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			It’s funny. In the last book’s acknowledgments, I said it was the most complex piece of fiction I’d ever attempted. I was wrong. This one is way more complex—and the next one will likely be even more so. And the writing of a book this complicated takes a support system. Without my friends and family, I never would’ve had the wherewithal to attempt something like this. Writing is a solitary activity and—in my case—an intense, challenging one. And I’m so glad that I have people who are there whenever I emerge from typing. 

		

	
		
			These gods. The Rot Gods. The Human Follies. Are not killable. Once a Fly has lain an egg on some poor Layer, it will congeal and grow. Only a Seer dying, only the blood of one, can lock down a Rot God, and prevent it from hurting anyone. And the Seer’s soul will cling to that egg, in a twilight state, not allowed to pass along to any such place as piety promised. I am not a full Seer, never once traveling outside my Sub-Layer, but I hope that my meager life is sacrifice enough to save my Quill Point. I hope that my soul will chain it down forever.

			-The Cacophonous Layers by Irena Ink-

		

	
		
			Prologue
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			Irena Ink locked The Cacophonous Layers inside a safe in the recently constructed courthouse. The safe was the strongest she could get without her brother noticing the expenditure. There was only one key for the safe, and it would be passed down to each mayor of Quill Point. Only they would know what lay below the town—and why no one should ever go into that chamber. 

			Someone knocked on the door behind her.

			“Come in,” she said, already knowing who it was. 

			The door opened slowly, and Teagen Kelly peeked inside. Teagen was a shy and short man, with barely socially acceptable long blond hair. He had pale white skin and wore a blazer over a nice shirt and pants. His long hair always had the remnants of some art project, telling of his latest exploits.

			“Am I interrupting anything?”

			“Yes,” Irena said with a smile. “But don’t let that stop you.”

			Teagen nodded and opened the door the rest of the way. He had a series of papers tucked under his arm. “I’ve brought sketches of it before I do the finishing touches.”

			“Oh, thank you,” Irena said. She gestured toward her desk. “You can leave it there. I need to see my brother about something.”

			Teagen stared at her, his mouth hanging open slightly.

			Irena glanced back at him, and then at her arm. She had just lazily pointed over at her desk—

			Oh, dammit.

			Slowly, so slowly it irritated her, Irena lowered her arm back to her side. She’d long given up on keeping it a secret from her brother, but that was the first time in a while she’d made an error and moved as a Seer and not a Layer-Linked person.

			“It’s rude to stare,” she said quietly. 

			“I’m sorry miss, I just … do you play some sort of sport?”

			“Tennis,” Irena lied. “It’s good for circulation and even I need something to calm myself down after such long days.”

			“Right, yes,” Teagen said, and didn’t move.

			Irena gave him an awkward smile and gestured—slowly—toward the desk again.

			Teagen blinked and nodded. He walked over to the desk and deposited the papers. “Well, you must be a great challenge for anyone who plays against you.” 

			“Yes, well, we all have our hobbies,” she said. 

			“I suppose … well, then, the top few papers have the sculpture. I’ve already ensured that my team has started on the paintings you requested. You can find that in the papers, as well.” 

			“Thank you, Teagen, thanks so much. Will I need to do anything more to handle this?”

			He glanced at the papers. “Well … uh … no, not at all, miss. Not if you’re satisfied with the plans presented. We’ll do everything from here on out.”

			Irena let out a small sigh. Despite already knowing what she would have to do—for this town, for this Layer, for these people—her pulse thrummed so hard. She could measure in weeks, months perhaps, how much longer she could afford to be alive.

			She glanced over at the illustration. At least her visage would live on somewhere.

			“Excellent. You have been one of the best artisans I’ve ever met, Teagen. Thank you for all of this.”

			“That’s … why thank you,” Teagen said, nodding his head. “It’s been an honor to sculpt you, Ms. Ink.”

			Irena nodded. She gestured for him to leave the room with her, and they both walked in silence. Over time, as she’d become more and more acclimated to being a Seer, to having a Sub-Layer, she found it harder and harder to be around other people. Teagen had a quick, almost nervous gait most of the time—and he was moving so slowly toward her.

			After they were in the hallway for a moment, Irena cleared her throat. “I do need to get to my brother now, Teagen. But, again, thank you so much for all you’ve done. My name may be immortalized in those statues, but I do hope that history recalls all that you have made and will make.”

			Teagen smiled, but then it wavered. “Miss, is everything alright? I don’t mean to invade your privacy, but you sound—I don’t quite know. But … I hear something, and I wouldn’t be a proper person if I didn’t enquire. You are … getting on in age.”

			Irena Ink gave a curt nod, slightly annoyed at the comment. “It’s going to be fine, Teagen. There’s more to founding a town than I can explain, but I will make sure that Quill Point lives on for so long that it will be in every history book.”

			“You will be right next to them in those books,” Teagen said.

			She smiled at him. “Thank you.”

			He seemed about to say something else, but Irena gave him a gentle shake of her head.

			“I really do need to go, Teagen.” She placed her hand on his shoulder, trying not to instantly shatter every bone there. “Once again, thank you.”

			He nodded, but his eyes widened. 

			Oh, I may have still done that too hard, Irena thought.

			But she still walked aways as fast as would seem plausible. There was a Fly egg beneath her, still growing and feeding off the rot of greed and corruption that stained what had been forested land. It was a festering tick, eager to soar into other dimensions. 

			And Irena had to deal with the human who brought it down upon them all.
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			At the end of a day, Paxton liked to stand in the garden behind his and Irena’s shared home and look at the birds that flocked to the feeders. Neither of the siblings had ever bothered to find someone to wed, and though they were both well off enough to have their own homes, it didn’t seem logical to let Paxton be alone for too long.

			Irena stood silently at the door to the garden, watching as her brother scribbled down information. 

			Irena had once loved her brother in the automatic ways of family, and even been on board for the development of Quill Point. He’d pitched it as legacy. Irena had seen it as something that could help people. A small town for those who needed a more peaceful place than the boom and wind of Chicago. A place where, god-willing, she might have found a home to cultivate.

			But then she’d seen the painting, and nothing else had mattered for the longest time. Those sights and sounds of The Cacophonous Layers—the infinite expanse of dimensions and the space between them—made any town, any person, any dream, tiny and unworthy compared to its machinations.

			And wouldn’t you know it, her own brother brought one of the worst beings in the Layers to their doorstep.

			“Paxton?” she said, keeping her voice level.

			Paxton spun around, his eyes a little bloodshot. His blond beard snarled. 

			He placed the pencil between the pages of his book and snapped it shut. “Yes, sister?”

			“Have you not been sleeping, Paxton?”

			“Huh,” Paxton said, more a sound than a word. “Sleep would be a lovely luxury, but no. I haven’t been finding it very easy as of late.”

			Irena kept her face calm, even as thoughts churned in her stomach. Justice. Morality. It demanded this. 

			That didn’t make it any easier.

			“Why is that?” Irena asked.

			“It is a lot, making a town,” Paxton said. “Lots of paperwork—not that you would understand.”

			“I understand plenty,” Irena said, walking slowly toward him. 

			Paxton subtly backed up. “What is it that you want, sister? I’m busy recording this lovely—”

			He looked behind him, and the bird had flown off. 

			“—well, I was recording a bird.”

			“There are more important things lately, Paxton,” Irena said.

			She walked a little closer. She was counting in her head, counting how many seconds, if even that, this was going to take.

			Paxton scrambled backward, bumping into the tree. Little orange leaves drifted down around him. A walnut pinged against the ground with a hard plop.

			“Something has been different about you lately,” Paxton said. “I don’t understand it, what has become of you, but I really would like you to step back from me.”

			Irena had planned the words in her head for so long. Had thought of what she should say as she put this Layer right. And it had all been tainted with the harshest of emotions.

			“Paxton, I almost wanted to exonerate you of guilt for what you’ve done. How could you know the metaphysical ramifications of what you’ve been doing in this town? How could you possibly know the secrets of the Layers?”

			“What the devil are you on about?” Paxton said, sneering. “I’ve been letting you indulge in whatever this has been, but what could you blame me for?”

			Irena cast her hands to either side and opened portals in the fabric of reality. It was impossible for a Seer to travel through their own portals—at least not without a certain material she hadn’t found on this Layer—but it still let in the sounds. 

			The sounds of Rot God infected Layers. The ones on the brink of full collapse, their populations howling out as survival became a game where the rules were defined by unemotional nightmares. Irena’s expression grew even more severe, and the air around her shined with a kaleidoscope of colors.

			Paxton covered his ears with his hands. 

			“What—what is this?” he screamed.

			Irena tried to deliver her words calmly. She was a judge now.

			“I wasn’t going to blame you for what you brought down on us, Paxton—but then I thought, and I thought, and I realized that your crime was greed enough to bring a god of such things to our doorstep.”

			Paxton darted to run around her.

			The idea that he could outrun an angry Seer was comical.

			Irena closed the portals and darted to stand in front of him again.

			“Men like you, brother, though I hate that I am related by blood to a man like you, they assume that money supersedes. That money shields and clears guilt. That the production of money is worth more than the human cost. I hate The Rot Gods and all they do, but they do form a litmus test of sorts—”

			Paxton tried to hit Irena. She reflexively caught his arm. She hesitated for a second, then flexed her fingers a little. 

			The forearm consists of two parallel bones with some space between them. Paxton’s no longer had any space between them, and the shrapnel of it shredded hundreds of muscle strands.

			It produced a sharp, double-echoed snap.

			Paxton screamed so loud, but Irena kept speaking, unsure of how the words kept flowing out of her with such force and vigor. 

			“They are born of human sins so festering and wrong. Things allowed to rot for such a time that it attracts an insectile unholiness born of a dead god’s corpse. And if the actions of a man, be it my brother or not, bring such horrible fates down, then I am not one to defy what is justice.”

			Irena released his broken arm, and Paxton dropped to the ground, still howling with pain. Any second now, someone would surely come to investigate the sounds. This was a small town—or would be. Someone would hear all of this.

			“Who am I to claim executioner?” she continued. “But if not me, who will end all of this before it does what it has done to a thousand, million, billion other Layers? I declare you guilty, Paxton. I declare it now.”

			One hand opened another portal.

			The other made a fist and hit her brother’s neck. It was painlessly fast—he deserved that much. Blood and teeth exploded out of his mouth. His eyes, two colors, just like hers, lost the spark of life. Paxton’s body flew off into the rapidly opening portal at such a speed that it sent tufts of hair off from the sheer force. 

			The world on the other side of the portal was in a Layer that had been destroyed long ago by The Being That Knows Every Violence. It had been reduced to a fiery wasteland by a series of strange weapons that released a horrible, deadly gas that ignited on contact with the air. Paxton’s corpse was already burning.

			In a rapid shift of motion, Irena caught the flying teeth. She formed a slipstream of wind to funnel the errant hairs. She sent it all through the portal. Then she let it close.

			Irena took a second to breathe. Tears were streaming down her face. That had been much harder than she imagined. 

			She noticed it a moment later. He dropped it at some point: his book. One of the three documents he maintained. She picked it up. Irena gave a bitter chuckle.

			“I guess it’s good this didn’t go with him,” she said. “History will want records. It always does.”

			Off in the distance, she could hear the pounding pulse of people running to investigate the sound. She smoothed out her blouse, making sure that no blood had gotten on her. For one more week, a month perhaps, six at the most, she was a politician, and she would lie. She would get them to believe something else. She would tell them she’d gotten hurt or seen a rat. It was too easy to lie to people who underestimated her. 

			And when someone asked what had happened to Paxton, she would bring forth another lie. Her brother, she would tell people, had traveled out of Quill Point after its founding, and had left it to her to handle matters. And she would eventually pass the role over to someone else that the citizens voted to elect. And then, with the first mayor in place, she would cut open her own throat and bleed herself dry below the courthouse, so the god egg may never hatch. 

			And with that sacrifice, time would pass. Civilization would expand. Quill Point would become a town. And this Layer, Irena Ink hoped with all her soul, would never draw the attention of another Fly.

		

	
		
			In addition to the usual and expected powers befitting a god, including reality manipulation, spatial warping, mental and physical altercations of living beings, construction of metaphysical/representative locations, creation of autonomous demigods and monsters, and massive outputs of thermal/kinetic/cosmic energy, each god has displayed a unique magical process. The development of this unique power seems to occur right before, during, or directly after the god-birthing stage colloquially referred to as “Emergence.” These byproducts are rendered inert or non-magical if a god has been locked to a Layer, but otherwise remain effective indefinitely. Of the forty-eight successfully locked gods, and the six unsuccessful, we’ve documented several categories of unique magic. These can broadly be segmented into the following three categories: Abilities, Architectures, and Relics.

			-A Seer’s Guide by Theodore Benson-
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			Chuck was back in what was left of Quill Point, Illinois. After a very long time trapped in a hellish house sitting in the middle of a forest of dead bodies, he was back in the town where he grew up, started his comic book business, and witnessed the sky change when everything started.

			He wasn’t much in a condition to celebrate being back. For several reasons. The night sky was still wrong—no stars. It was still colder than it should’ve been. But, more immediately perceived, his body was sore, his head cloudy, from likely a concussion, and the rush of what had happened before flitted in his mind. 

			Around him were his friends, allies, and one friend’s corpse.

			He glanced at Aoife’s dead body, and then back away again. Her head was missing a chunk, her skull broken open. He hadn’t seen which monster had done that—he’d been briefly unconscious after being flung across a room, and then almost choked to death—but all three of the things in that house were capable of it. 

			At some point, they would need to figure out a funeral for her. He would need to have a funeral for a lot of people. His heart ached that he’d never gotten chances for so many. Including his previous best friend, Patrick.

			Chuck checked on Cassie next. 

			She was covered in blood—so much of it. It coated her wispy blond hair, sticking it to her scalp. But considering she wasn’t screaming, and was breathing normally, and seemed conscious, if exhausted, it didn’t seem to be much of her blood. She’d carried Aoife over the wall, made sure that, even in death, she wouldn’t be trapped in that place. Chuck briefly thought about all of that too much.

			He glanced at Grace and Declan next. They were close together, just as when Chuck had met them. In his head, Chuck couldn’t imagine them apart. Platonic soul mates. Maybe that was also how they saw themselves. 

			Declan was crying—with relief, with shock, difficult to tell—and Grace was holding him. 

			So, they seemed okay enough.

			Peter, though. Peter was a concern. He’d been sick before. He’d drunk the water down in that fetid place. Now he was unconscious, unmoving. And bleeding—for sure, some of his own blood. His nose was snapped to the side, and a worrying breathing noise accompanied a trickle of red. Chuck supposed it was good he was breathing at all. 

			But they needed to do something. Every moment, Peter could get worse. 

			Chuck took a long breath. He wanted to have another moment of calm, even if it was false calm. But he had to be the leader again. One of his own was injured. 

			And thinking on it for a moment, there was very little chance that they’d totally escaped all the monsters this town had to offer. Even if Peter was okay—they needed to move. 

			“Everyone…” he started, “everyone…”

			Cassandra’s eyes snapped to him. Chuck couldn’t help but feel a surge of gratitude. Cassandra had his back, always. They hadn’t even known each other before Murder Sky—just two people living in the same town—but he couldn’t imagine facing things without her. 

			Peter didn’t stir. Declan and Grace didn’t look over. They were busy examining the many scratches on Declan’s arm. 

			“Hey!” Cassandra snapped. 

			Grace stiffened and turned. Her eyes were a little dazed. “What?”

			Cassandra gestured her head toward Chuck.

			Grace looked over. Declan did too, after a moment.

			“I know we just made it out,” Chuck continued. “But we need to get Peter to somewhere.”

			Declan glanced at Peter, and the shock in his eyes seemed to fade a little. “Oh … fuck. Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.”

			“Where should we go?” Grace asked. 

			Chuck was about to answer. Then he paused. Grace hadn’t told him everything about what had changed—but she’d told him that the hospital had burned down in his absence. 

			“Uh, well, actually … Grace?” Chuck asked.

			“Yes?”

			“Do you think the tent area would have medical supplies?”

			“I mean … probably,” Grace responded. “I mostly stayed in the Ink Well Diner. I wasn’t around the firepit much. I’d assume they’d have some.”

			“I think I heard there was a stockpile of bandages,” Declan chimed in.

			“Okay,” Chuck said. “That’s something. But … dammit. So, I know the … I don’t remember that fucking title of theirs … whoever The Mayor of Quill Point has as his soldiers….?”

			“‘Mayor’s Men,’” Declan whispered. 

			“Yeah, ‘Mayor’s Men,’” Grace confirmed.

			“Right. Them. Are they going to be a problem?”

			“Only if they see us,” Declan said. “Then yes. They will absolutely be a fucking problem.”

			Chuck winced. “How likely is that?”

			“Pretty likely,” Declan said. “They do rounds sometimes. And it’ll be hard to stop gossip from spreading.” 

			“Okay,” Chuck said. “Alternative plans, then.”

			“Could we go to that diner you work at?” Cassandra chimed in. 

			Chuck nodded along with the idea. “Right. That might work. I know you were … attacked there, Grace. But is the Ink Well Diner workable now? Can we go there for a while?”

			Declan grabbed Grace’s hand, seemingly instinctually. She didn’t look down as she squeezed back.

			Grace shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

			“You think they’ll still go there?” Cassandra asked.

			“No, it’s … they were going to take all of the food,” Grace said. “It’s been at least a day. They’ll probably have taken everything, even what little medical stuff I had.”

			Chuck thought for a moment. There was a lot of danger in every choice, it seemed. But there were actually multiple ticking clocks to deal with, not only for Peter but for all of them. Chuck could feel how dry his lips were. The human body could only survive without water for a very short time. 

			“Okay,” Chuck said. “So, which is better then? Campsite or Ink Well, or should we try something else? We need to decide now.”

			Grace shook her head. “Okay, let’s just go to the diner. I bet they didn’t take my mattress—we can at least give Peter somewhere to lie down.”

			“Okay, good. Also—does anyone have medical experience? Like, anything?”

			Chuck looked at three crestfallen faces.

			“I … know how to handle some allergic reactions,” Grace said. “But no. Not really.”

			Chuck nodded. He had expected as much. He really wished his phone worked. Any information about what to do would be helpful. He supposed they could go to the library for medical information—but that was on the other side of town, and he had no idea what state it would be in after all his time gone.

			“Okay … we’ll do what we can,” Chuck said. “We made it this far, right?”

			“Right,” Cassandra agreed.

			But he could hear it in her voice too. Chuck hadn’t expected to win that fight down in that house. It felt like a fluke. Death had been the expected eventuality—and had occurred. And now, the threat felt different, more overpowering. You couldn’t fix an injury like Peter’s by attacking it.

			“Right,” Chuck echoed. “So, let’s just go a little further.”

			Wordlessly, Cassandra went and scooped up Aoife again. A surge of emotional pain went through Chuck. Aoife and he had argued—but she was part of the group stuck on that wooden shore. They’d had days’ worth of talking. He knew her like he knew a family member. 

			Chuck wiped away a tear that had formed and promised himself that he would let himself cry more later. That he would grieve Aoife. But for now, he needed to save her caretaker, her dad. She would’ve wanted it that way.

			Chuck leaned down to grab him.

			“Here, let me help,” Grace interrupted, moving to take his legs.

			“Thanks.”

			Chuck looped his arms underneath Peter’s armpits. Grace grabbed his legs. Together, they lifted him up. Chuck tried to make sure his head stayed up high as much as possible. It was an injury much more severe than a nosebleed, but he assumed some of the same theories applied.

			Chuck and Grace both turned sideways, so they could better see where they were going. The diner wasn’t that far of a walk, and, even after so long, Chuck knew where it was.

			Everybody in Quill Point knew about the Ink Well Diner.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			The Ink Well Diner was not as Chuck remembered. They didn’t even make it inside. Way before they would’ve gotten to that door with its crappy electronic bell, they had to stop.

			The Mayor’s Men had claimed it. 

			And before their party, or maybe during it, they’d done some serious damage.

			All the windows that Chuck could see were smashed. The alternating party lights from inside reflected off the jagged edges. Several booths lay on the ground outside, ripped away from their home. 

			And on the wall of the building, declared in massive lines of what seemed like acrylic paint, were the words:

			The Mayor Owns This Building.

			“Those fuckers,” Grace said very quietly. “That’s my diner.”

			“Quiet,” Chuck instructed. “We don’t know if they can hear us.”

			It seemed unlikely though. The music blaring from inside the building was loud enough to drown out the conversations happening inside, let alone from around a hundred feet away. But the Mayor’s Men were still clearly trying to talk to each other. Shouts and yells punctuated the drowning beat, mixing into a cacophony. 

			“Guess we’ll have to try the bonfire,” Cassandra whispered.

			Chuck frowned. Seeing this, he didn’t like the odds. The Mayor really had taken over since he’d last been in town. Their best bet might be to find a place to hide, and then send a few people to scout and scavenge.

			That’s how you lost Ike and Evelyn. 

			Chuck let out a calming breath. He couldn’t afford to think like that. There was learning from mistakes—and there was being frozen by them. If that plan didn’t have a good track record, he’d think of something later. But it was difficult to quell grief once it started. People had died. His heart rate was rising. Panic was settling in, clouding, electric. 

			Cassandra shot him a look of concern. No, perhaps something a little more forceful than concern. 

			We need you right now, the look said. 

			Despite everything, that worked. Chuck focused on that. Other people had always been the thing to keep him steady. He started the comic book shop for himself, for his dreams and passions. But he kept it alive, kept it running, fought through the difficulties of being an entrepreneur, because it was—for some of his customers—one of the only safe places they had. He couldn’t deny them that.

			He gave her a half shake of his head. 

			Okay. I’m okay, was what that said. 

			She nodded and waited for whatever he had planned. 

			But before he could say anything, before he could propose a plan, the front door to the diner banged open. A flash of red and green lights hit the ground outside the door. Two Mayor’s Men walked out—and for a moment, Chuck could see a crowd of about twenty dancing across the open Ink Well Diner floor. 

			“Shit, fall back,” Chuck warned.

			He didn’t have to say it twice. Declan and Cassandra both scrambled. As soon as Chuck started moving, Grace followed along, carrying Peter. 

			They moved to a collection of stalled cars. A large truck and two minivans had all frozen right by each other. They went behind those, and moved down the slight slope of the road, into the grass. 

			“Put him down for a minute,” Chuck instructed. “We need to figure out a new plan.”

			Grace lowered Peter’s legs down gently, and Chuck did his best to do the same with his head. Chuck wished the grass was in better shape. It was pointy and full of weeds, but it was still better than placing him down onto the road.

			Once they had him settled, Chuck moved to the side a little and looked out. 

			The Mayor’s Men hadn’t followed—or noticed, thank god. The two of them were standing against the side of the building. One of them was smoking. With the door closed and the party lights gone, the glow of his cigarette looked extremely bright.

			Chuck didn’t know either of their names. He knew their faces—at some point, living in Quill Point, you saw everyone’s faces. But they weren’t past customers of his store or immediate neighbors. 

			They were dressed mostly identically, the one smoking with a red shirt on, the other a gray button-up. They both wore blue jeans. The one smoking looked older and had sunburned white skin and brown hair. The younger one was sipping from a can of soda and had pale white skin. The younger one kept looking at the older one, but only when he wasn’t likely to notice. 

			Grace moved alongside Chuck and lifted her head to look.

			“Oh, them,” she said after a moment. 

			“You know them?” Chuck asked.

			Grace rolled her eyes. “I had to deal with a lot of Mayor’s Men when I was running the diner. The guy smoking is named Wyld. I don’t know the other one’s name. He was new. He mostly followed around the others.”

			Chuck shook his head. “Goddamn, The Mayor took over a whole town this quickly, huh?”

			“I’m starting to think he’s working with the supernatural,” Grace said. 

			Chuck nodded. “So am I. The forest is full of monsters. There’s no reason that they can’t just swarm in and kill us. This is part of some bigger plan. I’m actually starting to think the only reason we had search parties that first night was so that Murder Sky could happen.”

			Grace breathed hard but didn’t say anything. Chuck glanced over. She had her hands in tight fists.

			“We’ll find a way to fix this,” Chuck said. “We did it before.”

			“I just can’t believe all of this sometimes,” Grace said. “I don’t like to stop and think about it, but this is all … just impossible.”

			Chuck nodded. He looked over at the rest of his team. They all looked beyond exhausted. They’d literally just finished a battle with demonic monsters.

			“I know,” Chuck said. “It really is.”

			“…so what now?” Grace asked. 

			“Not sure yet. But at least there’s one thing going right for us.” 

			“What?” Grace asked incredulously. “What could possibly be good about this situation?”

			Chuck didn’t answer that question. Instead, he asked, “About how many Mayor’s Men are there in the town?”

			“I … what?”

			“How many guys does The Mayor have working for him?”

			Grace took a second. She muttered a few names under her breath before answering. “I don’t know for sure, but I think it’s around twenty or twenty-five. Maybe as many as thirty.”

			“Then it’s even better. I think all of them are at that party—or almost all of them,” Chuck said. “So, at least they aren’t anywhere else.”

			“That’s … fair.”

			Chuck nodded to himself. This was the only way forward now—use every moment of luck they could to their advantage. Maybe, if they were especially lucky, they could avoid all the Mayor’s Men for days. 
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			They were not lucky. 

			They hadn’t made it far at all before voices carried on the breeze. As the music faded into the background, and they made their way toward the bonfire, Chuck had only just stopped looking behind him every few moments. But then the new sounds flowed in from the front. Boisterous, argumentative voices. 

			And before Chuck could call out a quiet warning to his group—those new voices stopped.

			And then several of them started talking again. 

			“Oh, wow, they really didn’t get far at all. Looks like we don’t need the others’ help. Maybe we can go to the party, after all.”

			“Liam, shut the fuck up. We have a job to do.”

			Chuck looked over at Grace, panicking. There was no way they could drop just drop Peter now. There was no way any of them could outrun another set of pursuers.

			Six Mayor’s Men walked closer, fanning out.

			“The Mayor sent us to find you,” another one of them said. 

			This one, Chuck knew personally. 

			Hunter. He had brown hair, a pinkish complexion, and was wearing a fairly generic tee shirt and tan pants. He looked normal, as he remembered him. There was a look in his brown eyes now though. Cold. Not anything like the secretly nerdy kid who played in tournaments on the weekends. 

			And then the others walked closer—and Chuck recognized all of them. 

			Wyatt. He was a big white guy with big, muscular arms. 

			Liam. A shorter, pale white kid, wearing a too-big army jacket and fingerless gloves.

			Tristan. His hair cut short; his skin white. He was wearing a tee shirt for a horror franchise Chuck vaguely knew about.

			And, finally, Jax and his brother, Jack. They were only two years apart—Jax, the older one. 

			Jax had pale white skin, blond hair, and brown eyes. He smelled strongly of some cologne. 

			Jack had brown hair, was a little taller, and had several tattoos on his arm. 

			“The Mayor sent us to find you,” Hunter repeated. “Well, some of you. He’s asked for Declan and Grace to meet him. We’re here to assure that they do.”

			The Mayor’s Men all surrounded them in a circle. They closed in. 

			“Whoa, is that a dead body?” Liam asked, pointing at Aoife. “Did you guys kill her?”

			“No, you fucks!” Cassandra yelled back. “Your people did.”

			“Shut up, Liam,” Hunter said. “It has nothing to do with us.”

			“Well, not anymore, clearly.”

			“This doesn’t have to take long,” Hunter said, ignoring him. 

			He stepped closer, eyes locked on Grace. And then Declan stepped in front of Hunter. Declan put his arms out. Despite everything, everyone seemed to freeze for a moment. 

			“You…” Declan started to say, before having to take a steadying breath. “You stay the fuck away from us.”

			Hunter regarded him for just a second. Then, so quick it made Chuck jolt, Hunter took out a fold-out baton, and—with a metallic clack—readied it. 

			“My orders were clear,” Hunter said calmly. “Not only are you requested, but you’ve committed several crimes, Grace and Declan. I’ll inform you of them later. But I will use this—if I have to.” 

			“Whoa, that was quick,” Liam commented. “We just got those things. You’re excited to bash some heads in, aren’t you, Hunter?”

			Wyatt took out his baton. “Him and me, both. The Mayor gave us them to use for a reason.”

			Hunter glanced back at both of them, his face unchanging. “We have a job to do—please be professional about this.”

			“There are no companies or businesses anymore,” Tristan commented.

			Hunter didn’t even deem that worth a response. He turned back to the group, to Declan, to Grace. “Ready to go?”

			“They’re not going anywhere with you,” Chuck said as calmy as he could. But holding up Peter was making his arms ache, and his heart was pounding away in his chest. 

			Declan took a step back. “Uh … yeah … we’re not. Fuck you. I fought off … I fought off…”

			Declan trailed off but still stood firm.

			This can only go badly, Chuck thought. He gestured to Grace. And the two of them, once again, started to lower Peter to the ground. They’d just finished when there was a whacking sound. Almost like wind hitting the side of a wall. The noise wasn’t that loud, all told, but it seemed to echo through the night.

			Grace yelled. Cassandra did too.

			Chuck turned to see Declan hit the ground and bounce once. A thin line of blood was dripping from the wound on the side of his head. He didn’t get up. 

			Grace yelled again and ran forward. If nothing had stopped her, she would’ve smacked Hunter in the face. In any other situation, she probably would’ve broken his jaw.

			But she didn’t get that far. Tristan and Liam, standing on either side of Hunter, stepped in. Tristan caught her arm and spun her slightly. Grace’s feet went out from under her, and if Liam hadn’t caught her—she would’ve hit the ground.

			Chuck took one step forward to help and found the remaining three Mayor’s Men standing in front of him. The brothers, Jax and Jack—without Chuck noticing—had readied their batons. Wyatt hadn’t bothered with his.

			“Hi there,” Jax said. “Nice to see you again.”

			“Yeah—it’s been a while,” Jack added.

			Chuck froze. He looked between the three of them, then looked past them to Declan. 

			Hunter stood over Declan’s unconscious body. He flicked the baton, hard, toward the ground, clearing off the blood. Then he collapsed it back down.

			“I had simple instructions,” Hunter said. “I’m doing my job. Remember that you all made this happen. It didn’t have to be so complicated. But we’re done here now. We’ll be taking these two to where they need to be. And … Jack? Jax?”

			“Yes, boss?” Jax said with a grin.

			“Whatcha need?” Jack added.

			“I don’t want these others following us, getting in the way. Stay with them for a little while. Do not hurt them … unless it’s necessary.”

			“Sure,” Jax said.

			“I mean it,” Hunter said, his voice actually sounding angry. “I will tell The Mayor if you do anything that I feel wasn’t necessary to getting this done.”

			Jack nodded. “Got it.”

			Jax took a second, but then also nodded. “Got it as well.”

			“Good,” Hunter said. “Stay with them until there’s no chance they’ll follow us. Then feel free to go to the party.”

			“Oh, come on!” Liam said. “Why do they get to—”

			Hunter shot him a look. And it was enough that time. Liam went quiet.

			Chuck glanced around—and each of his friends. He couldn’t think of anything he could do. They were out-numbered and certainly out-armed. Unlike the monsters in the house, there wasn’t some trick to this.

			They only just saved themselves. 

			Hunter took a long breath. He collapsed the baton and put it back on his hip. “Wyatt, pick Declan up. Let’s go.”

			Wyatt walked forward and swung the unconscious Declan over his shoulders. It didn’t seem to be difficult for him. 

			“Got it.”

			And Liam, Wyatt, Hunter, and Tristan all walked off. Taking two of Chuck’s people with them—to who knew what, and who knew where. The group of Mayor’s Men took a turn almost immediately and quickly disappeared from view. Chuck could hear Grace yelling for a lot longer. 
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			The brothers Jack and Jax made Chuck and Cassandra sit on the ground and paced around them, batons at the ready. Chuck kept glancing at Peter. It was way too long without someone helping him, but any attempt to even check on him made Jack or Jax glare with open malice. The blood had stopped flowing from Peter’s nose—but Chuck didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing.

			But even if it was a good thing, it didn’t matter. 

			It had all gone to shit, yet again. 

			That had been the order of the day for Chuck ever since Patrick got snatched into the sky, his blood flying behind him. Ever since he and Cassandra had run into the forest as that cabin exploded. 

			Fuck, ever since the sky changed.

			The machinations of whatever was happening in Quill Point had spread to everything—and followed them to each new place or plan. 

			But thinking about that too long wasn’t going to help. 

			At least Grace and Declan were likely okay. Chuck initially assumed that was wishful thinking on his part, but it made more and more sense that they would be currently unharmed. 

			Unless they were being led off to be fed to monsters. 

			But why not do the same to him and Cassandra? 

			So, no. 

			Whatever The Mayor wanted couldn’t be good, but it couldn’t be death. Chuck held onto the hope that they still had time to find Grace and Declan, to save them, before whatever new bad thing happened. 

			“How much longer do you think we need to wait?” Jack asked aloud, breaking the long silence. 

			“Not much longer,” Jax replied. “A few minutes should be enough. And then we can leave these two with their corpses.”

			“Fuck you,” Cassandra said.

			“Why are you doing this?” Chuck added, glancing at their batons. “Don’t you get that this is … horrible? Cruel?”

			The brothers looked at one another—and for a second, just a faint second, Chuck saw a flicker of green energy on them. A little radioactive glow.

			And the thought, fully formed, popped into Chuck’s head.

			Something magical is altering their personalities.

			“It’s the end of the world,” Jax said. “And we’re in charge.” 

			Jack nodded along. “That works for us.”

			Cassandra looked between the two of them. Chuck could tell she had plenty of swears, insults, and more she could level at them. But she didn’t. She just crossed her arms and glared at them.

			Chuck didn’t say anything either. There wasn’t a point to it. He couldn’t think of any way they could escape—even if they managed to evade the brothers, they couldn’t without leaving Peter behind. 

			So, instead, Chuck was now working on a new theory.

			He’d been thinking of the monsters and Mayor’s Men as completely separate problems, but maybe there was some overlap now. 

			Certainly, Jax and Jack weren’t acting like he knew them. 

			He’d met them a few years ago. Jax and Jack had once been patrons of his shop. He’d even liked them at first. They liked comic books and dabbled in a few games—but he’d been forced to kick them out pretty quickly. As soon as they started spending money, they seemed to think consequences weren’t as real for them. They’d been frequently rude, made “jokes” about his customers, sometimes to their faces, and generally made the experience of the shop worse. 

			The brothers had been pissed when he’d told them to find another shop, but they had, ultimately, left and hadn’t returned.

			But now, they were unperturbed by violence, almost blasé about Aoife’s corpse. The brothers had watched Hunter hit Declan so hard that he’d dropped unconscious. 

			Unless they’d hidden away all of that malice from Chuck, playing as nice, perhaps because society forced them to be, this was a massive step up in cruelty, in lack of empathy. Unless they were incredible actors, that weird green energy was altering them somehow.

			It was an odd thing, that magic, though. 

			So far, all the magic that Chuck had witnessed operated within a metaphor. The climate change house had been very clearly based on various aspects of climate change. But the monsters had been based on the worst versions of greedy businesspeople—which was a slightly broader topic.

			It was possible whatever was happening to the Mayor’s Men was an even more diluted form of that.

			“So, are you just going to be in charge then?” Chuck asked.

			Jack stopped and tilted his head. “The Mayor is in charge. But yes—we’ll be ruling for him. He can’t oversee everything.”

			“I like to think of it like knights,” Jax added. “The Mayor is the new king, and we’re his lords, overseeing the land he owns. When the world ends, it’ll be a new age, where the powerful rule.”

			“And will you get riches too?” Chuck asked aloud.

			Jack smiled. “Well, that’s the bonus, isn’t it?”

			Jax laughed. He went over and leaned against his brother. “It’s going to be a blast.”

			Chuck looked between the two of them—and the green light flashed again. He couldn’t tell if it was the same brightness as before—or even worse.

			What happens when…

			Chuck didn’t finish the thought. He had a feeling he wasn’t going to enjoy learning the answer to that question—even if, ultimately, he had a feeling he absolutely would learn the answer.

			“But before then,” Jack said. “We’ve got a party to get to.”

			Jax smiled. “You could follow us, but I don’t think you’d enjoy it very much.”

			Jack collapsed his baton—then Jax did. Without looking back, the brothers strode off into the night, toward where Chuck had just been. 

			Chuck sat on the ground for another moment, expecting a trick. But the brothers kept walking. 

			Soon enough, he couldn’t see them.

			Chuck immediately moved over to check on Peter.
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			He looked mostly the same: very sick. Pale, thin. Peter had ingested some of that maybe-poisonous, definitely caustic water down in the basement of the house, and he’d never recovered. Down in that hell, it had ripped him apart. 

			Now, somehow, it had gotten worse.

			A large collection of blood had dried on his face. It had gotten on his shirt, on his chin, mouth, and everywhere around his broken nose. Everywhere else not covered in blood had the look of dried sweat or dehydrated skin. It had been hours since Peter had any water. 

			Chuck reached out to gently nudge his arm. He didn’t want to wake him up too forcefully—but if they didn’t need to carry him anymore, that would be ideal. Chuck nudged him once. Then twice. 

			Then Chuck noticed. 

			Even staring at the nose, it hadn’t jumped out at him. He had just assumed. But Peter’s mouth and nose weren’t moving. They didn’t slightly shift, flare, or twitch. 

			Chuck put his hand on his chest. 

			Nothing.

			On his stomach, then. He would feel the air lift it. Chuck waited for even the smallest motion of his body. Any sign. Waiting for—

			“Oh.”

			Time stretched out. He vaguely could tell Cassandra was behind him, but to turn and look would take an infinity of moments. The signals that traveled down Chuck’s limbs seemed to be syrupy, slow.

			Still, infinitely slowly, he put both his hands over Peter’s chest, and, still, over what felt like decades, Chuck leaned forward for better leverage. He couldn’t quite recall what he was even trying to do. What the point of it was.

			You start back up the heart.

			He did the compressions, unsure of the pattern needed. Did them for minutes. Cassandra didn’t interrupt. The world didn’t throw new horrors at them. Where they were, Quill Point sat, cold and empty, full of dead cars and abandoned patterns of life.

			It felt different this time.

			Chuck had lost so many people at this point. And they’d all died in horrible ways. But either he’d only learned later, after the fact, that it had happened, or it had been a distinct moment. Patrick had been alive, standing by the window, and then yanked into the sky. 

			Peter had died right next to him, quietly.

			Chuck had looked over at his friend, laying there, and worried about him—and how many of those looks had been at a person beyond his help? Was there a window, lost in the sea of avoiding Mayor’s Men, where he could’ve done something?

			Cassandra remained quiet. She sat next to Chuck and stayed next to Chuck. He didn’t need to look to know she was there—that she wasn’t going to move from that spot. 

			And he was so glad he wasn’t alone. 

			It felt to him like the world was blurring at the edges a little. That what was happening was happening somewhere else, to someone else. Through a screen. It felt like his vision was focusing, then un-focusing, every few moments.

			We just made it out.

			Chuck let his head drop. He put his hands on both sides of his head and tried to breathe evenly. 

			“Take one minute,” Cassandra said quietly.

			“W-what?” Chuck asked. His voice, too, like someone else’s. 

			“Five, if you need it.”

			“What are you talking about, Cassie?”

			She looked at him. And Chuck could see the anger, sadness, grief, so much more plastered across her face. It was so obvious to him. So clear. From the moment that house exploded, and they ran into the woods, they’d been teammates—and, as far as he knew, they’d never hidden emotions from one another. 

			And this was the face she made when she was holding back everything—because it needed holding back. 

			“We need to have a plan,” Cassandra said, her voice cracking, “but we can’t… we need to be… we need to be sure it’s a good plan. We have people we need to save. So, take five minutes. I wish I could give you more.”

			An ache ran through Chuck’s chest. It was there in every moment, even if he didn’t always acknowledge it. There, in every second, he had to consider the scale of what had happened already. Cassandra’s words invited it in.

			“What about … what about you?” Chuck managed to say.

			“Just make sure I get my five minutes at some point.”

			Chuck let out the faintest, weakest laugh, and then let his head drop again.

			Aoife died. Peter died. Grace had been dragged away. Declan had been hurt so badly and then also taken away—just after they’d saved him from the abattoir monster. 

			Chuck let tears fall—and gasps escape. He let the emotion of loss overtake any concentrated thoughts. It was a sickening thing, grief. Like a nausea that also curled around the soul. It was a mountain of stone, grief. Destroyed most often by slow erosion. 

			Five minutes wasn’t enough. But it would have to do.
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			First, Chuck and Cassandra decided how the funeral would go. It wasn’t much of a conversation. They didn’t have time for it to begin with. But they would manage one. 

			Then, they did their best to prepare it as they discussed their other plans. They did not have shovels. What they did have was a large amount of loose foliage. 

			Back before Murder Sky, when the storm started, it had knocked over so many trees. No one had bothered to clean up afterward. 

			Chuck gathered a few branches underneath his arms. His head still hurt with that special sort of headache crying often causes—but Cassandra had been right to have him take those minutes. It made him feel the smallest bit less overwhelmed. In the smallest of optimistic news, the pain of his possible concussion was fading. 

			“So, our main two options—” Chuck started to say, and then coughed from how dry his throat was. 

			“You okay?” Cassandra asked immediately, picking up a large collection of leaves.

			“I’m not choking,” Chuck managed to reply.

			“Okay,” Cassandra said. “That’s good.”

			“Yeah … yeah.”

			So, I assume one of the plans is to try to locate where they took Grace and Declan?”

			Chuck nodded, then cleared his throat. “Yes.”

			“And does the other one involve getting water?” Cassandra continued.

			“It didn’t.”

			“It should,” Cassandra said. 

			Chuck sighed. He dropped off the collection of twigs he’d found next to Aoife, gave her a quick glance, and then went back to grab more. 

			“Yes, it should,” he eventually said. “Maybe we should make that our first priority.”

			“Do you think the faucets in any of the buildings are still working?”

			“I don’t know,” Chuck admitted. “Resources are a problem. I don’t know how much that includes water. Quill Point has a reservoir—but it’s been weeks since we left. It could be gone by now.”

			“Blotter Lake?”

			“Too far away to matter,” Chuck said quickly. “And The Mayor’s dumped enough shit in it.”

			“Some other natural water source?”

			“I’m not going anywhere near the forest wall again,” Chuck said. “And that’s the only other place where there had been a river.”

			“Yeah … I agree,” Cassandra said. “Let’s not do that.”

			Chuck glanced at the forest wall, so far away, and a shiver went up his spine. The climate change house had probably reformed. They knew the abattoir monster was still around. He hoped that The Lobbyist, The Monopolist, and The Oil Baron were at least well and truly dead. That the house would at least stand empty. 

			“What was your other plan?” Cassandra asked. 

			“Well, it’s similar to the original. Go to the bonfire—like I think we should’ve at the beginning—but there’s even more than that.”

			“What?” Cassandra asked immediately. 

			“…I don’t know if it would work.”

			“Tell me anyway,” Cassandra said gently. 

			Chuck turned to glance at her. She looked back, held his gaze for a moment, then placed more of the leaves in a pile. They almost had foliage enough for what they wanted to do.

			“I … we are so outnumbered,” Chuck said. “Even if we did catch up to Grace and Declan—it would go the same as before.”

			“Probably worse,” Cassandra said. 

			“Yeah, quite possibly. We can’t win that kind of fight. We can’t win any of these fights. The Mayor … he’s got effectively an army. But it’s not that many people, compared to how many people are in this town.”

			“You think we can depose him?” Cassandra asked.

			“He is acting like a tyrant,” Chuck replied. “I think the only way this town is going to survive what’s happening to it is to band together.”

			“I agree,” Cassandra said. “I … yeah, I agree.”

			“I’m sure we’re not the only ones thinking about it.”

			“Probably not,” Cassandra replied. 

			“But they don’t know … what’s out there. How bad it is. And then there’s something I think is about to happen. Some kind of … another big magical event.” 

			“Great,” Cassandra said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “What is it?”

			“The Mayor’s Men have some kind of magic glow on them.”

			“Oh?”

			“It’s hard to see. It’s not individually that important, I don’t think. It’s maybe some kind of mind-altering magic. But I bet they all have it. And I think The Mayor’s planning something—well, I mean, we know he’s planning something, but, between him ordering his army to capture people, the glow, the symbolism of the climate change house … it’s going to be something big. Something horrible.”

			“Lots of people are going to die,” Grace said with extreme finality.

			“Yeah.”

			“Is it climate change again?”

			“I think … I’m not sure what the theme of it will be. But I bet it’s metaphysical, again. I think that’s just how this magic works.”

			“Makes as much sense as anything else,” Cassandra said.

			“Yeah. So we need to go to the bonfire. It’s where a lot of people in the town are, apparently. If we’re going to depose the Mayor’s Men and their leader, we need them. We need them to find Grace and Declan too. We just fucking need them.”

			“And,” Cassandra added, “they also might have water.”

			“That too.”

			Cassandra took a long breath. She picked up another set of twigs and then wiped at her forehead. “I can’t wait for that.”

			Chuck frowned. “Wait, can you?”

			“What?”

			“Wait—for water? Can you make it that long? Are you doing okay?”

			Cassandra reached up to her lips. Even Chuck could see they were chapped, cracked. She winced when she touched a spot. A thin trickle of blood flowed down from her lips.

			“Well, uh, depends,” she said. “Do we … uh … know how far away it is?”

			Chuck almost answered and then realized that he didn’t quite have an idea of it. Only the general direction. Only that it wasn’t the way the Ink Well Diner was. 

			“Shit,” Chuck said very quietly, then a little louder: “I don’t. Did Grace mention where it was?”

			“No … but she did mention a bonfire.”

			Chuck immediately turned to check the horizon. It was well and truly nighttime, so the light should carry for a long while. Even still, it took a moment for him to spot a faint orange glow off in the distance.

			“That way,” Chuck said, and pointed.

			Cassandra turned to look. “Fuck, that’s far away.”

			“Yep.”

			“After this, then?”

			“Yeah,” Chuck said, turning back. “Yeah. I wish we didn’t have to do this so fast. It’s not right. They don’t deserve it. They deserve metals.”

			They deserve proper graves. 

			Cassandra was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, her voice cracked a little 

			“I wish I didn’t fight with her so much,” Cassandra said. 

			Cassandra’s eyes were getting misty now. Chuck knew she hated it when people saw her cry, so he looked away. 

			“It was a bad situation,” Chuck said. “It was stress.”

			Cassandra let out a sigh. “I know. But still.”

			“Yeah.”

			They’d laid them next to each other. Father and daughter. Wordlessly, they placed the plant matter around the two bodies. A ring of sticks—the only coffin they’d get. Some plants for decoration; it should’ve at least been flowers. 

			The speech was next. 

			During some of their direst moments, when the raft had been lost, and it seemed like Aoife, Chuck, Peter, and Cassandra would all die in that hell basement of starvation, they talked about what they’d wanted from their lives—what they thought their lives would’ve been like before the world ended. 

			It had felt, then, like making sure their dreams could be mourned. That they wouldn’t disappear the moment their owner died. 

			Cassandra and Chuck stood there. 

			And they knew those dreams.

			“Aoife. She wanted to be a photographer,” Chuck said. 

			“Peter. He was going to eventually launch a career making carved furniture,” Cassandra said.

			“Goodbye,” Chuck said.

			“Bye,” Cassandra said. 
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			Chuck kept his gaze on the faint orange glow as they walked. Watching as it got brighter and brighter. It blurred occasionally from his tears—but it remained a marker. The top of a bonfire, beautiful in a way, flickering out its warmth on the perpetually cold Quill Point. If it wasn’t for that slight glow, it would’ve felt like they were walking through an endless night, full of endless cars, and endless chances for Mayor’s Men to attack.

			Then, rolling forward, arrived something. Something that didn’t bode well—and was worse than the Mayor’s Men. It was the supernatural, once again.

			The orange and red tendrils that had been the warning before Murder Sky were suddenly present, despite it being nighttime. 

			They stretched down to the ground. 

			Chuck stopped in his tracks, his mouth falling open. 

			Cassandra walked slightly forward but slowed after only a few steps. Her knees looked like they might buckle. Chuck certainly didn’t feel like he could quite stand.

			“Holy fucking shit,” Cassandra said quietly. 

			Chuck still couldn’t get himself to say anything. What he knew of Murder Sky…

			He’d missed the worst of it. They’d already been sealed away in the strange world of the trees. 

			But Grace had tried to explain it. Something overtook the whole damn sky. She’d tried to get across the scale of the event with a few words—but it would’ve taken so much more to ex
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