
        
            
                
            
        

    
	...Four people moseyed in.

	 

	Headless horsemen, all of them. Hard to mistake those, even when their demonic steeds weren’t around. The one in the lead was the shortest of them, and more than a head shorter than me, no pun intended. His western-style shirt was tucked into a tight pair of blue jeans crowned with a thick belt buckle that glittered silver. His cowboy boots were scuffed with use and tipped in more silver. A bowie knife hung on his belt, the handle bone, the blade thick and heavy with promised murder.

	 

	 

	Praise for A Stitch in Crime

	 

	Robinson’s tale is a treasure trove of monstrous delights and, despite Jane’s gruesome origins, she proves an endearing lead. With its heady blend of noir and campy horror, this rollicking adventure doesn’t disappoint. — Publishers Weekly

	 

	With this atmospheric and exciting, yet also deeply moving, new chronicle of the City of Devils—now a Country of Devils—Justin Robinson has expanded his monsteriffic crime noir world and brought us an amazing new perspective on it. — Kate Sherrod, creator of Pulp Sonnets 

	 

	As with all of Robinson's books, I loved the scene setting, the world-building details, the vibrant cast of characters, the pitch-perfect deadpan noir dialogue, and, of course, the jokes. // Hands down a stellar addition to the City of Devils series.— Aaron Sikes, author of the Redemption trilogy

	



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	City of Devils series:

	 

	City of Devils

	Fifty Feet of Trouble

	Wolfman Confidential

	A Stitch in Crime

	 

	 

	Other Candlemark & Gleam books by Justin Robinson:

	 

	Mr Blank

	Get Blank

	 

	



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	A Stitch in Crime

	 

	 

	Justin Robinson

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	



	




	 

	 

	First edition published 2020.

	 

	Copyright © 2020 by Justin Robinson

	All rights reserved.

	 

	 

	Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976,

	no part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted

	in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system,

	without the prior written permission of the publisher.

	 

	Please respect the author’s rights; don’t pirate!

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents,

	either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

	Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons,

	living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	 

	 

	For information, address

	Candlemark & Gleam LLC

	38 Rice St. #2, Cambridge, MA 02140

	eloi@candlemarkandgleam.com

	 

	 

	Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

	In Progress

	 

	 

	ISBN: 978-1-936460-93-9

	eISBN: 978-1-936460-92-2

	 

	Cover art and design by Kate Sullivan

	 

	Illustrations by Fernando Caire

	www.artstation.com/artofern

	 

	Editor: Athena Andreadis

	 

	 

	www.candlemarkandgleam.com

	



	





	 

	 

	 

	For the Owl and the Turtle

	 

	



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	One

	 

	 

	The hole was the size of my fist. Big enough to fit my whole life inside. It poked through the plaster, fractured the wooden bones of the living room wall. Fault lines of cracked paint haloed it. The hole was the first thing I saw when I opened my front door, and the last thing I thought of before my two hours of sleep at night. Two hours, not enough even for a meat golem like me. I tried to look away, ignore it, pretend it wasn’t there. I couldn’t. It was a gouged-out eye staring at me. Daring me to face it.

	It had been there for a week. No—it was there before I punched it in. Waiting for the rage that would reveal it. I’d been pretending it was a clean, unbroken wall. That there was no hole for me to fall into. That the life I wanted, that I thought I was living, wasn’t balanced on a precipice.

	In the split second it took to put that hole there, everything went into it. Lost forever. The rest of my days to think about it, to hate myself, to wallow in regret.

	The worst part was, I didn’t even remember doing it. In my mind, I existed perched on a rock surrounded by a roiling green sea. The waves never stopped crashing in, and sometimes I went under, the green closing in over my head. While my mind drowned, I was the oldest story in a young book. Another dizzy skin-dolly about to put someone in the hospital. It happened from time to time no matter how much I wanted to keep it at bay. Someone getting a little too fresh, the sound of that slur “skin-dolly,” or even just a misplaced comment. The waves thundered higher and higher until I couldn’t keep my head above water. Then I was gone.

	There were a couple things that could lower the water, at least. Ella Fitzgerald songs. Wind blowing through the leaves of trees. Old paperbacks. And one person in particular.

	The worst part of the hole was that it wasn’t there because some phantom decided I was his true love and he was going to put his hands on me. No, it came in a razor-blade instant when I nearly killed the one person who could normally make that water fall faster than the mercury in an icebox. The only safe person in all the world.

	Nick.

	That’s Nick Moss, the only human private eye in town. My boyfriend. Or he had been my boyfriend until it all went away in a crash of green. He’d said something about my birthday. I don’t even remember what. Didn’t matter. Those waves had been getting higher and higher all week, and I was going to break the next person who said “fire.”

	I pushed my head above the green, gasping for air, and there Nick was, cowering under the hole, plaster dust drifting over him like the snow Los Angeles would never see. He clutched his lighter in his hand, the tiny flame like a blade spearing my borrowed heart. I found myself hissing like a whole alley full of cats as I scrambled backward. Then I put the pieces of the last few seconds together.

	The hole. The fear in Nick’s eyes. The fire he’d never, ever pull on me.

	I had almost hit Nick. Had I connected, he’d be dead. My Nick, and I’d almost killed him. In an instant when the piece of me that truly deserved the name “monster” was in charge. I wanted to explain, to apologize, but I had no voice. My slate was out of reach. So I could only stare at Nick, more frightened than he was. And then he was gone.

	I stared at the hole as though I could make him reappear beneath it and we could pretend it never happened. We could go back to what we were, finding love that no one wanted to be real. Between a living man and a woman made from the dead. Make believe we could be together. That we were normal. That there was nothing wrong with me. And know it was that pretending that put the hole there in the first place.

	I picked at the stitches between the middle and ring fingers of my right hand. They had been loose for years, and that punch had jarred them something fierce. The two patches of skin they bridged were different colors, one sort of greenish, the other kind of gray, and they were coming undone, like a zipper. The flesh underneath was frayed and bloodless, like a bolt of cloth ripped in two. I knew I should try to restitch them, but every time I sat down to do it, I found myself staring at the hole, desperately trying not to see the space beneath it, where Nick wasn’t and would never be again.

	Hell of a birthday present, too. Nearly kill the only man who didn’t treat me like a joy girl or a stitched-up pile of corpses. Happy fifth birthday, Jane Stitch.

	Yes, I was five years old. Kind of. Not really. It’s hard to explain. See, meat golems get made, the same as other monsters, out of people. But with every other monster, it’s a one-for-one ratio. With us, it’s six corpses: five for the body and one for the brain. We’re a new person, but we still have a few things left over from the old. Like old voices on a tape recording. I didn’t have to be taught to read, or to eat, or even to drive. I just knew all of those things. I even knew who the president was, that the handsome fella in Notorious was Cary Grant, and that I shouldn’t buy the Brooklyn Bridge, no matter how good a deal the nice man was offering. I also knew a creep when I saw one, which might have saved me in the first moment I opened my eyes.

	So I was five, but it was a hard five. A worn-out five. A five that didn’t want to deal with the memories bounding around her noggin, and who wanted to pretend that she could have a life with a strange little man who loved her.

	What a joke, right?

	That touch of verdigris in my complexion said it all. I was a monster, and monsters don’t get happy endings. Nothing Nick would have said could have justified me hitting him and he certainly never did anything to send me under. I’d lost time before, more often than I cared to admit, but when it happened, there was usually a spark. Like I said, the green waves would close up over me and I’d wake up mashing some phantom’s head into the pavement.

	But no. This time, my Nick had simply opened his mouth about my birthday and I’d nearly killed him for it.

	My birthday. September 15, 1951. Five years since the night a sizzling bolt of lightning shot white-hot life into me. Since my eyes opened and I was a new kind of person. Five years since I started running from that life and only stopped when I’d run out of land. Five years since I’d left sand for tinsel.

	The hole, yawning across the living room, got bigger and bigger as I watched it. The edges crumbled away, the hole devouring everything around it. Then, in the middle, where the wood in the walls broke like ribs, a spot opened so black no light would ever get out. Not even the black of the night. No, this was a black that didn’t exist in the deepest parts of the war, when monsters chittered in the dark. This was the black of anti-light, of anti-life. I’d punched my way to it, and now it wanted to swallow me, frayed stitches first.

	Even as the chemicals running through my veins turned cold, I realized what I had to do. There was nothing for me until I did it, and I’d been avoiding it for five years. Five years too long.

	I had to stop running.

	



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	Two

	 

	 

	No one would have said Nick was much of a looker. Truth is, he looked a bit like a weasel. Short, shifty, and a little furry. But, as the saying almost went, he was my weasel. Only he wasn’t, not anymore.

	I had one picture of him, creased from its home in my wallet. He hated pictures of himself; he said he didn’t like what he saw. I thought at first it was vanity, but it wasn’t. Once, when he’d had a little too much to drink, he told me everything. Told me the things he saw in the Day War, the things he’d done in the Night. Listed all the lives between D-Day and this one, and he remembered each and every face. Told me about all the people he’d let down, too, those he couldn’t find or the ones he’d found too late. They still whispered to him when he closed his eyes. Nick had a ledger in his mind, and he was always in the red.

	“I don’t like what I see here,” he’d said, pointing to his eyes with wavering fingers.

	I held him until he was counting sheep. Then I held him for longer because I had to. When I looked into his eyes, I didn’t see failure. I saw the man who stopped me from burning. I saw the man who wouldn’t leave justice to someone else if he could find it. And I saw the man who would never see that in the mirror.

	In the picture, he was asleep on my couch. Funny, because that was how we’d met. Well, we’d actually met a couple times before that, but that was the first time we’d really talked. I’d pulled him out of a beating at the hands of three gangsters and brought him to my place as a thank you for saving me from a fire. That old story. When he woke up, he thought I was going to turn him. He didn’t know then that I’d never turn anybody. That I was nearly as scared as he was. For all I knew, he was a gangster too, one of Mickey Cohen’s boys. And unlike every other mug in the City of Angels, he didn’t have a fear or a weakness to prey on. I’d taken off his jacket, heavy with wards, herbs, and weapons, and hung it on a hook like a leopard I wasn’t sure was dead or not. These were the weapons of a killer.

	But he had stopped me from burning.

	The picture had been taken on a Sunday in May. He was in his shirtsleeves, arms crossed over his chest, mouth slack, eyes closed. Peaceful. That had taken him a month or two. Even with me, he often shuddered in his sleep, or woke up in a flash, ready to fight. Like most meat golems, I don’t sleep much, so I was awake for all of it. Then, slowly, he started getting more and more comfortable with me. It got harder for him in his neighborhood. The other humans called him a real Christine Daaé—you know, the dame from Phantom of the Opera—for taking up with a monster, and he preferred to stay at my place. I did too. The other monsters looked at us funny, sure, but they all assumed I was playing some kind of long game. I wasn’t. I had the Nick I wanted, and he had the Jane he wanted.

	My finger traced a greenish path over Nick’s face as the red car rattled into Hollywood. I wondered where he was. Probably at his tiny office on Flower Street. Nick was more like the private eyes in the books than he wanted to admit. His secretary, a siren by the name of Serendipity Sargasso, was so nice that I thought she was putting me on at first. Nope, it turned out she was just happy that Nick was happy. That made me like her. And now she probably hated me. With good reason.

	I wanted to go see him, but I couldn’t. I was the same person who’d thrown the punch. I couldn’t see him until that danger was past. Until I’d never raise a hand to Nick or anyone else who didn’t deserve it. Until I was me.

	Whoever that was.

	The red car dropped me off in Hollywood, on Sunset. Daytime had stripped the glamor away, and it left a street looking like a party after everyone had gone home. Two vampires walked by, shielded by their parasols, eyes hidden behind chunky dark glasses.

	My destination was the art deco façade a block away, the one marked THE NOCTURNIST. Even the defining nightspot of the Sunset Strip looked sad in the light of day, a thin layer of smog hovering over it in a haze. I went through the front. Unlocked as always. Anyone who came into the Nocturnist looking to cause trouble was going to get far more than they could ever dish out.

	The antechamber was empty; Hargoth wouldn’t get in until an hour before sundown. Just as well—he tended to think the waitresses here might like to make some time with an ogre. Some of the girls did, and the rest of us just had to put up with what an ogre thought were clever come-ons. I opened up the inner door, and the sounds of the Salem Sisters fluttered out.

	My heart flopped over. They’d been Nick’s find. Three gorgeous witches in perfect close harmony. I might have been a little jealous of them at first, but I wasn’t going to admit it, and Nick never let on they were anything but friends. They were rehearsing, the club’s nearly all-phantom orchestra behind them. It was a hell of a sound, and one I’d never gotten over. A side benefit to working here.

	I passed them by, going up the stairs by the back of the stage. A few more twists and turns led me to a staircase heading down into the basement suite of rooms Nyx Nocturne used as an office. The staircase was narrow, and I clomped my way down to the bottom and knocked on her door.

	The slide over the peephole hissed open and a jaundiced eye crawled over me. Then the door opened, revealing a slender ghoul, baring snaggleteeth. She wore a suit top with a flared skirt and boots that looked like she should be tromping around the Night War. She carried a gun, but she wasn’t pointing it anywhere. This was Holly Thorne, Miss Nocturne’s majordomo.

	“Jane. What do you want?” Holly asked. “Not dressed for work.”

	I wasn’t. Shorts, a checked t-shirt tied at my waist, and a scarf corralling my hair weren’t exactly Nocturnist wear. My shoes were flats, too. Plus, I was wearing my slate like the world’s least fashionable necklace. Made me look like a schoolkid from thirty years ago, but it was the most effective way I knew to talk to anyone who wasn’t also a lady meat golem. It was just a framed bit of blackboard hung around my neck with a piece of twine, a stick of chalk hanging from a second piece. It was also verboten at the Nocturnist. Destroyed the glamorous image here, of whistlebait who couldn’t talk back.

	I wrote on the slate, Need to speak to Miss Nocturne.

	“Miss Nocturne’s sleeping. You know that,” Holly said.

	I resisted the urge to make the only real sound I could: an angry hiss. Holly was lying through her broken teeth. Miss Nocturne wasn’t sleeping because it was still early enough she’d be totaling the receipts from last night. She wasn’t going to catch a wink before she was damn sure nobody’s finger was in the till.

	Please, Miss Thorne. I showed her, then wiped it away with the heel of my hand and wrote, It’s business.

	The ghoul sighed, then stepped aside, gesturing to the room. “I’ll get her, but don’t expect her to be in the friendliest of moods.”

	Nyx Nocturne being friendly to an employee would have been a first. I walked in, but couldn’t sit. My limbs always felt too long to me, like they belonged to someone else. They did, I suppose, but they’d been mine long enough you’d think I’d be used to them by now. So I stood in the middle of the room, shifting coltishly on stolen legs while I waited for Miss Nocturne.

	I had to give it to her; the room was lovely. She’d kept with the decor of the rest of the place, trying to pretend this was some old-world castle in the haunted woods of Transylvania. The furniture was all heavy stained wood; the walls looked like stone, hung with woven tapestries. Of course, instead of the Battle of Hastings, the tapestries showed the Night War, except how it might look to some medieval artist.

	Nyx Nocturne herself swept into the room, keeping me waiting only long enough that it wasn’t a question about who was in charge. In a nod to what she was supposed to be doing, she was wearing an elegant dressing gown, but her coal-black hair was still it its lacquered side part from the evening, and her gold eyes were as bright as a newly polished British sovereign.

	“Jane, yes. What can I do for you?”

	I wrote on the slate with a jittery hand, wishing I’d done it while she was out of the room. I felt the vampire’s attention on me, heavier than a lead weight. I need time off.

	“Time off? I didn’t know meat golems got sick.”

	Not sick. Personal difficulties.

	Nyx Nocturne raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Perfectly sculpted” described the whole package. She really did look like an ivory statue someone had painted only sparingly, black over her hair, gold over her eyes, crimson on her lips, and nothing anywhere else. “Personal?”

	I nodded, wondering if she was going to pry any further. I couldn’t cough up the truth to anybody but a good friend. But lying to a vampire was tough under the best circumstances. It’s why they made such great lawyers.

	“How much time?”

	I shrugged, giving her my best “I’m not sure” face.

	“I see,” she said, considering. “Take what you need, but your job isn’t going to be waiting for you forever. There are a lot of girls with stitches in this town who need jobs, and this is a good one. If you’re back in a couple days, maybe a week, you’ll have it. Longer? No promises.”

	I understand. Thank you, Miss Nocturne.

	“Use the time well.”

	I left her office behind, but I wasn’t going to leave the club quite yet. There was one person I needed to talk to. Needed to talk to her more than I did with Nyx Nocturne, in fact. I passed through the club, where the Salem Sisters were taking five. Two, the maiden and mother, sat at the edge of the stage, while the platinum blonde crone was having a low conversation with the cornet player. “Crone” was a bit of a misnomer; Hyacinth Salem couldn’t have been older than her mid-twenties. Their familiars, a robin, a blue jay, and a sparrow, perched on the microphone stand singing their own little ditty.

	None of the other girls were in yet. That made it easier. We were friends, united by our shared experiences. We talked in a sign language only meat golem women knew. We’d teach it to the new ones in a sacred trust. No one else spoke it; I don’t think most monsters even knew we had our own way of communicating. They might have understood what I had to do…or they might not, and I’d feel even more alone than I already did.

	I opened up the door to the kitchen, where the ovens were just starting to be heated up. The head chef, Wyeth Wyrd, issued orders to her staff of zombies, calling them “dear” and “honey.” Next to her, a raccoon stood on its hind legs, its gestures mimicking those of its master.

	A confused frown rippled over Wyeth’s features as she saw me. “Jane? What are you doing here so early? You’re not dressed for work.”

	Taking some time off.

	“Miss Nocturne let you?” I wobbled my hand at her in a more or less gesture. “What’s going on, dear? You look perturbed.”

	I glanced around. More than one of the zombies was surreptitiously watching us. While I didn’t mind Wyeth knowing, I didn’t really want an entire kitchen staff gossiping about me, even if all they could say was “Brains.”

	Wyeth read me perfectly, like she always did, and ushered me to the little alcove by the back door. The raccoon clambered onto the counter and watched the zombies, his furry paws on his Rubenesque hips.

	“Now, what is it, dear?” Wyeth murmured.

	Going back, I wrote. Then, hesitating, I wrote another word. Home.

	“Where is home?”

	Arizona. I didn’t get any more specific than that. Most people hadn’t heard of the place I’d been sewn together. They were better for it, as far as I was concerned.

	“Why? Did something happen?”

	My stomach flopped over. Wyeth knew Nick, but she didn’t know why I was so hung up on him. As far as she was concerned, he was the crazy human who came into the Nocturnist, practically daring any of the monsters present to turn him. Still, I didn’t want to say, because I didn’t want her to diminish what I’d done. I didn’t want her to try to comfort me.

	I need to talk to my creator.

	“You’ve never spoken about...him?” I nodded. “What do you want to ask him?”

	Everything. I need to know who

	I stopped writing. It was nearly impossible to get out. I forced myself; not answering was the same as running and I was done running.

	I need to know who I was.

	Wyeth’s gaze fell to the train tracks of stitches that ran over my body. “I see,” she said. “You know, if the memories are troubling you, I have hexes that can make you forget.”

	I shook my head and tapped the need on my slate. She thought it over. “Be careful, Jane. Who you were and who you are are different people.”

	I erased everything except I know.

	“I can tell there’s nothing I can say that’ll talk you out of this, so instead, I’ll just tell you good luck. Now come here.” Wyeth wrapped me up in a hug. It would have been so easy to quit right there. To surrender to it and let her comfort me, let her be the mother I’d never had. Let her take the pain away. But I deserved that pain. Needed it, even.

	I parted from her and nodded. It was all I could say.

	



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	Three

	 

	 

	My train left Union Station around noon like a slouching caterpillar. I packed a single bag, just a rucksack cobbled together from half a dozen different bags, stuffed with a few changes of clothes, my toothbrush, and a detective paperback nearly thumbed to pieces. I liked the bag; it was well-made, even if a stitched-together woman holding a stitched-together bag invited unfunny jokes. At least it never put a hole in my drywall.

	I didn’t know how many changes of clothes I was going to need. Not too many, hopefully. I only had to ask one question, but the thought of doing it made my stomach twist into burning knots and threatened to pull the green waves up over my head. One question. One answer.

	He’d cough it up. He had to. Although my desperation to convince myself told me he wouldn’t. I knew a creep when I’d seen one, some memory lurking in the depths of my borrowed brain. It whispered not to trust him and I’d listened. And stormed out on the knowledge I needed to mend my life.

	The ghost conductor checked my ticket as I boarded the noon train to Phoenix. Wouldn’t be going the whole way, but it wasn’t like anyone sold a ticket to my hometown. It was barely a point on the map. It would have been forgotten if anyone knew about it in the first place.

	I rested my head on the cool window and watched the city give way to the desert as we chugged into the east. The train jostled and rattled. The civilization of Los Angeles dwindled to the endless dun of the Mojave. I wasn’t just going home; I was going into the past. I only wanted five years, but it looked more like twenty, thirty, fifty.

	When Los Angeles was nothing but a glittering memory, the giant anthills became a regular sight stretching into the horizon. Occasionally, an ant the size of a Studebaker would poke its head out, or scuttle down the surface to forage through the landscape. Some mad scientist deep in the Arizona desert had made those things at the tail end of the Night War. Now they were used like cattle, raised on the rantches that dotted the Southwest. Eating giant ant was an adjustment the world had made quickly; the Nocturnist was famous for its ant bisque, and Musso & Frankenstein served an incredible ant steak. Tasted a little like lobster, only meatier. We passed a few of those rantches, marked by cement anthills and wide-open fields where swarms of giant ants scuttled to and fro, watched over by a new breed of cowboy.

	The sight of the Springfield Shape announced that we were almost there. The last time I saw it, I was going in the other direction, maybe even on the same train. The Shape crowned the Dome Rock Mountains, its formerly gelatinous form flash-frozen in the particularly cruel winter of 1950. I couldn’t imagine what kind of damage that monster would have done if it had made it to the coast. Blobs were never the most reasonable of creatures, and once they got that big, they tended to see Armageddon as a finish line rather than a cautionary tale. The Shape was dead, but there was far too much of it to move. Parts of it were dusted with dirt, and I could have sworn I saw the beginnings of bushes sprouting on its surface. In another ten years, it would just be part of the mountain that killed it.

	Then, as we passed both mountains and Shape, I caught the first glimpse of my hometown, the place I saw for one night and one morning five years ago. Quartzsite, Arizona was little more than a scattering of low buildings in a baking wash between two different stubby mountain ranges. The structures had been thrown up haphazardly since whites settled the area, using whatever materials were cheapest at the time. Some of them had a distinctly Old West look about them, with chipped paint and rotten beams. Others were whitewashed, but like everything else in the desert, the whitewash had been yellowed like an old tooth. The town wasn’t much to look at, but at least it was honest.

	The train stopped with a squeal of brakes. Halfway between Phoenix and Los Angeles, as far as possible from anywhere on either side, stuck in the middle of a desert that didn’t care one way or the other. I picked up my bag and stepped from the train to the platform. The sun was close, the air dry enough to catch fire. I didn’t sweat anymore—didn’t do a lot of things, really—so the heat just stuck to me. It took a truly perverse meat golem to settle in the desert, so at least that part added up.

	It was mid-afternoon by the time the train got in. I squinted into the blinding sun. My left eye guzzled in the light; I always had to squint that one, giving me a cockeyed look whenever it was bright out. I put on a pair of sunglasses. I’d just have to put up with the fact that my right eye would have to work a little harder to see through the darkened lens. It would have been too much effort for him to get me a matching pair of eyes, I supposed. Some of the girls had death’s own cataract on one of their peepers, so I shouldn’t complain.

	Quartzsite was baking. It was difficult to say if this was the place I remembered. I had barely been here. My hometown that I had lived in for maybe twelve hours. Something looked wrong about it. Something that kept wriggling away when I tried to put a finger on it. The few monsters on the street, mostly ghouls with a smattering of zombies, walked with their heads down, their steps quick and furtive. I ambled north past Main Street, passing three spectral chargers tied to a hitching post. The beasts pawed the ground, smoke and an occasional blast of fire coming from their nostrils. Whenever they did that, I nearly bolted like a spooked mare.

	I couldn’t go right to his office, even though it was the one place in this town I could have found blindfolded. There might as well have been an invisible wall all around it, pushing me away. He would be there, going about whatever business he had. As far as he knew, there was nothing drawing me back to the place of my birth.

	So I ignored the whole point of my train ride, of possibly losing my job. I turned my attention away, facing the sun sinking into the Dome Rock Mountains, glittering off the pink crystal that was the Springfield Shape. Instead of going to his office, I wandered the streets. About half of them were paved; the rest were packed dirt, sometimes little more than tracks worked into the desert soil. Tumbleweeds somersaulted between the cactus. Lizards sunned themselves, diving under rocks as I approached.

	I passed an old church that looked like it had originally ministered to this place when it was Mexico. It looked as hungrily empty as the hole in my wall. I never felt right around churches. Every part of me had been taken from a dead woman, presumably gone on to her eternal reward. What was left didn’t have any of that stuff anymore. Nothing in a church for any part of me.

	I passed by the grave of Hi Jolly, the copper camel at the top turning crimson in the dying sun. Once upon a time, a man from Syria was the most exotic thing Quartzsite had ever seen, and all he’d done here was die.

	I kept walking until I ran out of town. It was hard to see where Quartzsite really ended. The structures just sort of petered out, finally surrendering to the indifference of the desert. On the horizon, at the distant edge of the wash, a sheet of dust rose into the sky like a storm that would never get any closer.

	This piece of town where I found myself was different. Other than the clustered buildings of Main Street, most of Quartzsite was scattered buildings in ones and twos, built wherever someone had been inspired to do so. This, though, was a cluster of shanties, cheaply constructed even by local standards, slapped together out of clapboard and battered sheets of aluminum, all simmering in the sun. An artificial moat surrounded the whole thing, filthy water running briskly in an endless circle, powered by a clever aqueduct built from trash. Just inside the border was a fence made of exposed wires connected to an aging generator. Evil eye wards hung from eaves and dried roses were suspended in glass bottles, sitting on every windowsill. Gold coins were shockingly common, glittering in the late afternoon sun. The whole thing reeked of vinegar and I couldn’t figure why.

	The people inside gazed sullenly back at me. There wasn’t even defiance in their stares; they had been beaten. Before Nick, a person staring was a threat. A person with their head down was nothing at all. Now, though, I saw them, and saw the truth of what had happened to them. They were locked up in their own homes. Safety was a few square feet of garbage.

	“Well aren’t you a morsel.” The voice was juicier than a fresh-cut cactus.

	The speaker was a spidery ghoul reclining in an old rocking chair he must have dragged out into the desert sands. He wore a Hawaiian shirt caked yellow with desert dust, and a pair of shorts that showed off knobby knees. His wide-brimmed hat, the front brim pinned to the crown, looked like something a prospector would wear in a campy movie. His shoes were old wingtips he’d cut the toes out of. A pair of wire-framed glasses balanced on a snub nose, and it took me a glance or two to see that yes, they were just frames. He clutched a cigarette in a holder between his teeth.

	And his teeth were impressive, even for a ghoul. These weren’t sharp, but they were big and blunt, and he was missing a few. Mold grew around the gumline, but that didn’t stop him from showing off his chompers. Once I’d talked to him for a bit, I realized this was because he didn’t have enough in the lip department to close his mouth. He was already staring at me, blinking out the sun. His big, watery eyes were the color of mold on old steak.

	“We don’t get many meat golems around these parts. Are you perchance acquainted with our local doctor?” I shook my head. He didn’t need to know my business. “Shame. You certainly found Fort Meatstick with admirable alacrity.” I frowned. I’d heard the slur often—who hadn’t?—but even before Nick, I’d never used it. Now it washed a wave of green up over my feet. The ghoul took my frown to mean something else. “If you like the looks of one of them, they’re free for the taking. Although you’d need five, I suppose.”

	I resisted the urge to let the green deal with him. I wasn’t looking for conversation, but it often found me anyway. Something about a woman who couldn’t talk always brought out the raconteur in men.
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	“Wrote that quickly.” Now the green was touching my ankles. “Now where are my manners? I’m Barrow White. Yes, those Whites.” He leaned over and offered a gray hand to shake. His nails were filthy and chipped.

	I didn’t know who “those Whites” were, and I wasn’t about to ask. I took the hand anyway. It felt like paper, and I knew I could crush every bone in it if I wanted to. He leaned over and brushed his lips over the back of my hand. I mostly felt his teeth.

	“And your name, my dear?”

	Jane. Not dear.

	“I meant no offense, Jane. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance and even more pleased that you will be adding some lovely scenery to our community. Like I said, if you like the looks of a meatstick, there’s no line. I have my eye on that one there.” He pointed his crooked finger at a woman who was pulling filthy rags off a clothesline. She scurried back inside as soon as she noticed Barrow’s attention. “Then again, if you harvested those stems for a daughter, I wouldn’t be displeased.” His grin was an icy finger on my spine.

	I turned away so Barrow wouldn’t see just how much he was turning my stomach. My eyes met those of a kid on the other side of the fence. A tiny girl with filthy feet and tired eyes. And then I wasn’t there anymore, I was walking down Not My Memory Lane, a gift from the woman who’d given her brain up to me. I was holding a little girl who couldn’t have been more than two, with hair like sunlight. I was lifting her up, to the too-green leaves of an orange tree. One of her chubby hands reached for a fat orange and...

	“Jane? Is something troubling you?”

	Barrow was a few steps closer, his expression at the edge of worry. He knew the stories. They all did. The way we skin-dollies could turn violent at a moment’s notice. Might be thinking I had just about lost the reins on the beast in my mind, and he was right. I blinked and shook my head.

	I walked away. I couldn’t stay at Fort Meatstick. I couldn’t do much of anything.
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	Sometimes the only option is buried under a fifth of whiskey. I can drink a gorilla under the table, so long as he isn’t fifty feet tall. Benefits of a dead girl’s liver, I guess. Not that I thought I was working up the courage to see him that night. No, this was more about drinking away cowardice than throwing gasoline on any moxie.

	I found the Sugar Shack on Quail Trail Street. Looked to be the place in this town. The walls were a coat of dented plaster over weatherbeaten wood, and the sign, buzzing with neon, was a lot newer than the building itself. The bouncer was a beefy zombie who told me “Brains” when I walked in. He was a lot more right than he knew.

	The place stank of anything you can spill in a bar, and that stench had sunk into the floorboards. Fighting, drinking, passing out—all of it haunted the place like the ghost of an Irish prizefighter. The people drinking were mostly ghouls, with a couple zombies, gremlins, and what I was fairly certain was a witch. The place didn’t have a stage. Instead, a phantom had taken over a corner, warbling some ballad about how his wife had left him and he’d enacted an elaborate revenge on both her and the man she’d run off with. He strummed an acoustic guitar, his cowboy outfit somehow looking both lived in and bunk at the same time.

	The bartender was a human fly, her insect head poking out over a western-style shirt unbuttoned far enough to show off generous cleavage. She wiped down the bar with a rag attached to her insect arm, lazily taking the orders of the slumping regulars. Whenever she mixed a drink, the tip of her fly arm lingered in the glass. Before long, she came out from behind the bar, a lanyard tipped with a collection of cards hooked to a metal ring bouncing against her chest.

	“Bzzzz,” she said, but at the same time, she selected a card without looking and held it up with her human hand, the right one. The cardstock had probably been white at one time, but time had yellowed it like everything else in town, and a dark water stain crept in from the bottom. She tapped a nail with cherry red polish against it. Her head was mostly green, her huge compound eyes taking up the bulk of the available real estate. Her insect mouthparts quivered unnervingly as she buzzed. I forced my gaze south to really look at the card in the dim light of the Sugar Shack.

	{What will you have?} The writing was bold and black, not especially tidy.

	I responded on my slate. Whiskey neat.

	The human fly made a different kind of buzz, this one stuttering. She flipped the top sheet of her order pad over, moistened her pen in her mouthparts, and wrote, then flipped it over to show me. {Ain’t we a pair.}

	I had to smile. First time since coming here. I wondered if human flies had a way to talk to each other the way we meat golem ladies did. They were so new it was unlikely, but stranger things had happened. Were happening all the time.

	The human fly put her pad away and got me my whiskey. There wasn’t anyone else working in this place, other than the phantom crooner. She could probably have used an experienced waitress, but I was allegedly on vacation. She returned, set a double in front of me, and flashed a card. {Name’s Sugar Kane. This is my joint.}

	Jane Stitch. Nice to meet you.

	Sugar tapped the table with her chitinous claw. I took that as a “same to you.” She went back to what she was doing, and I started drinking. And drinking. And drinking. Problem was, it didn’t drown anything. It just made me dwell on what had sent me into this spiral in the first place. The phantom’s maudlin country dirges didn’t help either, pulling my thoughts again and again to that hole in my wall and the poor, sad, wonderful man beneath it. I stared at the far wall, wet with shadow, as though it, too, had a hole I’d punched into it. I stared into that hole, out into the town and my eventual destination. If I could work up the brass to do what I came to.

	Sugar kept bringing me drinks. Sometimes she’d stop for a word or two. Not often the canned phrases on her cards, unless she was flashing the one that said {Another round?} Usually ones she had to write out. {Doing OK?} or {New in town?}

	I didn’t know how to answer either one of those, and offered the same halfhearted shrug to each. Sugar seemed like an okay sort, but her questions only led to stories I wasn’t sure I could tell. Especially to a stranger, no matter how nice she seemed. It all came back to that picture in my wallet.

	The mood in this place was the same as everywhere else in Quartzsite: beaten down. The ghouls and zombies slumped on their stools and chairs, listlessly nursing the booze-flavored water Sugar set in front of them. I don’t even think they were listening to the phantom. They were lost in the exhaustion of being.

	Until the door boomed open. This was maybe a couple hours after I’d parked my keister at a high table in the corner. I’d seen everything there was to see in this place, and heard every variation of the phantom’s tales of abandonment and revenge. The more they wheedled into me, the more they’d made me think of my own lost love, the more like a sap I was feeling. Just when I was beginning to think I should find a place to shut my eyes for an hour or two before dawn, the door opened. The bouncer flinched; never a good sign. Four people moseyed in.

	Headless horsemen, all of them. Hard to mistake those, even when their demonic steeds weren’t around. Where there should be a head, there was just a ragged stump of desiccated tissue. The muscle had gone gray, a bit of white bone poking from the middle like a cut of meat. Other than that, human. The one in the lead was the shortest of them, and more than a head shorter than me, no pun intended. His western-style shirt was tucked into a tight pair of blue jeans crowned with a thick belt buckle that glittered silver. His cowboy boots were scuffed with use and tipped in more silver. A bowie knife hung on his belt, the handle bone, the blade thick and heavy with promised murder. Every horseman had a weapon they brought back from the change and, for some reason, that this one had a knife made my nerves jangle more than a sword would have. A knife was something I understood; a knife was something you used. There was no doubt in my mind that this horseman had put his knife to work.

	The others were two men and a woman, each dressed like the one in the lead, though their buckles were more tarnish than silver. Their weapons were different, one man carrying a double-bladed wood axe, the other a noose, and the woman had a shotgun sheathed across her back. I didn’t need to be a local to know these were trouble; the way everyone tensed like a guitar string was enough. Even the phantom’s song petered out. Everyone was motionless, staring at the headless horsemen, though desperately trying not to look like they were staring.

	The green moved in at the periphery of my vision, the waves beginning to crest. I felt the wind kicking up over the fields of Kansas, across a gulf of memory. If it swallowed me, I’d be tearing this place up, so instead I swallowed more whiskey, hoping to burn away the echo trying to drag me under.

	“What’s the matter?” asked the lead horseman to the room. Like all of them, his voice reverberated, as though he was calling from deep inside his chest. “Ain’t everybody having fun? You, play another ’un.” This last was to the phantom, and the musician obligingly started another song, though at considerably lower volume. “Got me about a week’s worth of pay to drink off. Sugar? The usual for us.”

	Sugar obediently filled up four glasses. It was the same stuff I was drinking: amber liquid that was more whiskey-adjacent than whiskey, poured from a label-less bottle, and tasting like burnt cinnamon and old pond water. The pour was a lot shallower than what Sugar had given me. The horsemen brought up the glasses as though they had heads sitting on top of their wounds, tipping them back over invisible lips, and the liquid just vanished as though it was going down a human gullet.

	Conversations, what few there had been, started up after that, but they were quieter now. I’d seen this kind of thing before, though not quite to this level. The Nocturnist wasn’t a mob bar, but it was neutral ground. So when one of the bosses came in, whether it was Titanio Mab or Mickey Cohen, things got a little quieter as everyone watched the shark cruise by and hoped they wouldn’t be mistaken for fish. These four were sharks, but there was a livewire quality to their energy, a violence that wasn’t constrained even by the mob’s petty notions of decorum. The mob were murderers, sure, but these were killers, and there’s a difference.

	“Hello there, what have we here?”

	The lead horseman didn’t need to have a head for me to know what he was talking about. Murphy’s Law would compel him nicely, or just the simple fact that I was a new pair of legs in a dead-end town. The horseman pushed away from the bar and approached, moving with a distinctive John Wayne limp. The others stayed at the bar, maybe watching me, maybe watching everyone else. Their violence could explode anywhere, and that’s what made it so gut-churning. He carried a smell around, this acrid miasma that stank like fake fruit somehow gone bad.

	“You’re
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