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Thieves Like Us
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Chapter One
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The problem with crucifying yourself is you can never hammer in the third nail. Someone’s got to do it to you. That’s the big cosmic joke of it all. Because in Hell’s Harvest of Pain, the Black Cross Lands of corpse convicts crucified like scarecrows in this twisted version of Oz is an endless regret of people like me who screwed themselves with bad choices. To emphasize the point, the demon that welcomes you to your afterlife is a temporary torment called “Mister U.” Upon arrival to your permanent stay in the Infernal plane, Mister U pounds that third nail in and occasionally checks on you until you’re hauled away to Corpse Mountain for eternity. He looks like you, sounds like you, even thinks like you. Carl Jung said, “People will do anything no matter how absurd to avoid facing their own souls.” He was onto something there with sage advice for the living: redeem yourself with some introspection while you’re still breathing you sinner you.

But for the damned, fooling yourself ends and self-reflection begins the second you wake up from the Big Sleep and see Mister U nailing you to a black tree. The Harvest of Pain’s devils plant your seedling the moment you cross the line and dabble in evil. This crucifix tree grows larger with every evil action, some actions causing growth spurts depending on how much of a bastard the universe thinks you are. If you chopped mine down, you’d see growth rings of my misdeeds: there’s the season of thievery, here the season of violence, this one, this big one—is murder. Killing Ismael Banta was a choice. I like to say I was tricked into it but nobody else put that slug in his brain. I may have done it for good reasons, but I did it. At the time I was fine burning for it. Now, not so much. 

You think I’m talking about morality, lamenting my decision to pursue a criminal life, but I’m more practical than that. Maybe that’s a problem I’ll have to consider if God’s watching, but I’m talking about choices. Like choosing one bad deal over another. Like agreeing to whack Ismael. Or agreeing to Old Man DeLorenzo’s deal to kill Maman LeFleur instead of taking my chances on the lam and leaving The Dark Easy. I keep thinking about the movie, Heat. Robert De Niro’s master thief Neil McCauley says: Don’t let yourself get attached to anything you are not willing to walk out on in 30 seconds flat if you feel the heat around the corner. He was talking about sentimentality. Having a feeling for something or someone other than what’s needed to get the job done. In this business sentimentality trips and jams you up. I let sentimentality for Maman cloud my judgment. I forgot who I was dealing with. She got the drop on me. Want to know who put you here? Look in the mirror you putz.

In a lifetime of schemes there were no more deals to be made to save my hide. I forgot the number one question you’ve got to ask yourself to stay alive in this game: What have you done for the button pushers lately? When you’re dealing with someone who can push the button on Hell’s express elevator for you, you're either useful or not. The way Lady Priscilla sees it, I had plenty of opportunity to take her offer and join her crew when I was useful. That was before her army overran Pandaemonium’s Booksellers and unified Perdition and Pandaemonium under one city-state without my help. I didn’t see the angle and underestimated her. Another bad decision, putz. The universe hates a smart-ass, especially one that thinks he’s special enough to outmaneuver his own reckoning with clever plans before he dies. Priscilla should hang one of those hackneyed plaques around my neck that reads: “Man makes plans, God laughs.”

Now I’m less than useful to anyone.

I’m just one of the damned.

A nobody.

***
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A HARVEST OF PAIN DEVIL we call the Accountant rides a dead horse through a field. He’s flanked on both sides with crucifix trees and passes me to oversee a squad of sinners condemned to hard labor. They’re grooming muddy harvest grounds and leveling the orchard’s rows with giant stone cylinders to press and seal the land so bloody waters don’t interfere with an inspection. This special attention to the Black Cross Lands’ condition means a visit from Lady Priscilla and her retinue is imminent. Usually, it’s the Accountant who makes the calls to harvest a convict and move them for their final sentence. But like any diligent gardener, Priscilla likes to get her hands dirty on occasion and weed some of us out for special attention. I almost got away with my rotting anonymity the first time she visited until Mister U brought her to me. She made polite small talk before splitting me open with her longsword and hanging my organs outside me like a string of putrid water balloons. It gave Hell’s little black demon birds a way in to hollow me out and build a nest. In The Harvest of Pain, everything grows back and scabs over so the devils can savage you all over again. With the birds, your stomach heals itself with the hatchlings inside you. The torture of knowing that one day, peeping demon chicks will grow, squawk, claw, and rip an exit out of your throat to fly away is a singular nightmare. I’ve borne flocks of birds at this point. During her last visit, Priscilla took my balls to let me know who was in charge. I’d like to think they grew back but who are we kidding? I couldn’t see them nailed up like this even if I wanted to. It wasn’t my worst day. She could have plucked me off the tree instead and escorted me to the mountain.

But that day is coming.

Miles away Corpse Mountain looms heavy before us: a summit of rotting bodies and rotting souls fused together to share universal suffering for the evil we’ve brought into the world. It’s inescapable from our sight and an ever-present reminder of the inevitable future. Damnation is the dread of being stuck, waiting for what will be your worst day to come. That’s the day your soul is ripe and ready for real punishment, the end of the road, the hardest time there is in Hell: The Big Bad Forever.

The Accountant is a few trees away when he stops to reread his ledger. He turns the pages, marks something in his book and looks over his shoulder with swirly, black marble eyes. He tucks the ledger into a long coat pocket and pulls the reins on the dead horse to circle back. When he cuts through the harvest workers’ ranks, they stop what they’re doing. With his eyes and horned head cocked, he gestures for them to follow. He stops at my tree and points. Three workers carrying a longsword walk to the Accountant as he dismounts the horse.

A naked and emaciated worker with wisps of white hair like a dandelion unsheathes a sword that’s more tool than weapon. It’s a long needle used to gauge a soul’s ripeness.

The other workers, a pale blob shaped like a man with yellow eyes and a barrel-chested brute with an anvil for a head, wipe the sword to make sure it’s untainted. Once it’s ready The Accountant grabs the hilt and steps up to my tree.

I close my eyes halfway, bear my head down, and clench tight.

The blob with yellow eyes says with an oily voice: “This one won’t even look at you, boss.”

“If he don’t use his eyes,” dandelion head says, “maybe we pluck them out?”

The brute says, “It takes a while for those to grow back. It’d be a shame. He wouldn’t get to enjoy his view of the mountain.”

I keep my body clenched. “What’s there to see, jerkoffs?”

“Still feisty,” the dandelion says. “Maybe we take his tongue.”

The tip of the blade slips into the edge of my left nostril just to comprehend the inevitably of it and feel like—

“—Jake Gittes in Chinatown,” I hear myself say out loud. But it’s not me, it’s my personal demon, Mister U, who’s paying a visit.

I open my eyes and see a clothed and healthier version of me standing next to The Accountant. Mister U turns to him and says, “This one likes movies.”

The Accountant withdraws the blade’s tip from my nose. “‘Jake Gittes’?”

“Allow me,” Mister U says and takes the sword. He sticks the point back into my nostril but not gently.

I’ve seen the movie Chinatown enough times to know what comes next. My stomach turns a little. I can’t tell what’s worse, knowing what’s coming or the actual cut.

Mister U flicks the sword tip up, slicing through my nostril.

Blood squirts and the flap of nose is open to the breeze, fluttering. My nose is on fire. If there’s wet blood in the air come nightfall, the birds will find me.

The Accountant asks Mister U, “What’s he thinking?”

“The birds,” Mister U says and scans the daytime sky for them.

“Filthy fuckers,” the dandelion says. “With that nosebleed they might just pick your face clean.”

“Longer to grow a whole face back,” the blob says.

The brute asks, “Longer than eyeballs? Naw. The eyes are the window to the soul. Of course, eyes take longer. Pablo Neruda said that.”

I laugh.

The Accountant asks Mister U, “What’s so funny?”

“Martin is wondering if that guy misquoted Pablo Neruda in the middle of Hell or if he’s hallucinating this.” Mister U turns to the brute and says, “And Neruda didn’t say that. Neruda said: ‘Laughter is the language of the soul.’ That ‘window to the soul bit is from—’”

“—Proverbs,” I say to complete Mister U’s thought. “Or Shakespeare—”

“—we think,” Mister U says, completing my thought.

The Accountant takes the longsword back from Mister U. He stabs my ribs and waits for me to look at him before he twists the steel.

I cry out.

Everything goes white with pain inside my skull.

But with the pain comes clarity, and for the first time in a long time I’m present—in the moment—and not dull headed from suffering, not trapped inside the ennui of a waking nightmare.

The Accountant pulls the sword from my ribs. He examines the blood’s color and the corruption of bits of flesh on it. “This one is close,” he says.

Mister U runs a finger along the blade. He rubs and smells the blood between his fingers. “Almost ripe for the mountain.” He tastes the red and approves. 

I clench my jaw to grit out the dying embers of pain.

“Martin,” Mister U says, “our time together is coming to an end.”

I say between teeth: “That’s a relief. I didn’t realize what shitty company I was until I had to talk to myself. Solitude will be nice.”

“Oh...you won’t be alone,” Mister U says. “You’ll have plenty of noisy company. You’re gonna have a mountain of fear and pain and people to experience Hell with for all time...”

Mister U prattles on about the hellfire, torment, misery and blah blah blah of it all. I’ve heard his bullshit before and haven’t stopped hearing or thinking about it since I first saw the mountain. Over time, his schtick is white noise that falls into the background of your mind. You take Mister U for granted and all the other things you see because every day looks the same, sounds the same, feels the same.

Until.

Until the moment comes when you’re clear headed enough to notice something you didn’t pay attention to the day before. Something different. I take a long look at Pandaemonium’s sky.

Am I seeing this right?

The Accountant and maintenance crew look where I’m looking to see what I’m so interested in. Mister U realizes no one is paying attention to him. He stares at the sky.

“What is it?” the Accountant asks.

“It’s different,” I say. “The sky.”

The Accountant says, “Different from what?”

“Than before,” Mister U says. “It’s different from when we first came and nailed ourselves to the tree.”

“The Beldeen,” I say.

The Accountant asks, “What?”

“He’s pronouncing it wrong,” Mister U says. “He means ‘black tongues.’”

I say, “The black winged demons that feed on Corpse Mountain and darken the sky with regurgitated blood—”

Mister U and I say together, “—are gone.”

The Accountant and harvest workers look worried.

I smile and wink at Mister U.

Dandelion head asks, “What does it mean?”

For the first time Mister U realizes the flaw in sharing a consciousness with someone, especially someone who’s had nothing but time to hypothesize and wonder how a connection to a personal demon works. He says nothing and doesn’t have to because I know enough of what he knows.

“They’ve moved on,” I say.

The yellow eyed blob says, “To where?”

“To the edge of Perdition,” Mister U says. “To the war front.”

“Priscilla needs reinforcements,” I say, “to slow the invasion.”

Mister U and I say: “Because Priscilla is losing the war.”

“The Hell Flower is at Perdition’s gates with her angels,” I say to anyone listening. “Teresa LeFleur has come home to settle up with her mother.”

Hell Flower.

That’s what the infernal natives call Teresa LeFleur since the war began. In Hell, time means nothing and everything at once depending on how you spend it. If you hang out on a tree like me, you lose your sense of it. It feels like yesterday when I watched Teresa slip into the abyss with a small army of Untethered angels. But I know it’s been longer than a day, even years. I don’t know how long I’ve been stuck in The Harvest of Pain. When I arrived, Perdition had already defeated Pandaemonium’s army. Priscilla killed, enslaved, and drove out whatever forces the Booksellers, Robert Frikell and Billy Cooke, mustered to defend Hell’s capital. Some of Pandaemonium’s refugees made it through to The Dark Easy before Priscilla shut down access to the living realm. Now, nothing gets in or out of Hell without Priscilla saying so. The penitentiary is on permanent lockdown.

The Hell Flower is conducting a no prisoners campaign of vengeance. She and her angels are running a scorched earth campaign in Hell, unmaking the realm one battle at a time. There’s no exit for Perdition’s population who are cannon fodder to keep Teresa at bay. We’re all death row inmates now.

The Accountant asks, “Why weren’t we told of this!”

“It’s a strategic retreat. It’s why Priscilla is coming to Pandaemonium,” Mister U says. “She’s moving her court to the capital to reinforce it against the Hell Flower. They’ll shore up Pandaemonium’s defenses and mount a counterattack once they—”

“—draw Teresa in and flank her with an army from the living world,” I say, completing Mister U’s thought.

Mister U screams, “Get out of my head!”

The Accountant asks Mister U, “He sees what you see? Knows what you know?”

“I’m fine,” Mister U says. “I just need to—”

Before we can finish our thought, the Accountant’s longsword sings through the air and separates Mister U’s head from his neck.

The yellow-eyed blob picks my personal demon’s head up, shows it to me, and tosses it under the stone roller.

“The arrogance of these devils,” the Accountant says.

I know why the Accountant chopped Mister U’s head off to sever our connection.

Hope.

The Damned will speculate, and a rumor of hope will spread from tree to tree. The idea that Teresa LeFleur destroying Priscilla somehow saves us from Corpse Mountain is absurd, but it’s all the hope needed to spoil a harvest in the Black Cross Lands. You’re only ripe for the mountain once your tree drains you of all hope of being saved. Whether it be God or the dumb luck of a war that suspends your sentence, the possibility can be enough to keep you hopeful.

The Accountant orders the harvest crew to pull the cylinder. They heed the command.

Mister U’s face goes squish.

The Accountant says, “Leave the head, take the body.” The Accountant gives me the once over, hands the sword back to dandelion head and goes rider up on the dead horse. “We’ll be seeing you soon, Martin Abueg. Lady Priscilla will have much she would like to do to you. In fact, I’m sure of it.”
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Night comes.

Birds don’t.

You only worry about the birds if you’re bleeding. If you aren’t bleeding, they’re the other guy’s problem. You sleep uneasy but it’s rest. But tonight, it’s too quiet. No screams. No cries for mercy. No curses at God. No pleas to the universe to end our suffering. The silence slithers its unknown meaning throughout the forest of crucifix trees. The strangeness terrifies and threatens an ominous new torture yet to be unleashed. We are afraid to speak, afraid to break this weird moment of grace laid upon us. I try to block out my fear, but a woman’s voice has traveled from tree to tree on the back of the silence.

“Will someone please help me?” she says.

“Shut it, bitch!” a man says from somewhere inside the night. “Leave it to a woman to ruin a man’s peace in Hell!”

A different voice says, “Why don’t you shut the fuck up, old man!”

This insignificant trade of barbs between sinners combusts. Soon The Black Cross Lands are a wildfire of gripes, curses, screams, crying, and laughter. It roars directionless, crashing together. Because we can’t put our hands to our ears, it torments those of us who don’t give a damn about their problems. We have to listen to it. 

I bang my head against the tree. I’m hoping to knock myself out and get some rest. Maybe burst my eardrums.

The guy on a tree to my left named “Quinton” says: “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

I keep at it and say, “Mind your business, convict.”

“Good evening to you too,” Quinton says. “How long has it been?”

“Since what?”

“Since we exchanged pleasantries?”

“Don’t know,” I say, “don’t care.” I keep banging my brain on the tree.

“Stop that shit,” he says. “Hey...cut it out. Hey!”

A dizziness comes on, so I know it's working.

“You’ll attract the goddamn birds if you bust your head open! I don’t want that kind of attention,” he says.

“Look around you, Q,” I say. “There are no birds. Not anymore.”

Quinton shuts up enough for me to enjoy the buzz that’s come from doing brain damage to myself.

“Well, I’ll be...” he says. “How do you know?”

“They’ve flown to where the carnage and food is bountiful.” I stop banging because my neck is tired. “They’ve left along with the mountain’s black winged demons. Migrated to the war front west of Perdition. I haven’t been paying attention to the days. When’s the last time you saw birds?”

“Hold on a second,” he says, “let me check my wristwatch here... asshole.”

“I’m serious, Q.”

“What’s it matter? They’re gone. Hallelujah! We’re saved. Now what’re you going to do with the rest of your life?”

“Just think about it for a second,” I say.

“I don’t even know what century this is,” Quinton says.

“How many nights since the birds?”

“Last time I saw the birds was the last time I bled,” he says. “A hundred nights ago? You?”

“Priscilla’s last visit,” I say. “Opened me up again and took my balls.”

“Takes almost half a year of nights to grow a body back,” he says. “It’s got to be at least a hundred days.”

“I’m just wondering how long it might take the Hell Flower to get to Pandaemonium,” I say.

“The war?” Quinton laughs. “And then what?” he says. “Liberation? The Hell Flower isn’t going to save anyone, she’ll burn it all down, the forest, all of it, you and I with it.”

“Think about it,” I say. “To be completely wiped out of existence. No afterlife, nothing. Poof! You wouldn’t even know you ever lived. That’s better than the mountain.”

Quinton won’t shut up and continues to go on and on about nothing important. You’d think a night without birds could be savored for the blessing of safety that comes with the silence, but he can’t help it. He unburdens himself to anyone listening as if confessing his sins amidst the quiet somehow makes it easier for God to hear him.

Quinton’s clock starts winding down near dawn along with the forest chatter and murmuring. The Damned have talked, cursed, screamed, laughed, and cried themselves out. The sky is showing lightness. My eyelids go heavy, until a question that’s been traveling the night from the farthest corners of the Black Cross Lands, horizons away and tree to tree, makes it to our little part of Hell:

Where is Martin Abueg?

I raise my head. “What?”

Quinton says, “That’s the question. Someone’s passed it down the wire. Someone’s looking for you. What should I say?”

There’s a flutter in my stomach that’s not a demon bird, it’s a tease, a tickle—hope. I shout out, “Tell them I’m here!”

“Where’s here?” Quinton asks.

“I don’t know, man!” I say. “Just pass it along and see where it takes us! Send it back, man! Send it back!” I don’t know what it means but someone in the forest thinks I’m here. We don’t get much chatter along the wire. This demented means of communication is a twisted kids’ game of “Telephone” we play to kill boredom or send messages. The messages don’t usually last long or travel too far. Some convicts don’t care enough to keep the chain going, others are too busy being eaten by the birds, some purposely screw with the original message for shits and giggles. But last night, with the blessed silence, the wire was as clear as it’s ever been since I got here—a real message made it through. In a strange way, and in a way that shouldn’t mean much in Hell, it’s something miraculous to think someone remembers me.

The day passes. I don’t sleep. I alternate between fear and hope. Fear that I won’t know who’s looking for me before Priscilla’s banners appear in the harvest and she takes me to the mountain. Hope that there’s more to the message.

Night falls.

The inmates are restless. There are always harvest crews working the Black Cross Lands during the day, but none were seen anywhere near us today. Whispers make their way to our trees: there was bloodshed earlier in the morning. Miles away, a platoon of Perdition’s soldiers came across a situation they couldn’t handle inside the forest. They were attacked. Forty to fifty demons torn to pieces. Those who tried to get away got run down by what the wire is calling a pack of wild dogs. Hellhounds are hungry and running loose inside the harvest.

I ask Quinton, “What do you think they’re doing here?”

“Things must be out of control by the mountain. They’ve been forced to find food elsewhere. Wild hellhounds keep to Corpse Mountain. You never see them here this low to the plains unless they’re on a leash.”

“How tall you figure a hound on its hind legs is?” I ask.

“Twelve, thirteen feet? Biggest I’ve seen...maybe fifteen?”

“Great,” I say and try to get a sense of how far I am off the ground.

“Why?”

“I don’t know about you, Q, but I’m sitting about five feet off the ground.”

“I must be ten,” he says.

“You’re a real villain, aren’t you?” I say. “I suppose if I was more of a jerk my tree would be taller.”

“It’s width, not length, asshole,” he says. “Just ask your old lady.”

“Did you forget?” I say. “I was never married.”

“Lucky you,” Quinton says. “You’ve only been through Hell once in your life.”

“Man, I think I’m in trouble,” I say. “Between you and me, being closer to the ground, I’m a more accessible meal. I’m goddamn meat on a stick. How many hounds you figure live on the mountain?”

“Hundreds of thousands,” he says.

“Think there are enough shish kabobs between us and them before they get their belly full?”

“What’s a shish kabob?”

“Never mind.”

“Goddamn,” Quinton says. “Hellhounds. I knew it was too good to last. Really makes you miss the birds.”

I’ve never seen Quinton; I only know him by his voice. Quinton was rich. In life he killed for money, he’s a greedy fuck and doesn’t deny it’s what got him here. The endearing thing about him is that he’s not one of those rich assholes who acts like greed isn’t what motivates him. He’s honest with himself. He was honest with me about how he made a living: bribery, fraud, embezzlement, robbery, and eventually murder. Murder for money.

Me?

I killed for books.

He found that amusing and wondered if there was any money in it.

I said: “Knowledge was my reward.”

He laughed me off and said, “Not smart enough to stay out of trouble though. We still ended up neighbors and I got the better deal with the broads, blowjobs, and bucks. Hell, you can get a library card without killing someone.”

True, but not the library I worked at.

There’s a wave of panic somewhere to my right, far away in a misty corridor of crucifix trees—yelling and screaming. The hellhounds are stalking the restless dark.

“What is it?” Quinton asks.

“Someone rang the dinner bell,” I say.

“What?”

“Hound,” I say. A large werewolf looking thing creeps into my peripheral vision. It pads along the row, deliberate with its steps, head bobbing up and down, carefully considering the menu. It passes me and that’s when I see its rancid breath steaming inside an iron muzzle against the cool night air. A massive choke chain with a long slack of heavy links drags behind it. This isn’t some wild hellhound from Corpse Mountain. It’s someone’s pet.

Its master, saddled on a monstrous, fully armored, dead horse the size of a Clydesdale, is cloaked in a duster coat. A large, brimmed hat and the night hides a face. The master tugs the chain and the hound circles back. My eyes catch the dog’s. It stops, hackles up with a growl, and explodes off its massive hind quarters to attack my tree. The chain springs up from the wet ground to stiffen in the air. Black mud clumps fly everywhere. The muzzle hits the tree trunk before the dog can claw up. A wheel mounted on the dead horse’s saddle like a giant fishing reel pulls the hellhound back against its will. I feel heat from the hound’s breath and smell its fresh kills in the air. The rider dismounts. He stands as tall as the top of the horse’s head. He removes his duster, lays it on top of the horse, and unpacks the saddle from the side away from me. A riderless horse tied to the armored one stops behind it. The dog continues to pull against the leash. Its frenzy doesn’t move the giant horse. The horse stands motionless while the gears in the reel collect chain slack and bring the hellhound to heel. The rider draws a double headed battle ax from the saddle. He tests the weight of it by spinning the thick handle in both hands. He walks to the dog and shows it the ax. The dog pulls away—panicked with a nervy dance. It knows the ax well and fears it enough to settle down and behave. The rider pulls the choke chain hard to move the near thousand-pound hound with a flex of his arm. He removes the muzzle and lets it drop to the ground. Unmasked, the dog looks at me, resentful. I recognize him as the demon formerly known as Duke Carlyle. The rider lets the hound off the leash. He swings the ax handle onto his left shoulder and says a command to Carlyle in what sounds like Russian. The hellhound snorts at me then pads off.

“If you only had a brain,” the rider says to me in a voice I’m not sure I’m not imagining.

“What?” I say.

“If you only had a brain, you wouldn’t be in this predicament.” Fyodor Morozkov aka Fedora aka The Hat lifts his brim up with his right hand to get a good look at me. He asks, "Do you want me to sing the song?”

“The song?”

“From the movie.”

I have to think about what’s so amusing to him for a second to understand what he’s talking about. “Ah...” I say. “Ray Bolger. You’re making fun of me. Hey, Hat? Can you see the Scarecrows’ balls from down there? Asshole. No, I don’t want to hear you sing. Hell is already bad enough without your racket.” I try to get a sense of what I’m looking at because hallucinations and wishful thinking are a common plague when you first get nailed up. But it’s been a long time since I had one. “How do I know you’re not a figment of my imagination?”

Quinton says, “I see him too.”

The Hat plants the ax into the ground behind me. He comes back around to look at the top of the tree, studying it all the way down to the trunk. He takes his hat off, tosses it aside, and begins chopping away at the crucifix tree from the back.

“Hat...” I say.

He ignores me and keeps swinging.

“Hat...”

“Kind of busy, Martin,” he says and takes another hack.

This goes on for a while before I feel the force of the blows through the wood on my backside. I feel a different kind of gravity. One that’s not pulling me down through the nails and weight of an upright corpse, but backwards. Hat comes around to the front to chop. Now the feeling is of being pitched forward. You’d think I’d be overjoyed at the prospect of this rescue, but my strange and immediate thought is: The Hat doesn’t know what he’s doing, and this tree is going to fall forward and face plant me into him, crushing us.

“Hat...”

He plants the ax into the ground and breathes heavy from what you’d think is the effort but from the look he’s giving me, seems more like exasperation. “What?” he says.

“Where’ve you been?”

He says something in Russian and the riderless horse approaches with the saddle side to Hat. He unspools a long length of rope attached to the horse and manages to sling it on a part of the tree above my head that splits off to thicker branches. He ties the loose end to the saddle and makes a clicking sound that signals the horse to back up and pull the tree down. What’s left of the trunk, snaps hard, splinters and tips forward. Hat catches it on his shoulder and pushes hard to force it to come down on its side. Naked branches above me crackle, cushioning the fall with a graceful bounce. I feel my guts pop out a little from the Accountant’s stab at my ribs. Hat rolls the tree to lay flat so I’m looking up and not facedown.

“I think I’m leaking,” I say.

Hat pulls a pair of vice grip pliers from the saddle bags. He gets a big boot onto the tree and when he’s comfortable with his footing, works to yank the barbed nails out of my wrists and feet. When he’s done, he pushes my leaking insides back inside and sits me up. “You’re welcome,” he says.

I can’t feel my ass and flop back down.

“This is all in your head,” Hat says and sits me back up. “The feeling will come back.” He slings me over his shoulder to carry me to the riderless horse. Hat props me up on the saddle and ties my legs down to it. He seat belts my waist into place. I try to sit up but can’t. My chest and face are deflated and rest against the horse’s mane. Hat looks through his saddle bags and digs out a leather roll of syringes. He takes the one he’s looking for and plunges it into the back of my brain.

“What was that!” I say. “Goddamnit that burns!”

“Angel piss.”

“What!”

Hat laughs and puts a hooded cloak on me. He takes a horse blanket and puts that on top of the cloak, enough to cover my head. I hear him signal Carlyle with a whistle.

“Hat,” I try to say to him with a mouthful of horse mane and from underneath the blanket. “Goddamnit, Hat!”

He pulls the blanket off my head. “What!”

“You gotta cut Quinton down,” I say.

“Who?”

“That guy to my left,” I say.

“Who?”

“Quinton,” I say. “I don’t know what he looks like. It’s the guy to my immediate left.”

Hat looks to my new left facing the trees. “That’s not a man,” he says. “It’s a woman.”

“No, I say. My other left...the old left. From the—”

“Yeah, I see him,” he says. “So what?” Carlyle has come back from patrol and Hat is packing up his gear. “Martin...I don’t have time for this. We stick around, we're gonna get pinched.”

“He’s my prison bitch, jerk,” I say. “We’re pals.”

“Just cut me loose,” Quinton says. “I’ll make my own way out.”

“It’ll take you five minutes,” I say, knowing it’ll take him more time than it took for my tree because Quinton is a world class bastard, and his tree looks enormous from what I can tell.

“Unbelievable,” Hat says. “It’s just like a Mexican to want to bring his whole family along on a prison break.”

“That’s Filipino, you fucking Cossack,” I say, and just like that we’re back into old rhythms, arguing and insulting each other in the middle of Hell. The back and forth starts to interest the rest of the convicts.

“Me too!” someone yells from a tree somewhere down the dark row.

“What about me!” another says.

Now the forest is a buzz of pleas and cries for help.

“Goddamnit,” Hat says, “We’re leaving! Priscilla could be here any moment. She can hear this bullshit all the way in Perdition.”

The angel piss or whatever Hat stuck me with must be working because I can feel my legs against the saddle. I straighten my back and feel my body rise one vertebra at a time. “Fine!” I say to Hat. “I’ll do it myself! Just give me a minute.” All the blood and angel piss rushes fast into my head and I get nauseous. “I’d do it for you, you Polack...” I hear myself say before blacking out.
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Lurching. A sensation of motion. Getting familiar with your body lying vulnerable and dependent on something carrying you to move you through the unknown. This feeling. Something you haven’t felt since you were an infant and your father hoisted you on his shoulder to soothe you from the frightening, overwhelming newness of the world. The sensation of feeling safe. A little more like yourself again. There’s helplessness but also comfort; even if it’s coming from a giant, dead horse walking you through Hell’s Black Cross Lands away from there. The there that’s been your existence for the better part of six years earth time from what Hat says. He’s been mumbling to me through our exodus. It’s a one-way conversation because I fade in and out trying to pay attention. I don’t care where Hat is leading us as long as it’s far away. This is a chance to be around a familiar face, even if it is the Hat’s mug, and even if it only lasts for a day before Perdition’s army runs us down. The escape is worth it. My giant middle finger to Priscilla.

I’m able to string longer moments of wakefulness together, enough to get a better sense of how far we’ve traveled. It’s midday which means we put the harvest of pain in our rear view for some solid hours now. I’m able to sit up and start undoing straps tying my wrists to the reins. Hat hears my fumbling about and looks over his shoulder.

“Quinton?” I say.

Hat says nothing and turns his attention to the wide, dusty rust of clay road. It’s cracked and crumbling. It shouldn’t be this way—desert-like—but Pandaemonium’s air has lost the precipitation of mist that descends from the black winged demons’ regurgitated blood feast. It feeds the land beyond the harvest. 

Behind us, Corpse Mountain is shrinking. Carlyle trails us, off the leash and muzzle free. The hellhound sees I’m awake. His steps quicken, baring teeth. He’s close enough to nip at my horse’s hooves.

Without turning around, Hat says something in Russian. My horse bucks forward a little and back kicks Carlyle in the snout. There’s a yelp. The hound flies off into an angry, hairy twist. It lands inside a shallow ditch creating a cloud of red dust.

I ask Hat, “You think he’s still pissed at me?”

“He’ll get over it,” he says.

“I don’t know,” I say. “You don’t get over getting shot in the head that easily.”

“Tell me about it,” Hat says.

“I didn’t shoot you in the head,” I say.

“No, you shot me in the chest. Twice.”

“Still salty about that, huh?”

“If I was salty about it, you think I’d go looking for you?”

“Suppose not,” I say.

Hat nods. “I’m sure you would’ve done the same.”

Carlyle shakes off the kick, gathers himself, and gets road bound to follow us but at a distance.

“I don’t think the dog will get out of line anymore,” Hat says.

“Says you,” I say and give Carlyle the finger. “You’ve got an ax.”

The hound growls.

“Hat.”

“What?”

“What happened to Quinton?” I ask. “Did you leave him there?”

“Thought about it,” he says. “Then it occurred to me he could be useful, so I cut him loose.”

“Useful?”

“Uh-huh.”

“How so?”

“I dropped him off close to a train station. Propped him up near a deadfall until he could make his legs work.”

“Swear?”

“Swear.”

“How’s that make him useful?” I say.

Hat points to the horizon. “We’re headed that way. Taking the road less traveled to the capital. The train goes the other way to the city. Once word gets out that some convicts are on the loose your pal can keep Priscilla off our ass and looking the other direction.”

“So, bait.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, it’s a fighting chance,” I say. “Which is better than no chance. Even if he ends up getting chopped up and fed to the hounds. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

“You haven’t told me,” I say.

“Told you what?”

“Where’ve you been?” I say. “What happened to you? Where are we going? What’s the plan?”

Hat shakes his head and looks over his shoulder at me. “Have I been talking to myself for the past seven hours?”

“Did you hear me make a smart-ass comment to you in the last seven hours?”

“No.”

“So, what do you think?”

“Mister Gradenko,” Hat says. “The Dark Easy.”

“Witness protection,” I say. “You vanished at Loa. I figured Priscilla’s people got you when Xavier sold us out. What happened?”

“The Booksellers happened,” he says. “The common mythology calls Mister Gradenko ‘Legba’. It’s a trickster spirit that negotiates deals for Frikell and Cooke. Robert Frikell figured I’d be useful knowing what I know about Priscilla’s grand scheme. We made a deal. I’d work for them, and we’d get ahead of Perdition’s war before it got started.”

“How’d that work out?”

“Lousy,” he says. “Turns out Priscilla is pretty good at waging war. I guess that comes with centuries of planning and infinite patience. She’s a master at the long game. Frikell and Cooke underestimated her appetite for being more than Lucifer’s spoiled sister. Her occasional amusement with Hell’s politics helped her play bored infernal royalty to a tee. No one took it seriously. Her ambitions were insidious and vast.”

“Before Maman clipped me, she said Teresa’s daddy was Father Darkness. Is that—”

“Yup,” Hat says.

“I guess incest in Hell isn’t incest.”

“How do you think those fallen angels populated the realm eons ago? They’re a bunch of inbreds.”

“And what’s Father Darkness have to say about this?”

“Nothing,” Hat says. “From what the Booksellers told me, Lucifer is nowhere to be bothered or found. Maybe doesn’t even want to be found. It’s why the realm has been unstable for so long. He left a vacuum of leadership. Before the war, to make things work, Hell was divided into an uneasy truce between its two largest cities, Perdition and Pandaemonium. One strong ruler is what Priscilla brings to the table. Unity under her seal. All the smaller cities and alliances among them want one rule but can’t agree who should run things. Most want Priscilla in charge because she presents strength. But this business with Teresa has put Priscilla’s ascension on hold and made many infernals doubt her competence. If the Booksellers underestimated Priscilla’s cunning, then Priscilla underestimated Teresa’s utter ruthlessness. She kills everything she comes across, unmaking the realm, unraveling it with the Untethered.”

“How’s that even possible?”

“The word,” Hat says. “The Dark Angelic language. It’s the foundation and precursor to the common tongue of Verbis Diaboli all native devils speak. When the Fallen were cast out, they terraformed a realm for themselves from the abyss. From the nothingness of existence, they weaved the infernal plane with the angels’ word. Call it magic, call it myth, here it’s called the Dark Angelic. And Teresa is a master at bending the tongue to her will.”

“You think Teresa wants the throne?” I ask.

“Don’t make this complicated,” Hat says. “Teresa doesn’t care about her inheritance. She’s a spoiled brat who doesn’t like being told what to do and it’s worth blowing up the universe if she gets Priscilla.”

I say to Hat, “She kills for pride.”

We arrive at a fork in the road. Hat stops to consider the options then decides to pull out a map instead of relying on a hunch. “Populations from Perdition are migrating from the west since Priscilla got Pandaemonium under her seal. It was slow at first, but everyone is afraid of Teresa’s invasion. The nomads’ routes are overrun with refugees. We’re gonna meet up with their crossing, blend in, and disappear into the city.” 

“Where are Frikell and Cooke?”

“Robert Frikell is dead,” Hat says. “Tortured to death during interrogation. We were on the run. Had a plan to leave the realm but got sold out. We split up to better our odds of getting to Earth. He left me with Carlyle. Priscilla caught Frikell. She had him locked down, trying to get him to give up something in his vault. He wouldn’t give it up, so she eighty-sixed him.”

“What was it?” I ask.

“Her wings.”
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You would think for a Fallen Angel, feathery white wings would be an unhappy reminder of the fall from grace; a stigma of the great transgression and banishment for a failed coup. In Hell, white feathers are for wimps. Be it black winged angels—known in Hell as “Blackfire seraphs”, or black winged demons—known in phonetic Verbis Diaboli as “Beldeen” or “black tongues”, the blacker your wings the better. The depth of marbled darkness is a vainglorious signal of your genealogical purity to Father Darkness’ black wings. Those old feathered white wings are something like a vestigial tail. They’re a remnant of an ancient and less evolved weaker self they wouldn’t care to hold onto. For the Fallen and all the Blackfires and Beldeen descended from them, self-interest is the defining principle of conflict in the universe. Embracing it rather than believing in a greater good makes them superior to celestials. Their very existence is proof of survival against an angry God. Infernals bow to no one. Like Lucifer said in Paradise Lost: “Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven.” Forget asking for forgiveness.

I would’ve put Priscilla in the latter category considering how much she thinks of herself and enjoys the trappings of royalty. God didn’t make her, she made herself. But apparently there are some Fallen who cling to their original feathers like some Southerners do the mythical glory of the Confederacy. Turns out Priscilla is a sentimentalist and still finds her vestigial wings and the vestigial myth important enough to value them. After ten-year-old Teresa blew up Priscilla’s mansion estate on the Island of Infernal Flowers her wings were the only thing Frikell and Cooke would accept as collateral in exchange for her new home at the Asphodel Fields. Leave it to the Booksellers to run a high finance squeeze to keep Lady Priscilla under their thumb for as long as they could. But it isn't all about sentiment or money. According to Hat, there’s a practical reason the wings are important to Priscilla:

“They can be used to kill her,” he says.

We rode until night came. With the nomadic lands between Perdition and Pandaemonium being full of unknown and hidden terrors, we decided to camp. We set our backs against a hill embankment, the horses in front like statues as cover, and Carlyle chained to a large dead fall of tree above us on watch. The hound glared at me, precariously close to the edge for the longest time. His eyes studied me, like eating me was a real possibility. Two deep specks of black, inky pupils amidst a mustard yellow sea where the whites of a normal thing might be, fixed on me—their anchor of resentment. Hat finally grew tired of the distraction to our rest, chucked a rock at Carlyle and swore in Russian. It will take another day’s ride to run into the trade routes and allow us to blend in with a migration.

Hat lights a cigar. “When me and Frikell were on the run he told me the wings could kill her,” he says. “He had a plan to bring Pandora’s Box back to the living world and use it along with her wings to stop her.”

“Pandora’s Box?”

“Remember?” Hat says. “The music box Frikell gave you to kill Teresa.”

I nod. “The one that didn’t work.”

“Yeah,” he says, “The Nightmare Machine. When Frikell and I split up he gave the box to me for safekeeping.”

“Where is it now?”

“With my Pop back in Pandaemonium City.”

He hands me a cigar and a box of matchsticks.

“A small comfort for today’s hard ride,” he says. “These are Frikell’s. We only took the essentials.”

“Any booze in there?” I say, eyeing the saddle bag tucked under the ax.

“Yup,” Hat says, “but it didn’t last long. When we get to the city, maybe we can score something. My Pop got wise when I WITSEC-ed and left Priscilla’s crew. He was doing all right for himself in Pandaemonium until the war broke out. Now he’s on Perdition’s shit list. He’s going to help us get outfitted when we get to the city.”

“For what?”

“The Big Getaway. We’re leaving Hell,” he says. “We’re taking the exit Frikell and I were gonna use before we got separated and it all went sideways. I’m taking Pandora’s Box to Earth like Frikell planned and maybe we can end this thing.”

I light the cigar. “Tell me more about these wings,” I say. I let cigar smoke fill my head. The taste of leather, coffee, and dark chocolate remind me of the tobacco shop in Exchange Place next to the supernatural payphone back in the French Quarter.

“The Booksellers took Priscilla’s collateral for Asphodel Fields,” Hat says. “But when Priscilla invaded Pandaemonium and forced open the Booksellers’ city vault—”

“—the wings were gone,” I say.

“Not exactly,” he says. “She only found half the set. Frikell and Cooke didn’t trust that Priscilla wouldn’t try to do something like heist the vault. They split the collateral. Billy Cooke took his half to his magic shop outside Chicago.”

“Is Billy even around anymore?” I say. “Priscilla has to know he’s got her feathers.”

“She does,” Hat says. “Before Hell’s lockdown she ordered Sam Ask and his crew to find Cooke. Last I heard Billy skipped town with his bodyguard, a Blackfire named ‘Elsbeth’. Frikell lost contact with Billy Cooke once Priscilla sealed the gates.”

I ask, “How do we get back to the living world?”

“We’re taking a boat.”

“A boat?”

“Yup,” he says.

“What kind of boat?”

“The Ferry System,” Hat says. “The old way from Earth to the Netherworld.”

“You’re talking about Styx?” I say. “That’s not old, that’s primordial. It's a myth. It’s a goddamn bedtime story.”

“That was Frikell’s out. Why would it be bullshit? The problem is we have to go through Perdition to get there.”

“I don’t know, Hat,” I say. “Perdition is a living city; it moves through this plane. The entrance might not even be there anymore. And the river is dead on Pandaemonium’s end.”

“Perdition has stopped moving,” Hat says. “Priscilla anchored Perdition to Pandaemonium when she invaded. She used the Acheron River to get Pandaemonium under control. She destroyed the Acheron Dam. She wanted the river to flow again and counted on it for the war. The resulting flood coming from Perdition took the Booksellers by surprise. They were expecting a static, land-based invasion. Her invasion came with the flood waters. With the Acheron reborn, Priscilla’s army cut through the heart of Pandaemonium. She split the land in two and out flanked Pandaemonium’s divided defenses from both ends. It was pretty much over before it started.”

“How do you know Priscilla hasn’t shut the Ferry down like the rest of the gates?”

“She didn’t have a chance to,” he says. “When Teresa attacked, she came from lands west of Perdition. Teresa established a new war front and has been pushing east ever since. Frikell thought she may have emerged from a part of Abaddon that exists on the fringes of Hell’s plane. It’s a point where there is nothing but The Abyss. Hell’s waters flow west to east. The Acheron begins at the borders of Hell. The source of the Styx and Acheron has to come from a body of water, an ocean or lake between Hell and Abaddon.”

“How far into this mysterious body of water do we have to travel to get to the Styx?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what to tell you, Martin,” Hat says. “But it’s where we need to go to get out of here.”

“Remember that Untethered angel, Echo?”

“Yeah.”

“She called Abaddon a cosmic dump. Some say it’s where the universe hides its mistakes. Maybe there is something there because I saw Teresa walk into it and she came out the other side, but—”

“We only have to go as far as the ferry,” Hat says.

The waters of the universe are God's imagination. I read that somewhere in a book. Whoever wrote it was being poetic but there’s also some truth to it, I think. If you’ve ever seen something monstrous and inexplicable wash up on a Gulf Coast shore that scares the hell out of you, you begin to understand how little you know about God’s big imagination.

Hat asks, “What’re you worried about?”

“I just want to know what I’m getting myself into.”

“We’re getting into some righteous payback,” he says.

“I don’t get it, Hat. Do you really care about this war?”

“Eternity,” he says. “Think about it. That’s how long we’ll have to live under Priscilla’s Seal if she runs things. We gotta get out of here. The way I see it, for us here, it’s either Corpse Mountain or dodging her forever. And how long do you think it’ll be before she moves on to New Orleans? She’s already got Sam Ask rounding up and exterminating casters. That was going to be your gig. She liked you. Had plans for you. That was going to be you in her grand scheme to get the magicians under control, but you gave that the middle finger.”

“How many?” I ask.

“How many what?”

“You said Sam Ask was killing abracadabblers,” I say. “How many?”

“I don’t know,” he says, “but he’s doing a bang-up job of it judging by the numbers of dead casters I’ve seen roaming Hell.”

“You know once we find the ferry—”

“I know,” Hat says, “we’ll have to pay—”

“Charon.”

Hat nods.

“And if the myth is true,” I say, “he only accepts a specific type of coin.”

“It’s true. An obol.”

“Do you have this coin?”

“No,” Hat says. “That's why I need your help. We’re going to steal it.”

“And here I thought you busted me from the harvest because you missed me.”

“You’re a thief,” Hat says. “You know what you’re doing.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Hat. I was doing ‘Delinquencies and Collections’ for a longer time than I spent stealing stuff.”

In the dark, Hat’s glowing cigar reveals supreme confidence in his eyes, but I can already foresee all sorts of problems with the plan.

I ask, “Where’s the obol?”

“Pandaemonium City,” Hat says. “Inside a vault at The Library of Burning Books.”
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We strike camp before dawn. Hat figures with a day’s ride and no unexpected detours we should see trickles of migration making for the main trade road leading to Pandaemonium City.

We stop once to let Carlyle chase off some nosy bandit rovers who get a little too close. They didn’t get very far since the hound hadn’t eaten for over a day. That meal keeps Carlyle’s eyes off my backside for most of the day. Come dusk, and with the chance we’ll find more amicable travelers like us who just want to be ignored and left alone, Hat muzzles Carlyle to show our good intentions.

“Don’t mess with these people,” he says and yanks Carlyle’s chain. “Do you hear me?”

The hellhound makes a low, resentful growl.

Hat tightens the chain and makes sure it’s locked into the wheel on the saddle.

“I see lanterns,” I say.

“Good.” Hat takes a look to make sure I’m seeing what I’m seeing and lifts a blanket off the saddle. He unhinges a small box with a clip in the back and a light in the front. He fixes it to the horse’s bridle close to the ear and switches it on. “Numbers are good. The more there are, the less likely to get attacked. This’ll make sure they can see us coming,” he says. “We’ll ride parallel with them for a while so they can watch us and then merge in.”

“How far are the city limits?”

“Can’t be more than a day from here,” he says and gets his horse moving. “Once we’re in the middle of a long chain of travelers we’ll break for a few hours.”

I get my horse to follow alongside his. “Tell me more about this library.”

“It’s full of books,” he says. “It’s got a collection of the kind of stuff people got burned alive for back in the day. Ironically the place used to be a cathedral of some kind.”

“Christians in Hell?”

“Surprised?” he says.

“Not one bit.”

“No,” Hat says, “not ‘Christian’ per se...more like a conglomeration of belief systems. Call it multi-denominational. You’d think this is the last place for religion, but there’s a population of sinners who believe they can pray their way out of here. Been doing it for centuries. This temple used to be theirs when they were more organized. Then they got to fighting because the praying didn’t seem to be getting them anywhere and they started arguing, accusing each other of not doing it right. The Booksellers turned it into a library and shelved it with all those burning books along with other things. But that’s what it’s mostly known for.”

“Who’s got access to the vault?”

“Frikell did,” Hat says. “The plan was to get the obol and split. But with Priscilla in control of the city now, public access is limited to daylight hours and by appointment only.”

“Is the obol still there?”

“There’s a demon librarian, Ember Adria. She’s in charge of the collection of things that aren’t books: artifacts...artwork...what have you. She’s been keeping me informed of the library’s goings on. She says it's there.”

“And what does Ember Adria get out of it for helping you?”

“She gets to come with us and get out of Hell,” Hat says. “During the early days of the invasion she tried to escape but didn’t make it because she was too busy trying to save books and artifacts from Perdition’s army.”

“Great,” I say, “an idealist. That’s the worst kind of person to have around when you’re stealing stuff. I hope she doesn’t plan to bring the books.”

“She just wants out,” Hat says. “Now that Priscilla is moving to Pandaemonium with her ideas about information control, Ember knows her days are numbered.”

“Do you trust her?”

“We need someone to tell us about the place, don’t we? She’s our in.”

I ask, “When’s the last time you spoke?”

“It’s been a few months,” he says. “Three maybe four. I’ve been out here looking for you. Spend a month in the city and then weeks out in the boonies. That’s been my routine for years now.”

Hat can sense I’m not liking his idea.

“She’s got no love
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