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​​​CHAPTER 1: VELIC
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Bled Zone

Detective Velic and his partner waited outside an abandoned apartment building, listening to the daily morning countdown for an outlawed radio station. At zero, an animated voice burst onto the airwaves. “Underground Radio is aliiiive! Eddie Deadfingers signing on. Goooood morning, Mazarathhhhh!”

Velic frowned, his hazel eyes narrowing. “I hate this guy.”

“Then why do we listen to him every morning?” Holliday reached to turn off the radio, and Velic swatted his hand.

“Nothing but the truth is our motto here. Today’s topic is Red Zones. When are the police going to get off their asses and retake them? I see zero effort from the mayor. What are your thoughts? Taking callers.”

Velic twisted the radio knob until it clicked. “It’s that voice, all nasal and arrogant, that will get him caught one day. I listen so it’s fresh in my mind. But,” he pulled a folded paper from his jacket pocket and held it between two fingers, “first things first.”

Looking over the bounty instructions, Velic paused at the Taken Alive section. He smiled upon reading “dead or alive.” The moment had come when he would finally cross off the second-highest name on the city’s most wanted board: Doctor Bohuslav Yeznith.

“Are you excited, Holliday?”

“Hardly.”

They stepped out of the car, and Velic scanned the apartment buildings on either side of the target one. The wind whistled past, carrying with it the scent of the sea. He scratched his graying, sandy-brown stubble. Makeshift bridges connected the upper-floors and rooftops, made of boards, ladders, ropes, or whatever was available, many of which were designed as death traps. Trash thrown from the windows had formed frost-covered mounds that overtook the alleys, and the remnants of stripped-down or burned-out vehicles lined the street. The wall surrounding the city was little more than a stone’s throw away.

Velic inhaled his cigarette until it burned his lips. Flicking it into the street, he unlocked the trunk and stared at the clutter within. Barely visible among the mess, entangled in weapons slings and buried beneath an assortment of clothes, ammo boxes, and pre-collapse field rations was a battering ram. He freed it and gave a shit-eating grin. “All right, let’s go get this bastard.”

Besides the dark eyes, skin, and well-kept appearance, Velic saw a younger version of himself in Holliday, who looked as respectable as a detective could in street clothes. Clean-shaven, with new boots, a worn black Mazarath Metropolitan Police jacket, and an attitude that hinted he wanted to work his way up the ranks. Holliday had reached the breaking point of his initiation into their oddball unit, a crossroads between knowing of the city’s horrors and having come face-to-face with them.

Entering the lobby, Velic discovered the first sign of an unpleasant day. “Dammit, I knew this would happen.” He unloaded the ram onto the rookie, who hefted it onto his shoulder with a sneer.

An out-of-order sign on the building’s only elevator mocked Velic. He tore it down and whipped open the stairwell door. Kicking it, he stomped up the stairs to the second floor without offering to take back the battering ram.

Holliday squinted as he followed through dust clouds. On the second floor, he stepped on something squishy. “This place is nauseating.”

“What did you expect from a Red Zone high-rise?”

Vulgar phrases and illustrations covered the stairwell walls. An ammonia smell made Velic’s chest tighten. His eyes watered as he tiptoed through the refuse minefield. “Damn, we should’ve brought masks.”

“Wait.” Holliday pointed to a spray-painted encircled V. Undecipherable runes surrounded it. Velic had seen them every time he got close. The V was for him.

“Yeznith enjoys the chase. That’s why he leaves them for me.”

Velic froze at the sight of a large mural on the platform above. He bent backward and twisted his neck to fully take in the portrait of a silver-haired, blindfolded woman. Faint white scars covered her pale skin, and deep scowl lines surrounded her mouth. The artist had captured her in such a way that Velic imagined himself the recipient of her anger.

“Vel?”

“What?” He straightened, blinked, and shook his head.

“What are you staring at?”

Velic looked at Holliday and pointed up. “This one is better than the rest of the crap on the walls.”

“What one?”

Looking again, Velic discovered the mural had vanished, leaving only the platform’s chipped white paint. He blinked hard. “Never mind. Let’s go.”

They arrived on the third floor, with Velic breathing as if he were on the roof instead. Holliday stifled a gag, and his cheeks puffed out.

Seeing an opportunity, Velic smirked. “What do you say we get a couple of fried fish platters and crab legs when this is over?”

“Screw you, man.”

Velic scoffed. “It ain’t right living by the ocean and hating seafood. But seriously, don’t touch anything.”

Holliday jerked his hand away from the sticky railing and slid his palm down his pant leg. “I can’t even imagine what we’ll find up there. Doctor Yez scares the shit out of me.”

“Me too. But our window to surprise him is closing. Backup means blaring sirens. Yeznith will run. And you know my feelings about running. It won’t be me chasing him across one of those death traps. Plus, I need the stats. They’re the only reason my badge is still red.”

“Fine. You get to brief the major.”

“My pleasure.”

Holliday followed close behind, laboring under the ram. “What floor is the apartment on?”

“Ninth.” Velic checked the back of his hand, his on-the-go notebook covered with various scribblings. “907.”

“Damn broken elevator.” Holliday wiped the sweat from his forehead.

“Enjoy your good knees and hips while they last. Let’s keep moving.”

Holliday lifted the ram from his shoulder. “You want this back?”

Velic started up the stairs. “Keep your eyes open.”

On the fourth floor, they ditched their coats.

On the sixth, they jumped over a decomposing dog carcass. Holliday ejected his breakfast at seeing the maggots.

On the seventh, Velic leaned against the railing, his chest heaving. He forced himself to stand. “I will find the son of a bitch who owns this building and arrest them for a crime worthy of exile. I’ll make it embarrassing, too.”

On the ninth floor, Velic halted Holliday with a shaky arm. “Hold a moment.”

“Maybe if you smoked less?”

“Maybe. You ready for this?”

Holliday nodded. “Any chance of taking him alive?”

“Not this one.”

They crept down the corridor, stopping short of the door. Velic paused and listened. Twisting the doorknob, he shook his head, never surprised by how often he walked right in. He gripped the battering ram handle, and Holliday took the other. Velic mouthed the count as they swung it back and forth. The door buckled inward, and they dropped the ram. Pistols drawn, they flowed into the apartment, which reeked of rotting flesh and sulfur.

Holliday followed the hallway while Velic entered the first room on the left. With watery eyes, he scanned, searching for threats among upturned furniture, cluttered corners of clothing and shoes, and stacked medical boxes. Rough-cut plastic sheets created a walking lane. Flies speckled the browning wallpaper, collecting in masses at the ceiling and the door to the next room. Velic waved them away from his face, but one landed on his lip. He spat, with terrible imaginings of where it might have landed before.

In the kitchen, the sight of meat-stripped appendages across bloody counter surfaces halted him, his eyes and mouth wide. Plastic portable coolers covered the entire floor except for a narrow path. Velic identified the limbs of dozens of victims, all incomplete. No heads. No torsos.

He lifted a lid with his boot to find an assortment of hands, some with fingers interlocked. A foot protruded from the next cooler, preventing the lid from closing. The toenails were painted in alternating pink and purple. The next cooler he left to his imagination.

His worst cases still haunted his mind, deeds so gruesome that once solved, he hid them in a basement filing cabinet and never spoke of them. Among the worst atrocities of those cases, none tormented his soul as much as what he saw in Yeznith’s kitchen.

A panicked yell, a gunshot, and a cackle snapped Velic from his daze.

He hurried through the rooms and found Holliday lying crumpled beneath a body-sized hole in the wall, and Doctor Yeznith diving through the window. Glass shards fell onto the fire escape and clattered through the grated platforms. Velic raised his gun, cursed, and lowered it. While the kitchen was a butcher shop, the new room resembled a neglected hospital ward, tables strewn with medical instruments and a pair of bloodstained gurneys.

Kneeling to check Holliday’s pulse, Velic pulled out his radio. “This is Detective Velic. Officer down in Red Zone Two. Apartment high-rise corner of Nineteenth and LinMae, number 907. Breathing but unconscious. Possible internal damage. In pursuit of a tier-one bounty.” 

He sprinted to the window and stopped mid-stride upon spotting a candlelit shrine. The centerpiece was a sculpture of a head, surrounded by offerings and organs.

“What in the fuck?” Velic recognized himself, but thought the hair seemed a bit on the thin side. Knives and other sharp objects pierced the head from different angles. The backdrop was a wall of pictures and newspaper clippings of him and those he knew.

He vaulted through the window, the apartment’s stink fading as he descended the fire escape stairs three at a time. The entire structure rattled with each landing. Velic took deep breaths of the salty winter air. He leaned over the side to check on the doctor’s progress. Yeznith paused and looked up. Their eyes met. Velic had never seen the man’s face. On the bounty board, his picture was a black silhouette with a question mark. He looked less hideous than Velic had imagined. With a cursory glance, he might pass for a well-dressed, gentlemanly fellow with a full head of wavy gray hair and matching shapely eyebrows set close to diabolical black eyes.

With a scheming grin, the doctor leapt over the railing and plummeted five stories without a sound until the thud on the concrete. The body lay twisted in an unmoving heap.

Velic smiled. Case closed. Major Rodriguez would be ecstatic. Snap a few proof-of-death photos, and don’t forget a close-up for his album. Check on Holliday. Hand over responsibility to homicide. Unwind at Slickers lounge while reveling in the other team’s glum faces.

He checked again, finding Yeznith was still dead. About to continue down, he froze. Had the body twitched? He convinced himself he had been mistaken until an arm reached out, nails scratching on the pavement. The other arm joined, and the doctor crawled. Velic fired three shots and saw the blood splatter from at least one. Yeznith trudged toward the labyrinth of back alleys, dragging a disfigured leg and swinging a useless arm.

Picturing himself explaining how he had lost the city’s second-most-wanted, Velic opted for a well-aimed jump for an open dumpster. The overflowing trash bags looked like a deceptively soft landing. Leaning forward from the rail, the frosted metal biting into his palms, he shut his eyes. What sharp and unforgiving things lurked below the layer of plastic? He screamed the entire fall.

Having not impaled himself and being certain that most of his bones were intact, he slid out of the dumpster to land on his back. Through blurry vision, he watched Yeznith turn right into another alley. Velic grumbled through all the back, neck, and other pains as he hobbled in pursuit. Imagining the doctor’s bullet-hole-filled body motivated him with every unmerciful step. Velic would never take him alive. Leniency, even for misdemeanors, had become a long-forgotten concept in Mazarath.

He turned the corner to find a grinning Yeznith halted at the entrance of the next alley. Velic skidded to a stop and aimed. Too late. Eight blocks later, his legs and lungs protested as he entered a dead-end. The doctor waited for him. Sirens blared in the distance.

“You got nowhere to go, Yez!” Velic’s pistol swayed as he stepped closer.

Yeznith stood tall, not attempting to escape, his leg straight and steady beneath him. His broken arm gestured normally, and his taunting smile never faltered. He stood within a hastily painted circle flanked by three intricate symbols.

Velic scanned the area with narrowed eyes.

“No traps. I only wanted you alone.”

“You don’t deserve last words.” He lined up his sights with Yeznith’s chest.

“My kind now hunts you.”

“Your kind? Tell ‘em to get in line since half the city is gunning for me.”

Yeznith tore open his shirt, daring Velic to aim for his heart. “When my mistress brings me back, I will come for you. I want the pleasure of placing you under my knife!”

Velic squeezed the trigger. As the bullet exited, it took chunks of meat and the doctor’s heart. He staggered but remained standing. The runes pulsated with a violet light. Yeznith’s face showed pride as he stood straight again. No blood spewed from the hole. His eyes shifted into one glowing red orb and one empty socket.

His distinguished face melted and morphed, transforming from a smooth light-brown complexion to a sagging, torn, and scarred one. Polished teeth became baleful, uneven fangs crowding a lipless mouth. “I made you see, and now you can never unsee.”

Velic fired again. Yeznith’s head whipped back, and his body collapsed to the ground as a black mist escaped his mouth with a hiss. It rose above the building and soon disappeared from sight. The body made a sizzling sound as it broke down into a pool of liquefied lasagna, where the cheese and sauce blended into pink goop.

He pulled his shirt over his nose, kneeled, and poked the steaming clothing with the muzzle of his pistol. Hearing a clink from within the doctor’s jacket pocket, he searched it and produced a glass vial filled with a thick red liquid. Gold flakes pulsated throughout, like the rhythm of a slow-beating heart.

Squinting, he held it up to the sunlight and tipped it upside down. Nothing happened. Shaking it caused the flakes within to illuminate, forcing him to look away. The vial grew warm to the touch. He jumped at a voice and drew his pistol toward the alley exit. Nothing. He looked down at Yeznith. Still dead. He placed the vial to his ear, hearing a soft rumble and a whisper. “Our souls for vengeance.”

He fumbled and caught it. He held it still, and the flakes became dormant. Not daring to shake it again, he secured it in his pocket.

***
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In the early evening, Velic sat where he expected, on the cracked leather couch in front of Major Rod’s desk. Cigarette smoke rose from an ashtray near his typewriter, collecting on the ceiling. The tobacco’s aroma helped Velic forget all the smells he had suffered through earlier. He pulled out his pack. The hot air from the vent blew directly above him, but he kept his coat on to convey that he did not want to stay any longer than necessary.

Stomping echoed from the hallway. A broad-shouldered, copper-skinned man entered silently and sat at the desk. He scratched his black caterpillar mustache and crushed out the neglected butt. “How is Detective Holliday? What did the medics say?”

“Concussion and a cracked rib. He’ll be okay. Desk duty for a few days.”

“Good, good.” He rolled up his sleeves, revealing tattooed forearms. “Let me ask you, what the fuck possessed you to try and take down a tier-one bounty in a Red Zone without backup!” Officers hid themselves throughout the station.

Velic considered a smart remark but remained silent. He never entered Red Zones with backup and had no plans to start. Three years ago, the mayor had called in the entire force. In crowded stations across the city, sleep-deprived officers stared blankly at large screens. Mayor Mazarath discussed her plan to abandon parts of the city to save the rest. “Tough choices must be made... We will become the next fallen city... These zones are already crime-ridden...” She asked for a marker, and an anonymous arm held out a chunky red one. She drew thick lines around the city blocks, indicating they needed to fend for themselves until further notice. The name Red Zone stuck. In the streets, they say “bled” in lieu of red.

Major Rod lit another cigarette. “Sorry, Vel. Appearances. The uniforms look up to you, and if they see me taking any of your shit, they will follow suit. You understand?” He pulled a label-less green bottle from his desk and took a swig. Coughing, he leaned across the desk and offered it to Velic.

“I do.” The smell of alcohol shot into his nose before he lifted it to his mouth. He tried not to cough but failed. Passing the bottle back, he pictured Rod and him as young officers in starched uniforms standing at attention outside the same office. “If our places were swapped, I’d be chewing your ass daily.”

“Can you imagine the madhouse this precinct would become if you were in charge?”

Velic crushed out his cigarette. “That’s why I’m out on the streets, and you’re sitting in here on your ass.”

“Didn’t your nose used to be straight?”

“Didn’t your gut used to not hang over your belt?”

They glared at each other. Rod laughed first.

“Half your team is down, Vel. Why didn’t you radio team two for the assist?”

“JJ came through on a tip. This morning, I found myself the closest I had ever been to Yeznith.”

“Tell me what happened.” Major Rod rocked his chair as he listened.

“The bastard barely made the dumpster when he jumped. I didn’t want to have an accuracy competition. He was in the wind by the time I got down the fire escape.” Velic had never lied to him before. The vial in his pocket pressed into his ribs, and he kept it to himself, the question burning inside him of what to do with it. Showing the vial to Rod for it to do nothing would only convince them both that he had finally lost his mind.

“As much as I wish you were placing a picture of Yeznith’s body in front of me, I am glad you weren’t reckless enough to jump. Write up the report. Tonight.”

“I’ll have it on your desk tomorrow afternoon.”

“Morning. Have your partner proofread it. You spell like shit.”

“Will do.”

The major leaned forward. “How is everything else?”

“I’m dealing.” Neither spoke for a time. “I’m beyond succumbing to your stare, Johnathan.”

“Try not to make any mistakes that I can’t fix, Thomas. I convinced the bosses that you had finished mourning, taken the time you needed, and returned resilient. Have you?”

“Don’t I look like it?”

Loud voices rose from down the hall near the sergeant’s desk, and they both ignored them.

“You look and smell like shit. Here’s what I want you to do. Bring in a few tier threes from the misdemeanor board. Maz citizens enjoy watching criminals be exiled. It makes them feel safer. Happier. High numbers keep the chief out of my ass. And you need a couple of wins to cover this mess.” He pulled Yeznith’s file from his desk and held it up.

Velic said nothing about it being the wrong file.

The major looked at the door, then at Velic.

Taking the hint, he stood. “One for show?”

“Sure. Stay safe out there.” He cleared his throat. “Get the Fuck out of my office!”​

The desk sergeant was forming a line that snaked around the building. Velic shouldered his way through a crowded waiting area and the precinct’s main entrance, half answering the greetings of passing officers hustling up the front steps past him. What he wanted most was to get the vial out of his pocket, to rid himself of the lingering fear that it might break and the side effects that would follow.

Reaching the sidewalk, he paused, looking up and down the street. There was one place he had heard of, a spot he drove by many times, but had sworn never to set foot inside.
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​​CHAPTER 2: EMMA​
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Crossroads

Emma McWerth struggled to convince herself to take her dog for its nightly walk. An expert at procrastination, she lay sprawled on the couch, one leg stretched across its back. A heavily repaired, forest-green knit cap with multicolored thread hid her shoulder-length brown hair. She contemplated the pros and cons of moving. On one tattooed hand was the freezing weather, the light blanket of snow already forming, and the cold she had been battling. On the other hand, a cute face looked at her expectantly.

She huffed. “Why can’t you let me be lazy for one night? Frickin’ cute puppy-eyed pit bull.”

Seeing her standing, Kilo spun in circles and stopped to check her progress.

A knock came at the apartment door.

“It’s open.”

Alex Prescott entered with a jacket tucked under one arm. Snowflakes covered his blond curls. His sunburned boyish face contrasted with his muscular forearms, which he had earned from hauling fish since his youth. He smelled clean, not the fishy, salty, diesel smell Emma had expected.

“You don’t need to come all the way from the docks to walk with me. Who’d be crazy to attack me with this dog at my side?”

He shrugged, his dark green eyes shifting to Kilo. “I needed to stretch my legs.”

“One sec. Let me put my stuff on.” She looked over her evenly spaced, organized boots and winter items. Her hat and right glove were where she had left them, but the left was nowhere to be found. Plastic glasses enlarged her bright brown eyes as she glared at the dog. “Where is it?”

Kilo lowered his head.

“Uh-huh.” Feeling under the couch, she found it, chewed, missing a finger and a half. “I traded two ration cards for these.” She pointed to the pile of untouched dog toys she had scavenged. He dipped his head and diverted his eyes. Emma sighed and petted him. His soft coat was thin, and she still did not know how he managed to enjoy the freezing weather. Alex enjoyed it similarly, which annoyed her because she was an outright wimp when it came to the cold.

Fully bundled, she stomped down the short flight of stairs, stumbling on the last step. Alex caught her arm and steadied her. They moved through the used bookstore she inherited from her father. Her apartment door opened to the hallway with the other tenants, but she rarely used it. Maneuvering around partially filled shelves and leaning towers of paperbacks, she reached the store’s front door with a peeling McWerth’s Used Books stenciled on the frosted window.

Using the hand with her pinky and ring finger crammed into the same compartment, she grabbed the doorknob. “Last chance to stay warm, everyone.”

Alex zipped up his jacket. “I’m ready.” He wore no gloves on his calloused hands.

Emma curled her lip at him and peered at Kilo, whose eyes shifted between the door handle and his previous scratch marks on the frame.

“Do you want me to hold him while you lock up?” Alex held out his hand for the leash.

“I got it.” She took one last deep inhale of the musty books and the coffee left in the pot.

The door cracked open enough for Kilo to dash outside, taking Emma with him. She slid along the slick sidewalk, catching herself from losing her footing. She won the tug-of-war back to the door long enough to engage half the locks. Alex finished the rest. The blocks surrounding the bookstore had become overcrowded, not because the city was overpopulated since the war, the wall, and exile had taken care of that, but because refugees fled the Red Zones.

They reached the entrance of Lalli Park. Emma’s mind drifted to the humid summer night she found the dog, abandoned and already full-grown but half his weight in sagging skin. His ribs showed beneath hairless patches. The city had no tolerance for strays. She had extended her shaky hand. He sniffed it. Ten blocks later, she had carried him home and wrestled him into the tub.

At the park’s center, she saw no passersby and freed Kilo from his leash. He sprinted across the snow-dusted grass and dove into the tangled underbrush.

Emma ran in place with her hands tucked into her armpits. She switched to jumping jacks, her coat swishing, until she tired and sat on the picnic table, hugging herself. “How are you not freezing to death?” The wind shifted, cutting through the fabric of her hood.

“I’m warm, actually.”

Her teeth chattered. “I hate you.”

He shrugged. “Offshore, it’s just me and the winter wind, without all these trees to block it.” He held his arms out and spun. He grew dizzy and wobbled, catching himself on a trail marker. “Try it.”

“Pass.” Seeing him approach, she hopped off the table and backed away.

“Come on.” He reached for her hand, and she hid it behind her back while trying to wiggle the other free when he caught it. “Arms up. Good. Now spin.”

She dropped them. He hugged her around the waist and spun her until she laughed.

Enough time had passed without Kilo returning that they walked further along the trail. Emma cupped her hands around her mouth. “Kilo!”

“We’ll find him. I brought these just in case.” He held up a grease-stained brown bag, folded over so the Prescott’s Clam Shack label was barely visible. He opened it and shook. “He’ll come running.” He held the bag out to her. “Want one?”

Emma’s stomach grumbled, and she reached in and took the biggest and crispiest one. The dough squished between her fingers when she broke through the outer crust, tasting sweet and a little peppery. She could eat the whole bag.

The trees rustled, stopped, and swayed in unison, creating an eerie stillness as if the woods had inhaled. They stared at each other, waiting for a noise, a movement, anything. Emma opened her mouth to call out again, but stopped when the ground rumbled. Alex took her arm, steadying her until a shockwave burst from the woods. It lifted them into the air and flung them onto the frozen ground.

Alex grunted and called out to her, pain in his voice. “Emma, are you alright?”

She struggled to breathe as she rolled onto her side. “I’m... okay.” Pushing herself to her knees, she noticed the side of his head. Blood ran down over his ear. “You’re cut.”

“I’m fine.”

She unwound her scarf from her neck. “Take this.”

He hesitated.

“Hurry, before you get dizzy, and I have to drag you. I’ve washed worse than blood out.” She faced the direction of Kilo’s barking. “I hear him. Can you walk, or do you want to stay here?”

“I’m coming.”

She stumbled toward the woods. “Kilo!”

“Emma, wait.”

She searched for breaks in the brush, finding only a thick wall of briars and evergreens. A red glow illuminated the forest. Scurrying through, she deflected the branches from her face. Her glasses fogged to uselessness, and she clutched them in her slush-covered gloves as she crawled. Thorns tore at her clothes and cheeks.

“Slow down and let me catch up.”

She did not. The smell of burned trees and earth intensified the deeper she ventured until she broke free. Her cheeks stung, and wiping them, she found a smear of blood on the back of her glove. She replaced her glasses and peered through the scratched lenses, unable to see her feet. Her face twisted at the sight of the knee-high black smog covering a clearing, smelling of burning tires. Within it, mini lightning storms flashed red. The sturdiest trees on the perimeter were splintered, and the smallest had been strewn outward. Beyond them, the forest was snow-covered and undisturbed. She looked up and gasped.

Rustling sounded from behind as Alex entered the clearing. “What the hell is that? Don’t get too close.”

She remained silent, unable to do anything except stare.

Suspended in the clearing’s center, level with the treetops, was a shattered sky. A silver-lined, malformed window to the abyss from which the smog seeped into the clearing, looking as if a boulder had crashed through it. The fragments that had broken free hung frozen in time or whirled in random orbits, creating an overlapping chorus of whooshing sounds. Some collided, producing tiny snapping noises. From the tear’s center, jagged seams radiated outward, blocking the view beyond. The entire network swelled and receded, giving the impression that pressure from the other side struggled to be contained. Magical strips, glowing red and blending into a golden center, appeared as makeshift bandages to repair the cracks spreading from the main wound.

Kilo returned to her side, and she petted his head without looking down.

Alex stood shoulder to shoulder with her. “Let’s back away slowly.”

Emma stepped closer. Curiosity and fear wrestled in her mind. Thunderless red lightning shot from the rift and flashed across the sky. She ducked. “Holy crap.” Heat touched her face like a summer afternoon. The rift’s cracks expanded against the repaired areas, dislodging more fragments. It warbled as something fell to the ground with a thud.

Alex picked up a stick and positioned himself in front of her.

She touched his shoulder. “It’s okay. I don’t know why I know. I just do.” She looked down at Kilo. His mouth hung open, and his tail wagged. “Kilo seems relaxed, too.”

The smog cleared enough to reveal the silhouette of a woman rolling onto her stomach and trying to push herself off the ground. She fell forward and stayed still.

“Umm, are you all right?” Emma took a step forward.

The woman jerked her head, piercing them with sky-blue eyes. With a trembling hand, she raked a clump of vibrant crimson curls from her face. She coughed. “Where am I?”

“In the city park.”

Sirens blared in many directions.

“What city?” She held her hands up, opening and closing her fingers. She examined her fair-skinned arms, turning them over. Reaching behind her, she felt her shoulder blades, pouting her full lips. She discovered and cupped her breasts, slid her hands to her stomach, and finished by lifting her foot and comparing her toes to her fingers.

Emma tried not to stare. “Uh, the Maz... Oh, sorry, Mazarath City. We call it the Maz for short.”

The woman breathed in deeply, as if she had never used her lungs. “Will you help conceal me?” Her skin smoked like she was fresh from a hot bath. The sirens grew louder. She attempted to stand but fell back onto her hands and knees, wheezing as she breathed. “They will be upon us soon.”

Alex helped her to her feet and placed his coat over her. “Here. It’s not much, but it will cover the important stuff. Put your arm in. And that one.” She wavered, and he steadied her. After she took a few weak steps, he scooped her up into his arms.

They neared the wood’s edge when the woman shifted. “The crossroads. I must conceal them.”

Alex turned so she faced the tear. With a shaky, outstretched arm, light filled her eyes, matching the color of the bandages that kept the rift intact. Her body tensed as her neck and arm glowed. She squeezed Alex’s shoulder with her other hand. He closed his eyes and gasped. Both their bodies trembled, and with a final grunt, she went limp in his arms. The rift’s pulsating became a subtle throb. With a loud sucking sound, the smog was drawn back inside, and the tear hidden.

The sirens sounded as if they had reached the park’s outskirts.

Kilo led them back through the woods. Reaching the main fork in the trail, he waited for Emma to choose a direction. She pointed. “That way. We’ll exit onto Castillo Road and head north on Quinn.”

They reached Emma’s street as two Maz PD armored trucks raced by.

Their sirens faded into the distance as Emma fumbled with an overloaded key ring. Her glasses slid down, and she pushed them back up to the bridge of her nose. She peeled off her gloves and tucked them into her armpit. With shivering, tattoo-covered hands, she slid the key into the hole on the fourth attempt. The vintage bell hanging above gave a feeble ring, and the dog barreled past into the warmth.

Alex carried the woman upstairs and laid her on the couch.

She coughed and looked into his eyes. “What may I call you?”

“Alex.”

She looked at Emma, who unfolded a blanket and offered her name.

“I thank you both for your help. I am Aniel.”
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​CHAPTER 3: MALPHAS
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The First Duke of Hell

Malphas stared beyond the fortress wall, watching the battle progress. Bright orange clouds swirled over the surface of his black pearl eyes, inset in a scarred gray face. His frayed black hair was crudely cut and short enough to reveal a missing portion of his left ear. He had not bothered to wear his armor. It hung in his chambers, gathering ash.

Ramblings from a pack of lesser demons fell silent as they rounded the corner and halted in unison upon seeing him. A glob of bubbling pitch dripped down the side of the tub they hauled and sputtered on the ground.

A flaming cannonball burst against the fortress wall, built from interlocking bricks as large as a wagon. The pitch tub and the demons ignited. One ran shrieking and flailing its arms. It jumped from the battlements, body twirling end over end, until it crashed into a crowded siege ladder. The ladder held, but a squad of attackers fell to their deaths.

Malphas smirked. The tips of his sharp teeth snuck into view. An acceptable exchange of troops. He estimated a hundred ladders, calculating that his fortress would be overrun before the ash storms resumed.

More attackers trampled the fallen bodies and took their place on the ladders. Ten legions of troops climbed or waited. An equal number stood in reserve in tight formations. Disciplined and awaiting orders. A siege of only a hundred thousand insulted Malphas. He narrowed his eyes at the furthest of them, still out of range. Their commander’s tent was tucked in the center of a line of catapults. He recognized the standard. Red and gray with a piked demon head, its mouth agape and daggers piercing its eyes. Duke Xelthus. The storms roared far off, threatening to return.

Malphas gave a lazy signal. The demon next to him waved a frayed gray banner, and the archers retreated inside the fortress faster than they had rehearsed. His threats to send the slowest to the mines worked.

He stood alone on the fortress wall, waiting for the opportune moment. As expected, the newly promoted Xelthus was eager and overconfident, committing all his troops to battle except for his entourage and a small security detail. When the first attackers reached the top rungs, Malphas gave the second signal.

A horn sounded from the pinnacle of his keep, and grinding came from within the fortress’s bowels. The battlements shook as Malphas looked over the edge. Those on the ladders yelled and pointed as hundreds of pipes protruded from the walls. A thousand Nachtubi slaves filled and operated the pump system beneath. Panic erupted when the first streams of pitch shot forth. The climbers in the line of fire were flung from the ladders. Others slipped and took those below with them. The troops on the ground ran.

Malphas strutted toward the nearest ladder, and a surprised demon near the top stopped and looked up with glowing red eyes. Malphas clenched his claw. The veins in his forearms glowed a putrid green beneath scarred, rippling gray skin. Flames flickered at his fist as he forced his power into it, materializing into a hilt.

Seeing the corrupted flames morph into a sword caused the demon to climb back down the ladder, bunching up those below. Malphas threw the blade, impaling it in the chest, exploding into green flames that spread across the fortress wall and engulfed the ladders. Xelthus, his escorts, and the catapult crews retreated as the inferno spread over the pitch-soaked ground. The entire infantry force was consumed, falling prey to one of the oldest tricks in a book that did not exist. If it did, Malphas would have written it.

His own forces hurried from their hiding places inside the fortress to watch. He grew bored, and his attention drifted to the barren landscape between his fortress and Hell’s capital, the Harrowing City. Its great towers appeared as nothing more than smudges on the hazy, ash-covered horizon, visible only between storms.

A larger structure hid beneath the capital city, dubbed the Devil’s Delectation. An image of the maze’s first solver was burned into his mind. Among all the ruling dukes and duchesses, Malphas’s hate for Andras burned the hottest.

He summoned a commander to his side. Any would do. “Pursue the survivors. I want them alive and hung above the basilisk pits, high enough for their upper bodies not to be eaten. Let the troops watch to boost morale. Afterward, bring me Duke Xelthus’s head.”

Turning, Malphas stepped off. The ash-packed ground reignited with quick bursts of flame beneath his hooves. As he approached his keep, the guards straightened and raised their halberds in salute. He ignored them. Their weapons slammed back into position as he passed. He arrived at his throne room without paying attention to the dark hallways he took to get there. The only decorations were the trophy skulls of conquered enemies.

He paused in the doorway.

Another demon lay sprawled across his throne. His rage shifted to disbelief. Only from curiosity did he refrain from killing the interloper. It snored with a steady wheeze, each exhale ending in a raspy whistle, one of those malformed imps that scurried through all the cities and garrisons in Hell, delivering messages. He assumed it waited to deliver one and had fallen asleep.

The imp stretched its limbs, failing to touch the throne’s armrests. It opened its eyes and sat up. “Hello, Malphas. Tell me you can understand mortal common, as I refuse to converse with that repulsive language you speak here.”

Instead of the nervous and deliberate speech Malphas had expected, the voice was intelligent, smooth, and feminine. Her words revived the long-since-used language in his mind. When had he last heard it spoken so unbroken? Most of his troops communicated in Hellspeak, forcing him to do the same. Recycled demon tongues and vocal cords limited them to the simplest words. The mortal common she spoke was one of countless other mashed-together languages that made up the ever-evolving one in Hell. A steady influx of souls from six mortal realms was the cause.

Malphas stepped inside. “If you are an assassin, you might have chosen a more capable vessel’s mind to control.”

She regarded her body with a look as if she had forgotten it was another’s. “I assume you won the battle.” She slid over the edge, dangled her feet, and let go. Swaggering to the nearest column, she leaned against it, her oversized black eyes staring into his. “My assassin time has ended. Of late, I have been an observer. I did not see in the others what I see in you.”

“And what do you imagine you see in me?” He straightened, more curious than angry.

“A desire to escape.”

He scoffed. “You have been failing in your observations.”

“Even demon faces show boredom.” Her gaze penetrated him. “The mindless creatures you surround yourself with cannot tell how desperately you wish to escape Hell.” She tilted her head. “It is not them you are finding it harder and harder to convince, is it?”

Malphas disliked her advantage. “You are mortal?” He moved to his throne and sat.

She crossed her arms, ignoring him. “My time here is limited. What I need is simple. Your ability to command disobedient demons and to absorb a small portion of your power to recover the cost of your summoning. In exchange, I offer passage into the Fifth Realm. The mortals there are weakened, and the realm is ripe.” She scraped a long nail across her wrist. Crouching over the spreading black puddle, she dabbed a stubby finger and spoke as she wrote on the stone floor. “This is the name of a demon escapee I recruited from that realm. He has been imprisoned here again and is important to me. He will have your answers.”

She slit her throat from floppy ear to floppy ear, adding what was left of her blood to the already hardening pool. Lying in the center, she waved her arms and legs over the ground in half circles, creating an angel shape. She stopped gurgling and fell still.

***
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Malphas rested his head in one claw and tapped the nails of his other on his throne’s armrest. Two guards entered, dragging a freshly assembled demon behind them. It wore only a loincloth and a twisted grin.

“We found him with the new arrivals in the damnation fields.”

They dropped the mismatched carcass near the black stain on the floor. It grunted and kneeled, head lowered.

Malphas sighed at the guards. “Could they not have found a more presentable construct?” To prevent them from answering, he gestured at the door. “Assist with the fortress’s cleanup.” He waited until the throne room doors shut and pointed to the crusted name. “Is that you?”

The creature nodded without looking.

“And you know who I am?”

It cleared the raspiness from its throat with a cough. “The First Duke.”

“Good. Now, tell me how you came to be in the mortal realms and all you know of the one who summoned you.”

The demon stood on unsteady, uneven legs. One was skin and bones, the other muscular and scarred. “Yeznith was the name I assumed from my mortal host, whose residual knowledge, combined with my medical achievements, was of great interest to the one you speak of. She is known only as the Blind Witch.”

“She is mortal?”

“No. She is more.”

“But blind?”

“I never saw her eyes. She never revealed them but saw much more than I, more than any of us.”

Malphas leaned his head back in thought. “Angelic sight.”

Yeznith nodded, and a strip of flesh unpeeled at his neck and swung on straining strands.

“Her power to control the imp originally led me to suspect she was beyond mortal. Her dramatic exit and your input helped confirm my suspicions. She is one of the Discarded. Angels banished long ago for creating a forbidden spell.”

“She never spoke of her past, and I never dared to ask.”

“Did she ever use her true name?”

“No, my lord.”

“What do these fallen angels gain from my involvement?”

“In my mistress’s great scheme, your presence was not required until later, but a team of mortals has been wreaking havoc on our safe houses, hunting us throughout the city she has chosen as a staging point.”
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​CHAPTER 4: VELIC
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The Den

Velic scoffed at the strange symbols decorating the door to Clara’s Alchemy and Occult. The services provided were listed. Tarot readings, spirit communication, potions, crystals, and magic instruction. He hesitated before grabbing the doorknob, a dragon claw gripping an orb. Kicking the snow from his boots, he entered.

Bookshelves lined the walls, except behind a counter covered with bottles containing preserved specimens. That space was reserved for racks of blunt and edged two-handed weapons. Knives and hatchets hung in rows on the wall. Glass enclosures housing a variety of peculiar trinkets and crystals of all sizes and colors cluttered the walkway. The scent was a combination of crushed flowers, formaldehyde, and incense. He caught a faint whiff of gun oil from elsewhere.

A woman asked, “Can I help you?”

Velic wove through the enclosures to find the source. She balanced on a rolling ladder, organizing books on the top shelf. A black cat lounged on the glass countertop. It regarded Velic with mismatched eyes. One a dull yellow and the other dark blue. Seeming to lose interest, it rolled over.

“I just have a few questions.” He lifted a foggy jar filled with dried beetles from the counter and shook it. “What else do you do here besides brew love potions and charm spells?”

She descended, her blue braid bouncing as she approached the counter. Her nose was sharp and upturned, and her royal blue eyes regarded him with annoyance. A faint scar ran along her jawline beneath her left cheek. “Place incurable curses on mocking customers.”

Velic opened his mouth, a sarcastic remark ready. Instead, he placed the jar back on the counter. “If by any chance you are not kidding, please don’t make my hair fall out. It’s one of my defining features.”

Her dyed hair appeared to belong to another face. Her oversized, unflattering black sweater had a silver charm hanging where he imagined her breasts to be. Ornate rings on each finger covered eight tattooed letters. Velic recognized two of them.

F_ _ _  _ _ _ L.

He frowned at his dumpster-diver appearance reflected in the display case. “I’m Velic. It’s a pleasure.”

“Clara.”

He pulled his coat aside to reveal the gleaming red badge clipped to his belt. “A case I’m working on took a freakish turn. And the suspect claimed he is, or was, possessed. Can you tell me anything or point me in the right direction?”

“Tell me exactly what happened so we can avoid wasting each other’s time.” Her eyes locked onto his, her stare demanding the truth.

Velic had dragged countless suspects into sweltering interview rooms. Around Clara, he felt as if he were the one being interrogated. He cleared his throat. “I killed a fugitive I’ve been tracking. He had an apartment full of appendages.” Velic pulled the vial from his pocket and set it on the counter.

She stared at it but did not pick it up.

“He ran. I chased. Later, he decided he had had enough exercise and dared me to shoot him.”

“What happened when you killed him?”

The question surprised him. “He melted into a mound of runny scrambled eggs with crusty ketchup stirred in.”

“At least you did not kill an exploder.”

Velic stared blankly.

Cocking her head, she leaned on the counter with an outstretched arm. “So, you came to my store as a last resort since none of your cop friends will believe you killed a demon.”

“Sounds about right. My reputation is a little on the fritz at the moment.”

She stood straight and crossed her arms. “Who else knows?”

“No one.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Your boss? Your partner? Wife?” She glanced at his ringless finger.

“Just me. Until I figure out what I’m dealing with.”

She looked as if she might smile, but her mouth became a straight line. “Smart move. Keep it that way. I have firsthand experience with these things and can help you.” She picked up the vial. “What do you make of this?”

“My first guess was it’s a new drug until I shook it. Wait. Wait. Squint your eyes first.”

She held it at arm’s length. “What will happen?”

He told her.

“May I?”

“Have at it.” Velic closed his eyes.

Clara shook the vial and gasped. When the flakes became dormant, she remained silent.

“I didn’t hear anything. What did it say?”

She hesitated. “A plea for forgiveness.”

“The voice I heard wanted
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