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			I am not a human being. This is just a dream, and soon I will awake.

			—Per Yngve Ohlin
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			​PROLOGUE

		


		
			An old woman stands in what is left of a once-impressive house. Above her, a distended stomach of clouds threatens a storm. Her hands and shirtsleeves are covered in thick black sludge, and she wipes them on her tattered skirt.

			As she digs through the rubble, she finds bones scattered throughout the debris, jutting out at odd angles. She finds them under doors, concealed by piles of bricks and lumber, stuffed into cabinets. A pit, dug beneath the house and concealed by a false floor, contains hundreds of intact bodies stacked up like cord wood. They are bloated and discolored, warped by their own weight and the added pressure of time.

			Dried blood makes dust that thickens the air and attracts plump, black flies. The old woman swats them away even though she can’t touch them, and they can’t see her. She separates the bones as best she can, and plucks coins from ash-blackened skulls, knowing by instinct where their ears would have been. These coins are worn and eroded, a few are just flat lumps of carbon. The most deteriorated of these comes from a skeleton whose skull had been crushed at the bottom of a staircase.

			Upon concluding this errand, she counts two hundred and eleven coins. This last corpse at her feet will make an even one hundred twelve.

			She looks down at it, or what’s left of it, and drags it from the rubble to examine it more closely. The face, ribcage, and right arm are all fractured, the left arm has been removed below the shoulder. The cut is relatively clean, and at an angle too precise to blame on an accident. A surgeon’s bone saw removed that arm.

			The old woman realizes that she has seen this person before. He has seen her, and spoken to her. She remembers him confronting her outside the hovel he shared with those women.

			Slowly, with care, she pulls as much of this man as she can find from the wreckage, laying his bones down next to her white bicycle. A bag appears in her right hand, and she lays his bones into it, one by one, before riding away.
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			​PART I

		


		
			You woke up here. It is dark. You are naked.

			There is a bruise under your ribcage. The floor is cool and smooth. You roll onto your stomach before standing. Your knees pop as they straighten. You pass your hand in front of your face and see nothing.

			Walking now, each step timid. All you can hear is each foot peeling off the floor, your pulse eddying through your ears, the dry whine of air passing through your nostrils. The air is thick in this room, the smell of smoke potent.

			You are a brute in the dark. Your knee bumps against the edge of a table, your shin catches a wooden rack that clatters as it hits the ground. Your foot tangles itself in a shirt, or a large rag. You grab it and toss it away.

			You walk now as you walked last night, staggering out of an oyster cellar smelling of rail liquor, melted butter, garlic. Leaning on the iron railing as you lurched up the stairs and into the street, your left jacket sleeve empty and flapping in the breeze.

			As you reflect, you clutch and pull at your nakedness. You grope around in the dark, trying to visualize your surroundings. The only clear picture in your head is a red light, pulsing to the waves of dull pain drifting up from your ribs. What feels like an unbound deck of cards slips out from under your hand. You just know those went everywhere.

			A crack in the floor brings to mind the topography of your mother’s hands, bones bulging under tight skin.

			A lantern. You hope there is some oil in it. There is. It emits a soft glow of light the color of chicken fat, and reveals this room to be stocked with amusements. One corner of the room is heaped with athletic equipment that partly obscures a thick red smear on the wall behind it. You find two billiards tables, a range of cues, crates of duck pins and bocce balls and croquet mallets.

			Holding the lantern in hand, you investigate the bocce ball set. That’s a game for old men, you think to yourself. You try to relate this observation to something about your current circumstances, but nothing comes to you. Some of the bocce balls are spattered red.

			You also discover that, yes, you did spill a deck of cards all over the floor. Idiot.

			Sometimes you still feel your missing arm, don’t you? It’s a cruel trick to play upon a man, to take his arm and not his memories of it.

			You can hear faint voices and your back stiffens as they get closer and closer. You search with the lantern for a place to hide. The voices sound like singing. Overhead lights flick on and startle you. Your eyes ache and you turn away. You try to hide your shame and drop the lantern.

			Those voices are closer now, and more familiar. Did you hear them last night? You try to retrace your steps and ignore the bright lights exposing your nakedness, your stump of a left shoulder.

			As you recall, your evening had been soured by a pack of rustics occupying the rear booth seats. Two men. A woman. Four children. You couldn’t look at them. Instead, you stared out the window and watched day wilt into evening. You hoped the woman sitting next to you wouldn’t ask about your arm and she didn’t. There wasn’t enough space in her blathering about how she’d just spent a week with her son up in Coal Country and he’s doing well but my everything’s so flat there and dirty ugh the air is gray not like the city at all to ask how you were doing.

			You didn’t answer much beyond a few token grunts here and there. Was she lonely, do you think? She was an older woman and here was this quiet young man who didn’t have any gray in his whiskers yet. You probably reminded her of her son.

			After you left, you barged into a conversation on the sidewalk. Demanded cigarettes. You don’t even smoke. One of the gentlemen was coarse with you, and you spat in his face, then forced yourself to laugh and not think about the beggarly family trying to build new lives in a world that crushed their old ones. More and more of these rural families pass through the city gates, just as you did. And just like you, they have been left wretched and shabby, their clothes falling into rags. Their gray complexions, guttural speech, the dark consonance of their eyes, these will mark them as targets for every foul intention in the city.

			Did you see that steamcoach’s headlamps? You were singing My life is like the summer rose/That opens to the morning sky/But ere the shades of evening close/Is scattered on the ground to die and rolling down the street like a hat caught in a windstorm.

			That man in whose face you spat, was he tall or short? Round build? Well dressed in a dark green suit and eggshell vest. Good, fashionable boots. Spectacles fouled by your hot, beery breath. This man, who could have also been a slender with a mottled complexion and a waxed brown mustache, took his lady companion’s arm and hurried across the street.

			Who else did you bother? You turned down the wrong alley and almost walked into a man dressed in white. He was ripping his way through a handful of cigarettes, smoking each one down to the end and then using that to light the next one. You guessed that he was a cook. Cooks always smoke like that.

			“Watch where you’re going!” he said. “Almost dropped these.” He clutched his cigarettes in a fist.

			“What’s the number one cause of divorce?” you asked him. His eyes narrowed, so you repeated yourself.

			“I don’t know,” he said.

			“Marriage!” you said. It was a joke you’d overheard in that oyster cellar and, for whatever reason, chosen to share. You laughed much harder than the cook did, of course.

			Yes, you saw those headlamps. When it was too late.

			Passing by an al fresco restaurant, where people ate outdoors at umbrella-shielded tables, your empty jacket sleeve brushed through someone’s plate. He was very cross about it. You said something rude to him, which only escalated things. Forks and knives rested on their plates as other people halted their conversations to watch yours as it got louder and uglier.

			Now, what did he look like? Was his face well scrubbed with yellow soap? With whom was he eating? A woman? Did you say anything to her? It doesn’t matter. You were ordered to leave by the restaurant’s waitstaff and you quickened your pace down the street, the man’s continued insults rolling down your back.

			It was then, as you brushed crumbs and sauce from your useless jacket sleeve, that you noticed a black steamcoach parked in the crosswalk. The engine was idling, and as it lingered while other coaches and pedestrians passed it by, one of its soot-blackened windows rolled down just enough to let a mouthful of smoke blow out into the evening.

			You turned away, walking faster. Much like their horse-drawn contemporaries, steamcoaches usually had some manner of ornamentation about them. This coach was sleek and black, with nothing announcing its manufacturer or type. That in and of itself was an announcement. You were right not to trust it.

			Maybe if you hadn’t looked back, the coach would have lost interest and disappeared down a side street. It could have been the centerpiece for an exaggerated story you told in public houses and saloons, or something neutral to tell yourself.

			But you did look back, and the headlamps flicked on. It followed you as you ran from it, light splashing around and in front of you.

			You ran with strength you didn’t know you had, thundering down sidewalks and across wide cobblestone streets, straying far from your intended path, well outside any familiar bus routes. You hadn’t run that fast in a long time.

			You cut through a section of burnt-out buildings, hoping to lose your pursuer in the dark; streetlamps weren’t evenly spaced in that part of the city. The houses and shops you passed were vacant and crumbling on top of one another. Fires had turned the area into a ghetto in mere weeks. It had never been a prosperous neighborhood, and at its best was like the working classes who occupied it; quiet and mostly agreeable, if a bit worn at the edges. Now it was a transient, unwelcoming place. The normal rhythms of the city were absent. Instead of coaches and horses and bustle and noise, you heard scraps of rude language muttered, in accents thick and ugly, from unlit doorways and alleys.

			No matter where you ran, the coach’s headlamps found you.

			You ran from the coach until you turned down a side street and found yourself at a dead end. The coach negotiated the narrow alley with unexpected grace, its self-firing front engine exposed to the open air like the thorax of some giant insect. The sight of it spun you right off your plate.

			“Leave me alone,” you said. “I’ve done nothing to you.” The coach idled for a moment before the lights shut off. You coughed and backed away until your heel caught the edge of a rotting wooden pallet and you sagged to the ground.

			“What do you want?” you asked the figure that stepped out of the steamcoach. No answer. “I don’t have any money,” you told him, or her, or it. “Or anything. I don’t have anything.” The figure was holding something that caught the light. It looked enough like a weapon that you tried scrambling to your feet, intending to run. Then, the sharp pain in your side. You blinked and the world turned sideways. You remember flailing and knocking over a stack of empty crates. Then nothingness.

			Then you woke up here, in the dark.

			“Hello?” you call out, naked, holding the lantern. “Can anyone hear me? Hello?”

			Three women step into the room, singing in alien harmony. Here comes a candle to light you to bed, here comes a chopper to chop off your head. They all wear loose white dresses. The woman on the left is wearing white lace gloves, the women in the middle wears a garland of dandelions around her head, and the woman on the right wears her hair unbound, so it hangs in her face.

			They are not heavily built, but your father would have called them “good breeding stock.” As a farmer, he could never escape that vocabulary.

			Chip chop chip chop the last man is dead, they sing, smiling in the sterile light of this room.

			The woman wearing lace gloves is carrying a large canvas bag, stained red on the inside. She tosses it in a corner.

			‡

			The women introduce themselves from left to right as Alice, Beatrice, and Clara.

			Alice walks to one of the tall wooden shelves in the room and kneels down. Clara stands on her shoulders and retrieves a blown-glass water pipe from a high shelf.

			You knew someone with a similar instrument, back before you lost your arm. He called it a “bong.”

			Clara’s bong is vaguely shaped like a lamp, and solid black, with a squat, round body and a long neck. She steps down onto the floor as Alice slips behind you and pins your arm up behind your back. A spark of pain shoots up your elbow. Her grip is too strong to break.

			You watch Clara remove the slide piece and pack the bowl with crumbs of marijuana. Her movements are smooth, practiced, ritualistic. She lights the bowl with a match and inhales slowly. You watch smoke rise up the neck, barely visible behind the black glass.

			“What’s your name?” she asks you, as you squirm in Alice’s grip. The pain in your ribs, the all-consuming unfamiliarity of your situation, and now Clara blowing smoke in your face are too much for your system. You answer her question with a stream of loose vomit that she is just quick enough to avoid.

			“I am not apologizing for that,” you say, your guts and throat burning.

			Clara passes the bong to Beatrice, who takes a hit. “We asked what your name is,” Beatrice says. “It’s rude not to introduce yourself to a lady who begs an introduction.” She passes the bong back to Clara.

			“Ma’am, I am naked and have just now thrown up,” you say, as Alice’s grip loosens. “Both of which are your fault. Not to offend, but your compass for propriety is out of balance.”

			Clara pulls deeply from the bong and Alice punches you full in the face. Your eyes water and you stagger backwards as pain conflicts with a stupid, chivalrous urge to hide your shameful male body. The back of your head strikes the wall hard enough to clack your teeth together. You wipe blood away from your nose and lip, feeling a weight swing freely between your legs.

			“Tell us your name, and you may play a game with us,” Clara says, passing the bong back to Beatrice.

			“Yes, let’s play something,” Beatrice says. “We’re bored.”

			You shut your eyes tight.

			“Sir.” Alice speaks with a voice that could suffocate birds.

			“Your name.”

			You slide down the wall and open your eyes. There is a long red stain on the ceiling, as though something had been dragged across it. “Thomas Carey,” you say.

			The women break into hearty laughter and coughing fits, and Alice draws deeply from the bong. You pull your knees up to your chest, but your vitals pop out between your thighs. You are reminded of one of your father’s dogs, who used to spend entire days in one of the unfinished sheds, cooling himself on the dirt floor.

			Beatrice and Alice grab your legs and pull you away from the wall, not letting you shrivel from their gaze, which all but leaves welts on you. Your nose and ribs throb out of sync with each other. They can see the whole of you, which is not whole.

			“Hold still,” Alice says, exhaling smoke. “We need to dress you.” Clara squeals and smiles at what remains of your left arm, cupping the stump in her hands. They push you down even as you flail from side to side, thrashing in their grip.

			Clara is wearing perfume. You can only get hints of it through the room’s heavy smell. She bends over you as Beatrice holds your legs down and Alice pulls an armful of clothes from a hidden closet. The jacket has an officer’s cut, with a tapered waist. The trousers and vest are white.

			Clara’s face is close enough to kiss yours. Her thick, dark hair tickles your nostrils. She clamps her hand over your mouth with her hand as the other two stuff you into the suit. None of it fits correctly. They handle you roughly, more like farmhands than ladies, except for when they smooth the suit over your body after dressing you. Three pairs of hands roaming your neck and chest, your shoulders. Your inseam, which embarrasses you.

			Clara ties your left shirt sleeve in a knot, and your left jacket sleeve is stuffed into the left side pocket. As she finishes, the door opens and another voice—deeper, emptier, male—asks if they have any more guests to bring up. Clara says yes, and that they’re dressing him now. The voice tells them to bring him upstairs, and the door shuts again.

			The difference between “him” and “you” is one of vanity, isn’t it?

			‡

			An old woman rides her white bicycle down a bent, back country road surrounded by coarse farmland. There is little to break the monotony beyond scatterings of barns, grain silos, simple houses, and the occasional tuft of trees.

			Further off, the green grass blackens around the isolated refineries that burn coal and shoot the steam through underground networks of pipes and channels to provide neighboring towns with electric power. Further off still are the mines, big excavations full of men pulling that coal from the cold, dark belly of the earth. It is hard, lonely work, something the old woman knows a lot about.

			She steers her bicycle off the road and down a hill sloping away from it, stopping at a pile of stones. A man, clearly a coal miner, lays dead nearby. She kneels down and pulls a coin from behind his left ear, then stands again and drops the coin into her skirts.

			With that done, the old woman remounts her bicycle and returns to the road, stopping to let a coal truck rattle past, its flatbed full of coal to be processed. She would come upon a house, her next destination, in due time.

			‡

			The billiard room must be in the basement of a house, because the women lead you up a set of narrow stairs before removing your blindfold in an entrance hall of sorts.

			Left to a competent staff, the room wouldn’t be out of place in an ostentatious plantation home. The floor is creamy marble, and two staircases spin up to a landing with a sturdy balustrade and pots of flowers resting on half-columns. The undertrousers hanging over the balustrade diminish its grand effect, however.

			That isn’t the worst of it. The paintings on the walls are all crooked and scribbled on with oil crayons, or used as a target for eggs and long darts. Cards have been scattered across the floor, and coats have been piled near the front door, where a coat rack might have stood. A red stain runs down the bottom of the right-hand staircase. You can’t tell if it is wax or paint or blood.

			The doors to the left and right of you are shut, but you can hear voices and laughter, and that pernicious smoke smell hangs in the air like a bog mist. Clara pauses to repack the bong, and then you are led, or gently forced, up the left staircase and through a convoluted series of hallways and rooms.

			Much of the house is poorly lit by overhead bulbs and gas lamps in brass wall fixtures. The narrower hallways are hot, the walls warm to the touch, most likely from steam coursing through a whole capillary system of pipes inside the walls.

			You hear many voices as you navigate the house’s dizzying passageways. Following them to their source would be impossible; the noise surrounds you on all sides, like water. Clara stops to listen to them a couple of times, but Beatrice and Alice will not be halted. They lead the way, while Clara guides you with a firm grip on your hand. She laces her fingers with yours, and her knuckles are as sharp as caltrops. Between that, the harsh dressing routine, your most-likely-broken nose, and the waning soreness in your ribs, aches sprout up in your body like vegetables after a rain.

			As the four of you descend a staircase to an unlit landing, only to ascend another staircase for two stories, you wonder if they are in fact leading you away somewhere quiet and dark to kill you.

			At the top of that second staircase, Beatrice pushes open one final door and holds it open for the rest of you. Voices rush out as the doors open, giving the impression that a party is being thrown in the room behind them.

			A man shoves past Beatrice and steps out into the hallway. He is pale, wearing a high-collared shirt and vest, his undershorts, and black socks held to his legs with garters. A pair of suspenders has been stuffed into his vest pocket. One end dangles out. His top lip is split by a gap that reaches up into his nose, exposing the architecture of his front teeth. He hails the women by name, and seems wary of them.

			The women explain, passing their bong among them in turn, that you are a guest to be admitted to the party at once, and push you through the doorway. You stumble into a large, gloomy parlor where paintings and stuffed animal heads hang on the walls. The other guests present, men and women alike, make no effort to welcome you or even notice your entrance.

			You turn to the women who brought you here, but they are gone.

			‡

			The old woman reached the house at exactly the moment she needed to, and has made her way inside. She passed unseen through a crowd of rough-looking party guests and sneered at the messes they made. They left glasses and cups and even clothing wherever they fell, and had defaced much of the interior decoration. Many of them seemed disoriented from the house’s low light and confusing layout, which the old woman came to understand as she passed through sets of rooms that tumbled in and out of one another with no sense of logic.

			Now, having found the thick wooden door she sought, weariness overtakes her, and she slaps herself across the face. She cannot sleep. Not yet.

			It has been so long since she slept. So, so long.

			The door leads into a servant’s bedroom outfitted with a canopy bed, dresser, and a self-contained shaving station on wheels. Two large windows would have looked out onto the property, had they not been painted black.

			One corpse is sprawled out on the bed, the other on the floor near the windows. The old woman takes coins from them. From their complexions and the expressions frozen on their faces, they clearly died from exhaustion.

			A tray of food is rotting on the night table; half a roasted chicken, some cheese, and a bottle of old tokay. The woman on the floor has black paint under her fingernails, and left scratches behind on the windows.

			Sudden noises from some unseen part of the house startle the old woman. Thankful to leave, she closes the door after herself, but does not lock
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