidnapped out of time and from herself, and now that she was back she found that life had flowed on without her.


“Time! Who has the time?!”


“It’s 8:22 a.m.”


She whirled around, almost losing her balance. It was the mop-haired kid. He was staring at her with sober eyes, or so it seemed through the fringe of his inky bowl-cut.


“No. No, it can’t be.” Her meeting was at nine. She craned her face to the sky, trying to read the sun like an idiot. Survivalist she was not. How could it be so late? It had felt like dawn—but these overcast mornings were always deceptive.


“Are you sure? Are you positive?”


He nodded. 


“Then I have to go. I need to go.”


“Please,” Dylan said, unsteadily rising to his feet. “We only have today. Please listen to me. There is a lot I have to tell you. We only have today and you’re in no state to—”


“No. I decide that. Me. And I need to go.”


Tears began openly streaming his face. His pale flesh hung haggard on his bones. “You don’t know what you’re saying. You can’t know. Please. Please listen to me. I had to bring you here. I have to help you, for both our souls. I can’t let you go. You don’t know what’s coming. You can’t—”


She began to back away. “I told you. I told you I wouldn’t follow you again. There is always a choice and this is mine. I’m leaving. Don’t try to stop me.”


She continued to back away, then turned and fled.


Behind her Dylan cried out, his voice climbing and then breaking in anguish. She looked over her shoulder and saw him rising up and trying to rush her, his face terrifying. The others held him back, grabbing his arms, his legs pinwheeling.


“You can’t run,” he shouted between his sobs, trying to break free. “You can’t run from Them. You can’t escape. You can’t go home. They’re going to get you and there’s nothing you can do.”


She continued to run. He screamed that he loved her and that he was sorry, so sorry for everything. When she looked back she saw John squeezing him, his lips to his ear and Dylan collapsing to the grass, all the life draining out of him.


So she ran. She ran and she did not look back. She ran past clumps of patchwork tents and over the strewn battlefield of forgotten youth. Behind her she could feel the eyes of John and the others, and before her the boardroom, miles beyond this park and floating in the air in that labyrinth of steel.


When night fell and the fog rose They would come, but she was drowning. She would not let her life just wash away, not in a single day, not without the least ripple of resistance. To sit here while that meeting was going on—that would be giving in to another kind of death.


Soon the camp, that squalid pocket of nomadic life, fell away behind her. She was submerged by trees and heading toward yet another kind of wildlife, yet another kind of sordidness.


Her only thought was: it had felt so good, being dead.










CHAPTER 10: CORRIDORS OF FORGOTTEN MEMORY







BEFORE SHE DIED, her grandmother had changed. No one could deny the tragedy of it, not on the surface, not on matters of the flesh, the faculties of the mind. First there had been a rapid and sickening decline, then something irreversible had occurred, seemingly overnight. Something that was never spoken of—and that was the whispered mystery of it, the forbidden scent of some terrible misdeed. Lizzy had never gotten a straight answer as to what exactly had occurred, or if anyone ever really knew.


Of course the doctors had their answers, their buzzing machinery and their glowing charts, their Latinate jargon propounded with the dogmatic zeal of priests. But doctors do not see spirit, have no way of integrating such unseen threads into the coarse algebra of their trade. Workmen of the envelope, her grandmother used to say, dismissing them with a wave of her hand. And what these workmen had to say about her envelope, when all was said and done, translations into laymen made, was: a stroke. Simple and tragic, but all too common, the stroke of an elderly lady, triggering a cascading onset of dementia, partial paralysis, and gross physical decline.


It all sounded so clinical, so reasonable. But to see her, to stand beside her as she lay in that hospital bed… Little could these workmen have guessed at the changes occurring within her fleshly envelope, deeper than the body, deeper than the mind. 


There had been a shocking transformation. Before, her grandmother had been devastatingly beautiful, one of those older women that seemed to stride outside of time, forever tall and vibrant, statuesque even, her every movement an art of grace. Her face had been framed by a flowing shock of silver hair, her eyes deep and mesmeric, like two deep wells that shed no light. Afterward, though, to see what had become of her, to see what had been lowered into a box the size of a child’s coffin…


And somehow, Lizzie thought, this all began with her.


At least that’s what Dylan said, and this was what floated into Lizzy’s mind now as she staggered through the underbrush and thrashed against the tree branches, cutting her face and limbs as well as her own trackless path through the park, climbing the rises and vales like a wounded beast in pursuit—which she was. The murder of Kathy Ann had been only two days ago, and if she were spotted, bloody and bedraggled as she was… She could not risk any good Samaritans, and certainly no police. So she avoided the concrete paths and morning joggers, flinging herself in a headlong frenzy against the tangled mass of trees.


And in the midst of such fury her mind seemed to pop out of her skull, floating up on a line like a tiny balloon, to a safe altitude where it could observe impassively the pain and madness of her body below. She steered herself toward what she hoped was east, toward Haight Ashbury. Her objective: deliver this body to her downtown office in one hour and twenty-eight minutes. She would do so, or she would die in the attempt. The enormity of this realization came to her quietly, the truth of it cold and shocking, but somehow also reassuring. There would be no ambiguities here.


Gradually a hush fell over everything, the crashing of branches, the snapping of twigs, her own heated panting, the thudding of blood in her ears, everything dropping away to an eerie muteness. A peace descended over her entire being; the peace of fatalism. And her mind, floating free and unencumbered, drifted into corridors of forgotten memory. The tree-choked grade vanished into nothingness as a current of texture surged from the shadowy depths of her mind, sights and sounds and scents so rich and palpable, so overwhelming that they transported her whole until she found herself not observing her past but in it.


And where did she find herself, but in that little rental house in South San Francisco.


Dylan had been right: there was so much she did not remember about their childhood. Whether such repression was due to the safeguards of her own mind, or by the action of some external agency, she could not say. But some of those gaps were returning now. Entire scenes once buried were unfolding, crashing over her in thudding waves. And their bursting forth felt tied to last night…


We’re going to open you up. This will help you remember…


And in her mind floated two enormous eyes, blade-thin pupils slicing irises of ocean moss, split by the long taper of a nose. Those eyes had given her something, a foul burst of truth that lay within her still, unfolding now like some sinister gift.


Immediately she saw what she could not see before, just as a fish cannot see its fishbowl from the outside: that rental house had been ugly. Cramped and sagging, it had been an ugly little tract home in an ugly little tract neighborhood, all of them splashed with coral and pastel shades and crushed together like lean-tos in a shantytown.


She had pushed all remembrance of this time from her memory, and being here again, in a house that no longer even existed, she saw what a dark, ugly little life it had been. The pressure and tension, the sick despair were so palpable they could be cut with a knife—and eventually were. The man of the house out of work, hollow-eyed and mute, bottle in hand, wandering up and down the tiny hallway and already fading into a ghost, the idea of a husband and father long before he would complete the act in the flesh. His woman left to fend for their two pale, reclusive children and her frighteningly degenerating mother, and slowly breaking under the strain of it. 


And those two children, growing closer and closer together even as they grew further and further apart from everyone else, seeking in themselves the only succor and support that could be found in that home, the only respite from the sick vortex of loathing and desperation. They would wander the streets or hide in one or the other of their bedrooms, sneaking out only when necessary, as if on reconnaissance into hostile territory, speaking to no one, and by degrees turning strange. She almost could not believe that one of those sad little creatures had been her.


They had seized any promise of relief with the death-grip of drowning sailors. She could feel that time again in all its dreary splendor—those long summer afternoons spent wandering outside, anywhere but in that rotten little house. Summertime meant summer fog—a thick cottony species all its own, chill and enchanted, all-embracing like a gift from the sea. It erased the world in its path: no history, no future, pressing them close to one another in a tremulous limbo as they walked hand in hand into the forest of the city, down empty streets and into alleyways and abandoned buildings where no child ought to go. No wonder Dylan wasn’t averse to the streets—it had been perhaps the only solace he had known for most of his life, the only place he had been able to breathe. It was the world inside, trapped within those four walls that you had to be careful of.


But there had been no true escape, only distraction. As soon as they trudged back into the front yard the poison would enclose them again as if they had never left, eagerly enwrapping them in its heavy blanket of despair. Dylan began to scream in the night, and whisper to her of the horrible visions in his bedroom, the floating voices in his closet. She would run to his room whenever he jarred her awake with his screams, shaking him out of it and then inevitably sleeping beside him, trying to comfort him even as he tried to guard over her, obsessed with some terror he would not name. At first she was fine, merely afraid for him. But over time his haunted mind began to infect her own, and slowly, together, they went mad.


Even after their grandmother died and their father left, abruptly and without warning, it continued to build and build with such nauseating heaviness that the final night in that tub seemed to her now almost inevitable, like the final ghastly cracking of a storm that had been massing for some time, swelling on the horizon to monstrous size.


This was the story of her life as she understood it, the forbidden truth no one in her new world knew save Tom, and him only two nights ago. But now this was not enough. She could see how woefully inadequate it was. Huge gaps were missing, black and ragged. Her life had a shape and a meaning quite apart from her own idea of it.


All these years, she had battled to construct a workable narrative for herself. To wrench by force a sense of order and reason out of disorder and madness, an understanding that would lead her into the world, not away from it like Dylan. But this sorry little tale of domestic entropy and woe she had been telling herself seemed to have been merely a theater. What she thought of as her real life, the life of her memories, was only a film atop a darker structure, a membrane concealing a deeper narrative. Dylan had been right; somehow he had always known.


And seen in this light, even the littlest things that had occurred in that house now shone with a new significance, and were hideous.


It was her grandmother. It had always been her grandmother. 


She could see her now, perched on the edge of her childhood bed in the middle of the night, the entire house silent and asleep around them, her grandmother’s low deep voice entering her like a dream. So strange—the memory had no root. It floated free from the timeline of her childhood, and yet it had occurred, this and others like it. How could she not remember?


Her grandma was telling her that she wasn’t meant to remember, not yet. “All good things come to those who wait.” She could see her white face like a balloon afloat in the shadows of her room, lit from below with an inky ruddiness cast from the nightlight she had had as a child. There was something so fierce in her expression, so masklike, her eyes piercing and black. They bored into her in a way that didn’t feel like eyes at all, but like two hollows, openings to some windswept void.


“There is a special woman in this city. You can’t see Her but She can see you. In a way She’s your real mom, Lizzy, not Claire. Only She’s too big to fit into a little body like ours. Instead she is all over the city, spread over it like a big fuzzy blanket, like a web. Or the fog… She’s been watching you for a long time. Ever since you were a baby, even before. She wants to play with you. She wants to take you someplace special. You and Dylan both. You are both so…privileged.”


Had her grandma really said those words? Could such moldy memories wrenched into the light really be trusted? Or did they crumple in her hands, hopelessly mixing with the deeds of the present?


“You will know this is true. You will, and you will remember when it is just so. You have the moon in your blood, Lizzy. Just as I do. As my mother before me, and my grandmother before her. We are not like the others, my child. We are old souls. We can see into the hidden places. We can open Doors.”


No—this could not be real. This was some kind of hypnotic delusion, a hypnagogic trance. Her body was being ravaged and driven mad in the parklands of San Francisco, and this was the result. This could not have happened. This could not be true memory.


“Memory is only a wrinkle in the texture of time. What dwells in the flesh and bone dwells in all things. These are hidden arts, child. This is what She taught me, and what She will teach you. She came to me, a Great Spirit, an Angel. She is leading me down a path I have searched for all my life. And She—She wants you, my sole granddaughter. You cannot imagine how proud I am. Your blood is rich, child, so very rich in the pale dark cream of the moon that I faintly shiver for it. As does She. You are Her chosen one…”


Lizzy prayed she was mad. If so, these were the most warped and alien imaginings her mind had yet produced. And yet they were not without precedent. Once she had loved her grandmother. They had shared a special, secret bond, profound and often wordless, like a deep still lake, but at some point that had changed. She had become inexplicably terrified of the old woman. A dark and heavy atmosphere seemed to follow her around like a cloud, a fog. Even to sit in her lap would fill her with a quiet panic. She would squirm and shift, trying to touch her as little as possible.


Even her own daughter—Lizzy’s mother—began to fear her. Dread would fall across her face like a shroud whenever that distinctive knock would rap upon the door—three sets of three. Her reaction was unmistakable, and contagious.


It was obvious her mother fought hard to forestall these visits. But her grandmother began to exert a kind of power over her. No matter the hour or circumstance she would open the door and allow her into their lives, even if her cheeks were stained with tears, her hand shaking with the strain of wanting, trying to refuse.


“Your mother doesn’t have the blood, Lizzy. She doesn’t have the moon in her, and she fears what she does not understand. So this will be our little secret. We must be gentle with her. She is a simple creature, like a horse or a dog, and all simple creatures deserve our mercy. As long as they do as they’re told.”


Long before her transformation her grandmother had been a secretive, guarded woman, even with her beloved granddaughter. But Lizzy knew the old woman had friends, many nameless folk scattered across the city and bay with whom she gathered to conduct what she called “private workings,” or “explorations on the inner planes.” After Lizzy’s birth her husband had died quite suddenly, and so the old woman had spent her time alternating between helping her daughter and disappearing for days on end, attending to her arcane practices. When Lizzy was old enough to catch the whiff of this it was all quite mysterious and intoxicating—at first.


But after the change, fascination sank into unease, then fright. Her grandmother would arrive at the oddest hours, late at night or just before dawn. There would always be a glint in her eye, a slyness to her smile, as if she knew just what Lizzy and Dylan had been up to the previous night, or what would soon follow when they went to bed. She seemed to appear and vanish at will. There was no warning, no pattern to her presence. Lizzy might turn a corner into the hallway and stop dead in her tracks, her heart squeezing at the apparition of her grandmother, when she didn’t even know she was visiting. Or enter her bedroom to find her on her bed in the shadows, waiting.


Once when her bedroom door was ajar Lizzy glimpsed her mother on her knees, sobbing. She was crying over and over that she wanted to move, to leave, to never come back, begging God to give her the strength. But of course she never did. And they never went anywhere.


Of the dreamlike visits from her grandmother, one stood out to Lizzy as final, as somehow definitively marking the end. Her grandmother’s white face leaned out of the shadows and whispered to her, “Can you feel Her? She’s coming closer…” And then, in a wet swoon of pleasure, “She’s—She’s coming into me. Ohh, I can feel Her in me…”


From that point on her grandmother changed.


She had always been tall, pale, even regal, her figure majestically preserved, but now her beauty began to sour, like milk finally beginning to spoil.


The old woman entered it with abandon. She became aglow like a woman expecting child. First there was a hideous fever. She turned a dripping lobster-red, after which her skin cooled to a claylike gray from which it never recovered. A blackness crept up her neck, spreading across her cheeks like fingers of mold. She threw away her paints and powders, never to touch them again. She shrank and hardened, her spine bowing into a wicked curve, the womanly shape of her body melting like wax before a flame. Her clothes soon hung from her like oversized rags. Her bold stride became a spastic, spidery shuffle.


It was like watching a time-lapse inside a coffin, only she was still alive, and moving. What was worse, though, was the arousal it seemed to provoke in her. Looking back, the spoilage consuming her seemed like some ultimate lover to her, defiling her every crevice and pore with an intimacy and a possession that no man could counter.


And then one morning, dawn paling the sky with its saffron glow, her grandmother had been found crumpled on the floor in the living room. Decades of blight seemed to have occurred in a single night. She was rushed to the hospital, and in that white sterility her transformation was all the more hideous.


Lizzy could see her again, as she had looked after that final night, how she would look for all nights following: slack-jawed, a trail of glittery spittle descending from her drooping lower lip, scalp balding in sticky patches, neck skin loose and wattling—but her eyes, her eyes in that dead face still twinkled horribly, like dark coals in the furnace of her wasted skull.


There had been no money for a rest home, not even for living assistance. And so her grandmother’s shriveled form had been propped in a rocking chair in the back corner of the living room, a strip of faded paisley wallpaper behind her, and a nearby window that never again seemed able to light the room as it once had. And there she sat, day and night, staring.


It almost seemed planned that way. Just that way.


And whenever Lizzy dared to risk a solitary expedition from bedroom to kitchen, she had to pass that rocking chair, and in the dimness of the corner those bulging yellow eyes would silently track her. She never knew which grandmother she might meet. Most of the time she slipped past an eerily blank and idiotic manikin, but other times…other times the grin that she came upon was so revolting, so smeared-looking. As if her grandmother had been munching on flies, their black bodies caught in her teeth behind her pursed and bloodless lips. There was a cunning hunger in that grin, quivering, vulgar—a hunger for her. Sometimes even her grandmother would be hunched over, claws trembling on the armrests in a frenzy of excitation, lips working manically while dark metaphysics poured from her mouth like filth. Lizzy never dared to make out what she was saying—but Dylan apparently had, and what he had heard had driven him over the edge…


Claimed…she said we were Claimed.


Sitting in that rocking chair had been a truth too awful to believe, and yet there it sat, unmistakable and in the flesh. As obvious then as it was now:


That was no longer her grandmother. She was nothing more than a rotting corpse propped in a chair, suffusing the house with her foul and black radiation. She was an opened gateway, a Trojan horse. Even Lizzy, despite her tattered memory, had felt an unconscious knowing, a sick unease that made no sense to her waking mind. She had avoided the old woman as if she were diseased.


Of course her mother denied it, even as her own skin began to grow gray and loose, her own scalp showing through her thinning hair as a black cloud seemed to swallow her whole. She became a husk of herself, agoraphobic and paranoid, perversely attached to the house and her corpselike mother.


Anyone who came to the door was turned away, sometimes violently, her hunched and bloodless form purpling with a savage and alien energy that was terrifying.


But there had been other callers, too, late-night visitors who were not so easy to dismiss. Lizzy had forgotten that night entirely, except perhaps in the vague whisperings of a fragmented but terrifying dream. It glowed now with new understanding. Now she knew.


Someone was knocking on the door late in the night. There was that strange sallow light in the air. Lizzy found herself, her brother, and her mother trudging down the hallway as if sleepwalking in unison.


In the entry hall her mother answered the door to find a cadaverous old man dressed in a dusty black suit. His flesh was the furry gray of mold on bread, and despite his thinness it sagged from his neck in copious folds. A poisonous haze enveloped him—the diseased aura of his soul. He grinned a pitted, doughy grin, watching her silently, savoring the moment, drinking up her mounting terror like some rare wine.


Lizzy and her brother hid in the hallway, peering out into the entry hall and front door. She thought she saw the man’s eyes flash liquid silver for a second, like the sudden dart of a fish on a moonlit pond. The man asked to see her grandmother.


Her mother stared, seemingly unable to speak. The side of her face gave the hint of a frozen rictus of fear.


Dylan pointed and when Lizzy followed his line of sight an even greater terror pulsed through her: behind the man stood a whole line of men and women on the lawn. They were like misshapen shadows ranged across the patchy grass in an eerie twisted stillness, in the manner of chess pieces, and just as motionless. Their flesh hinted at spiritual essences just as unwholesome and malignant, this pack of degraded souls. The street felt flattened as a stage, with a stillness as absolute. Not a branch moved, not a breeze, not the lonely bark of a dog, nor the flutter of a moth. The darkness was thick and stifling, yet glowing with that strange luminosity.


This time there was no mistaking it: their eyes were shining. All of them, in that stillness. Just the pupils, like little silver penlights.


She could feel a dark power streaming through them, not from them but above them, hovering over the house, greater than their sum. Like a vast unseen hand whose fingers dipped into each one of those assembled on the lawn like tiny puppets. Whether they were alive or dead she could not fathom, even within the logic of the dream, but she sensed that they were from the city. Right now the human part of them was missing, asleep or perhaps shunted aside, and what was left was a darkness stringing them together in an invisible web. There was nothing individual about them, nothing human. Their tainted souls were infected by one greater, and they stood as a single limb.


The man repeated his request. This time her mother refused, but his smile only broadened, dimpling his rotten-bread face. His gums were black, the teeth long and broken, and he glanced at Lizzy, staring directly into the shadows where she thought she was hidden. He winked at her.


“We already have the permission. Take care of your…daughter. Your mother says goodbye.”


And then all at once the shadowy line behind him began to advance, smooth and deliberate, as if gliding across water. Lizzy was sure their feet were not moving. They began to crowd into the doorway behind the man, all of them in a bunch, their eyes glowing, and soon they were coming inside and the pitch of terror was so great that Lizzy’s mind simply gave out.


The next thing she knew it was late morning, her head on her pillow. None of them got up until noon, their faces swollen, their eyes bloodshot. Her father, however, had slept through the night like one of the dead.


So it was a dream, Lizzy had told herself. Already it was wisping away into the feathers of gratefully forgotten nightmare. Just another awful dream.


But her grandmother—her grandmother was sitting in her rocking chair with just the hint of a smile, so easy to miss, as if she had a secret all to herself. A smiling corpse in her rocking chair.


She was dead.







So obvious now, these signs. Some wrongness had occurred, some spreading corruption, with her grandmother at its heart. But of course in the end these puzzle pieces made no difference: the shape they described was too awful to believe, and so no one did—except Dylan. And she was not even sure how much he knew. The destruction of her family had occurred in just this way, with the wheels of darkness in plain view turning smooth and unencumbered.


But she was seeing now. And with only a single span of muddy, overcast daylight to go.










CHAPTER 11: AN INDESCRIBABLE LONELINESS







GRADUALLY LIZZY RETURNED to the here and now to find herself stumbling along a sidewalk. Her hair was tangled over her face in a grubby swathe, but she made out two things: her path was trash-strewn, and her feet were bare. There were no shoes on her feet.


All that time fleeing from the runaway camp, crashing through the park, she had been barefoot, and her feet bore testament to this: mud-caked, the toes bloody, the nails blue. She could not feel them, her toes.


Something inside of her seemed to break at the sight of this, at the pink flesh of her feet torn and ragged, naked upon the brittle concrete and trash. She felt sickened, as if she had betrayed herself, harmed herself in a way she had promised never to do again. But she had.


She blinked, squinting through her hair into the flat gray glare of the morning. A few last scarves of mist hung in the branches of the trees and obscured the mouths of alleyways.


There was an unreality to this scene, a sense of flatness that lacked the vivid grandeur of the terrible memories from which she had just emerged. The street was mostly empty, nothing like downtown at this hour, but still she sensed the blurry shapes of pedestrians moving out of her way, flowing around her like dark water. What were they thinking? She crossed her arms over her chest and hunched her shoulders, trying to cover the blood. Her straggly hair hung down over her face. She hobbled forward on hooked pigeon feet.


A flash of memory sparked in her mind: a tote bag on her brother’s arm as he stood in the elevator. He said he’d grabbed her a change of clothes and a pair of sneakers for when they got away. Also her purse, and was holding her phone. She cursed herself under her breath, then cursed Dylan. Cruel timing, for such recall.


She shivered. Her shirt was drenched in a sweat turning cold. The cotton clung to her shoulders blades and sweat trickled down her spine and between her breasts, chilling her. She tried to anchor herself. So she was here. But where was here? And how much time was there left before her meeting?


There was a sign down the block. She had to get almost beneath it to read what it said. So she was on Haight. She had made it. Somehow she had left that park behind her.


But then her stomach twisted as she remembered that she knew of colleagues who lived out here. But no—that was impossible. She would never be pegged by them. She was invisible now. She could do or say anything and no one would know that their crazy lady sighting of the morning was in fact Lizzy Gardner. That made her want to laugh, but all that came out was a gasping, retching noise. Eyes turned toward her. A man with a briefcase crossed the street.


She cringed, falling back against the wall of a smoke shop, wishing she could fade away into the bricks. Her heart was hammering. The bricks were icy at her back, unyielding. She felt like a hermit who had staggered out of a forest after a night of skull-cracking visions. All the elements were there: parched lips, nest of hair crawling with spiders, look of shattered madness in the eyes.


The very look, no doubt, that she had seen in Dylan’s eyes after the beach. How true that was—she was no better than Dylan now. They were the same: on the outside in that runaway camp, and now on the inside. They were exiles.


No longer could she permit herself the luxury of denial. A rushing fog had delivered her brother onto a windswept night beach, and the wounds on her arm bore the sinister kiss of another world. The dark man at her door had been right: she had been asleep her whole life. But so was everyone else.


This street before her, everything she could see—this grubby sidewalk, these tired buildings, that passing car, all this stuff was merely a crust at the bottom of some vast unseen ocean of spirit. And what ocean wasn’t an abyss upon its basement floor? Darkness was the substance of this world. It was what whispered through the coral reef of the visible, and what pounded like floodwaters upon the portal gates, forever seeking entry.


An indescribable loneliness swept through her as she realized she saw the world now as Dylan did. That madman’s vision she had always fought so hard to reject with all her stolid might: the world as soft and dripping as a dream, as tangible as the fog, as spectral as any stray phantom, and tenanted by other beings, discarnate and predatory.


But she could not unsee it. Not anymore. Her secret history was at last unfolding, and though it felt cloying and evil, it also felt familiar. In a way, it felt more intimate even than her own skin. She had been braided with darkness. Her soul swam in it. She could admit that now. This was the turning of that filthy key inside her, the opening of her hidden lock, but there were still too many gaps. All that was visible now was the exposed tip—the true source lay underneath the surface of her life, in the cracks of identity and memory and nightmare, where it had been operating unseen all along.


She heard herself moaning strangely, and felt once more the gaze of others around her. Of whispers. Someone, a man’s voice, said he was going to call the police.


A shadow approached her. A soft female voice asked her if she was okay, a tentative touch on her shoulder…


She cried out, wrenching herself to her feet, running down the block. Her legs blazed with newfound pain from her flight. She was almost limping. But she fled from them, flying down the smoky morning stretch like a fugitive ghost, a lady specter, the echo of her steps resounding in her head with Claimed, Claimed, you are Claimed, Claimed.


An alleyway appeared on her right and she dove in. Gloom closed over her. There was a sudden break from the bald exposure of the street and immediately she felt a measure of peace. Above the rasp of her panting she heard no one following her. Yet.


After catching her breath she labored deeper in. So this is what it felt like when you had no home. Nowhere to go—unless you went where no one dared to follow. Her feet splashed in nasty puddles. A dumpster loomed up in her vision. She didn’t notice the smell until now, but this had to be the side of a restaurant. The putrid stench emanating from the trash snagged at her throat.


But then she realized that the dumpster was not the source of the stench. Her sight adjusted to the dimness, and quite abruptly she saw that she was not alone.


Two eyes stared back at her from the shadows behind the dumpster. The eyes were burning, bilious, floating in the dark as if unattached. The overpowering rankness of stale, unwashed humanity nearly made her gag.


The eyes leaned forward, emerging from the darkness, and they were embedded in a monster face that was all beard and gumless yellow teeth. The face was emitting a strange guttural noise like an engine turning over. A monster hand reached for her, grime-smeared and capped with coarse, thickened nails like claws.


She backed away, swallowing the scream that wanted to leap from her throat, but the old man was already spent, following the arc of his reach and drooping to the concrete, mumbling obscenities at her. One liquid eye stared up at her from a black puddle, its expression lascivious and quite mad. His limbs slowly writhed like those of a crushed insect. Terrifying, harmless.


But then she sensed that there was more around her than this burnout relic. All at once she understood why the runaways hid out most of the time in the parks, away from this warren of backstreets.


There were even worse night creatures here, the ones that scuttled into the cracks at the approach of dawn, the ones you never saw during the day. The fiends and beasts that those innocent runaways would become if they continued along their downward path.


She hadn’t sensed them, so still were they, so claylike, but she was surrounded. Details began to emerge from the shadowy walls, faces and hands, their humanity stark in these anonymous pilings, a kind of gallery of lost souls. All youth was melted from their pitted and encrusted faces, their skin a papery gray, eyes far too deep in the sockets, features mashed and blurred like tenderized meat. Even in sleep their expressions were heavy and beleaguered. Veterans of the streets, begging only for a needle and a dumpster to hide behind, more creature now than man.


She did not want to stir these shapes. They were shriveled, underweight, but they could be dangerous, too. Crazed.


The old man sobbed in frustration, groping for her again, and she reared back from his scrabbling fingers, edging into some of the slumped shapes around her. They stirred, a slow tumble of limbs and protesting moans. She jumped away only to bump into more, and suddenly the whole alleyway seemed to come alive around her, shadowy figures groaning awake and reaching for her like corpses from the grave.


She stood rooted in the center, clamping her hands over her mouth. A wall of eyes blinked open and stared at her, as if from a single creature. The eyes were fogged, bloodshot, seemingly unsure if she was vision or dream. Fingers brushed against her. She held back a scream, but their touch, she realized, was limp, boneless. The old man began to laugh at her, rasping and crude. There was nothing to fear here, from these sad creatures. Maybe at night, when the hunger was upon them and they had empty pockets, but not now. 


Slowly the alleyway lapsed back into an uneasy silence, the rustling settling down like drifting leaves. She shuffled back toward the street, avoiding the broken glass and foul puddles. Her meeting still existed, somewhere out there. She had to tell herself that. It was a point in space and time, and at this moment it was the only thing holding her together. Even if she was dead tomorrow, or worse.


How could she continue in the face of that? It was mad, she knew. But it was better than sinking into the puddles of this rank alleyway and joining these husks, giving in to chaos and insanity. To the dark hungry things.


She felt a sob like a fist in her throat. What she would give to be asleep again, a sleepwalker. To be as she was two days ago, sitting at her desk and sending silly texts to Tom, drinking her morning coffee and battling her inbox. Who cares how banal and unimaginative that was? It was what she wanted. She missed it like a child misses a warm blanket. It had a solidity and predictability she felt would elude her now for rest of her life—if her life did not end tonight.


So she would go mad. She felt in a way she was going to her death. Maybe even it was better that way. She had told Dylan that you always had a choice. And she chose this: she would not allow the seeds of darkness in her own soul to overthrow her world. She would refuse this Dark Call.


She would go to her meeting. She would give her presentation. Even if it ruined her career. And then she would call Tom. She would playact at this ‘pretend’ life until it became real again, all of it, real and solid and true. It was all that mattered. Not that phantasmal world. Only the life she had built and the people in it. Tom most of all, and even Dylan, damn him. Because nothing else really mattered without them, without love.


A denim jacket lay abandoned in a rancid-looking puddle near the mouth of the alleyway. She picked it up. Dripping, sliming, she slid it on. Her bloodstained nightclothes were now concealed. She reemerged onto the street, gazing once more at her fellow pedestrians.


Maybe, in time, everyone around her would stop seeming like ghosts encased in rotting meat.


Rotting meat from whom she needed bus money…







No one would give her a dime.


She stalked the streets like a ghoul, her desperation succeeding only in frightening the handful of pedestrians who didn’t flee at her approach. The smattering of runaways lucid enough to squat on the sidewalks with their backpacks and sad-eyed dogs and signs (Money is the root of all evil, cleanse yourself here; Why lie? Just trying to get HIGH) had nothing to offer her but a few quarters and a ripped-up dollar bill. Time was running out. The nine o’clock hour loomed near and she was miles away, dressed in nothing but blood and slime.


Then she heard it, clear as a bell through the chill gray air: the rattling groan of an approaching bus. Her stomach knotted. She did not have enough coin for the egregious fare.


A block ahead of her she saw it, wheeling onto Haight from a side street. The L line. This was the bus that would deliver her to downtown—if she was on it. It lumbered past her, behemoth and shooting sparks beneath its electric cables, the swoosh of its draft whipping up her greasy hair.


That is my bus. I have to be on that bus.


The bus hissed to a stop at the far end of the block where a small line of commuters formed, neatly waiting for the front doors to open. She raced down the street, no choice but to boldly wield the power of the mad and outcast and hope for the best.


The driver was busy with the paying customers as she strode past the front. When she reached the back doors she swung herself in and up just as they snapped shut behind her. There was an immediate rustling, a feeling of startlement around her. Faces turned to stare. The few people standing nearest to her instinctively drew back. But no one said a word. She tensed, waiting. Those who stared one by one turned away, suddenly occupied with their phones and books.


They were scared, she realized. Scared of her.


Good. She shuffled past them to the back of the bus. There came the sound of the front doors slapping shut and the engine throttling. The bus lurched forward and swung back onto the road, the floor tilting as she found an empty seat in the back corner. She made it. She was safe. Good god, she made it.


She sat back and tried to calm herself, but a moment later she noticed a woman nearby with a hand over her nose. Two other women were doing the same, putrid expressions on their faces. There were several men stiffly turned away from her. An air of feigned indifference hovered over the back of the bus, but she felt everyone’s eyes on her. They were, all of them, staring at her out of the corners of their eyes.


Shame welled up inside her, like the re-blossoming of an old bruise. She curled into a ball, her knees drawn up inside the denim jacket, attempting to hide the ruin of her bare feet. The jacket was dripping some sort of goo. She told herself she didn’t care. The bus was moving and she was on it, riding away from that nightmare, back toward her proper domain.


But the nightmare wasn’t over. She covered her face with her lank hair and rested her head against the vibrating window, pretending to fall asleep. If only these people knew…


The bus labored and wheezed, crawling its way across the city at a beetle’s pace, pulling over every few blocks as more and more riders piled on. A sea of bodies, all of them perfumed, pressed, and powdered, crowded closer and closer to where she sat. And here she was, like something dredged from a sewer.


She watched them all through slitted eyes and her tangled spider’s web of hair, the vantage point of every crazy lady that ever lived. What buffoons, she thought, all of them. These puffed-up bags of blood. They had no idea… Suddenly she wanted to cackle at them, to wave her slimy arms and scream incoherent obscenities, to give them just what they expected and maybe even what they wanted.


It frightened her, how good that would feel. Just to get a reaction out of this faceless, soulless blob of humanity—of which she had been a member not two days ago. To crack through this deathly pall of sleepwalkers.


Because underneath, she wanted to tell them, we all wore the same ivory grin. 


She rode into downtown.










CHAPTER 12: THIS MANIC TREK







HER APARTMENT DOOR was shut.


Its appearance was prosaic, unaltered by the events of last night. No one would ever guess at what had stood here, at what she had let within. She stared at the doorknob, her every breath a prayer.


She gripped the knob, turning it, and then sobbed aloud. The door swung open—so he hadn’t locked it.


Maybe…maybe things will be okay now.


She felt a glimmer of her old self, like a fragile flame she had to cup within her breast lest it get blown out.


I’m okay. Maybe everything will be okay.


She stepped inside and shut the door. Immediately the flame in her breast shriveled away. She could see it all so clearly: she was a stranger here now. She was a wandering shade, peering into a life once lived—her life. The ruin of what might have been. And the stillness—it was turbulent now, tinged with nightmare, awash in the memories of last night. It was tainted. This place was no longer a home, which meant in a profound way that she was homeless.


No. This is your home. And you are still Liz. Liz doesn’t live on the streets. Liz lives here. With Tom. And Tom is Liz’s boyfriend. And Liz is the sister of Dylan.


And Liz is Claimed…


The whole necklace of memory and meaning snapped, pearls shattering across the floor. She was shattered. She was not for this life, not for Tom. Not anymore.


She looked down at herself, at what she had become, and a fiery rush took hold of her limbs. She ripped away the jacket and the bloody nightclothes and ran for the shower.







Her shower was a blur.


The bathroom was a sickening kaleidoscope of scarlet blood and black slime. She didn’t even know how clean she got. She had no time to check. The only stable image that resolved in her mind was of her soggy band-aids sloughing off in a foul heap to the tiles like some kind of dead creature. She saw her flesh, her wounds:


Though shallow, there were visible edges of blackened flesh, as if the tissue were infected or even necrotic. Slender lines of green pus were visible in the deeper crevices, as if there were venom at work on her. Impossibly, her scars even looked reopened, the keloid tissue on both arms now having the dreadful appearance of pursed lips, a seam that she was afraid to prise open or probe as she stood there with the water running down on her. It all stung magnificently under the hot jet.


Out of the shower and still wet, she shoved on tights and dress and vigorously rubbed at her dripping hair. She slashed on lipstick and daubed foundation onto cheeks and forehead, smearing eyeliner and eye shadow in a blur of rote motions that nevertheless trembled with palsy. Good enough. As always, she paused to glance at herself one last time in the mirror. But her reflection wouldn’t stay put. There was another face staring back at her, a face of candle wax and blood, one eyeball drooping lower than the other.


She was going to be sick. Her mouth flooded with saliva. But there was no time. No time. She grabbed her spare wallet and was out the door and running for the elevator.


Her meeting started five minutes ago.







Down seven long blocks she ran. To take a cab would be suicide. Traffic was inching toward Market Street, the usual bottleneck of delivery trucks, taxis, and buses, all of them swarming together and pushing en masse up the urban valley floor like a congested stampede of beasts.


Two-and-a-half blocks away she tripped, half-lunging, half-spinning to the curb, eating concrete all down her front. She didn’t even pause. She just pushed herself to her feet and kept running. Her knees smarted, her palms embedded with concrete grit. But she was not stopping, not to examine herself, not to brush herself off. People swerved out of her way. She was saying something to them but she didn't know what. There were expressions of horror.


Only when she reached her building did she look up.


The immaculate column of glass and steel loomed so high into the air it seemed to be tilting over, in the act of falling atop her. She staggered back, the downtown forest suddenly rearing up all around her, claustrophobic and baleful, engulfing her in its cold metallic grasp. Her vision went smooth and blurry. It felt like the first time all over again, the first time she had ever stepped foot into a skyscraper, when she was a nobody and was convinced that at any second she would be apprehended for trespassing. Because she didn’t belong. Because she was a fraud. She stood there in the middle of the sidewalk and thought: maybe I can’t do this. Maybe I can’t actually go through with this. Maybe—maybe I’m unwell, in the head.


But she was only ten minutes late. Ten minutes. She couldn’t believe she was actually standing here, that she had made it. At the end of this ungodly and calamitous odyssey, from the land of the dead, her own anti-world, here she was standing right in front of her building, and only ten minutes late. Part of her wanted to collapse onto the pavement right now and just call it a day.


She didn’t. Instead she burst through the revolving doors and reached for her ID card—and came up empty. Oh no. This was only her spare wallet. Her ID card was in her real wallet with Dylan, miles away in that foul campsite. She couldn’t believe it. There was no way she was going to wait for them to verify her for a temporary card.


The security guard eyed her from across the marble entry, waiting for her to flash her company ID. Beyond him, the bank of elevators.


She recognized this guard—he would often flash her an extra bit of sparkle to his smile, while she would return said smile, careful not to mislead with any false pretense. Her heels clipped with echoing, professional briskness as she headed for the elevators. One stood blessedly open, its overhead lights gleaming off the brassy empty interior, reflecting in the mirrors so that it shone like a golden womb waiting just for her.


The guard didn’t appear to recognize her. All the same she flashed him her most brilliant smile. There was confusion in his face, then concern, and finally something like revulsion. He was opening his mouth, raising a halting hand, while just behind him the elevator doors began to close.


She bolted, dodging around him while he lunged for her and missed—she felt his fingertips raking her wet hair. A strange doglike grunt escaped him before he managed to shout STOP. She dove for the gap between the double doors, slipping in just as they clomped shut behind her. They did not reopen, which was one small miracle in the scorched wasteland of this day. She jabbed sixteen as the guard began pounding on the outer doors, his shouts muffled. The car began to rise.


As it did so a strange swoon came over her. She reached out to the walls for support. Her mind’s eye seemed to dilate so that it encompassed far beyond the tiny box in which she stood, even beyond the skyscraper itself to circumscribe the entire panorama of the city, thrust on its peninsula and jutting into the wild gray swirl of the Pacific. All of it was laid out before her as if trapped in the black button eye of a seagull wheeling overhead through the overcast sky. She could survey the mad course she had traversed, from parkland to downtown, where her own frail body was even now rising into the air, floating in this labyrinth of steel. It was exactly as she had felt in that grubby tube tent: mythical.


But then she saw herself in the brassy reflection of the elevator doors. Pain hit her like the lop of a machete to her skull. She shut her eyes, wincing. Her legs felt made of rope.


That is not me. Not me. I am fine. Everything is fine. Fine. Fine.


The doors opened and she toppled out, not realizing she had been leaning against them. She looked up and saw that she was on her floor, sixteen. Honestly she had expected security to halt the elevator and trap her between floors. Lucky for her. The stale, icy air penetrated her clothes and slipped down her lungs, somehow feeling more like home than anything else.


She kicked at the floor until her feet found ground and then weaved down the hallway toward her destiny.


The meeting was in a conference room at the rear of a large open floor plan. Between her and the room was a tessellation of desks occupied by her coworkers, all of them settling in for the morning with their coffee cups and quiet chatter.


When she burst into the open everyone turned and stared, all of them stretching out before her like a boulevard of painted faces. The blood rose to her cheeks, but she ignored her coworkers, locking her eyes onto the glass wall at the farther end. There, a great many peoples were already seated around a large table, waiting for her. That was it, the end of her road. This manic trek of doom. Thank god they hadn’t left yet.


She felt like she might be limping. Maybe she was. She felt that boulevard of eyes on her, too many eyes, the eyes of people she knew, women she chatted with in the restroom, women she might have even dared to call friends. They stared at her in a lapse of heavy silence, all of them still as manikins. Well, let them look. Let the bitches stare.


Her boss—she could make him out now. He was seated near the right side of the table, beside an empty seat that was no doubt meant for her. Close by sat the VP, and beside him at the head of the table, the President. Her boss was hunched over in a gesture of mortification, no doubt compulsively checking his phone for news from her.


Look up, Dave. Look who’s here.


And then someone tapped him on the shoulder and he did. His eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open. One by one along the table heads began to turn.


Showtime Liz.


But the ground began to buckle beneath her feet. Her skull became filled with dancing points of light, swirling fireflies. There was a whooshing sound between her ears. She thought she might faint.


It didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to stop. She would show them. She would show them all. She would show her brother and Tom and her dead parents and her grandmother and her entire poisoned bloodline and most of all she would show herself.


She crashed through the doors and forced herself to smile and said—










CHAPTER 13: DARK PILGRIM







DYLAN STARED ACROSS the street, his shoulders hunched, his collar popped against the morning chill. The gash on his tongue felt like some new, swollen orifice. His teeth throbbed where his sister’s knuckles had made impact.


He could not remember feeling more afraid than he did now.


This is hopeless. No. Don’t say that. You can never say that.


There was nothing but pandemonium in his brain. He was silent and steady on the outside, but on the inside all was in turmoil. Images and words swirled like snowflakes in a blizzard, a whiteout of every association belonging to his sister. No chronology, just a chaos of love, warm and bitter and aching, blinding him all at once. He could see nothing in front of him, could hardly even breathe.


It was as if she had already died and he were reeling in some sudden grief. Here and there little fragments landed, long enough to taste on the tongue: his sister guiding him back to bed, where she would curl up with him until he fell asleep again, his only shield from the voices, from the leering white faces staring at him from the shadows. Lizzy holding his hand as they wandered amidst the crooked geometry of the city, enfolded in that lush summer fog, praying for some magic escape from the sadness and dread at home, from the haunted corridors of his own mind. And Lizzy standing atop wet grass and broken needles, spitting the words, You did this…


The building across the street was his sister’s firm. Yes, he knew where she worked. He always had. Because you’re sick. You’re a stalker. Didn’t you know?


He was standing in an alleyway that gave a clear view of the building’s revolving doors. Not five feet away businessmen streamed past the alleyway’s entrance like the never-ending march of livestock. Some of them even looked in at him from the protection of the herd, and beneath their gaze he felt that raw exposure, like flesh peeled from the bone. He hated this place—downtown. Every time he came here he was reminded of the real status of his existence in this world—pariah, outcast, failure. No matter that these people were as ignorant of the deeper world as cattle munching in their slaughter stalls. In the land of the material he was bottom rung, mongrel dog. They knew it. He knew it.


Pale gray light slanted into the street, a wintery light, limp and filtered through the scrim of cloud cover. Life in the metallic canyonlands, and in this strange glare Lizzy’s building climbed into the sky like a vast silver tomb scraped from the earth. Squinting, he gazed up its length. He knew her department occupied the sixteenth floor.


Just stay alive in there. Stay alive long enough to get back out.


It was all he could say. It was the beat and whisper of his blood now, the last anchor to his sanity. And so it was: Lizzy, alive, Lizzy, alive, alive through the creeping hours of the day into the too-soon curtains of the night. Nothing else mattered. The rest of the world fell away into a meaningless noise. There was only Soul, and Darkness. This city was a battleground now, but unlike any his sister could have imagined, or prepared for—and for that he had only himself to blame.


He had been weak. That was the sorry truth of it. He had chosen her awkward, paltry visits over risking the entire relationship by bringing up the one topic absolutely off-limits: their past. She had shut the book on that, permanently, and woe to any who dared to crack open that dusty tome—especially if the interpretation did not follow strict psychiatric party lines. Might as well never see her again, be labeled a loon and shut out completely.


But he had done his own running, too; he could see that now. After getting free at last of the hospitals, graduating from ward of the state to creature of the street, he had found that he could no longer endure the city. These same streets, this same windy chill, that same slow creeping menace of the fog…everything bore the signature of his dreadful past. And his sister, this woman now—he could not even meet her eyes, his gaze skirting over and over to her arms, those delicate arms, unable to stop himself from imagining what they must look like now underneath all that fabric. Because of him.


And so after only two days he fled. He hitched a ride out of the city, then the state, trying to put as much distance as he could between him and his mother on the bathroom floor with her face caved in, the bathwater pouring red over the tub, and the waxy grayness of his sister’s flesh, that final turn in her eyes when she saw at last that he was not disturbed but evil.


That he was a murderer and a mutilator.


For over a year he had dodged back and forth across the country, so many times he lost count, running like a thing accursed, perpetually in flight from the scene of a crime that to him felt forever fresh. He grew accustomed to sleeping alone, away from the other vagabonds, because of his nightmares, the screams. It was not only the faces of his mother and sister that haunted him, but also the others, the ones that had gathered around the tub: figures of spidery smoke, faces of quivering white deformity. He had learned only too late to protect the doctors from such memory. But there could be no protection for him, only the empty numbness of the highway.


While Lizzy remained behind, in the city, brick by brick building herself a life.


He cupped his hands and blew into them, stamping his feet. It was almost ten. He had abandoned trying to intercept her at her apartment, instead racing here to her final destination. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that she would make it, even if it was to her misfortune. And soon enough he had spotted her, lurching up the street like a horror show, worse even than the women in the state hospitals, the ones who still dolled themselves up for jobs they lost thirty years ago, or who continued to feed kids they themselves had drowned. A sledgehammer caved into his chest, and it was all he could do to prevent himself from rushing across the street to lead her away.


But after this morning, he knew better than to try that.


All he could do was stand on the sidelines and watch as she detonated her hard-won life, and on the eve of its possible destruction. It was insane, but he also understood: she was a woman drowning, clinging to her old reality, a reality that was nothing more than a scrap of driftwood now. Her ship had gone down, and there was nothing left but a vast and depthless sea, glimmering like a broken mirror beneath the moon.


He stared up to the sixteenth floor. A shaft of sunlight had pierced the clouds and danced across its glass surfaces, blinding him. He had never been inside, had in fact never even been inside an office building before. Of course he knew what they looked like inside, but to him they were all inscrutably frightening. He was in awe of his sister’s seeming nonchalance, her mastery over this alien world.


But not today. He could not imagine what was going on in there at this moment. All he could do was hope that she left soon, that they sent her home early. This was delicate. If any hospital or police bureaucracy got involved, if there was any detaining or overnight observation… But he could not allow that to happen. He would not. That would be tantamount to a mouse sitting in an open field, just waiting for the owl. Come morning they would find her dead or missing. Or worse, something beyond his ability to imagine.


He had to tear her away from the fictitious solidity of this world, to extract her from the grid so that they could go about the dark and lonely way that was their fate. To travel this black spiritual map that had been carved into their flesh and no doubt their souls from the very beginning.


But once he whisked her away, then what? Where did they go, what did they do? How would they spend these fleeting hours of daylight that remained? How to prepare for the coming of the fog, the night, for Them?


The shameful truth of it was: he did not know.


All his years of study, his contemplation, his preparation and experience…nothing, nothing but the popcorn-metaphysics of the new age and the occult gobbledygook of the old, all of it sliced through with only a blade’s edge of truth: that there was a world of spirit—an ecology of spirit—that indeed we were spirits, suited in these vestures of decay, but that it was all far stranger and more tragic and incomprehensible than man could ever understand.


Where he had been two nights ago, what had happened last night…somehow their lives had been threaded with a dark and fathomless magick, by creatures who could somehow brush aside the curtains of this reality with terrifying ease, and who seemed to originate in a realm not of this earth: a borderland of spiritual depravity, fueled by blood and hidden within the cracks of the material world, a region he had accessed through his dreams, and through the doors of a crooked house that did not truly exist—at least, not in the physical.


He had never met a soul who had been able to shed any light on this shadowy domain, on why it insinuated itself into families like his own, nor answer the ultimate question that tormented him more than any: who or what was the Dark Lady? She lurked within this sphere, and seemed to squat over the city like a plague of nightmares.


However, once he had been close. Several years ago nothing more than a moldy door had stood between him and just such a soul, one who had been ready to reveal all.


And it nearly destroyed him.







After fleeing the city and wandering restlessly for more than a year, he had finally accepted that he could not outrun his past. His choice was simple: either he was an empty shell tumbling across the country or he was Dylan Gardner. And so he returned to San Francisco, found his mother’s grave, and with a basket of flowers collapsed before her tombstone, weeping uncontrollably as if his soul were breaking—or maybe thawing. He curled into a ball and slept there until the night watchman prodded him awake and gently guided him back out to the street.


From that moment on he had a solemn resolve to discover what had happened in that house, what he and his sister had been party to. And he needed to satisfy himself that it was all really over—because, deep down, he had a worsening premonition of the very opposite.


Nevertheless, he was saddled with disquiet. It felt like he was staring into the dank well of his past, wondering if he really had the courage to lower himself once more into that sump of blood and horror. To wade—voluntarily this time—into the sick mystery that had nearly killed him, and had destroyed almost everything he loved.


Yes, he decided, he would, if it could prevent its return. But there seemed nothing for him to grip onto. No hard facts, no one alive from that time but himself and his sister. All that remained were the scars, riven into flesh and soul alike, and the residue of nightmare.


But there had been something else, too. A bridge between the shadows and the sun-splashed real: his grandmother. At the time he hadn’t been aware of her involvement, but he could not remember a time when he had not been repelled by her. He knew she had not always been that way, but he had no memory of it. His was a loathing that was instinctual in its childlike simplicity. To him she had simply been a ghoul, a cannibalistic thing without any warmth. But it was Lizzy she grasped at, toyed with, not him, and as any child must do he had accepted her as simply part of the furniture of his life, the world he had always known and didn’t know enough to question; merely one more terror in a young life of terrors.


Throughout it all, however, each terror had been linked to the other, woven into a tapestry of evil with his grandmother’s fingers threading the needle. She had slipped between the subtle doorways of dream and reality with the sure touch of an adept. But why? For what purpose? On the road, in the loneliness of his nights, he had feared that their grandmother had somehow…fed upon them, given them away to this Dark Lady. That she had conspired against her own blood.


It seemed indisputable now. However impossible to conceive, she had acted as Her functionary, a kind of human agent, fostering her grandchildren’s nocturnal visitations, breaking apart her daughter’s home, and cracking open her grandson’s soul. All to get at his sister. He had discovered this betrayal far too late, when she was already rotting away in her rocking chair, whispering to him the secrets of his dreams, and of a fate long-since sealed.


He could remember the slow buildup to those final months. He had been more and more lost within his own haunted mind, confused by the onslaught of buzzing voices, the parade of apparitions, the dreams that folded back his bedroom walls to reveal hidden chambers of pain and torture. He had not been sure of anything, losing even the discernment between friend and enemy. The entire house felt poisoned, conspiring against him. He was surrounded by a cloud of evil souls that blotted out his vision and the intuition of his heart. Only Lizzy was safe, Lizzy the pure and innocent. But even she could not prevent the cold sweat that would break over his skin as afternoon deepened into twilight, as that thickening presence entered the air, filling him with an inarticulate dread. How he had tried to protect her. But in the end even he could not be trusted.


A catalogue of phantasmagoria and derangement, of a life enshadowed. No proof, not for any of it. How could he even hope to penetrate the secrets of his grandmother’s life? Hers was a history transcending the scope of any census taker or bureaucrat. No family tree peddled on the Internet could catalogue it. Even the skeletal facts notched in city records—birth, death, residential addresses, spouses—were no more than limp trivia. He found all these and more, staring at them as if they were the rind of a fruit, with no better insight as to the wet meat inside. He was concerned not with the shuttling of her flesh and bone, but the movements of her soul. No data could map that.


He took to stalking the streets at night, hands shoved into his pockets, angry and fearful in his impotence. Thunderheads were on the horizon, he felt sure of it, but he was also losing any hope at finding shelter. It was strange to realize that at every moment, all around him, that shadowy realm was there, impalpable and yet ever present, just beyond the membrane of his waking mind. It and its inhabitants. He tried to feel it out, to sense it, palpate it delicately with the fingers of his inner mind without getting them sticky—or sucked in.


His grandmother had trafficked in this region, as had he and his sister, if unwillingly. And that brought a chilling notion: if there had been one human agent for this Dark Lady, might there be others? Others who had pledged to do Her work? A gust of icy wind blew through him. Of course—of course there had been, and were, even now. It was so obvious he felt thickheaded for not having seen it before.


He surveyed the city from the mist-drenched hilltop of Coit Tower, the valleys and rises luminous to him now with some throbbing secret. His head felt burst open, his insides smeared across the landscape. He could taste this dark truth, this secret nestled within these hills, obscured within the fog. The Dark Lady…Her presence was far greater than he had suspected. She was more than a mere bogey of his interior past. She was out there, even now, crouching over the city like some dark angel, fingers dipped into a whole host of twisted souls, dead and alive. Of course her grandmother had not been alone. He remembered his dreams, the night the old woman was taken, the dead men flitting like burnt leaves under Her dark wing, but he had never before thought of those who might be living…


These disciples, they would have opened themselves to Her, body and soul. Whatever essence they possessed would have been cored out, replaced with Her own signature. A tribe whose silent membership was of the spirit, an unseen allegiance in the soul. That would be its badge and there it would remain, hidden from all but the sensitive until the years wore on and like some rotten pumpkin the flesh collapsed in on itself as it finally ate away at the surface, to reveal the festering spirit within.


Before then, however, such people would look ordinary, nondescript, abroad in the city and member to society. They might not even know of each other, except in the night, in their dreams…


At least, this was the shape his suspicion took in his imagination. But if such devotees existed, how might one be found? And would he even want to? What profit might that yield?


There was darkness everywhere in this world, but he felt certain that if he crossed paths with such a person he would know, he would sense it. On the street, in a cafe, he would smell the odor of their souls, of Her corruption inside them. After all, did it not flow through him still? Was Her fingerprint not pressed into his own soul?


He had to know. It became his solitary obsession. He saw the streets of the city now through new eyes, eyes that saw beyond the swirling form of color and light, mist and shadow, into some deeper terrain that lurked within. The Dark Lady felt like a grand old spider crouched in Her web at the center of the city, hanging in that invisible domain of darkness, fallen souls caught and twitching all around Her. He had to find one of them. He became convinced that this was his only hope of discovering anything significant about his and his sister’s past—as well as their future.


The night streets became his second skin. His feet touched the city from end to end, in spirals and whorls and gridlines, up and down fog-damp hills without a soul, through alleyways and busy intersections, past homeless men and curbside Lamborghinis, across manicured lawns and over rocky trails, along wharfs chuckling with the tide and past skyscrapers skirted with mist.


It was a dark romance, a fatal courtship. And night after night his daring grew. He opened inner senses he had kept tightly sealed for all these years, sworn never to use again. His loathing and fear had forced them underground, scarred by the talons of darkness and betrayal. Now he was exposing himself once more, surrounding himself with this same fog, this same velvet darkness—that same flavor of his childhood dreams. He was dancing on the edge, he knew, skirting close to where he had toppled off years before. But he did not pull back. He opened himself all the way.


And was spooked almost immediately.


Late at night, in the thinning hours, he began to feel something out there. His initial imaginings had not been far off: it was like a spider’s web. Hung across the city, drifting in the currents of fog, stretched a dark web of souls. It was a clairvoyant vision, he was sure of it, all of them scattered like jewels of radiant night, living or dead he could not tell, or if it even mattered. These were the children of the Dark Lady, conscious citizens of evil. As for himself, this felt like falling into an old groove. Something within him resonated at a trembling and violent pitch to what he sensed without, all around him. He feared what power this darkness might still hold over him, like a black flood lapping against insufficient barriers.


But then—maybe it was all imagination. Maybe it was just his lonely attempt to make sense out of the tragedy of his life, to seek an illusory redemption.


He stopped sleeping, insomnia blurring his ability to distinguish between night wandering and somnambulism. Ugly and bloody images sluiced through his mind at all times, like the foul slush from a sewer. When exhaustion finally did claim him it was total: frightening blackouts from which he would awake in various states of dilapidation all across the city, terrified at what he may have done in the interim. He felt monitored by unseen forces. He stopped talking to people. The world became a smeary veil atop monstrous and evil truths.


But still, no one approached him. No tainted souls came forth.


And so late one night he stormed the streets in a black drunk rage, fueled by the deadly cocktail of crumbling sanity, vertiginous despair, and corner-store whiskey. He put the call out mentally, psychically, spiritually, in every way he knew how, pulsing his very soul out into the dark city: Show yourself. One of you show yourself goddammit. Or are you all too pansy?


It wasn’t bravado; it was a sickness, a pestilence in his soul. This was becoming too much to take. He didn’t care about his life anymore. He just wanted to show Them that he was no longer a frightened child, that he could stare Them down without blinking, that he found Their evil ways repugnant and despicable. But he felt no response. All across the sea of rooftops he felt nothing but the fragile serenity of the urban night. The dark web fluttered in response to his agony, then gradually absorbed and consumed it, like a pebble flicked into a pond. He could sense them all out there, but little else.


Tell me, damn you. I need to know. Somebody, please… Tell me what it all means…


And then he felt it, unmistakably—a responding call, from one of Them. A hush in the night, the city holding its breath, but to him it felt like a foghorn shattering over miles from one dark and lonely soul to another. It was a Call. A lull fell across his mind as the ambient sounds of the city, its slumbering hum, drained away to a profound silence. Time felt gelid, stiffening in a mold, the streets turning eerie and flat. Then, as in a dream, he felt led, pulled on a string down block after block, entering what at first appeared to be the Tenderloin. Soon, however, he swore that upon reaching its center he found himself in yet another neighborhood, surreal and depthless, as if he were being coaxed into hidden folds upon folds of the city. He no longer recognized these deserted streets, these crooked turns. He felt like a child lured into a forest of rotting brick, down rows of dreary flophouses and derelict hotels, each one more ravaged and depopulated than the next. The streetlights buzzed and snapped, flickering in spasms. A door was calling to him.


It was set in a crumbling hotel with a once-elegant façade, now blighted like a face diseased. No doubt condemned, it still appeared to be in seedy habitation. He entered, crossing a grand and shadowy lobby to climb carpeted stairs worn to threads. Yes, he knew these places: this was where the institutionalized were dumped after being ‘set free.’ Instead of meeting the wrecking ball and put out of their misery, such piles were flipped to single room occupancies, their nightly rate covered by the state. The sort of place he might have ended up in, if he had been so lucky. It felt deserted now, a ghost ship drifting at sea, but still he heard around him distant wails and cries and the gibbering of the mad. It almost felt like home.


Nearing the top floor he left the stairs to walk down a long canted hallway. The walls were peeling, the ceiling water-stained. The carpet was rippled and pockmarked like old flesh, the light murky and insufficient. Somehow he knew where he was going.


Halfway down the length of the hallway there was a folding chair against the wall, a slumped figure in it that looked like a child: a girl with longish hair whose feet did not touch the ground, her toes pointed downward with an air of touching innocence. But as he approached he saw that the hair was lank and sparse, no more than a wiry mist from a cracked eggshell pate, and when the face looked up into his he found himself staring at a kind of gnome, a woman so ancient and shriveled she ceased to appear human. But it wasn’t just that—her eyes were stunningly sharp, black and beady like a bird’s, and as empty. She cooed at him, this idiot toy witch, and he got the sense that her murmurings were meant to be cautionary.


He edged against the opposite wall, attempting to slink past and give her berth. Her head swiveled blankly to follow. His destination felt beyond her: she seemed a sort of threshold guardian, a street disciple no doubt drawn to this dark magnetic source, serving a being she likely did not understand. A being who in turn served Her—and thus he was witnessing here a minor hierarchy of Darkness.


He approached a door that seemed to glow and beckon to him. This was the dwelling place of his caller. His expectations had been thwarted at every turn. This was no palace of riches, no mansion on high. Even so his limbs felt numb, his blood congealed. This was a nasty place, infused with Her aura. He delicately tested the knob, but it was like touching live wire and his fingers clenched in a spasm, locking on as vicious power mainlined into his skull.


The scarred door before him smeared away as if by grease, to reveal what lay beyond: a dank and cluttered room hazy with smoke and the trembling halos of candle-flame. This was no imagination. And in the far corner—what manner of creature was this? A woman lay ballooned to whale-like dimensions. She seemed to reach the ceiling, her girth as fantastic, far beyond the capability of any natural door. The scent of melting candle wax drifted over him, beneath it the stench of flesh in great folds that had not seen light in decades. Her pinnacled head was wreathed in shadow, her eyes like broken shards of mirror. Then the vision faded and the door returned. A sickly, trembling light spilled from under its crack.


Dark pilgrim—you want to Know?


The voice spoke within him, a thrumming up his hand and into his chest.


Then come. Come in… ENTER.


Everything telescoped, the door swelling as the hallway shrank and pulled away at either end, the gnome diminishing to a flyspecked shadow. His hand was on the knob, ready to turn, ready to enter this sinkhole of perversion—but then he couldn’t. He couldn’t. He didn’t want to know. He couldn’t go through with this. He still cared for his life, his sanity, and all of a sudden he felt sure that he would retain neither beyond this point. Everyone had a limit, and he had just discovered his. What was waiting on the other side of that door—it felt so putrid, so diseased with evil, he could not will his feet to move, as if his body were a horse trembling before a river too deep. His lungs devoid of breath, his vision began to spot over while his bowels loosened, quivering with the threat of release.


He turned and fled. The hallway before him was doll-sized, infinite, but it rippled and snapped back as he heard behind him a mournful cry, terrible in its anguish. At the same instant the old woman in the chair began laughing, waving her shriveled hands at him. Her voice echoed and magnified far more than should have emerged from her little frame, booming down the hallway, the stairwell, chasing him out into the street.


When the cold pavement was beneath his feet he paused. Catching his breath, it sank into him that he had failed before the threshold, choked. But even with this measure of distance he could not will himself to turn around, to reenter those depths. Every step would feel like rising into a thickening cloud of poison.


He searched the street, hoping for some familiar landmark to ease his dislocation, another soul with which to share this atmosphere of nightmare. But no, his solitude was absolute, the pregnant silence unrestrained. He felt cocooned in it, trapped. The glow from the streetlights was too thick, too buttery, rendering everything two-dimensional, as if he stood on a mere stage. Behind it all stood the stagehands, all too ready to pull apart the scenery and creep out into the open.


Panic overtook him and he ran down the street, blindly and without orientation. Block after block it was all the same until after some hidden turn damp air blasted his face and sound returned in a clap. Across the street a twenty-four hour liquor store glowed like a beacon, its slumped loiterers out front a sight of blessed humanity. He glanced over his shoulder, not understanding, but not daring to investigate. The entire city felt alive around him, its hills and streets bristling like the hide of a cat—all in reaction to him, his prying where he shouldn’t have, one step too far.


He ran. He ran until he could run no more, collapsing to the ground to find himself on a beach, sand between his fingers and breakers foaming not a hundred feet away. Beyond, the Golden Gate Bridge grinned at him with red and sinister teeth in a great mouth of fog. He curled up right there and slept until dawn. Dreamless sleep.







He never really left that beach. Not for a long time.


The rickety beams holding his life together had collapsed. His mind was blown-out, his brains a shredded mess. It became too much to leave, to escape the city or even to talk to another human being. So he stayed where he was, by chance turning into a kind of beach hermit. Clambering over sharp rocks, stomping through wet sand, he ate out of trash barrels and sank into a state of mindlessness that was his last possible respite.


He found a cave beyond the ambit of most tourists and beachgoers, and gradually his quality of life descended to the subhuman. But even in this beastly state there were things he could not forget, and his nights were still filled with screaming terrors. In the lurid flicker of flames he did things to himself he would utter to no man, trying to…bleed himself of his soul’s contagion. And in this way darkness fell across his life for a time.


How touch and go this period was he would never know. How many months, he had never tried to calculate. All he knew was that one night he awoke not just from a nightmare but also from his fugue. He saw with terrifying clarity the condition of his existence.


He abandoned his cave to bathe himself in the icy surf. Then he hitched the first ride he could find and was two states away by dawn. 


Bit by bit he rejoined the human race, even if it was among its outcasts. That was okay, though: he was an outcast, too. Their company was like God’s greatest gift to his tattered soul. And compared to that cave, living among these vagabonds was like the Hilton. Even his dreams lost their blood-drenched edge. And that night in the Tenderloin: mere private madness. A sad collapse. Not once had he tried to find that hotel, to confirm if it really stood. He didn’t need to.


But while he dropped his ghosts, they did not drop him. Almost a year later he was camping deep in the Southwest, sleeping atop baking rocks under the crystalline glitter of the Milky Way, when he dreamt of her, that behemoth woman. She visited him in a Dream.


Ghastly, she was. Like a second moon, a vast white mound of flesh marbled with blue veins, surmounted by a tiny knob of a head. She was hanging in a great shimmering web, aloft in the sky, encircled by a blue quicksilver light. A net of darkness fell across his eyes and when he opened them again he found himself in a messy brick room, his vision dazzled by a shimmering sea of candlelight. Dripping white candles littered every surface of the cramped interior, their trembling flames blurry and orblike in a fog rolling thick and heavy through the open window.


He could smell that fog, its damp dockyard scent, and beyond the window he could hear the mournful cry of fog horns calling to each other in the night. Somehow, he was back in San Francisco. And he was not alone. Dominating the tiny room was a great round magnificence limned in chill blue light and reaching it seemed to the very ceiling: his tainted woman. Atop one of her great legs crouched the toy witch, chattering at him like a wrinkled monkey. Near the ceiling two silver eyes gleamed down upon him and a reverberation flooded his body, a chiming gong that was also the voice of an old woman, a throaty undertone that said: in time, in time, in time, in time…


He awoke in a cold sweat, shivering in the darkness of the open desert. His body still hummed with vibration and he stared up at the stunning profusion of stars, holding himself and whispering over and over that it was only a dream, only a dream, even as he blinked and blinked and saw against the star fields the swimming, pulsating stain of candlelight.


More years passed. Gradually he found an accommodation within himself between his open sores of guilt, his dread of the future, and the present lynchpin of his broken self. Darkness lived in his soul, and from his soul he could not hide. For him light would only be found by diving deep into the heart of his darkness, not by eternally running from it. He plunged into his past, into the occult, into the world of spirits. He became the dumpster-diving monk with the soulful eyes, and no one could have guessed at what lived behind those eyes.


He felt caught in a spider's web. The past was not over, he feared, but merely in abeyance, and all his travels were so many laps around the track. From San Francisco to anywhere and back again, restlessly waiting for the Darkness to cycle round once more, for whatever had been seeded to sprout and bear its black fruit. Multiple times he had tried to convince his sister to move away, hoping that maybe with both of them gone this sense of menace would evaporate. Why stay? he would ask. Why deny your past but live among its ruins? But she was resolute, even obstinate, and in a manner that felt almost irrational, beyond her ability to control or even articulate. And that troubled him. 


But still even he would go through spasms of denial, basking in the relief that came with dismissing himself as just another crazy homeless person. Almost everything could be doubted in the cold light of reason: his memories, his dreams, even his actions. But eventually he would always be wrenched back into the same dark eddy of memory: his grandmother’s withered lips mouthing that secret refrain, You and your sister have been Claimed. It was a whispered confession, but the laughter that followed was braying and inhuman. He had fled from that laugh, and while those lips had long since rotted away inside a cheap coffin in the California soil, they would eternally revolve inside him, forever whispering that chain of words that felt to him like the cryptogram of their lives.


And every time he returned to the city he ordered himself to probe the Tenderloin, to find that woman or prove himself a madman. He never did. Dread paralyzed him. Part of him was still a child hiding under the covers, hoping that if he kept very still, very silent, somehow it would all just disappear. His sensitivity he had long re-muffled. He loathed to feel any hint of that dark web—or to announce himself to it.


Finally though one sun-drenched afternoon he found that liquor store which had been such a beacon of the real. He bought himself several mini whiskies, which he proceeded to down one after another, and then tried to retrace his steps. His journey proved shockingly brief. After only a few blocks east and then north he stopped dead in his tracks, standing among the cornerwalkers and street dealers like a gaping fool. There it stood. All these years.


By day it looked shrunken somehow, no longer in possession of that ominous grandeur. It was merely drab and tired, while drab and tired people shuffled in and out. Before it had been so surreal, so nightmarish. How had he not recognized this street? Its very ordinariness was somehow more terrifying to him. He had expected either to search until sundown and declare it all a dream, or to find himself somehow once more in that flat and eerie dreamscape. Instead it was neither: it was real.


He searched the windows, trying to envision that obese woman up there at this very instant. Her toady creature might even be atop her, or in her folding chair in the hallway, guarding her dark goddess. At that thought he hurried away. His feet simply began walking, propelling him down the street without his permission. He could not will himself back, to enter that building and climb those steps. Besides, he had seen staff monitoring the entrance. Where had they been that night? How had he gotten through? He could not understand this warped blend of dream and reality. So he told himself to forget it. He kept walking and did not look back.


But on the road she entered his thoughts. Regret was there, yes. He berated his cowardice. She might have shared much—still could. He tried to wrap his head around her offer to share with the miasma of her corruption. Was it a trick, a ruse? He couldn’t help feeling that despite her sickened condition she wanted to help, to reveal. Perhaps she wasn’t totally lost. He began to wonder if she wasn’t some sort of prisoner, fallen from some higher station. Her spirit held captive in that great mountain of flesh, while she ruled over the deranged like a deposed queen of fools.


Returning to the city ten days ago, he heard the runaway's panic-stricken talk. He tried to tell himself that it was all secondhand folklore, hearsay and campfire tales. But when he learned of the disappearance of Kathy Ann…he snapped. Before, all had been private. He had grown accustomed to strict walls of separation. His dread and his suspicions were his own, vaulted away along with the secrecy of his past. He had accepted it all as his private load to bear, his and his alone.


So he was entirely unprepared to hear these tales prattled out of the mouths of grime-streaked babes. Dreams that snatched souls, living fog and whey-faced men, but worst of all: to hear the words Dark Lady bandied about in shared reality proved far too much to bear. He became unhinged. He had to prove that it wasn’t true, that the runaways were infected with a narrative whose origin could be tracked down and stamped out. Someone knew what he did, that was all, because this could not be happening.


But it was. He knew Kathy Ann had not run away. He could feel it. And he couldn’t do anything about it. He just ran around wild, hoping for a miracle, never once daring to return to the Tenderloin to confront that tainted soul. So much for the wise spiritual warrior, ready for his final battle… Instead, he simply dove headlong into Them and gave himself away. And by extension gave her away.


As the tainted woman said in his Dream: in time, in time. Well, it was time now, but now they had no time.







The streets were emptying. The revolving doors on his sister's building stood motionless. Everyone was where they needed to be—except for him. He watched his sister's building and tried to imagine what lay ahead. There was only a blankness absolute. The river of his life and the river of her life were merging together once more—and slipping off the edge of the map.


Maybe this was hopeless. This time, there was no voice of inner dissent.


He stared up at the building. Like never before, he prayed.










CHAPTER 14: THE BIG PRESENTATION







LIZZY CAME TO on the cold tiles of the bathroom floor, wedged between the toilet and the bolted metal wall of what looked to be her favorite stall. The seat was flipped up, her chin resting on the edge of the bowl, her gaze dominated by a slick of yellowish foam drifting across the surface of the water. An acidic funk burned the back of her throat.


Vomit. She was staring at the spume of her empty stomach.


The scraping of heels on the tiled floor caught her attention. There was a knocking on the stall door, hesitant, then bolder.


“Are you—are you okay in there, Ms. Gardner?”


The vomit wafted across the still surface of the toilet bowl, dreamily wheeling into complex chains that crashed into one another, consuming and destroying themselves in constant war. She watched in a trance of stupefaction.


What happened?


She felt like the vomit: empty, directionless, retched up from some foul cavity.


The knocking came again. Without moving she shifted her eyes. There was a woman out there, just beyond the door. She could see the points of her green heels beneath the gap. Shoes she did not recognize. She sensed an air of rigidity, the stiffness of apprehension. For an instant a perfect eye sprang into the crack between door and frame, gaping at her.


She flinched. “I—I’m fine. Just a little sick.”


“Ms. Gardner, this is—this is Jenny from HR. I’m told there’s been an…incident. That you’re not quite…yourself today.”


A long pause. Not…myself? But she was drifting away again, sinking, lost in her vomit. However foul, there was promise there: the promise of escape, of non-being.


“Please leave me alone.”


There was another pause, the sound of slow, hesitant steps, then the clacking of a sudden return. Jenny spoke in a rush, her words tumbling over one another. “Mrs. Gardner we just want you to get the help you need. We—we’ve called someone. She’s on her way right now. She’ll be able to help you. And…no one else is allowed in here, okay? Not until you’re ready. I—I’ll be right outside if you need me.”


Now came the hurried retreat of heels clacking away until the door shut with a poof. Only silence now, the ticking of the ventilation. She was alone, except for this gnawing terror.


What have you done Elizabeth Gardner?


She did not know, but she had to get out of here. Her body felt utterly sapped of strength, her limbs weighted down like so many sacks of lead. She tried to lift herself, wincing, but her trembling arms gave out and she collapsed back onto the toilet seat. A sob broke out of her.


There’s been an…incident… We want you to get the help you need…


Why did that vagueness terrify her? It had the icy blandness of corporate euphemism—of being calved from the pack. But what happened? There was nothing in her memory but a catastrophic blank. She had no idea of how she ended up here, but she felt sick dread, as if she were awakening from a mad bender with vague but dark suspicions as to what she might have done.


For the moment, though, her numbing sense of emptiness was a fragile balm, offering the peace of the void, of being spent without choice.


No. You’ve got to leave. Get out of here.


But what did I DO?


Gradually, the blackout of her memory began to resolve itself into crude shapes, like dawn filling in the world again. After crashing through the doors she stood in that boardroom, wobbly on her feet and staring at the double line of blanched faces that were staring at her.


She remembered feeling struck dumb, her tongue limp in her mouth, realizing that what she saw in their faces was a truer reflection of herself than could be found in any mirror. She knew now what she looked like.


Monster…I am a monster…


What she saw, multiplied with a cruelty beyond reckoning, was the same expression on her mother’s face that night long ago, when she stood in the bathroom doorway with a hammer in her hand:


Revulsion.


Once more she was revealed to be untouchable. This was her truth, immemorial, inescapable. The truth behind all her truths, behind the wages of her personal war, her driving self-hatred, her denial, her running. So much running… And without this there was nothing, nothing else inside of her. Her spirit fled and she dropped to the floor.


There came shouts, the rattling of chairs, the thudding of feet. Faces leaned over her, flared into silhouettes beneath the fluorescents, their voices overlapping, rippling, somehow very far away. Someone was asking her if she’d been in an accident, if she’d been attacked. She absently thought, yes, yes, all my life…


Hands gingerly reached beneath her, lifted her up, her body limp, inert. To feel this touch, the pressure of flesh and bone against her own, living presence affirming presence, flushed through her a tingling incandescence. They were not judging her. It came as a shock, a lightning bolt in the moonless night of her soul. Maybe she was not a monster. Maybe she was okay. Maybe she was one of them after all. They cared. They saw me as one of them…


Gently, they got her to her feet to half-carry her from the room…


That was all her memory could give her before stuttering out, the theater in her mind projecting an empty frame. But was that all? How could that be? How could that warrant this vomit, this quarantine?


She sucked in breath and cringed, levering herself up off the tiles onto her wobbly feet. Only then did she notice the dried vomit speckling her lapels and—her jacket sleeves rolled up, her cuffs unbuttoned. Sick palpitations stabbed at her chest like a heart attack, almost buckling her once more to her knees, pain radiating down her arms, her scars… She shoved her sleeves down, fingers trembling, frantic to cover herself up, too horrified to consider why, why…


Run. Just get out. God just leave now…


Why did she come here? What had happened to her mind? She could have said anything, called in sick, said she was hospitalized—which she likely should be. That would have been unfortunate, but sufficient.


She waited, listening. The bathroom was empty, but she wanted to feel that sense of utter stillness, the ringing depth that meant no one was near, even Jenny. She tried to probe the silence beyond the bathroom, charting her hoped-for escape route.


Before anyone dared to enter, she slipped from the stall and stole across the tiles. She did not look at herself in the mirror as she passed it, but all along its length she caught the shape of herself out of the corner of her eye: humped, shuffling, rat’s nest of hair—she had become a crone, a witch.


For a moment she stared at the exit, then turned and went back to a sink. She turned on the faucet and splashed water onto her face, over and over, rubbing at her makeup with her palms. She grabbed paper towels, soaking them with water and squirting them with soap and then scrubbing her cheeks, her forehead, her eyes. She would not look at her reflection until it was gone, all of it, this madwoman’s greasepaint. Her fingers were almost clawing at her flesh when she thought back to how she had staggered into that boardroom with that smeary grin, lips parted, hands raised in that ridiculous gesture. Her heart hammered at the memory. What a freak. A sicko.


She turned off the water and stared at her bare face in the mirror. It was pasty, plain, inflamed with an undertone of redness from the scrubbing. Her freckles were bright against her paleness, a rich dusting of breadcrumbs around her nose and cheeks. No one here had ever seen them before…


This was who she was, and staring at herself, at the nakedness of her face, the real face behind all of her masks, the rest of her memory slid into place with an almost sinister ease. The remainder of what had happened in that boardroom, what had been so awful her mind had immediately tried to slice it off, to bury it.


She was being half-carried from the room. A crowd had gathered around her, almost the entire floor it seemed. She could see her manager, her teammates, the head of her department, even the president of the firm, and she saw their faces, so creased with worry, so concerned. All for her. She felt touched to her core, shocked and overwhelmed by this poignancy. But then she heard a voice, whispering within her: what do they know? None of them… None of them know who you really are. Look at them, they’re fools. They’re all fretting over a mask, a fiction.


If they only knew…


Immediately she knew the voice was right. The voice was true. She could not deny it even as it burned through her like acid. They didn’t know a thing about her, the real her. She could not trust this warmth, this validation. It was directed toward a woman stuffed with straw, a puppet they thought they knew. But they only saw a mask, a well-oiled act. Even now they thought they were witnessing a deviation, an anomaly, when really it was the closest they had ever seen of the real her. And inside she was falling, bottoming-out, then crashing through that acid-eaten bottom into an endless void. It was bullshit, all of it. These grave faces, this seriousness…suddenly it was all just too funny, just a gas.


She began to laugh. It started as a giggle, a mere hiss of escaping air. Someone—Suzanne of the red heels, she thought, who was helping to carry her—looked down, even cracked an uncertain, quizzical smile in return. How stupid. They were all so stupid. Didn’t they know? No, of course they didn’t. How could they? She had never shown them, never shown them who she really was.


Well, she would show them now.


Something moist and foul burst within her and her laughter suddenly cracked into an earsplitting falsetto. Everyone froze. A shocked stillness spread over the room, people looking at one another, uneasily at her. Everyone tensed, including her, waiting to see if that was all, if it was over. But then it just came gushing out of her, a black laughter pumping out of her twisted sewer depths where for years it had been shoved and compacted and long gone rancid. It was coarse, and it was ugly.


Hands released her, people staggered back. She dropped to the floor but couldn’t stop laughing, her entire body convulsing, seized in a manic fit. Even when she got to her feet she weaved across the carpet, shoulders boneless with the hitching spasms, head lolling, arms lifted in a helpless gesture. She had shattered into derangement, not with hilarity but with the malice of futility, the total futility of her life. It had been bullshit, all of it: the sacrifice, the grueling years of labor, the endless campaigns of her war. The whole time, it had all been a lie. She could never escape the black corruption at the root of her. She was a monster. She belonged to the shadows. Even if she tried for a thousand years, she would never be like them.


She eyed them all now through her scraggly hair as they stood there, aghast and paralyzed. It was a repetition of her bus ride this morning. She felt again all those dark and vile impulses, the urge to waggle her hands and scream obscenities at them.


“You don’t—you don't know me. You don't know who I really am. But would you like to see? Oh god do you want to see?” She began to roll up her coat sleeves, to unbutton her cuffs.


“I’ll show you. I want you all to see…”


And she bore it all, up and up, all the way to the elbows, two dark puffy ropes of mangled skin, two long ugly truths at last unveiled. Alongside a weepy black wound that was a nightmare’s kiss. Under the fluorescents her tortured flesh shined like plastic, like the cunning add-ons of a makeup artist, but they were the only real things about her. She saw that now.


She tilted her face back, her arms outstretched, as if making an offering of herself. She sighed, “At last…”


A groan passed over the room. For an instant everyone froze, these office workers, into a numinous tableau, encircled before her like penitents before some barbarous icon. Then the moment broke and she was pushing her forearms into clumps of people, holding them out in a gesture of sharing and friendship. She only wanted them to see closer, to see her.


Faces turned away, a woman screamed. She heard herself crying, “Do you see? Do you see?” People lurched for the door, people she had worked with for years, shared meals with, shared secrets with—but not this secret. They ran from her now as if she were sullied, leprous. But that was okay. That felt right now.


An elderly woman, Maureen, who worked in treasury and with whom she had always been friendly, approached her cautiously with her own jacket outheld, eyes moist with tears. She said, “Come on dear, come on let’s get you out of here.” She was trying to shield her, to drape the jacket over her shoulders and cover the offending arms. Tears in her own eyes, Lizzy jostled her out of her way.


“I know—I know you think I'm crazy BUT IF YOU ONLY KNEW. You don’t—you don't know a goddamn thing. You don't know who I am AND NEITHER DO I.”


At that instant a change came over the room. The air turned chill as a howling wind blew through her. Suddenly she was spinning outside of herself, the room diminishing, spiraling away into a cloud of closing darkness. There was another presence in that darkness, the presence moved, was the wind, and as if through frosted glass Lizzy could see herself standing there in that tiny faraway room with the remaining people scattered around her.


She felt composed of a cloudy insubstantiality, and there was a foreignness now to how her body was held far below, as if her flesh and bones were mere clothes draped across some other frame. Her body began to creep across the floor in a spastic, inhuman shuffle, whispering into the ears of people nearby, including Dave, her manager. She couldn’t hear what was being said but she saw his face turn stark white. She had to turn away, from the images in her mind. In the bathroom mirror she watched the tears well up and break down her cheeks. She felt the corroded hole in her gut.


Eventually she remembered a slippery smash into nauseous form. She was back in her body, looking around bewildered, then down at herself and fled. Next thing she knew she was staring into this toilet bowl, with Jenny from HR knocking on the door.


Not quite…yourself?


No. No, please, that could not be.


But it was. She thought she had been dead once before, in that runaway camp, but now it was clear how premature she’d been. Now she truly was, pinned beneath the burning, twisted wreckage of her life. What had happened in there…could never be undone. Even coming here had been an act of self-murder, as if that would have made her entry into the abyss all the more bearable. Instead it simply made it superfluous: she was already there.


She glanced at the door. Staying here was out of the question. She had to get out of the building, and without running into anyone. She felt exposed, deprived of her flesh, nothing but a wet skeleton in an endless night. Everything she had clothed herself in was gone, flayed away. She was a ghost now—and if only she could slip away like one, impalpably through the walls. Her war was over. Dylan had been right, but she pushed him away, too. She was alone. Her desolation was absolute.


She checked that her sleeves were down and her cuffs buttoned, then removed her jacket, folding it inside-out to conceal the vomit. Her hair was hideous. She made a desultory attempt to unknot its damp tangles, then draped her jacked over her forearm to cover the oozing stain from her wound. After a last look in the mirror she hurried from the bathroom with her head down—and immediately collided into someone.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” she muttered while trying to slink away.


“No, no. My fault—are you Elizabeth?”


She looked up. Jenny from HR was standing a short distance away, holding her elbows with her back against the wall—Liz recognized her green pumps—but beside her was another woman, the woman she had just crashed into. She wore a lab coat that was blindingly white, her hair tied back in a ponytail of silvered brown. In the corporate setting her coat looked cheap, artificial, a piece of wardrobe in a TV drama. But her eyes, framed by a web of smile lines, were soft and kind. It nearly broke her to meet them, to feel their aching compassion flowing out to her, embracing her…


She turned away, but the woman gripped her firmly, then softened. The same as her voice: “Wait—please. I can help. I promise you, I can help.”


Liz halted, still looking down the hall. A choice now. Once more, she felt that hinge within her, the pivot between pragmatism and something deeper—something she had always denied. All these years she had clung to the consensus, to the safety of the herd. It had always felt so real, so reassuring…


“I wish that were true. I really do.”


She kept going.







On the ground floor the guards eyed her but said nothing. She couldn’t tell if they recognized her or not, but she hurried away anyway, stooped over and staring at her feet until the revolving doors deposited her safely onto the sidewalk.


The wind whipped through her workshirt, gooseflesh rippling all over her upper body. She looked out at the dreary scene of traffic and pedestrians as if she were seeing it all through new eyes. Her ears filled with deep underwater burblings and the moanings of great phantom beasts slipping through the dark like spectral whales and everything seemed to drift with the choreography of dwellers at the bottom of the sea. Boneless and horrible and to a current unseen.


A lonely despair swept through her. The world made no sense, and it never would. She was only a puppet, a mere plaything in a great sea of darkness. And all alone. Her legs felt unsteady, her sight blurring with the alien horror of this vision. And out of the blurriness a dark shape loomed before her, arms reaching for her, closing around her.


“Come on,” a familiar voice whispered.


She buried her face into his shoulder and he led her away.










CHAPTER 15: THE BACK BOOTH







THEY SAT IN a back booth in the cool darkness of a downtown bar. He had asked her if she needed to eat something. She said hell no, I need a drink.


And so with an arm around her he had guided her through the streets of downtown, these streets she had come to know not only as a place of battle, but also as a second home, the cradle of her becoming and the keystone of her self-made dignity. But now, stumbling alongside her brother, she hardly recognized them—or maybe she hardly recognized herself. 


The sapped weakness that had gripped her in the bathroom was still with her. She was trembling, wracked with the shakes. Her bones felt like shards of ice wedged in flesh far too thin to shield her from this blustery wind. She needed to get indoors. She needed to fend off this mortal chill with a drink. Or many.


She barely noticed where Dylan was leading her until he pushed her through an unadorned black door and she found herself in the dim interior of a bar. It was old-fashioned, cavelike, lit by few bulbs. She didn’t recognize this place. A man was sweeping the floor in a pool of gloom pierced by bars of gray light filtering through the blinds. Chairs were still upside down on most of the tables.


The man squinted against the glare pouring through the door and told them that they weren’t open quite yet, to come back around lunchtime. But then he seemed to get a better look at them. After a pause he propped his broom against the wall and simply asked them what they would be having.


She called for a bourbon neat and dragged herself deeper in, eager to get away from the light of the street, from the cold transfigured world out there. It felt almost instinctual, this urge to hibernate in such cavelike depths. No wonder they made bars this way. She felt comforted, somehow removed. Too bad it was only illusion.


The bartender brought over the whiskey and a glass of water to where she and Dylan had collapsed into the rear booth. She snatched the shot and with trembling fingers raised the sloshing amber to her lips. With expert swiftness she knocked it back and slammed the glass down. Her eyes misted over and she felt herself grimace. She rapped the table for another.


The bartender nodded, and then returned with a small smile and the entire bottle in hand. He poured her another and she slammed it back, the delicate tissues of her throat searing. Her stomach was beginning to amass a little pocket of fire but the rest of her was left untouched. Her limbs still shivered and her bones still radiated ice. Another, she said. The bartender poured and she drank. No relief. Another. The bartender glanced at Dylan.


“No, no,” she said, pointing to herself. “I’m the adult here. Pour now. Please.”


He poured, and she administered herself the golden poison with the clinical detachment of a physician. But when she nodded for yet another Dylan covered the glass with his hand.


“I think that’s enough, what do you say? How about we get two beers?”


The bartender said, “I think that’s a good idea,” and disappeared with the bottle.


She hunkered down deeper into her seat, glaring at Dylan, then staring ahead in a stupor. This was a dream, she declared to herself. She was sitting in a dream bar with a dream bartender and drinking dream liquor. One of those dreams that took place nowhere and forever and soon she would awaken to find herself in bed beside Tom, aloft in the sky in their new apartment, just a few hours before dawn—before the alarm clock blared and the world demanded its due. Her job would be waiting for her, too, the job she loved and the status she had fought so hard to earn. Things were just fucked up enough that it was a compelling argument. The force of logic was on its side, the weight of reason. But it also happened to be untrue.


The shakes had still not left her. Maybe, she realized, this wasn’t only a depletion of energy. Maybe this was also a delayed shock. What had happened up there, in her office… The thought produced a white blade of agony behind her eyes. She lowered her head, gingerly massaging closed lids with her fingertips.


Four whiskies had been the right medicine, then. All she had to do was sit here and wait for them to hit. Her thoughts would slip sideways and muddle into the cloudy mess that was normally intolerable to her, but in this instance was her only promise of relief—short of killing herself.


The bartender came back with two Anchor Steams, the local beer. “These are on me, okay? Try to take your time with this one, Miss. For me? And cheer up. You two look like a couple of ghosts.”


He rapped his knuckles on the table and left.


She met her brother’s eyes and whispered, “Not yet.”


He smiled wanly. Gallows’ humor—sometimes it was the last resort.


But then another bout of trembling gripped her. She tried to fold her sports jacket over her arms like a sad blanket.


“You’re still shaking,” Dylan said.


“Yes.”


He stood and peeled off his jacket. “I was too ashamed to offer you this, but I think under the circumstances you should take it. Let me warn you, though: it may not smell the best, but I promise you it’s warm as hell. It has taken care of me on many a cold night in the outdoors, urban and otherwise.”


Ordinarily she might have wrinkled her nose in disgust, or displayed some other gesture of self-respecting disapproval. But this time she took it without question and gratefully ensconced herself in it.


“Thank you,” she whispered. “It doesn’t smell at all.”


“Good. And now,” he said, sitting across from her and leaning forward, elbows on the table. “What happened up there?”


And so she told him, nursing her beer and locking her eyes onto its coppery gleam, at the endless streams of bubbles shooting to its surface. Meanwhile the contents of her skull gradually began to sway as the liquor took hold. Sitting here in this booth, in this soft circle of light surrounded by shadow, she felt as though she were sitting in the cabin of a ship, rocking on the swells of a midnight ocean—and swapping ghost stories.


When she finished they sat in an uneasy silence. His posture had stiffened more and more throughout the telling, and now he was lost in thought. She could tell he was disturbed, saddened, battling incomprehension and maybe even disbelief. Going over it all again, how could she disagree? She didn’t have the heart to tell him that Their influence in that boardroom had been minimal, at best. Only near the end, after the worst of the devastation had been wrought, by her and her alone. Better to spare him that.


At last he shook his head and said, “I’m sorry Liz. So sorry. I never wanted this—this collision. I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think. I’m sure it’s not…irreparable.”


“Believe me. It is.”


His eyes squeezed shut as he took a deep breath. “You should not have opened that door—but we’re past all that. They can get into you now, more and more easily. Like what happened to me.” He shook his head, his eyes flicking sidelong at her. “No offense, but you did look awful. Absolutely batshit. I saw you enter that building and I thought it was all over. I thought they would call the men in white suits to come toss you into the crazy-cart and drive away.”


“It nearly came to that, I think.”


“You…you know I have experience with that. It’s not good.”


She felt tears come into her eyes. “I don’t know why I did it, why I went there. I—”


“No. There’s no need. Believe me, you’re not crazy. But you sure as hell looked it. Everyone loses their shit sometimes, you just happened to do it with your usual flare for overachievement. You know, raising the bar so high that no one can compare.”


A grim, half-aborted smile ghosted her lips.


He banged the table. “Got that. Not much, but I’ll take it. A smile in the dark is worth a thousand in the sun.”


But then his own smile was wiped away and he leaned forward, his voice dropping to a whisper. “You know, this is only the beginning. They’ve crept into you now. They will fester. It’s awful. You’ll start to feel Their sickness pour into you. Especially when it’s dark. This time They only meddled. No one got hurt—physically, I mean. But next time?”


Neither of them knew the answer to that.


In the thick silence Dylan seemed to notice his untouched beer for the first time. He hesitated, then grabbed it and took a long gulp. Gasping, he said, “That is the first drop of alcohol I’ve tasted in almost two years.” He raised his glass to the ceiling. “Thanks, you spooky fucks.”


He then gestured at her arm. “Your…bite? How does it look? Can I see it?”


She flinched, drawing her arm inward, cradling it with her other. “I—no. No thanks. I’d rather not. It’s fine.”


“Please? I did the best I could and I hardly got a chance to—”


“I said no.”


He raised a hand. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry.”


She shook her head. “No. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that. You didn’t deserve that.” But she did know why. Her wound looked ghastly. She remembered its appearance in the shower, and in the boardroom. She wanted to spare him that, but she also wanted to spare herself. Just thinking about it produced a dull throbbing in her forearm, shaped in the ragged O of jagged-toothed jaws.


To flee this avenue of thought she eyed her brother, really took him in, and suddenly it was as if she had stepped out of a shroud of self-absorption. She saw how wretched he looked, with exhaustion, with worry—for her. All for her. His skin was grayish, his cheeks hollow, his eyes bloodshot, bleak with terror and broken pain, cupped in rims of pinkish-red. What about him?


All at once her vision seemed to clear, the fog of her prejudice wiped clean to see her brother’s hidden essence laid bare. He’s a good man, John had said, that skinny runaway with the coats and the centipede tattoo. Yes, her brother was a man now, and yes, he was good. Good. Such a simple word, seemingly a throwaway. But it wasn’t. From that word extended deep roots into a concealed strength, an intangible accommodation with the forces of the heart in a world that was all too often heartless. A quality unnoticed and unremarked upon in an age captivated with the surfaces of things, of people. A quality she herself had not noticed in her brother, and which took this darkness and a homeless kid for her to finally see.


She reached across the table and gripped his hand. Her words felt thick in her throat. “Dylan, you are a good man.”


He looked nonplussed.


“And I’m sorry…I’m sorry for what I said earlier. You’re not sick. You’re only trying to do your best, what you think is right. Thank you for that. Thank you.”


He looked away, swallowing back his emotion. Watching him she could not help wondering about the man he might have been had this blight not fallen upon his shoulders, warping him, thrusting him into the shadows of life. Or, was that what had somehow made him, forged him? Had this darkness given him this depth of heart, this soul? No one could know the answer to such a question, not really.


And she realized that very likely he could walk away from all this. It was her They wanted, after all. He was collateral, ancillary, merely the bait. All this horror over the past two days and she had never even considered that. The revelation made her ache with yet more fresh guilt.


“Why are you doing this? It’s me They want, not you. You don’t have to be here. You could leave. Please, just leave. For me. I don’t see why you have to be here, too. I don’t want us both to…” But she couldn’t finish the thought. It just hung there, unsaid, poised over the black unknown.


He didn’t reply, nor even meet her eyes. Instead he looked toward the front of the bar, where the line of windows made a slatted pattern of darkness and light. The bartender still hadn’t raised the blinds.


Finally he said, “Did I ever tell you how dad left?”


She was unprepared for the non sequitur. Her sloppy, whiskey-soaked mind tried to scroll back through time. “You said They took him, killed him.”


“But did I ever tell you how?”


“No.”


He looked at her. “It was night. He was sitting at the kitchen table, newspaper in one hand, bottomless nightcap in the other. You know how…”


She nodded. “At least he wasn’t a mean drunk. Only invisible.”


“As we were to him. But he was sitting there in the kitchen, and I was in the living room with the lights out, just the flickering glow of the TV on mute. I don’t know why. I’m not sure if you remember, how all the light bulbs in that room went out when grandma died. This was a few weeks after, and the bulbs still hadn’t been replaced yet. But I was okay with that. I didn’t want to see her suddenly sitting there, in that empty rocking chair, staring at me. I don’t remember where you were, but at some point I realized it was very quiet, very still. And then something caught my attention. There was something in the opposite corner of the room, hunched and dark. Out of the shadowy fold in the wall a little man appeared, as if he had just strolled out of the plaster.


“I couldn’t move, couldn’t make a sound. All I could do was stare and watch as this dwarfish man crept toward the bright kitchen doorway, peering in at our father. Then he turned and stared directly at me. His face was the color of gutter snow, with slitted black eyes in a mess of wrinkles. He was not human. Not at all.


“My guts just dropped. He pointed to the phone in the kitchen, then smiled and put a finger to his lips. The phone rang, its jangling bell like glass breaking in my ears. Dad rose to answer it, and when I looked back the little man was gone. I didn’t say a word. How could I? I just sat there and watched as dad strained to hear whoever was speaking to him on the other end of the line. Then he seemed to catch it, and gradually the blood just drained from his face. The phone shook in his hand, and when he looked at me, turning to where I sat on the rug, I felt in that moment the last fragile bonds between us sever. In the space of two seconds we had become strangers. He was afraid of me. He didn’t know me anymore. Somehow—somehow They told him what was coming.


“He fled the next day.”


She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Why didn’t you tell me this, Dylan?”


He blinked back tears from raw eyes. “Because he abandoned us, Lizzy. They had tricked him, threatened him, whatever it took to get him away. But he was the one that ran. He left us there. So I told you that They got him. Honestly, it was easier that way. Easier than the truth.”


“Oh Dylan.”


He shook his head and wiped at his eyes. “You have no idea what I’ve found in this city, what I’ve peeled back about our grandma, our childhood. You just have no idea. But I’ve never been able to look for him. I just haven’t had the heart. To try and find out what happened to him…”


He cleared his throat, straightened himself. “Anyway, I’m not running. I’m not a fly-by-night, even if I’ve looked that way to you all these years.” He held her eyes. “You were right. What you said earlier. There is always a choice. And this is mine. My choice is you, Lizzy. It always has been.”


She felt tears in her own eyes, and there passed between them a recognition of all they had been through in the shared waters of their short but haunted lives. Gripping hands across the table was not enough. She stood and sat beside him and they held each other close.







“Look,” Dylan said, pushing her away and holding her shoulders. “We don’t have much time. There are things I need to tell you, and then we need to try and find someone. It’ll be dark before we know it.”


They sat beside each other in the booth. Her shivering was gone. She realized it almost as an afterthought, but she was warm now, snug. There was a small furnace emanating heat throughout her body, like a house of many rooms finally well-toasted, her bones like thawed floorboards. The liquor was working on her at last, or maybe it was simply her brother’s faithful jacket.


“Why can’t we leave?” she asked. “Right now? We’ll just leave the city together. I’ll call Tom later and tell him where we are.”


“It’s too late for that. That might delay Them, but we cannot escape this. For many years I had wanted us to leave, but even then…who knows? Now it’s out of the question. We have to stay here and face this.”


“But why? I don’t understand. It’s worth a shot, right? If She is here, in the city, if She uses the fog…”


“Lizzy, we can’t outrun this, outrun Her. I know, okay? They’ve marked you once, in that tub, and They marked you again last night, but They have scarred me for life. Tainted me. They…They damage the soul, Lizzy. I’ve wanted to protect you from that. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. To shield you from Her, from whatever She wants with you. So you have to trust me when I say that we cannot leave this city.”


“But there’s something else, isn’t there? I can see it on your face. What is it? You’re holding something back.”


He looked at her with real annoyance. “What the hell? Are all sisters like this?”


“No. Just me. I can read you like a book.”


“Listen to me. You need to understand, They are not all powerful, okay? They have limits. They cannot know everything, do anything. They lie. They trick. They rely on the night, the fog. And in that is a hint of Their limitation.”


“What are you talking about?”


“I want you to know that you can’t always take Them at Their word. They might make a threat but never follow through, just to get you to do something. But it’s impossible to know for sure, so you have to be careful.”


“Dylan, make sense.”


“Last night, before you crashed on top of me to wake me up, when I was still trapped in that dream, alone with that…thing, in the kitchen… It was threatening us, telling me things I hoped I wouldn’t have to repeat to you.”


“And? What are you so afraid to tell me?” But her breath was getting short, her heart quickening. She feared she knew what was coming.


“It’s Tom, Liz. They threatened your man. They said They would kill him like Kathy Ann if we tried to run.”


Suddenly she was too hot. Her chest was on fire. She was steaming, about to combust. She stumbled out of the booth, frantically trying to peel off Dylan’s jacket.


“Lizzy—Lizzy wait.”


The ground was heaving beneath her feet. The dark and light of the bar swirled in her head, beams of light like revolving blades. Nausea hit her like a punch to the gut. Her stomach began to pitch and foam.


“Lizzy!”


She held up a hand. “Bathroom,” she stammered. “Where is the bathroom?”


And then she saw it. Back right corner. 


Her mouth was flooding with saliva as she thrust open the door.







She was staring into yet another toilet bowl. This time, however, she had the privilege of experiencing the entire miracle of regurgitation.


Four whiskies, one beer, and yet more stomach acid swam together in the bowl like the greatest of friends, staining the water a sour and bubbly butterscotch. 


She sat back against the wall, exhausted, depleted. Her mind was a bucket filled with bloody and repulsive images, the dismembered limbs of Kathy Ann and Tom intermingled in foul desecration, of meat lockers and autopsy rooms and the putrescence of the grave. There was nothing left but a bereft, ripping sensation in her soul.


Her universe was collapsing. Both worlds she had labored so hard to keep separate were now funneling down and being crushed together into the black star of the Dark Lady. For years she had waited for the right moment to stitch these pieces of her life together with the most delicate of threads, but now that choice had been taken from her. She had been wrong to fall in love with Tom. Down-to-earth, commonsense Tom—he was in danger now from a threat far beyond his ability to fathom. Oh god, Tom…


She lifted her gaze to the ceiling in complete despair.


When is this going to end?


And then, stupendously, an inner voice responded.


It was tinny and harsh, sibilant, a whisper from just behind her left ear.


When you are ready to let Her in.


There was a scratchy quality to it like a faulty radio signal, distinctly within her skull but not of it. It felt eager, excited to be heard, to be inside her.


We want to help you, child, not hurt you. We are not responsible for your…collapse. You know that. Don’t listen to your brother. He does not understand. He will only lead you to the streets. Look at him. Is he an authority? Is he?


She froze against the side of the stall, unable to accept the reality of this alien voice buzzing in her ear. Her hand lifted, anxious to brush it away as if it were a fly. But it wasn’t, and it could not be brushed away. A whine like a drill bit tuned up in her head, blocking out all ambient noise, leaving only the voice. The bars of fluorescent light overhead seemed to flicker and dim.


But we can give it all back. You deserve to keep what you have built. Don’t you? Did Dylan work that hard? Did he? If you don’t have that, you fear you are no different than him. You fear that you are nothing. Isn’t that so?


Yes, she heard herself say, yes. The word seemed to echo in her skull. Yes, yes, a thousand times yes.


Silly girl. Your soul belongs to us. We would never let that happen. We have plans for you, such plans. You wanted to make of your life a cottage, but we aim to build a palace, in which She intends to dwell. You cannot escape us, child. You cannot flee the city. You cannot end your life. All paths lead to us.


But what about Tom? What about Tom?


She whispered it, then spoke it aloud, and then she was screaming it, blood congealing in her face, glittery loops of drool hanging from her lips. She pushed herself to her feet, hands fisted as she turned in circles and screamed at the walls.


But there was nothing. No response.







She did not sit down. She reached into the booth and held out her hand, fingertips jittering.


Dylan stared at them, then looked up at her. Fresh alarm registered on his face, but searching her eyes he said nothing. He just reached into his jeans and removed her cell phone, placing it in her palm.


She unlocked it to find dozens of worried texts, threats, a handful of voicemail messages, all from Tom. She flicked her gaze at Dylan, then tried to call Tom, her empty stomach curling in on itself. Oh babe, I’m so sorry… One ring, heart lurching into her throat, then straight to voicemail.


Of course.


She left a message, trying to steady the quivering and warped strangeness of her voice as she told him to call her back immediately, to not come home until they spoke. Then she texted him the same.


Still unsatisfied, she tried calling him once more and got the same nothing. And what if They’re doing this? Messing with my phone? She had reached the foothills of paranoia.


She dropped into the booth across from her brother. Most of the liquor had vacated her gut, but whatever had soaked past her blood-barrier remained, tightening across her skull now like strips of iron. She said nothing about what had just happened in the bathroom. What was the point? Terror was such a familiar bedfellow to her now that it was losing its edge, provoking instead something bitter and misshapen. A rage. She knew now what it meant to be driven to murder. A man—yes, even a woman—could only take so much before she could take no more. Her left eye twitched as she leaned across the table and stared at her brother.


“No more bullshit. You’re going to tell me everything you know. All of it. Grandma, the Dark Lady, our childhood. All of it. Now.”


And so, watching her with almost cautious awe, he did.







She sat back and called for another beer. Then she cradled her head into her hands. The shock of Tom had sobered her up, but her skull still felt two sizes too small. She dug her fingers into the ache, hoping the beer might fight fire with fire, but she suspected the pain would endure. Especially now, with her brother’s words still snaking through her brain.


A dark web, strung across the city… A web fashioned from the souls of those who serve Her… Souls dead and alive, souls like our grandmother…


She should have known. It was the sort of insanity that no longer felt so insane. Not to her. Only she didn’t know what to feel about that: was this sense of confirmation in itself a sign of madness? She had crossed a line somewhere back there. She was a convert now. All it took was a tap to the icy rind of lies that lay atop her deeper life to unleash these waters. While she had shattered, she had not gone insane—to the best of her knowledge. Maybe they were both sitting here after all these years once more lost in the same delusion, reuniting to finish the broken tale of their broken lives. Just like the doctors had always said.


If only that were true. Dylan had been right: it would be so much easier, a blessing, really, if that were true. If they were simply and utterly mad. A gobsmacked and happy relief. Arm in arm they would skip into the nearest padded cell. But it wasn’t true. No matter what anyone said she knew that. And they were alone, swimming in waters far beyond the reach of any sane shore, without a guide or a lifeboat in sight.


Her world had been transfigured, but in truth the world was just the world: it was her that had been cracked open. Her brother’s vision of a dark web felt less like a discovery than a remembrance. At some depth in her, she had known, always. The broken pieces of her life had been fitted together with a resonant elegance that could only be truth. Now, her arc lay bare.


Not only was there a subtle realm of hungering things, but also an active cult of darkness within it, trafficking with the world of form—with the living. And in this city was a vast being who ruled over these shadows, Herself unknown, likely inhuman, who now sought her hand for some unholy union. It was the final insanity of an impossible reality. The triumphant flight from superstition into modernity had been in vain: it took near shattering madness for her to return to what had been taken for granted by the ancients…


That we were the playthings of the gods.


Reluctantly, but also gratefully, her brother was no longer a homeless crackpot to her, but the bearer of a dark and secret wisdom. She knew, however, that his wisdom was also incomplete.


“Do you know,” she asked. “Do you know why she did it? Why grandma helped Her?”


Dylan shrugged. “Why do people turn bad? It almost happened to me. The lure of dissolution can be greater than the pain of mere being. God, it takes such work just to be! So much easier to give in, to slide. Our grandma had power, no doubt, and sensitivity. And no doubt she was tempted. That slide to degradation can be giddying. After a while you’re doing things that your younger self would have found abominable. I try to tell myself that, anyway. That somewhere deep inside of her she was in pain, at least a little, for her choices.”


“But do you think there can be some seed of darkness? That a person can be born bad?”


“I didn’t say that. But no soul comes into this would without wanting to learn. Otherwise they would not get through.”


The bartender arrived with her beer, slipping it onto the table and receding without a word, apparently sensing the bubble of intensity around the two. He returned to up-righting chairs for the coming lunch crowd.


She looked back at her brother. “Ever since last night I’ve started…remembering things. Scraps here and there. Memories that might be dreams, dreams that might be memory.”


“That’s how it is. It’s a different kind of consciousness, and it’s hard to bring back to the here and now,” he knocked on the table for emphasis. “What do you remember?”


“Grandma, mostly. Talking to me at night, visiting me in my sleep.”


Dylan leaned forward. “What did she say?”


“A lot of gobbledygook, actually. I’m not sure.” She felt the sudden urge to laugh. “She said I have the moon in my blood. The moon…what the hell does that mean?”


But Dylan wasn’t smiling. “It means you have power. Go on…”


“I’m afraid, Dylan. I’m afraid of what’s inside me…” How could she express the gnarled and twisted roots of her suspicions, of her inner knowings that she could hardly even articulate to herself? She had experienced things she still hadn’t told him, and began to wonder if maybe inside of her was more than he could know. “I’m—I’m afraid of what I agreed to. Pacts, with grandma. They say They own me, own my soul.”


“No, Lizzy. Never believe that. You’ve let Them in, but They still need your acceptance. They’re trying to trick you into thinking that you’ve already given it. If They did, there wouldn’t be all this foreplay. They would simply take you. Instead they’re trying to break you down. They’ve won your body, but not your soul. They can’t just take the deepest part of you. It must be given, every time. No one can rob you of that.”


Out of nowhere she thought of the monstrous cat outside her bedroom window in her apartment, and the milky pools of its eyes: YOU ARE NOT WHAT YOU SEEM TO BE. I HAVE KNOWN YOUR SOUL FOR MANY LIVES.


In a blind rush she gulped at her beer, hoping to dull that bit of memory for a while longer. Some things still needed to be kept secret, even from herself. While she wanted to know, she also felt sure that if she rushed too fast she would lose what fragile hold of herself that remained. She would drown.


Wiping at her lips, she asked the question that lingered over all other questions, that lay at the root of everything.


“Do you know who—what—She is? This Dark Lady?”


Dylan shut his eyes, his face seeming to age years in seconds, revealing the burden of his secret pain, the poison of his fear and regret. “No, I don’t.”


“But this person, this woman in the Tenderloin, she might have known? Might still know?”


“She might. If she’s still alive.”


Liz took a deep breath and then pushed herself up out of her seat. She stood over him, waiting.


Suddenly he seemed so small, looking up at her. “Now?”







At the bar she paid the tab using a credit card from her very own wallet, which she just happened to find in Dylan’s jacket.


While she signed the bartender said quietly, “Please take care of yourselves.”


She looked up at him and asked, “Do you still think we look like a couple of ghosts?”


He took her in, then her brother. He soberly nodded. “Yep. Sorry to say.”


She finished signing and pushed the receipt across the bar. On it she had left a far-too-generous tip that under the circumstances felt far too little—along with a little something extra. 


As she and Dylan walked out the door they slipped past the incoming lunch crowd but over her shoulder she hear could him laughing.


On the receipt she had drawn a white-sheeted ghost beside the word BOO!










CHAPTER 16: THE DARK SEER







THE HOTEL WAS wholly unremarkable. It stood in the center of the street crushed between its neighbors and in possession of the same lost dignity and unkempt sadness. To her the buildings in the Tenderloin were indistinguishable. They merely blurred into a whole, and that whole was a tale of dilapidation and abandonment.


Abandonment, but not desertion—for even at this noontime hour the streets thronged with those who called this place home. They were the invisible ones who kept the corporate towers vacuumed and dusted, who washed the dishes in the must-go eateries, who dry-cleaned the countless work shirts and blouses, and a thousand other thankless tasks that enabled the wealthy to float on air without noticing. But among them were also the merchants of the secondary economy, pushing a river of pills and white powder into the veins and nostrils of the rich and runaway alike. The ones who were slowly killing the rejected youth her brother called family, feeding them what they wanted but never what they needed.


The hotel, meanwhile, was home to yet another population: a den of the haunted and the broken, souls marooned between institutionalization and the grinding cogs of society’s machine. At least that’s what Dylan said, but to her the hotel looked abysmally derelict, more like a flophouse for unsavory acts at reasonable rates. She was surprised the ground floor wasn’t boarded up. But standing here across the street, staring up at its gaunt height, the building somehow began to stand apart—to glow. She rubbed her eyes. It was dim and fuzzy, shifting and liquid, a sort of halo. To her, standing here on this busy street, the hotel began to emanate a dark radiance. Was it fatigue blurring her eyes, or was it a deeper, truer vision? It felt like emotion made visible, revealed as a marbled, living texture.


If so, the texture was an ominous sign.


This was their first and final hope. There was nowhere else to go. All their lives they had been orphans stranded in this mystery. Even now their only option was to mince deeper into the very web they were trying to elude. Without some kind of knowledge, some idea of weakness, an offensive they might employ, this was a lost cause, a courtship with something worse than death.


She was a fugitive now. It was as simple and surreal as that. Her entire life had been winnowed down to this, the confined movements of hunter and hunted, and all in the space of Tom’s absence. But it was more than that. Her life as she knew it was over. Her war was lost. This was no longer about trying to preserve hard-won territory on the field of battle. She had detonated everything, everything except for her and Tom—and that would likely soon follow. With the exception of her love for him, her war and its conquests had been a lie, a cause she no longer believed in. Never again could she don that mask. Never again could she trick herself into believing that she was not the dark and broken thing she truly was. People don’t change. Not like that. Even if Tom managed to convince himself that he still wanted her, she was not the woman for him. She was shattered. He had been in love with a deception, an idea of a woman she wished were real.


And if everything that meant anything to her was already gone—what was she fighting for?


Dylan glanced at her, trying to grin recklessly, but it was lopsided and rubbery. It failed to reach his eyes, which were rimmed with fear.


“You ready for this?”


She nodded, not at all convinced she was.


“If she’s still in there, she won’t be…pleasant to look at, to stand near.”


“I know.” She decided not to mention that she might have been feeling that unpleasantness already—perhaps even seeing it.


“You have to try to see beyond all that. To listen to what she has to say.”


“I know. So do you…”


He flinched, and all over again the anguish he felt for fleeing this woman played across his face. She instantly regretted her words, but watching him she felt an odd surge of warmth. A grin spread across her face. This man, her brother… She gripped his hand.


Watching her his face softened, and then he nearly smiled, puzzling over her. She felt an ease between them now, an openness that was like a breeze sweeping through both their hearts. No more barricades, no more bitterness or wariness. Just themselves, together. She realized then that their rift had finally been healed, the estrangement that had divided them for all of their adult lives. Here, she saw, was everything she needed to know about why she was still fighting. She reached out and squeezed his shoulder.


“I know this has been hard on you. You’ve carried this alone for all these years. I can’t even imagine what that’s been like. I—I’m sorry I refused to believe. I was so afraid. I was such an ass. And I abandoned you. But I’m here now. You’re not alone, okay? It’s both of us from here on out.”


He gripped her hand back, his eyes glistening with silent thanks.


“Now let’s go,” she said.


He gestured politely. “After you.”


“You kidding? Now you decide to play gentleman? You first. Go.”


Together they crossed the street toward the hotel, weaving through the milling crowds and looking no doubt like two scruffy addicts seeking their afternoon fix—courtesy of this morning’s collection plate. They were united for the first time since the tub. She couldn’t believe it—she had always imagined that any reconciliation between them would occur with him admitting his illness and his delusions, eager to join her at last in the village of the ‘real.’ Instead it had been the reverse. No matter. If nothing else, this nightmare had gifted them with each other. It was long overdue.


But now the underside of her life was simply her life. This was all she had now, everything she had wanted to slice off like a tumor and never look back. She wanted to finish the job, to slice off the rest of the lies, to leave those behind. Who cares if They offered to restore such self-deception, such ruins? All she wanted was Tom but that was impossible. All that mattered was that he be left out of this. He must be spared her corruption, her tainted blood.


The hotel loomed as they passed beneath its shadow. The sun had burned away the worst of the morning’s mist and now shone like a pale white coin in a wash of charcoal sky. The hotel itself looked like it had dropped out of the nineteen-fifties—except that its façade advertised the ravages of every intervening year since. It retained a certain bleak grandeur, but under its shadow she felt the substance of a denser atmosphere. She knew it well. She had felt this feeling before, off and on throughout her entire life, but only now was she able to name it: it was the heaviness of a spirit burdened by darkness—that halo she had sensed skirting the building. At this point, she didn’t even bother to question it.


But still—why would such a dark soul choose to live here? To offer her brother help? She thought of Dylan’s vision, that dark web, and felt as if they were two flies crawling into a spider’s lair.


“You know,” Dylan said, “this place might have a front desk and sign in.”


“We’ll figure it out.”


But as soon as they stepped inside it was obvious that wasn’t going to be a problem. The hubbub from the street melted away into a pin-drop silence. The lobby was sizeable, but not a soul was in sight. Their footsteps squeaked across the cracked tiles. Above their heads a dusty gray light gleamed through high windows, rippling a circulation of motes. Patched-up couches and wooden chairs scattered the gloomy interior. The air was laden with the faint reek of ammonia.


This was a place redolent of fallen luxury, Lizzy felt. A once-esteemed establishment, now only a frail outpost for undesirables to hide from a merciless post-industrial fate. But where were these undesirables? And their staff? The place felt barren, deserted. Yes, there was a desk, but no one sat there. The countertop was dusty, a mug on the blotter with a rind of evaporated coffee, an ashtray overflowing with stumps.


She glanced at her brother. He was ignoring their surroundings, instead staring up at the ceiling as if he could peer through its wood and plaster, floor upon floor, to see what might be waiting for them far above. His face was clenched in a rapture of concentration. She wondered at such intensity, but then she felt it, too: deep in her mind, the tug. His eyes flicked at hers and she nodded. They were both feeling it, brother and sister. The dark, guttery pull.


They moved toward the stairs.


Here we go.


She was surprised at how she no longer doubted these sensations. It was like another way of being, of moving through the world. A door of perception had cracked open for her, but all the same it felt completely familiar, natural. She trusted it implicitly. And in this feeling-sight, strands of web were strung about, their pattern messy and madcap, thrumming with dark energy. She and Dylan were rising into ever-greater densities of them. She prayed that they would not get caught, that they were not merely being reeled in by the spider.


The steps were carpeted but the carpet had been worn away by innumerable feet, exposing wood like flesh-exposed bone. She and Dylan passed through pockets of sputtering yellow light and long stretches of darkness. There were foul stenches and unsettling stickiness, skittering bottles and feces smeared along several walls, and one long meandering trail of what could only be blood. She swallowed, holding down her stomach and trying not to breathe. But she realized that the worst of it was not in the air at all. It was that subtle permeation of spiritual darkness lurking behind all this mere disorder, just as it had lurked in her childhood home. It was growing heavier as they climbed each step, rising into the heart of this building’s web.


She began to hear distant moans, too, shouts of cruelty and nonsense, the cries of the damned. Their naked rage and bald anguish sent a shiver down her spine. She hoped she would not see the owners of such voices, that they might slip in and out of here like thieves. But the voices only grew louder, as if scenting their blood, pitched in howling derangement, baying like wolves. She reached out and clutched Dylan’s hand, but it was as slick and shaky as her own. She forced herself to drop it—she did not want to make him brave for the both of them.


After climbing almost to the top of the building Dylan led her onto a floor indistinguishable from any of the others, where they walked straight into a crowd of people.


Lizzy backed away, almost tripping down the stairs. This sudden mass of humanity came as a shock, but it appeared to be merely some sort of line. It extended from the staircase down the hallway into the depths of a crude and intermittent half-light. The woman she had bumped into glanced back at her dourly. She was dressed in a hotel maid’s uniform, and after shaking her head stared forward again with obvious anxiety. Her fingers were working a rosary, her lips revolving in silence.


Liz stared at her brother. He looked back at her, incredulous. Then he took her hand and led her down the hallway, walking alongside the line. They passed a metal chair in the hallway, empty. Garbage crunched underfoot. Cockroaches darted into the cracks of the baseboard. Faces blurred past Lizzy in an unbroken chain of despair and wretchedness. This was a congregation joined in outrageous misery. Faces sunken in pain, disfigured by disease, eyes staring ahead in clouded stupor, swollen with silent weeping. She saw a woman with a face whose flesh had been scalloped by fire, a girl holding a limp baby too weak to squall. There was a man whose head was wrapped in pus-stained bandages, and another scratching bleeding sores on his face before licking his fingers. A bent old man had a face warped by bulbous cauliflower growths, and another with a hunchback and an oxygen tank. And far too many faces scarred with the agonies of slow death and bereavement. They were like outcast penitents at some medieval pilgrimage. But what manner of saint lay at the end of their vigil?


Her brother stopped at the same door as the line, and she knew even before he looked at her that this was the one. She had felt it—here was the source of that throbbing tug, the tangled black core of the hotel’s web. This was the same scarred and numberless door that Dylan had almost entered years before. But now? Dylan looked lost, bewildered by the line, and so Lizzy turned to the woman who was next.


“Excuse me, miss, could you tell me what you’re waiting for?”


The woman tilted her head but wouldn’t meet her eyes. She was hunched and skeletal, resembling a drooping stick bug. Through stringy bangs Lizzy glimpsed sagging bloodhound eyes.


Her voice was little more than breath. “I’m here to see the woman.”


“What woman?”


“Oh you know, the woman. The seer…”


Lizzy and Dylan exchanged glances.


“And what do you hope to learn from this…seer?” Lizzy asked.


“I—I need to know if that fucker is cheating on me. Goddamn asshole.”


Liz jolted at the sudden venom, at the lips curling back from stained and gumless teeth.


“Oh. Okay. Thanks.”


The lady, once more meek and breathy, whispered, “You come to see her, too?”


Liz nodded.


Without warning the woman snarled, “Then get your skinny ass to the back of the line.”


Lizzy snapped away, staring at Dylan.


The vitriol seemed to rouse some of the others in line, stirring them from their private pain. Faces tilted, eyes staring at them now. There was a restlessness and a muttering. She heard the word ‘cutting’ more than once. Confusion quickly began to hinge toward anger.


Lizzy raised her hands in peace, tugging at Dylan’s shirt to back away.


“My mistake,” she said. “My mistake.”


But just then the door opened.


The line cut instantly to silence. Everyone stared at the black rectangle, hushed in reverence, even awe. Lizzy stared too, feeling a ratcheting rather than a lessening of tension.


Gradually a man emerged into the sallow light, his flesh glistening like plastic, his lips stretched either in crazed joy or the rictus of pain, maybe both. His eyelids were peeled back. He shuffled out with the stiff manner of a robot, sightlessly staring forward.


A woman emerged next, her face in her hands, her shoulders heaving with silent weeping. She stumbled after the man, and as they passed down the hall faces swiveled to watch their departure. Soon they were lost in the deeper shadows of the hall.


Lizzy had no idea what to think, but when she looked back she nearly had a heart attack: out of the darkness of the doorway, near the floor, a leathery face was peeking out at her. A woman so ancient she looked fit for the coffin, a woman the size of a shriveled child. Her flesh was reptilian, clay-colored, her eyes black pebbles. Here was the gnome, Lizzy realized, the gnome Dylan had seen before—his dweller on the threshold. She stared at Lizzy with a pursed, knowing little grin. She put a finger to her lips and ushered her in.


The sticklike woman beside them inhaled, clearly summoning her outrage, but the old woman turned her dead beady eyes on her until she looked away.


Lizzy glanced at Dylan, suddenly unsure, but he nodded, his eyes huge, his face sickly pale in the weak light. This time without question they joined hands, gripping each other tight, seeking a strength greater than their sum.


And they crossed the threshold into the dark. Lizzy held her breath, so much did it feel like dipping into a stagnant pond of fetid water.


The door shut behind them.







All was darkness.


They followed the humped black patch of the old woman down a short hall, and rounding a corner they saw upon the darkness a galaxy of candlelight.


Lizzy had to shield her eyes, so rich and blotting were these dancing flames. Even with this excess it was the magic of candlelight to enrich the darkness without defeating it, to melt light and dark into the voluptuous texture of a dream. Upon every surface of the shapeless piles about the room tiny teardrops of fire trembled and fluttered in the subtle eddies of air. Heavy curtains draped over the walls, muffling out any natural light from the windows. The corners of the room seemed to pulse and breathe, the shadows jittery and overlapping, rendering the true size of the room uncertain. Already she was doubting her senses. She felt she had fallen into another world, another century altogether, a world brush-stroked with the sumptuousness of an oil painting—only it was less the banquet hall than the opium den.


Smoke drifted over the room, curling and rippling in lazy folds like diaphanous curtains. The air was humid and scented with incense, settling in her lungs with a liquid heaviness. The tiny woman had vanished somewhere in this sea of orange and black, and a low panic began to mount inside Lizzy. She felt as if the smoke were seeping into her brain, swirling her vision. She waited for something to happen. All was silent, only the low and fitful sputter of the flames quivering in their pools of wax. And then she stiffened. She saw at last who was in here with them, propped against the back corner of the room. Veiled by smoke, rising through the ragged layers like a mountain in mist, Lizzy saw her: the vast woman, the dark seer.


She had taken for granted that Dylan’s vision of the woman had been exaggerated, cut from the fabric of delirium, but she was forced now to confront her error. It seemed almost impossible for a human to swell to such dimensions and endure. Was the obscurity of smoke and candlelight warping her vision, the heady incense tickling her mind? Or was this woman perhaps not even human, or alive? After all she had been through, such questions were no longer idle. The seer rose to the ceiling in a titanic mound of flesh, a tonnage wrapped about a skeleton still buried somewhere inside. She was magnificent. She was terrifying. She was a giantess, a goddess.


Lizzy had to squeeze Dylan’s hand to confirm that she truly was standing here, awake and alive. That such a place and such a being existed in the center of the city, all this time, even now during an ordinary workday. It was almost too much for her to bear. The world would simply not cease to defy her with its infinite folds and secrets. She felt in the presence of a dark holiness. The seer appeared to be without clothes, a dimly glowing white orb of the feminine divine, a colossal idol in a temple—and then she realized that this was a sort of temple, only one she did not understand. It felt so vile, so evil, and yet drew the needy and the broken to its door in droves. How did that make sense?


The seer didn’t move, didn’t register their presence. In fact, she looked dead, her marble-hued flesh not so much pale as a steely gray-blue, as if deprived of oxygen. Blemishes mottled the great rotund surfaces like blood-filled clouds across an arctic terrain: bed sores. Her mass reposed with the deep stillness and heavy rigidity of a corpse. Was this a burial chamber? Were they too late? Any movement she thought she spied, the rise and fall of her chest, the twitching of a kneecap, seemed a play upon her eyes, the darting of candlelight. Any suggestion of a rasping wheeze was merely the hiss and sputter of the wax.


Beside the seer Lizzy saw the gnomelike face tilt into the light, her craggily flesh lit into deep furrows, her eyes twinkling like chips of obsidian. She grinned at them, then turned and mounted the great flesh, clambering atop the seer with a simian ease that was shocking, as if in her hunched old age the use of hand and foot alike was to her much the same. Her ascent produced a jiggling tremor that rolled through the soft edifice like a waterbed before she nestled into the crook of shoulder and breast with the deep satisfaction of a baby monkey. She leaned toward the seer’s pin-like head and whispered into her ear.


Lizzy watched, witnessing with a mixture of relief and fear that the vast woman was not dead. Far above, her eyes opened to glistening slits. Their gaze was milky, glaucoma-fogged, but Lizzy felt a fierce and penetrating vision scour her. She felt seen, deeper than her flesh, deeper than her bones. She released Dylan’s hand and stepped forward.


They stared at one another, Lizzy and the seer, across a gulf of time and maybe even worlds. She felt drenched by emotion: in this woman was a sadness that felt ancient, a weariness whose depth she could not measure. Her face was pert and small, embedded in its halo of flesh, its ladder of chins. This face took in Lizzy with the enigmatic impersonality of a deity, but the expression slowly darkened with worry. Her lips revolved, too faint and too far for Lizzy to hear. The toady creature leaned in and then turned to Lizzy and Dylan.


“You’re late,” she said, her voice a shattered croak, her limp face pulled into a wicked grin.


Dylan stepped up beside Lizzy. “It’s my fault. I came here once, years ago. You answered me. You called me dark pilgrim. I—”


A limp gesture of the seer’s hand silenced him. Her lips moved and the small woman listened.


“You failed,” she called down from her perch. “You failed by your fear. Better not to seek at all, than to turn back at the final door. That only makes you a ghost. And pilgrim, there are already too many ghosts.”


Dylan bowed his head.


The small woman continued to pronounce the seer’s words: “I have been waiting for your return. I have been waiting for you to bring her.”


“So you know,” Lizzy interjected. She glanced at Dylan, then back at the small woman atop the large, unsure to whom she should address. “Please, tell me what you know.”


The gnomelike woman looked at the seer, nodded. She said to Lizzy: “Come closer, dear.”


There was a dark smile in the words. Lizzy felt her stomach drop. Suddenly the sheer sight of these two women, conjoined like nightmare twins, made her knees weak with dread.


“Come here, young one. We won’t bite.”


Holding her elbows, Lizzy shuffled closer, while the seer lifted the great slab of her arm, outstretching her stubby fingers.


“Touch her hand. Let her feel you.”


Lizzy wanted to glance back, to check with Dylan, but a deeper part of her knew she couldn’t. She needed to act for herself, to follow the compass only she could read, buried within her heart. She stepped forward, at once entering a cloud of the sweet ripe scent of old women everywhere, which was disturbingly sharpened by the sad indignities of pus and urine. Gingerly, she touched the old woman’s fingers. They were rough, like sandpaper: a laborer’s hands.


There was an immediate tingling, at first almost imaginary, then unmistakable, rising in waves up her arm. A deep blue electric flow, a sensation of wetness. The seer tilted her face down, blind eyes boring into her. All sound dropped away as a richly-toned, sonorous voice whispered into her ear—no, inside her head—with the warm intimacy of an old friend sitting down to brunch: I have been waiting for you, sleepwalker.


It was so startlingly close—closer than her own skull—that she absurdly wanted to leap away, but she held her ground. She looked up into those bleached eyes and their whiteness seemed to swirl, like a pair of snow-covered moons. Wooziness spread over her. The moons dilated, waxing full, and the seer’s face abruptly vanished, like a napkin snatched away by nimble fingers. The room seemed to vanish, too, as well as her own body. She had become pure perception, carried along a river of emotion, emotion whirling and frothing into visions that radiated with the potency of dreams—only these were not her dreams.


Whispery, all encompassing: I knew your grandmother…


She saw the silhouette of two women sitting by an open window, two shadows against a sky bloody with the setting sun, a bloated and shimmering orb sinking into the molten vat of the sea.


We worked together…


She saw the blue gloom of the descending night, ships passing like troops of spirits atop the silver luster of the sea, heading toward the bay. The fog came puffing into the window, filling the small room with the smell and the taste of the sea, of the wet wild night without. The women lit their candles and began to remove their clothes…


We worshipped the moon, the fog. Goddess of Shadows, Mother of Mysteries.


We slipped from our bodies to wander the shadow-lands.


Helping the sick and the maimed, the haunted and the lost.


Souls dead and alive, adrift in gloom and forever night.


But she fell. Your grandmother fell, out of the shadows and into the dark. A dangerous calling, to be a seer. To traffic with spirits…


She fell through a trapdoor and found a spider waiting for her.


You know this spider, dear one…


ARE YOU READY TO SEE?


Liz stumbled back, wildly searching the room, trying to find her brother. The floor felt like the deck of a ship, the candles swaying from chains and candelabra. Dylan grabbed her shoulders and she grabbed him back. She felt like she had been dunked into the sea and hauled out again, her skin tingling, shivering with cold.


“Dylan—Dylan she knew grandma.”


Her brother’s eyes widened, an obscure dawning on his face. He looked up at the seer. “What happened?” He swallowed. “What happened to her? Why…?”


The gnome leaned in close to the seer’s lips, repeating each word carefully. “In time we became poisoned, stained—and she grew to like it. I sit in this dark web in sorrow. She sat in it in joy. Even as it devoured her. It snuffed out the candle in her soul.”


Dylan sprang forward. “It was Her, wasn’t it? The Dark Lady.” His face had the wild mania of the vindicated madman. “She poisoned you both. She tricked our grandma, seduced her.”


But the seer only shut her eyes. Her delicate features seemed to blur with anguish, with old and devastating heartache. Her lips moved and the gnome called down, “In the end, a soul only falls from within.”


To Lizzy the words were like an icy breeze and she was the wind chime, bones struck to jangling. She knew the seeds in her own soul, and the nightmare of her destiny seemed to spread out before her, foul and tattered and beyond any sane reckoning. In her mind her grandmother’s face grinned, slack and rotting, corpse-defiant, the coals of her eyes incandescent with a dark and alien dominion. With Her.


Her voice lifeless, Lizzy heard herself ask the eternal, the inevitable question: “What is She? Who is the Dark Lady?”


The seer opened her eyes and, for the first, spoke without her consort. Even with great effort her voice was no more than the breathless rasp of an ancient woman in pain. Her godlike presence seemed to dwindle before the task, but what emerged instead was an even more stark humanity. Her eyes were no longer lit with the imperious gaze of a deity, but with the tender sadness of an elder who knows the evil brokenness of the world, and of the innocent youth who are forever forced to traverse it.


“Are you ready, child? Are you sure you want to see?”


She nodded. It all came down to this, she saw. You’re Claimed, Lizzy. You’ve always been Claimed—by Her. This was the final turn of that filthy key within her, the opening of the hidden door she paled to see open, into the sanctuary of the monster that had stolen her life. Her mystery was her own mystery, and to not know Her was to not know her deepest self. For She had been her mother, too, she saw now, mother to her hidden nights, sculptor to her soul, as much as the mother who had given her life—and gave her own trying to save it.


The seer lifted her hand again, waiting. The moment stretched out, rich and textured in the trembling glow of the candlelight, more real than real. Ridiculously, Lizzy saw that the vast woman’s nails were neat and manicured. She nearly barked with laughter. Amidst all this squalor and decay, and at this very moment of such dark revelation, it was the perfect touch of madness, the pinch of surreal absurdity to take it all over the edge.


This time she didn’t just touch the seer’s fingers—she gripped her hand entire, full and firm.


And was gone…


The room seemed to crumple into one of its corners and suck out some hidden fissure, leaving her bodiless, in a black emptiness sheer and complete. Except for a white speck, drifting slowly toward her. Size and scale here were impossible. A snowflake, a star, falling down some unseen arc upon the nothingness. But it felt alive, self-aware, and its steady approach filled her with unearthly dread.


It was a mask. She could see that now. A white porcelain mask floating in a void. It wobbled slightly, seeming frail and delicate, even insubstantial. It was the mask of a woman, the face slender, with a roundness that converged to the dainty point of a chin. The eyes were slanted almonds, empty slots, the nose thin, the mouth the barest glance of a pencil’s point, upturned at the edges to suggest the enigma of a smile, a divine mirth without obvious source. And in this ocean of blackness that hint of a secret smile was terrible, even monstrous, but there was no doubt of its warmth. It was the detached compassion of a being far beyond the foibles of the human heart, but with infinite tenderness and sympathy for such foibles. Hers was a face of whitest purity, of snowfall unmolested.


This is what She once was.


A Great Spirit of Light, an Angel…


And then the mask began to jostle, to shiver. Slowly, thick black hairs began to sprout from the edges of the eyeholes and the dots of the nostrils, even from the line of the mouth. They bristled, writhing and extending, then creeping in from around the mask as well, eating into its edges. Faster and faster it was being engulfed by a festering malignancy. There was a pop; a lace of fine cracks appeared across the face, instantly seeping up with mildew blackness. Soon it would be swallowed up, lost.


Lizzy felt a horror so great it threatened to blot out her mind. Now on the mask the upturned edges of the smile betrayed an evil smirk, a supercilious contempt, though she swore they hadn’t moved. It was the presence behind, within that had altered. Waves of malice hit her like the swells of a tempest, a sick rage and a hungering depravity oceans deeper than any human heart could fathom. The mask was being eclipsed like a shadow falling across the moon—and in this void it was her only illumination. With each sliver lost she felt her mind fragmenting toward something like insanity. She would be alone in the darkness with…


And this is what She has become…


An Angel of Light, Fallen.


And then her mind did shatter, for she saw in her inner eye the outline of She who wore that mask, the awful, slouched shape of what She had become, the spider, that old mother, the mask upon Her like a tiny white flake, a human face on something far from human, left only to mimic, to deceive.


Lizzy began to shriek, high and unceasing. But there was no air, and she had no mouth, and there was no one to hear her.


No one except Her…


And then she was out, back in her body, back inside the shabby room. She dropped to her knees and then to the floor, cradling her stomach, her jaws wrenched open in that silent gaping scream.


Dylan knelt beside her, shaking her. “You okay? Sis—can you hear me? What happened? What did you see?”


But his voice was muffled, faraway, reaching her as if through heavy glass. She felt like some membrane in her mind had been blown open, the seer’s voice continuing to assail her, drowning out even her own thoughts.


Now, She is so without Light, She must consume it from others.


Now, child, She is an eater of souls…


“Liz? Talk to me. Look at me. Can you see me?” He was waving his hands in her face, patting her cheeks.


She rules a dark domain, a place of gnawing hunger, of never-ending thirst. Where soul devours soul and none know rest. A realm of pain and coldness. No Love, only pain, and pleasure in the pain.


Dylan was shaking her shoulders now, his voice becoming frantic, but to her he was simply a rippling image seen from the bottom of a pool.


She dwells in a house unseen, invisible to all but the initiated. Her and Her harem of fallen souls. Evil, broken, a flock of ragged shadows.


In the dark and in the fog.


And She is lusting after you, child…


Dylan was standing, yelling up at the seer, demanding to know what she’d done to his sister.


Lizzy tried to speak, but her vocal cords were thick, sluggish. Instead she yanked at the cuff of his jeans and he immediately dropped to her side, softly touching his forehead to her own.


“You okay?” he whispered. “You back?”


She nodded. “Back.”


Her voice sounded meek, tiny, like that of a small girl. And that’s exactly what she was, she realized: so out of her depth right now there was probably little difference between her and a traumatized six-year-old.


“Can you stand?”


She again nodded, and he helped her to her feet. He didn’t repeat his question about what she’d seen. Perhaps it was plain enough on her face—the worst of all possible worlds, of all possible imaginings. Everything he had ever feared and far more.


And that made her angry. What was this life? To be shunted into the darkest corners of creation, places most people denied even existed—what was the purpose? Rage bubbled out of her with frightening power, in equal proportion to her sense of helplessness, of being victim to cosmic, even celestial injustice. It was a rage as sick and black as what she’d felt from that white mask as it fell, but right now, she didn’t care.


She turned toward the seer. “Why me?" Her voice was flat, cold, but it soon unraveled. “Tell me. Tell me. Why me? Please why don’t you tell me? Tell me. Why don’t you tell me goddammit why me?”


The seer said nothing, neither within nor without. She simply waited, watching her with that same bleak and mournful expression.


Lizzy was done. This wasn’t worth it. She was a pawn in her own life, and so be it. She would lie on the floor and abandon herself to this private apocalypse, wait for it to come rolling over her with its long white fingers. Let herself be feasted upon, body and soul. To be done with this pain and mystery.


But then, in the bruised darkness of her mind, she heard her answer. A dead voice spoke to her from the land of forgotten dream, of buried memory, her grandmother in her childhood room in the middle of the night: Your blood is rich, child, so very rich in the pale dark cream of the moon I faintly shiver for it. As does She… You are Her chosen one. We are not like the others. We can see into the hidden places. We can open Doors…


Regret weighed heavy on the seer’s face. “So you know, then…”


“Know what?”


“Your Why. You have a dark gift. Far more than any of us.”


She seemed to hesitate, as if debating whether to say more, but instead lapsed into silence.


“What is it?” Dylan asked. “Say it. Say it aloud to both of us.”


The seer fidgeted, uneasy. She glanced down at the wizened little woman nestled in her arm, who was dozing now in utter bliss, a quiet snore sputtering from her lips. The seer smiled, shaking her head in a small and bizarre reprieve of maternal adoration. Then she sighed, taking a deep breath, her mass rising and falling like a great bellows. The uneasiness on her face had altered into something far darker.


Her sightless eyes focused on Lizzy. “Now that you stand before me, our souls intermingling, I am more afraid. Perhaps you are not so innocent as I thought. There is a mystery about you. I sense that your soul has seen many dark wonders, far more than I. You have a path to walk that I cannot grasp. Even now, I sense that you are not alone. I see great shimmering eyes like a pair of emeralds overshadowing you. I see the taper of a nose, the points of ears. It may seem like a cat, but child, a cat it is not. Beware. Test the spirits.”


Lizzy felt a chill ripple over her entire body. A buzzing whined in her left ear, and she fought the urge to glance over her shoulder.


A haunting refrain echoed through her mind: I HAVE KNOWN YOUR SOUL FOR MANY LIVES…


Maybe it was true. She crossed her arms, hunching her shoulders. All of a sudden she felt cold, unmoored, stranded on a vast dark beach.


“What do I do?”


“If you are to find your own light, you must enter your own darkness. All else is forfeit. You cannot run from who you are.”


“But tonight… What about tonight?”


The seer took another deep, rattling breath. Her voice was thin, rasping, so soft it was a struggle to hear, but her white eyes blazed. “There will be a ritual. The only proper way for a spirit to enter this world is through the bloody gates of a woman’s thighs. But I fear She is seeking a way around that, without humbling herself before the suffering rounds of incarnation, while reaping all of its pleasures and rewards. She would be a god walking this earth in the flesh, though you, child. Through you, in you. You would be that god.”


Lizzy felt a vacuum opening up inside of her, a swelling black cavity sucking up her heart, her air, her entire chest, as if she were about to implode into a devouring abyss. She tripped backwards, reaching out for support, then simply plopped to the floor. The candlelight swirled around her like a dazzling cloud of amber fireflies, will ‘o the wisps, omens of death. The words made no sense, but of course they made perfect sense. She just didn’t believe them. Or wouldn’t have—two days ago.


She remembered what the thing had said at her kitchen table last night: Our Lady will be so pleased. Your flesh is a tabernacle fit for a god.


There it was, all this time. Just as it had also said: Tomorrow is your wedding night, and you will welcome us with open arms. She recalled the sick rage, the black depravity of that mask. No, she would not be welcoming that with open arms. Never. Oblivion would be a luxury by comparison.


“What do I do? How can I stop Her?”


The seer shook her head. Her face was etched with the weight of her years, a map of lines that told the story of a life. And her story was this: tragedy. “All the magick, all the power and spellcraft, and in the end I am trapped in this dark web, in this tomb of flesh. I help as I can, waiting until the gods see fit to release me. I have no occult wonders to offer, no tricks. After a lifetime in the shadows, all I can say is this: Pray. Pray for the light I could never find myself.”


“No,” Dylan said. “No.”


He savagely paced the small room. “No, that’s bullshit.” He pointed at her. “I do not accept that. I do not. We did not come here for you to say that. We have to do something. Anything. There has to be a way—a way to stop this…”


He was near to tears, his face breaking apart. ”This can’t happen. Not like this…”


The seer swiveled her head toward him, parting her lips to speak when a convulsion swept through her and she began to cough. What sounded like a tickle in her throat escalated into a hacking fit, and in the dim light the color of her face slowly deepened into the scarlet purple of congested blood. The gnomelike woman shot up, hooting in alarm, fretfully padding about on the seer’s chest.


Then without warning the fit passed, as quickly as it began. But the seer was shaken. She gathered her breath and gazed around the room, frightened, uncertain, staring into the corners. Lizzy noticed that her rotund form was riddled with gooseflesh.


That frightened her, too.


The seer resumed possession of herself and turned back to Dylan. Her voice was even more stripped and hoarse, laden now with a new urgency. “No, boy. I can peek inside your mind. And no. Do not wade back into waters you do not understand. Listen to me. Your meddling cannot fix this. You cannot protect her. Dylan, child, this is not your fault. You must forgive yourself, even as she has forgiven you.”


Tears were running down his cheeks. He shook his head, backing away.


Liz watched them, her heart tearing, both for her brother and for her own now certain doom. The seer knew nothing. Her brother knew nothing. This trip had been a waste, and the night was fast approaching. They had a few more answers now, but in the end they remained, as always, orphans. It was time to leave.


She was about to say as much to Dylan when she felt it: a dreadful heaviness drifting into the room. She knew that heaviness. Everyone in the room froze. She and Dylan looked at one another. It was the dark web, twanging with some great and clamoring approach.


Oh god.


The seer began to cough again. Right away it was violent, brutal.


“They’re here,” Dylan said, peering around the room, his eyes wide.


The shadows thickened, each candle-flame winnowing down to its frail wick, staining the room a bruised underwater radiance.


The retching became hideous. Saliva began foaming from the seer’s mouth, dribbling down her chins. Her great mass shuddered and heaved as if she were being savagely attacked. It sounded like the flesh of her lungs was rupturing. And then blood, gobs of it, did come pouring from her lips, streaming down her flesh in a vile cataract. In the low light it was as shimmering black as oil.


Liz grabbed her brother. “God she’s dying! Help her!”


“What do we do?”


Liz ran up to her, reaching for her hands, clasping one with both of her own, struggling against the slipperiness of the blood. Their eyes met, and Liz saw beseeching, incoherent terror. This was Them, she realized, but there was something else, too: a desperate plea to communicate. The seer tried to speak, but her words caught in her throat, mangled in the gargling and spluttering as she drowned in her own blood.


“Say it in my mind!” Lizzy screamed. “Don’t try to speak. Say it in my mind!”


But there was nothing, only the static hiss of total panic.


The seer’s head thrashed, spraying blood around the room. Clumps sizzled in the wax and hissed out swatches of candlelight. Her arms flailed above her head as if she were trying to swim her way back to air. The gnome was screeching, waving her arms and dancing a mad hop atop the convulsing form of her dying goddess, as she was rained upon with her goddess’ blood.


Then abruptly the convulsions ceased. The seer’s arms flopped to her sides like sacks of meat. Her head sagged; her face went slack in a sick and alien way, like a puppet deprived of its puppeteer. There was an eerie, pregnant stillness, the air still thick and nasty. 


Objects about the room began to rattle. Candlesticks shivered. The air grew numbingly cold. Lizzy could see her breath. Then a foul and icy gust ripped through the room and snapped out every candle. The room fell into darkness.


Lizzy reached out for Dylan, found him, held him close. After a tense moment wrapped in blackness she began to notice a sickly glow, a kind of undersea phosphorescence. She sought out its source, and when she found it she had to tell herself she wasn’t dreaming. The source was the seer’s eyes.


The seer was staring at them, her eyes shedding a cold luminescence. Her face was still utterly blank. Only her head seemed to move, twisting and tilting atop the lifeless body beneath it, as if jerked on a stick. A line of blood had dribbled from each eye to join the shiny blackness coating her chins and chest. She spoke, but her voice was no longer horse and frail. It was a babel, a chorus, a revolving cast of the sneering and the svelte, the brutish and the subhuman—a legion.


“If you think you can believe a word she’s said, think again.”


“Yea, she’s ours. She says only what we let her to say.”


“Just another fly in our web.”


“Torn open for our use.”


“Whenever we please.”


“Toss on, toss off. But she’s pretty much used up by now, wouldn’t you say?”


“Just about ready for the trash. For the pit.”


“You have no idea what this old cow’s done in her time.”


“Oh yes, no idea. The blood on her hands… She’s been naughty this life.”


”Very naughty.”


“And she’s done for. She’s not going anywhere.”


“Nowhere but with us…”


Shadows began to mass on either side of her, reaching out and unfolding like black wings. Their edges dipped, rose, forming a line of shoulders and heads. The heads tilted up to reveal the deformed white faces of Lizzy’s most terrible, most secret nightmare: mashed and slavering, the hungry ghosts that had gathered around a certain blood-filled tub so many years ago.


They bobbed and drifted, more and more emanating from behind the seer. They grinned knowingly at brother and sister before turning slowly toward the seer, circling her lumpish and battered form like sharks. There was no doubt about what they intended.


Oddly the gnome didn’t try to move, to flee. She simply wept, clutching the mattress of the seer’s fat and curling into a fetal position. Her beady eyes were desolate as the shadows stalked closer.


At the last moment the seer seemed to rouse herself, her features once more animating the old and swollen face. As the ring of shadows converged upon her she gave one great final bellow in her own voice, a roar hinting at the prodigious strength she once commanded:


“RUNNN…”


And so they did.







The hallway was in an uproar. Liz tried to shield herself from the line of would-be penitents as she and Dylan ran past. Women screamed at the blood smeared on her hands. Old men tried to grab her, demanding answers.


Even as they neared the stairs the gobbling shrieks of the seer were still audible—along with a floating, chilling boomerang of laughter.


Down the staircase two steps at a time. Behind the walls she heard the cries of the damned, even more wild and deranged than before. But she no longer feared them.


She was among them now.










CHAPTER 17: WHEN YOUR TRUTH SOUNDS INSANE







DYLAN STOPPED HER after the blur of blocks had grown from several to perhaps a dozen. If he hadn’t, she didn’t know when she would have stopped—or if she could have. 


Her limbs trembled with delayed shock. She felt as if white-faced shadows had been staring at them from every street corner, every rooftop and fire escape, roosting like wrinkled carrion eaters, a committee of man-sized vultures. Her bloody hands were concealed beneath her coat, but she had felt convinced that her guilt was stamped on her face, there for all to see, her truth as a red-handed murderer and a coward.


They leaned against the side of an apartment building, out of breath and for the moment out of sight. This was a quiet residential block somewhere beneath Nob Hill. Below them dipped a staircase of Italianates, descending into the darkness from which they had just fled. The hotel was concealed from this vantage, and though she knew it wasn’t possible, she swore she could still hear the seer’s screams.


Surely she must be dead by now, please. But didn’t that merely signal the beginning of a still darker fate?


Even with this distance none of the madness in that hotel had dissipated. There was no escape, no relief. In this city the web was everywhere; she knew that now, felt it. No matter where they fled, there it would be, vibrating with the hum of their souls.


And where the web was, so was She.


“It’s our fault,” she stammered. “We killed her. We never should have gone there.”


“Oh god, stop that. All this goes back long before us and you know it.”


“We left her there, Dylan. She’s dead fucking dead!”


At that moment a middle-aged woman clattered out of the front door of the building they were leaning against, dragging a personal shopping cart laden with bags. Her frizzy hair poked from beneath a gray cap, framing a face gone slack with horror. She stared at them, then turned and hustled up the hill, her cart rattling over the pavement as she glanced back at them over and over. Her eyes shot daggers of fear and rebuke.


When she reached the top of the hill and dodged around the corner Dylan said, “We shouldn’t stay here long.”


Lizzy felt even more hollow and alone. Nowhere to rest, nowhere to hide. Wanted vagabonds, the both of them. “What are we going to do? We have nothing. Nothing.” The full impact of those words truly settled into her. She stared up at the sky, wondering at the miracle of the day in a way she never had before. The cloud cover was at last fragmenting, breaking up into uneven blocks, and a few feeble rays of sunlight pierced through the cracks like something divine, like fingers of light reaching down into the benighted city. But it would never be enough; it never was. She whispered to herself, “I’m done. This is it. I really am done.”


Dylan grabbed her head, cheeks in his palms, his face close and his eyes rabid. “No. You can’t think that. I forbid it. This is not over yet.”


She pulled away from him. “We’re babes in the woods. How can we possibly stop Her? No one has. We can’t run and we don’t know how to fight Her. It’s over. All—all I can do is make sure Tom stays out of this. That’s all that matters to me now. Thank god he’s far away from here.”


Just then her phone buzzed with a text, then another, rapid-fire.


“That must be him. At last…”


She fumbled with her phone, fingers clumsy. Despite herself her heart pattered with that giddy little beat she always felt whenever they touched base after a period of separation. The device felt alien to her now, foreign, a relic from a previous life. That she could be reached in the shadowy universe she now occupied seemed like a miracle. But no matter, they would reconnect at last, her and her man—or, more accurately, whatever she was now, or whatever was left of her, and whatever she should call the man she loved but had to push away. It felt like lifetimes since they last spoke, eons since they last touched.


But when she read the texts she felt the blood drain from her face.


“No. Tom, please…”


“What? What is it?”


She stared at the screen for a long second, confused, afraid, then held it up for him to read. It said:


Wanna meet up with me for coffee?


Now?


“What? Is he here? Did he come back early?”


“No. I don’t know.”


Her phone began to ring.


She almost dropped it, then cursed aloud. She shut her eyes, unable to look at it.


Dylan said quietly, “It’s him.”


She stared at her brother. That cavernous, swooping feeling was rushing through her chest again. She felt a loathing to answer it, even an urge to toss it down the sewer grate. But what if it’s a joke? Tom was not the man for such cruel mind games. Then what if it’s Them? She recalled that adroitly mimicking voice crooning at her last night through her front door.


She prayed it was Them. That would be better.


After pressing the answer button she listened to the dead air for a few seconds, waiting. Then she said, “…hello?”


“Hey there.”


“Who is this?”


There was laughter on the other end, full-hearted, stupendous laughter, laughter like a miracle, as if everything was right with the world and no gloom could possibly muddy such an obvious truth. Such laughter was one of the reasons she had fallen so hard for this man. A balm to her haunted soul, that laughter. Too bad it was now nothing more than whistling past a graveyard. Always had been, actually.


“Who do you think? I hope I haven’t been gone that long.”


It was him. She could feel it. She just knew.


“Sorry…I’m a little out of it.” The massive understatement felt absurd on her lips.


“No worries. So am I. Now can you?”


“Are you serious? You’re here?”


“Try not to sound too excited. Yes. I am in San Francisco. I took a redeye and my skull is aching for caffeine.”


A redeye. Just as she had imagined last night in that strange dream.


“No, no. Just a little shocked, that’s all. But—why? Why did you come back? Where are you?” She knew she sounded cautious, even paranoid, but she couldn’t feel her way around that just now.


“In a cab coming down Market. Just passed Powell. We can talk about why when we see each other. Should I stop outside your office?”


“No! I mean…” She gripped her phone, tried to steady her voice. “Tom. Tom listen to me. Listen, you need to leave. Okay? I can’t explain why right now and I know it sounds crazy, but you need to trust me. It’s not safe for you here.”


“Not safe? Really? I’m sorry but I have a hard time believing you. Actually, I think it’s the opposite. Tell me, how did your presentation go?”


She was speechless. How did he know just which button to push? This was happening too fast. At the same moment a delivery truck rumbled up the hill, grinding its gears and whooshing past her with a blast of exhaust.


“Wait—where are you? Are you even at work?”


She cupped her hand over her phone. “Listen, Tom—”


“No, you listen. I’m not leaving. Not until I see you. Is this about Dylan?” He sighed, “What am I saying? Of course this is about Dylan. Where are you? Are you with him right now? Tell me where you are. I’ll pick you up and take you home.”


“We can’t go home. Don’t—don’t go back to the apartment.”


“What you talking about now?”


“We can’t. I can’t. We can’t go back there. It’s not—it’s not…”


“Safe?” Dylan suggested.


She nodded, then forced herself to whisper, “Yes.”


“And why isn’t our apartment safe, Liz?” His voice was now soothing, measured.


She was astonished at the steel of his patience. As well as how utterly batshit she sounded. This could only get worse—not unless she used that to her advantage, leaned into this crazy wind. When your truth sounds insane, take care not to protest your insanity.


“Okay, I know I’m not…well. Obviously. And you’re right—it is Dylan. Can we…can we stay somewhere that is not the apartment? Just for tonight? I know it’s crazy. But can you do this for me? Is that okay? I know it’s absurd, but I—I just need to.”


A slight pause. “Yea, sure. Okay. We can do that.”


Her sigh of relief was shuddery and clearly audible. “Thank you. Thanks, Tom.” If she couldn’t get rid of him, her next best idea was to try to isolate him. But she was going to have to see him in person, she knew, eye to eye, flesh to flesh. It was unavoidable. She felt a crackling, cindery burning in her chest. Her kneecaps felt loose and wobbly. She was not up to this.


But—what if it’s the last time I ever see him?


She was going to vomit. Her stomach fisted with spasms, but there was nothing to void. She realized she hadn’t eaten in over twelve hours.


“Can I pick you up now? Where are you?”


“No, thanks. Just text me where to go and I’ll meet you there. I have to take care of—you know who first.”


“Are you sure? You don’t need my help?”


“I’m sure, Tom.”


“You sound different…cold.” The first edges of his irritation had begun to show. Even the saintly reserves of Thomas Whittaker were not infinite. “Remember what we talked about? No more walls?”


“I remember. Just text me the name of the hotel and room number. I’ll see you soon.”


“Okay.”


“I…I love you, Tom.”


But he had already hung up.







“I have to go. I have to go meet him.”


She was pounding down the hill ahead of Dylan, back toward Market Street.


“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”


“That’s what I’m doing.”


“And when you see him what are you going to do?”


At the intersection she cut left across the hill, giving wide berth to a certain decrepit hotel down below. She heard the wail of sirens in that direction, weaving together on the wind like so many banshees howling a funeral dirge. She paused. The sound was poignant, melancholy, yet intrinsically sinister. She wondered if they were coming for the seer. But of course they could be coming for anyone.


“I’m going to try to get rid of him.”


She would be cruel, if need be. However, this was delicate. Tom would not bend to aggressive, immediate rejection. Like a bloodhound he would sniff out her bluff and then dig at her mercilessly, until reaching the wet raw truth within. She would be unable to resist him.


“Okay, fine,” Dylan said. “That gives me some time. Maybe that’s better. Maybe this will work.”


“What are you talking about?”


He had to nearly dogtrot to keep up with her. “Will you just slow down a second?”


She stopped and whirled at him. “What is it?”


He took a step back, his expression unruffled. “Go see your man. Get him out of here. But then you need to meet me somewhere.”


“Where?”


“There’s a place I know, out by Land’s End. I—I think I know what we need to do. What I need to do.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“No matter what anyone says, I still started this. I was the weak link. They got to you through me. But I think I can stop this. I think I know how to undo what I’ve done.”


“I hope you’re not thinking of doing exactly what the seer warned you not to do.”


“And what if I am? You got any better ideas?”


“Yes, getting Tom out of here and then waiting for Her alone. I don’t want you doing this, whatever it is. I would rather face Her alone, if it meant you two were safe.”


Her phone buzzed and she pulled it out. There in glowing letters was the name of a hotel and a room number. Nothing else. Coldness given, coldness received. That was good. That was to be expected. Why then did she feel this claw tearing at her gut?


“I have to go downtown, near Union Square. I should be able to walk it from here.” She looked at her brother. “I’m going to leave you now.”


“That’s how it is? That’s how you want to do this? Then tell me, what did the seer show you? What is the Dark Lady?”


She glanced down to the bottom of the street, then to the spread of the city below, from the Tenderloin to the Castro to the Mission, out to the gray-sketched humps of Twin Peaks and the spidery red hand of Sutro tower ripping at the clouds. All this was a dream, she told herself. She felt that old vision, of everything melting into a dripping fog, the world revealed as no more than a taut scrim atop a churning darkness of spirit. The vision was no longer so dizzying, or sad. It was simply true.


“I don’t know what to tell you. It’s all a mix. Images, words, feelings, all together like a dream. I saw a mask. It was a spirit, some kind of angel. It was Her. She fell. And became what She is now. It was…horrible. She was of light, then twisted into darkness. She has to eat the light of others now. She hoards souls, spreads Her darkness to other souls, human souls… And She lives in a house, a crooked house no one can see.”


A connection sparked in her mind. She thought again of how this had all started two days ago: Kathy Ann’s remains, Dylan missing, her dream of a house whose angles made no sense. “Was that…?”


Dylan nodded. His eyes were narrowed, dark, but in their backs she could see that cracked fragility again. She remembered that look.


“How did you find it?” she asked.


“I was looking for Kathy Ann. But in this city, the house is everywhere and nowhere. We all have our own doors in, and when it can get you ready and alone, it finds you.”


It finds you? She decided she didn’t want him to elaborate.


Dylan stared at her with those eyes. “And you want to see Her in that house alone? Without me?”


She met his stare and did not blink. “Yes.”


He turned away. She expected rage or some other histrionic gesture of his, grabbing at her and bugging her up close with those cracked eyes, some other crazed mannerism of her baby brother. Instead he seemed to almost shrink, his skin graying to a shade not dissimilar from that of the sky. He looked at her and his voice was almost a whisper.


“You’re killing us both if you give in. You realize that, don’t you?”


“This is hopeless, Dylan. All She wants is me. Not you. Me.”


“You refused to leave me alone in that tub. Do you remember? You held that knife, too. We’re the same, Liz. We’ve always been the same.”


“Oh, Dylan.”


“Will you be there? Land’s End trailhead. Before sundown.”


She shook her head. “Things haven’t changed much, have they?”


“They never do. Will you be there?”


“Yes. I will.”


“Good.” He walked away then, hunched in his ragged undershirt, crossing the street into the flat gray glare of the afternoon. It was the opposite path of her own.


She watched him for a moment, then hurried away. Only after several blocks did she realize that she was still wearing his beloved coat.


It was just past three in the afternoon.










CHAPTER 18: THE HOTEL ROOM







HER SECOND HOTEL of the day was a far different breed than her first.


The front steps were carpeted in red, the lobby doors highly polished ornamental brass. Along the curb two bellhops hustled luggage from a yellow Lamborghini, stacking them onto several golden trolleys while a man sporting a v-neck and retro sunglasses watched, his arm draped around a woman in a sun hat with sparrow-thin legs shod in yoga pants.


The lobby was immense, tiled in great blocks of gleaming white and black marble. Scattered about, instead of decrepit couches and office surplus furniture, were plush red leather chairs and buffed round tables lavish with flowers. Tall mirrors rose to high, coffered ceilings from which depended an embarrassment of chandeliers. Softly lit hallways branched off to spa and gym and valet parking, and were lined with museum-style boutiques proffering handbags, gentleman’s shaving kits, and the choicest liqueurs. Several grand curving staircases rose to ever-greater mysteries above, restricted by velvet rope.


To Lizzy it felt like she had dropped a tab of gold-plated acid. If the first hotel had been an old man covered in piss and lying in the gutter, this hotel was the high society lady who steps over him on her way to the gala. She could not understand why Tom had chosen such a place.


In her hands were two cups of steaming black coffee—her meager peace offering. She had dodged into a café on her way to the hotel, locking herself in the private bathroom and soaping the dried blood from her hands. Then she bought the coffee.


Deposit blood, withdraw coffee.


But she had walked only half a block when she passed the electronic doors of a drugstore and caught a glimpse within of its aisles. She rushed inside and purchased a box of large adhesive bandages, then returned to the café’s bathroom. There she slid off Dylan’s coat, removed her flipped-out jacket, and winced while rolling up the sleeve of her blouse.


The bite on her forearm was a shadowbox of shredded tissue, shallow but intricately layered. Bits of skin had melded into lumpy ridges of black scab, moist in the crevices. It still looked infected; her scar still looked disturbingly liplike. She was afraid to touch any of it, but even more afraid of Tom seeing it. Her intention was to remove not even her jacket in his presence, to project an air of total frigid formality, but in case he did hawk-eye her arms she wanted to ensure no medical alarms were raised.


After application of hand soap and paper towel, she concealed the bite beneath the large rectangular bandage. Almost by accident she caught herself in the mirror. She could not look away. From long habit her fingers flicked at her bangs but the gesture only made it worse, even obscene: like adjusting headstones in a graveyard. She was a wraith of her former self. Hollowed eyes above sacs of blue, grayed skin drawn taut and haggard over sharpened cheekbones, hair a damp and scraggly mess. She had to turn away, to force from her mind what Tom might think—no matter how advantageous that might be for her mission, for his own good. 


Leaving the bathroom she eyed the muffins and pastries. Once more, her shadow of hunger had fled.


Moving through the hotel lobby now she felt like a trespasser, a bum soon to be questioned to state her business here, since obviously she could provide no business. But no one bothered her. She avoided the bright and eager faces of the concierge, who seemed like puppets just waiting for the chance to spring alive at the magic command of a guest. Though she pumped her step with an artificial authority she had no idea where she was going. Not even a check-in desk was in sight, which she supposed in her case was a boon.


Finally she spotted a sign for the elevator banks. She strode down the hallway and while her neck prickled no one stopped her. She pressed the button to go up. Doors slid open. She stepped into the empty car. No one stopped her.


Tom’s text said room 2603. She pressed the twenty-sixth floor. The doors slid shut and the car began to rise as the effervescent swells of an orchestra rolled from the speakers. This was too much. Even more than the penitents seeking an audience with the seer, this felt like a dream. What was she doing here? She had to remind herself that she actually did have a right to be here, that she was merely going to her room. How easily she had assumed the role of the stray dog.


The floor was empty, her footfalls silent on the lush carpeting. Despite the muted lighting she found the door easily enough. She knocked on the door and the door swung open and there he was.


She hadn’t prepared herself for this, nor anticipated her reaction. The sudden force of her hunger for him was almost predatory. Her hands shook. She nearly dropped the coffee. It was as if she’d been holding her breath for the past forty-eight hours, and he was her air. She stood before him as if naked, in the nakedness of her soul and her shame and the sudden agony of her need. Almost immediately she began to cry.


No. Stop. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go.


But once started she could not stop. The jagged weeping began to pour out of her. He took the cups from her and placed them on the ground and then it was as if her body and his collided in that doorway. Her face crushed into his chest and she felt the muscles in his arms squeezing her ribs and she was overcome with the insatiable need to press into him with all her strength, to eliminate any possible separation between them. He led her inside and shut the door and took her over to the bed. Neither of them had said a word.


There beside by the bed her hunger deepened, became rich and full-blooded, and she began pulling at his shirt, fingers working at his belt. Startled, he peered into her eyes, then began yanking off his clothes in double-time, hopping on one foot. She ripped off her brother’s jacket and flung it out of sight by the door.


Naked they fell upon the bed and began to entwine their limbs when she cried out, “I can’t. I can’t do this. I’m dirty. I’m unclean.”


He stood and held out his hand and said, “Then come with me and let me clean you.”


In the shower they soaped each other and the soap built into a fantastic lather as the steam coiled and mounted into a standing mist. They took turns scrubbing one another, slipping and sliding, limb on limb, thorough, unsparing, and then out on the rug toweling each other off she looked at him. He pushed her into the sink with the force of his kissing and then boosted her up onto the counter and opened her thighs. When it happened at last her back arced and she felt her wet hair smack against the fogged mirror over and over like the swishing of a horse’s tail.


Shuddering through her were explosions of light. She put her hands on his shoulders, his flesh wet and searing, and it was as if she were ejected from her body, out into some region of bliss, a realm pure and holy. They were together there, joined in some intangible marriage of spirit outside the laboring of their flesh, and at the same moment joined together in the deepest spaces within, two souls as one.


But then a darkness entered the bathroom. Her damp flesh chilled. She felt a creeping stain invade the sacredness of the space they had created. She was shunted from her bliss, severed from her man. She opened her eyes to see a shadow within the steam. Tall, dark, it stood in the center of the shower stall, an apparition in the shape of a man. She knew this shadow, knew the monstrous taste of its presence. Slowly it approached the misted glass, its head large, pricked at either end, and it was the cat. The abomination of the cat. It stared through the glass, coldly watching them in their union, as if they were no more than barn animals rutting in a muddy field. It was staring at her, staring into her.


YOU CANNOT ESCAPE YOUR SOUL.


“No,” she whispered. 


YOU AND I ARE ONE.


“NO.”


Dylan looked into her eyes, his brow creased. She roped her arms around him and pulled him tighter, whispering into his ear, “No, don’t stop.”


He resumed with vigor. She shut her eyes and wanted to scream. None of this would ever be the same again, none of it. If she asked him to turn around right now he would see nothing. She was alone, sundered into the dark. No, not alone—for there stood the cat, shepherd of shadows, leading her into the night. She could feel its vast green eyes upon her, two milky pools calling her, stripping her of any illusion that she might ever be the same again.


She clung to Dylan’s heaving back and in her fear her fingers became like claws.







She awoke sometime later, ensconced in the gossamer lavishness of the bed. Its spoilage of sheets was absurdly profuse, a glossy satin that pillowed around their naked bodies like tufts of cloud. Beside her Tom was splayed in a boyish tangle of limbs, his breath deep and heavy with sleep. On his back, two sets of reddish-pink lines slowly faded from sight.


The cat was gone. Its absence left a ragged hole in her heart, where it had taken nothing, only revealed the ugliness of her truth. She was no longer meant for this world, and she would be given no quarter.


The light through the blinds was like grayish soup. It was the color of late afternoon, of a city sealed from above. There was nothing to do now but wait for the gates of night to open, for the darkness to pour forth like ink until the ink stained the sky to a fathomless black.


So unspeakable was her dread that she could hardly even climb from the bed. Her limbs felt incapable of movement, her bones fashioned of iron. It was enough just to breath, her lungs girded in a meshwork of steel. She yearned for the mattress to just drift away, to get lost, rocking like a raft upon a quiet sea. She had everything she needed here, and then this moment might last forever, poised between the double nightmares of her past and her future.


Surrounding the bed the room was as garish and full of excess as the lobby. She hadn’t taken any of it in earlier, in the grip of her extremity: sumptuous curtains, plush carpeting, rich mahogany desk, table, chairs, leather divan, an entire wall outfitted with tastefully concealed bar, fridge, entertainment center. On the table by the window she noticed two espresso cups. Tom must have brewed them while waiting for her.


With a great effort she swung her legs to slip from the bed when she heard him murmur from the sheets:


“What happened, babe? In the bathroom…” Sleepily he reached for her, slipping his arm around her waist. “I felt you detach from me.”


Despite herself she stiffened. “I—I don’t know what you mean. I’m fine.”


Dylan had been right—this was a mistake, coming here. What now? She had no idea what to say to this man, or where to even start. She just needed him gone.


He gave no sign of having heard her. She rolled over and studied him, watching the rising and falling of his chest. He was out of it, cold. His face bore the heavy stamp of exhaustion: swollen, off-color, bags under the eyes. He had raced across the globe to see her. Why?


She should have just disappeared, never responded to his texts or calls. In the long run, maybe that would have been better. She still could…


But no. Not to him. She nuzzled into his arms, witnessing the pure sleepy pleasure sweep across his face as he wrapped himself around her, arms and legs, bear-hugging her. She was engulfed: by the smell of him, the weight of him, the size of him. She was home. That was how it felt. That was how it always felt. His embracing her in this way had always fed something so deep and primitive within her that she hardly knew it existed: a hunger for some ultimate warmth, a fire before which she could finally rest, a heat to melt the cold rigidity of her being. During these bear hugs she would smother herself in him as if she were frostbitten, as if he were her only chance at life.


She curled into a ball, cocooned by the warm slumbering peace of him, but she felt no life-saving heat this time, no refuge from the cold. She couldn’t take this anymore, and she was running out of time.


“Why are you here?”


“Hmm?”


She put her face to his, nose to nose. “Tell me. Why did you come back? Why so early?”


He grabbed her rear and said blurrily. “I needed a booty call.”


She pushed him away, rolling into a sitting position. “I’m serious.”


“Okay.” He rubbed his face with his palms, blinking his eyes wide and bleary. “Okay then.”


She wanted to smack him. “And why did you pick such a ridiculous hotel?”


“Beggars can’t be choosers, babe. You didn’t give me much time. But don’t worry—my firm gets a corporate rate here.”


He propped himself up on an elbow. “You want to know why I came back? Why I left such an important client to fly halfway across the world in a single night to see you?”


She nodded. But suddenly she wasn’t so sure she did want to know. She felt that old vertigo of abandonment, that sick drifting emptiness, that fear—no, expectation—that people leave abruptly and without warning. That love could be withdrawn as easily as the funds in a bank. She thought of all that had happened between them in the last few days: her trance confession about her scars, the madness of ghosts and mutilation, of death and nightmares, her erratic and secretive behavior, her lies and avoidance. Perhaps he wanted out. Perhaps he saw at last who she really was and decided she was ‘unfit.’ And could she blame him? She should be grateful—now she wouldn’t have to push him away. Her heart withered in her chest as she bitterly ordered herself to rejoice.


Isn’t this what you wanted?


He slid over to her and stared directly into her eyes with a strange intensity. “I knew when you finally told me about your scars that it wasn’t random. I thought it might have been our moving in together, our small argument that morning about secrets, but then I remembered those dreams the night before, your crying out to Dylan, how you had wept. That your brother was back in the city. I knew something was wrong. I knew, and yet I left anyway. I left you.”


“You’re not my father. This trip was important to you, to your career.”


He climbed out of bed, naked, broad. “I know. But I didn’t like it. Something didn’t feel right. You know that’s rare for me to feel. I told myself I would text a lot, call every chance I got.” He turned and looked at her. “Didn’t work out too well, did it?”


She could only stare at him, any words she may have had dead on her tongue.


“And I was standing on a Hong Kong street corner in the middle of the night, surrounded by a sea of people, trying to reach you, when I thought, what am I doing here? I realized I’d made a big mistake, that you were far more important to me than a stupid job. That you were in fact the most important thing to me. And there I was, on the other side of the globe, knowing you were going through something terrible and not knowing if you were okay. I’d abandoned you.


“At that instant everything fell together for me. If I really felt that way, then there was only one thing left for me to do. Two, actually. I called the airline and bought the first ticket back to SF, and then I walked all night until I found…”


His hand was deep in his luggage, rummaging around. Finally he removed a shiny black bag and with ill grace tossed it to her on the bed.


She stared at him, then down at the bag. She reached inside the bag and found a velvet-coated box. Inside the box was a diamond ring.


“I had to guess your size, and of course the design. We can get it refitted. Hell, I can buy you a new one if you don’t like it.”


No. It’s…perfect, she wanted to say. The ring was sleek, tasteful, the band of plain silver, the rock moderately sized, just as she would have preferred. But of course none of this was perfect. It was perfect only in that it was terrible, a dream answered inside a nightmare, as futile as ice in Hell. The timing was as twisted and cruel as gifting diamonds to a corpse. She dropped the box and covered her face with her hands.


“Hey, wait.” He rushed over to her and she felt his arm around her shoulders. “Hold on. Before you say anything, I need to tell you: I’m sorry I jabbed at you over the phone, about no more walls between us, and I’m sorry for doing that nonstop for the past two years. You don’t have to tell me everything. You don’t have to hide it, but you also don’t have to tell me. I trust you. I love you. I just want to be with you. I will take you as you come, however I can get you. I never want to be apart from you ever again. I’m going to quit, change jobs, find something without travel.”


Through the gaps in her fingers she saw him pick up the box and remove the ring. He got down on one knee, butt naked as the day he was born and somehow utterly unconcerned about that.


“Elizabeth Gardner, will you be my wife?”


So vast and contradictory were her emotions that for a second she was struck dumb, incapable of thought or action. Then came rage. She felt her fingertips curl into claws again, this time not in fear but rage: rage at the universe, at the cosmos, at life itself. She wanted to strike Tom, though he was only in love with her, merely the heart that had answered her own. As quickly as it came the rage broke and what was left was a wasteland, a devastation of the soul. What she wouldn’t give to have only his heart to answer to—but there was another contender, waiting for her in the wings of night, and She would not be denied. What Liz had to do now, to his heart, she was doing to her own. It felt like murder and suicide folded into one, and she only wished this were her first time.


She closed her hands around his own, the ring between them, and forced herself to meet his stare. Never again would she look away. She was going to feel every bleeding moment of this, to watch as the hope and love in his eyes drained away to uncertainty and fear.


“I can’t, Tom. I can’t do this.” She longed to be cruel, to tell him that she never loved him, to really dig into him and make him slam the door as he left her behind. But she couldn’t do it. She knew her eyes would give the lie away.


“I can’t give you want you want. I’m…” She wanted to say I’m going to die tonight, but she choked on it. He wouldn’t believe her anyway, and she wasn’t even sure if it were true.


Tom gently broke his hand from hers and placed the ring down onto the bedspread between them. Somehow it looked forlorn, bereft. It was the bridge between them and she was tearing it away.


“Liz, I don’t understand. If this is about your past, your brother…”


“It is. But it’s more than that. Don’t you see? My past never ended. It’s all one long black weave that never ended. You don’t know me, Tom, not really—I’ve never even known me.”


“I don’t believe that. I know you.”


“I tried to deny everything, to leave it all behind, to cover it up, but that was a lie, a joke. That didn’t do a thing. You got my best years, Tom. You made my best years possible.”


“But we can make more years like that, I promise you. I don’t understand why you suddenly feel it’s all over. It’s just begun.”


“All those years were a lie and the lie is over. Listen to me: the woman you think you’re in love with isn’t real. She never was. Did you know that I destroyed my career today? Did you? I mean utterly, like a bomb going off. I turned my presentation into a—a horror show. I’m fucked up, Dylan. I’m fucked up and I’m broken. You have no idea the darkness that is in me.”


His face was losing color. “I—I didn’t know that, Liz, about your meeting. You didn’t tell me.”


Tears stung the backs of her eyes, but more than that she felt spitting anger at what might have been, at what they might have shared together. It had all gone to hell. “I never wanted you to know anything bad about me. I tried to keep up barriers, but they’re all flooded, overrun. There’s nothing left of the self I had so carefully crafted. You even joked about it before you left, about not letting the mask slip at work. Well it slipped, then shattered on the floor.”


“But Lizzy, that’s everyone else. Not me. Think about it: if I joked about that, clearly I know more than you give me credit for. I mean how stupid do you think I am? You have four very long scars on your body—not to mention a new mysterious wound hidden beneath that bandage, but that’s beside the point. Not once did I ever believe those scars were due to an accident. And I never cared. I knew you had problems. That there was…darkness in you, if that’s what you want to call it. You’re not as good of an actress as you think you are.”


She was startled, even shocked. It seemed so obvious in retrospect, but never would she have suspected that out of the two of them her concealment was largely from herself. She couldn’t believe it. All these years…


“What I felt in you I still feel. You’re still the same person I fell in love with. You’re the same woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. How can you not see that?”


She was overwhelmed, unable to get air above this wavelike assault of his words. “Please, stop,” she whispered. “You don’t understand. It’s too late for that. It’s too late for me.”


“If it’s too late for you, then it’s too late for me. You have my heart.”


“Don’t say that. I wish you wouldn’t say that.”


“It’s true.”


“If you knew—if you knew even half of it then you wouldn’t say that.”


He placed a hand on hers. “Try me.”


She yanked her hand away. “You fucking idiot. Can’t you take a hint?”


“No.” He picked up the ring, showed it to her, then placed it in the box and snapped the box shut. “Just sleep on it, okay? For me?”


This was as good as she was going to get. She swallowed, nodded. “I will.” But if you only knew…


He grabbed her hand again, squeezing the bones so hard he sent spikes of pain up her wrist. His eyes were almost manic.


Good god he’s been driven to the edge now, too.


“I know you, Lizzy. On the inside.” He pounded his chest with his other hand, the smacking of his fist on his naked flesh brutally loud. “I know your heart. I’m not afraid of you.”


She looked at him frankly. “You should be.”


Now it was his turn to be speechless. He stared at her, openmouthed. There was something in her eyes that gave him pause. For an instant he looked almost afraid, but then he shook his head.


“No. No, you’re not getting me.” He grabbed her shoulders and thrust her back onto the bed, pinning her arms. It was sudden and violent—never before had she seen him snap like this. She fought back, thrashing against him, but he easily overpowered her, crushing her beneath his weight.


“Whatever’s going on right now with you and your brother, whatever’s happened in the past, I don’t care. Whatever doomed fate you think you’re protecting me from, I don’t care. Don’t protect me. I don’t need your protection. Just don’t leave me. Don’t leave us. I know you don’t want to—I can see it in your eyes. Don’t do it. Let me help you. Don’t push me away. I’m not letting you go, not until you hear what I’m saying.”


There were tears in his eyes. Despite his strength and dominance his expression was helpless, beseeching, the face of a little boy. The only other time she’d seen tears from him was three nights ago, when she’d told him of the tub.


“Get off me, Tom. Right now.”


“No. You’re not listening to me. Of all the people in the world, I did not expect to fall in love with someone like you. But I did. And I’ve never regretted it, not for a second. You think you’re dark? You think you’re broken? Deep down I know who you are. I know your essence, even if you don’t. You’re not dark. You’re not broken. That’s bullshit. You’re the strongest woman I know. The strongest person I know. I mean, god, look at me. Look at what I’ve done just to get you to listen to me…”


His face twisted in disgust and he lifted off her. He turned away, a hand over his face. Then he grabbed the ring box and threw it against the wall. It made a sharp crunching sound and the two halves sprang away from each other. Miraculously the ring landed upright, still snug in the lower half of its box. It seemed to stare resentfully at them from just beneath the dresser.


He couldn’t look at her. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I did that. I never should have touched you like that.”


She went to him and held him from behind, resting her cheek against his shoulder blade. “I love you, Tom.” She turned him and reached up to cup his face in her hands. “I know you see it, and that I could never hide it from you. And I see your love more clearly now than I ever have. There is so much inside of me that got in the way, so much fear and shame. I never knew how real it was, your love. I had always hoped so, but now I know. Okay? Now I know.”


He was almost trembling, this tall, built man.


She held his hand and led him back to the bed.







When she awoke again it was from feigned sleep. Once more Tom was out cold. He seemed helpless against it, unmanned by the conspiracy of jet lag, intercontinental travel, and the post-coital coma. Despite that his arms were wrapped around her, as if even in sleep he could hold her in captivity—as if some part of him knew what was going to happen.


That’s what she told herself, anyway.


With infinite care she untangled herself from his embrace and slipped from the bed. It was well past time to leave. She didn’t need a clock to tell her that—the failing light through the drapery was timepiece enough.


She redressed in the dimness, an eye cocked on the rise and fall of his chest. It was the metronome of her escape. She was sneaking out—there was no other word for it.


No evidence of her presence must remain. She felt certain on this point. It would be better for him, she wagered, if she just evaporated like a dream. After all, wasn’t that where she was headed? And he could not follow. Not that she had many belongings to collect: Dylan’s heavy coat, her sports jacket, spare purse. The bathroom was absent any feminine products. There had not been sufficient chance for them to make this place a home away from home, and for a second she felt like a common call girl dodging away after her duty was done, leaving behind—hopefully—another satisfied customer.


But there the resemblance ended. For what had occurred in that bedroom had been no economic transaction, but more like two souls saying goodbye. She felt like she had been giving herself away, pouring every ounce of herself into him, as if he could absorb her and somehow know the fullness of what he had meant to her. For despite the forcefulness of his declarations of love, there was an unspoken edge of mourning, a flavor of the end. Their urgency was not for this time but all times, the wolfing of every contour and crevice not to discover, but memorialize.


And however much he could consume, the better: better him, than Her.


At that thought she had to turn away. She could not look at him again, sleeping there in that giant bed. She couldn’t. The temptation to stay would be too great.


When she reached the front door she stared at it, trying to understand the import of this moment, that this was probably the end. Because it was quite likely that she would never see this man again.


But then a monstrous vision crashed upon her: while she might not, another could. In the middle of the night a knock might come upon this very door, the same sort of knock that came last night at the apartment. And a voice that was a perfect replica of her own would oil his ears with an eagerness to enter, an eagerness for him…


And how could he, stolid Tom, know any better?


She looked around wildly. What could she do? To wake him and warn him of something he was incapable of believing was as insane as the warning itself. It was a risk she could not take. There, by the closet, stood the desk, upon it an array of hotel stationary. She rushed over to it and grabbed a pen, scrawling in a shaky hand the last words of a madwoman to her would-be husband:


Tom—I have to go somewhere tonight, and I don’t know if I’m coming back. I can’t tell you where. Something is going to happen to me. I don’t know if it can be stopped but Dylan is going to try. If later tonight I come back and knock on the door—do not open. Even if it sounds like me, even if I beg you, tempt you, threaten you, do not open the door.


If I somehow get out of this, I will meet you in the hotel lobby at dawn. But if I seem off at all, not myself—if that essence you feel in me is no longer there—run. That woman will no longer be me. You don’t know me anymore. Leave. I know you won’t believe this, but if you do not do as I say you will live to regret it. I promise you. You wanted to help to me? This is how.


Take that ring and save it for someone else. Someone who deserves it and who will give you what I cannot.


I love you, but you must try to no longer love me.


Liz


It was a doomed gesture, unlikely to prevent a thing, but it was all she had. She ripped the sheet of paper from the notepad and folded it in half, propping it on the desk so that it could not be missed.


With a soft click she shut the door behind her, then went down the elevator, through the gold-plated lobby, and to the street. Out into her own personal gloaming, into a night that for her might never break into dawn.










PART FOUR: WEDDING NIGHT










CHAPTER 19: LAND'S END







DYLAN WAS NOWHERE in sight.


The taxicab pulled away, the driver shaking his head. He had told her that there was a storm coming, that it would be too wet and dangerous to hike the trails, especially in the dark. At one point he even switched on the radio for her to hear the weather forecast. The tinny voices that had bantered on about traffic jams and rush hour sounded like sock puppets, not real people at all, and they described a world that meant nothing to her. Or, perhaps, a world in which she meant nothing.


She had barked at him to turn it off. After that the ride had passed in silence.


Now she was alone in yet more silence. The sky was ugly, a low ceiling of bruised clouds that felt more like the roiling surface of a sea in reverse. The sun was lost somewhere behind all that murk, soon to drown in gunmetal waters and witnessed by no one. Cypress trees lined the path like sentinels bent by the wind, their gnarled forms sketched against the dark swirl of the sky and the fog that rose up from the distant cliff tops like a vast gray hand reaching out from the sea.


It was the fog, the fog at last, the fog that comes with the night. It was here and it filled her with a sleepy terror, as if she were helpless against its creeping implacability, its dreamlike approach. To run was futile. Block after block it would swallow all including her and just as on Baker Beach she would find herself elsewhere—only this time she would never leave.


Why did Dylan ask her to travel here? Toward the fog, to the very rim of its womb from which it birthed each night? Here she was, and where was he? Nightfall was here, too, and so was that fog and soon these clouds above her would split open and the darkness would have its way…


But then she saw him—a patch of shadow moving against the trees. She had to squint in the worsening gloom but she had no doubt. He emerged onto the dirt path and motioned to her. There was something hunched and stealthy about his manner, and with the mist coiling around him he had the appearance of a troll in a fairy tale, not her brother at all. His face was swarthy and pinched, and suddenly she knew that this was going to be bad. He was planning on doing something bad out here. She could feel it—but then, whatever it was, in this context, how could it not be bad?


He turned and moved down the path. She followed him as the path curved and broadened to a lookout. The faraway water was dull and metallic, the opposite shore of Marin county a smudgy charcoal drawing, the fog a tangible absence of either, wholly opaque and gliding like a procession atop the water, heading toward the bridge. She had visited Land’s End before, on several sunny, chipper afternoons with Tom, but never like this. All color had been drained from the scrub and the trees. In the dark luminosity of twilight everything felt deprived of its substance, mere shadows in a mist-ridden limbo. The fog had not yet blotted everything out, nor had the rain fallen, but there was a nasty stillness in the air, a dreary heaviness, as if all the land and sea were held in some miserable thrall, cast under a spell.


She found him waiting for her at the head of the trail proper. Around him the trees formed a low and twisted canopy, the path descending beneath them into a grim cavity of darkness. Land’s End was a strip of windblown forest hugging the northern tip of the city, but suddenly it felt like more than a mere strip. The trail would deposit them soon enough along the bluffs—it was less a hike than a pleasant walk, but in this moment it felt more like a borderland, a doorway to a place she did not want to go.


“Come on,” Dylan said. “You’re late. We need to get down there before full dark.” His voice was alien. Strangled and detached, it only confirmed her fears.


“You know it’s supposed to rain, don’t you?”


He peered into the sky. “Yes, I know. Trust me.”


And with that he disappeared beneath the trees.


She glanced behind her, in the direction of downtown, of Tom, then caught her absurdity: there was nothing to look back on because there was nothing to lose. Her world was burning behind her feet.


Almost holding her breath, she followed.







They hiked that way for some time, Dylan leading and her following.


It was the official path, well marked and smoothly graded. At times vegetation crowded in on them in black whispery masses, other times the ground dropped away on their right to reveal a vertiginous tumble of rocks, clung to with scrub brush and stunted trees. The water far below was dreary and gray and rippled like old flesh, but where it curled along the coast it was flecked with luminescent foam as the waves pounded and pounded themselves against the rocks. The sound was faraway and muted. Her hands clung to the moist wiring of the fence.


At other intervals thickets of willow and cypress interlocked above their heads to form serpentine corridors, where she had to step carefully, her vision reduced to blotchy smears. They climbed up and down staircases of steep crumbling dirt, rounded winding curves, skirted the edges of cliffs, and always from Dylan the same chilly furtiveness. He hardly even glanced back at her, and seemed to avoid taking in any of their surroundings. It was unexpected, unnerving, and silenced her tongue despite her total mystification.


The foghorns at last started up, calling to each other across the water. She felt their mournfulness enter her soul. The rift between her and Dylan felt as strong as ever now, as if their estrangement had never been healed. She no longer felt that they were a pair joined to confront this foul consummation of their history, this secret destiny of the blood. He was just a stranger again, a troubled homeless man she hardly knew, leading her into the fog-ridden night.


Finally he stopped at a point where the trail cut between the downward slope of the forest and a bulge leading to a promontory. In the darkness she could just make out a sign forbidding hikers from jumping the fence and ascending the outcropping. Dylan stepped over the fence. He offered his hand to her but she ignored it, instead climbing over herself. Despite the sign there was a narrow path beaten between the trees and the rocks, rising to the unseen lookout.


She expected him to clamber up this path but instead he cut to the right and began to strafe down the embankment. Branches snapped. Loose dirt, small rocks skittered—their clattering fall was sickeningly prolonged. To her it appeared as if the silhouette of her brother were simply going off the edge of the cliff.


“Hold it. Wait. What the hell are you doing?”


He paused to look back at her. She could just make out the dim whites of his eyes. “It’s not as bad as it looks. There’s a sort of ridge slanting out from this corner. You can scuffle back and forth using the rocks and roots.”


“Dylan—stop it for a second. What is this? Where are you taking me?”


“You’ll see. Just a little further, okay? We’re almost there. We need to get to the bottom. I found this place a long time ago, not from up here but from—the beach. I was living along the beach for a little while. This is just a shortcut I discovered.”


“But Dylan… I can’t do this. I can’t see shit.”


Above them, the sky was almost vibrant in its darkness, a swollen density from which any final shards of the lost sun had long since dissipated. Night was here, here at last—this night, and she hadn’t even noticed. Its final passage had shaded into being without a cry or a whimper. But now she was in its embrace and the fog was rising like a ghostly tide. They might be in that fog, even now, though she could see through its webby membrane all the way to the water below, along with a jagged crescent of beach at the bottom of the precipice—it looked like a toy diorama from up here.


Maybe she still had time. That knock upon her door last night hadn’t occurred until sometime past three.


Dylan said, “Once you’re out from under the trees your eyes will adjust. It’s not as far as it looks. Come on, just don’t look down.” He turned away, continuing his descent. His scuttling feet sent trickles of soil and rocks ahead of him.


She shook her head and followed, aware that once again she was letting him lead her into the madness of the deep end. What she swore she would never do again. He was insane. He could not be trusted. She should turn around right now and leave him. But to what end? To go where? This had become his life’s obsession, this shadow world, and for all she knew he was right this time. The possibility could not be overlooked, not if there was any chance to forestall this baleful assignation, to somehow untwine the dark threads woven into her soul. Either way, this was as much for him as for her: even if she didn’t survive, she didn’t want his blood on her hands.


Her feet slid in the loose dirt, her ankle almost rolling when her toe got caught under a root, but he was right: her eyes did adjust. Whether it was light pollution or some strange alchemy of fog and raincloud, there was a subtle radiance in the air, from which her vision assembled a crude two-dimensional world thickly daubed in blacks and whites. Branches scratched her ankles and dirt poured into her shoes, but the beach grew closer as did the mounting thunder of the waves.


And the fog—they were lowering themselves into it like divers into a pea soup. Her hackles rose. She prayed that this was ordinary fog, that there was nothing in it but suspended vapor. Its damp scent coated the inside of her lungs, and she became aware of the first faint plinks of rain on the back of her neck.


She skidded the last ten feet at an ungainly jog and landed hard on the wet pack of the sand. Looking back she couldn’t even see the trail high above them, just a dark mass of miniature trees.


Down here the pounding of the sea was deafening. The clap and roar rebounded off the rocks, the spray blowing over her in icy gusts. The cliff faces and the slope they descended looked ruinous and exposed. Shattered slabs of rock cupped them on all sides, forming a tiny cove around a horseshoe of sand, isolated by the rising tide. There were other boulders rearing out of the surf like hulking monsters in the fog, and far beyond the waves came the faint blinking eye of a lighthouse.


This was another world. There might as well be no metropolis beyond the cliffs, and the two of them alone, shipwrecked passengers lost across an ocean of time.


Dylan shouted at her, pointing up the coast to the left. He started walking that way, hugging to the rocks as the foamy surf streamed over his feet. The water receded and she hurried after him. They passed the cove and moved alongside the outcroppings of the cliff but the surf soon raced back, greedily slurping over her shoes. It was so cold she gasped, almost toppling over.


And at that very moment the rain broke. It was as if the clouds had been disemboweled. The sky crashed atop her in a torrent, drenching her instantly and veiling the beach behind a flood of billowing curtains.


Her hands became fists. She wanted to curse the heavens, the waves, her lunatic brother, but then just as suddenly the urge left, for she saw what Dylan was splashing toward: a scar-like opening in the cliff face. It was low, a slanted gap shielded by a kind of brow so that it was hardly noticeable unless you were right in front of it. Dylan was walking straight into its darkness.


A cave?


He turned and waved at her.







It was a chamber of subterranean melody. Burbling waters and the foaming hiss of surf on pebbled sand. The fluted whistle and moaning pitch of the wind. The echo of trickling drips, the chuckling of mysterious tributaries. The rain was a sustained background drumming, all-encompassing, punctuated by the full-throated boom of the waves outside like explosions in the air, and the ensuing roar of the surf rushing in like a shockwave.


Dylan flicked open his lighter and the cavern leapt into shimmering existence. The ceiling was cramped and low, the walls tight. The flame flickered and raced across wet surfaces, danced and doubled in his eyes when they met her own. In the wavering orange halo he looked like a drowned rat, his paleness albino, his eyes bulging. He resembled some sunless hairless creature who would dwell in just such a cave. No doubt she looked the same.


He stepped atop a natural shelf of uneven stone, then offered her his hand. This time she took it, lifting herself up out of the surf. Her clothes were drenched, her flesh chilled, but at least she was out of the rain and the waves. With his lighter Dylan extended his arm deeper into the cliff to reveal a depth she hadn’t expected. He glanced back at her, then progressed further into the cavity. She followed, locking her eyes onto the wobbling orb of the light’s illumination and her brother’s black outline, clutching at his shirt, breathing in the stale brininess leaching off the damp stone.


The pocked floor lifted as the walls narrowed and the passageway turned into a kind of flue. Dylan wedged himself higher into it, as if ascending a tilted chimney. Watching him, she felt a sudden spasm of claustrophobia. Her palms pressed against the rough unyielding rock and her heart galloped in her chest as her eyes went fuzzy. She couldn’t breath, but then abruptly the panic receded, ebbing away like one of the waves outside.


Dylan said over his shoulder, “It’s just up here. You have to climb deeper in, then around and up.”


She twisted herself behind him. There was a sharp corkscrew, then a clambering up and up before a gleam of palest gray light relieved her eyes of utter black and flickering orange. There was the freshness of rain-damp air. The crushing stone seemed to lift around her as her hands discovered a broad flattening out. In front of her Dylan stood, slightly bowed beneath a curved ceiling, peering around with his lighter held out before him. She scuttled to her feet and stood beside him.


So this was a system of caves, and they had ascended to another cavern on a higher level. In spite of a canted floor it resembled the interior of a miniature railcar, long and curved. At its opposite end the wall had partially collapsed in on itself, revealing a craggy rectangle of fog-drenched night. Here was the source of the dimness, along with a renewed clarity of the thunderous waves below.


“This is unbelievable. You lived here?”


“Yes.”


But he wouldn’t look at her. He began walking around, kissing his lighter to unseen innumerable candles scattered about the floor and jammed into recesses along the walls. Bit by bit, in small pockets of dancing light, the sad truth of his life here was revealed. Any awe she might have felt was soon replaced by sorrow, pain—fear.


Yes, he had lived here. The evidence was all around her, but it was the evidence of a madman, of a psyche smeared across the walls. She was sitting inside Dylan’s skull.


The walls were crowded with spattered and smudged drawings. Smoky whey-faced monsters loomed from every angle, dismembered arms and legs were peeled open and bleeding cataracts of blood, eviscerated corpses and leering skull-faces seemed to dance in the quivering light with jiggling depravity, and across one long wall a spindly cityscape of San Francisco was overshadowed by a single vast hand, whose infinitude of boneless fingers snaked into little dark men scattered all over the streets and buildings. Superimposing the sky was the great wheel of a spider web. Each image had been painted with the same rusty brown substance, and she wondered at that. Then all at once she knew it was blood.


Against the back wall leaned a makeshift altar of splintery, salt-weathered driftwood. Its surface was littered with melted black candles titled at every angle, carven figurines with black wings and outstretched arms, a knobby stick twined with a jagged rock, a stained copper cup, a tarnished letter opener, and a mess of what looked like dirty bones, loops of hair, and rusty nails. A cracked vanity glass occupied the center of the board. Facing the altar were the cindery remains of a small fire pit, surrounded by sigils formed in a crumbly cake-matter that she feared was ash mixed with blood.


She had to look away, but it was all around her. So she shut her eyes, rocked with pain.


“I was surprised to find it all still here,” Dylan said. Then he whispered, “It’s horrible to be back.”


She could see why. This was far worse than the streets. It was tragic, grotesque, a descent into the dim and bloody twilight of some barbarous prehistory. She ought to comfort him, hug him, but she could summon neither the courage nor the warmth. This was far too great a distance for her heart to bridge. Rather it invaded her with its chill, with a touch of the outer zones, where the boundaries of the human begin to fray and the dark world pours in. Here she glimpsed more than ever before the battle he had fought to remain among men, even if at the ragged edges. But why bring her here?


In the center of the floor sat a line of shopping bags obviously just purchased. She spotted fresh candles and matches, towels, firewood, a newspaper. Dylan tossed her one of the towels. 


“Dry yourself off and take a seat.”


He began ripping the plastic wrapping from the firewood and arranging the logs into a messy pyramid. She toweled off her hair, but soon gave up trying to soak the rain from her sodden clothes. Instead she laid out her towel and sat atop the chilly stone across from her brother, who was lighting a wad of newspapers beneath the pyramid. The flames were sudden and voracious, the paper curling into glowing black roses that lived for an instant before wilting into knots of ash. Smoke collected on the ceiling and flowed upward toward the opening. Slowly he fed page after page into the licking flames, but all the while his eyes were on her. They shined in a way she did not like.


“I need to tell you what I’m about to do,” he said. “So that you understand…” His face was gray and wretched, not unlike the ash at his fingertips. “I’m going to do what I hoped never to do again: open myself to the darkness.”


The logs soon began to catch, the flames gnawing at their bottom edges. Dylan stood and stripped off his shirt, tossing it beyond the ambit of the fire. All around them were trembling bits of flame and the glistening womb of the stone, cupping them in its dank and ruddy murk. One by one Dylan lit the newly purchased candles in the fire and arranged them atop the altar. In the flickering light his pale and sinewy gracefulness was somehow horrid.


He glanced over his shoulder at her. “You were right about choice. Choice is the secret hinge of the universe. The direction of the soul’s Will. It took me a long time to see that. And in the end, corruption is always a complicit affair. My soul is stained, and I’m going to use that to my advantage.”


“Don’t do this, Dylan. Whatever it is, please. It’s not worth it.”


“You don’t understand. This is the only worth I have left.”


And then he pulled from one of the shopping bags a long and glimmering knife. She saw it and the edges of her vision seemed to darken, to crumple into nothing. Everything collapsed into a point and all that existed was the blade, its monstrous flash and wink like bolts of lightning in a void. Past and present echoed in a thunderclap. This was a blade she would recognize anywhere, the blade of her nightmares, the blade that had parted her own flesh, that had brought forth ghosts.


“Can you believe it?” His voice was hushed, awed. “Can you? It must be a sign. It was just sitting there, in the store. The very same one. A sign that I’m right, that we’ll beat Her…”


Seeing him with that knife in his hand her mind threatened to go dark. Her heart inflated like a black balloon. He had betrayed her. That was all she could think. This was betrayal, a transgression of the most depraved sort—a transgression of the soul. He had led her out to this godforsaken pit only to surprise her with this symbol of their old defilement, the knife. And unlike the tub it was a living symbol, for it had the power to make it all real again.


Dylan saw her expression and frowned. “You knew it would come back to this. It had to. The realms of light cannot help us. Light casts a shadow, and we need a darkness visible. We must step back into the tub. We must perform our own baptism in blood. It is the only way…” he breathed, holding out the knife. “The only way to cleanse you…”


She stared into the awful ecstasy of her brother’s eyes and knew that he had finally lost it. He had peered over the rim of this world one too many times. And here she was, alone with him in this private cave of sickness. Her limbs tensed, her fingers gripping at the stone for purchase.


He picked up a cup from the altar, turning it in the glow of the flames. His eyes flicked at her, and then he came at her with the knife. “Time to make you new again. I will eat your darkness, sister, and you will be reborn.”


She scooted back, scrambling up from the floor. “Stay away from me, Dylan. Stay the fuck away.”


He paused, staring at her, head tilting like a dog’s. His eyes flashed in the firelight with an uncanny blankness. He pressed his forearms together and contemplated his scars. Then swiftly and without hesitation he drew the blade across his left forearm. The flesh parted atop the puckered scar, the blood black in the firelight, welling up, pooling the cut, chasing the blade, dripping down. It all happened so fast. He positioned the cup beneath his arm, and the thick plopping trickle was dreadful to hear.


“Oh god, Dylan. Dylan…” Part of her ached to go to him, to rip the knife from his hand, but she did not dare.


He let out a long tremulous sigh. Relief passed across his face, almost a release, an unburdening. Some of the shine of mania left his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you, Liz. I’m trying to save you.”


She swallowed hard. The sight of the blood was nauseating, but she couldn’t look away. Her own scars tingled with the music of remembered pain. “That’s what you said last time.”


“You don’t understand. I’m going to call them up with my blood, not yours. The spirits will come to feed. But it must only be mine. While yours—” he peered up at her, wincing at last with pain. “Your blood I must drink. I’m going to swallow your darkness, Liz. I will consume the filth They have poured into you, and so purify you of it.” He offered her the knife, handle first. “I only need a bit. A few drops. But you must cut along one of the scars.”


She looked at him, suddenly as immobile and hollowed-out as a manikin. Her vision smeared. The wall of candle-flames dilated into a swarm of halos. She felt the dry heat of the fire hot on her legs, heard the pop and snap of the wood. The distant boom of the waves was audible enough to be right beside her, and the rain was an endless whispering rush—a whisper that she felt held a message just for her. She was beyond the shores of sanity. Logic here was the logic of nightmare.


The blade caught the glare of the flames, heliographing orange and blinding her, but then she spotted in its mirrored depths her own two eyes, the eyes of a stranger, a woman she had never truly known. As if watching herself from above, she reached out and took the knife. Dylan handed her a second cup from the altar, this one of tarnished brass in the shape of a chalice.


“Hold the cut over this.”


She clutched the knife and cup in each hand, staring at them in the uncertain light. Be a good girl now and follow doctor’s orders. But these were not her hands, nor her arms. They were so tiny, so faraway. They had nothing to do with her. This was all a mistake.


“It’s okay, sis,” he murmured. “It’s okay. Just a small cut. It’s better than what She plans to do to you.”


That snapped her—that was motivation enough. Her limbs moved and became her own again. She placed the cup on the ground, and biting her lip quickly jabbed the point of the knife into the puffy scar on her left forearm. It pierced easier than she’d expected. The pain was immense, licking up her arm like a tongue of flame. But her reaction surprised her: instead of shrinking from the pain, something hard and cruel stirred within her. She dropped the knife and picked up the cup, positioning it below the cut. With two free fingers she pinched the wound, squeezing the oozing blood, pushing it into a current and plunging herself headfirst into the delirium of pain, welcoming the old friend with the dark smile. Tears blurred her eyes. She tasted the metallic tang of blood on her bitten lip.


“Okay,” he said. “That’s enough. That’s fine. I said that’s enough. Hey—stop it.”


Blood singing through her ears, she shoved the cup back at him. It was morbidly full.


He peered at her, shock and wariness on his own face now, even anger. “There’s some antiseptic and a box of bandages in one of the bags. Go clean yourself up.”







It was time.


He leaned over the fire, hunched and half-naked. Cast with harsh shadows, his ribs were wickedly pronounced, as bare of flesh as any desert ascetic. They flexed and expanded with his breath: a testament that this pasty skeleton was still man, and not yet ghost.


The fire blazed now, flames crackling and devouring the wood with a clean hungry burn. A column of gray smoke rose with a tilt, its upper half sucked toward the collapsed opening. Liz sat to his left at the fire’s edge, peering in at this black spectacle. She pressed a bandage to her cut but was unable to ignore her brother’s arm, which was still bleeding profusely.


Dylan, however, ignored it. He was huffing like a deep-sea diver about to go under. Despite his proximity to the flames and a torso slick with sweat, he was shivering uncontrollably. His limbs were spastic. The two cups of blood sat on either side of him, and behind the fire stood the altar. The flames made a shattered star in the broken glass of the vanity, flashing in random shafts and spangles.


His eyes were locked onto this fractured infinity of flame. In its gilt frame the broken mirror resembled a portal to some medieval hell. She thought she saw rage and determination in his face, but when he glanced over at her his expression was shadowed and fatalistic. And then his face seemed to pull apart. Bald unhinged terror stretched his flesh into something unrecognizable, his eyes going wide and unseeing, swimming with the ruins of his psyche. It was a terror of the soul by night.


By degrees he seemed to gather himself again, to recognize her, but his face now held the fragile quality of a little boy—a boy she once knew. There was the same injured plea, the same large and haunted eyes. She had tried to protect this little boy, to shield him from the ghosts and the monsters she had thought dwelled only in his mind. Yet here they now sat.


Then something unexpected happened. In the moment that their eyes met there was no longer any refusal in her, no denunciation of this black ceremony. The years fell away and they were in that bathroom again. In fact they had never really left. Down all these years of hatred and estrangement there had only ever been brother and sister, holding one another in a tub with the door locked against the darkness of the world without, their only weapon their love for each other and a knife that they would then turn upon themselves. She had journeyed with him over these last days all the way to this same edge, only to feel this same assent, this communion of the eyes before leaping together into the abyss. Because, finally, they were creatures of the dark. All her life she had denied this one simple truth: she did not pull back from the night, she was the night. No wonder the Dark Lady wanted her. She was darkness herself.


Dylan saw all of this in her eyes and nodded. They were one, brother and sister. Love in blood, in darkness and brokenness and tragedy, but love all the same. As wrong as this was, it was also right. He turned from her and held out his hands over the flames. There were tears in his eyes. He began to murmur in a singsong, like an off-key priest reciting liturgy. From where she sat she couldn’t make out the words. There was doom in the air. She felt as if her heart were going to burst. He picked up the cup with her blood and took a sip, a glistening red line left on his upper lip. Next he picked up the cup with his own blood. His words reached a pitch of intensity and he lifted the cup high over the fire. In a low voice cracking with emotion he said, “For thy peace I pawn my own soul.”


He dashed the blood into the flames. The fire spat and hissed, darkening momentarily. Thick oily smoke began to rise. Dylan climbed to his knees and lifted his arms, muttering something incomprehensible. His skeletal form cut a terrible and awesome profile against the fire. Then he leaned over, quaffing up the oily smoke. His rib cage strained with the expansion and then he fell back, spent, slumping on bent legs, arms dropping to his sides. His head lolled atop his neck, eyes skittering about the cave, rolling to whites and back again. He was delirious. His breath came in hoarse, uneasy gasps.


A shadow seemed to pass before the fire. No—not before, within: a shape like a face turning, wrenching this way and that, before leveling its gaze upon Dylan. A gust of wind swept through the cave. Every candle sputtered in its wax and the face slowly faded into the flames. With a violent jerk Dylan grabbed the cup with the remainder of her blood, and clutching it in both hands downed it all with greedy abandon. It was as if he were replacing his blood with her own, she thought, his pale and drained flesh now the color of dirty ivory. Finished he tossed the cup away and wiped the back of his hand across his painted lips. The cup spun rattling. Then he sank back once more, slipping into unconsciousness. And she was alone.


That was it. It was all over in a moment. But he hadn’t told her what to expect. She watched, her scars humming, her heart thudding, waiting for a smoky darkness to descend from the recesses of the cave, waiting for another face to appear in the flames, waiting in a depth of silence that felt unnatural. She was alone, just her and the fire and the storm-tossed beach outside. Her brother was like a discarded suit of clothes, a vacated costume, his shallow breath and flowing blood the only indication he was still alive.


After a few more minutes of nothing, with only the dropping of a log and the explosive cloud of sparks to mark the time, she began to wonder what she should do. Her legs were cramping so she stood, careful not to disturb this hush. She was afraid to yell at him, to shake him—she didn’t know what might happen, or who she might meet. After grabbing the bandages she approached him from behind, full of loathing to touch him. But she would try to dress his arm at least. Otherwise he might simply lie there and bleed to death.


She reached out, hand hovering over his shoulder, when he began to twitch. The bandages fell from her hand. She stepped away. He became riddled with seizures, but unlike random contractions the spasms felt systematic, like something plucking at strings of sinew and tendon. His jaw worked, revolving and champing. A beastly lowing emerged from deep in the throat, rising and catching with the awkward manipulation of vocal chords.


The cave grew darker. The mass of candle flames winnowed to specks, their color shading to a purplish-blue. In this fugitive haze she thought she detected just what she had feared: a closing in, a gathering of shadows encircling the ring of firelight. She felt trapped, caught between the crowding forms at the edges of the light and the jerking figure of her brother at its center.


But then Dylan stopped. She froze, rigid with expectation, as rigid as he now appeared. And somehow she knew. She knew what had happened. It was the way he held his shoulders, the way they were clenched high, crowding together behind his head. She knew. In the end, in this cave, brother and sister had at last come full circle.


He peeked over his shoulder at her and she saw the gloating twinkle, the dark triumph. She could never forget those eyes. Her brother’s eyes were now windows to the soul of another, a soul withered and diseased, the very same that had sat across from her in a blood-filled tub fourteen years ago. Just as easy as that, here it was again, invited inside the body of her brother once more. His ritual had failed. Dylan had been a fool.


“Yes. Yes, he was.” There was the same stretched grin, the lips thin and steel-blue. “Now it’s just you and me. No more mommies behind locked bathroom doors. No more mysterious calls to the police. Just us.”


She yelled at Dylan to wake up, to come back to her.


“You bitch. You cunt. Dylan’s gone.” He shook his head. “And you broke the rules. We warned you. We did. Now Tom can no longer be spared. Big dumb Tom, who flew all the way across the world to place his soul into your hands. And look what you’ve done to him. Just look.”


He was holding the knife, a dirty fingertip sliding along its edge. The edge was already black with Gardner blood.


“No. Please god don’t do this. It’s just me take me. Please god just leave him alone.”


“Not god. You. You did this. Tom is asleep right now, dreaming about…let’s see, dreaming about you in the—ah, the bathroom. A steamy pounding, grunts and squeals, the clutching of pinked wet flesh. How nice. How boring. Where’s the blood, the sweet nectar of pain? After all you’ve been through, I don’t know how you stand it. But he’s going to get a knock on the door quite soon. He’ll be joining us. He’ll get to meet Her, and he’ll get to see what you’re really like.”


She began to scream, rushing at him, crying out to Dylan, demanding that he wake up. But the closer she got the more she saw that this was hopeless. What was crouching by the fire was no longer Dylan at all but a monster wearing a Dylan-suit. From his humped torso his arms and legs protruded like sticks bent at grotesque angles. His head hung low, swiveling beneath his tangled mop of hair. He was obscene, spidery. She twisted and ran to the edge of the firelight, directly into the bobbing mass of tattered shadows and crumbling white faces. They crowded her, eager and grinning, lapping at her, tongues like tufts of cobweb. She turned in circles, shrieking, blinded, a vacuum-panic sucking the air from her lungs, the order from her thoughts. She fought back into the circle of light but then stopped. Everything inside of her went cold.


Dylan was unbending his limbs, rising to his feet. The knife was in his hand. His left arm hung limp, the blood slick and dripping from his fingers. His eyes shone with the darkness of an alien soul. His grin was an open wound.


“Now what do you think I’m going to do?”


He play grabbed at her. She turned and ran but he easily overtook her and pinned her to the ground. He flipped her onto her back, straddling her, his power shocking, enormous. They were at the fire’s edge and his face was haloed by a band of yet more repulsive and leering faces. He put the knife to her throat. The blade sank into the flesh over her windpipe. He applied more and more pressure, pushing it in deep enough to make her neck go bright with pain, wet with blood. She couldn’t speak. His grin was so wide. He was shuddering with pleasure, with sick arousal, and in that instant her brother’s face was no different than the faces of the crushed and deformed souls surrounding him.


“You’re Claimed,” he hissed at her through his grin. “You’ve always been Claimed.”


He lifted off her and stepped away. She scooted back, not stopping until she was up against a wall. He just stood there staring at her, and he was still grinning when he jammed the knife into his throat. He pulled it out and plugged it back in. Over and over he punctured his neck viciously, catastrophically. And he was laughing, laughing until the laughter escaped from his windpipe like gas in a gurgling spray of bubbles and the spurting of blood.


She pushed herself to her feet and ran toward him, screaming at him to stop. He didn’t stop. She found a rock and when she reached him struck him on the forehead with it, harder than she intended. His arms sprang out, the knife spinning away, but he was still on his feet. There was a look of stunned surprise, then a rapid shuttering behind the eyes and suddenly her brother was back.


He saw her, stared at her. There was confusion, the creeping register of pain. His mouth worked soundlessly, his fingertips floating over the gaping ruin of his neck, just touching the lacerated edges. Awful horror spread across his face. He reached out to her, pleading, but his legs were loosening. He began to stumble backward. She tried to grab him but their fingers slipped and grazed and lost one another. He was nearing the collapsed opening to the cliff when his feet tripped on the rubble and he fell over the lip and disappeared.


There was no sound of any impact below, only the interminable thunder of the waves. He had simply vanished. She screamed out his name, hurling herself against the edge and peering over. Through the downpour and the fog she saw a carpet of white surf at least thirty feet below, purling away from a sickening constellation of rocks. And there lay her brother, his pale form broken and crumpled atop their jagged contours, his arms and legs twisted like a doll without bones. He wasn’t moving. The dark waves surged over him again and he was lost in curling foam. He would be sucked out any second.







She was wading in black waters up to her hips.


The cave was behind her, and out here there seemed to be little separation between sea and sky. All was wetness, blackness, blinding. The pounding of surf, the hiss of rain, seething waters above and below, everything in topsy-turvy chaos. Waves knocked against her chest, the spray of surf and spat of rain fouled her vision. Salt burned in the cuts on her neck and forearm. Her feet slipped on the slimy edges of rocks and the sucking patches of sand. She bowed over, cleaving her way through the dark madness toward where she thought Dylan lay.


But when she found him she had to look away. His body was like his neck now: tattered and split-open, and none of it would ever come together again. His eyes were dimmed, sightless, holding the soul of no one. Her brother was dead.


She fell to her knees on the rocks, wrapping her arms around one of his legs. A great wave rolled over them, pouring down her open mouth and picking her up, almost tossing her away. Dylan’s body was dislodged, tumbling over and over, his limbs hideously loose. She grabbed at the waistband of his jeans, but another wave crashed into them, stripping him from her hands. When the water cleared he was almost beyond the cluster of rocks. Another wave and he would be pulled out to sea.


Pumping her legs she rushed through the surf, a high, pitiful whimpering in her throat. He would be lost, lost in the darkness of the waters, because she wasn’t strong enough. When she drew near she saw in the back pocket of his jeans a corner of something peeking out. She pinched at it and shoved it in her pocket, then tried hooking her fingers into his belt loops. The next roller smashed into them and she was lifted into the air. Her vision barrelrolled and she was dunked bodily into the sea.


She was choking, spinning, sensing herself getting dragged out into deeper waters. There was no air in her lungs. The water was like liquid ice. She kicked madly, paddling with her arms, trying to boost herself toward the surface. When she breached air she gulped great mouthfuls and saw the clifftops looming before her, black walls fringed with fog. She kicked like mad for them, praying she wouldn’t be dashed against the rocks, the waves alternately sucking her back, pushing her forward.


At last she reached the small cove and found that she could stand in the rocky surf. Her body felt like hammered lead. Wiping the hair from her eyes she scanned the coastline, a hollowness in her chest. There was no sign of her brother anywhere, no flash of white flesh in the endless black rollers, no tossing limbs in the churning spray. He was gone.


She turned, trudging further up out of the waves, back to the path that had lead them down here. Then she remembered and reached into her pocket, pulling out the slip that had been in his. When she saw what it was she felt as if the air had been stolen from her lungs again, as if she were back in that black void of the sea.


It was a photo of their family, the print old and creased and soggy: brother and sister, mother and father leaning together on a sun-splashed beach, silly smiles on their faces. She knew this beach. She knew this day. A spur of the moment trip had led them out of the city, down south to a beach town far below the wing of the fog: Pacifica. The memory had burned in her mind as the one afternoon her family had achieved a pitch of perfect happiness, where they had existed for a few hours beyond the sick cloud hovering over them like a curse. It was a shaft of light in an overcast life, a hint of what they might have been. They were all dead now but for her.


He had held onto this photo, in secret, for all these years, while the one photo she had of him she had torn herself from the image. And he thought he’d failed her… She found herself on her knees again, pushing the photo to her chest, her cry of agony so vast it was beyond voice.










CHAPTER 20: THE CROOKED HOUSE







ONE SOUL, CRAVEN and alone, hounded through a nightland of shadow and rain. That was her, and this was death—death to a soul forsaken by light. She was running from horror and betrayal, running toward yet more horror and betrayal.


Two had gone down; only one had come up. Whenever this truth welled up in her the grief would be so great that she would know nothing for a time. Clawing up the ridge, weaving down the trail, her mind would become submerged in darkness, only to find herself some time later further down the path. She had abandoned the corpse of her brother, and she had lost the soul of the man she loved. What more was there for her to do? What greater violation was there left?


She would go to Them, go to this crooked house, and she would bow before the Dark Lady as her god. She would open herself to Her, relinquish herself body and soul, if only She would spare Tom.


But how likely was that, when She collected the souls of men like a spider collected the husks of flies?







Only when she neared the trailhead did she notice the quiet.


The wind had died, the sound of the rain falling away to nothing. A stillness had descended that was not of this earth. The flesh gathered on her neck and dread bloomed in the space beneath her ribs, a dread that she knew only too well.


The empty trail, the trees, the red blur of the bridge in the distance, it was as if all the world went flat but for the fog, creeping serpentine against a painted backdrop. But it wasn’t enough, this fog. She closed her eyes and felt it, the true fog, the nightmare fog, towering and catastrophic, of darkness and death, that fog, a liquid tomb surging in off the sea. This was her end, her apocalypse, what she had dreamt of seeing off Baker Beach. This was her door. Dream marbled with reality and there was nothing that had not shaded into the apparitional, including the beating of her own heart.


She opened her eyes and there was the wall, the tidal wave, climbing higher and higher into the storm-choked sky: the fog of her deliverance. It crested, broke, and the fog came tumbling down like ghostly floodwaters over the edge of the cliff, racing toward her in a fury. She stood rooted to her muddy patch of trail, movement futile, escape impossible. Besides, this was what she wanted, was it not? Then the fog rolled over her and she was swallowed in an instant, engulfed into a dark and cottony void, in nothingness.


No, not nothing: light, there was light in these depths, sudden and all around her. Spirits shimmering in the air, the orbs of lost souls, a swarm of the depraved and the desolate, wandering forever in damp, dimensionless misery. Her sense of herself, her own palpability, became confused, blotted out. The clifftop, the trail, the presence of the entire seacoast was now nothing but an idea, a suggestion, while another obtruded to take its place. There was a doubling, an unveiling of another world, and in this incandescent gloom she saw it: at last, the crooked house.


It swam before her eyes like something out of a fever dream. Its form was fugitive, spectral, a vision fashioned from the fog itself, from the lashing sheets of rain. What she saw drifting before her was the face of a colossal house, a mansion of no sane proportions, liberated from the rude confines of matter. It was a tangled lunacy of gables and chimneys, savage rooftops and jutting towers, leaning galleries and eyelike windows, one crammed atop another without regard for geometry or gravity, every bit of it as decrepit and smeared with filth as a shipwreck from the bottom of the sea. It emanated vileness and squalor, a den of perversion on a labyrinthine scale, the fog a miasma of its own putrid corruption.


Liz could only stare. There were no thoughts in her head, no feelings, only an awful emptiness. This was the domain of her blacked-out childhood, the nasty cellar where every foul deed had ever been performed. Even now she had flashes of buried dream-memory, of floating over snarled rooftops that seemed a mile long, of being reeled in by some pale hungering thing veiled in black lace, of knowing that she was helpless to prevent it, that the night would end in only more nastiness and pain, more steaming blood and ragged flesh. This was the lair of the Dark Lady, the heart of Her dark web, where even now might be her man.


Such exquisite timing, its arrival. She was ready and so the house had appeared, melting away the crust of reality. She prayed Tom had not answered that door, that he had heeded her words and denied his own invitation to this nightmare, but she could never believe that he wouldn’t—not if the knock had come paired with her own voice. And so the prophecy of the thing at her kitchen table had proven true: night had fallen and she was ready to welcome Them with open arms, to joyously bleed herself for Them, to join Their pale and ghostly tribe—to face Her. So long as Tom would be safe.


Before her stood a single door. It was plain, unadorned, ill fitting as entry into this grotesque pile, but obscurely she felt that this was meant for her and her alone, her personal entry into the leviathan. It was almost familiar, this door, conjuring old associations she could not place. Its edges leaked a warm and buttery light. It beckoned.


And so, her heart sick, she walked up to the door, opened it, and stepped through into the light.







She was standing in the kitchen of her childhood home, in a house that no longer existed.


There was a shadowy, insubstantial quality to the walls, as if they were not made of wood and plaster but dirty moonlight. Angles felt askew, corners and ceiling out of plumb to one another. The lamp was off, but the air itself seemed to shed a sickly yellow gloom.


Three figures sat at the scarred wooden table, their outlines horrible in the murkiness. They turned to face her, and she saw that her family was now complete. But this was far from the tender beach photo in her back pocket. Two nights ago she had dreamt of this same kitchen, had sat at this very table with her mother and father, worrying about Dylan, and now here he sat: one of the dead.


Unlike her dream, however, her parents were burdened with all of the impoverishments of the flesh they left behind. Her mother’s face was staved-in, her features rumpled and crushed together like some repugnant bowl, so that it was impossible to track the direction of each eye, or to know if the shattered hook of her smile was really mirth. Her father’s head hung tilted with a sickening crink almost to the shoulder, wobbly and loose, the flesh of the neck purplish, puffy. After he fled, none of them had ever known what had happened to him; it seemed clear now that at some point his neck had met a noose. His eyes popped from their sockets, his tongue extruding black and swollen through his grinning lips.


And between them sat Dylan, dripping seawater onto the floor, his skin steel blue, though she knew she’d left him only hours ago, sinking beneath the waves of the Pacific. His body was opened neck to groin like some filleted fish, a victim of catastrophic autopsy performed by the rocks. His mouth gaped open and shut, gurgling at her, no words coming out. In his eyes she saw nothing that she recognized as her brother.


There was a crushing, deadening stillness. Her mother gestured toward the last empty seat—her seat, where once upon a time she had sat each morning and night.


Sit down. Join us.


She felt weighed beneath a devastating pressure—the gravity of this spiritual darkness. Four chairs, four conspirators in this family of silence, four souls harvested by the outer dark, by the traitors in their own blood, four chairs for four souls warped by pain and evil unrelenting. Here in this crooked house she had found her home, old and new and now everlasting: take a seat at the table, join the fun. One happy family, reunited at last.


She stared at this graveyard of the domestic, her family exhumed, arranged to its fallen perfection. The stagnant heaviness invaded her, dragging at her limbs, the creeping dark gravity pulling at her mind. Tom might be out there; she had to find Tom. But maybe—maybe she needed to stay here for a little while. Maybe this was where she belonged. Maybe here, she could finally rest. She looked down at herself and found no signs of violence, no badges marking her as one of the dead. No matter. She was here now, and that was all that mattered. She was home.


Rank yearning and hunger washed across the table, lapping over her like a tangible mist. It was from the mutilated shadows of her family, their appetite for her bent into monstrous shape. They were waiting for her to decide. She gripped the back of her chair, the wood as cold as stone, and pulled it out, the legs stuttering across the floor. With terrible finality she saw that they were dead because of her, all of them. They were dead because of what she was, and now they were waiting for her, their killer, to join them. Was that not fitting? Was it not just? She was a stone tossed into black waters: her descent inevitable, her guilt insurmountable. She would sit with them in this claustrophobic gloom, where at least they would have each other.


And so she sat, and her family smiled ever the wider, to the extent that their flesh could obey. Their eyes, cold and empty, nevertheless seemed to glitter with the relish of wolves.


Welcome home, Elizabeth.


Yes, welcome home. This was right. This was true. This was where she belonged. She never should have asked for more. They were dark and broken and so was she, and they would be dark and broken together.


But she was disturbed. She met the stare of these maimed and hungry faces, each a source of love once, no matter how flawed or insincere, now only a portrait of nightmare. This wasn’t her real family, was it? These spirits in bondage, these cored-out husks of hurt and appetite. There was no presence, no soul, only this empty malevolence, as if all the darkness and brokenness of their lives had been compacted into these hideous dolls, and nothing else.


She had to shake herself, to fray the dreaming fog stealing over her mind. This was no true reunion. They didn’t belong here, as tenants in this crooked house. She forced herself to gaze into her brother’s eyes, to try to see him.


“Is that you?” she whispered. “Is that really you? Why god why?”


But he only stared at her, his face empty of all meaning but for a vague malice. His mouth hinged open and a gallon of seawater spilled out. His lips moved but nothing came out.


“I’m so sorry. I didn’t want this. None of it. Why didn’t you leave when I told you? Why did you try to stop this? Oh god please let this not be you.”


After all they had been through here they were, brother and sister together again. But where were those eyes of his, so sorrowful and luminous, so full of soul? Where was he? They had come too far, found each other again, but now there was only this apparition sitting before her, grinning at her as if reading her thoughts and finding them deliciously absurd.


She reached into her pocket and removed the soggy photo she had rescued from his corpse, holding it before his face.


“Do you remember this? We had it, all of us, for a moment. You knew it, and you kept this photo for all these years. We had it and that meant something—meant something to you. Do you remember?”


There was nothing, no flicker of feeling, no recognition. He was lost to her. And she realized then that she felt the same gap, the same utter absence that she had felt days before when he was missing in the city. She prayed his soul was not simply gone, consumed—and that what sat before her were mere remains.


Panic roiled inside of her. She held the photo before her mother, her father, but only got the same nothing. The wheels of time and evil had crushed them all, and for some countless instance she felt the strength leave her. There was only gloom and sadness here, only irretrievable loss, the gulf of hearts cast into a void without measure.


She labored to remember her parents as they were in life, but it was impossible. There was only estrangement, essential and irredeemable. The wounds went too deep, the scars too rough, the memories too dim—and dim on purpose. There was just so much so lost, so long ago.


Her entire family, her mother and father, her brother, she had not said goodbye to any of them. Now here they were, in this sick parody of a final farewell—or was it hello? The faces of her family leaned in close, shoved together like rotting fruit. They grinned.


No. This kitchen was merely one of the outer rooms of this crooked house, and she was bound for deeper hells than this. She stood, tears in her eyes.


“If it is you and you can hear me, I love you. All of you. And I’m sorry.”


She left. Where she was headed, to sit with them at that table would be a minor paradise.







She was moving down the hallway toward the living room. There was the same sickly yellow pallor to the air, and for the first time she became aware of the wind. The walls were battered by gusts so violent and shuddering, so wailing, they sounded at times indistinguishable from human voices. A mournful, lonely abandonment entered her heart.


This was a dream, she told herself, nothing but a lucid nightmare. Except that Kathy Ann had entered this dream—and had left in pieces. What had she seen? What face had the house shown her? These rooms were misshapen, dreary, but they also felt right, just like the rental house in which everything had gone wrong. She had the peculiar sensation of gazing into a dirty mirror, of seeing merely a cloudy reflection of her own disordered mind.


Until she came upon the painting.


The hall opened on the right side into the living room, and on the left there had hung a dreary pastoral painting: sheep grazing, a shepherd, a sand-colored sky that had always felt to her inexpressibly sinister and oppressive. It had hung there when her family moved in, and, dusty and untouched, had hung there still when they left.


Now on the wall there was another painting, massive and encased in a peeling gilded frame. Its presence was domineering, imbued with the distinct air of intrusion, of something that arrogantly did not belong. The paint itself was ancient and murky, the brushstrokes crackly, caked with dust, but to her there was no question as to what it depicted. She stared as deep underwater booms of remembrance coursed through her, rippling upwards to chill her flesh.


Spread before her was a disfigured landscape of horror, windswept with blobby white souls in a storm-ridden limbo, howling in agony as creatures like thunderheads devoured them, and whey-faced ghosts watched like roosting angels. The commanding feature, however, was a portrait in the center: a woman dressed in funereal attire, her skin ivory pale, her eyes like slanted almonds. She seemed to preside over this desolation, her chin tilting demurely, her tiny mouth curved with the faintest of smiles, enigmatic and serene. Lizzy recognized that delicate, heart-shaped face…


But she was pulled away. The back of her neck began to tingle, and all at once she knew that she was not alone. There was someone behind her in the living room. She could feel their presence, a foul mass occupying the back corner, stinking like a cloud of offal. And then her hackles rose: it was the same corner as the rocking chair. The wind lifted into a screaming pitch and her breath plumed, the air suddenly icy as a graveyard stench enveloped her.


Slowly, she turned around. There was a dwarfish shadow sitting in the rocking chair.


“Magnificent, isn’t it?” the shadow said. The voice was clotted, but also supreme, proud. 


Lizzy began to back away, her skull flooding with the endless, futile no of nightmare. Her throat was a pinhole, her heart bulging with blood. This could not be.


“Oh, but it is. Pity can be such a ghastly entanglement, can it not? But you’re here. You made it. And I’m so proud.”


It was grandma, her dead grandmother. Obscured in shadow, swaddled in moldering shawls, it was nevertheless plain that her foul transformation had not ceased. Her flesh had a revolting, beetlelike hardness, her face a mess of blackened flaps, like a diseased organ that had finally burst. Her eyes were shriveled and caught in the leathery ruin, but Lizzy felt their stare all the same. They glimmered like dull pennies in the gloom.


Here she was, the rotting Trojan horse, the festering gateway that had destroyed her family. Claimed. You are Claimed.


Liz’s throat worked but still nothing came. She was beyond articulation, nothing inside of her but that eternal no, stretched into a tattered infinity, a tragic encapsulation of her entire life.


“Such a rare beauty you’ve become. I know you tell yourself that you’re here for the boy, but I know better. It’s the moon. The moon has called you all your life, has it not? It has sung its dark song in the whispering of your blood, in the midnight cry of your soul. It has given you no relief in the lie of your life. I always knew you wouldn’t be able to resist its Call. I had only tried to help you along…”


“No,” she choked at last. “No. You started this—you. You did it. All of it. You let Her in. It was you. You sold us off, me and Dylan, your own blood…”


Her grandmother squawked. “My own blood? To whom does our blood belong? God? Does a shepherd love his sheep? Only to the extent that they yield. This universe runs on blood. Its dark machinery is greased, no, caked in the blood of eons. And our blood is special, child. We are wolves among sheep. And you are here to claim your birthright.”


“No. I don’t believe you. That’s not how it is. You’re wrong.”


“It’s all right, child. It’s all right. Pay your lip service. We both know you know, deep inside… You tell yourself you must stand for your fellow man, stand as one of the flock, but I tell you now that you are more than they, Lizzy. You are a dark and ancient soul.”


She shook her head. “I don’t want this. I never did.”


“I know. I know.” Her grandmother mimed sympathy. “I know. But it is the key that unlocks your mystery, is it not? The door that ends your inner war. It is the truth of who you are.”


“Please,” she whispered. Her voice had degenerated to that of a child’s. “Please. Just tell me. Where is Tom?”


“Oh dear, where do you think? She’s waiting for you, you know. Waiting in this very house…just upstairs.”


She nodded toward a doorway across the room. A flight of steps rose into darkness—but there had been no second floor in the rental house.


“Are you ready? Are you ready for Her?”


It was why she was here, but still…her limbs began to tremble. “Is Tom there?”


“She never lies. But believe me, soon you won’t care. You’ll pluck off his head and dine on his pumping neck like a consummated mantis.”


Lizzy blinked. “W-what?”


Her grandmother gestured with a limp hand. “Go. Go to your man. I only came to see you off, to see the precious fruit before it was plucked at last from the vine of life. You have no idea how I wish I had your privilege…to serve as Her vessel. I failed where you will succeed.”


“What’s going to happen to me?”


Her grandmother smiled, her teeth black and scattered like rotting tombstones. “Something wonderful.”







When she reached the stairs she glanced back to find the rocking chair empty. The high moan of the wind shook the house and she felt the desolation of endless dark plains, of lunar wastes.


She peered up the flight of steps. It was like a passageway to an attic, but titled savagely, climbing to a delirious height, the door at its top no more than a hazy postage-stamp. The door was rimmed with the chill, silvery-blue light of the moon, shifting and shimmering like a reflection off water.


For a long moment she simply stared. The corridor was narrow, the walls and ceiling built of slatted boards like fleshless ribs. Far above her she saw fog scudding through the gaps, the wind screaming, passing from blackness to blackness as the entire structure swayed and groaned.


She placed a tentative foot on the first step, breathed, and began to climb. The risers creaked, bowing ominously. She spread her arms, fingertips hovering over the walls. If a riser snapped she would grab at the planks—though they were bloated and warped, crumbling with damp rot. The wind whistled through the cracks, chilling her in her sodden clothes. Her nose became filled with the wet stench of decay. She wanted to close her eyes, but there was no way she was going to close her eyes.


And for what felt like floor after floor she climbed just this way. There was nothing but the voice of the wind, the dripping of fetid water, the groaning of old wood. She might as well have been trapped on a ship, adrift at sea. But it was worse than that: she was an exile, caught between worlds. She tried to fasten her eyes on her toes, to suspend all thought, but she was unable to shake the disturbing impression that she was ascending out over a chasm, that this was less a stairway than a gangway of decrepit scaffolding.


At last she couldn’t stand it, and she peeked through the gaps in the wall. She saw a complex topography of fog, through which an Escher-like madness of wood stretched in every conceivable direction, up and down and sideways, gravity disregarded, like a muddled cobweb strung across a void. Dotting everywhere were candle flames, winking like a sea of greasy stars, orbs trembling in a firmament of mist.


Her gut twisted. She was hit with a queasy vertigo of infinity, and began climbing faster and faster, heedless now of stepping lightly, no longer tempted to look at anything but her toes. Her heart was thudding with a vicious blood-beat, her steps pounding in her skull with the terrible rhythm of Claimed Claimed you are Claimed Claimed…


She didn’t know she reached the top until she thundered into the door. Without hesitation she twisted the knob and stumbled through—into a murky entryway she did not recognize. At least, not at first.


Even here the moaning of the wind was bleak, incessant. The air was thin, frighteningly cold, but it also stank. She sucked at her breath, crossing her arms and squinting into the darkness. The walls were dripping with filth, some kind of slime or possibly excrement. There was a moldy blight creeping across the ceiling, and the buckled floorboards were infested with what appeared to be rodent droppings, nests, and the carcasses of insects. Cobwebs festooned everywhere. This was a profound dereliction, a shambles exceeding even that of the hotel in the tenderloin. But it was somehow worse: it felt desecrated by the outer dark, like an open wound that had been ravaged into an obscenity. It was blasted, a forsaken spot.


When she finally did recognize this place, her hand pressed to her chest, as if it might stem the flow of her blood. Her heart felt ruptured. The eloquence of this cruelty went beyond measure. Of all places, here… It was not enough to surrender—she also had to stand inside the corpse of her dreams, to witness this sneering defilement. This was an act of dominance, a statement of ownership: the symbolic rape of her hoped-for sanctuary. The apartment was almost beyond recognition—almost, but not quite. For it was clear now that this was no Tenderloin hovel, but her new home, her and Tom’s.


“Tom!” she called out. “Tom are you there? Can you hear me?”


She moved down the short hall toward the living room. This was a dark symmetry, the closing of a terrible circle. Dylan had warned her not to come back here, but where was here? She felt twenty-one floors above the street in downtown San Francisco. This was her bird’s nest, her home, but soiled now, squatted upon by a vulture.


When she reached the living room the night city exploded through the glass with that magic panorama, that nocturnal vista that had always filled her with such awe, such stupid gratitude. Only there was something wrong with the skyscrapers, with the fog…


Then she saw the silhouette slumped against the glass, limned in the fitful glow from behind. She knew who that was—


Oh god. Oh god please don’t be dead.


She rushed across the floor, sliding and bashing into him. It was him, her man, her Tom. She embraced him, a cry bursting out of her, but he was slack, unresponsive. His limbs were shivering, his body covered with a kind of sliming frost like gutter slush. All that shielded him from the cold was a soiled terrycloth bathrobe she recognized from the hotel, complete with insignia on the breast—and that made her want to gag. This was real, all too horribly real, this interweaving of dream and reality. He was truly here, somehow translated whole and living into this nightmare, just as she had found Dylan on Baker Beach, but in reverse.


“Tom. Oh god Tom it’s really you are you okay?”


His face was a devastated blankness, his eyes blown-out with that cracked look she loathed to recognize: her family’s ultimate heirloom, her dowry.


“No. No please not you. Why did you answer that door? Please god not you.” She grabbed his damp cheeks and turned him forcibly to her. “Look at me. Tom, look at me. Can you hear me?”


His eyes rolled, found hers, and some aliveness came back into them. There was recognition but also wariness, a groggy distrust.


“Tom—it’s me, Liz. Are you okay? Are you hurt?”


A dimwitted smile crept across his face, sloppy and repulsively alien from anything she had ever known of this man.


“Dream,” he slurred. “Didn’t you know?”


“Yes,” she said, blinking back tears. “Yes, this is only a dream.” She lowered his head to rest upon her chest, then wrapped her arms around his trembling shoulders. “And you’re going to wake up in the morning and this will all be over. It will all just slip away.”


A grief-stricken sob broke from his throat. His fingers clutched at her. He was a ruin. His once formidable, real-world stolidity had been obliterated in an instant, like a rock tossed through a cobweb. How could this have happened? What was there left to save if nothing remained of his mind?


She tried to warm him, to sit him up and rub his arms. He limply allowed himself to be manipulated, like a child whose essential self was elsewhere, missing.


“Come on. Come on get up. Let me get you into the bathroom. I’ll draw you a bath.”


Without warning he jerked back, his eyes feral. “A bath? No. No. We both know what you do in the bath. I remember now. She—She told me that you’re going to kill me, oh god, bleed me and eat my soul. Oh god you lied to me. All these years you lied…”


“Tom what are you saying? Where—where is She?”


“She—She—” He began to hyperventilate, his eyes gone wide and unseeing, and then he began to scream. Scream and scream, and that terrified her more than anything, the utter brokenness of this man. It was the collapse of her last security, her final hope. All this had been for nothing…


“Please—it’s okay. Please—just stop. Please Tom oh god please just stop screaming.”


She reached for him but he wouldn’t let her. He scuttled to the edge of the window, hunched and ungainly. She rose to follow—then froze. Her gaze had drifted to the window again, and she could not believe what she was seeing.


The glass was smeared and blurry with the grime of an unwashed aquarium, but beyond it the change was unmistakable: this was no longer the San Francisco she knew. This was a cityscape out of a nightmare—a nightmare she wished she could dismiss as only a dream. The skyscrapers were like ruinous totems at the bottom of the sea, the megaliths of some sunken city. Between them hung a vast spider’s web, tangled and matted like malignant overgrowth, and jeweled here and there with the sick shine of diseased souls. The wind howled through it all with a mournful and desolate cry, the anguish of a city perched on the rim of an abyss.


This was what she had seen in the painting in the living room, in streaks of blood on a cave wall beneath Land’s end: the spectral city, the city behind the city, the spider’s lair—Her dark web.


But where was She?


“I’m here!” She cried out. “I’m here goddammit! Where are you? Isn’t this what you wanted? Take me goddammit here I am!”


There was no answer, nothing but the voice of the wind beyond the window, the mumbled whimpering of Tom at her feet.


She sank against the wall. “I’m here,” she whispered. “I’m here. You have it all. You’ve taken it all. I have nothing left and now I’m here. Don’t leave me like this…”


As soon as she said that, a soft, soothing light began to glow inside the room, the walls rippling with watery, shimmering reflections. A sense of dizzy buoyancy flowed over her, a feeling of lift, of decompression from this punishing dark. She turned to see a woman haloed in a shower of light, perched atop the rotting leather of the chair by the window, peering out into the misery of the city.


Despite this pale luminosity she was all in black, dressed in the antiquated gown of a mourner, all lace and spray of ruffles, her face veiled. Her hands lay clasped in her lap like a widow in a painting, and even beneath her veil the line of her profile was astonishing in its beauty. She was lost in contemplation, seemingly unaware of Lizzy or Tom, staring out at the cityscape with an air of poignant melancholy.


Lizzy was awestruck. Such quiet splendor, such sober radiance—surely this was not, could not be…


Was she? Was this…the Dark Lady?


And with that the woman seemed to notice her for the first time. She turned—and the room, the city beyond, everything else fell away. Lizzy saw nothing but that face, that chalk-white face, the glittering darkness of its eyes, the small enigma of its smile. Here sat the funereal lady in that painting in the living room, whose face was the mask Lizzy had seen in her vision with the seer. But smooth, unsullied, of living flesh—where were the cracks, the disfigurement? Still, this was Her, the Dark Lady, mother of her nights, mistress of her soul, author of ten thousand nightmares.


Lizzy had been Claimed—by Her.


And yet, the smile that spread across Her face was so pure, so simple with happiness.


“Hello, Elizabeth. It’s so wonderful to see you again.”


Her voice floated in the dark with the sweetness of bells, the tinkling of wind chimes. 


Lizzy could not move. There were no thoughts in her head, no feelings, the contradictions in her mind so deep and yawning that she felt nothing but freefall.


“Come now,” the Dark Lady said. “Let me fix you some tea. We have so much to talk about.”










CHAPTER 21: THE DARK LADY







THE NEXT THING Lizzy knew she was sitting at the kitchen table, watching the woman she had known only as the Dark Lady opening cupboards and fussing with coffee mugs. She moved with a willowy, underwater grace that was at once lovely and horrid: it was conspicuously inhuman, boneless, ethereal.


Outside the wind howled and shuddered against the ravaged shell of the building. She could hear the ticking of the kettle on the stovetop, the low hiss of the fire. It was quiet. Of all her imaginings of this final moment, this was not it. The Dark Lady—whatever Her name truly was—even hummed to Herself as She went about the kitchen, a lullaby of sweet sadness that felt wrenchingly familiar. Lizzy did not know how to take this. She had expected some hideous godlike vision, some mountainous shadow with burning eyes, or simply that ruined colossal mask, not this…banal hospitality. It felt like an assault, a deception to immobilize her with shock and confusion. If so, it was working. But why do it? She had come here to surrender…


Even in this shadowy domesticity it was hard to look at Her. The black folds of Her dress glistened and flowed like liquid satin, and the exposed flesh of Her arms and neck was so subtle, of such milky translucence, that it seemed shaped of blown glass. Lizzy felt woozy, engorged with blood, rigid in her chair—while nearby she saw the chair that was broken last night, broken by Dylan, and the crusted spatters of blood on the tiles, her own blood. The bite on her forearm throbbed. My wound, my opening… She felt cold fluttery nausea, a paralysis of uncertainty and dread. She could hear Tom in the other room, moaning and babbling to himself. Her heart ached for him.


“Don’t worry about him,” the Dark Lady said over Her shoulder. “If tonight goes well, he’ll be out of here in no time. He won’t remember a thing.”


Not a thing. Not even…me?


“Isn’t that what you wanted?”


The kettle was coming to a boil, but there was something wrong with it: the spout, its whistle, was rising from a peep to a scream and yet climbing higher still, as if unfixed by heat or air, higher and higher until it was clawing through her ears with a bloodcurdling shriek, about to split open her skull—


Two steaming mugs of tea sat on the table. Across from her sat the most extraordinary creature she had ever seen. No—not creature, for this surely was a spirit of the Light, an angel. Only an angel could possess such beauty, beauty far transcending the reach of any mortal: the perfection to which the flesh aspires but can never attain. And these dark garments, rather than concealing, only served to emphasize Her ghostly evanescence. She was an orchid, alone in a landfill of fallen souls.


“You’re too kind,” the Dark Lady said. She took a sip from Her mug, Her enormous eyes flashing over the rim.


The delicate aroma of the tea wafted over Lizzy. There were floral notes and something else besides, something mysterious. She looked at her own mug and realized all at once that she was shivering, that there was a deep and deadly iciness in her bones. Her numbed hands—she couldn’t stop them. They cupped the hot ceramic of the mug. She lowered her nose over the curling steam, filling her lungs with a scent whose magnificence was equaled only by its foreignness. Despite her fears it was tantalizing, and with such promise of warmth there was no stopping herself. She took a long, scorching drink.


Light itself seemed to run down her chest, a liquid iridescence of sunshine. Summer’s high noon spread from her throat and belly in delicious, thawing waves. Her shivering ceased almost instantly. She felt rejuvenated, calm, even cozy. This was ambrosia, surely, some heavenly brew. She took a second gulp, then ravenous, slurping mouthfuls.


The Dark Lady watched her with a small smile. “Better now? Good. I’m so glad. See? Nothing to worry about.”


Lizzy placed her empty cup down and wiped her lips. Her flesh felt better, yes, but only that. She needed to ask it aloud, to hear the answer aloud, though she could hardly summon the words. “Are you…Her?”


The Dark Lady leaned forward, still that small smile on Her face. She whispered, “You already know I am.”


Lizzy’s flesh clenched in sudden, palpitating terror. She became stricken with the spasms of her blacked-out childhood, with the blind panic to flee, to run, to get away. But another part of her simply gaped in disbelieving wonder. How could she be sitting across from the monster who had lurked behind the theater of her life, the screen of her memories, who had dwelt for all these years behind that hidden door with the filthy key, where she had buried all the broken little girls she had ever been?


No, this made no sense. This could not be.


There was no perverse stink about Her, no diseased aura like her grandmother or the seer. Rather, she felt like the crude one, coarse and squalid with her sweat-stained flesh and filthy clothes, sitting across from this ethereal wisp of veiled translucence, of flesh spiritualized. How could this be the monster at the end of this labyrinth? Behind all the horror and obscenity, the ugliness and perversion, this wan resplendence… Here sat the empress of a harem of deformed souls and bloodthirsty spirits, the ruler of this dark web. She, this angel of Light…


And if so, what an absurd name! Dark Lady—the coinage of a child’s mind. It was almost disappointing. She wanted there to be some mark of Cain, some outer disfigurement, a sign of Her fallen soul. Where was the black depravity, the sick rage she had felt from that ruined mask in her vision?


The Dark Lady gazed at her with a depth of sorrow and compassion that was staggering in its sincerity. “You must not trust that you understand all you see,” She whispered. “The gift of visions requires also the gift of discernment. The seer who gave you that vision had the gift, but lacked the wisdom. Her soul is backwards, stained by darkness, and thus she sees in all things the reverse of the Truth. While that vision was true, that mask was not me. It was you, Elizabeth, a vision of your own soul…”


The room seemed to darken and grow insubstantial, the walls receding into nothingness. “No,” Lizzy said. “That doesn’t make sense.”


Behind Her veil the Dark Lady’s eyes were deep wells of pain. “You have felt it all your life, have you not? Your darkness, the stain at the root of your being. Dylan tried to take it into himself, but he failed. And you know why, don’t you…”


“Yes,” she murmured.


“Why?”


The words came unbidden, without her willing them: “Because it’s not in me, it is me.”


“Yes.” The Dark Lady nodded sadly. “It is the secret you kept buried deep inside, hidden even from yourself. The truth of your soul. That you are broken, that you are fallen. To Dylan you were innocence personified, while he was the dirtied one, the damaged one. But really it was the other way around, wasn’t it?”


“Yes,” she murmured.


“You saw in me the mirror of your own evil, your own rage, your own depravity. What you think I am is what you are: caked with the muck of the abyss, split and ravaged, forsaken from the Light, twisted with lies, festering with self-loathing, nourishing a secret pleasure for pain. Your blood is stained, Elizabeth, your flesh a Doorway for all this outer dark.” She lifted Her hands, as if to encompass the whole of this benighted city. “And your entire life was one grand lie trying to deny it.”


The words felt like scalpels carving into her heart, into the secret moist places of her soul. All this—her fault? No, that made no sense. It was backwards, flipped upside down. But hadn’t she felt some obscure participation, some secret relationship with this dark domain? There was a creeping fog stealing over her mind. She couldn’t think straight. The room seemed to be hardly there at all, only a void with that floating white face gazing upon her with such infinite looming sadness. She closed her eyes, shaking her head violently.


“No,” she said. “It was you. You hurt us, you and grandma. You ruined her, and then you ruined us. You killed him. You killed Dylan. This is not me.”


“No, my dear. You killed him. And you’re the reason Tom is here. You entangled them all with your soul. You used their hearts. And in your brokenness and your rage you drew forth these spirits out of the night and the fog. It was you. And now they want to use you as their vessel into Form, to puppet your flesh, and in the end feast upon your soul until it is as black as theirs. I am not among them, Elizabeth, you are, wedded in darkness across the veil…”


“But you took Tom. You told him I was going to kill him.”


“I told him you would have to sever his love. His simple, doglike love. And you will, if you truly mean to save him from this place. I have tried to keep him safe from the others, from the ones who did take him, but I have limits in this depth of shadows. Even now they are just outside these walls, waiting for us. Your grandmother is with them. They think I am preparing you to join them.” She sighed, shook Her head. “I pray for them. I try to show them the Light. I allow them to dwell in my House, which they deform and corrupt with their very presence. They do not understand. They worship me. They believe I am their queen. It’s all so horrible.”


She closed her eyes, a pained and heartbroken expression on Her face, truly befitting an angel weeping for the waywardness of man. “So much darkness, so much confusion. It is my desolation, my sacrifice, this web of dark souls. I love them as I love you, though you all think me…evil.” She touched Her fingers to Her lips, as if to speak the very words were too much to bear. Her fingers were astonishing: long and tapered, without nails, narrowing to white points that were disturbingly sharp, claw-like. Liz dimly remembered seeing such fingers before…


“This is why I dress in mourning,” She sighed. “For all these lost souls, souls fallen into darkness.” She looked at Lizzy with desperate pleading and yearning, reaching out and gripping her hand. “And I don’t want you to end up with them. You still have a chance. We can face them, together.”


Lizzy could only stare at this hand atop her own. It was massive, glassine, cold and wetly electric to the touch. It was monstrous. She yanked her own hand away, nestling it as if it were frostbitten.


“You need my help,” the Dark Lady continued. “Or else—or else I’m afraid Tom won’t make it. He’ll never get out of here, and neither will you. Can you hear him? He’s crying in there, jabbering. He’s frightened, but he can still be free of this. He doesn’t have to carry your stain any longer. But we must act before daybreak…”


Liz felt a surge of panicky terror. “What? Tell me. Tell me what to do.”


“Are you sure you want to hear?”


“Yes, anything. I’ll do anything to get him out of here.”


The Dark Lady nodded. “You will be disturbed. What the seer told you is true: you cannot run from who you are. If you are to find your own light, you must enter your own darkness. And you are dark, Elizabeth, dark and broken, but I can shepherd you through that darkness. I can heal you. You simply need to let me in.”


“Oh god not that. You’re lying to me. You just want me, want my body.”


“Elizabeth, Elizabeth…” The Dark Lady bowed Her head, shaking it with eyes shut, Her expression wearied, disappointed. “No. They do. My only concern is for your soul. To me your flesh is mere…rubble. A diving suit. I could care less, and neither should you.”


But Liz heard the whispery voices of her deep past, as well as of today, echoing darkly through her skull, voices that begged to differ:


Your blood is rich, child, so very rich in the pale dark cream of the moon that I faintly shiver for it. As does She… You are Her chosen one…


She would be a god walking this earth in the flesh, through you, child. Through you, in you. You would be that god…


“Lies!” The Dark Lady spat. She quickly composed Herself, once more demurely tilting Her chin. “Lies. Dirty lies, Elizabeth. Dark temptations, juvenile flattery, prodding you onward while they feed. Witness their ruin, and then measure the weight of their words.”


Liz cupped her face in her hands. “I don’t know what to believe. I just want this all to be over. I want no one else to get hurt because of me.”


“I know. I know,” the Dark Lady murmured. “Does this mean you’re ready?”


Liz didn’t look up. Her mind felt twisted and pulled, wrenched into knots, her heart drained of all feeling and hope. She was too numb to separate lies from truth, to discern anything anymore. All she knew was that she wanted Tom to be safe, to be free of this.


“And he will,” the Dark lady whispered. “If you do as I say. I will deliver him from this house myself. No harm will come to him. I promise you. All this will seem to him like nothing more than a dream. All a dream…”


Liz looked up. To even hear of such a possibility—she felt like bursting into tears. Her limbs began to tremble with a dangerous, deadly resurrection of hope. How she wished that might be true for the both of them. All a dream, nothing but a dream… But no matter. That it might be true for him was enough to make her tear with joy and gratitude.


Quietly she said, “I’ll do whatever you want.”


The Dark Lady leaned forward with a queer sort of smile. “Then close your eyes.”


She did.


And when she opened them again, she found herself back in the living room. The walls were empty, the floorboards bare of all furniture and rugs. A grand claw-footed bathtub occupied the center of the room, baroque and sinister in this shadowy emptiness. And inside the tub sat Tom, shivering and naked, half-submerged in sudsy water coiling with steam. His eyes were heavy-lidded, his head loose on his neck.


“Oh, no,” she whispered. “Oh god.”


She too was naked. The liplike contusions on her scars were fully pursed now, grotesque. In her hand was a knife; that knife. She stared at it, and all at once she knew that everything the Dark Lady had been telling her was true. She could feel it: the black depravity, the rage, the yearning for self-annihilation, for mutilation. She wanted to butcher herself, to cut away all the lies and embrace this secret darkness, to find at last the peace denied her soul. Yes, it was true. She was fallen. She was fit for no one. She was a monster. Her only truth was in the shadows, in darkness absolute.


As Dylan had said: he did not draw that knife across her flesh.


“Yes, my dear. Yes.”


Of course it would come back to this, just as Dylan foresaw. Of course her labyrinth would end here. But she would do it right this time; only she could. She felt wheels meshing into place, the symmetry of a dark spiral curling back on itself for one final time. She was the one that was unclean, with her ugly scars, her marks of shame, and out of sheer love this sorrowful Angel was dirtying Herself to help her.


“Yes. Oh yes. For Love, only for Love.”


For Love. How could her love for Tom be true, if it had been filled with such lies and deceit? She had given him only half of herself, and now here he was, getting acquainted with her other half… She looked at him in the tub, her man, who no longer seemed like such a man. He was so small now, so helpless, a lost puppy with a puppy’s love. He could never comprehend the depth of these dark waters, and even if he survived this, his love would not. Not this. She was alone, alone except for Her.


Tom was staring at the knife in her hand, his eyes wide with sleepy, dazed terror.


“No, no,” he said, his voice flat, ghostlike, the voice of a sleepwalker.


It was all right, though. She bent down and stroked his hair. “Don’t worry, baby,” she whispered. “Nothing will happen to you. This is all a dream, only a dream.”


She stepped into the tub. The water felt magnificent, warm as a womb. This was her porcelain cradle, birthing her unto death, her vessel into dark voids. She lifted the knife and Tom began to whimper. Around them the shadows sighed and seemed to draw near, like moth-eaten curtains blowing in from the walls.


It was Them. They were here, watching, floating in the dirty ruin of this spoiled luxury of hopes and dreams: the phantasms of her every nightmare. Here were the rotting souls that had haunted her all her life, of man, crone, owl, beast, a ragged tribe come to partake of this unholy mass, this self-rending of flesh, this drinking of blood, this opening of a sacred Door…


And behind them all stood the wisp of the Dark Lady, radiant with the feathery nimbus of starlight. She was smiling beneficently, nodding with soft emanations of love. Yes. Yes, this was right, even beautiful.


Tom was making little paralyzed moaning sounds, his eyes still fixed on the knife.


“Shh, it’s okay,” she whispered. “I love you. I do this for you.”


And then she drew the knife across her flesh, once across each forearm. Her scars unzippered and the blood gushed. The quantity was unreal, absurd, rushing from each arm in repulsively solid sheets, the lips of her scars opened like greedy diseased mouths vomiting the pestilence of her soul. The old dizziness hit her, but this draining felt deeper, more profound than when she was a child. She felt herself, her essence, leaking out of her.


The water was staining, the tub filling up. Tom was retching, his chest heaving. He was trying to rise but somehow unable to. None of the shadows came forward to sup, instead ringing around the tub in the grave attitudes of prayer. She heard the low, heavy drone of a chant. Here was the ritual the seer had prophesized—but where was her savior, her angel?


The circle parted and there She was, drifting toward her weightless as a cloud, Her arms outheld as a mother to Her child.


“My beautiful. My Chosen one…”


She lowered Herself and knelt beside the tub, cradling Liz in Her arms. Liz gazed up into that flawless luminescence, the beatific splendor of Her face, veiled yet brilliant in that haunted gloom. She felt transported, soaring above her pathetic discarded flesh below, embraced by the transcendent peace of one who is beloved, who has surrendered. 


Her bleeding didn’t hurt at all, because what was emptying out of her was the hurt itself, the struggle, the futile wages of her war, her fight against herself and her own darkness. She was lying in the arms of an angel—what greater peace could there be? She spread her arms, gouged and bloodied, and luxuriated in this lovely helplessness, this supreme relinquishment.


“Take me,” she whispered up into that perfect face. “Have me…”


The Dark Lady’s smile grew wider, but also colder. “Don’t you know that I already do, and already have? I Claimed you, remember?”


That single word—Claimed—blew it all apart, the tranquility, the innocence of her abandonment. She crashed back into her bleeding form, twisting in the tub and searching those veiled, enormous eyes with disbelieving terror.


Slowly, the Dark Lady reached up and pulled back Her veil, leaning in to reveal Her bare porcelain face in all its angelic glory. Liz saw flesh that was not unsullied, not the creamy, crystalline perfection it had first appeared: a fine network of cracks encompassed Her entire face, a map of fractured pieces cunningly rejoined, yet oozing with the tiny filigrees of black mold. A shattered masterpiece, this face, an icon of fallen beauty.


And Her smile was the smile with the upturned edges, the evil smirk, the supercilious contempt.


She was the spider at the heart of this web, and in that instant Liz sensed Her true form, the vast slouched shape of what She had become. This petite vision was a mask upon a mask—and Liz knew about masks—a mask that nevertheless could not conceal the mark of Her fall. Liz shivered in the bloody bathwater, stricken with a sudden mortuary chill. How easily she had allowed herself to be deceived, how weak she was in the ways of evil, in the betrayal of her own heart. Always—always this way. Why?


“Yes, why? That is your eternal question. Deep inside you knew, even when I denied it. And still you did it. Why? Because you belong to me. Because you’re dark, you’re broken, because you’re just like me. Don’t you see that I’m the angel you truly desire? Why else would you be lying here, all opened up? You only ever needed the barest of excuses…”


Lizzy moaned, thrashing her head, exhausted before this awful, everlasting truth. She could fight it no longer. It was incontrovertible.


“Yes, it is.” The Dark Lady stroked Liz’s cheek with the back of Her hand. “You have no idea, the things I did to you and your brother…” Her voice was oiled with the pleasure of Her recollection. “Unspeakable. Positively unspeakable. And in the end, the things you did to one another…”


Lizzy covered her face with her hands. The secret years pressed down upon her like the black waters of a broken dam. She began to weep, but then she heard herself speak, not with the voice of an adult but with the voice of a child, lost and shattered within her, a voice like a tiny cracked bell in the immensity of the night. “You destroyed us. You ruined us.”


“This is what you are, Elizabeth. It is the fruit of all your soul’s secret desires, and I planted the seeds. There is nothing else but this. And now it’s time. I can feel you now. I CAN FEEL ALL OF YOU…”


She arched Her back in sudden ecstasy, exposing the long curve of Her neck, uttering a wet, sensual moan. Her mouth was stretching weirdly, gaping in a long drooping hole of blackness, as if She wanted to swallow the whole of creation. She gazed down upon Lizzy with that cracked and floppy face, hands hovering over her naked flesh, trembling with the lust for the flesh, always the flesh…


“We shall be as one. Wedded as one flesh, one body. It is my incarnation, and your apotheosis. How does that sound? You should be honored—you alone can receive me. You are the Door through which I shall enter your world. You have no idea how long I have searched for you. For a soul like yours, to bloom flesh like this…”


She began to shimmer, to smolder. Then She crossed Her arms and began to fold into Herself like a sheet of tattered parchment, again and again into ever-smaller geometries of glowing darkness before winking out altogether. Only an oily smoke remained, tortuously coiled, which split and flowed like two horns toward Lizzy’s gaping arms.


Lizzy gasped, scrabbling up against the tub, attempting to flee, but then her eyes found Tom. Slowly, she ceased to fight, to struggle, and settled back into the water. This was why she came. She lay back and allowed the smoke to enter her. It did.


A coldness beyond all coldness crept into her arms, spreading through her veins, whipping and writhing like phantom serpents. They met in her chest and swelled outward in a blanket of frigid darkness, a net of diseased aura. It was Her, thrumming into her like a foul power line, a fingertip dipping into Her new puppet. Liz screamed, her body thrashing, convulsing as if she were being electrocuted, her tattered arms flailing, the bloody water splashing. Tom watched in a stupor, weakly pawing at her while mouthing senseless words.


Thoughts and feelings, vast and cloudlike, scudded through her. In an awful instant she realized that they were Her thoughts, Her feelings. Liz sensed the mirroring of her own depravity, her own hunger and rage, but on a grand, cosmic scale, to which her own soul was but a drop in a tremendous ocean of subterranean evil—an ocean of such inconceivable size and age that even She, this foul angel crouching over San Francisco, was dwarfed in its waters. And Liz glimpsed in Her core a tragic loneliness, a secret hunger for love that had long ago twisted into a sinister thirst, atrophied into vampirism, a craving for ownership and domination, for possession.


Soon Liz went limp, sinking back into the tub, though her limbs still jittered as if throbbing with unclean energy. Her flesh felt suspect, as if it might melt—or simply combust. Gradually the pulsations lessened, but there was now the distinct sensation of another presence within her. Alien, watchful, closer than her own flesh, it peered through the same eyes through which she peered. An indefinable pressure exerted against her, as if she were being crammed in with another inside some impalpable space.


Was this it? Is it done?


This was not like earlier, when she had been rudely shunted aside in that calamitous meeting, spiraling out of her body into intangibility. Instead she sat front and center, watching her own limbs move to the call of another will. Her arms extended before her with eerie autonomy, twisting and rotating with spastic, rigid clumsiness, her hands turning palms up, palms down. She felt an emotional runoff of gloating euphoria—emotions that were not her own.


Okay, okay…


But then her hand abruptly slipped into the crimson water, searching, feeling. Her fingers clenched and out came the knife, the blade dripping, gleaming. Her eyes immediately rested upon Tom.


No…


She sat up. The tendons laced across her skull snapped taut as wires. She felt on her face the stretch of the jester’s grin.


NO…


She tried to wrench herself, to toss away the knife, but her body would not respond.


“You promised!” She screamed. “You promised!”


Hideously, she heard her own voice croak in response, “Did I? Did I?”


“Why are you doing this? You don’t need him. Let him go you promised!”


“Nothing must remain,” she heard herself breath in response, her voice raspy, aroused. “Nothing must remain…”


Her head turned and she saw her own eyes reflected in the smeary window, shining with an incandescent corpse glow. Their pallid light illuminated a haggard, distorted corpse-face—just like grandma. Great chunks of her mind simply blew away at the sight, scattering on the howling night winds just beyond the glass, lost forever.


What have I become?


“ME.”


And in that moment she saw with sickening grandeur the full orchestration of these last two days. She had been lured into an elaborate maze, a ruse to strip her of her life and ready her for this final abandonment. To inhabit her totally the Dark Lady needed utter devastation of the soul, and Tom’s death was the final seal. It was always meant to come to this; one way or another he was always going to end up here. And afterward she would be nothing but an empty shell, robbed of everything in her life but vileness and horror. A broken ghost cast into the outer dark, initiated into evil—by her own hand.


The shadows circling the tub leaned forward, their chant building to an unendurable pitch, a shattering crescendo of dread and tragedy. Then mid-note they plummeted into silence, staring at her, grinning.


She watched from within as she rose to her knees, lifting the knife high above her head. Tom’s eyes widened, dawning with the terrible comprehension that it was really going to happen, just as the Dark Lady had said it would. But he didn’t move, or could not. Deeper than his paralysis, deeper than his fear, there was an air of heartbroken resignation, of a soul crushed in the depths of this abyss. His mind and his heart had not survived.


No. No I love you, Tom. I would never do this to you, never hurt you—but she could not even say the words aloud.


With all her strength she tried to twist her hand away, to drop the knife, but she couldn’t budge even a finger.


Her arm jolted and the knife swung down.


Its arc was clumsy, ragged, but swift. As she stared at it time seemed to slow to a crawl, inching along with a viscosity that felt sadistic, as if to allow her maximum contemplation over the horror that was to come. Little details came painfully alive: the spittle at the corner of his lips, his curiously long lashes, the set of his chin, the icy blueness of his cheeks, the maniac dilation of his pupils—in which she could see reflected her own final monstrosity, and the knife plummeting toward his face.


Words returned to her, rising up out of some untouched pocket of her heart, words he had shouted at her not so many hours ago while pinning her atop the hotel bed: You’re not dark. You’re not broken. That’s bullshit. You’re the strongest woman I know. The strongest person I know.


How woefully misplaced, his faith. The sum of their lives had been winnowed down to the point of this knife. Self-revulsion spread through her like a sickness, like a plague. She had become the monster she always feared she was—but still, she was not her grandmother. Even after a long life of secret grooming, of depravities endured, her soul could find no succor in the mud of evil, no glee in its own abomination. The Dark Lady had miscalculated her victim’s capacity for dissolution, her will for self-corruption.


As the seer had said: In the end, a soul only falls from within.


And she could not; she would not fall this far, not without every shredded fragment of her being crying out with a single voice:


“NO!”


Her hand wobbled, the path of the knife displaced. It slowed but did not stop, and the blade sank into the left side of Tom’s face. He screamed, his scream cut short in a strangled gurgling as she fell atop him and his head jammed back over the lip of the tub. The knife had pierced his cheek halfway to the handle, passing into his mouth—but no deeper. Her arm had locked, the muscles trembling violently, the tendons popping, her wound spurting anew. She could feel in the spasms of her flesh the black-rot rage, the thirst to jam the blade deeper, to slide it out and plunge it in again, again.


But her arm didn’t move. She was resisting, a ripping pain shuddering through her, the grinding machinery of bone and sinew tearing and threshing in the grip of two opposing wills. It was outrageous, impossible—but she was doing it, she was pushing back, even with the full weight of this foul angel’s spirit bearing down upon her hand.


Tom’s face was contorted, a punctured agony, his cheek slick with the flow of blood, his skin a grayish pallor not so different from the maimed and dead faces surrounding them. Whimpering, gagging, his throat worked as if he might heave. But he was alive. This was incomprehensible to her: the Dark Lady was somehow not as strong as she believed.


All her life she had felt haunted by powers beyond her reckoning, the pawn of dark forces. Had that been a lie? Perhaps this fallen angel needed deception to accomplish what She could not do by force… Liz remembered what Dylan had told her in the bar: They lie. They trick. They rely on the night, the fog. And in that is a hint of Their limitation.


A picture concealed her entire life was now emerging. The truth of these shadowy manipulations, these cloaked midnight traumas, was not only the existence of these hidden hierarchies of evil but also of their ultimate frailty. They needed weakness to do their work. The Dark Lady could not have attempted this ritual last night, nor any other, because Liz was not yet weak enough. First she had to be broken down, her mind twisted, the seeds of her self-loathing brought to bloom, her secret will to harm herself resurrected, until she saw nothing but brokenness and defilement, the rubble of a life of lies, with nothing left worth saving. The love and the hope in her had to die: it was as simple as that. Only then would she give no protest. Only then could the dark spirits move in.


Too late, though, for such comprehension: she had already been broken, and she had already let them in.


There was a scratching, scrabbling fury inside of her, a burrowing deeper into her viscera, like the claws of a thousand wolves. She doubled over, the handle of the knife ramming against her breastbone. It felt like a vicious reassertion, a wrathful punishment for this sudden defiance. She screamed, the pain nightmarish, brutal, as if she were being shredded alive from the inside, ripped apart, as if blood-smeared hounds might erupt full-bodied from her torso.


Still she held the knife firm, poised in half-impalement. Her arm felt like it would soon give way, snapping and shattering in opposite directions. Instead of blood blackness began to drip from her wounds, an oily substance pouring over Tom’s face. His hands were clasped around her wrist, trying to push her away, his eyes pleading, deranged.


The tub began to rattle, the floors, the walls trembling, as if from a minor earthquake. The spirits crowded the tub in a rancid blotchy mass and leaned over, weighing down upon her hand, the knife, their voices clogging her mind, a sinister chorus of whispering and shouting and muttering, the sick babble of the damned, a flood of sewage drowning out her own thoughts:


Do it Do It DO IT DO IT


YOU SLUT YOU PIG YOU FUCKING MEAT SACK


KILL HIM KILL HIM KILL HIM


STAB HIM GUT HIM SLICE HIM


The tremors mounted, the entire building shuddering. There was an angry, relentless howl from outside like the blast of a hurricane. Nothing but sweeping blackness shone in the glass, the cluster of downtown utterly lost. An ominous groan passed through the floor and ceiling, and then everything began to slew.


It was all the same, she realized: the same rage and destruction that was tearing her apart from within was wreaking havoc from without. It was all a stage, another mask—this ghostly double of her apartment, this dark city—and the masks were coming off now. Where grace and subtly had failed, only brute force remained.


Her flesh felt like it was melting from her bones, withering, blackening, just like grandma. But what was illusion, what real? Her hands still clung to the knife, but they were skeleton hands now, with soapy scalloped chunks of flesh plopping into the bloody water. She was screaming, her scream lost in the pandemonium.


This world of shadow was flying apart, peeling away to reveal the true outer dark, the void beyond the crooked house, beyond the dark web, the realm of desolation and gnawing hunger, where soul devours soul and none know rest.


And spanning across it all Liz could hear Her voice, no longer a breathless, silky whisper, but a monstrous solitary shriek, the articulation of all Her malignancy and madness, funneling into a single word, a solitary command: KILL.


Liz shut her eyes. She ignored this earsplitting fury, this empty malevolence, and instead listened for the still, small voice within, the voice of her own heart. And heard her dead brother:


They can’t just take the deepest part of you. It must be given, every time. No one can rob you of that.


He had said it to her in the bar, pale and afraid. He had known, yet still he was dead. She opened her eyes and whispered, “no…”


The word was lost, ripped to shreds in the bedlam, but it didn’t matter. The feeling behind it rang louder than anything in all this dark creation.


The shriek of the Dark Lady rose into another pitch altogether, warped by bafflement and rage and perhaps even pain. Softly, like slipping into water, Liz’s limbs became her own again. They no longer appeared shorn of flesh, no longer mere bone, however split and bleeding. She glanced in the window and saw that her eyes were no longer shining a rotten yellow, her face no longer corpse-heavy.


She gently drew the knife from Tom’s cheek, letting it clatter to the floor. It meant nothing now. Tom cupped a hand over the eruption of blood and sank back into the tub, curling into a fetal position.


Before she could reach for him there was the squeal of buckling metal, the sudden pop and flash of cracks spider-webbing across the panoramic windows. Then all at once the windows blew, shattering inward as rain and fog billowed into the room. The walls buckled and heaved, the entire building beginning to crimp, sagging like an accordion. The air was a blinding roaring darkness. The spirits fluttered out like bits of ash, and through a smoky haze she saw the other buildings of downtown shriveling, drooping. The sky itself seemed to be crushing inward, flying toward them in a great rolling wave.


And as the dark world broke apart she lowered herself back into the tub. She gathered Tom in her arms and whispered into his ear, over and over, “It’s all a dream, nothing but a dream…”










EPILOGUE










OPENERS OF DOORS







THE MORNING LIGHT was pale and full of glare. There was not a shred of cloud to mar the powder blue bowl of the sky, not a trace of fog to blur the horizon. She was south of the city in Pacifica, walking down to the beach.


Despite the chill she was barefoot, padding through sand that felt like shaved ice slipping between her toes. In her hand was a tattered and crumbling photograph. Up each arm stretched a fresh embroidery of stitches. In her veins ran borrowed blood. She was alone.


After pacing back and forth across the beach several times she found herself standing at the exact spot where the photograph had been taken over a decade ago. The water was the same steely blue, the sky as immaculate, and at this moment it felt as if nothing had changed but the people in it.


She dropped to her knees and began to dig.


When she reached the wet dark sand beneath she carved out several more large scoopfuls and then lowered the photograph into the hole. She covered the hole back up and sat atop it for some time, her arms wrapped around her knees.


Tom was still in the hospital. Not for his wounds, not anymore, but for the ugly pictures lodged in his head, for the nightmares that made him wake up screaming. He refused to see her. At least for now.


She slept alone.


Of the dark web she knew nothing. Of its foul empress, even less. But there would always be a dark web somewhere. She knew now that it was merely one of many, all of them spun into a single colossal web strung across the whole of the cosmos. Still, she was not afraid. She did not fear to sleep, to dream. Her soul was sovereign now, purified in the crucible of evil. She was free to walk her own dark path, a path she sensed but could not grasp.


When she rose to her feet she noticed that the sunlight had begun to fade. A half-light had fallen across the beach, the waves shining like dull silver. She squinted up to see a scrim of mist reaching up across the sun, turning it into a small white coin in an otherwise spotless sky. A breeze had picked up. The waves were growing more agitated, more insistent.


She knew then what was coming. She looked out to sea and saw it: low and mean and ragged, a bank of fog racing toward her. But there was something else, a tingling on the back of her neck. She turned to see a figure standing on the low brow of the dune behind her, indistinct in the gray air. Its head was much too large, its outline pricked with ears. It stood on two legs like a man, but its slanted eyes caught the faded light and were enormous, gleaming like fiery green gems. They were as cryptic and unreadable as ever, but they no longer burned with disdain, with godlike scorn. This time the great head dipped in a solemn nod. She felt kinship, honor—the bond of souls. They were masters of shadow, openers of Doors. Both of them.


The first streamers of fog flowed over her and she turned back to the ocean. She closed her eyes and spread her fingers, feeling its cool darkness slip over her like a grand enfolding garment, a majestic robe of night, its embrace smooth and intimate across her skin. She breathed it in, filling her lungs with it, where it would flow into her veins, into everything. She was the fog. It had found her; she knew then that it always would.


The fog swallowed the beach and when it was gone the beach was empty.
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After attempting suicide, a woman discovers that a demon is stalking her—the very demon who seduced her to the edge of death. And nothing will stop him from finishing what he’s started…










The following is the first three chapters…










CHAPTER 1







FOR AS LONG as I can remember, I wanted darkness.


Even to myself it was a secret longing, a forbidden desire. If you had asked me before this all happened what I wanted most out of life, I would list the usual suspects: love, family, wealth, a beautiful home, maybe even a touch of fame. And I would believe it; I would even smile as I said it. But deep down, deeper than I knew or could control, lurked my true desire, the single pounding note that vibrated my entire being: not anything out of life, but to be outside of life. To rid myself of it altogether, like a cloak thrown off.


In the brokenness of my soul I craved only darkness. I hungered for aloneness. For the blessed womb of the void.


And that was what the demon saw, this dirty light of my soul, and that was what he used against me.







Above me hovered faces. Light haloed behind them in a brilliant nimbus, obscuring their features but not their warmth. And their warmth was unmistakable, overpowering, almost excruciating. They seemed to drift and bob like balloons, their voices overlapping, echoing in my disembodied ears. I knew they were asking about me, worrying over me, but somehow I could not respond, could not even feel my body.


Where am I?


I tried to move but couldn’t. Gradually I began to sense the cold bulk of my limbs, the heaviness of my flesh, but it all felt so claylike, so repulsively alien. Flames scorched at my stomach, but that was far away, a dumpster fire in a corpse.


Beeps and drones boomeranged in my ears, the sounds of hissing and pumping. Faces continued to glide in and out of the fuzzy periphery of my vision.


My teeth were chattering. I felt encased in ice. Dim and shattered fragments of memory drifted like flotsam in the black waters of my mind. All I knew was that I had done something bad, very bad.


And now here I lay, the result.







Those faces again, those voices. A cathedral hush permeated my being, a deep resounding silence. I felt reborn. In the silence I heard sounds beyond sound, from worlds beyond this world, the chanting drone of monks, the tinkling of ethereal wind chimes. My vision was filled with the dappled colors of stain-glassed light. Tears flooded my gummy eyes, overrunning.


Is this real? Am I dead?


Still I could not move, but I was alive. I knew it. Halting respiration pumped my lungs. The trickle of tears scratched at my dry cheeks. I felt like I had emerged from a pit, my consciousness clawing its way out of a cold dank cave of nothingness.


But nothingness? Wasn’t that what I had wanted?


My heartbeat jackknifed. I had been to the nothing—that was what had happened. I had flung off this mortal coil, tunneling down, down, down to the bottom, only to find that the nothing wasn’t nothing: the nothing wasn’t empty. That was my foul discovery, my grim souvenir.


The nothing wasn’t empty.


There was a worm down there, a pale serpent, teeming and bloated. It coiled upon itself over and over, writhing throughout all eternity, ravenous.


A worm, a serpent—a dragon with the face of a man.


The lights dimmed. The cathedral hush slipped away. Gooseflesh rippled my body as those bobbing faces, that council of angels, were overshadowed by another, the stalking presence I knew from my dreams: vast and hideous, leering, exultant, flesh a quilt of rotting stitch-work bannering across my vision, blotting out the world.


Laughter, sick, barreling laughter.


My terror was so great that I knew no more.







“Sweetie, sweetie—can you hear me? You awake?”


My eyes, bleary and blinking, at last focused on a single definite object: the transparent bag of an IV, its fluid tinted yellow. And with that bag the room, and my station within it, snapped into focus. I was in an unknown hospital. Those bobbing, benevolent faces, my nurses.


With fascination my gaze followed the IV tube as it looped down and traveled into the cold vegetative lump that was my arm. My fingertips, I saw with distant apprehension, were purple.


“You know where you are, dear?”


I shifted my head on the pillow to see a tired, middle-aged woman with heavy bags under her eyes. But those eyes shone with deep compassion. The name tag on her chest read: Ramona. A monitor hung over her shoulder, squiggling with green lines and softly beeping. The room was dim. It was night.


“You’re in a hospital. But you’re going to be fine, baby. Don’t worry, okay?”


I tried to speak but nothing came out. Only a froggy croaking noise that frightened me.


“Wait, hold on, hold on. Here’s some water.”


She held a cup to my lips. Chill, blessed fluid sluiced down my parched throat.


“You had an…accident. Do you remember?”


I shook my head. My memory was a blur, a strip of cloth tattered with holes. Not just the last twenty-four hours, but, I began to sense with creeping disquiet, weeks. Nothing but a stretch of misty white haze, shapes without form, wildness and emotion that ran together like blurred dreams. I felt the encroachment of an all-too-familiar feeling: disappointment. The leaden disappointment that I was still here, still the same, and yet beneath that now lay an inarticulate dread of where I had just been. A place I could not remember.


The nurse narrowed her eyes. “You really don’t remember, do you?”


“No, I don’t.” My voice sounded airless, without force, but it was once more my voice. “Please, tell me.”


A slew of emotions played across Ramona’s face. Finally she reached out and held my hand.


“Baby, I’m no doctor. I don’t know how else to tell you this but straight. You were brought here because you tried to kill yourself.”


A socket of air punched me in the gut. I couldn’t breathe. “What?”


Ramona’s eyes grew big and shiny. She nodded, watching me closely.


“There must be—some kind of mistake.”


The shake of her head was both violent and definitive. “We rolled you in here with a belly full of pills and booze. You see your fingers there? That was your color all over. You were—dead. Like, dead dead.” She crossed herself, then glanced up at the ceiling, a gesture I found at once ridiculous and touching. “I was praying for you hard. We had to pump your stomach for twelve hours.”


“Twelve hours? How long have I been here?”


“Two days almost. Two days tonight.”


“I…this can’t be true. I don’t believe it.”


“Believe it. You’re lucky to be alive, girl. Thank God you’re alive. That far gone…not many make it back. I know.”


I looked at this wonderful woman, with her kind eyes and her simple faith, and I am ashamed to admit that in that fragile moment I felt for her nothing but withering hatred.


Thank God—I’m alive?


Slowly, I slipped my hand from beneath hers. “Please don’t bring your god into this,” I said, rather more coldly than I intended. “I did not try to kill myself. If I came in here as you say, then it was an accident. A terrible accident. You don’t know the first thing about me or my life.”


I wanted to add: and if you did, then maybe you wouldn’t look at me so kindly, either. Wouldn’t…pray for me.


Instead of the shocked and wounded expression I expected, she leaned back and crossed her arms. “Oh,” she said. “You’re one of those.”


There was a maternal twinkle in her eye that infuriated me. As if she had my measure. I would take insult and injury over condescension any day.


But then, with a sweeping clarity, I saw that if she was right, my anger and denial were only a cover for shame and embarrassment…worse, fear and helplessness.


I shook my head, a spastic gesture. “No. No.”


The deeper, more secretive chambers of my mind whispered back:


Or did you? Did you actually do it this time? Did you go too far?


“I’m not having this conversation with you.” And I didn’t, in that moment, know whether I was speaking to Ramona or to myself. “This is absurd. I would know.”


But I was shivering. A coldness had entered me. The icy suspicion that maybe I didn’t know myself as well as I thought I did. That maybe I didn’t have as much self-control as I thought.


Ramona seemed to sense my inner turmoil. She reached out again, but this time only to gingerly rest a hand on my arm.


“Don’t worry, baby. You’re not alone. There are people here you can talk to. Dr. Barrett, our nightshift shrink, she’s coming by. Just as soon as I tell her you’re awake and ready to—”


A thrill went through me. “No. I do not want to talk to anyone. I just need to leave. I’m fine now. I truly am.” I flashed her what must have been a ghastly smile. “Really, I am. Like I said, this is all some horrible mistake. Thank you—thank you so much for...” a hard swallow, “saving my life. But really, I must be going now.”


I was deluding myself, that I could somehow salvage this. That through sheer force of will I could deny the awful truth in all its naked ugliness, and slink back into my normal life with no one the wiser.


Ramona was watching me with a careful, neutral expression.


“Now,” I said, pathetically imitating a casualness I did not feel. “I’m not sure how to handle the bill? I do have medical insurance through my employer…”


“Julia,” she said.


I froze—it was the first time she used my name. But of course she would know my name. She was my nurse.


“Julia, you need to listen to me.”


“No, please. Listen to me.” I took a deep breath. “Look, you’ve been so kind to me, and so honest. Let me try to return you the favor. I—I can’t let anyone else know about this. Not my friends, not my family. Especially not my sister. Of all people, not her. She cannot know. It would—“


“Honey, you texted your sister. She’s the only reason you’re still alive. She called the ambulance. She’s just down the hall, asleep in the waiting room. She—“


I could no longer hear her words. A struck tuning fork blazed through my skull. My vision began to fuzz.


My sister. My baby sister, Maddie…


A wild panic seized me. I made to fling back the comforter, to leap out of the bed. I would escape this nightmare, outrun it—


Ka-chunk—my wrist snapped taut. Ka-chunk—my other as well. My arms, they were restrained to the sidebars of the bed.


“What is this? What’s going on?”


“Julia…”


I began to thrash, to go completely rabid. A yawning gulf opened up beneath me. The floor fell out. I felt my world collapsing all around me. I could hear its crumbling roar, see the plumes of its dust, the tangle of its rubble.


And then, my hands clenched into fists, my arms trembling, wrenching against the straps with all my might, a sound like a wounded animal escaping me—I froze. Everything inside of me went quiet. The hairs on my forearms lifted one-by-one, as I slowly looked to the doorframe.


There, like an apparition, stood my little sister. My Madeline. So colorless was her skin, so huge were her eyes, that I did not know if I were hallucinating. If she truly stood there in the flesh.


Then she opened her arms and ran toward me.










CHAPTER 2







HER HANDS PAWED over me, her palms cupped my cheeks.


She tried to force my gaze to meet hers, but I was overcome. I couldn’t do it, couldn’t bare to peer into those twin wells of pain—a pain that I had caused. Her face was pale and malnourished, as if she hadn’t eaten or slept in days. Which was no doubt true.


I was speechless, less than speechless—struck dumb, short-circuited to a lifeless doll. Too many shocks were assaulting me at once, too many blows: waking up tied to a hospital bed, informed that I had almost ended my life, then immediately faced with the last person on earth I would ever want to face. So deep was my shame, my humiliation, that staring into my sister’s eyes felt like standing before my worst accuser.


Because I loved her.


That was the awful truth of it. I loved her and yet I had tried to abandon her. The contradiction was worse than dizzying; it was devastating. I could not confront it. Not yet. To do so would crack my skull in two, tear my soul asunder.


Nevertheless here she sat, tears streaming down her face, her hands shaking as she begged me to climb to the bench and answer for my crimes. Over and over she murmured, “Why, why, why?”


Any feral spark to contest fled me. I was diminished in an instant, once more the half-dead girl who had choked on her own puke and had her insides sucked out, who had swallowed forty-one OxyContin, fifty-three Percocet, and nearly a fifth of whiskey.


After Maddie’s repeated imploring, all I managed to say was, “You look terrible.”


She barked laughter, the snot dribbling down her face. Her bark relaxed into a barrel roll and she pointed to the window, saying, “Try looking at yourself.”


But then her smile faltered. She grew uncomfortable.


I went rigid. Slowly, I turned to find myself staring into a dark mirror, so black was the night without. There in the darkness floated a corpse, a corpse whose face bore a dim resemblance to my own.


“You’ve been MIA for weeks,” she whispered.


There was a hush from both of us as we stared at my reflection, at the damage I had inflicted upon myself: cheeks sunken, skin papery and lined, deep black rings under the hollowed eyes, hair a stringy rat’s nest.


All I saw was betrayal: I had betrayed myself, my body, my own essence. I had become what I feared most—the inside-out Julia, the one with all the messy, wet dark secrets flipped onto the outside.


I had to touch myself, to confirm that it was really me, to watch my reflection’s movements in time with my own—but I couldn’t.


I was restrained.


Tears trickled down my emaciated face. “I can’t believe you have to see me like this.” 


I tried to turn away from her, but she wouldn’t let me. She gripped me so hard I feared my bones would snap. The nurse, Ramona, was nowhere in sight. It seemed she had snuck away to leave us alone for this grim reunion.


How could I reassure Maddie that things were okay, when they manifestly were not? Reassurance was my role with little sis, but now she had to do the comforting for once. And she was falling apart over it. Once more I felt the burden to be her hand-holder, even over my own suicide attempt.


But Maddie had always been that way, like…glass. The sibling who needed tender handling, delicate care.


“Please, Maddie. Please, stop,” I repeated, attempting to counter her own repetitions.


“Stop what?” Injury showed on her tearstained face.


“I can’t talk about this right now, not with you.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means, please, give me some space, some time. I—I just woke up, Maddie.”


“Just tell me one thing: is it me? Did I do something wrong?”


“Come on. Don’t be so insane—or so self-involved.”


“Then what is it? What?”


Looking at her my soul felt like lead, sinking down to the bottom of a lake.


How could I possibly explain it to her? The shape of my aloneness, the chasm of my emptiness? The devastation I found when I looked inside?


All that existed in me was brokenness, a brokenness I despaired at ever putting back together again. And with each passing year, I watched the likelihood diminish that I would ever fix the mess that was Julia Banks. And so dimmed, bit by bit, the frail ember of my hope.


And when hope vanished, the last ember snuffed out, what was left? The darkness, the void. The darkness became your only friend, the void your only home—the coldness your only warmth. Which was nonsense to all but the initiated...


How could you say any of that, so that another might understand? These were avenues I felt sure were beyond Maddie’s grasp.


“We’ll talk about this later,” I said. “I promise. Okay?”


She lowered her head, abashed now. “Okay.”


“Hey, look at me. Just know that I love you, okay? You believe me, right? I…just have some things to sort out. I made a mistake. That’s all.”


I didn’t believe my words, and I felt she could tell. Still she nodded, going along with it, and for that I was grateful.


But then she blurted out, “You texted me,” and what little composure I’d gained instantly fled.


“The nurse told me. But I don’t remember sending it. That was…that was how you knew to call 911, right?”


She nodded. Tears were filling her eyes again. Clearly she was reliving the terror I had just put her through. “It’s…scary. The text.”


“Scary?” Why did that send a ripple down my spine?


I dreaded my next words, but said them anyway: “Can I see it?”


“Yes, of course.”


I didn’t want to. It felt almost invasive, like spying on another, hidden part of myself that might better be kept in the dark. Some sort of Jekyll-and-Hyde creepiness. And yet if I had truly meant to end my life, then why this cry for help, this tug at one last lifeline? To Maddie of all people?


None of it made sense.


She rummaged through her bag, located her phone, then hesitated, glancing around the room. Finally she held it up for me to read:


I’m out, Maddie. He’s finally here and we’re going under the bridge. When they find me don’t let them tell you I was sick. He licks my darkness like a mommy licks a newborn pup. No one ever did that to me before. I nestle under his dark wing and can finally sleep now. I want you to know, dear sis, that it’s all a fucking sham. This is a prison. Get out while you still can. Xoxo.


I stared at my sister, but did not see her. I didn’t see her at all. A cold wind blew through my soul.


I whispered, “That came from…me?”


My bedsheets were heavy, but once more I began to shiver. I felt physically sick. An alienation more profound than I had ever known took hold of me. Or perhaps that alienation had always been there, but only now lay bare, like exposed bone. The words, the images, the feelings in that text could not have felt more alien—or did they?


Flashes of remembrance coursed through my brain, stutter shots of memory lighting up the darkness of my mind, exploding like fireworks: myself prostrate on crumbling linoleum, weeping over the blade of a kitchen knife; red-flecked bathroom tiles, me leaning over the sink, grinning at my reflection in the mirror, my grin stretched and insane, a leer, while over my left shoulder a dark shape loomed, grinning along with me.


But I lived alone.


A final image dislodged: a hideous, long-fingered hand, its flesh bloodless and bleached, a hand most definitely not my own, perhaps not even human. In its palm sat a bottle of pills.


No. That did not happen. Not like that.


My only conclusion was both bleak and inescapable: perhaps I truly was insane.


“You cannot show that text to anyone.” My voice was a sleepwalker’s drone.


“I won’t. But why?”


I saw it with staggering clarity, lifting my restrained arms. “If you do, I will never get out of here.”


But…maybe this is where you belong. Maybe you do need help.


I would not admit right now, not to Maddie—or to myself.


“Do you promise?”


“I promise. But what does it mean?”


“I don't know.” It was the truest thing I’d said to her all night.


“I’m afraid, Julia.”


“So am I. But listen. There’s a doctor coming here, very soon. She’s going to ask me some questions, and you can’t say anything to her. Not a word, okay? I just need to get out of here.”


She was growing increasingly distressed. “But Julia,” she said, unable to meet my gaze. I feared what was coming. “What if…what if you do need help? What if maybe…” Now she did look at me, and in her eyes was a boldness that surprised me. “What if right now this is where you belong?”


I stared at her, unable to respond. My position was ludicrous, I knew. Here I sat, attempting to wield my customary authority over my sister, while laying strapped to a hospital bed after almost killing myself. And she the only reason I was still alive.


“Maybe I do need help,” I said carefully. “But not here, okay? Not under restraint.”


She nodded uncertainly, then with greater resolve. “Okay.”


I breathed an inner sigh of relief. Still, I wasn’t sure I trusted her. Deeper than that, her question was too glaring, too frightful to dismiss. But I had to get out of here first. An almost deranged animal terror began to possess me: of being locked away, captured. It was a terror almost primal.


“Let’s just get out of here first. Together. Okay?”


I reached my hand out to her, as far as the strap would allow. It was a poor image, and inwardly I cringed. It only made me appear more desperate, more crazed.


But she took it. Her smile, though cracked and misshapen, was real enough. Still, I saw that she didn’t trust me. I couldn’t blame her. She knew only too well my empty promises, my disappearing acts.


A sharp knock on the door turned our heads.


The door opened and a woman slipped through. “I hope I’m not interrupting? My name is Dr. Barrett.”










CHAPTER 3







“HOW ARE YOU feeling, Julia?”


She pulled a chair alongside the bed opposite Maddie and sat down. A clipboard in her hands held a printout of questions, but she didn’t glance at it. Instead she leaned forward and smiled at me. There was an openness and a warmth about her that felt irresistible. Still, I couldn’t help but detect behind this warmth a scrutiny that, while not cold, was clearly clinical.


I found her unnerving, but also alluring—I felt tempted to confide in this woman. Maybe she could help.


Don’t trust her. She has the power to lock you away.


Come on, when did you become so paranoid?


The moment I woke up tied to a bed…


“I’m fine,” I said. “A little weak… Actually, I’m a wreck. I feel like a garbage truck just ran over me.”


She nodded, not biting at my invitation for levity. She was on the clock, ready for work.


Because she’s waiting to see how crazy you are.


No, because she cares. She wants to help.


Either way, my agitation cranked up several notches.


She nodded at Maddie. “Would you mind giving us some space? I’d like to speak with—“


“No—she’s fine. Right after we’re done here she’s going to take me home. She plans on staying with me for a couple of days, just until I’m on my feet again. Right, Maddie?”


Maddie’s face held only shock. The idea to use her as leverage, shamelessly, only occurred to me in that instant. Finally she managed to get out, “Yep, that’s right.”


Dr. Barrett gave a noncommittal nod. “Well, that’s what I’m here to talk with you about, Julia. I’m going to ask you a series of questions. They’ll help me assess your state of mind, and then I’m going to make a recommendation to the hospital regarding your treatment plan moving forward.”


“You mean—whether or not you’re going to lock me up.” It wasn’t a question. I cringed at my tone of voice, but I couldn’t help it.


“Well, it is true that there is voluntary as well as involuntary hospitalization, but let’s take things one step—“


I scoffed. “I’m not volunteering for hospitalization, so you can cross that off your list.”


Shut up—what is wrong with you?


“That’s fine, Julia. But why, may I ask, are you so opposed to treatment? There’s no shame in—“


“Because there’s nothing wrong with me.”


I scooted up in bed and leaned forward, attempting to match her open intensity. “Dr. Barrett, I made a mistake. That’s all this was. I—“


“You never have suicidal thoughts?”


“Of course I do. Who doesn’t?”


“How often do you have these thoughts?”


“All the time. But—only once a day, I promise,” I added, trying to laugh off my answer.


But Dr. Barrett was not laughing. She watched me with the same open but critical warmth—watched me as I tried to dig myself out of a hole. Her spring-loaded questions had caught me off guard; no doubt that was her intent.


“Wait—I was joking. What I mean is…” But what could I say? My answers, so startlingly clear, hung in the air. Their unambiguity surprised even me.


After an awkward silence Dr. Barrett said, “Julia, these feelings are nothing to be ashamed of. You’re not crazy. Many people feel suicidal at some point in their lives, and most people recover. Why do you think you’ve been feeling suicidal?”


I felt a teeter-totter within me, rocking back and forth. Not just in what I would say next, but in what I would admit to myself. One side said continued denial, to insist on misunderstanding, to fight for my pride, my former image of stability—an image that was fast crumbling—while the other side said to dare vulnerability, to tear down the walls I lived behind, to admit that maybe I was not okay, that maybe I really was…


“I want a lawyer.”


Dr. Barrett’s shoulders sagged. A sigh escaped her.


Watching her, shame bloomed in me like a poisonous flower. I had disappointed her. Worse, some part of me knew I was making a mistake, but I couldn’t stop myself. I felt as if I were barreling down a black tunnel, and with a momentum I could not reverse. Even darker, my heart pounded with a kind of drunken exhilaration at this spectacle, at my own self-destruction.


Is that what this is? You get turned on by all this?


Dr. Barrett said in a tired, legalistic tone, “I am a court-appointed medical specialist, Julia. I have the legal right to determine whether you require commitment.”


Her warmth had decidedly cooled toward me, and I found myself more relaxed.


Good. That’s better.


She continued by rote, “After our interview, another mental health professional will speak with you. If we both judge you to be a high risk for suicide, and you refuse our recommendation for voluntary hospitalization, you may be lawfully hospitalized against your will for several days.”


Beside me, Maddie was beginning to fidget. She loathed conflict. Any tension in the air was unbearable to her. It was an aspect of her that, sadly, I had exploited many times over the course of our lives. We met eyes and I shot her a cautionary glare.


This interview was not going well. Somehow I had to recover the high ground.


“Dr. Barrett, I apologize. Let’s—can we start over?”


She made a show of resettling herself and smiling afresh. “I think that’s a wonderful idea.”


I took a deep breath. “Okay, I admit that I’ve not been…doing well. I’ve gotten into the habit of…self-medicating. It’s irresponsible and dangerous, I know. And clearly,” I said, gesturing at myself in the bed, “I could kill myself. But I promise you, I have no intention of doing that. I will get the help I need to deal with my…problems.”


“And what do you think your problems are, Julia?”


Now I did glance at my sister, betraying my discomfort at her presence. But at the same time I felt an urge to speak candidly to Dr. Barrett—at least, partially.


“I think that, for as long as I can remember I’ve felt…broken. Empty. I’ve never known how to fix myself. I feel like I’ve gone through most of my life not knowing who I am, just waiting for my real life to begin. And I guess I’m starting to lose hope. Nothing’s worked, and I’m just getting older.”


“I think a lot of people could relate to how you feel, Julia.”


“But…a lot of people don’t end up in the ER getting their stomach’s pumped.”


“Exactly. You got it.”


She was going to let me go. I could feel it. Everything I said was the truth—more truth than I thought I could articulate, especially to her. She knew it; I knew it. But what she didn’t know was how much I’d left out…


You’re close. Just stay level.


“Okay, only a few more questions and then we’re done. Have you been avoiding or withdrawing from others?”


“A bit. Not much more than normal.”


“Do you hear voices telling you to harm or kill yourself?”


My eyes flicked to Maddie. I knew she caught it because she too glanced at Maddie. But there was nothing I could do about that. “No.”


After a pause, her eyes on me, she continued. “Have you been giving away any personal possessions?”


“No.”


“Made a will or other arrangements for your death?”


“No.”


“Recently experienced any significant loss, such as a death, job, or relationship?”


“I broke up with my boyfriend about three months ago—but believe me, that was no loss.”


She grinned, leaning back in her chair.


Got her.


“Julia, we really do have excellent outpatient help here, and I know of some wonderful people in private practice. I’m going to draft you a list. Other than that, I see no reason to keep you here under further observation. That is, if you agree?”


“I do.”


You’re free!


“Alright then.” She stood. “I’ll leave you the info at the nurse’s desk. Julia, I want you to thrive. You deserve it. There are always people who are willing to help. Don’t be afraid to ask for it.”


“Thank you, doctor. I will,” I said, lying through my teeth.


She nodded at Maddie, then turned to go.


I lay back, relief coursing through me. Victory.


“Wait!” Maddie sprang from her chair.


“Maddie, what are you doing?”


She avoided my gaze, staring only at Dr. Barrett. Her face was beet red.


The doctor glanced back, surprise on her face. Maddie rushed forward, scrambling around the bed and to the door—away from me.


Only too late, I realized I could do nothing but watch.


So I watched, helpless, as Maddie grabbed the doctor’s arm and turned her away. They bent together conspiratorially, heads touching. I saw the glow of the cellphone.


“NO!” I screamed. “What are you doing?!”


I began to thrash. A flip switched in my brain and any semblance of cool collectedness vanished. I yanked at my restraints and began to curse, screaming at Maddie, accusing her of betrayal. At last, the good doctor began to witness the dark messy ugliness of Julia Blanks.


“Calm down!” Dr. Barrett shouted. “Please, calm down!”


But I would not, could not. I felt myself blacking out, seeing only membranes of pulsing red. My heart was bursting. I couldn’t breathe. And in the vortex of my extremity, I felt his presence. He pushed away the pulsing red membranes as if they were bloody seaweed, entering from some other world. He cupped my face with his spidery white fingers, his shape a looming black shadow. He grinned.


Why did you leave me? We were starting to have so much fun.


Nurses rushed into the room, shouting. One of them held up a dripping needle. 


Maddie was screaming, her hands on her tearstained cheeks, screaming that she was sorry. Dr. Barrett pointed, shouting at the nurses. They pinned me, the needle lowering toward my arm.


“NO! NO!”


The needled plunged into my arm and cool waters rushed in, flooding over me. Instantly their roar stilled my own.


I flopped back onto the bed—then through it. I floated through a fuzzy grey ocean. No borders, no shore, just rocking with a current that pulled me away. From a distance I saw myself in bed, encircled by nurses, Dr. Barrett, Maddie. The entire room slipped away, gliding into an infinite horizon, fainter, fainter, gone.







Later I awoke to find myself alone, the room bathed in darkness.


After a time another doctor came in to question me. I stared ahead, hugging my knees to my chest, unseeing. He ran a hand over my eyes and then left.


When pink dawn kissed my windowsill, two men and a woman entered, bearing before them a wheelchair.


I was taken to the psych ward.
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