
    
      [image: Cover]
    

  

[image: Feedbooks]

Urban Nordica I: Chainbreaker

Jesse Powell & A. S. Vaughn





Published: 2008

Tag(s): "urban fantasy" "dark fantasy" fantasy




Prologue: The Wrong Person

It feels like having your soul ripped out from the inside
without it having the good graces to leave the rest of your body
behind. Inside out, upside down, falling and swirling and I
shouldn’t have to take this crap; fucking voidborn prophecy child
bullshit and I can’t even stop myself falling this very small
distance.

When I hit, it feels like slamming into a ceiling from the
downside, and it takes me a few moments to realize it’s actually
grass tickling my nose, and not fragments of smashed cartilage. It
feels like it should be, like I’ve been through the wash on the
heavy duty cycle then handed over to the drier for some more
goodtime fun.

I’m used to pain. I don’t like being disorientated, it makes me
angry.

I’m currently very, very angry, and if I could remember where I
put my feet, someone might be in a lot of trouble.

“Hey… are you alright?”

As usual, Sigmund’s voice is the ice pack and handful of aspirin
my poor abused little soul needs.

“No.” It’s meant to be a manly, pissed off growl… in reality it
just sounds kind of shaky. I think I’m going to vomit.

My feet are thankfully where I left them, but I don’t think my
legs are. I manage to sit anyway; it’s awkward, but my legs aren’t
really designed for it, and it’s nothing new. Nothing seems broken,
or damaged at all really; sort of like the feeling after waking
from a dream cut short by a long fall. An awful lot like that,
actually. Except that I didn’t go to sleep in a park, and one I
don’t recognize to boot.

Sigmund is silhouetted against a streetlamp, he reaches
hesitantly forward before pulling back somewhat. “Do… you want me
to call someone?”

I shake my head, stand, stretch and open my mouth to say, ‘Where
the hell are we?’ when I get interrupted by a gasp.

“Holy fuck.”

Now, I’m a modern kind of ancient god; I watch TV, go to the
movies, hell, I’ve even been known to pick up the occasional comic.
As such, I know that when the person you go to bed next to every
night – and have done so for quite some time – who knows all your
secrets and keeps coming back regardless, when that person meets
you in a park you don’t recognize, treats you like a stranger, then
says ‘holy fuck’ when you turn out to not, in fact, be a bum, but a
seven foot tall demon thing… when all that happens, you’ve probably
fallen into an alternate dimension. Again.

I love cutting the angst.

This realization on my behalf, however, does not change the fact
that Sigmund looks like he’s about to either scream or faint or
both, and I’m halfway through a stretch and am sure I’ve got the
kind of expression on my face usually reserved for teenagers caught
masturbating. Luckily I have very, very fast reflexes when I want
to.

I’m behind Sigmund before he can breathe – one hand over his
mouth and the other around his waist, and tail wrapped hard around
his legs for good measure – and pull him back into the shadows
slightly. He stumbles a little, but I won’t let him fall. His mind
feels like it’s about to blank out on me, so I grab hold of that,
too, make sure to press on all the right places to take the fight
and the fear right out of him. It’s too easy – dead though she may
be, my Sigmund still has the heart of a goddess and a mind like
iron to go with it – but this Sigmund is all human boy. I decide
that I’ll think about what to do with this information at a later
date.

“Your name is Sigmund Gregor Sussman, you’re 19, you like
computers and hate your middle name. You’re afraid of bats and
won’t walk under a ladder for fear of getting bad luck. You also
have a scar on your inner thigh from an accident when you were a
kid.” – I really hope this is right or I’m going to look a
bit silly – “I know this because you’re the reincarnation of my
dead wife and I spend a lot of time obsessing over you and you
spend a lot of time letting me. I also think I’ve somehow fallen
into an alternate dimension so I know who you are, but you don’t
recognize me. I just want to go home, and I’m not going to hurt
you. Okay?”

I can feel Sigmund’s mind turning over; I release it, pull back
feeling a little uncomfortable at being in there in the first
place. Eventually he nods – he’s seen the same movies I have, I
guess – and I let him go. He stumbles forward a little but doesn’t
run, instead turns to look at me. He’s still afraid, but I
recognize his expression as more curious now, and I sidestep
slightly so I’m in better light.

Eventually, he says; “Actually my middle name’s Ivan and the
scar is on my stomach.”

“… oh. I was close.” I shrug; I’m not a guy for subtle
movements, and when you’re a seven foot tall demon thing, an
exaggerated shrug can look pretty threatening in bad lighting to
the wrong person.

“What the shit is going on here?” It’s a woman’s voice, and I
don’t recognize it. This doesn’t bother me overmuch. The sound of
the safety being clicked on a gun, however, does.

Why does the wrong person always happen to me?

 

Prologue: London Calling

London, England, was a city Joseph was not unfamiliar with. He
had spent a great many years of his long life in this part of the
world, and rather enjoyed it. He stopped in every now and then to
relax, and remember the way things were long ago. However, this
time, he was here on more serious business. The Coven, a group of
witches who had made this city their home for a great many years –
centuries, even – had summoned him. In their previous incarnations,
Joseph had had few dealings with the group, but over the last fifty
or so years he had become a close ally of their circle, and their
leader in particular. She was the oldest of the group, nearly one
hundred and fifty years of age, though she only appeared to be
sixty at most. She was very powerful and knowledgeable, and when
she sounded as serious as she had Joseph knew that the matter was
dire.

He had been on the trail of a Fallen in Madrid when he received
the vision – as that was mostly how the coven communicated with him
– and had been forced to give up the search to answer this call. So
now, he was waiting in Piccadilly Circus, hiding in plain site as a
transient. His blackened eyes were covered by thick sunglasses; his
jagged, bony claws were hidden beneath old mittens. A toque and a
large sweater concealed the rest. He sat underneath the statue of
Eros, watching the people go about their day. Several people had
offered him money, but he had refused. He wasn’t going to take what
he didn’t need. He would have gone straight to The Coven, but they
had an irritating little habit of moving around the city.

I guess when you dabble in as much magic as they do, it’s
best to not stay in one place, Joseph thought. Who knows
whom they’ve crossed in the past.

From the crowd, Joseph saw a younger woman walk towards him. She
was cloaked; blond hair spilled out from under her hood, which
shadowed her face. Joseph could feel her coming before he had seen
her. The cloak itself was stylish, and not too out of place among
the other people, in a new-age mystic sort of way. She stood next
to him, and he looked up.

“Iosefiel,” she said, and he winced.

“Please don’t call me that. It’s an old title I never earned nor
cared for. It’s just Joseph.”

“So you are Joseph of God.”

“That’s me,” he said, after sighing.

“Please, follow me,” she said, and turned away. He stood,
stretched, and made his way along behind her.

 

The house was old, and decorated with quite a few antiques and
artefacts. Joseph could feel the power of the place surround him;
it was like walking through a field of static electricity. Heavy
curtains hung over the windows, and low wattage bulbs lit the room
– the modern equivalent to candlelight. Once he had gotten inside,
he had discarded his disguise; it was uncomfortable, moving about
like that, and he didn’t like it one whit. The woman, whose name
was Bethany, had led him from Piccadilly to this house, and now he
waited for the leader of the Coven, Catharine, to speak to him. He
lounged comfortably in a couch that must have been over seventy
years old; one of the women brought him a cup of tea, which he
accepted with thanks. Finally, the old woman made her way down the
stairs, and Joseph stood when she entered the room. Two more women
followed her. They were not old, but not young either. The ages of
the women in The Coven varied widely; such things were unimportant.
It was the responsible use of their power and dedication to their
craft that mattered to them. Catharine smiled when she saw Joseph,
who opened his arms and bowed slightly.

“It is a pleasure, Catharine, to see you again and be in your
lovely home,” he said, as he did every time he stopped in to see
the group. She sat in a chair opposite a small table that was next
to the couch. He followed suit.

“It is good to see you too, Joseph, especially so soon after
having called you; it is good to see your recent return and ordeals
have not slowed you.”

“It sounded like quite the urgent matter,” he said, cutting to
the chase. She nodded.

“It’s definitely serious. We… we found something, Joseph.
Something not of this world.”

“A Fallen?”

“If it were a Fallen, Joseph, I would not be this concerned.
Even Usiel would be nothing compared to this. When I say it’s not
of this world… it’s probably more accurate to say it may not even
be of this reality,” she replied, and Joseph became concerned.

“What is it?”

“We don’t know. It feels so different from anything we’ve even
read about.”

“Tell me what you do know. Everything,” he said gravely.

 

It was nightfall when Joseph left the small house, which suited
him just fine as it would be easier to move around. His mind was on
overdrive, running everything the Coven had told him through his
thoughts. Whatever it was, they had felt it suddenly appear here,
in this plane, and it was powerful. They knew it had entered in
Underwood Bay, and worked as a group to sense deeper, reach
farther, and discover more.

In doing so, they had alerted the thing to their presence, and
it had made a direct trip to London. When they felt that the
creature was in London, they had erected a powerful cloaking spell,
the strongest they could do, but Catharine had been wary. She
wasn’t sure it would work, and had summoned Joseph. They had only
been able to glean a few things from their brief contact with the
creature; age, violence, pain, and old power. Whether it still had
that power or not they couldn’t tell, it was too hard to read.
Joseph wasn’t going to take any chances, however, and promptly
began to hunt. But first… first, he wanted to hit the pub.

 

The Black Boar was exactly the same as Joseph remembered it.
Same lighting, same dark wood throughout, and the same clientele
and barmaid. Joseph let the heavy oak door to the demon pub close
loudly behind him, and his boots heavy on the wooden steps leading
down to the main floor. The pub was relatively empty, with just a
few demons in the back playing darts, the pretty woman serving the
drinks, and the lean man drinking them. Joseph made his way over to
them – Risika and Damien, respectively – and leant against the bar
when he got there. They regarded him with a sense of respect and
fear. Risika put down the mug she had been cleaning and smiled
welcomingly. She was half elf, and it showed, though what the other
half was she would never say. Her skin was a light brown, and her
fine Indian features made her the most attractive part of this
place. Which is why, of course, Damien always sat where he did. He
ran a hand through his scruffy black hair, and looked at Joseph
with eyes as dark as the hunter’s.

“Aye, now look who it is,” Damien said, his Scottish accent
thick.

“Hello Damien. Risika,” Joseph said, nodding his head.

“What are you doing here? Word was you were in Spain,” asked
Risika. Joseph folded his arms over his chest.

“That’s actually why I’ve come,” he said, looking to one of the
pub’s booths. “Come with me, I need to ask you some things.”

The trio made their way over to the booth, Risika removing her
apron before she came out from behind the bar. Once they were
seated, Joseph leaned in closer to them. He sat lengthwise along
one side of the booth; Damien and Risika sat side by side on the
other.

“I’ve just been to the Coven’s, and they tell me some very
disconcerting news. I know a lot of information passes through
here; I need to know if anything unusual has been happening.”

Damien and Risika looked at each other, and she spoke first.

“Well, there was a fellow who passed in here not long ago. Maybe
a matter of a few days. Odd accent, couldn’t place it. He sounded
American, but…”

“But also much older,” Damien finished.

“Yes, definitely,” she agreed, “I didn’t like the feel of him
when he came in, but a patron’s a patron, and I served him like any
other. He drank whisky; only that, and a great deal of it. But he
didn’t even come close to being drunk.”

“What did he look like?”

“Orange hair, big time bright. The rest was kinda flashy. You
know the stuff these kids wear to the underground clubs,” said
Damien. Joseph nodded.

“And you said you could feel him?”

“Aye, same as I can feel you, mate. Looked off, and had some
power in ‘im. You’ll know it when you find him.”

“And why was he here?”

“He was looking for the Coven,” Risika said darkly.

“Do you know where he is?” Joseph asked.

Risika and Damien shared another look.

 

Thunder cracked overhead as Joseph made his way along the
rooftops of the city. It had begun pouring rain shortly after he
had left the pub, and he sloughed through it as best he could. He
had made his way to where Risika and Damien had said their odd
person could be found – apparently there was a certain part of the
city he was often sighted in, but Joseph’s search had pulled up
nothing. He leapt across another gap, and stopped, sniffing the
air. The rain had cloaked the scent, but it was there; old, and
smelling of earth. He was being followed. Not wanting to give away
the fact that he knew this, he quickly continued on his way. It was
easy to feel, now, easy to track the scent that was following him.
Joseph smirked and made his way back down to solid ground. The
sound of rain splashing off of water was quite loud, and the
thunder didn’t help. Joseph stood on Westminster Bridge and waited
for his new friend to present himself. Joseph watched warily as
whomever this person was made their appearance – rather
dramatically, really, as he was only visible in the flash of some
lightning, and was then hidden once more. Joseph shouted into the
wind and water.

“Who are you?” he bellowed, and was shocked when a hand clamped
down on his shoulder. He spun around and looked into bright green
eyes.

“Ganking my line, huh?” said the young man, before grabbing
Joseph by the shoulders, holding him steady. Joseph immediately
shrugged him off.

“Don’t touch me.”

“Oh gee, I’m so sorry. I’ll play nice.”

“I think you really should tell me who you are and what you’re
doing here,” Joseph growled, and the young man looked at him
warily. Joseph thought he saw him twitch; it was enough to set him
in motion.

 “Why are you following me?”

Joseph didn’t respond, instead bringing up his legs and kicking
the young man away. Joseph hit the ground and rolled away; the man
did the same. Joseph watched as he crouched on all fours, and
laughed. Joseph could sense some power about him, something – as
the Coven had told him – otherworldly. Joseph hopped to his feet
and resumed a fighting stance; still laughing, he watched as the
man’s body seemed to elongate, and change. Joseph watched as legs
went digitigrade and clawed, as hair got wilder, as a tail
stretched outwards, as wings spread from his back. When the man
stood again, he was at least seven feet tall. His eyes glowed a
toxic green in the darkness, and lightning flashed. He’d grown
charcoal grey fur in several places on his body, and his wingspan
was massive; the wings themselves were tattered like Joseph’s.
Joseph shrugged it off.

“Shapeshifter, huh?” Joseph said, throwing himself at his
opponent. Joseph slashed with his claws and the creature dodged
every blow; Joseph flipped and bent his way out of the path of each
counter-attack. The fight itself looked more like a dance, with
each participant moving so gracefully it looked rehearsed. Finally
the pair broke off, putting some distance between each other.

“What do you want with The Coven?” Joseph yelled, his long hair
slicked and sticking to his face.

“What do they want with me?” came the reply, “Look kid,
you’ll have to find some other member of your freak club to get
sweaty with, because… I gotta fly.” Joseph watched as the creature
took to the sky, flapping its great ruined wings. The lightning
helped to make this an even more impressive sight. Growling, Joseph
ran full speed towards it, and jumped as the thing turned to go. He
managed to grab the tail, and held on as best he could. The
creature yelled when one of Joseph’s claws lodged itself into the
thick meaty base of the appendage, and it looked over its
shoulder.

“What the fuck is your damage, man?” it growled, and Joseph
gripped harder as it tried to shake him off. They were higher up
over the bridge now, and Joseph didn’t much feel like falling the
distance over the solid concrete. He slid himself up further along
the tail, and then wrapped an arm around the thing’s neck and
shoulder. Joseph thought he saw the thing wince at this
contact.

“What are you?” Joseph screamed again, and the thing bared its
teeth. Joseph noticed that it had stitches over its lips that
stretched as it did so.

“Very, very fucking pissed,” it said, and slashed
Joseph across the side. Joseph grimaced and slammed his belted
forearm against the side of the creature’s face. The two began to
fall, scratching and striking at each other as the thing tried to
stay aloft, lightning and thunder and rain getting their blows in
as well. Finally, the creature got a handful of Joseph’s tattered
wings, and he screamed; pain shot up from the sensitive membranes
and throughout his back. His grip went slack and he released his
hold on the creature, which in turn released his ruined wing. As
Joseph fell, he felt a powerful hand grip him by the ankle and
fling him into the air; before he could react, he felt a flurry of
damaging blows pummel his sides, his back, his neck, before a
clawed foot slammed down between his shoulder blades hard. 
Wracked with pain, he could only mutter a futile protest as he fell
through the air and struck the cold water of the Thames. Willing
himself through the agony, he clawed his way back towards the
surface of the water. He gasped loudly and thrashed in the rough
tide, coughing water out of his lungs and looking for the
thing.

Another flash of lightning showed it standing on the bridge,
leaning with his hands on the guardrail and looking perplexed as he
watched Joseph. Looking like he was trying to recall some old,
small memory. And then it was gone, and Joseph was left to bob in
the water.

 

1. All Trespassers…

Joseph stepped forward first, gently drawing back the dark
velvet curtain and moving into the small room. Miriah cautiously
stepped in after him, watching the way they had come; she had drawn
neither of her pistols, but she kept a tight grip on them should
the need for their use arise. Music from the club, whose name
Miriah could not recall even though she had thought it sounded cool
– something French – pulsed steadily towards them. They had to pass
through the club to get here, and they had been largely avoided and
quietly regarded by the crowd inside, mostly teens and young
adults; the usual clientele for these places. They were pretty
unique-looking in their own right, so Miriah chalked their easy
passage up to the fact that none of them wanted to get anywhere
near the pair.

After all, it was either that, or somehow the sight of a
topless, belt-strapped, clawed, blue-haired man-demon leading a
Chinese girl wearing a smile-emblazoned long cap and a gun belt was
more common that she wanted to believe; she prided herself on her
unique style.

“Well, Joseph, it’s not nice to keep secrets. What are we
looking at here?” Miriah asked, casting a quick glance about the
room. Joseph stood in the center, inspecting what they had found.
He tapped his claws lightly on the iron shelves that jutted from
the walls, peering curiously at the rather large amount of rather
ordinary items that lined them. To his left, at the end of the
room, was an industrial incinerator. Neither of them liked the fact
that it was there, as neither had a definite idea of what its
ultimate purpose may be. Joseph picked up a small teddy bear,
turned it over a few times in his hands (if you could call the sets
of three curved claws that poked through the belts over his
forearms and wrists ‘hands’), and set it back where he had found
it. Miriah examined another set of these shelves, taking notice of
a plain white bra. The cup size wasn’t very large; she pushed it
aside, unsure of why it was there in the first place. Her back was
to Joseph as he mused aloud.

“Well… I know what it looks like, though if these are offerings
they aren’t very distinct ones,” he said, continuing his
investigation, “Looks like some kind of altar, really. Though I
haven’t seen one like it in a very long time.”

“Bearing in mind that my idea of ‘a very long time’ is rather
different from yours…?” Miriah said, prompting Joseph to be more
concise.

“This is stuff that I thought died out when they would burn you
for it, really. I remember a day when people were smote for this
kind of worship.”

“So it is worship, then. Joe, I’m not too keen on fighting a god
if we happen to come across one. Tell me better news,” she said,
tapping her fingers along her pistol grips.

“I don’t think this is really any particular god.”

“That’s a nice start.”

“Nah, it doesn’t smell like one. Power, yeah. But it smells like
something that’s faded over time. May have been a god once,” he
raised a brow when he sniffed at the air again, considering
something which he hadn’t noticed and was ashamed of missing. “It
smells… familiar.” He looked over the incinerator as he considered
this; it was still warm; something had been burned not long ago.
Miriah looked at him incredulously.

“Doesn’t… smell? You’ve got a scent?” she asked.

“Yeah. Relatively strong, too. You probably smell it and don’t
realize it. We may have just missed it.”

“As long as we’ve missed it, fine by me,” Miriah mumbled. Joseph
turned to her.

“Haven’t you been doing this for a while now? What are you so
damn skittish for now?” he said, impatiently. Miriah turned from
the door, craning her neck to look up at him.

“Why am I skittish? I know you’ve been through a lot recently,
but I didn’t think it left you terminally thick! You call
on me at 2 a.m. back in Underwood, tell me it’s an urgent matter
but you don’t bother to tell me what that matter is, you drag me
around the world – where, thanks to you, I had to spend sixteen
hours surrounded by small children who decided to see if they could
wail continuously for hours on end while you chilled with cargo –
and now we’re here, standing in a room full of trinkets and a large
incinerator, discussing the possibility of coming
face-to-face with a god. Now, I know you’re special, but I
haven’t exactly got superpowers going for me. If I had known this
was what I was here for, I would have told you to grab your coven
friends! Seriously man, what the shit am I here for?” she
bellowed, frantically waving her hands in emphasis; it was as she
emphasized ‘shit’ that one hand flew too far and fast, and sent a
small crystal ball flying from its perch on a shelf. The pair
watched it float for a microsecond or two, and then plummet toward
the ground… only to be snatched out of the air by a clawed, mauve
hand before it could shatter on the floor.

Attached to this hand was an arm, also mauve, with fur in
places; the arm, of course, attached to a body that ended up being
around seven feet high, dressed in leather and scars. Joseph and
Miriah stared at the creature as it rather gracefully rolled the
ball along its fingers before replacing it on its stand on the
shelf. Dead-looking eyes regarded them coldly; a rather good-sized
tail flickered behind it.

“I know you!” It came as if on cue. Joseph and Miriah looked at
each other amazed.

“You… how?” Joseph asked.

“Midland Greens, about three weeks ago. Saw him going after some
boy! How…?” she replied.

“London, a week ago. This is my urgent business,” he said.

“Wonderful. I find the one tether to my own fucking dimension
and look who I run into; Hat-girl and the walking Geek-show,” it
grumbled from between stitched lips. They stretched to fit the
words; the effect was as off-putting to Miriah now as it was weeks
before. She grimaced. “Always the wrong people.”

 

2. Wishroom

Despite everything, the Nortcha Drif was still there. Which
surprised me no end, seeing as how back in my reality I own the
place – or at least one of Travis Hale’s many investment portfolios
owns the land – and, as far as I’ve been able to thus far tell, I
don’t exist in this dimension. Not that I’ve looked particularly
hard; fifty years of watching sci-fi movies has given me the
distinct impression that, should I in fact meet my alternate self,
the universe may just implode. Or not, but why risk it? And, when
it comes down to it, I just don’t really like myself all that much
anyhow.

But the Drif is here, and I suppose that’s a… sign of some kind.
I walk in almost hesitantly and the first thing I notice is that
I’m not alone. There’s something else in here, a power. One I’ve
met before, and one I’m not particularly enthused to meet
again.

His name is Joseph, and we spent some time ripping the shit out
of each other in London a week or so ago. Was fun, as far as bloody
airborne dogfights go. He’s also a mate of the purple haired girl
from the park when I first got here. And I know this, you see,
because after that fight in London I realized I’d seen him before,
though it took me a while to work out where exactly. As much as she
loathes the sight of me, I’ve been in Dee’s room exactly once; on
one wall she’s got a bunch of printed out drawings stuck up, one of
them is a pin-up piece from some webcomic series or other. On it,
sketched in glorious Westmanga Technicolor, are my two newest
friends. They look a bit different in three-d, but it’s them.
Joseph the demon and Miriah the purple-haired Harajuku fashion
victim.

Urban Mythica, I remember, because I thought it was an
amusing description of my own life. It suddenly doesn’t seem so
funny anymore. Not that I’m not perfectly capable of handling
myself in a scrap but, well, it’s not really about that. It’s about
going home, and how I’d like to do it now please.

Gods give off shitloads of supernatural vibes, as you can
probably imagine, but they’re not that hard to mask if you know a
few tricks; and if there’s one person who knows about tricks it’s
me. Hell, I spent fifty years hiding from Baldr and the minions of
New Ásgard, so I figure I can fool a demon or two. I follow
Joseph’s ley, standing out vibrant blue against the murky dullness
of the humans around him. It’s with a kind of drawing horror that I
realize where he is, when I notice the ley folds right in behind
the black velvet curtain tucked away at the back of the Drif.

The wishroom. My very own suburban temple of me. The Drif being
here is one thing, but the wishroom… technically I suppose it
existed before I found it. But the thought’s not as comforting as I
think it should be.

Voices are wafting out from behind the curtain; I recognize both
and am not at all surprised. Purple and blue, always the wrong
people…

“–call on me at 2 am back in Underwood, tell me it’s an urgent
matter but you don’t bother to tell me what that matter
is, you drag me around the world – where, thanks to you, I
had to spend 16 hours surrounded by small children who decided to
see if they could wail continuously for hours on end while you
chilled with cargo – and now we’re here, standing in a room full of
trinkets and a large incinerator, discussing the
possibility of coming face-to-face with a god.”

Ooh gosh, she’s playing my tune. Park-girl is sounding a bit
freaked out, and good on her. I wonder if she realizes she’s
already met her god. On the other hand, if she hasn’t…
well, I don’t really want to think about that one, either.

It’s time to say hi to the natives, I step silently through the
curtain and drop my human seeming – no point not being recognized
in your big entrance – just in time to find myself eyeball to glass
with a flying crystal ball, apparently sent off it’s shelf by
Parkie in her spasm of god-fearing.

I catch it, of course. It almost beats my previous idea of
sneaking up yelling “boo!”

I love drama.

 

3. Obligatory Conflict

“This thing! This is it?” Miriah said, slumping her shoulders
and chuckling in disbelief. The newcomer looked somewhat put out by
this reaction. “It’s a god?” she asked, turning to Joseph.

“It was, once. If it isn’t still,” he replied. The creature in
question, displeased at being spoken of as though it weren’t
present, stepped forward.

 “‘Isn’t still’!” it huffed, sounding to Miriah less
intimidating and more annoyed.

“What kind of god takes a kid hostage when he’s got a gun on
him, then?” Miriah asked; she thought she saw its eyes roll in
response, though she wasn’t all that keen on looking on the thing’s
face.

“Oh not this bollocks again,” it growled at her, tail twitching
noticeably; Joseph kept an eye on it, as his ribs hadn’t yet
forgotten the bruising the creature had given them days before. The
creature watched as Miriah’s fingers twitched above her weapons; it
didn’t need any more holes in its body, after all. “Now, as
flattering as your interest in me isn’t…” it started, moving
towards the pair. Miriah, still edgy, grabbed one of her pistols.
Faster than either Joseph or Miriah could have anticipated it, the
thing had smacked it out of her grip before she could even pull
back the hammer. Joseph was the next target, with the creature
spinning around and bringing its fists down heavily on his neck. He
buckled underneath its weight as it relieved Miriah of her second
pistol. Coming up from the blow, Joseph scraped his claws along the
thing’s rather substantial tail, digging in a grip that made the
creature furious. With a tug that deprived him of some flesh, it
freed itself and faced the demon. Miriah, who had begun to reach
for her wayward pistols, was slammed out of the wish room courtesy
of what Miriah felt was a suddenly irritating tail. She cursed
loudly in Mandarin as she tumbled back into the club.

“Now, Joseph,” the thing said, revelling in the shocked look on
the demon’s face when his name had been spoken, “as fun as this is
and London wasn’t, I really must dash. Perhaps we can talk this out
over coffee sometime.”

Joseph stepped forward, but the creature was already out of the
door and into the club; apparently it wasn’t bothering to exit in
whatever disguise it had entered with, as there were quite a few
gasps and yells from the adjacent room. Joseph followed, kicking
Miriah’s guns to her as she wearily tried to get up.

“We have to go. Now,” he said, and began to push through what
was becoming an increasingly panicked crowd. Joseph cursed the
effectiveness and unexpectedness of this obstruction. His own
appearance didn’t help, sending the people who had missed the first
monster into frenzy at the sight of the second one. Miriah groggily
trotted behind him, pushing through the club’s clientele.

People milled out of the entrance, giving a wide berth first to
the creature, who promptly took to a more vertical route, and then
to Joseph, who clawed his way up the stone of the building in
pursuit. Miriah followed, and watched as they both disappeared onto
the rooftops.

“I’ll just wait here, then?” she shouted after them, crossing
her arms and sitting on the sidewalk. The long tail of her hat fell
over her face, the attached bell jingling quietly. She couldn’t be
bothered to move it. “Yeah. That went well.”

 

4. Gods and Monsters

My first thought is I’ve got to get out of here. By here, of
course, I mean this whole fucking dimension.

My second thought is that my tail hurts. It’s slowing me down
more than it looks like it should, but only to someone who’s never
actually had one. It’s hard to balance with it injured, so my
rooftop chase is slightly more wobbly than it should be. But I’m
still faster; I’ve outrun worse things in my life than this, and of
course unlike my pursuer, this is my city. That I’ve lived
and built around me for forty odd years, and it’s not called
Pandemonium for no reason.

It was called that before I got here, incidentally; comes from
the dog days of the old coal mine, now disused after a group of
miners found something older than themselves in the deep dark and
went berserk, murdering the rest of the town. Or so the story goes.
The place was abandoned for twenty years until the mine was
reopened in the forties, and since then supernatural evils – bar
yours truly – have been few and far between. Which is to say
non-existent, and I didn’t get here until the late fifties. My
first business was, unsurprisingly, all about coal. I was good at
coal, earth and fire; right up my alley. In the eighties the black
lung was starting to become unpopular, so we closed the mine down
for good, and got into tech. I was good at that, too; electricity
is fire and air, silicone is earth, and the industry had such a
vibrancy and nonconformist spirit about it. Tech made me rich in
the way coal never could dream of, and so I built my city.

The place is still the same as it always was, though this time I
wasn’t here to build it. Odd, but not so odd that I’m going to
spend a great deal of time angsting about it, because as fun as
trips down memory lane are, I’m still getting chased across
rooftops by a raging blue-haired demon.

Right, that.

There’s one other thing about Pandemonium City, and that’s
Golgotha. It’s a hill, barren and ash grey. Common thought has that
it was a slag heap from the old mine that the expanding city just
grew around. Which is rubbish, of course, because it’s not anywhere
near the old mine for starters, and nature is pretty
tenacious and as far as these things go a slag heap isn’t too bad a
place to grow a few weeds. Golgotha Hill has nothing except one
dead ash tree, and that’s the big fat hint about what it is. A
place of death, sure, but half my family is death in some guise or
other so that doesn’t scare me. At the moment it’s just a good,
open space to do what I’m about to do.

The closer we get to the hill the slummier the houses become.
This is the sort of place Lovecraft would have had a field day
with, with its destitute, shambling population and promise of dark
horrors hidden in crumbling tenements. I wait patiently for the
lightning to start up.

Getting Joseph to follow me out this far has been a bit of a
challenge, but I’m the master of bait and switch, slowing down at
just the right times, getting into short scraps to keep his
interest, leading him on like a rabbit before a greyhound. It
works, and suddenly there are no more houses to jump between,
instead my claws are scrabbling against dead alien soil.

There’s a slight shift in the air. I think demon-boy
notices it, because he looks slightly worried. I’m just happy my
gamble has paid off, and I turn to face him.

“We’re not in Midgard anymore, Toto,” I growl in my best
dramatic voice.

Joseph hesitates, “What–”

But I’m not here for the witty banter – at least not anyone
else’s witty banter – and I slam into him before he can
finish. And this time, I really fight.

Did I mention I don’t have to obey the laws of physics?
Especially not here.

Joseph has no real option but the one I’ve given him; to flee
further up the hill. I can see he wants to head back to the houses,
back to normality, but I keep cutting him off. He’s a smart cookie
and realizes he’s being herded, but what else can he do? He might
be a demon, but I’m still a god, and this is my turf.

Another few hundred yards backwards and we’re where I want to
be; the lone dead ash tree looming up behind us like a Tim Burton
nightmare. Joseph standing right beneath it, panting heavily and
slightly the worse for wear. I let him take in the tree,
approaching slowly, unconcerned. He’s frightened, but is doing a
good job of pretending not to be. Good man.

And now it’s time to wax lyrical. “Spooky, isn’t it?
Say hello to one of the branches of Yggdrasil, the tree that
connects the worlds. Imagine my surprise when I found it
here of all places.” I walk up, past Joseph, and place my
hand on the withered bark. It feels like dry corpse-flesh and
sounds like the whispering of a thousand worlds. Oh yes, this will
work.

“Since this is my exposition time, I’m going to go out on a
limb,” slight pause for pun effect, though Joseph doesn’t seem to
notice, “and pretend you don’t know the story. This tree has power,
kid, and I know you can feel it too. That power is knowledge; this
tree is everywhere, anywhere and always. It sees, and it
knows, everything there is to know. But that knowledge is in here”
– I rap on the bark for effect, it makes a hollow sound – “and not
in here” – I point to my temple.

Joseph’s blank black eyes widen slightly. I start circling
gently.

“I see you see my problem. The tree doesn’t give up its secrets
easily, it needs to be coaxed. The word yggdrasil has a
connotation something a bit akin to ‘gallows horse’. You’re a
bright kid, I’m sure, you can work it out. I hate to put you though
it, I really do, but it was either you or the girl and, let’s face
it, I don’t think she would’ve survived. This is a place for gods
and monsters, not little girls no matter how tough. So…”

My voice is hypnotic, it’s deliberate, and Joseph doesn’t
realize the exposition for what it is until his back hits the tree
itself. He gasps, starts to dive but it’s too late.

“Let’s go for a ride.”

In the same movement I reach into the bark of the tree,
almost surprised to find what I’m looking for is still here. But
then again, these things always have a way of working themselves
out. I pull the spear – rotted and rusting – from it’s hiding
place, and thrust it low, driving it through the demon’s side and
straight into the bark of the tree. The momentum brings me forward
and crashing into his claws, which I feel slide deep between my
ribs and into the organs beneath.

That’s going to smart in the morning.

All I want to do is go home.

 

Three days and three nights, at the end of which I wake, sick
and sore at the base of the mountain, and promptly throw up.
There’s no sign of the spear, but then again I didn’t expect that
there would be, and the pain wracking my body comes from knowledge,
not from any external wounds which have long since healed – if they
existed at all, it’s kind of hard to tell with these things.

The pain doesn’t recede, but I’m no stranger to it, and it
doesn’t take me long to start ignoring it. Forcing my long-blind
eyes back into focus, I search for Joseph; I don’t have to look
very far. The tree spat him back out too, which is good. He’s also
still alive, as far as I can tell, which is better. Most
importantly, he’s unconscious, and probably will be for a few days
at least. This sort of things knocks me around, and I know
how to do it right. Anything that means I don’t have to get into
another fight right away is a good thing in my books.

Above all, however, is that I know how to get home.

“Come on, kid,” I growl to Joseph, slinging his body across my
back. He’s deadweight heavy, and every inch of me protests at
carrying him, but some sacrifices you just make.

The trip across town is not a particularly enjoyable one, and
more than once I wish I had an Elijah in this place to bring my
goddamn limo over. But we can’t always have what we want, so I
walk, dragging and carrying Joseph all the way.

I’m looking for Miriah. After Joseph didn’t return to the club
she put herself up in a nearby hotel – the Lakeview Apartments –
and started searching. She’s pretty fucking frantic by now, but
that’s what you get. I know this, incidentally, because the World
Tree doesn’t give help in half-measures. Miriah and Joseph are my
keys for getting out of here, like I figured they would be. It’s
like an episode of fucking Quantum Leap or something, and
I’m somehow not surprised.

Since I can’t exactly carry Joseph in through the front way, I
take the fire escape up to Miriah’s window, which is conveniently
open. Actually, it probably wasn’t, but that’s the wonderful thing
about being a god.

The window opens into the living room, and I hear the sound of
the shower running from the next room. Hilarious. Joseph finds
himself arranged neatly on the couch, and I practically fall into
the armchair next to it. I’m about ready to sleep for the next
month, and feel somewhat aggrieved that this is not an option. I
take my aggravation out on some luckless hotel matches, lighting
them with a glare – it’s harder than it should be – and burning
them right down to my fingers.

I get through about half the book before I hear the door to the
bathroom open. I don’t bother looking up, not even at the shriek
and the sound of the gun’s hammer.

“I really don’t suggest you do that,” I say, raising my eyes
finally. Miriah is standing, damp and wearing nothing but a towel,
with a gun levelled straight at my head. What is it with humans and
guns? I level all my godly irritation at her and she stands,
frozen, by my gaze.

“I’ve had a particularly shitty three days, and I’m not feeling
tip-top, but I can still stop a bullet and I can still take you
down and you damn well know it. So put that thing down.”

There are a tense few moments until, slowly, she does – though
there isn’t really much choice – and her hands go to the edge of
the towel where it wraps around her bust, a charmingly nervous
gesture… or would be in other circumstances. Her gaze flickers to
Joseph.

“He’s fine,” I say. “Or will be.”

“W-what do you want?” her voice quavers only slightly, though
now she’s managed to drag her eyes from mine she wisely doesn’t
return them. I do her the favor of toning down all the divine power
bullshit – she almost visibly sighs as the presence retreats. I’m
here to help, after all.

“Honestly? I just want to go home. Unfortunately, the thing
that’s keeping me here is you – no, not like that, leave the
goddamn gun alone.” I sigh, which seems to sound human enough that
Miriah’s eyes flick up to me for a moment. Good. I play the effect
up, leaning an elbow on the couch and rubbing my forehead tiredly.
It’s not entirely an act, either. “It’s pop-sci-fi cliché; I fall
into some stupid parallel dimension, and the only thing that will
send me back is fixing some problem. See, for a while I thought it
was Sigmund who brought me here, but it wasn’t; it was you,” I
emphasize it by looking right at her.

“B-but I didn’t–”

I wave her off. “Probably not deliberately, but you know how
these things are. A wish and a prayer and all that.”

She nods, and I see she does understand. Good.

“So, it’s time to do some DIY work on your life.
Congratulations, kid, you’ve got yourself your own personal
god.”

5. The Oddest Teatime

It was, by far, the oddest teatime Miriah had ever endured.
Across from her, a god. Behind him, unconscious on the sofa, the
wounded demon Joseph. And her, dressed in black save for the white
skull on her t-shirt and the deep brown of her gun belt, serving
tea for the two who could drink it.

“So… it’s like a Quantum Leap thing then? You can’t
piss off until something important changes?” Miriah said, sitting
with her cup. The god seemed a bit taken aback at the reference,
but nodded all the same. “And… you’re sure I’m the reason?” It had
to have been the fifth time Miriah asked the question, and the god,
whose name she had discovered was Loki Laufeyjarson – she stuck
with Loki for simplicity’s sake – grew visibly tired of answering
it.

Miriah hadn’t liked that name when she heard it. She’d read
enough about the Old Gods and Thor comics that Loki was
not particularly trustworthy. Words like trickster, deceiver,
cunning, and bad green spandex outfit – thank you,
Marvel, for that lovely rendition – sprung to mind, and none of
them were particularly good. And here he was, sitting
before her. Bound to her.

She didn’t completely buy it.

So there they sat, the pair of them, Miriah on the kitchen
counter, Loki in the chair she’d found him in. She sipped her
drink, watching. Mm, awkward, she thought.

“You have to understand, not only is this entirely improbable,”–
she knew it was not impossible, as it was happening after all –”but
I haven’t the faintest fucking idea of where to even begin. My life
is full of problems, you see. Lots of little holes that might need
plugging. When you’ve stared down the barrel of an apocalypse or
two, you kinda stop keeping track of the things that get fucked,
you know?” she said, setting aside her cup and tying her hair
back.

“Then we’ll figure it out. Even if it takes all century. Though
I’ve got a stockholder’s meeting in ‘04 I really can’t miss…” Loki
mused, maintaining his composure. Miriah blinked at him.

“Dude, I hate to tell you this but that’s long passed. Where
have you been?” Miriah said, half giggling. Loki tapped his fingers
on the armrests of his seat.

“Fan-bloody-tastic,” he said, taking some amusement in this
fact. Not a whole lot, but some. When something’s funny, you have
to laugh, even if it’s something you didn’t particularly like to
hear. He turned his attention back to Miriah, opened his mouth to
continue, and stopped. Miriah quirked an eyebrow; it almost looked
like he was listening to a voice only he could hear. He turned his
attention to Joseph, shook his head, and then returned his gaze to
Miriah.

“There’s magic about you,” he said, like it was some matter of
importance. Miriah blinked.

“Well that’s… uh… sweet, I guess?” she replied, and he leveled
his gaze at her pistols.

“I thought it was only Edward Scissorhands I felt,” he said,
“but looks like that was wrong. Why…?”

“What, these?” she said, following his gaze. She drew the
revolvers and spun them around her fingers, cowboy-style. “Yeah,
but it’s nothing special. Simple return spell, really. Didn’t know
it when I had them made, but the gunsmith put a whammy on ‘em.
Bound them to me. Try as I might – and believe me, I did try, years
ago – I can’t get rid of them,” she said, replacing them in their
holsters.

“I should have picked up on them sooner. A lot sooner,” Loki
mused.

“No worries. Everyone slips up,” she offered.

“I don’t,” he replied.

 

6. Teatime of the Gods

“May I see one?”

Miriah kind of blinks at that, startled. I give off a frustrated
sort of huff. “Oh for my sake I’m not going to shoot you. Unload it
if you must.”

She, quite amusingly, does, handing me one by the handle. I have
to lean forward to grab it, and she jerks a bit when my fingers
come into brief contact with her. No trust. I think I’m too used to
working with Sigmund and the girls. Even Dee’s deep intrinsic
loathing of me never manifested itself as fear or mistrust. At
least not in anything that mattered. Such as her life.

The gun is strange, big and almost cartoonish, but I’ve no doubt
quite effective. The spell woven across it is fairly simple, as far
as these things go. Although, considering I spend most of my time
attempting to unravel a spell set to bind a god, perhaps I’m not
the best judge. I pick at one of the shining white strands that
make up the spell, run a claw along it as it spreads,
umbilical-like, back to Miriah. She watches, cock-eyed, and I
suppose I look kind of weird to anyone who can’t see the actual
leys themselves. Waving my arms around in the air like I’m
performing some kind of interpretive dance.

I hold my left hand out in front of me and fire at it
experimentally. Miriah starts at the muffled gunshot that ensues,
looks dartingly at the bullets she thought she’d unloaded. Don’t
get me wrong, the gun is unloaded. But anyone who thinks
that means a goddamn thing to me obviously doesn’t have much
experience with the divine. A bullet is simple, and so is catching
it in my other hand. Heat and speed; the skin on the palm of my
hand sizzles and smolders with transferred kinetic energy, but the
pain is neither here nor there.

Mostly I’m just showing off. I could kill you, if I wanted.

What I actually say is, “I can probably remove the enchantment,
if you want.”

She shakes her head. “No. No I don’t think I do.”

I shrug. “Fair enough,” and hand it back to her. The first thing
she does is check the chambers. All empty of course.

“How…?”

I grin lazily at her and hold out my left hand. Curious, she
picks up the mashed pseudo-bullet there. It disintegrates into ash
as soon as she touches it. “Guns shoot lead slugs; most people
don’t really care how or why, only that it happens. Magic is just
the exploitation of the unknown, and today we live in a world full
of unknowns. More so than ever before. Guns and cars and TVs and
telephones and computers… few people really know how all
these things work. Oh, I can tell you that a TV works
because it has a cathode ray tube inside that shoots little laser
beams out onto specific spots to produce colour… but really, how
different is that to saying I can produce an illusion by
manipulating the photons in the air? Unknowns hold the world
together, and where there’s an unknown… well, you know well enough
I think.”

I stand up, wander lazily over to the small window – it’s locked
– and look out over the city I didn’t build. “What do you know
about me?”

“Enough not to trust you,” Miriah says behind me. “Loki is the
name of the Norse trickster god. You lie and cheat and steal, not
to mention bring on Ragnarök by killing, er… that guy.” She falters
a bit on the name.

“Baldr, Baldr, Baldr,” I say, except it’s not really me that’s
saying it. “It always comes back to Baldr. It’s never, ‘Good work
on recovering Mjöllnir!’ or ‘Thanks for fucking a horse to spare
Freyja’s precious non-honor!’–”

Miriah almost chokes. “Excuse me? You did what
with a horse?”

I groan; this one’s always fun to explain. “You can’t tell me
you don’t know the story?”– she shakes her head –”Alright, well,
this was right back when we were first settling Ásgard
after the war with Vanaheim. This guy comes up and tells us he’ll
build a stronghold against the marauding thurs and trolls
if we promise him the sun, the moon and Freyja. The Æsir agree on
the condition that he does it in a single winter; if he doesn’t
make it, he will take no payment, right? Obviously no-one thinks he
can build something so big so fast, but he agrees as long as he has
the help of his stallion, Svadilfari. Suddenly everyone’s asking
me if this is a fair deal, as if I’d know jack shit about
building walls, so I’m like ‘Yeah, whatever’. Aha, little did I
know it was a magic stallion and suddenly there’s three
days to go and it looks like our mystery builder friend is going to
finish on schedule. So all the Æsir come back and are like, ‘Fuck
you and your crappy advice, Loki, fix it or we’ll kill you, because
there’s no way we’re going to pay’. Which I got a lot of, you know,
and people accuse me of breaking oaths. Anyway, I’m
sitting there trying to think of a way to disrupt this guy without
technically breaking any oaths – which would reflect badly
on the other Æsir, and we couldn’t possibly have that.
Finally I think, well, if I can get his horse out of the
way then he’s fucked. So I turn myself into a mare and lead this
stallion Svadilfari into a merry chase off in the woods. Anyway,
the end of the story is our builder friend doesn’t finish his wall
and gets angry because he knows he’s been cheated, so he’s
about to tear into the Æsir when lo and behold Thor comes home and
smashes his head in, because that’s what Thor does to giants; oaths
or no oaths. And then eight months later I give birth to Sleipnir
because whoops apparently that’s what happens in these
kinds of stories.”

Miriah just blinks, dumbstruck. “And that… really happened?”

“Yes, it really happened. Now you’ve heard my horse-fucking
story. I hope you’ve learnt something important about Æsir bearing
oaths, because I sure as shit never did.” I ignore her giggling.
I’ve had worse. “Anyway, the point is that no-one ever
remembers anything constructive I’ve ever done, instead
it’s always ‘Screw you for killing Baldr’, because apparently
everyone nowadays has also forgotten that the Ragnarökk was
supposed to be a good thing, ushering in a new age of
happy flower picking and good will to all, not to mention that
Baldr’s death was symbolic of his journey from innocent stupidity
to wisdom and manhood. Bah.”

I turn back into the room. “Whatever you’ve heard about me is
true and more besides. But it’s also utter crap. So while you’re
sitting there, thinking bad thoughts about me, remember that I was
bound to the Æsir like I’m bound to you, and everything I did, I
did because I had to. I shoveled the shit no-one else wanted to,
and I was fucking good at it. So doubt my honor all you like, but
never ever doubt my loyalty. I’m bound to help, and so help me but
I will. Whether you like it or not.”

Miriah starts slightly at the tirade, she can hear the
difference in my voice I think. Feel the changed presence in the
room. She blinks, just once. “Well…” she says finally. “There’s a
terrifying thought.”

I push down the Ásgardian and try and regain some control over
myself. For someone whose sliver tongue is supposed to be
legendary, he can be pretty fucking abrasive at times.

“Sorry,” I say. “Remind me to tell you about my disorders some
other time.” I give her a calculated self-mocking half-grin, and
she returns it somewhat nervously.

“It’s okay,” she says. “I… understand.” And I’m pretty sure she
does, too.

 

7. Stroll

“Anyways, we won’t be getting anything done if we just sit here
on our arses,” Miriah said, grabbing a messenger style bag from the
floor and putting it on, “I’m fecking famished. Let’s get some eats
and I’ll explain some things to you on the way. I have a feeling
it’ll be stuff you may want to know. Will he…?” she started to ask,
indicating to Joseph. Loki nodded.

“He’ll be okay,” he replied. Miriah forced herself to believe
him.

“Well… ah… you can’t go out looking like that.”

 

 “So… what have they got, where you’re from?” Miriah asked,
as the pair walked along a rather busy street. Pandemonium City
reminded Miriah slightly of Underwood, but on a somewhat smaller
scale. All the good bits packed into a far more manageable size
Loki – or Lain, as he called himself in this form – to blend in,
had assumed a less conspicuous appearance; not a lot less, as his
fiery orange-red braid and somewhat eccentric outfit would attest
to.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked, looking down at her. Even
in his shorter human form, he was taller than she was.

“Y’know… creatures. Uglies, big bads. Werewolves, vampires,
zombies, sorcerers, aliens… what’cha got?” she asked. Lain-Loki
scoffed.

“If people believe in them, I’m sure they exist. Me, I don’t
really give a shit,” he said, “I’m far more busy with things like
re-making the fucking world, for instance, to bother about who’s
sucking whom.”

“Well excuse me all to hell. I was just curious,” Miriah shot
back, sticking her tongue out at him when he looked away, “It’s
kinda important to me, and if you’re here to help me it’s stuff you
should start ‘giving a shit’ about. These things,” she motioned to
the pistols that hung from her waist – an Underwood police badge
also hung from the belt at this point, after they had been stopped
by a couple of Pandemonium’s finest for her wearing them in public;
it was more symbolic than anything, a deal she had hammered out
with UPD Chief Charles O’Reilly to make her life easier - and
smiled, “these things are what keep me from winding up on their
chopping block.”

“Ah, but bullets don’t kill vampires, so…”

“Most of ‘em don’t, yeah,” she said, opening her bag, “Lesson
the first, God, is this”– she pulled a quick loader out of the bag
and held it up –”these are exploding tip rounds. Very expensive,
kinda-sorta-somewhat illegal, and hard to use properly. You put one
of these in a vamp’s face, his head will go with it. Just as good
as decapitation.”

“You’d have to be a hell of a shot,” he replied, “like me. But
for you it’d be like swatting flies with a pin.”

“They’re like anything else, enough practice and you’ll be able
to do almost anything with one. Now, lesson the second is this,”
she said, removing another quick loader from the bag, “these, my
friend, are ironwood bullets. Incredibly dense wood, and even more
expensive to procure than the exploding tips, though they’re less
of a hassle. The wood is practically as heavy and dense as lead; it
won’t float. In South America, it’s called quebracho; ‘axe
breaker’. They can get deformed as hell on their way out of the
barrel, but if you can put it in the chest”– she tapped his, to
emphasize the point –”it doesn’t matter. Basically a rocket
propelled stake,” she said, popping both loaders back in her sack.
Loki nodded.

“I still don’t like them,” he said. She shrugged.

“Doesn’t change the fact that they’ve saved my life more than
once.”

 

“Now here, we also have to deal more with angels. They
apparently don’t call themselves that, but the name stuck
nonetheless. Specifically the Fallen, as they’ve taken to calling
themselves. The first one I met was named Ariel, in Underwood back
a couple years, and he was a bitch. Dominion over demons; may not
be much to you, but you’ve probably always had that kind of power,”
Miriah continued their lecture as they sat on a park bench; she
held a hotdog in one hand, a Pepsi in the other. Lain-Loki had
decided to pass on food at the moment, and listened to Miriah as
she went on.

“Now angels, they can either be a blessing or a complete pain in
the ass. I’ve only ever dealt with a handful; Joseph has spent the
better part of 1600 years going after the Fallen. I think he was
worried you may have been one,” she said, “Every one of his scars–”
she started, but Loki interrupted.

“Every one of his scars comes from some encounter with one of
them, I know. I read the back of the DVD box. I particularly like
his encounter with what’s-his-el… Usiel, that’s it. The one in
Australia,” he said, as if he’d been there, seen it, and had the
t-shirt, “it had abandoned its body, you know. Tried to
ascend.”

Miriah just stared; even she didn’t know that story.

“Right… should I even bother getting into the stuff with Tara?
The Doppelganger? The stuff in London, L.A., and such?” she asked.
Loki simply shook his head.

“No, apparently Yggdrasil thought that was all stuff I needed to
know.”

Miriah nodded slowly, taking a bite of her hot dog and wondering
who the hell Ig Druh Sil was.

 

8. Crash Course

So… vampires and demons and angels, oh my. I decide to test
Miriah’s theory and start looking. Sure enough, where there’s a
believer, there’s a belief. While vampires per se aren’t
something I’ve had much firsthand experience with, when I send my
mind flying out over the leys of the city they’re easy enough to
spot. Freezing crimson strings cutting and crossing the city, a web
of blood and death and grave-mould. They feel a little like
draugar and a little like svartálfr, a little
like neither and a lot like trouble.

Good, I like trouble.

“So,” I say, snapping my eyes back open from the semi-trance,
“how’s about I show you how the gunless play?”

 

We don’t have to go far. Two blocks down we hit the outskirts of
Golgotha, which is still king pin in not-quite abandoned
buildings.

“You want to tell me where we’re going again?”

“You said you’ve got a vamp problem,” I say. “So I’m putting on
my Scooby hat and going hunting, as they say. Never seen a vampire
in the flesh myself, should be fun.”

“Oh, right.”

“Just for the record; fire, sunlight, all poof?”

“All poof.” She nods.

“Sounds just like my kinda job. You know I was originally a corn
god? Had nothing to do with fire. It’s a mistranslation, you see.
Logi, Loki… kinda the same. You think the fact that I’d
lost an eating contest to a guy called ‘fire’ would’ve clued
someone in, but there you go. Tell a lie often enough and it become
truth.”

“And the sun part?”

“Ah, that’s where my ‘disorders’ come in. We’ll see about it
when we get there.” Honestly I don’t know if I can call
out the noonday sun at midnight, but that’s half the fun.

“I’m sure you’ve noticed the three guys who’ve been following us
for the last half a block?”

“Of course.” Miriah grins, starting to get into the swing of
it.

“Let’s just ‘accidentally’ walk down this blind alley over here,
shall we?” I hold out an arm at an old-fashioned gentlemanly
angle.

Miriah takes it with mock-delicacy. “Wahy thankyah sir,” she
drawls in a faux Southern patois. I grin, she grins, this is fun.
The vampires behind us can’t hear us; I make sure of that. Just
like I made sure to draw them here in the first place.

This will be the first test.

We turn down the blind alley. Stop.

“One…” I count.

“Two…” says Miriah.

“Three!” we exclaim, rounding simultaneously on the three
vampires, about to jump us with their own witty entrance. As if I’m
going to let some lick upstage me.

“What the fu–” starts the middle vampire, a lanky mall-punk
looking kid.

Miriah levels her guns, but I wave her off. “No no, let me.” I
grin at the vampires, who falter half a step back. They know. “I
want some fun.”

Test one, speed.

I launch myself at the group, darting in between the middle and
the one on the left. They both give growls and try and grab at my
arms, or at least where my arms had been half a second
earlier. I’m back around behind them before they’ve even registered
that I’ve moved again, grabbing the leftmost vamp by the base of
his neck.

Test two, decapitation.

I shove the vamp to the ground, one boot crunches into the base
of his spine. Ignoring the animal howl of pain, I reach down with
my hand, get a good bowling-ball style grip in his eye sockets, and
pull. Ripping someone’s head off is no mean feat in itself, and
it’s usually messy and never entirely successful. But the popping
of vertebrae and tearing of muscle and flesh happens eventually,
and I’m left with a handful of what used to be head. Just as I’m
about to show it to the others – currently conveniently paralyzed
with almost entirely natural fear – the whole thing, and the body
I’m standing on, has the audacity to burst into cinders, and I find
that I’m suddenly holding onto nothing but ash.

“Well, there you go.”

The death of their companion seems to shake the other two
vampires out of their shocked state. “Holy shit, this ain’t worth
it,” says one, and they both start making for the entrance to the
alley.

“I don’t think so,” I say, flinging out an arm. The gesture is
technically unnecessarily, but it looks much more impressive when a
two storey high wall of flame shoots up right in front of the
fleeing vampires. They both scream and try to turn, the first is
slightly too slow; when his ash-burned bones hit the ground his
mouth is still open in silent scream.

Test three, fire.

The third and final vampire in on the ground, scrambling back
towards the wall of the alley. A trapped animal.

“W-what the fuck are y-you man?” he stammers.

“More fucking hardcore than you,” I tell him, crouching down a
meter or so in front. “What’s your name, boy?”

His mouth just hangs open, stupidly for a few moments, before
his nasty little raptor brain finally registers a potential
escape.

“E-eric,” he says. “Eric Mathers. Man I didn’t want this, fuck
you’ve gotta believe me I was just–”

“Shut up,” I tell him. “I’m not going to kill you because of
what you do. I honestly don’t give a shit whose blood you suck; I’m
no fucking saint myself in that regard.”

“T-then why?”

“Because I can.” And I’m grinning again, low and dangerous.
“Tell you what, if you can do something for me, I’ll let you go.
How ‘bout it?”

“Y-you serious?”

“Sure as shit, kid.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Hit me as hard as you can,” I say, and suddenly we’re a scene
from Fight Club.

“W-what?”

“I want you to hit me as hard as you can.” I spell it out a
little slower, standing up and taking a step backwards. I jump a
little and gesture at the vampire. I’m ready, come fight me.

Hesitantly, the vamp stands, walks up. “You sure about this
man?”

“Sure as shit.”

“So, I just hit you as hard as I can, and you let me go?”

“Scout’s honor.”

“Okay man… Here I go.”

And he hits me. A good, solid whack that just about manages to
dislocate my jaw. Vampires are quite strong, even if they are dumb
as shit.

Test four, strength.

I feel my jaw for a bit, open and close it experimentally. The
vampire just looks at me, waiting for the other shoe to drop. I
grin at him. “Thanks man,” I say.

“I-I can go?”

“Sure.”

He looks to the alley exit – the wall of fire is long gone –
then to Miriah, who looks none-too-pleased, but she’ll survive.
“Off you go,” I say, making motherly shooing motions.

“Thanks man,” says the vamp, nervous grin splitting his face.
“You’re alright, man, you know. Alright…”

“I know,” I say, watching him run out of the alley. He gets
halfway across the road before an errant truck slams into him,
sending ash flying out in all directions. “But I never was a
scout.”

“Holy shit!” I hear Miriah jog past and peek around the alley;
there’s no truck, there never really was. But humor is often the
most lethal thing of all.

It’s like squashing bugs, and I think I’m ready for the big
guns.

 

9. Hissy Fit

This guy is fucking psycho, Miriah thought, as she watched
Lain-Loki revel in the dust of the three former-vamps. Buddy went
all Tyler Durden on that last guy, then hits him with something out
of one of the old cartoons. He Roadrunner’d that last vamp. Sure,
shit, vamps were monsters, but just because you can tear a dude’s
head off doesn’t mean one should. Still, it was a pretty damn
impressive show of power; even the strongest witch Miriah had come
across could only begin to generate that kind of fire out of
nothing, and so far the only people she’d met who were able to tear
a head off bare-handed were Joseph and a creature called Cain. And
only Cain had really enjoyed doing it.

Still, she didn’t bring this up. Not yet. Maybe not ever. She
re-holstered her guns, adjusted the belt, straightened her hat, and
looked at Lain-Loki with the best smile she could muster.

“Well, well done. That’s three bloodsuckers down, and in
rather,” she choked the word she had intended to use back down her
throat, replacing it with another, “impressive fashion. But they
were grunts; no Deacon Frost or Lestat in that lot. But no
worries,” she said. “We may yet run across one of those soon
enough. For now, though, let’s see how you handle a demon or
two.”

Lain-Loki did that weird pause thing Miriah witnessed in the
park, where it looks like he’s just a shell; empty. And then, he
was back. He grinned.

It was unsettling.

 

On their way to whichever destination Lain-Loki had decided to
lead them to – he had assured her that it was indeed a worthwhile
stop –  he asked Miriah about something that she thought he
had been trying to figure out for some time.

“What do you know about this city?” he asked.

“I know it reminds me a lot of my own,” she said, looking
around. Many of the storefronts were still open; neon signs of all
sorts lined both sides of the street. Chinese characters she could
read as well as anything in English glowed like beacons; they had
passed into the Chinatown of the city. Every major urban center
seemed to have one, and despite her having grown up in a posh
school in Britain she always felt more at ease surrounded by these
places. She once used to wonder if it was some destined thing that
she should return to her actual country – her birthplace – and do
something incredibly important. But after she hit seventeen years
old, she had given up on the concept of destiny completely. She was
destiny-free. Prophecy, to her, was a load of crap. And it was.

Wasn’t it?

She hadn’t gotten much further than that in her thoughts when
Lain-Loki interrupted by clasping a hand on her shoulder; he had
stopped, and stopped quickly.

“Look at this; it’s you,” he said, watching a stack of
televisions behind the thick glass of an electronics store display
window. Each on had Miriah’s face on it; and the logo of her
father’s television network in the lower right corner, as well.
Another one of her father’s ‘news’ features on her, a campaign of
slander he had started a few months ago. That Miriah had been
something of a prominent figure in the media for the last seven or
so years of her life was well known and something she had gotten
used to; the daughters of fortune were almost always followed. When
she hadn’t turned out to be the next spoilt heiress – no, that
odious honor had been placed upon Sonya Melton, a socialite cut
from the usual mould with even less brains who had been an
acquaintance of Miriah’s years before – the media had let her
alone, for the most part.

Her father’s network, however, had seemed to develop an odd
fixation on what she was doing and whom she was doing it with. And
usually their spin doctors found just the right way to show things
in a light that had quickly made her some sort of monster. She
wondered if this is how Presidential candidates felt. And though
she couldn’t hear exactly what was being said in this broadcast,
she could guess. And she didn’t like it.

Lain-Loki could feel the heated fury coming off of her in waves.
And even if he hadn’t been able to, he might have been tipped off
to this anger when she started pounding her fist against the glass,
cursing in Mandarin. He carefully – but by no means weakly – put
his arms around her and carried her, cursing, from the display.
Miriah, though she knew she shouldn’t, felt anger also at Lain-Loki
for drawing her attention to it. If he knew so much about her,
shouldn’t he have known to not point it out?

Maybe he didn’t know.

Maybe.

 

Now while all this pleasantness was going on, Joseph lay
sleeping on the couch back in Miriah’s hotel room. Moonlight
streamed through a window, though he couldn’t see it. What he could
see, however, were flashes; pictures of pictures, jumbled in his
mind. At some points he saw Sariel; others, Usiel, Gabriel,
Raphael, Golgotha – not this city’s take on it, but the original –
the Nazi laboratories where he lost his hands in the Second War, it
was all jumbled up. Punctuating each of these flashes were other
images, things he shouldn’t have recognized but knew anyways.
Ásgard. The punishment of Loki, and the rage of Baldr; Baldr
especially seemed to stand out in his mind. Baldr and Loki, and the
unmaking of the world. Not this world; this world hadn’t been
affected by any Æsir in millennia, though they lingered still in
secret obscurity, both here on their own planes, realities, and
prisons. What Joseph saw was the other world, Loki’s. He saw the
world unmade and remade, though he could not truly comprehend that
this was what he saw. He even saw the world go… sideways, Loki
would call it, for a moment; this world, not Loki’s. It flickered
like a 35mm film that had too many frames blacked out. Then,
another Angel. Here, in Pandemonium. He saw himself face to face
with it, in darkness punctured by small squares of light. There was
the smell of machines, grease, and the heat of… fire? No,
electricity. Beneath him. He didn’t recognize this one, not yet,
but he knew what the image meant.

So, when the glass window beside the couch exploded into shards
and the figure came through it, waking him, he wasn’t entirely
surprised.

 

10. Not the EasyWay

I don’t put Miriah down until we get to a small EasyWay store
some distance down the street. She struggles the whole way, cursing
and screaming first at her father then at me. I pretend I don’t
understand Mandarin, and ignore the looks people are giving us.
Leaving her on the stool – she’s smouldering so much I’m surprised
she doesn’t melt the damn thing – I go order us some pearl tea from
the cute Korean boys behind the counter. They look between me and
Miriah. “Women,” I say in fluent Korean, and they grin and
nod their heads in understanding.

I watch the cups rolls through the automatic lid-laminator – I
would not be lying if I said the only reason I come here is to
watch that thing. Finally I grab two straws and return to where
Miriah is still burning holes into the bench top with her eyes.

“Here,” I say, putting the cup and straw down in front of her.
“You about ready to calm the fuck down now?”

“Calm down?” she cries, drawing all nearby attention towards us.
I wave at them with a long-suffering grin, and they turn back to
their tasks. Miriah glares at me and continues in a much lower
voice. “Calm down?” she hisses for the second time. “That… that
network has been running a goddamn smear campaign against
me for months now! They’ve practically accused me of doing
everything but eating babies. All I want is for them to leave me
alone, and all they do is paint me as a monster. They even helped
put me away for a while, my father himself! So don’t you
dare tell me to calm down when you have no idea
what it’s like for me out there!”

“Yes, I’m sure I’m a total ingénue,” I say, totally dry.
Miriah’s eyes widen and her mouth forms into that little ‘O’ people
make when they realize their own faux pas.

She looks away, muttering, “… at least it’s not from your own
father…”

“You’re right about that,” I tell her, voice still totally flat
and dry. “It was my brother. Do you think that makes it better or
worse?”

She doesn’t answer, has moved past embarrassment and has gone
back to shooting death beams from her eyes, this time at this neat
lino floor.

“You beat your own path, kid. So do I. People like us always get
the burnt end of the stick by society because, and this is the
kicker, that’s what we exist for. We’re parables to show
people the One Way is not the only way, but it certainly is the
easiest.”

“How do… did… you deal with it?” Miriah asks the floor.

“Honestly, not very well,” I grin ruefully. “See?” She looks up,
and I pull down the neck of my shirt to expose my shoulder, or more
rightly the scars. “To force me into something, Odin – my brother –
used to break my shoulders. My lips you’ve seen, the stitches comes
from being too clever when losing a bet. My eyes and mouth are
burnt out from a thousand years of Chinese water torture with added
venom. My nipple I lost by being tied down with the entrails of my
own dead son – I’ve got matching scars across my pelvis and ankles.
And then there’s this,” I turn on the stool, showing Miriah the
full expanse of my back. It’s cut through with many smaller scars I
know, mostly the results of writhing on jagged stone, but the
tattoo is still predominant. Twists and scrolls of Viking knot work
wrought through with runes.

“A tattoo?” Miriah asks, somewhat dubiously.

I turn around again. “Not exactly. It’s a woad – a ward
– locking me down against being too outrageous, too
different. Too powerful. That’s what scares people about us,
Miriah, that’s what all of this”– I gesture from shoulders to face
to chest –”is about. We live our whole lives saying no, and we will
always have people trying to bully us into saying yes. They did it
to me with pain, to you with TV.” I look straight at her, catching
her gaze in my own and holding it. “But all it means, in the long
run, is that whatever we’re doing… we’re doing right.”

 

11. Uninvited Guest

Joseph, while quite accustomed to pain, was not really all that
fond of it. It had cost him the proper use of his hands, his wings,
his eyes, his ears, and so on and so forth. It had spared some of
his more delicate bits, and for that he was thankful. However, he
had just been tossed across the room by those bits, and that
thankfulness was not exactly what was running through his mind.

He was still rather weak from his wonderful trip on the Piercing
Spear Express with Loki, so when the Angel – who Joseph had finally
recognized as Nelchael, formerly of the Thrones and an Angel of
Poetry (of all things), if his memory served him – had so rudely
burst into the room, Joseph had been able to do little more than
roll with the punches. He must have believed now that Joseph –
renowned in the mystical circles as a Killer of Angels – was easy
prey.

He would soon become disappointed when he realized it was not
so.

This last toss had thrown Joseph over the countertop of the
kitchen, and Nelchael could no longer see him. Perfect. On the
other side, he could hear the heavy rustling of the Fallen Angel’s
coat – this lot all dressed like they came straight out of a film
Miriah had called The Prophecy, which Joseph found amusing
and irritating at the same time – as he approached. He feigned
unconsciousness, splayed on the floor. A sharp kick to the ribs
flipped him onto his back; the Angel knelt over him and drew a
sleek dagger not unlike the one Joseph carried. Joseph waited.

“In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti, amen,”
he said, mocking the wordsr which Joseph was well-known for using
when he finished off a Fallen – a phrase that trickled down into
the human religions with a rather different meaning. He readied the
blade. “First you, dearest Iosef, then we find The Other.”

They always let that stuff slip, don’t they?

Joseph, faster than this Fallen by far, was on his feet and
dangling this one by the throat before Nelchael knew what was
happening; his mouth was agape, staring down stupidly at what he
had thought for sure was a sure thing. Joseph, still relatively
unwell from his earlier experiences, trembled; luckily, Nelchael
mistook it for rage.

“What about The Other, pray tell?” he growled.

 

Miriah walked beside Lain-Loki once again, hands jammed into her
pockets. She felt damned foolish and hadn’t been able to look him
in the eyes for more than a second after her tirade at the EasyWay.
Lain-Loki took a slow pull on his pearl tea.

“So,” he started, a little too nonchalantly, “don’t suppose you
know who built this place, do you?”

“Not off the top of my head,” Miriah said, quirking a brow,
“why?”

“Just something I’ve been trying to figure out,” he said,
returning his lips to the straw. Miriah thought he sounded
disappointed. She would have liked to have been able to offer him
some of that information, but she had told the truth. She didn’t
know. She had figured that, by his fascination with this place,
that there was something glaringly wrong with it. Either someone he
knew ran it in his world, or…

“This was your city, wasn’t it,” she said, not asking as much as
stating the fact. Lain-Loki nodded.

“You’d better believe it,” he said, without even the slightest
hint of modesty, which Miriah noticed seemed to be his custom,
“Spent the last half century or more building it up. Which bugs me.
Because here… here there is obviously no me.”

“Which begs the question of just who did it here?” she finished
his thought. It certainly was a paradox. Miriah didn’t like
paradoxes; they tended to drive people mad, blow up the universe,
erase huge amounts of history, or all three in a single blow.

“Really, it shouldn’t matter,” Lain-Loki said, “as long as it’s
here.” Miriah knew it wasn’t her he was trying to convince.

“I guess what the Powers want, they get,” Miriah offered, and it
looked to her like he was going to take it. And take it far.

“Where there’s a Believer…” he started, letting the words hang
in the air before taking another sip of his tea. “Come on. To get
to where we’re going, it’s easiest if we take the subway.”

 

Blood had begun to well up where Joseph’s claws dug into the
soft flesh of the Fallen’s throat. He was losing his patience, and
would soon abandon this line of questioning for a more direct end
to this meeting.

“What about this Other?” he bellowed, and Nelchael
gasped. His breath was ragged; it didn’t help that Joseph’s ‘thumb’
was giving him an impromptu tracheotomy.

“Az–Azaza’el!” he wheezed, and Joseph dropped him to the floor.
Nelchael had started to back away as he rasped deep breaths in, but
Joseph crouched and grabbed the lapels of his coat before he got
far.

“What does Azaza’el have to do with this?” Joseph growled;
Azaza’el was not a name he’d wanted to hear. Not at all. Nelchael,
more terrified of Joseph than he thought he would be, trembled.

“I… I can’t tell you, Iosef, I can’t…” he said, and Joseph
slapped a hand up to the side of Nelchael’s head, holding it
steady; his pointed thumb hovered millimeters in front of
Nelchael’s right eye. He sobbed; in the moonlight, Joseph could see
a growing dark patch spread over the front of the Fallen’s
trousers. If Joseph had pupils, he would have rolled them.
Nelchael, shuddering, started to give it up. “He wants the Other.
The one who left his chains! He wants him for his own and he wants
him fast!”

Oh, grand.

 

12. Trainrunning

And then, just when you’re starting to warm up to the situation,
everything starts going pear-shaped. Which I should’ve seen coming,
of course, because it always does. In the end, though, all you can
really do is make sure that, when the shit hits the fan, you’re the
first to duck…

 

The Golden Tree Subway Station was so named not because of its
actual location – at the corner of Blackland and Market Street –
but because of the piece of weird modern art that sat right
outside; a barren tree trunk, stripped of all but a few branches
and covered halfway down in dripping gold paint. During the day
water fountains out of the top and sluices down the track between
the amputated branches. I can only imagine what was going through
some city official’s mind when they commissioned it, and then again
when they decided to install it smack back in the middle of
Chinatown.

Nevertheless, it marks the entrance to the station, our
destination.

As we pass the tree, Miriah says, “What’s with the–”

But I cut her off. “I honestly have no idea. Just look, enjoy,
and move on.”

“Right.”

We descend the steps to the station without further ado. The
place has been tiled and decorated in faux-Chinese Imperial style,
bright reds and blues and latticework and a little underground
garden-thing. It’s actually a pretty nice place, and surprisingly
vandal-free. But we’re not here to admire the view.

“So, where to this time?”

“You’ll see,” I say, irritatingly cryptically.

There are quite a few people milling about down here for this
time of night, because I suppose some parts of the city simply
never sleep. I check the train timetable; there’s one coming
through any minute now, and I lead Miriah over to the edge of the
platform (“Mind the Gap!” says the sign on the edge in London-esque
cheer), right near where the train will soon emerge.

“Now, this is going to be a bit fiddly, but just walk where I do
and you’ll be fine,” I tell Miriah.

“All… right…”

Sure enough, several seconds later a train comes screaming into
the station. When we don’t get on, I think Miriah starts to get an
inkling of what we’re about to do, and I see her torn between
adrenalin and fear. Good.

Commuters shuffle unthinkingly in and out of steel cars. You’d
think that such a public place would be a bloody bad locale to
start acting weirdly, but there’s a special magic about public
transport that leaves everyone almost blind to anything but their
own little bubble of desire to return home without incident. So
when the monotone call sounds and the train starts to pull itself
painfully from the station it doesn’t really take much to make sure
everyone’s attention is turned just so, and to make our
move.

“Now!” I grab Miriah’s hand and, barely inches behind the
retreating train, jump down onto the tracks. I don’t give her much
warning, and she falls somewhat awkwardly. I catch her, and there’s
one of those little moments where she’s looking up at me and I down
at her and all I can think is that she’s soft in all the wrong
places and doesn’t smell at all like Sigmund.

It’s only an instant, and she recovers, pulling back but I don’t
let her take her hand from mine just yet.

“Well, that was–”

“No time,” I say, and start running pell-mell down the center of
the tracks.

In case you’re wondering, the subway trains are powered by the
so-called ‘third rail’; the one that’s live with electricity. I
don’t let Miriah think about it. As long as she’s not thinking
about it, it will be alright, because no-one ever stepped on the
third rail unless it was a previously elaborated plot point.

We run seemingly forever, Miriah’s breathing grows hard beside
me, but I pull her ever onward ever faster. I hope the train is
late, but it’s not a good thing to rely on, and we’ve a way to go
yet.

The train, as it turns out, isn’t late. It’s early.

Miriah notices the tunnel suddenly isn’t a dark as it should be.
I can feel her falter, try and tug her hand away, but if I let her
do that now she really would die.

“Are… you… insane!” she screams between ragged breaths.
“There’s a train!”

“I know,” I tell her. “Trust me.” I don’t think she likes that
much.

The roar of the approaching train grows steadily louder in the
bare-walled tunnel, the circle of light drawing every brighter and
ever closer up ahead. I dampen Miriah’s fear and bite down on my
own – I don’t think a direct hit with a train will kill
me, but it won’t be fun, either – and keep running.

And then she sees it; the rough-cut hole in the wall. Not too
far away now but the train is coming awfully fast. The driver
should have seen us by now; should have, but hasn’t because that’s
an accident just waiting to happen.

To say we make the hole with only seconds to spare is actually a
lie. In truth, we shouldn’t have made it. The tiny delay when I
pulled Miriah down onto the rails too quickly and she fell… such a
small thing, but one that made all the difference in an eternity of
minutiae.

The train should have hit us a fraction of a second before the
relative safety of the tunnel. And while I could’ve jumped or
ducked or something to get out of the way, I doubt Miriah
would have had that option. So a microsecond before the moment of
impact I close my eyes and change the universe, and
suddenly we’re a fraction of a second ahead of where we were – or
the train a fraction behind – and the train is racing past and I
can feel the wind and the earth shaking from our spot on the ground
just inside the tunnel, the spot where we landed after our made
dive, just before the train would’ve struck us.

Walls of fire are easy, so are illusorily trucks and the
thousand and one little tricks I keep up my sleeve to make sure my
life stays on tracks. Creating things is easy, but altering time
something else entirely.

(“stupid stupid stupid boy.”)

The voice of the Ásgardian rattles around my head. I ignore him
and his laughter, and instead focus on forcing the shakes out of my
hands and the bile back down my throat. Something tells me it would
very much not be wise to let Miriah know exactly how close we came
to a meeting with the business end of a speeding train, and how
much it took out of me to make sure we didn’t.

(“reckless…”)

It takes me a minute to register she’s talking. “… swear we
weren’t going to make it! Holy shit I never want to do that ever
again!” But she’s grinning underneath her anger, head still
spinning from the ultimate rush. “You are one fucking crazy bastard
you know that?”

I bite back an apology. They’re not my style. “It’s the only way
to get down here,” I say, opening my eyes and forcing the tremors
out of my voice. Changing the universe took all my attention, and
as such I’ve lost my human disguise. Miriah can see my eyes glowing
eerily in the darkness. “The trains come so regularly there’s
practically no way a human can get into this place on their own
unless they’re very, very good.”

“How do you know this?”

“Because I’ve been here in my universe,” I say. “Just so happens
in your version the inhabitants are a little different.”

“So… what would you have done if the entrance hadn’t
been exactly where you expected it?”

I very, very specifically don’t tell her that I think perhaps it
wasn’t, instead saying. “You underestimate– shit!”

“Underestimate… shit?”

Tired, too tired and distracted, and suddenly there’s something
else here. Grinning bad and mad in the darkness.

I scramble to my feet but it’s too little, too late, too
soon.

The next thing I know there’s pain in my chest and gravel in my
face, and after that… nothing at all.

 

13. Flashes

Loki’s voice stopped, his eyes dimmed, dropped, something
thudded, and Miriah was on her feet in a flash, pistols drawn. The
god was down but she wasn’t helpless. She hadn’t been helpless
since Lien was killed, many moons ago; she forced herself not to
think about her and focused on the task at hand. She
didn’t wait for a target to present itself, instead firing shots
into the darkness. In the light of the muzzle flares, she could see
shapes

Flash

Loki on the ground

Flash

Something

Flash

Some things coming at them

Flash

One drops. God they’re ugly, she thinks

Flash

The biggest one is

Flash

right over Loki, next to her

Flash flash flash flash

And then there was nothing. Her ears had gone deaf to the noise,
as it often did when she shot, but even in those last flashes there
hadn’t been anything. Anything. Miriah rummaged through her bag and
quickly removed a small electric torch with a round vice-like
protrusion along its shaft; even in the dark it didn’t take long to
attach it to the barrel of one of her pistols. She twisted the lens
to its on position and swept the light over the ground.

Nothing. Not even a body.

“Bullshit. Bullshit! I dropped at least three,” she hissed
through clenched teeth. She dropped to her butt, next to the god.
She hoped he wouldn’t be out for long. The firefight, combined with
their extremely narrow escape from becoming silly putty, had
charged her with adrenaline, but it was quickly leaving her, and
leaving her exhausted. And if she fell asleep here, that would be
bad.

Very bad.

 

Joseph pushed himself faster than he ever had before when
traveling by rooftop, and in his current state that was something
of a feat. He cursed himself as Nelchael sprinted ahead, moving
faster than any Fallen he’d had to chase down. He left a
wonderfully convenient trail of blood as he went, though, so Joseph
wasn’t too worried about him getting too far. He would just prefer
he catch him before he could reach others.

Because this kind of person, Angel or not, always tended to run
in packs. And better to deal with one of Azaza’el’s ilk than ten.
Or one hundred. From what he had learned from his prey before their
discourse was cut short, he knew that Azaza’el was pretty hell-bent
on catching Loki, who they knew only as The Other, or
Chainbreaker, because they didn’t get it. Azaza’el and
Loki had the same deal; chained to some desolate fucking rock,
blinded, until the end of the world was nigh. Joseph guessed that
Azaza’el, who must still have some bloody tricks up his sleeve, had
discovered Loki’s entrance to this world, and he knew. Of
course he’d know. If they shared the same punishment, and Loki was
out…

Joseph’s thought was cut short by the sight of seven people
standing on the next rooftop. All dressed the same, waiting. Joseph
put a full stop on his run, skidding along the loose gravel that
made up this rooftop and falling to his side. The jagged stones
scratched him up roughly.

Fallen. All of them, he could smell it. Seven fucking Fallen,
and he’d run right in to them. He wanted to vomit.

Nelchael turned around and stared with one wild eye; the other
hung grotesquely from its socket, slapping wetly against shredded,
blood-soaked flesh. Despite having gored himself on Joseph’s thumb
to make his escape, he looked far too pleased with himself.

Joseph didn’t stick around for any monologues on their part.
They started forward, and he was on his feet just as quick, running
for the edge of the building. He leapt, and prayed there was
something he could use to slow his descent as he fell.

 

14. Phoenix Scream

First things first; pain. Most of it is coming not from any
physical location but rather from the core of my metaphysical self.
That’s my own bloody doing, though. Still more is coming from my
stomach, and the oozy sticky feeling down there doesn’t exactly
fill me with mountains of joyous joy.

“Uurrgghhh…” Very experimentally I open my eyes; everything is
black. This is somewhat disturbing since, while I am technically
blind, this has never actually interfered with my ability to see.
Maybe I just need some time to warm up.

My left arm scrabbles impotently for purchase on the rocky
ground for a while – I think I’ve manage to break my other one
somehow. Eventually it comes into contact with something kind of
round and rubbery. I get a good hold of it and my fingers feel
leather and canvas; a shoe.

“A li’l help maybe?” I slur.

The shoe pulls itself away and I feel strong fingers cautiously
probing at my back – it’s still dark out, I guess – before looping
around my shoulders.

“Oof,” says the disembodied voice of Miriah in the dark. “You’re
heavier than you look…”

Eventually she manages to get me turned over, and slowly the
blackness begins to swirl gently into focus, I think before I
must’ve been staring straight at a wall. Now it’s a roof. Miriah’s
face comes blurrily into view.

“Jesus,” she says. “What the fuck happened?”

“I was, ugh, hoping you could tell me.”

“Not much to tell. I can’t exactly see down here. Got jumped by
some… things, near as I can tell after you dropped like a stone.
What happened to you?”

I use my one good arm – now that I’m awake and thinking about it
my other arm is doing a smashing job of fixing itself up, but I
still won’t be moving it for a while – and feel my abdomen. My
fingers sink right in.

“Oh,” I say, slightly flatly.

There’s a click and before I can mention that it might not be
such a good idea, the cavern is flooded with light. Miriah lets out
a horrified gasp when she sees the mess of my stomach.

“Fuck we have to–”

I wave my bloodied hand to cut her off. “It’s not as bad as it
looks–”

“Not as bad! You’ve practically got half your insides hanging
out in the dirt!”

“Stand back,” I tell her, thinking that this is going to hurt.
More than it already does.

I hear her move a few feet away from my head. “More,” I say, and
she obeys wordlessly. “Okay, this might look bad, but trust me,
I’ll be fine.”

“Alright…”

I reach down, deep inside, to the very pain-wrapped core of my
being, unravel the ties holding it together, and press the
metaphoric reset button.

 

Fire, mud, wind and corn. All watched over with green green eyes
like pools of poison. A tinderbox of symbols and metaphor waiting
to burn.

And burn it does.

 

Being caked in mud and left out to dry in the sun must feel
something a little like this. With minimal effort I force new-made
joints – still with factory stiffness – to move and the shell
cracks and shatters like so much ash.

I sit up, look around pitch black tunnel, rough-hewn from the
earth by claws and teeth and shored up by broken rubbish and
magic.

I am not alone.

“Miriah. Right.” My voice is rough and creaky from disuse, and
the statement isn’t quite a question. My mind hastily assembles a
report; where I am, who I am, what happened.

“W-what was that?” Miriah stammers. She’s had a big
day, poor girl.

“Self-immolation,” I explain. “You know, like the phoenix?
Quicker than waiting to heal naturally.” And much more strenuous.
It’s been a big day for me, too.

“But that was one hell of a noise… Not to mention, the walls
started shaking…”

I shrug. “I didn’t say it was fun, just quicker.” I stand, test
my legs carefully until they remember quite the right way to stand.
Ash continues to crack and fall off, and I shake myself down like a
dog.

“Uf! Careful!” Miriah shields herself against the flying
debris.

“Sorry.” I continue testing joints and muscles; everything seems
okay, and I don’t even have a scar. Good, seeing my stomach is just
about the only place on my body that hasn’t been cut to
shit already. The immolation has left me rather naked, which is not
too bad considering I’m furry enough that it doesn’t matter and
it’s easier to move like this anyhow.

I have a feeling I’m going to be needing to do some moving very
soon.

Miriah, however, is trying very hard not to look. I grin in
amusement.

“We should get moving,” I say. After screaming down the walls
I’m surprised we haven’t already attracted attention. Then again,
the place still smelt like gunpowder when I first came ‘round, and
I can’t imagine Miriah going down to anything without a fight, even
in pitch black.

“Right,” she says, shining her torch down the length of the
tunnel that doesn’t go out to the subway. The torch is going to be
a bit of a pain – either I’m using night vision or I’m not, and
switching back and forth all the time isn’t really agreeing with my
already tormented head – but I can’t exactly expect her to walk
around blind. I could conjure a flame, easier on my eyes since it’s
an extension of myself, but the thought of even such a simple task
is making me feel nauseous. Pride keeps me from letting Miriah know
exactly how weak I’m feeling, and stupidity is telling me to press
on regardless. It’s been a while since I’ve had to exert myself
like this – honestly everything back home is pretty calm right now
– and even though I like the simple life, getting down and dirty is
still fun every now and again.

We start walking.

“So where does this go?”

“On for another few hundred meters before hitting a set of
hand-gouged ‘stairs’. After that it’s literally a subterranean
warren. Or was back in my reality, anyway.”

“Great. Whose idea was it to come down here anyway?”

I keep my mouth shut and my legs moving.

 

15. Ugabug

In the back of her mind, Miriah was compiling a list of things
she could expect to be in her nightmares from now until the day she
died. Entrails and self-immolation, words that before now had only
the vaguest of pictures to accompany them, were at the top of that
list.

From the corner of her eye, she watched Loki press onward. To
anyone just glancing at him, perhaps, he looked tiptop. Closer
observation would show, no matter how he tried to hide it, that he
felt as bad as the earlier uglies had looked. Still, she supposed
it was better than him dragging his guts along behind them, and
that was a plus.

Miriah choked back some bile and cursed herself for letting the
image of him dragging his guts behind them get into her brain.

The pair plodded along, slowly at first, Miriah’s torch showing
them the way. Occasionally Miriah would feel something crunch or
snap beneath her feet; however, as there was no real possibility of
those things simply being dead tree branches, she forced herself to
not look down when she felt them underfoot.

It was just as Loki said; eventually, the pair came across a set
of stone steps. Miriah had almost started tumbling down them, and
would have, if Loki hadn’t pulled her back.

“I’ll lead,” he said, and Miriah shook her head.

“No way,” she protested, “If I’m behind you I won’t be able to
get a clear shot off. At least you can make fire appear wherever
you like without it having to come off you. I’ll take point; I
don’t want to hit you.”

“Fine,” said Loki, shrugging, “And then when one of those things
rips your stomach open, we’ll stick a band-aid on it and call it a
day.” Miriah blinked.

“You’ll lead.”

“Good call.”

 

Oh good show Joseph, Joseph thought as he dropped along
the side of the building, not only are you falling quite fast,
this building has a face of glass. Care to try and scrape your way
down it?

He had assumed a skydiver’s freefall position as he plummeted;
above him he could hear the Fallen, swooping on him like birds of
prey. They had, amazingly, uncased their wings – even at night, it
was unwise to do so in public – to follow him when he jumped. The
ground was coming up awfully fast. The angry shrieks above him
clued him in to the fact that they didn’t particularly want him
alive and they had wanted to be the ones responsible for his end,
not the pavement below. Joseph forced himself not to think about
this; nor to think about the upcoming mess he might make; not
anything at all. Joseph’s instincts were in the driver’s seat now,
and with luck that’s how he would scrape through this.

Coming up fast was a flagpole, stuck like a splinter in the side
of the building. It was no more than three levels off the ground.
He snatched at it as he passed, and suddenly the world was
upside-down… then normal… then upside-down again… then normal and
the pole snapped under the stress, and Joseph was falling forward,
not down. He wrenched his whole body around, catlike, putting his
back to his airborne path; in his hand, the broken pole remained,
but not for long. He heaved it as he spun, jagged end out, at the
Fallen who was closest to him; Joseph recognized that this one had
been Yomyael. It was true to his mark, and punched through the
Fallen’s chest and right wing. Yomyael, who was quite surprised at
this painful turn of events, fluttered in the air for a moment and
dropped. Two of his compatriots scooped him out of the air and away
from the chase before he could hit the ground; the remaining four
continued their pursuit.

Joseph, continuing his spin, lashed out and grabbed a traffic
light post and used it to turn sharply to the right. Beside him, a
box truck passed; he jammed a clawed hand into its side, and
clambered to the top of it. He crouched low upon it as the wind
rushed past his body; behind him, the angry calls of the Fallen
followed. He got to his feet and ran along the length of the
vehicle, waiting at the head of it. Ahead was a bridge, and below
that were rails. Joseph could hear the underground train coming
towards them; in this state, he could practically smell the grease
of it, feel the electricity coursing through.  He readied
himself for the jump.

Horns blared and drivers panicked, nearly causing a massive
pileup, as the people below watched Joseph make his jump, only to
be followed by the four Fallen. Joseph, who would later note that
his timing was incredibly goddamn lucky, fell towards the train as
it exited one tunnel and entered another; he got a hold of the
final car, jamming his claws through its metal skin as though it
were paper. With his other hand, he took hold of a bar that ran
along the side of the door, and pulled his feet down to rest on a
small lip. He turned his head and saw the Fallen all swoop down too
fast; two collided into each other, causing one to land squarely on
the fabled third rail. He smoked and sputtered on the track, and
while Joseph knew it would take more than that to kill him for good
– heart, always pierce the heart – he knew the upcoming
vivisection-by-train would probably get the job done. That left
three, and he wondered just how fast they could fly. He waited
until they got closer to make his next move.

 

Loki stepped down from the final stair and scanned the area
quickly. Miriah didn’t know if it was as he had seen it in his
world, but apparently he figured it was safe enough to enter.
Miriah followed, scanning the area with her torch. Something was
wrong down here; she could feel it in her gut. She may not have had
the instincts or senses of Joseph, but something in her was
screaming big bad. Something about the walls… and the
ceiling. Something above them was moving. It was quiet –
barely a whisper – but she could hear it now. Slowly aiming the
torch upward, she saw it. Strands; thousands of them. Milky white
cables, crisscrossed and shiny, like they were frosted with dew.
And where the light was, the creatures weren’t. They skittered away
from the beam like it would cause them pain to see it. Lots of
them, more of the uglies from the tunnel, she guessed. Further in
front of them, he could hear the same sort of noise; only louder;
heavier; more solid. Whatever she had seen in the tunnels was
nothing. This, this was the big bad.

She was very, very glad that she had reloaded when coming down
the steps.

 

16. Down the Dark

Miriah is tugging on the fur on my arm. It sort of hurts, but I
think she doesn’t quite realize that it’s attached to me and not,
in fact, a sleeve.

“Hey, you might wanna–”

“Ssh,” I quiet her, reach down and gently snap off her
torch.

“What are you doing? Are you insane?” She’s not quite yelling,
not quite whispering, but very much trying not to attract
attention.

“Yes,” I tell her. “I’m quite mad; I thought we’d established
this earlier.” She grumbles indistinctly, and I manage a grin
despite myself. We’re still moving but very slowly now because
Miriah is effectively blind in the dark. And because I’m
concentrating very, very hard on not stepping on the webs – and
making sure she doesn’t either. The… things up there are blind, I
can tell that much from the fact that they do not, in fact, have
any eyes, but they can smell us and know we’re here somewhere.

I really, really hope they’re actually uncertain and not just
waiting until we get far enough into their webs to take us on.

As I lead Miriah through the dark – mostly to keep her from
looking at our companions more than anything else – I consider my
options. I don’t come up with much, other than my tried-and-true
method of charging in like a lunatic and relying on sheer dumb
luck. I’m good at that one. Usually.

The cavern isn’t too extensive, and we get most of the way
across the floor – weirdly flagstoned in charming black hexagonal
pavers – without incident. It’s only about now that I realize that
there’s no way of going any further without running straight
through a very fine mesh of webs laid like invisible tripwires.

“Ah.” I stop.

“What? What’s going on? I’m turning the light back on.”

She does so; under the beam the stands all-but vanish.

“What’s wrong?”

“Look very, very closely… From this distance.”

Miriah peers forward, squinting almost comically. “What, I don’t
s– oh.”

“Run or fight?”

“I dunno, why then hell are we down here again?”

“Beats me. Run or fight?”

“How many are there behind me?”

I look over her shoulder. “Five that I can see.”

“And are they close?”

“Yeah, pretty close,” I say, trying very hard not to notice I
can almost see the thing’s internal organs through it’s waxy-pallid
skin.

“Right. Why aren’t they attacking?”

“Don’t ask me; you’re the big monster-hunter expert. Maybe they
like creating drama?”

“Why don’t you just blow them all up with your magic explodey
fire?”

“Well, I dunno about you but I love setting bonfires in enclosed
spaces. Nothing like a mass intake of carbon dioxide to really
liven up the day.”

Miriah pauses for a bit. “Right, here’s the plan; we turn, I
shoot, you cover me.”

“And you try not to shoot me. Right.”

“You’ll be fine. One…”

“Two…”

“Three…”

 

What happens next is fast and hard and really, really gross.
Miriah, as promised, turns on three and lets fly with both barrels.
I have a moment to consider that maybe these things just want to be
left alone before they let out a hellish shriek and leap forward
towards us. Miriah takes out one with one well-placed shot and
another not-so-well but good enough. It’s thrown backwards in
midair to land with a sickening crunch on the floor where it waves
nine suckered legs above it like a dying fly. But now is not the
time to be poetic, now is the time to do damage.

I reach and find – much to my delight – my gun
materializes easily into my hand. I didn’t lie when I said I don’t
like them, but that doesn’t mean that sometimes they’re not useful.
A smoldering, scythe-like blade appears in my other hand and,
roaring somewhat subconsciously, I leap forward and into the
fray.

Four are still up. I empty four bullets into one and drive my
blade straight through the gut of another. There’s another round of
shots from Miriah – one goes wild, the other blows off a leg – but
I’m too busy getting crushed under two of the damn things as they
come crashing down on top of me. One still has my knife in its gut,
the other is missing two legs and an ear (yeah, okay I’m not a
great shot as far as these things go). They’re also
effectively pinning both my arms. Even still, I let off another
round of bullets that slams into one of the things heading for
Miriah, and thrust up further with my knife. Indescribable goo
gushes out of the hole I’ve punched through deceptively soft white
flesh, and the whole cavern is flooded with a putrid stench.
Despite the hole in its gut the thing is still writhing madly –
kicking its friend in the face and side while it does so – and I’m
running out of things to do. The floor is too slick to try and
stand up with these things still on me, and it’s all I can do to
move flail my head around to keep myself out of the jaws of the
only mildly injured one. I resort to beating it impotently on the
side with the butt of my gun, which doesn’t really seem to do much
more than annoy it.

“Oh, screw it.”

I drop the gun – useless things – and instead grab a handful of
milky flesh with thick, tough claws. They sink in like butter, but
my hand’s not big enough to cause serious damage to the thing
through its round bulk. So I use my last resort, and bite it right
in the face.

It doesn’t taste as disgusting as I thought it would, which of
course signifies that it is much, much worse. Keeping in mind that
I’ve sat through being fed burning poison for a thousand years,
this still makes me want to retch, but I bite down on both the
feeling and the thing’s face. I feel the cartilage of its piggish
snout crunch under my jaws, and it tries to pull back, screaming as
well as it can through its destroyed face. Which leaves me in the
odd position of having a tug of war between the thing – that also
is having trouble getting purchase on the slippery ground – and
myself. I wonder how long it will take it to bleed to death or pass
out, because I really don’t think I an do much more to it than
this.

And then a gunshot sounds and puts me out of my misery. From the
corner of my eye I see Miriah crouched on the ground leveling her
pistol at the thing’s bulbous body, which is just big enough and
just round enough to give her a decent shot without hitting me.
Assuming she’s actually trying not to hit me.

At any rate, the thing dies, which doesn’t help me much since
now I’ve got two deadweights on top of me. Miriah comes to
my rescue, rolling one of the things off me. I pull my hand out of
the other - the knife and gun are back in the nullspace they go to
whenever I drop them - and roll it off too, eventually pulling
myself to my feet.

I must look an awful fright, covered in blood and gore, mouth
open and teeth barred because–

“Eurgh!” I spit hopelessly, trying to get the taste of blood and
bile and dark places out of my mouth. Unfortunately I have nothing
to wipe the mess off with but myself, which isn’t particularly
effective. “Bleh! Bleh!” Each noise accompanied by another round of
spit.

Finally I stop before I start spitting out my own teeth. I shake
myself down in the dark, but it doesn’t serve to do very much and
I’m still covered with drying shit from the now-dead
leggy-cave-things; I refuse to think of them as monsters.
I’m a monster for godsake.

“You look like you just walked out of Texas Chainsaw
Massacre,” says Miriah dryly.

“I love you too.”

 

17. Picture This

“I would very much like to be going home now, Loki,” Miriah
said, hoping that no more of the creatures would show up as they
spoke. Loki was covered in filth, and she didn’t look all that
shit-hot either. She had wandered into a strange nest with a
strange god and she was fairly certain these were things one was
not supposed to do – at least, not without a better plan and more
backup. At the moment, she very much wanted to have a cup of tea
and soak in the bath for the next ten years. She wasn’t sure how
Loki planned on getting washed up, but she imagined it must be akin
to washing a sort of shaggy dog.

She had to suppress a giggle when this image popped into her
head.

“Aren’t you having fun yet?” Loki asked, dryly. He started back
toward the corridor they had entered, kicking aside what was left
of the ugabug bodies.

“Wait, wait. I need to do something first,” Miriah said,
rummaging in her bag for a few moments. Loki peered over at her as
she withdrew a small cell phone from the satchel. She flicked it
open and its dim light illuminated her face.

“Shit… no signal. Damn, damn, damn…” she said, and Loki closed
his eyes.

“Check again,” he said, after a few moments. Miriah did; the
signal bar was now completely full.

“What the… how?” she started, and he smirked.

“You need to start paying attention, hon. Many things – like
cell phones – work, though most don’t know or care how and why.
People know that they send and need a signal, but they don’t know
why. And magic…” he starts, when Miriah grins, remembering.

“Magic is just the exploitation of the unknown,” she said,
dialing.

“She can be taught!” he said, gesturing towards her with
outstretched arms as if he were showing her off to a vast audience.
Miriah placed the phone to her ear and waited. Loki could see her
smile when the person on the other end finally picked up.

“Eliza? Hi! No…no, I’m fine. Yes, Joseph is with me. How’s he?
Ahhh…” she grimaced, embarrassed, and smacked her forehead, “he’s
fine! Doing really well. No, he’s not with me right now. Listen, I
need your help,” she said quickly, stopping that line of
questioning in its tracks, “yeah, I’m lookin’ at some big uglies
here. Hah, yeah, you know it. Look, I’m gonna send a pic, okay, can
you give me an ID when you find something? Yeah? Excellent, thanks
love. Hold on a tick,” she said, taking the camera phone and
pointing it towards the most intact body she could find. A quick
flash came from the phone, and Miriah tapped a few more buttons.
Satisfied, she put the phone back to her ear. “Did it come throu–
yes, yes, they are disgusting aren’t they. Just be glad you don’t
have to smell ‘em too.” Or taste them, in Loki’s case, she
thought. “So you’ll let me know? That’d be boss, wonderful. Okay
then, I’ll wait to hear from you… Joseph? I’ll tell him to give you
a ring later, sure. Right now… what’s he doing now? Ah… he’s just
off taking care of stuff, you know how he is,” she said, grimacing
again. The pair had started back into the tunnel with the
staircase, on their way to the subway platform they’d left
from.

“I’m sure he’s safe, whatever he’s doing.”

 

I am in so much trouble, Joseph thought as he
held onto the back of the speeding subway train. Most people in the
car he gripped had, surprisingly, not noticed his presence. With
his back to the car, he watched as the remaining three Fallen moved
in on his position. He wondered how the hell they were moving so
quickly, but put it out of mind. To think on it too much would cost
him valuable time. They were close now, close enough to smell; he
turned around, supporting his weight now on one foot, grasping a
steel bar and hanging from it. He swung with the whole force of his
body, punching the claws of his free hand through the door of the
back train. Grunting, he tore it loose; the metal shrieked as he
did so, along with a great many of the passengers. The door hanging
from his claws, he peered into the car full of horrified
passengers.

“Run, damn you! Get into the next car, fast!” he shouted, and
they ran, getting bottlenecked in the far door that connected the
two cars. He turned his attention back to the upcoming Fallen, who
were close enough to touch now. Roaring without thinking, he hurled
the jagged chunk of steel that was the train’s door at the closest
one, striking him squarely where the neck meets the shoulder; there
was a great gout of blood and he dropped. That left two.

Joseph pulled himself into the now empty subway car, its lights
flickering on and off as it rolled along. He tore a steel pole from
the train ceiling, and waited for remaining two Fallen to
arrive.

 

18. Eaten

We’ve limped our way to the top of the rough-cut staircase by
the time anyone says anything.

“So… please don’t tell me we have to run the rails again to get
out?”

I shake my head. “No, only the entrance is protected, to get out
all you have to–” When I stop mid-sentence, Miriah looks
confused.

“All you have to… what? What? How does that make any sense?”

“Something’s coming…”

“Yeah, a train. I can hear it too.”

“No, something…”

I concentrate; there is a train, sure as shit, but
that’s not the problem. Because there’s something else
there too, something…

“Run!”

“Wha–?”

But I’ve already grabbed Miriah’s hand and started dragging her
towards the mouth of the tunnel, slowly growing brighter and
brighter with the approaching train. Outrunning a subway train is
one thing, jumping onto one is quite another, and
something we’re just about to do. It’s easy, for me. I don’t know
about Miriah, but there’s not a hell of a lot of choice. I can’t
exactly leave her down here, and while the way out is
easier than the way in, it’s not that easy.

The train is already speeding past as we approach, doors and
windows flashing faster than the human eye can follow.

Luckily, my eyes aren’t human.

With a harsh tug I pull Miriah towards me – this is so much
simpler when the kids don’t come along – swinging her up and over
my shoulder. She tries to protest, but my feet have left the ground
before she can get a word out, and a second later we’re crashing
through some very solid but suddenly very broken steel doors.

I protect Miriah as best I can from the impact, but when we hit
the ground – even my balance isn’t good enough to survive crashing
through steel doors – in a shower of bent metal and broken safety
glass, and there’s not much more I can do after that.

“Up, up. No time!”

My claws scrabble for purchase in the glass and shrapnel. I find
it, haul myself up and Miriah after me. I thank the luck of the
gods she’s not too badly hurt, but waste no time pulling her down
the length of the train.

People scream as we pass – half stumbling, all bleeding – try to
climb the walls to escape. No-one wants to be a hero, to save the
girl from the wicked monsters, even without my meddling.

And then we’re there, bursting through the very last connecting
door, just in time to see a blue-black shape blur past and smash
into the rear wall.

“Joseph!”

There are two other… things in the car. I guess they’re angels,
or demons or whatever the hell they’re calling them nowadays. They
smell a bit like Joseph, smoldering incense and blood-red sin. They
smell good, and I know the grin which twists my face is
not a nice one to behold.

Miriah has stumbled over to where Scissorhands is trying to pull
himself back up again. She gets one hand on his tattered back when
he looks up and cries.

“No! They’re after the god!”

Which of course immediately draws the angels’ attention to
me.

Good. I like a rapt audience.

Joseph is standing next to me before I know it, breathing
heavily and smelling of divine vitae. Miriah takes the other side,
un-holstering her guns.

“Stand back,” I growl. “They want me? Then let’s play.”

Put on some nice grindcore and pump it up to eleven, close your
eyes and picture a speeding subway car, rear door ripped out
showing the fast-moving tracks behind, and the lights, flickering
on-and-off in Hollywood rave glory. The fight is in slow-mo, but
only for some bits, while the camera spins to show the flawlessly
executed kung-fu.

You’ve seen the movies.

Except… it’s not quite like that. It’s much, much quicker.

I launch myself at the least injured angel, who’s not quite
prepared for such a viciously feral attack and falls over
backwards, sliding along the lino-smooth floor until his head is
all-but hanging out the hole in the back of the car. He has just a
second to look worried, just a second to try and stammer out a
deal, when my jagged teeth close on his neck.

It’s been a big day for yours truly, and I am very, very hungry.
The taste of angel – of raw divine power – is like opium to an
addict, sliding deep into the core of my being like bright vicious
tendrils. Raw, undiluted belief, and with it come the flashes.

(burning gold sun in endless desert… a black gash, a wound
in the earth… abyss… down down deeper and down in dark and dank
where nothing lives nothing breathes swirling black with the sin
and pain of a thousand generations… sin and pain and dark dark
black no sun no light no love only thoughts of… thoughts
of…)

The body disintegrates in my claws, a shower of pixie-dust
glitter and bright bright feathers. Nothing left, and I am Loki
Laufeyjarson but in that moment I am also Exael, grigori
and lost son of the highest planes, teacher of man in the ways of
metals and gems and perfumes, and I know… I know…

It fades quickly – I’m better at this than I was when I first
tried it on Baldr all those years ago – and soon I’m simply myself
again. Whatever that implies.

Bright white-gold angel-blood is slowly drying down my chin and
the fire in my eyes burns. I feel better than I have in
years.

I turn to the remaining angel in the train car – he stumbles
back, afraid – but I’m not going to kill him.

“Go to your master. Tell him to come, and I will hear him out.”
For I too have been to the dark place, felt the burn of sin on my
brow, eye-blind and held for eternity.

The angel nods, and with only a brief glance towards the train
car’s other occupants, makes himself scarce.

Covered in blood and wreathed in power I throw my head back, let
loose a primal roar and feel the flame burst out on my skin. But
these are to cleanse, not to burn.

When I turn back to Miriah and Joseph, I am Lain again in
everything but eyes.

They leap into outraged action. “What the hell–”

“Shut up.” I push past them, reaching the doors to the wracked
train car just as we pull into a station and they painfully grind
open. “Follow me. There are things you need to know.”

 

“I am jötun, and quick flick through a book will tell
you that much, but the word means so much more than you think.”

We’re back at the hotel. The trip back was uncomfortable to say
the least, any tentative trust from Miriah having long-since
evaporated. Joseph never liked me to start with.

“My people, the jötnar, in books we are usually
described as giants, and so the word is translated. Jötun,
giant… sounds similar. But the comparison is a lie; it’s from the
Greek. A race of non-human being who fight the Gods. In the end we
all wind up with the same name; giant. But it means nothing. In
other ages you have given us more descriptive names;
ettin, eoten… variations on a verb. ‘To
eat’.”

Miriah’s mind works fast. “You mean like… vampires?”

I give a bark of laughter. “Yes and no. Midgard had no vampires
as you know them – they’re a much later invention – but I suppose
the idea is… similar. My peoples’ magic is blood magic, soul magic;
we know how to rip the essence from mortals and make it our own.
Gently, by slowly devouring prayers and belief sent by shivering
devout, or rough and fast, like you saw. This is the power that was
taught to Odin. This is where the Æsir came from.

“Before I was a god I was the prince-priest of the
jötnar. The keeper of all knowledge of my peoples’ magics.
I’ve forgotten much, but some things are more instinct than
ritual.”

I’m standing, staring out the room’s small-grimy window as I
speak. Miriah and Joseph sit in various levels of discomfort behind
me, unmoving, watching and waiting to see what I’ll do next.

“Where I come from, there is no ‘good’ side and no ‘bad’ side.
Good and evil are excuses for men to hide the real reasons they
kill; jealousy, hate, survival, fear. I’m an old, old god, and our
role was not to judge morality. I kill because I want to, because
it’s easy or convenient or fun; and I will never, ever hide it
under any pretense that it is for a greater good.” I turn, my eyes
bore into the room’s other occupants. “Killing is killing. It is
the final violation, no matter who is dying. No-one
‘deserves it’, and you never do it because you have to.
It’s always a choice, it’s always something you do and
none other.”

I turn away and start pacing.

“You have to understand,” I say. “I’m here, and I’ll help.
Partly because I have to, partly because you just amuse me, or if
you’re lucky because I like you. But that is all. No greater good,
no higher power. I am the greater good, I am the
higher power.

“The creatures on the train–”

“Fallen,” Miriah cuts in quietly.

“Right, the Fallen”– I make sure to pronounce the capital –”on
the train are looking for me to help their leader; Azaza’el. When I
ate Exael I gained some of his knowledge as well as his power.
Azaza’el is trapped underground, held and tortured for eons. He
wants me because I’ve broken free of just such punishment.”

“And, what, you feel sorry for him?” Miriah sounds
quite taken aback; surprise that isn’t too far from becoming anger.
This is apparently not what she expected of me.

I sneer. “One often does not wish to inflict one’s own tortures
on others. Try it sometime.”

“But you can’t! He’s…”

“What? Evil? The enemy? The ‘big bad’? Well, I’ve got news for
you kid; so’m I. Don’t you get it? I am Azaza’el. Just as
I am every bound god before and since. Bound because we dared
disobey.”

I turn back to her. “I’m going to meet with Azaza’el
and I’m going to make my own mind up about what he wants.
Help me or try and stop me; it’s your decision.”

Miriah holds my gaze. Joseph is silent.

And I wait for the universe to drop.

 

19. All Laid Out

“If I thought it was within my power to stop you, old one, I
would have attempted to do so five times over in the space of this
very conversation,” Joseph rasped; he didn’t even attempt to hide
the growing dread he felt. Miriah at this point was livid.

“You don’t get it! Yeah, okay, you’re Azaza’el and
every other bound yadda yadda yadda. You’ll do this, you demand
that, you do what suits you and god damn it you just don’t
understand. This is not your world, and you are planning on
something that will fuck it over completely! You stand there and
accuse me of doing what I do because I’m ‘good’ and they’re ‘evil,’
and that’s wrong because you’re what we would call ‘evil,’” Miriah
was shouting at this point; Joseph and Loki both looked a little
taken aback at the ferocity in her voice and the outright panic in
her expression. “Yeah, okay, you’ve got the bad boy thing going on.
But that’s not enough for this girl. Especially since you’ve got
the hugest fucking ego I’ve ever had to deal
with; and I grew up in high society! You’re the greater good? The
higher power? Maybe on your side of the coin, Loki,” the final word
was punctuated by a rather unpleasant tone, “but here? Here you
should maybe really consider playing by our rules.”

Loki looked as close to furious at this point as Miriah had
seen; she could feel the divine presence ebbing off of him and knew
he was, for the sake of this discourse, toning it down as best he
could. Somehow, though, it didn’t lock her up like it had before;
the chips were quite possibly about to come screaming down, which
meant she had to stand up. It was too important a time to be
frightened.

“You say we stop them because they’re ‘evil’. In Joseph’s case,
sure, that may be true. But you have ignored the circumstances of
this decision! The Fallen were cast out of their plane long before
Joseph was a tingle in his father’s balls! They went unchecked;
they weren’t bothering anyone besides the people who had cast them
out.”

“Then what, pray tell, gives you the authority to end them?”
Loki sneered as he asked.

“Survival, as you said earlier,” Joseph cut in. “They had begun
to turn on the peoples of this plane not long after they were
expelled. Azaza’el, it would seem, doesn’t have your constitution
for punishment, and has for the last millennium been quite mad. And
his Grigori are still loyal to him; many of them are just as mad,
others simply have gained a taste for cruelty, for revenge. Some
try to use this world to gain revenge; some ransom its peoples for
their return to the higher worlds; but such requests have never
been entertained. There is, quite simply, a reason Lucifer and
Azaza’el were never readmitted. This was the decree of the powers –
our powers – and it must be upheld.”

“And it never occurred to you that it may have been just a
tad overkill?” Loki, again, looked less than impressed.

“Whether the decision was just or not is not for me to decide.
What I do know is this; when Azaza’el was cast out, he took on a
new purpose. One similar to your own; to mark the very end of
existence with his release. Azaza’el is to us what you were to
Midgard. This connection I can see quite clearly. What you seem to
be missing is this, knowledge-keeper,” Joseph spat, “while
you marked the end and a new beginning, he only marks our end. Do
you understand? Game Over, as my young friend here would say. The
Grigori, in their attempt to hasten the release of Azaza’el will
leave this world in ruin. It will be unmade – it and everything on
it will burn to ash - and he will not plan on rebuilding.

“That is why I fight. That is why I kill. And that is why I must
insist – implore – that you not assist them on some foolish whim!”
Joseph was now standing at his full height; still not as tall as
the jötun, but for the strength of will he displayed it
was of little consequence. The pair stared uneasily at each other,
a tableaux of the eve of some terrible fight. Miriah interrupted
with a voice so quiet she may as well have been a mouse; if her
earlier fury was still in her, she hid it unnervingly well.

“But that’s Joseph’s fight. Would you like to know, Loki, why I
do what I do?” she said, thumbing through her wallet. She didn’t
look at him as she asked, and she really didn’t care what his
answer might have been. Gently she slid a worn photo from its
sleeve; it was old, but cared for extremely well. It was small, no
more than three by two inches, and she held it toward Loki. Her
face was expressionless, and her eyes were fixed on the god. He
took it gently and looked.

In the photo was a much younger Miriah; years younger. She was
18 here. With her was a not unhandsome boy who also looked her age,
and another girl; Chinese like Miriah, smiling brightly. She was
quite pretty, with neatly styled black hair and eyes that were
striking. The trio was huddled close together on a hillside in what
looked like spring. They all wore smiles; Miriah and the girl had
their arms around each other in an embrace that was easily
recognizable as that of very good friends. Loki looked away from
it, back to Miriah. Her eyes were wet.

“The boy is Guy. I’ve known him for years now and I love him
with all my heart. The girl,” she cleared her throat and continued,
“the girl is Ziyi Lien. I knew her since I was seven years old.
She’s one of the few who knew me as Xiong Yi Lian; a name I use
very little today. She had it in her head that she wanted to be a
model… there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that she could do it, too,”
Miriah took the photo back from Loki and put it back in its place;
she had to do something to keep from following nostalgia lane to
its end. She wiped her eyes and continued. “When we were eighteen,
she had managed to be just that; a model. Things were looking up
for her. At this point I had enough money to live comfortably, and
we shared a hotel suite. A fancy one, over Midland Greens… that
lasted less than a year.

“I know you’ve seen what happened to me in 2007. But what you
probably might not have realized you were seeing was the death of
the person in the world I was closest to. One night, on her way
home from a shoot…” she put the back of her hand to her face, just
beneath her nose, and stared at a corner of the room, “I don’t know
if he’d been following her for a while, or if he was just out for
Chinese food,” the joke’s darkness was not lost on either listener,
“but… she was killed. Violated, by one of those
godforsaken things. A vampire. I don’t know if he made her suffer,
or if he fed and went on, dropping her like I would a can of soda…
but I know that I tracked it. I followed the investigation of the
UPD, and I found that thing and I made it pay. He burned up in the
dawn and I watched. Not long after, I had these,” she held up her
pistols, “made special, and then I went out the next night and did
it again. And then again. And again, right down to watching you
slaughter those things in the alley. With each one I dust, a part
of me thinks that I make him pay.”

Loki watched her as she spoke; with the exception of her lips,
she had been totally still. Now, though, she turned her head to
him. The old anger glowed like embers, but now there was more to
it; a sort of intense purpose.

“It was a selfish, stupid way to start, and it got me into
trouble. Maybe it made me more a monster than them! But after time
I learned; I learned that the things in the dark really can hurt
us, and want to. Over time I learned that it was all so, so much
bigger than people going missing in the dark. I learned that some
things were here to help, and some humans were very much not. And
the longer I went on, the more and more I became dedicated to
protecting us. All of us. Every Guy, Lien, and Miriah out there,
from things that having been coming after us from the pages of
storybooks and myth for eons. Because, y’know, it wasn’t bad enough
we had ourselves to deal with.

The demons I’ve faced… they came for me, to end me, out of fear,
or anger, or because circumstance would have me face them. The
Fallen, because I crossed paths with this one,” she said,
indicating Joseph, “They all regard me as something which should be
dealt with, and so I respond in kind. But I do not kill anything
that would not endanger the life of my kind or the world we live
in. I have demon allies, demon friends. They are truer than most
humans I’ve met. This is not my destiny; it is a purpose I have
come to share with other, more powerful people than I. One of whom,
I believe, I must summon into this matter. ’Cause if you wanna
speak to Azaza’el, then I have two things I have to do. And only
she will be with me for these things. Get ready however you have
to, then, and I will do the same,” she said, rising to her feet.
From her bag she once again withdrew her cell phone, and walked to
the door of the adjoining room. She opened the door and looked once
more at Loki. “But please, don’t ever accuse me of doing this
lightly, like it’s a matter of black and white. That’s only the
surface. Remember that everyone has circumstances. To ignore that
is foolishness. I know you just want to get home; but please don’t
help them leave ours in flames. I know how fond of them you
are.

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to call someone.”

“The woman in white,” Loki said, and Miriah was surprised to
hear him use the old title with such familiarity.

“The woman in white,” Miriah repeated quietly, and she closed
the door behind her.

 

20. Unjustified Justification

In Midgard, no matter which one it is, I am always a monster. I
dress in Armani and drive a Jaguar, but underneath, behind the
glass and steel and good intentions, I am still a monster. And,
when it comes down to it, I don’t care. Humans are cattle,
food, believers. They give me the strength to live on, and the
power to do what I do, and I’ll tend to them like the proverbial
Good Cowboy, but when it comes down to it… I don’t really care.

Sigmund, Dee, Wayne… even Esia and Elijah; were I to unmake
Midgard again tomorrow they would survive on. The spark of divinity
each holds is enough to admit them to Ásgard, to turn the Golden
Fruit ripe and succulent instead of cold hard metal. I suppose I’m
insular like that, Esia is perhaps the closest thing I have to a
human friend, and even she carries her
great-great-great-grandfather’s spark within her still.

The end of the world holds no fear for me, not there and not
here, where my own power would not be nearly sufficient to remake
it. Because the end only means change, something that terrifies
humans as much as it excites me. Do I want to see this world burn?
Maybe, maybe not. But I am not afraid of it should it happen.

And Miriah, Miriah who fights for vengeance and believes all
that TV garbage about it making her less than human, more
monstrous. Is it more human to want revenge for the death of a
loved one or to watch the death of no less than four of
your own children and shrug it off as necessary? To kill for no
purpose other than pleasure or to prove a point. Next to that,
revenge looks like sainthood.

I tried revenge once and was punished for an eon. Now all I feel
is… Now all I feel is that I don’t think about it very much. My
brother was the introspective one. Thinking too hard only drives me
to madness; I know, I had a thousand years to do it.

And, really, is that what it comes down to? Do I think I can
save Azaza’el? From his punishment, certainly, but… from
himself? That’s not me talking. That’s…

Joseph is still here, staring at me with unmasked contempt. So
be it; I don’t care what he thinks either. Do I? Would I,
were he someone different? What would Sigmund think or, worst of
all, Dee? Would Ed come along for the ride or throw me down for
taking it – he was always unpredictable. Miriah reminds me of Esia
in a way, does that make a difference?

She accused me of having an ego, but I think what she doesn’t
realize is that ego is all I am, by very definition. And
why not; incalculable wealth and power, lord of two realms and god
of a third. This is not an atmosphere that breeds humility, and I
have always cleaned up my own mess. Well, mostly always.

Joseph says he sees my connection to Azaza’el, but I don’t think
he does. Not really. We are both avatars of the Bound God, whose
release brings destruction, but even in Christian mythos the end
still brings a new and better beginning. Azaza’el and I are avatars
of change, and Joseph, bound to the old order – no matter how much
of an outsider he sees himself as – will never accept
that. Destruction does not always mean the whole world will be shot
down in flames, either. Sometimes it’s as simple as just getting a
shiny new hammer.

“Maybe you haven’t realized,” I find myself saying out loud. “I
destroy things. Beyond merely what I do, it’s what I
am. But I wouldn’t worry,” I look straight into
burnt-black eyes and grin. “It always turns out alright. In the
end.”

And it does. And I am not afraid.

I’m ready to do what I was bought here to do… whatever that may
be.

 

21. Half Baked

Miriah collapsed in a heap on the bed, her teeth clenched
against the frustration summoned by the memory of Lien’s death, of
Guy back in Underwood, of the thought of everything she fought hard
to protect blinking out – and her doing little more than speaking
against it . The cell phone pressed to her ear droned as the dialed
number made its connection; eventually, there was the anticipated
click of someone answering.

“Hello, Cassandra Templeman speaking,” the woman on the line
answered. Her voice had a pronounced upper-class English accent, a
smooth sound from years of living in the best parts of that
country. Miriah’s voice, in comparison, was raspy and choked when
she answered.

“Cassie? Cassie, it’s…”

“Miriah! My god, are you okay? What’s wrong? You sound terrible
love,” Cassandra’s voice was sharp with concern.

“It’s… it’s a long story, Cassie. I need your help, real bad.
I’m in a mess of trouble.”

“Of course. Shall I bring Guy?”

“No, no please. I want to spare him the trouble. He’ll be okay.
Tara’s been out of the picture since Los Angeles, so… yeah. You
know all that.”

“Where are you?”

“Pandemonium City.”

“I’ll be there in a few hours. Meet me at the airport,
okay?”

“I will… thank you, Cassie,” Miriah said. She was relieved that
someone was coming to help her; one more for the team.

“Chin up, dear. You’ll make it,” said Cassandra, and that was
it. Miriah clicked the phone to its closed position and dropped it
to the bed. She stood, despite the fact that all she felt like
doing was sleeping, and checked her guns. She loaded each bullet
separately, with the explosive shells she kept for real danger. As
she performed this task, this pseudo-ritual, she prayed. Not to any
particular deity – especially not the one standing in the sitting
room – but to herself, and her loved ones; both those who had
passed and those who were still by her side. She snapped the
chambers of the revolvers shut with a flick of her wrists, and dual
wielded the pistols. She felt the weight of them, spun them in her
hands and on her fingers – gunplay usually reserved for actors and
cowboys.

You’re in it now, gunslinger. They always told you never
play with dead things, to leave those who had passed and honor them
at the right times. But you went chasing them down alleyways and
dark streets, and now it’s coming back for you. Loki is your cross
to bear, Miriah, and he could be worse than anything Tara put you
through, or Cain, or your father, or even yourself. You may as well
be in bed with the Fallen and be unlocking the chains of Azaza’el
with your own hands as let him get close to his counterpart in this
place. His world is not yours and yours is not his; and soon, yours
may not even be yours anymore. It could be something new. Something
you’re not a part of anymore. The world could move on, as an author
you know has said, and leave you behind. The new order may not
decide to replace “Miriah” Xiong Yi Lian, not after all she’s done
for this world. It could be one of Hunters and Demons and Old Ones,
but not rich Chinese girls whose daddies hate them and whose best
friends get taken by the night. Or it could all just burn away with
everyone in it, without a chance.

Miriah spun the pistols one last time and jammed them into their
holsters on her belt. The phone chirped loudly, and Miriah snatched
it up.

“Hello?” she said. The number displayed as it rang had been
Eliza’s.

“Miriah? You may want to sit down.”

 

Joseph rolled Loki’s last statement around his mind and found
that he wasn’t quite sure if he liked or disliked it. It unsettled
him, the idea that Loki was ready to end this world if he felt it
was necessary, but the idea that it wouldn’t be out of malice…
that’s what tripped him up. Of course, he was still the proverbial
hot potato that Joseph would like nothing better than to be rid of.
He had been fighting for more than one thousand years to stop the
exact thing that he may be leading this god to do, and it turned
his stomach.

He’d decided. No, he did not like the statement one bit. At
least it was an explanation without the usual grandeur, though, and
that was something.

He didn’t have a chance to think on it much longer, though,
because it was around this time that Miriah spilled back into the
room, looking quite concerned.

“Half finished! We left it half-finished, God damn it!” she
yelled, looking at Loki. He quirked a brow.

“Excuse me?”

“Those goddamn things in the subway tunnel! They’re called
Cirraks, spidery sort of thing. They…” Miriah put a hand to her
forehead, laughing the laugh someone who’s about to snap uses,
“They were just little ones. We missed one. The big one. The…” she
laughed again, “The queen, of course. It was a hive.”

“So? I don’t see how it matters,” Loki said, crossing his arms.
They were quickly uncrossed, however, when they building began to
tremble. He steadied himself on his feet; Miriah and Joseph both
braced against a wall. It was a small tremor, but enough to get
noticed.

“That’s how it matters! Eliza just called and gave me the
four-one-one on it; apparently, it can get downright ornery when
people like us come knocking…” Miriah said, “I can’t deal with this
thing, even with the guns. You said you’re here to help, Loki? Then
help. It’s time to clean up our mess.” She paused, then looked at
Joseph. “Joseph, go with him. God or not, he’ll need help. The
memory of his guts hanging out of his stomach is enough to tell me
that.”

Joseph and Loki looked uneasily at each other, and back to
Miriah.

“Go! Before it shakes the fucking city down trying to
find us!” she said, waving them towards the window, “I’ll be fine!
There’s something else I have to do.”

 

22. Shadows Move

“Well, bollocks.”

Joseph kind of quirks an obnoxiously blue eyebrow and looks at
me sideways. “You could say that.”

There’s a crack right down Irvine Drive, one of the central
feeder streets in these parts. It’s not a big crack, as far as
cracks go, but it’s long, and it’s a good thing it’s getting so
damn early in the morning, or more cars might’ve found themselves
half wedged into the thing.

I hate bystanders.

I walk casually up to the first; there’s a young couple trapped
inside, the car door is just warped enough that it won’t open. I
gesture for them to move back and simply rip it off it’s hinges.
Not particularly subtle, but effective enough. The woman all-but
screams.

“Shut up and get out,” I snap. “Before another tremor hits and
you fall straight in.” I yank the man right out, depositing him
none-too-gently on the ground. His woman follows shortly after.

“Now scram,” I say. One look between myself and Joseph and they
don’t need to be told twice.

Speaking of whom. “Not a good time to be Edward Scissorhands, is
it kid?”

Joseph glares, and looks about to reply when another tremor hits
and suddenly I’m no longer standing on car but on nothing at all.
Instinctively I open out wings, but they don’t do much except get
painfully bashed on the sides of the crevasse as I drop like a
seven foot un-aerodynamic stone.

I stop my plummet – the wings are, truthfully, only for show –
at about the same time as sharp pain travels up my arm. I look up,
Joseph has made a dive for me and managed to catch my arm just
before it vanished. Unfortunately, as far as Joseph is concerned,
‘catching’ means pinning me to the rocks with his claws like a
butterfly right between the bones of my forearm.

“That,” I say. “Really hurts.” I swing myself out of the pit
without too much trouble, and we stand on the edge, peering into
the depths for a while.

“Can you see anything down there?”

“No.”

“Me either. Did you know I have perfect vision in every single
light spectrum? And some that aren’t?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“Is it just me or does the pit look like it’s getting…
shallower?”

We double take at each other, jumping backwards just a second
before something black gushes upwards from the pit like an
oil strike. And, like an oil strike, it comes down again.

“What the hell is that?” There’s no option to dodge, so I put a
wing up to shield myself. When the black rain hits it evaporates
instantly into smoke, as if it never existed. I look at Joseph,
into Sandman-black eye sockets.

“Darkness,” he replies.

“Is it dangerous?”

He scowls, considering the question. “Depends on how much you
get on you, I suppose. Don’t often see it like this. What do you
think?”

Whatever I actually think is cut short as a dreadful screech,
and a giant waxy suckered leg, appear through the abyss. The crack
isn’t wide enough for more to emerge, which both is and is not a
good thing.

The darkness has stopped gushing and is now simply kind of
oozing from the hole. Deciding that it can’t be that
dangerous, I pull my blade from the nullspace and launch myself at
the only enemy.

“What did your mamma tell you about playing in the
road!” I punctuate my cliché by driving the dagger deep
into the grasping foot. There is a strange fizzing noise, and a
half second of realization, before I pull the blade back; it’s been
totally extinguished. Suddenly all I’m holding is a hilt dripping
black shadow muck. I have just enough time to swear, when the foot
connects with my solar plexus and sends me flying backwards,
straight past Joseph who is making his own lunge for the thing.

I skid backwards in a puddle of liquid darkness, it doesn’t make
me wet so much as cold and with a chilling shudder I
realize that maybe going for a swim in a pool of darkness isn’t so
good for a god primarily made up from sun and fire.

Darkness was there first, and it will be there last.

I scramble to my feet, and launch myself into the air, shake
down like a dog, and dive back towards where Joseph is madly – and
somewhat comically – stomping on the giant foot every time it tries
to get a grip over the edge of the street. He’s ankle-deep in
darkness, unconcerned. Lucky bastard.

Another foot has gotten it’s first few suckers over the lip now,
and the whole street groans as the thing beneath pushes
outwards.

“Oh no you don’t!” I say, diving towards the second foot.
Something tells me keeping this thing wedged in is probably the
best way to beat it. This time I go in the old fashioned way, teeth
and claws, grab the whole foot like a cat and kick and bite at it.
There’s a dreadful gurgling screech and I go rolling backwards
again, arms wrapped around one suckered toe.

“Urgh!” I wrench the thing off my chest and throw it to the
side, ready to launch myself in for another if I have to.

I catch Joseph’s eye once more. His brow is creased, and it
takes me a moment to figure out what he’s worried about. Ripping
off toes is all well and good, but it never killed anything. We
need something more permanent, unfortunately that something is
buried blind under gallons of thick wet sloshy darkness.

Damnit.

“Keep it underground,” I yell to Joseph. “I’m going in!” And
before he can protest – if, indeed, he wanted to – I’ve executed a
perfect running dive into the abyss.

 

I have never been this cold. Cut off from sun and fire and the
earth itself I find myself floating in a disorientating pool of
entropy. No sight, no smell, no sound, no current. Total
depravation. I’m not even sure if I’m still falling, or if the
blackness has suspended me, water like, within it. Maybe this is
what it’s like when gods die; really die, not going to
Niflhel die. When no-one believes anymore, and you become nothing
but old memories, no form, no influence.

… I was doing something. I think… Once.

Here in the void all I have are memories. My memory is patchy at
the best of times, but I suppose now I will finally have the time
to sift through it all. Sift through and…

(… stars…)

Something hits me in the chest like a bucket of ice water.

Not dead. Right.

I grip onto it, the one sensory input in this whole place. It
feels not unlike a giant toe. A giant suckered toe, attached to a
giant suckered foot. And now I remember.

Claws in, I drag my way up the length of the foot and up a long
ropey leg. I reach one knee, then another, the leg thickening the
whole way. Movement is slow, the blackness seems to pull hard
against my body, insinuating itself into joins to convince them to
stop moving. To be still. Stillness is easy. Stillness is…

Entropy. I’m floating in a pool of pure entropy, and I’ve seen
this before. A long, long time ago, back when I was someone else. A
thick black lake with one tiny dot of starlight at its center. I’m
in Niflheim, young – younger than I ever remember being – and there
are robed figures around me. This is some kind of test. Mastery
over void. I have to swim out and pull the star from the lake; it’s
supposed to be impossible. No-one has ever done it, and if I can,
it means…

My memory-self grins my familiar half-grin, reaches out…

… and pulls back a handful of starlight.

 

Joseph finds me unconscious at the bottom of the abyss sometime
later. He rolls me over, and lets out an unconscious gasp as for a
brief second glossy black eyes like his own stare back at him,
before the entropy recedes back into my skull, X-Files
style.

Later he tells me that I was gone five minutes, maybe ten. More
and more of the creature had slowly pushed itself from the abyss,
he had fought it well and viciously, but that it was tricky and
quick in the darkness that had started to evaporate into the air
like smoke.

Until the darkness itself had simply vanished, and he’d landed
the killing blow.

We climb out of the hole slowly and somewhat painfully. My hair
has gone ash-white like a burnt down fire, and I am stone-cold for
the first

(not first…)

time in my life. I can feel the warmth building up again with
every step, but it will take a few hours before I’m back to normal,
I think.

For a while Joseph and I stare down at the fast-rotting carcass
of the dead thing. It really was huge – perhaps the size of a small
house – but most of it is wedged firmly inside the gap. Scattered
toes and feet lie around the edges, souvenirs of Joseph’s wicked
work. Suddenly I really wish I had a smoke.

“Well, that was fun,” Joseph says dryly.

I stand there in silence and think of purple hair and the deep
dark abyss.

 

23. Arrival

The airport televisions that hung beside a board with arrival
and departure times broadcast the latest in local news; the reports
were mostly concerned with the unusual tremors that had struck the
city that morning. Most people ignored them, but Miriah watched
intently for some clue that Joseph and Loki had been successful in
their task. She was pretty sure that any police investigations
would pull up a lot of stuff they couldn’t exactly broadcast to the
public. Even the events on the subway train had been glossed over
quickly, chalked up to an attempted hijacking and bombing; people
were warned to look for a taller, muscular man with blue hair and
black contacts. They had omitted the large claws and tattered
wings, of course, and there was no mention of a cute Chinese
accomplice or a large unruly angel-eater, either, so it was no skin
off her nose.

She flopped down in the seats with the people waiting for their
loved ones to arrive, and stared up at the arrivals/departures
board and saw that there were only two flights coming in from New
York that day; the earlier one, which Cassandra had been on just as
she promised, had been delayed but should be arriving shortly. Of
course, this left a still unnerved and increasingly bored Miriah to
do naught but wait for the jet to reach its destination here in
Pandemonium. And she hated it.

Reaching in her bag, she felt around for her DS handheld between
the empty casings, speed loaders, and various scraps and items that
always found their way into her purses. She pulled it out, flicked
it on, and began working her way through a Dragon Quest
title. She could have sworn that she’d been playing only a little
when she noticed the growing noise of people getting off of a
plane; she shot a glance up at the clock and saw that almost two
hours had gone by.

She threw the device back into her bag and stood just as
Cassandra walked out of the gate. She was dressed in white, as was
her usual custom; a ribbed, zippered high-necked sweater and white
leather trousers covered an athletic form that had, when they first
met, somewhat intimidated her. White, heeled boots clicked with
authority as she made her way towards Miriah, a single carry-on bag
hanging from a strap over her shoulder. Her long hair hung straight
and shimmered, its black colour a stark contrast to her white
clothing; she’d let it grow out since Miriah first found her two
years prior. They exchanged short bows, then embraced. She was
taller than Miriah by a few inches, and eight years older. Miriah
buried her face in Cassandra’s shoulder.

“Ni hao, Miriah,” she spoke softly.

“Ni hao, Cassie. Xie xie.”

 

Miriah had explained the situation to Cassandra in the taxi on
their way over to her hotel room, and she had listened with an
increasingly grim look on her face. While Miriah had only in the
last few years picked up the mantle of a monster hunter, Cassandra
Templeman had been raised for it. It was, more or less, in her
blood. And she had studied enough about the Fallen to feel the same
concern that Miriah and Joseph felt, so as Miriah’s story continued
she completely understood why she had been asked to help.

However, she was still taken aback – if only for a moment – when
Miriah had opened the door and she got her first look at a God she
had only ever read of in books. She quickly recomposed herself,
dropping her bag onto the kitchen counter, leaning against it, and
crossing her arms.

“Loki Laufeyjarson, I assume,” she said, looking at him.

“The Snow Bitch,” he said, standing. Cassandra had seen taller
creatures in her time, but not many.

“You can address me as Miss Templeman, please and thank you,”
she replied. His eyes narrowed a little at this. He sniffed lightly
and looked between the two women.

“You smell similar,” he said.

“It must be our perfume,” she retorted dryly, and Miriah looked
towards Joseph uneasily.

“So! I trust you didn’t have too much trouble with the Cirrak,
then?” Miriah said, changing the subject. Loki and Cassandra were
still staring each other down, though Loki did answer.

“It took some doing but we set it right’,” he said, turning to
her. “And now it’s R&R time.”

Miriah looked and saw that, somehow, the God was lesser
than he had been when she left them. Paler, almost. Most of his
colour was still there, however he had an almost faded look to him,
like a shirt that’s been through the wash too many times over.

“You look like shit,” she observed, genuinely surprised. Loki
huffed skeptically.

“Our friend here, it would seem, has a genuine reason to be
afraid of the dark,” Joseph said from the sitting room, sounding
unusually candid.

“If you need more time to recover your strength, old one, you
may take it. If we are truly about to go to Azaza’el, as you
intend, Miriah should come with me and prepare herself. Joseph has
more experience with Azaza’el and the Fallen than any of us, so he
can stay here… in case you should need someone to watch over you
while you rest,” Cassandra said, and Loki glared at her once again.
She turned to Miriah next, arms folded over her chest.

“Come on, let’s go. If we’re to meet this Azaza’el, I do not
think I’d like to do it without having a drink in me first,” she
said quietly. Across from them, Joseph stood and stretched.

“Loki, I’d actually like you to come with me,” he said, Loki
turned and looked, curious.

“What for? And where?”

“I think maybe it’s time we went to Church.”

 

24. The Death Card

Churches don’t bother me, but they don’t send me into spasms of
goodwill, either. A church is a holy site but in truth, to someone
like me, it’s no more or less holy than any of the thousand and one
other temples people find and use. Everything from backwater glades
to casinos to weird rock formations to movies theatres and clubs –
where, as far as spiritual R&R goes, I’d much rather be – have
just as much potential, and often more, to resonate belief as an
honest-to-God church. I like theatres, clubs and comic book stores
best myself; shrines to the modern gods of the media. Christian
churches don’t have much for me, the greatest religion in the
Western world and it excommunicated its only culture hero to the
position of the root of all evil. Bah. Christ doesn’t even laugh,
did you know that? Only cries. There’s no place for humor or
subversion or deceit with the Children of the Book, which leaves me
dead and cold and bored out of my skull.

I voice as much to Joseph as we walk through the slowly-waking
city. He says very little in reply.

“They turned me into Lucifer, did you know that?”

Apparently he didn’t, because he looks up. “What?”

“Yeah, when the Christians swept out Midgard – it was much
smaller in those days, mind, nowadays everywhere is
Midgard – they wrote down the old tales and in doing so they
changed us. They reshuffled the Æsir until we were
thirteen, same as the Disciples, and put Baldr in the role of
Christ. I figured out how to kill the bastard, so that made me
Judas. But I’m also Satan – though Lucifer sounds much more classy,
don’t you think? – because I lie and cheat and steal and kill. So
does my brother, mind you, but he was the boss and so was cast in
the mould of Zeus or even the Almighty. This was back in the
eleventh century, they really got us mixed up, you know. Because
changing the tales of a god changes the god himself, and most of us
forgot or at least got confused about who we were supposed to be.
The real kicker is this is one of the meanings behind the tale of
my binding under the earth. It was symbolic of the lockdown on the
old, wild ways. Christianity has no room for people like me. Ever
wondered why Lokasenna is the last epic poem? Before
Ragnarökk, that is? What’s so special about me that, when I get
thrown out of the picture, there’s nothing left but to sit around
and wait for the end times?”

I pause for a moment, thinking. Because this is where what was
recorded and what wasn’t differs somewhat. It’s not
entirely honest to say that the gods are only what people
believe them to be. We have our own lives, too. When the sun goes
down at the end of the day, there’s still a million chores to be
done – even somewhere like Ásgard – and we all still had lives
outside the eddas. It’s all a bit chicken and egg, really. What
came first? Gods, or belief in gods?

Some of the best stuff we kept solely for ourselves. Unchanged
but barely remembered, because the memories of gods are notoriously
fickle.

Apparently, Joseph has been thinking, too. “Then, for you,
Ragnarök wasn’t the end of the gods, but the rebirth of
the old ways.” Apparently he’s not just the muscle around here.

“More or less, and it’s no coincidence it happened when it did.
The whole house of cards had been waiting to come down for a long,
long time. Partly it was political; church attendance had been
dropping ever since the government took over the provision of
social welfare services. Where once the peasants used to have to
pretend to believe in God to get a hot meal during the lean times,
now all they had to do was believe in the State. And what is the
State but the first of the New Gods? Then you had the whole
spiritualist revival of the late nineteenth, early twentieth
century… plus immigration, telecommunication… people started to
learn there were alternatives. All it needed was some
violence, to stir everything up, and we got that with the Wars. No
wonder the Æsir thought the end was nigh; so did a lot of other
people. And then the world did end, and no-one noticed.
Life went on, but nothing was ever the same again. It was a
metaphor, like everything else.”

“This is why you don’t fear Azaza’el?”

I think for a bit. “No, it’s why I don’t fear apocalypses. I
don’t fear Azaza’el because he’s bound to a rock at the bottom of a
desert and can’t do squat.”

Joseph frowns a little at that. Maybe I should, too. I’m so good
at lying sometimes I can even fool myself. Almost. Because, when
all is said and done, this still isn’t my universe. Oh, I know the
apocalypse there will, nine times out of ten, not actually end the
physical world itself. But here? Things work differently here, I
know. They’re much more Biblical, for starters, something for which
metaphor fell out of fashion a thousand years ago.

In the end, I sigh. “I don’t want to end your world, Joseph. Not
in the way you think of it, anyhow. But all things change in time.
Like Death, from the Tarot deck, you know. Things move on.”

“Trust me, I’ve been around long enough to see that fact in
action,” says Joseph. “The trouble is, into what does it change?” I
don’t have time to say that it doesn’t matter, not really, because
Joseph interjects. “We’re here.”

 

25. Palaver

“You know, I’ve spent time with Lucifer,” Joseph said as they
stood before the large wooden doors of the Church. He grasped the
handles in his claws and had stopped just short of opening the
doors when he said this.

“Did you, now,” Loki said, smirking. “And?”

“First time I met him, he was so human it terrified me. Like one
of them, taken to an extreme. When I think back on our
conversations – because we have had several in my time here on the
Earth – it’s no wonder he holds so much sway over these
people.”

“Come on, you know that deep down everyone loves the antihero.
Who’s more popular; Cyclops or Wolverine?”

“While I don’t consider Lucifer anywhere near the definition of
anything with ‘hero’ in it, I do know that. I just like to make
sure they don’t think that’s their only option, though,” Joseph
said, then paused and held up his own hands, “I was always partial
to Wolverine, myself,” he said, and Loki smirked.

“Told you so.”

Joseph swung the doors open at this point, and stepped into the
mostly empty church. The rows of pews were a familiar sight to
Joseph, and he breathed deeply once inside. A fountain of holy
water was near the door; Joseph dipped a claw in, kneeled, and made
the sign of the cross over his chest. Once he was back on his feet,
he moved towards a row of candles and began to light some of them.
Loki had been on the verge of saying something about this; Joseph
shot him a glance that made it very clear that this was a very dear
ritual and its interruption would be more than an annoyance; it
would be an insult Joseph would not soon forgive. The gestures were
uniquely human; to the powers, these were merely actions which
signified nothing. There was no greater meaning to them. It was
merely what the humans did, and a habit Joseph had picked up over
the years. One habit of many. Once the candles were lit, he turned
back towards Loki.

“For those who are fallen,” he said quietly, and moved up the
aisle between pews. Loki followed. “The world may move on, but
there are still those of us who would remember those whose tales
have ended.”

“You really don’t like what you do, do you?” Loki asked. Joseph
didn’t answer. “Feh. You should just give them your two weeks
notice and be done with it.”

Ahead of them, in one of the front pews, a nun sat praying
quietly. Joseph moved towards her, and Loki who had only just
seriously taken into account Joseph’s lack of any disguise, grinned
dryly.

“Oh yeah, let’s give the good sister a heart attack,” he
drawled. “Man, if I had known this was what you did for fun, I’d
have brought a camcorder.”

“Sorry to disappoint, but it’s not like that Loki. Relax,”
Joseph said coolly. He continued his walk up the aisle, and soon he
was at the woman’s side. Loki followed, if only out of sheer desire
to see what happened next.

“Dear Sister, I beg your pardon,” Joseph said, and Loki
realized that he was speaking Latin. Latin, for god’s
sake. What surprised him more, though, was that the nun, presented
with the sight before her, looked more surprised at the sight of
him – even as Lain – than the sight of Joseph.

“You would bring a being like this in to God’s house?” she said,
and Joseph looked like she may as well have just rapped him over
the knuckles with a ruler.

“Dear Sister, these houses are open to all, are they not? We’ll
not trouble you long. We just need to hold palaver in your
wonderful Church, but the matters discussed must be discussed in
secret,” he said, bowing politely as he made his request. She
sighed and nodded, standing.

“Hold your conference, but then I must ask you to escort your
friend from this place,” she said, and went to the back rooms. A
heavy lock fell into place; Joseph moved to the main doors and slid
their bolts across. They were tucked in tight now. Loki flopped
down on a pew, reclining.

“Well, she was rude,” he said, pouting. Joseph stood facing the
pulpit.

“She only knows what she believes; and while that is no excuse,
no, it’s at least an explanation. However, much of what they
believe is simply wrong… but telling them otherwise is a great way
to destroy any trust they have in you. And these buildings are
excellent meeting places.”

“Don’t go overboard apologizing for her, there. Wouldn’t want
you to sprain something.”

“The bitch about free will is that they use it as they see fit,”
Joseph said, and Loki snorted skeptically. “Now sit up. We have
company,” Joseph said, looking to the rafters. Loki didn’t need to
look; he’d felt them since they found their way in.

“Hope they’re in a friendly mood.”

 

Miriah sat on a stool that was more comfortable than it looked,
and couldn’t see much more than what was right in front of her. A
spotlight shone into her eyes. She could hear well enough, of
course, and the crowd in the club wasn’t too shabby. She knew that
Cassandra was sitting at the bar, getting any information she could
about the Fallen or what else may be going on in Pandemonium. The
club itself was a small haven for demons, though humans who wanted
to enter were welcomed, albeit with unease. Cassandra had long ago
learned to recognize such establishments, and had heard about this
particular one a while before; likewise, one of the first things
Joseph did with Miriah was to bring her to a similar venue. And now
Miriah found herself on the stage of the club, holding an acoustic
guitar lent to her by a musically inclined demon that had been
playing earlier. Apparently, her name had carried far enough into
demon circles that they knew her immediately. The host had barely
gotten her name out before the crowd reacted. Some, of course, were
less than impressed; others, and Miriah had been surprised at how
many of these others there were, seemed happy to know she was
there.

So now she strummed the guitar, a little more nervous than she
thought she’d be, and put her mouth to the microphone. The song she
performed was in Mandarin, and actually of her own composition. It
was short, but Miriah found that this song – written several years
previous and relatively untested on audiences – calmed her nerves.
And when the crowd seemed to like it, it made her quite happy.
Miriah smiled at the applause, and strummed the guitar once
more.

“Okay, one more!”

 

Miriah sat next to Cassandra at the bar, smiling. Cassandra
smiled back.

“Feel better now, then?” she asked, and Miriah nodded.

“A little. I haven’t done that in a while, it was…
refreshing.”

“I thought you might enjoy it. They all seemed thrilled with
your performance too, which is always pleasant,” she said, and
sipped her drink. Miriah ordered a pint for herself, then turned
back towards the stage.

“So, find anything out?” she asked, still looking away; she
applauded when the next person took the stage – a demon who
promptly began to murder the song ‘Hey Jude’ – to be polite.

“Nothing you didn’t already know. I have to say, this is an odd
turn of events. Loki says that he was summoned to you and probably
by you, correct?” Cassandra asked. Miriah swallowed a gulp of her
lager before she answered.

“That’s the story. Though damned if I can recall anything I may
have done to trigger this sort of thing.”

“And now you’re off to Azaza’el, right?”

“Yeppers. Why?”

“Well, I just find it odd… this business with Azaza’el only
started because of Loki coming through; he wasn’t pulled through
because of the business with Azaza’el,” she mused, and Miriah
furrowed her brow; she was right. All this stuff with the Fallen
happened because the Chainbreaker, as they called him, had been
pulled through. Before that, it was business as usual. But if that
was the case…

“I want you to be careful around that one, Miriah. I’m not
entirely sure we really know why he was pulled in – I think this
business is just an unfortunate symptom of it.”

Miriah took another large sip of her drink, thinking hard.

 

Inside the Church, things were going a little worse than Joseph
had planned.

If Loki had thought Joseph and Miriah were being unreasonable
about his plan, the people he and Joseph spoke to now must be
driving him to drink. By entering the church, Joseph had sent up a
sort of flare to the people he needed to talk to, and they had
come. Had they ever.

Gabriel, Metatron, and even Michael himself had come to answer
Joseph’s call, and now the group was in the middle of the shouting
match that would shake the building to pieces if they kept this
volume up – admittedly, most of the shouting was coming from
Joseph’s companions. Loki was, as Gabriel put it, “Irritatingly
calm about the whole matter.”

And to make matters worse, Joseph could tell that Nelchael,
along with two other Fallen that he could catch scent of, was going
to arrive shortly. This many Angels of such stature gathered in one
place – a church, no less – was sure to attract attention. Hell, it
could grab the attention of Lucifer himself, if they did not
disperse quickly.

Maybe it already has, a voice said in his mind.

He shut his eyes against it and hoped that it was not the
case.

 

26. Not Much Like Jesus

As a general rule, I hate priests, no matter what religion. I
never had priests back in my day – hell, even worshipping me in my
own right is a new invention – and just as bloody well. Gods need
no-one to stand in the middle of us and our food. By which, of
course, I mean believers. Angels, I’ve decided, are a bit like
priests. Except worse, because instead of just thinking
they’re right, they know.

I don’t believe in God. Where I’m from, I can’t believe in God,
because to believe in God would be to deny my own existence, and
that has the potential to be quite painful. There is an…
unnameable, indescribable thing, but it is not God per
se. And, in his own little way, Jehovah is no better or worse
off than me; all gods are born when humans personify something,
even if that something is the nature of god-hood itself.

I’ve never met Jehovah. I wonder now whether these Angels have,
or whether they’re just as mixed up as the rest of us.

Gabe, Mikey and the Metatron don’t really look like I’d expected
them too, which is to say they don’t like much like Christopher
Walken, John Travolta or Alan Rickman respectively. I suppose
that’s not particularly surprising. I don’t really look much like
my pictures, either. And if I thought Joseph was bad…

It’s almost amusing. To look at him, Joseph looks like a rogue
agent. Angel or demon or Fallen or whatever, he looks like the
kinda guy who’s picked his own side, his own agenda, and is doing
it his way. I can respect that, even if I don’t particularly like
the sanctimonious little shit himself. But to find out he’s still
taking orders from the big guys… Bah. Not to mention I have no idea
whatsoever he thought this little screaming match would
accomplish.

Though, I suppose on a scale of one to god, if these three
decided to lay into me seriously I’d likely be hard pressed to stop
them. At the moment I think I’ve still got people scared by the
word ‘god’, but really it’s a job description, not a cheat
mode.

I am pretty good at cheating, though.

I’m also pretty good at playing it cool, mostly because it
pisses people off. When people shout at you they want you
to get angry, to shout back or back off. Sprawling out on a pew and
treating the three most powerful Angels around like a bunch of
squalling little brats, keeping it cool, gives you power. Speaking
of which.

“Are you done,” I sigh, voice laden with velvety
boredom. Mikey has paused in his speech about How We’ve Always Done
Things and how Upsetting the Order Will Doom Us All But You
Especially. I’ve been to church, I’ve heard it all before. “Look,
sorry to burst your bubble, kids – and I have no clue why the Black
Eyed Pea over there thought this was a good idea – but I ain’t on
your side. This isn’t about right or wrong or good or evil. I don’t
like absolutes, I’m more of a little of column A, little of column
B kinda guy, you hear me? And, more importantly, I’ve been down
there, bound under the earth in eternal agony. It really fucks a
guy up, you know. Took me fifty years to sort myself out, and I had
help. Apocalyptic help, actually. And, when it comes down to it,
what the hell did Azzie even do that was so fucking bad
anyway? I mean, shit, I killed a god, crashed his wake, wasted his
servant, insulted everyone, went insane, brought about the doom of
the gods and made a nice metaphor. Azaza’el did… what? Taught the
secrets of Heaven to men? Big fucking secrets they were, too; how
to use tools and cosmetics. How to defend themselves and not die in
the winter, or starve, or get eaten by lions. And fuck you all if
you think that’s his only crime, because at least he had
the balls to go Prometheus while you lot sat up in your ivory
towers watching the mortals writhe in the mud and the cold and
thinking that but for the grace there you’d go.”

I lower my gaze, deep and dark and dangerous. I don’t really
expect these three to be bothered or afraid – though fear is what
they are, what they live and breathe, it’s not fear of me myself –
but equally I want them to know they don’t bother me, either. “Or
maybe I’m wrong. I’m new here, sure, but so far not one of you
sanctimonious little pricks has given me any decent reason to see a
man trapped in eternal agony and not help him out.
‘Because that’s the way it’s done’ doesn’t cut it. I change things,
kids, and this place smells like so much rotten hubris and shit
that it needs a change more than anything else in the world.”

I stand up. “Now, I’d ask you to excuse me, but honestly I don’t
give a flying fuck whether you want to or not. See ya ‘round, kids.
Get back to me if you ever think up a better excuse for your
callous indifference.”

I make sure to sway my hips on the way out, the long white fur
coat I’d conjured for the occasion swishing seductively down the
aisle. I fuck men, too, as well as lie and cheat and steal and
murder… does that bother you more or less, I wonder?

There’s a donation box near the entrance, and I drop the
contents of my pocket – about eight hundred in cash – inside. I
pick-pocketed the lot on the way here; Joseph didn’t notice. Take
money from the devil to feed the poor; sit at my table and tell me
there are absolutes. I dare you.

Outside the little old nun is sitting on the steps, cigarette
between her teeth, trying desperately to get an old silver lighter
to work. I sit down next to her and snap my fingers; the cigarette
comes to life. She starts and eyes me warily.

“You, I respect. You’re doing it your own way in an institution
that’s long-since buried any of its women under veils of sin and
lies. Which makes you a dumbass, but one I respect. Can I’v’a
smoke?”

Very reluctantly, she hands me one.

“Thanks.” I light it by sucking on it. “Sorry for crashing your
church. Wasn’t my idea; the featherbrain got it into his head I
needed some yelling at by his bosses.”

“And?” the little nun prompts.

I sigh. “I dunno how much apocrypha you’ve read, or even if it
is apocrypha here, but there’s this guy called Azaza’el,
leader of the Grigori. The fallen angels, you know, not demons,
just… fallen.”

The little nun nods.

“Right, well, this guy, he got punished for, I dunno, teaching
the secrets of heaven to mankind or some shit – you know, stealing
fire from the gods and all that – and got chained underground in
eternal torment for his trouble. Now the way I figure it, that’s
pretty fucking unjust. He went against the word of God, maybe, but
you wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t have this”– I gesture to the church
–”if he hadn’t. The worst part is I think everybody knows
that, but they need someone to vilify for it, and they’re all just
fucking glad it wasn’t them, you know.” I sigh. “Anyway, I’ve been
there, done that – chained beneath the ground in eternal torment, I
mean – and blow it for a game of soldiers but it’s not something
I’d wish on anyone else.”

“And you want to let him out?”

“Well, I think he wants me to, but at the moment
no-one’s given me a good reason why I shouldn’t take this guy’s
side, you know. Eternal suffering is a bitch, maybe you have to
have been there to understand it.” I slump down on my knees,
morose. Much to my surprise, the little nun pats me sympathetically
on the back.

“And what will happen if you let him out?”

“Honestly? I have no idea. Everyone’s telling me it will end the
world, but that’s what they said about me, too, and, well, it kinda
did in a way, but only in a good way, you know? But that was back
where I’m from. A long, long way away. Maybe things are different
here. Maybe, I dunno.”

“So you’re hoping that, if you do this deed, you will not only
end the unjust suffering of another but change the world for the
better?”

“I guess so…”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then at least I would have tried.”

“Do you think you’re doing the right thing?”

“I…” I turn my head to look at the nun, letting her see my real
eyes as I do so. She meets my gaze, unphased. “Honestly, I like to
say I don’t care. That it’s not in my nature to worry about good or
evil or right or wrong, that I just do what it’s in my nature to
do, but… Yes, I think it’s the right thing.”

The little nun thinks for a moment. “God is not opposed to
change,” she says. “If you believe He sent His only son to us, to
bring about some of the greatest changes of all. Nor is God an
unforgiving God, for that was the sacrifice His son made for all of
us.”

I bark laughter. “I’m not Jesus, no matter what they might try
and say. And I don’t believe in your God, either.”

“But you believe in Fate?”

“I’ve met Fate.” Physically and
metaphorically, for that matter.

The nun – it surprises me somewhat to realize I haven’t bothered
to find out her name – pats my hand gently. “Perhaps, to you, these
things are not so different; my God and your Fate.”

“… maybe.”

“Do you believe in Hell?”

“Oh yes.” Probably not how she means it, but the idea is there.
Both temporal and emotional, and I’ve been to both of those,
too.

“Then perhaps you should remember what is said about the road
there, as well.”

I give another grim bark of laugh. “Story of my life,
Sister.”

The nun nods curtly, then surprises me. “I know who you are,
Sky-walker. Many years ago, before I came to this country, my
grandmother used to sit me on her knee and tell me tales of the
All-father and his companions.” She looks away. “In all my years I
have searched and searched but never yet seen your kind, only the
Choirs of God have appeared at my doorstep.”

“I think… I think I don’t exist here. I’m from… er, somewhere
else. It’s kind of hard to explain.”

“A parallel universe. Like in the movies.”

“… or not. But yeah, something like that.”

“You are not much like I expected, brother of Byleist.”

“No, I get that a lot.” I tap the ash off the end of my
almost-gone cigarette. “It’s a long story. I’ll come back and tell
you sometime, if I can.”

“I… I think I would like that.”

We sit in companionable silence for a few moments. Eventually,
the nun looks as if she is going to say something more, but is cut
off as the door to the church opens. I start to turn, but my
attention is drawn by a soft, “Oh dear,” at my side, and instead I
look up.

Down the church steps, past the short path and neat garden,
stand four figures. Or, more rightly, three figures and a…

(rivers of blood and the stench of old old earth and dark
dark sin)

Azaza’el.

 

27. In His Defense

“The arrogance of that one puts even Lucifer to shame,” spat
Michael, leaning on the pulpit. Joseph just threw up his hands and
flopped down on a pew.

“You know what? Fuck it. Fuck it! I’ve half a mind to just let
him do it, if only to spite you lot. I didn’t call you here for a
sermon, and certainly I didn’t call all of you. I needed to speak
to Gabe, to Revelation. All we wanted was the Fallen’s whereabouts.
But you can’t even give us that? Lord! After all the messes I’ve
cleaned up for you,” Joseph said. He was quickly succumbing to a
rather intense stress headache.

“You chose that path on your own, Centurion, so don’t go blaming
us for the scars on your person,” Metatron said.

“And to give you the prison of Azaza’el, hell… Jeez, Joseph,
would you really have me play my tune for this world so soon?”
Gabriel asked, disappointed – not in Joseph but in himself, the
tone of a man who despite his wishes cannot help a friend in need.
Joseph sighed.

“They would have found him and led him there regardless, you
know that. I had hoped that if we knew, even if for a short while,
where he was before they intended it, we could stop this madness
before it really began. I know this isn’t how it goes; the breaking
of Azaza’el’s bonds are but one of many signs that signify the
end,” he said, glaring. “Loki himself, while he may have once been,
is not entirely evil. We can feel that. There’s no malevolence to
his actions.”

“There’s certainly some malevolence to his thoughts. His opinion
of us seems formed by man’s Church… what he thinks he knows and
what he actually knows are night and day, and his ignorance of our
situation could be catastrophic,” Michael said, still not looking
at Joseph directly.

“He considers the judgment of Azaza’el to be harsh beyond
measure,” Joseph said. If you had asked him if he thought he would
ever come to the God’s defense mere hours ago, he would have balked
at the idea. Now he found himself doing it.

“Because he thinks he’s being punished for giving man knowledge
that they would have learned in time. Azaza’el is practically the
root of war in mankind. In a time when words and compromises were
more than token diplomatic tactics, he showed them the bloody end
of a sword was the solution. We had hoped that our wars would not
spread to these people. And then, he and his watchers took women as
their own and forced upon them children of such stature, longevity,
and ability that the earth was washed clean of them with
floods,” Michael continued. “It was the closest this world
came to an almost total apocalypse, and had it not been for the
resilience these humans show, their kind would have been wiped
out.

“Which kind of pisses me off, as I did make sure to
write all that down,” said Metatron, almost sulkily – like many
authors whose words were passed over.

“Mankind ill needed that knowledge so early. Look what it did to
even our kind, in our plane. And look what’s been wrought from it
today; they have learned the split the very atoms that hold them
together, and scar their Earth for generations. But his real crime
was the Nephilim, and the hindrance of the Powers – God, if you
prefer,” Michael finished with, “Who knows what a newly released
Azaza’el would do.”

The conversation would have continued – as would have Joseph’s
defenses of his uneasy alliance with the disturber of their peace –
were it not for the collective chill which ran down the spines of
each of the quarreling men. A great pull, which forced their
attention on the large doors leading out. Joseph was up and running
in a heartbeat; he faced the doors and flung them open. The Angels
were not far behind. In their minds there was a sound like that of
a pit of hissing snakes, and their insides were wrenched. Before
them, three Fallen. Three Fallen and an apparition; close to
corporeal but out of sync with everything around it. Loki sat with
the nun from earlier, and stared at this quartet.

“Azaza’el…” Joseph started; he had never seen this Fallen before
– his exile was before Joseph’s time – but he knew by instinct, by
the hair that rose on the back of his neck. Only Lucifer had gotten
this reaction from him before, though this was not as strong a
feeling as then. But it was close. Azaza’el’s cheshire grin was the
least unsettling thing about him, really.

“Chainbreaker!” he hailed Loki as such in a wavery voice, like
he was merely mouthing the words while the sound came from several
out of tune speaker cabinets. When he moved to salute the god,
Joseph saw that his actions were ghosted before he performed them,
and when he was not still the two bodies – for this was how it
looked – faded, becoming translucent. Nelchael, his eye now patched
– with a cross design, Joseph noted sourly – stood to the
Azaza’el-Ghost’s right, looking like a child who had just brought
his parents a perfect grade report. Loki stood; Metatron had
slipped past Joseph and was now leading the nun away, back into the
Church. She shot a concerned glance at Loki and took a hold of
Joseph’s arm as she passed.

“He’ll do you right, in the end,” she whispered to him.

“I hope so, for all our sakes,” he replied, patting her on the
back lightly. She went off with Metatron, the doors of the Church
thudding shut behind her. Joseph slowly went down the steps of the
Church, going to Loki’s side. Loki stood and adjusted his coat,
matching his pace.

“We must look totally badass right now,” he said, “We just need
some music to back us up and we’re set.”

“Mozart’s ‘Requiem’ was always a favorite of mine,” Joseph
replied.

“Oh sure, but can you dance to it?” Loki said through a
smirk.

28. Revelations Before Breakfast

I step forward, stare point-blank at Azaza’el’s ghosted
reflection. I wave a hand through it – feels kind of dark in there,
but not much else. Azaza’el looks mildly amused.

“Hump. Astral projection. You’re one lucky bastard, back in my
day I didn’t even get that.” I turn to the other, corporeal,
Fallen. “All right, Peepshow, this is how it’s gonna work. I’m here
to talk to Azzie, and that’s what I’m going to do. And you
are going to sit here and shut up. After I’m done, I’m going to
leave and think about it. If at any time you get it into your
featherbrained little heads that this is not the way it’s
going to happen, if you so much as squeak of shuffle or look at me
wrong, I’m going to rip off your heads and stick them on the church
steeple, and you’re never going to hear from me again.
Capiche?”

The Fallen glance between each other, then the Azaza’el. He
nods, curtly, once, and they follow like a puppet choir. All in
synch. Nothing like people all moving in synch to really creep you
out.

I half-turn to point behind me, “Same goes for your lot, Joseph.
We’re gonna do this really quick and peaceful and quiet like. Then
we’re gonna go home.”

Joseph nods. The others just glare. Dumbfucks.

I turn back to Azaza’el. “Now, what – exactly – is it you think
I can do?”

Azaza’el’s voice has that grandiose, lyrical quality that all
the angels seem to possess in greater or lesser degrees, but it’s
cracked and fragmented somehow. Like an out-of-tune pipe organ. I
like out-of-tune pipe organs.

“You are the Chainbreaker,” he says simply. “Once bound and now
free. You know the pain of lying, chained and in agony, the weight
of unjustness–”

I wave a hand. “Don’t presume to think you know anything about
what was and wasn’t just in my case,” I say. “Skip the sermon and
get on with it.”

Azaza’el’s eyes narrow. I get the feeling angels and Loki don’t
mix, no matter their affiliation. “Very well. I wish what all
things wish, Chainbreaker, simply to be free.”

“And you think I know how to free you?”

“You’ve done it before. I simply wish to know how it was
done.”

I laugh. “Shit, luv, there’s no secret. I didn’t even
do anything, the Ragnarökk happened, and I was let out.
Exactly what was supposed to have happened.”

Of all things, Azaza’el looks… sad. “But, you are alive
still?”

“That’s a longer story,” I say. “The easy answer is my wife
knocked me out when she saw my bonds dissolving and took my place
in the battle. The hard answer is I survived because I’m not
actually who I pretend to be.”

“… what?”

“I had myself fooled for a long time, too, so don’t worry. But,
see for yourself.”

This, I don’t like doing. I reach deep down, past the fire, the
earth and wind and corn. Past snakes and smiles. Down to the dark,
hidden core, and grab the sun.

A flash of white-hot sunlight, and I feel my body
change; getting shorter and broader, shoulders filling
out, hair unraveling and changing colour. The worst is the eyes;
when they change it burns.

Azaza’el takes a step backwards from the transformation,
probably more out of habit than actually being able to be harmed.
“What is…”

“I survived the Ragnarökk,” I start, in the voice that is not my
own yet is. “Because I was supposed to survive. Everything
happened like it was supposed to; except for me. Baldr, the Dying
God, to be reborn beyond the End Times to retake the mantle of the
Æsir into the new world. Except I spent so long as Loki I forgot
myself. When my father and uncle worked this plan they didn’t think
that I would want to stay in the form of the man who
killed me.” I shrug. “But, bad boys have so much more fun, you
know.”

I revert back to my regular self. The transformation back is
easy, instant, and unspectacular. Like slipping into an old
sneaker.

“I’m sorry, kid, but that’s all there is to it. I fulfilled my
prophecy, and now it’s just me and the Brave New World. No stories,
no curses or fates. Just me.”

“No! There must be more… there must…” Madness born of
desperation flares to his eyes.

I hold up one hand, a pacifying gesture. “The Three Stooges back
there seem to think if you get out there’ll be an apocalypse,
anyhow.”

Azaza’el snorts. “Fearmongering nonsense,” he says.

“And what would you do, were you to be freed?”

More hopeful, now, talking of freedom, Azaza’el lifts his gaze
to where the Heavenly Trio are standing behind me. “Perhaps some
think I should take vengeance. That I would seek to visit upon
those the pain that has been wrought upon me.” He turns back to me.
“What do you think?”

“You know, that was the funny thing about eternal torment. When
it ended, all I wanted to do was go home.”

Azaza’el smiles, sadly. “Yes, perhaps that,” he says.

I nod. “Where are you bound?”

“Ah, now that is a dilemma. A place than can only be found, not
shown.”

“Oh, I hate those.”

“You ask many questions for a man who cannot help me.”

“I never said that I couldn’t, only that I don’t know how. Yet.”
I grin. “I’m very resourceful, that way.” I clap my hands together.
“Right, well, I think I’m done.”

I turn to Joseph and the others. “Anyone else got any pearls of
wisdom before breakfast?”

 

29. Defiance

All in all, Joseph – while quite relieved for the moment – found
it all to be rather anticlimactic; then surreal; then, and this
surprised even Loki, extremely funny. He couldn’t help it. Laughter
welled up inside him and before he knew what he was doing he’s
already collapsed to his seat on a stone step and was laughing so
hard that he shook. He’d tried this hard to prevent Loki from
saying what was pretty much “Sorry buddy, shit happens and I can’t
really help you out. But hey, chin-up!” Loki didn’t seem to mind
this amusement, though he did regard it with the manner of someone
who was growing weary of his company but accepted them regardless.
To Gabriel, Michael, and Metatron, he looked like he’d gone
mad.

Azaza’el, however, was less than impressed with this
display.

“Centurion, Iosef of the latter days… I am amazed that you find
cause for mirth. Especially when you are not all accounted for,” he
said in his odd, broken voice. Joseph’s laughter subsided quickly.
Azaza’el’s chesire grin returned, and his eyes were livid – and
fixed on the hunter. “Ah, yes, we have forgotten someone, haven’t
we. But I’m not so foolish that I had forgotten your little
companion, no I’m not.”

At this, even Loki looked displeased. Joseph figured that he was
thinking a God whose roots were in trickery should have, perhaps,
seen something like this coming. Azaza’el continued to stand,
grinning. Joseph found himself wanting to smash those perfect teeth
down his damnable throat. Joseph got back to his feet, glaring
furiously at the Fallen. Though as angry as he looked, he felt
infinitely sicker.

“What do you propose, Azaza’el?” Joseph growled, and Azaza’el
shrugged in a devil-may-care manner – a gesture designed to evoke
the same response from Joseph that Loki had been pushing the three
Angels towards.

“She is a pretty young thing, of course, so we hadn’t quite
decided,” he said, turning away from them, “Chainbreaker – I
suppose it’s up to you, now. You have two days to figure out how to
break my bonds. I refuse to believe that you cannot. Two days; or
else I’ll make a decision about the girl, yes.”

And that was it – he faded in his odd, double-bodied way, and
walked away into nothingness. The Fallen looked at Joseph, Loki,
and the Seraphim then turned – again, in unison – and began to take
their leave. Joseph, still fuming over the matter with Miriah,
turned when he heard his name called by Nelchael.

“It was so easy, Iosef. So tough,” he spat, “and yet once again
proven so useless. So easily duped.”

 Before anyone could stop him, Joseph had rushed at the
grinning Fallen and struck him with a roar, giving in to the urge
he’d been fighting since they had arrived. He lashed out
mindlessly, relishing the panicked scream of the Fallen, the
panicked shouts of the others. It was only when Loki grabbed him by
the shoulder and yanked him back did he see that he’d ruined the
Fallen’s remaining eye. Loki shoved him against the stone wall of
the garden, hard. He tossed in a hard kick for good measure,
knocking the wind out of the demon.

“You fucking psycho! What the fuck is wrong with you? What did I
just say to you?”

Joseph spat in his direction and turned away. The other Fallen
began to move forward, and Joseph wheeled around on them again,
this time unsheathing the curved dagger he kept tucked into the
belts of his forearm. The Saraphim behind him and Loki all stepped
forward, and the Fallen thought better of attacking. They took
their wounded companion and went on their way, quickly.

“Well that went splendidly,” said Michael dryly, and in a flash
Joseph was on him, pinning him to the doors of the church, blade to
his throat.

“Where. Is. Duda’el?” he growled. Gabriel and Metatron stood
stunned; Loki looked even more irritated at the hunter’s violent
outbursts. “Tell me, damn you, or I’ll send you to the same abyss
I’ve sent countless Fallen, right hand of the Powers or not.” A
thin trickle of blood fell from where Joseph’s blade met Michael’s
throat. Joseph’s teeth were completely bared, and he spoke through
them. His demon look was at its finest.

He was thrown back rather violently once Michael had had enough.
Loki watched him zip past through the air, crashing hard against
the Church’s iron gate and dropping to the ground. Joseph shook his
head clear; most of his chest has already started to take on the
colour of a fresh bruise. Michael wiped the blood off of his throat
and grimaced.

“If the Powers will it, you’ll not need our help. After that
display, you’d be lucky to have it anyways.”

“Remember, Michael, that when I started my path you believed it
may end in the same way!”

“I did. And in light of current events, I still think it may. Go
now, aberration. Go and tend to your champion,” Michael
said, and opened the Church doors; behind them, Joseph and Loki saw
not the dimly lit pews of before, but a bluish white light; the
higher realm. The Seraphim trio entered and were gone; a flash
forced Loki and Joseph to look away, and when their eyes returned
to the doors they were just that; two sealed doors. Joseph grimaced
and tucked his knife away. Joseph looked to Loki, who held his
tongue for the moment.

“We need to track down Cassandra, if she still draws breath; and
for Miriah’s sake, I hope she does,” Joseph said. Loki closed his
eyes and went blank for a few moments. Joseph watched, concerned,
but relaxed when Loki’s eyes fluttered back to seeing.

“Just gotta keep the faith, dear. Lucky for us, she has a bit of
power yet. Let’s go.

“And for fuck’s sake, chill the fuck out.”

 

It was around this time that Cassandra Templeman, a woman who
had been doing this sort of work since the day she had first become
a woman, started to stir. The word came into focus slowly, and from
the sights of garbage, bricks, dirty pipes and vermin, she surmised
that she had been thrown into an alley. Her head ached, but she
imagined it would fade quickly. Something had gotten the drop on
her, her and…

“Miriah!” she slurred loudly, “Miriah, where have you gone,
love?” she asked, hoping for a response.

All she found was Miriah’s gunbelt, revolvers still in their
holsters, laying next to her.

 

30. In a Bind

Angels, I’ve decided, have got to be the dumbest dumbasses in
the whole cosmos. Their negotiating skills leave something to be
desired. Here I am, sitting around thinking of ways to get Azaza’el
out of wherever the hell it is he’s at, and the featherhead has to
spoil it all by doing something stupid like threatening Miriah.
Talk about disappointing. Not unexpected, really, but
disappointing. Now, of course, I’m going to spend the next two days
finding her and showing Azaza’el that, really, he’s in no position
to bargain.

Then I’ll help him. He just might not appreciate my ‘help’ by
the time he gets it. I really am a nice guy, but I don’t take too
well to threats.

I tell as much to Joseph as we sit in the back of the cab. It’s
a bit too daylight to go bouncing from rooftop to rooftop, and I
couldn’t be arsed running anyhow. Two days is two days.

Joseph, for his own part, snorts indignantly. “How can you still
think of helping after…” he’s livid, really livid, and
antsy being stuck in the cab. Having had too much drama for one
day, I’ve got my influence locked down in the cabby’s head. Drive
the car, don’t notice the demons. Easy stuff, when it’s just one
person.

I shrug. “I’ve been there, bought the t-shirt. I can’t say it’s
anything I wouldn’t’ve done, back in my day. Do you want to know
what it’s like? Eternal torment? I can show you if you want. A
thousand years of pain and frustration and impotence.”

Joseph looks away. “I’ve spent over a thousand years living and
fighting on this plane, so pain and frustration are concepts I’m
not a total stranger to. You think I’ve always looked like this? Or
spent these nearly two millennia healthy and happy?”

“Oh yes, I’m sure you’ve got a really good idea of what
that’s like.” I turn to the driver. “Whoa, whoa! Turn left here.”
He does so, pulls up short in front of a white-clad figure that
turns sharply as the car rolls up. She’s holding a gunbelt.

I wind down the window, stick my head out. “Hop in, luv.”

“You! Something attacked us, took Miriah and—”

“We know. Hop in.”

Reluctantly, looking back and forth between the cab and the
alley, Templeman eventually climbs into the front seat. I tell the
docile cabbie the address of our apartment, making a mental note to
pay him triple the fare for his time.

 

“Goddamn you! This is entirely your fault! Ugh, if I could just…
Argh!” the Snow Bitch trails off into impotence.

I wave a hand, bored. “Yeah yeah, Cassie-luv, I’ve heard it all
before and more besides.”

It’s about half an hour later, back at the apartment. Joseph’s
spent most of that time filling Templeman in on what’s been going
on, the rest of the time has been spent shouting at yours truly.
I’m used to it.

“What’s done is done. Blame and anger never brought little girls
home, so everyone better sit down, shut up and start thinking. The
first priority is getting Miriah back. Way I figure it we’ve got a
day–”

“Azaza’el said two…”

I look at Joseph. “Do you trust him? Anyway, corpses to
crinolines he’s gonna be having his magic floatie eyes on us, and
when he figures out we’re more interested in cutting his strings
than dancing on them, Sun-girl’s fingers’re gonna start turning up
in boxes.”

Templeman and Joseph both look horrified. “How can you be so
flippant about it?”

I shrug. What else am I going to do? “Second, we need to find
Duda’el. Azaza’el says it’s somewhere that can only be found, not
shown. So either he’s a lying whore – likely – or he’s a lying
whore telling the truth this time. There’s got to be some
record of where it is, physical or metaphysical, and if you can get
me a general direction I can sniff out the rest of the way. My bet
is that it’s not somewhere on this physical plane, which would be
handy, because if we need to buy a plane ticket to Israel in the
next two days… well, it’s not gonna happen, now is it?”

“They might be in the same place,” Templeman muses. “Miriah and
Azaza’el, I mean.”

“Maybe…”

“I will search for information on Duda’el,” Joseph chimes in.
People always get more amicable when they think there’s a Plan.

“Good. Me and the Snow Bitch”– Templeman looks like she’s about
to slap me –”here will go looking for Miriah.”

I stand, walk to the apartment’s kitchenette, rip open two
packets of salt, and pour the stuff out onto my palm. First things
first. I mutter some words in a tongue older and more sacred than
anyone here, then throw the salt out across the table.

“Hey! I hope you’re going to clean that up.”

“No,” I say, distractedly watching the curves and shapes the
grains have created. “I’m not.” Satisfied, I straighten up. “All
signs point to go. I’m getting some lunch. Coming?”

I walk out without waiting for an answer.

 

31. Searching

Miriah rolled onto her back and coughed the dust she had
breathed in out of her lungs. Her head pounded, a throbbing ache
that matched the pace of her pulse. She blinked a few times until
she was sure she was seeing properly. This was because the light,
wherever she was, was incredibly dim. Just bright enough to read by
with a bit of effort, however, which she supposed was decent. Far
above her head was a slit of pure blue; one either side of her,
huge cliff faces. They were smooth, with no footholds. She clumsily
got her feet, and looked further down the gorge; there was little
to see. It looked like it twisted a bit, but went on for quite a
while.

Miriah breathed in deeply, feeling the air; it was arid. Dry.
She recognized it as desert air; the last time she had been in a
desert, she remembered, things went very badly. And, it seemed,
that trend was going to continue. Behind her, she heard the fair
rattle of chains, accompanied by a moan that chilled her blood. She
very tightly shut her eyes.

“Don’tlookdon’tlookdon’tlookdon’tlookdon’tlook…” she chanted,
but found she was turning around, despite her better judgment. She
opened her eyes slowly and was presented with Azaza’el – the real
Azaza’el. His arms and legs were both bound in rock; chains
crisscrossed around his body, and around the jagged spires of rock
that jutted through his flesh; one was wrapped around his throat
and part of it served as a gag; his teeth gnashed against it, his
tongue found no rest. The sound and sight of him was pitiful and
sickening. His eyes were especially hard to look at; he was
blindfolded, but where his eyes would be behind the cloth was
marked with deep rust coloured stains, which also trickled down his
cheeks. Blood also flowed from the ragged holes made by the sharp
rocks. And even after all these years, he still writhed in agony,
as if he hoped still that his movement might loosen his bonds. His
wailing was the sound of every being that could feel pain crying
piteously in unison. Miriah spun around, braced herself against a
cavern wall, trying not to be ill.

“Yes, I don’t imagine we’re much to look at, no not at all,” a
broken voice beside her said, clicking its tongue in
disappointment, “And I assure you, it feels very much worse.”

Miriah spat out an unpleasant taste in her mouth, and wiped a
few flecks of spittle with the back of her hand. She turned her
head and saw Azaza’el standing next to her, looking at the chained
husk on the rocks and shaking his head. She had to stare for a few
moments to process that, yes, it was indeed he.

“How? Where am I?” she gasped.

“Oh-hh no no no no no, we’re not allowed to let the humans have
knowledge, knowledge is power and only the Powers have power and
humans having knowledge is oh-so-very bad,” the Fallen started,
sounding like a small child trying to do what was proper. He paced
a little as he spoke, making frightened gestures with his hands
close to his chest. Miriah had to rub her eyes when she saw him
moving in double; she thought she may have screwed up her vision,
but she saw it wasn’t so. Slowly, she lowered her hands down to
grab her pistols, and felt her fingers close over nothing. She
looked down and cursed when she saw she was missing her gun
belt.

“No, I don’t think we’d let you take those along,” said the
Azaza’el-who-Wasn’t, sounding remarkably calmer than just seconds
before. “I want to get free of these bonds, I don’t want to be
unmade by the fruits of my own teaching.” He grinned, and though he
sounded stable, Miriah knew that it was the grin of madness. Tara
had worn it herself several times, and Miriah had marked the look
of it well. He walked over to her slowly, his desperate eyes locked
with hers. He touched a ghostly hand to her chin, and she was
chilled there.

“Such a lovely girl,” he said, softly, “So lovely. Human women
can be so absolutely beautiful…” he mused, tracing his
ghost-fingers over Miriah’s jaw line. Despite the odd sound of his
voice, it still sounded like one of the finest songs Miriah had
ever heard. “I would hate to spoil that loveliness. Hope that the
Chainbreaker, He-Who-Is-Free, can release me soon, lovely, for your
story may come to an end if he cannot.”

Miriah scowled defiantly; he was trying to frighten her, but she
wouldn’t let him have the satisfaction. Her aunts and Gav had
raised her to be stronger than that. She had heard the story of
Azaza’el before, and it didn’t exactly inspire confidence that she
had been taken away and was now alone in his presence. Only half of
his crime had been giving knowledge; the other half had been the
result of his kind’s obsession with human women, and what they had
spent a great deal of time doing with them. Their fate was not one
Miriah wanted to share, by any stretch. “You can’t do shit to me,
Casper.” she spat. He just continued to let his eyes feast on the
look of her.

“So absolutely beautiful…”

 

Joseph cradled the phone between his shoulder and his neck,
holding a slab of paper in one hand and a fountain pen in the
other. He looked weary; it had been two hours already. Templeman
and Loki were still out and about, and Joseph was running out of
sources to call. The most he had figured out was that Loki had been
correct in his idea about it existing in another plane; the bitch
about that one was that there were practically an infinite number
of planes, of realities, one could visit. Still, Joseph didn’t feel
they would have to go to a totally different reality. He didn’t
know, but he felt it. He knew that, in this realm of existence,
there could sometimes exist pockets of reality; several of the old
ones, the ancient demons before and during the early times of man,
had refuges and prisons that now existed in these pockets. It would
explain what Azaza’el had said about it being a place that must be
found and could not be shown. It was a long shot, but Joseph was
usually lucky in his hunches.

However, considering that it could be practically anywhere on
the globe, though, it was still a frustrating search. He hung up on
the phone hard, slamming it into its cradle, and threw his notes
down next to it. He plunked down in his seat – something he’d been
doing a lot of that day, and put his head in his hands, carefully.
A horrible thought dawned on him, then.

If he couldn’t get help from ‘above’, maybe he could get it from
‘below’.

He put the kettle on and sat, thinking. Thinking very hard
indeed.

 

32. Foot to the Door

The Snow Bitch stares at me all the way through my lunchtime,
and I do my best to ignore her, instead focusing on the large plate
of Turkish food in the center of the table. Another long strip of
shaved kebab meat vanishes into my mouth. Followed by a sip of hot,
blacker than black coffee. This is a good little café; must
remember to look for it in my world.

Eventually the glares get too much. “Oh would you please
relax,” I snap.

“Relax? Relax! Miriah is God-knows-where having God-knows-what
done to her and you want me to relax?”

“Yes. Damnit, woman, it’s hard to eat with you boring holes in
my skull with those eyes.” I spoon some green minced salad onto her
plate. “Here, have some tabouli. It’s very good.”

Templeman sighs and starts to eat. Eventually she says, “Does
anything bother you?”

I think for a bit. “It bothers me,” I start slowly, chewing
thoughtfully on some bread, “that by necessity my company
occasionally engages in shady business in third world countries. It
bothers me that the relationship I have with my wife isn’t
particularly down-the-line healthy. Global warming bothers me. The
fact that I have a great-great-great-something-granddaughter I
didn’t know about until recently bothers me. The fact that most of
the rest of my children are dead bother me. My brother bothers me.”
I think for a moment. “And SUVs. They bother me too.”

“Is that it?”

I shrug. “More or less.”

“But that’s all so…” she struggles for a word. “Mundane!”

“This”– I gesture around –”the whole thing with
Azaza’el and the God Squad or what-have-you, does not bother me.
This is what I do, what I’ve done for longer than you can
ever possibly imagine. It always works out, because it’s a
story, and stories always work out; especially back when
I’m from. It’s everything else you’ve got to be worried about.” I
add, somewhat more quietly, trying not to think of Sigmund and how
long I’ve been gone for. “Eat your lunch. Everything will be
alright.”

 

Everything was alright, because I had a plan. I came up with it
halfway through the rice – they cook it in butter somehow, so
delicious, I really must learn how to do it – and couldn’t believe
I hadn’t thought of it before.

I didn’t tell Templeman about it until we’d made out way back to
the alley I’d first picked her up in. Lunch had been just what I’d
needed to get the fire roaring and the colour back into my hair
again. I suspect it had something to do with the hummus.

“So,” she says. “Back to the start?”

“Sort of.” I pull one of Miriah’s guns from the holsters thrown
over Templeman’s shoulder. “Miriah told me a funny thing about
these guns. Can you think what it possibly could be?”

Templeman’s eye widen. “They always return to her!”

I grin, wiggle my eyebrows Marx-style. “Pretty dumb to leave
them behind, eh?” I can’t sense Miriah anywhere around – that was
the first thing I tried – but that in itself could mean either
she’s too far away or they’ve got her shielded somehow. It’s hard
to break that kind of shielding if you don’t know exactly where
you’re looking.

When I look for it, the line between Miriah – wherever she is –
and her guns is weak. More like the first few inches of a laser
sight than the silvery rope I remember. But it’s enough to get me
started. I dragged us back out here because my common sense
suggested Azaza’el’s whipping boys couldn’t have taken Miriah all
that far before we showed up – by Templeman’s reckoning
she was only out five, maybe ten minutes – so they must have
dropped out of sigh somewhere near by.

This is where the trail starts.

Following the leys from the gun, I pace all the way down to the
other end of the alley. To a brick wall.

This is where the trail stops.

“Hm.”

“What? What’s wrong?”

“We appear to be there.”

“A brick wall? The mystical tracking skills of the gods and all
we can find is a brick wall?” she sounds amused rather than
annoyed. She knows it’s not the end, I suppose, but can’t resist
the jibe.

“Maybe…” Witty comebacks are for people who aren’t working.

I run my fingers along the brickwork. I’m not sure what I’m
looking for – a secret button to open a portal to Diagon Alley,
maybe – but I find it when I pull my fingers back. Chalk. Not much,
but it there was something here.

“Here,” I hand Miriah’s gun back to Templeman, the turn and
start walking out of the alley.

“What are you planning?”

“I need a drink,” I say. “Stay here.”

“What?”

 

The bar is, surprisingly, still open and not nearly as dead as
it should be. I guess that for nocturnal creatures this is the
equivalent of a late night out. At least some of these
things must be nocturnal. I mask myself very carefully as human,
and approach the bartender.

Fifteen minutes and a hundred (stolen) dollars later, I walk out
with a bottle of scotch whiskey, a beer glass, a sheet of butcher’s
paper, a stick of chalk, a plastic canister full of salt and
information.

“Well?”

“‘Bout the time you had your nap this morning patrons reported
feeling a strong flash of magic. A couple of Fallen were milling
about, and a guy inside – weird kinda fish-looking dude – says he
came out for a quickie and saw the back wall in the alley was
emitting weird greasy smoke.”

“You think they opened a portal?”

“I guess so,” I shrug. “We don’t really muck about with that
shit where I’m from, but I watch TV.”

Templeman points to the various bottles in my arms. “And
those?”

“Testing a theory.”

Truth be told, I don’t like magic very much. Most of the stuff I
do isn’t really magic; when you’re a god it’s the equivalent of
sleight-of-hand. Takes practice, but anyone can do it, and it’s not
really ‘magic’ in the strictest sense. Real magic – as in,
high-brow ritual magic – is something I try and avoid doing as much
as possible. It’s sort of my equivalent of algebra, and reminds me
way too much of a long string of stern-faced tutors from when I was
a kid. A long time ago.

But I guess you never really forget. I hope.

Sitting myself down cross-legged in front of the brick wall, I
pour a good portion of salt into the bottom of the glass. Followed
by the stick of chalk, mashed up in powder, and a good dose of my
own blood.

“Come over here for a sec.”

Templeman walks over hesitantly.

“I think you’ll like this one. I need you to knock one of my
teeth out.”

“Are you taking the piss?”

“No.” It’ll grow back pretty quickly, but I don’t think she’s
really worried about that. “Give me a good whack with one of Missy
Sun’s guns.”

“Sure.”

It actually takes three whacks, then a good deal of pulling, but
eventually I have one curved tooth – root and all – and a very,
very sore and bloody mouth.

“Ow. I ‘ate ‘ag’k.”

I fill the rest of my glass with the scotch – then down a good
portion myself – and set about scratching runes into the side of
the glass with the tooth. Eventually, I drop it into the mix, where
it promptly dissolves with a little ‘poof’, turning the whole thing
an alarming iridescent blue.

“That’s good, right?”

“I hope so.”

“You hope so?”

I stand cautiously, poking about in my mostly-healed mouth with
my tongue. The new tooth is pushing its way through nicely. I think
this should be safe.

“Now, I want you to pick up the paper, and hold it up in-front
of the wall over there. No, a bit lower. To the left, no other
left… okay, right, hold it there and don’t move no matter
what. I promise you’ll be safe.”

“Safe from what, exactly?”

Before she’s even finished I’ve downed the contents of the glass
and spat them straight at the paper; they burst into bright blue
flames the second they leave my mouth. Templeman shrieks, but it’s
over before she’s had the chance to move too much.

“Bloody hell, you could’ve warned me!”

“I told you you’d be safe. Show me the paper.”

She holds it up. The imprint is a little blurry and the left
side is cut off slightly, but mostly it’s still usable; a complex
series of lines and circles and pictograms scored into the paper in
neat, shimmering blue lines.

“A map?” Templeman guesses.

“A magical map,” I tell her. “Of the formulae and ritual of
whatever it was those Fallen used out here. Magic broken down into
its basic mathematical principles.”

“What does it say?”

“No idea.”

“What? You don’t know?”

“Hey, do you remember everything you learnt in High
School Physics? No, you don’t, do you.” I take the paper back and
roll it up carefully. “But I’ll work on it. At least we’ve got our
key.”

“Now we just need to find the door.”

 

33. Wish Upon a Star

Cassandra Templeman, whose real name was still unknown to her
even this long after her birth, was not usually such a harsh woman.
When it came down to business she could be a little stiff, but only
because her business usually consisted of making sure no one around
her died. She knew that she was being unfairly harsh to the god
Loki, but she couldn’t help herself. Miriah was someone she held
dear, someone who was a link to a life she may have had in another
world. And though she had only known her for a handful of years,
she was very dear to her. It worried her enough that she had been
playing the same role as Cassandra for years now, without any of
the special gifts Cassandra had been given over time. And that Loki
was being so flippant about these matters burned Cassandra. She had
to work with him, though, she knew that. She told herself that of
course someone who had known nothing but these matters for so long
would find them trivial, and the every day life matters that
Cassandra found mundane would be causes for concern.

It’s his lot in life, she thought, which makes him
like this. And you have to work with him to get her back. I still
just wish I knew if this was what was intended when the Powers
brought him here, or if it’s merely the plan gone awry. At least
he’s true enough to his word; and he’s completely true about his
godhood. Anything less than a god would have been sent spinning
into the black when I hit him like that. Lucky to have one tooth
left, never mind only one out. I barely just managed to loosen
one.

“You’ve gone from staring at me to staring into yourself,” Loki
said to her, interrupting her thoughts, “don’t get too lost in
there, sweetheart.”

“Please, I’ve already told you once. My name is Templeman,” she
said, in the sort of tone only the English seem to carry so well,
“Or at the very least, Cassandra.”

Remember, Cassandra… play nice.

 

Miriah had finally been able to pull herself away from the
Azaza’el-spectre and now sat beside a pile of stones at the side of
the gorge. Azaza’el had continued to speak, but after twenty
minutes of listening Miriah had just stopped paying attention. He’d
gone from admissions to infatuations to flatteries to ramblings and
then sometimes to what Miriah could only describe as gibberish. So
many years down here had completely splintered the Angel’s sanity,
and Miriah was starting to wonder if there was more than one
Azaza’el in that mind now. There were two definite personalities,
she could tell; one who was like a scared, repentant child, who
spoke as ‘we’ and seemed timid to answer even her simplest
questions. The other was a far more assertive, though still
unstable – maybe even more so – Azaza’el, who spoke as ‘I’ and
seemed to be the mastermind of this attempted escape. He spoke of
Loki like an evangelical Christian would speak of Jesus; that his
coming here was the most important of portents and that soon he
would be free to do as he wished, to love humankind as they
deserved to be loved, as he had tried in the days of old. As he had
tried and been punished for. Some moments, Miriah would sympathize
with him as Loki had, and felt remorse for being a part in the
opposition of these matters. Then the Fallen would say something
that chilled her deeply, or his tone – despite the broken quality
of it – would make her wary again.

He spoke of love as an abusive lover might; like mankind was in
need of it, and must have it. That only he could love the people of
this world as they deserved, and that no one else could be good
enough. Miriah wondered just what Azaza’el’s love would push him to
do; especially if he saw an inherent ugliness in mankind. What
would he do then?

Her hand flicked through the pile of rocks beside her, and
eventually closed around one with a jagged, sharp edge. If Loki
couldn’t get her out, she’d be damned if she was going to die
alone. Her eyes drifted from spectre-Azaza’el to his true body. She
may not have the strength Cassandra did… but she knew it didn’t
really take much pressure to cut flesh.

 

Joseph sat and sipped his tea. He’d just gotten off the phone
with Eliza, who he made swear that she would not tell the others
about what had happened to Miriah. Over these years she had become
quite knowledgeable

(obsessed)

in these matters, and perhaps she could help the search for
Duda’el along. Joseph wished he had the time to bring the Coven
into this matter as well. They were powerful enough to find it,
though it would be a drain on them and may not be fast enough in
the end anyways. He wished he could shake this feeling of impotence
he’d had since Azaza’el made his demands. He wished…

“When you wish upon a star…” a man’s voice sang from
the window behind him. It was lyrical and soft, but it still
chilled Joseph’s blood to hear it.

“Makes no difference who you are…

anything your heart desires will come to you.

If your heart’s in your dreams, no request is too
extreme…

when you wish upon a star as dreamers do.”

It was a child’s melody, but the singer was no child. Joseph
turned, trying to hide his discomfort. The singer sat in the
window, smiling and well dressed. Black suit, red tie. Red hair
that was straight, and came down to his shoulder blades. A closely
cut red beard grew on his face, and behind dark – but stylish, of
course – sunglasses his eyes burned with what may as well have been
fire, though it wasn’t.

“Joey… all the big guns called down and you didn’t even think to
ring me?” he clicked his tongue, disappointed, much like Azaza’el
had when speaking to Miriah in the abyss. “I’m starting to think
you don’t love me anymore.”

 

34. Sympathy With the Devil

By the time we get back to the apartment, Joseph isn’t alone,
and while I don’t know his visitor personally, it doesn’t take a
genius to make a good guess.

“Yee haw, the gang’s all here. Quick, someone set up a campfire
and crack out the acoustic guitar.” I say, but mostly I just ignore
the room’s new occupant. I’m still paranoid that if I meet myself
in this universe the whole place will blow up (in a bad way), and
as far as meeting myself goes, I think this is about as close as it
comes here.

Instead, I sweep everything off the small coffee table and
unroll the portal map, weighing down the corners with old mugs and
guns and an ashtray.

Cautiously Joseph approaches – Templeman is still staring at our
guest in the same sort of way she stares at me sometimes – and sits
down across from me. He peers at the map. “What is it?”

“The key to Duda’el,” I say. “I think. I pulled it off
a wall in the alley we found Templeman in.”

“Right, so…”

“I have no idea what it means, if you’re asking. Let me have a
look at it for a bit. Got a pen on you by any chance?” Joseph hands
me a fountain pen – and hell, as if they didn’t go out of style in
the stone age – and I start making scratches and doodlings on the
map, trying to unravel the complex and slightly blurry
formulae.

A new voice: “This looks interesting…”

I don’t look up. “Not really. Think of it as my people’s
equivalent of calculus. It looks pretty, but it’s boring as
shit.”

“I see. Trying to reach Azaza’el I suppose?”

“Or the Sun-girl, whoever comes first.” I finally do
look up, and find myself staring into almost familiar eyes. I think
it’s awkward for both of us, and we look away at the same time.
“Don’t suppose you’re here to help?”

“Nope, sorry. Just be a nuisance.”

“Then sit quietly in the corner. I’ll come play with you
later.”

“No fun. No fun at all.”

“No,” I agree. “Does anyone have a ruler?”

 

No-one had a ruler, so I sent Templeman out to buy one – and a
protractor, set square and dividers – mostly to get her out of the
room. Joseph is sitting lazily watching the small, fuzzy TV.
Lucifer is moving about the room doing all the various things small
children do in order to attract attention. After ten minutes of
tuneless drumming on the back of the lounge, Joseph finally snaps.
“Will you stop that!”

“Um… no,” says Luce, and continues. I avoid stating the obvious;
that people like Luce and me generally have finite attention
spans.

Joseph abruptly stands up. “That’s it. I’m leaving. Do you need
anything else?”

“Not really,” I reply, distractedly. “Alcohol. Mood lighting.
Surprise me.”

The door clicks. Lucifer sits down across from me. “Oh come
on. Don’t tell me you’d rather be doing anything
other than playing Magic Science Nerd to a bunch of ungrateful
hypocrites.”

I look up, lean back. “You know,” I shake my pen at Luce in
emphasis. “You’re probably right.”

He grins at me, I grin back.

“But unlike you, sometimes I have to do things I don’t want to.”
I go back to writing.

“Argh! Jesus and Jehose-fucking-phat, I come all the way out
here looking for a legend, an equal, a kindred-fucking-spirit and
all I find is a pussy-whipped little geek.” He huffs.

It occurs to me I don’t really know what Lucifer’s deal is in
this world. I mean, I know who he is, but not
what; and nothing here is like it is at home. Joseph told
me Lucifer was ‘terrifyingly human’. Whatever the hell that’s
supposed to mean.

Eventually, “So… what’s it like?”

“What’s what like?”

“You know, being a God.” I don’t fail to hear the capital ‘g’.
Funny how almost everyone here thinks of it like that.

I think for a moment. “Hard work,” I say eventually. “Imagine if
you had unlimited power and resources and you couldn’t use a single
one of them. Instead, almost all of your time is devoted to, well,
things like this.” I gesture at the map. “Only more tedious, with
more people involved and more at stake. So, I don’t do it much.
Mostly I live as more-or-less human. I go to school, I run a
corporation – not as the same person, mind – I go to the movies
with my friends and I bitch about how bad it was afterwards. I go
to restaurants, pay bills, get forced to perform in the school play
and sit through awkward dinners with my wife’s father. Every now
and again I call my mother and get a lecture on how I never call
anymore.”

Luce screws up his nose. “How incalculably dull. If you’re
always so… responsible, you’ll never have any fun with it.”

I shrug. “It’s not about being ‘responsible’ or having ‘fun’.
It’s about making things work. Sometimes I have to bite
the bullet and go back to Ásgard, to move nations or build armies.
Even less frequently, I get called back to Jötunheim – to my own
people – to lead or inspire or teach. And I stand on the palace
balcony overlooking a wondrous realm, while thousands cheer me with
awe and reverence and undying devoted love, ready to obey my every
whim, and all I can think of is how Mrs. Matherson, my maths
teacher, is going to kill me for not doing my homework.” A source
of much consternation to the good Mrs. Matherson, incidentally, is
my apparent brilliance (in reality, I send myself back to school
every couple of decades just for the hell of it, and high school
maths isn’t that different now than twenty years ago) but
utter laziness.

The dilemma of Mrs. Matherson, however, seems lost on Lucifer.
“How do you stand it? Having the sort of power and
influence most people would kill”– by which, of course, he means he
would kill –”for and not doing anything with it?”

I shrug. “I was born into rule, but I’m not very good at it.
It’s restricting; everyone watching you all the time. You can’t
cough or sneeze without everyone knowing and having an opinion
about it. Everyone in the goddamn cosmos thinks they know the
be-all-and-end-all of Loki Laufeyjarson. But Lain? No-one gives two
shits about him.” I grin. “Don’t get me wrong. I wouldn’t do it
without semi-phenomenal cosmic powers and incalculable mortal
wealth backing me up. Living like, say, Saint Scissors does would
drive me berserk.”

This is apparently something Lucifer understands, because he
grins. “Maybe you’re just fickle. People never know how good
they’ve got it.”

“You’re probably right.”

“You forgot to carry the one.”

“What the– Shit, you’re right.” I scribble at the paper
somewhat. “Well fuck me dead and call me Freyja’s whore. That’s it.
Huh.” Like all these things, the end equation is deceptively – and
dangerously – simple. I see now why Azaza’el said the entrance
couldn’t be shown, only found; some of these old magic equations
are funny like that. I guess it’s a metaphor for the magus’ journey
through self-discovery… or some shit.

“So you really gonna let Azaza’el out? Or just kill the
bastard?”

“Honestly?”

“One liar to another.”

“Killing him is too easy. But letting him rot in eternal torment
isn’t really my style either. It’s so…” I wave my arm about, trying
to find a word. “Biblical. Boring. I’ve got a plan, no fucking clue
how I’m gonna pull it off, but I figure that’ll sort itself out
when the time comes.”

“Any clues?”

I grin dangerously. “You ever read comics?”

By the time the others get back I’ve got a working Key, and
Lucifer is long gone, leaving only the faintest trace of sulphur
and laugher on the air.

 

35. Always a Gentleman

Miriah had, despite her conscious mind’s protests, started
drifting off to sleep against the side of the cavern when she found
herself being gently shaken awake and called to in a smooth,
pleasant voice. In her mind, she was back years ago in her
childhood bed, being woken for the day by her mother. She groaned
and started to open her eyes.

“Really, just ten more minutes…” she mumbled, and the voice
speaking to her laughed quietly. She realized that it was not the
laugh of her mother, and she was not in a soft bed surrounded by
posters of her idols. She was back in this jagged gash in the
earth, with naught but an unstable Angel and his writhing
should-be-corpse to keep her company.

However, it seemed now that this was not entirely true.

In front of her, dressed in the same kind of coat and clothes as
the other Fallen, was another of the Angels who had of late been
the source of Miriah’s troubles. Her hand clenched around the sharp
rock she had found earlier, but relaxed. The Angel in front of her
smiled gently, and Miriah couldn’t help but notice he was
beautiful. That was the bitch about Angels. They were all so
fucking beautiful. And apparently all shared the same tailor.

“I’m sorry Miss Xiong, I hope you weren’t too far into sleep,”
he said, still smiling. She met his eyes with her own, and she was
calmed. She brushed some hair out of her face with the hand which
had not long ago been ready to bring her rock to the side of his
head.

“No…no. Last place I should be sleeping is here,” she said,
uttering half a laugh afterwards. She looked around and saw only
the chained Azaza’el and her new companion; spectre-Azaza’el was
missing. “Where is…?”

“He’s gone for now. Sending himself out like that exhausts him.
He won’t be back for a few hours.”

“Oh,” she said, meeting his gaze again, “Good.” He smiled once
more, then turned around; when he faced her again, he held out a
bag and a paper cup towards her. She gave him a distrusting look,
but stopped when she saw genuine hurt cross his face. She reached
out and took them from him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t…”

“It’s okay. I imagine if our positions were reversed I would be
just as wary,” he said, his smile returning.

Geez, he looks like someone I would have dated in
school, she thought.

“I thought you might be hungry, Miss,” he said, gently. She
opened the bag and saw several objects wrapped in paper. “I hope
you enjoy hamburgers.” She laughed, then grimaced, then simply gave
a bewildered smile.

How can this guy be a Fallen? she thought. How can
he be so kind and yet work with someone like Azaza’el?

“They’re my favourite,” she with a laugh, “Thank you.” And she
meant it; she was famished. The Fallen crouched down beside her and
cast a quick look at his chained master. Eventually she relaxed a
bit and sat back against the wall, sighing. The Fallen removed a
handkerchief from his jacket pocket and held it in her
direction.

“In case of  spills,” he offered, and she took it with a
smirk.

“Always a gentleman,” she said, opening the bag and removing one
of the burgers. “Sorry for the cold shoulder, but I’m not quite in
a position to simply trust any of you. Speaking of, who the hell
are you?”

“My name is Rhamiel, Miriah of Underwood Bay,” he said, bowing
his head to her. She raised his face back up to hers.

“There’s no need for that. Little too formal for me,” she said,
smiling. He went from crouching to sitting across from her as she
ate. Honestly, she was glad he was here. He was a comfort, despite
being a Fallen. He shot quick glances around them, and leaned in
towards her.

“Your friends are close to finding this place, Miss Xiong. Do
not despair; they will not let you come to harm,” he said quietly,
and her eyes widened.

“You’ve seen them?” Miriah asked excitedly, but still in the
hushed tones he had used. He shook his head.

“Not with my own eyes, but I have heard it said. Some of the
Fallen think that Lucifer may have helped the Chainbreaker find
Duda’el; personally I think that’s rubbish. Lucifer doesn’t help
anyone but himself. But I do know of the strength in Iosef,. Even
the Chainbreaker, He Who is Free, is said to clamor ceaselessly
over the lock to the door, in his own way,” he explained, and she
smiled, relieved. Casting a glance at the body of Azaza’el, he
furrowed his brow; it was a look of disdain. He returned his gaze
to her. “Miss Xiong I am truly sorry this has happened to you. It’s
not proper, the plan of a madman.”

“Or someone who’s just a great big asshole. How did someone like
you hook up with Azaza’el anyways?” she asked, finishing off one of
the burgers. He looked pained.

“It isn’t like I had much of a choice; we just all Fell in
together, if you’ll pardon the pun,” he said wistfully, “I loved,
and in turn was cast from the higher plane. But… that doesn’t mean
I have to resort to such unpleasantries.”

Now it was Miriah’s turn to look pained. In her mind, in this
situation, she had lumped his lot all in together; how many others
were like this one? She went to crumple up the wrapper of the
sandwich and toss it into the bag, when an idea hit her. She held
the sandwich between her teeth, the wrapper in one hand, and dug
through her pockets with the other. She cheered in her head when
her fingers closed around a pen. She released it and took the
sandwich out of her mouth; minus a good sized bite of it, of
course.

“Rhamiel… Rhamiel, can you please do something for me?” she
asked, and his eyes darted to Azaza’el; she noticed this and
stressed her next word: “Please?” He looked unsure for a moment,
and then narrowed his eyes. He nodded. She pulled the pen out of
her pocket, sat with her knees up, and began frantically writing on
the paper wrapper. “Rhamiel, I want you to deliver my friends a
message. Let them know they’re on the right track, and that I’m
okay. They should at least know that much. This will let Joseph
know he is not to harm you, and to let Loki know… to let
him know I’ve sorely misjudged this whole situation. An apology of
sorts. I just want them to know. Can you find them and deliver it?”
she said, folding the paper up into a small, sealed square – a
trick she learned in school. She handed it to him, and he slipped
it into his pocket. She smiled at him. “Thanks.” He smiled back,
standing.

“Do not worry, Miss Xiong. You’ll make it,” he said, uncasing
his wings. “I promise.” He began to walk, and soon he was gone.
Miriah sighed heavily, finished her second sandwich, and took a
long sip of her drink. She swallowed and laughed; it was her
favourite type of soda, Cherry Coke.

“Will wonders never cease…”

 

36. Fishing Expedition

“So… this is the Key to Duda’el?”

Joseph and Templeman are clustered around the table, peering
intently at the paper there. The big sheet pulled off the wall in
the alley is still laid out, covered in my own ink-blotted scrawl
(I hate fountain pens) in at least three different languages, none
of which anyone else in the room can read. There’s also a much
smaller hotel stationary pad with a short, one-line formulae
scrawled on it; the working, and the solution.

Templeman picks up the pad, looking between it and the table.
“Is this it?”

“I think so,” I say, lounging back on the couch and taking
another swing from the bottle of Jack Daniel’s Joseph so graciously
bought me. He also bought back a low-wattage light bulb, so I guess
he’s not such a stick in the mud after all.

“You do an awful lot of thinking so.”

“Well, I figure that’s either going to open a portal to Duda’el
or a black hole. It’s okay, I’ll send you in first to check it
out.”

To her credit, Templeman ignores me and studies the pad some
more, turning it this way and that. “How does it work?”

“Take five hundred years of lessons in ritual magic with my
people then come back and ask. It’s not like anything I
can describe to you. Your language doesn’t have the words or
concepts to cover it even if I tried.”

“Oh. Right.”

Joseph straightens. “Someone’s at the door,” he says, a moment
before a knock sounds. He goes to open it, and the room is filled
with the smell of blood and feathers; one of the Fallen. Murmured
voices follow, which for the most part I take to be a better sign
that screams and violence.

“Good Lord, get inside!” Joseph’s voice is surprisingly gentle,
and once more I find myself trying not to think too hard about the
weird hypocrisy everyone here seems to abide by.

“I can’t, it’s even riskier if I stay,” says the voice at the
door.  “I have a message. From Miriah.”

“Be quick, for your sake. I don’t know if we’re being
watched.”

The shuffling of cloth, then Templeman chimes in. “Oh, er, I’ll
take that shall I?” A pause, then. “Um, thank you.”

More shuffling of clothes, then the door closes. I roll my head
over lazily. “Well…”

“It’s a letter, from Miriah.”

“You sure?”

“It’s, er, folded up.”

“Ah, a sure-fire method to counter forgeries.”

Templeman scowls, unfolding the note. I recognize the
high-school origami from the way she pulls it apart; Wayne folds
notes the same way. It drives Dee and Sigmund berserk because
neither of them have ever been able to figure out how to do it on
their own, no matter how many times Wayne has tried to…

I cut the line of thought off. The last thing I need is to get
mopey missing my own life over a bottle of whiskey.

Templeman and Joseph both read the note, frowning slightly. It’s
reasonably short, the kind of thing hurriedly scrawled in prison
and smuggled out by a guard for a pack of cigarettes or a blow job.
I somehow doubt Miriah gave anyone a blow job. Ever.

“Well?” I say eventually, and Templeman hands the note over. I
read it through, grinning like a maniac by the end. When I’m done I
fold it back up and shove it in a pocket. “Evidence,” I explain. I
like being right. Especially shot-in-the-dark right.

With a lazy moan I pull myself back up again, thunk the now
empty bottle down on the table. Templeman’s eyes follow it. I don’t
get drunk particularly easily – especially not on any of the piss
in Midgard – but alcohol burns, and it’s a lot more tasty than
eating woodchips. “I suppose we should get this show on the
road.”

I pick up the pad, rip off the formulae and fold it up – the
same way Miriah folded her note, just to be a smart-ass.

“What do we need?” Joseph asks.

“Nothing,” I say. That’s the whole point of jötun high
magic; to distill it down to the very essences so that the only
tool the magus needs to rely on is the essence of reality itself.
Incantations and ingredients and funny symbols are for hacks and
improv and to impress the natives. Real magic is as quick and
efficient and boring as a German game show.

I clap my hands together, rubbing life back into the palms.
“Everyone ready?”

“What… here? Now?”

“As good a place as any.”

“Uh… this will work, right?” Templeman seems nervous,
I’m not sure if it’s the possibility of landing in Duda’el any
moment now or that we’ll be doing so via a very alien kind of
magic.

“I have no idea,” I say. “That’s what makes it
fun.”

She nods, looks at Joseph, who does the same.

“Okay, everyone make peace with your God. Here we go.”

I close my eyes and think Key. There’s really no other way to
describe it. I’ve done the working, I know the answer, I think the
process. There’s a funny kind of… pulling sensation. We’re
there.

“Um… I don’t think it worked.”

I open my eyes; we’re still standing in the apartment; the
window is still showing the same streetscape as it was before.
Joseph and Templeman manage to look both nervous and confused at
the same time. Templeman raises an eyebrow skeptically.

“Looks like you’re going to have to start over, hotshot.” She
takes a step, and the world dissolves.

Fade to black.

 

There is an abyss on the horizon, a long black scar across a
hellish desert of boiling red sands; Duda’el. Azaza’el is in the
scar up ahead, which means I was off. Badly. I frown in thought,
unfold the piece of apartment notepaper. As I suspected, most of
the formulae has vanished, but a few arcane squiggles remain. The
errors. I refold the paper, pocketing it so I can improve the
portal for next time. And there will be a next time. This
is just a fishing expedition, not the grand finale.

“Is that it up ahead?” Templeman points. She has to all-but
shout over the howling winds, squinting painfully against the
smoldering sun and vicious, airborne debris.

I nod in reply; no use straining my voice.

“Damn, should have bought sandstorm gear,” Templeman grumbles.
This place is a harsh place; I’m reminded a little of Muspel, home
of the fire giants, distant cousins of my own people. Except more
of Muspel is on fire, and it doesn’t stink of rotting sin.

I press forwards, eyes closed against the winds and relying on
my other senses to show me the way. It’s not so much of a handicap
really, and – since I was blind to start with – maybe not one at
all. Joseph and Templeman follow me, struggling against the lashing
winds. It occurs to me that were I to open my wings I would simply
be blown away. Unfortunately in the exact wrong direction – indeed,
the winds seem to, if anything, emanate from the abyss –
or I’d be tempted to try it.

As it is, it’s going to be a bit of a hike.

 

37. Sand Trekkin’

Miriah stood in the chasm, juggling balls of burger wrappers to
pass the time. She had, in the span of the last few hours, gone
from furious, to annoyed, to relieved – briefly – when Rhamiel
surprised her with his kindness, and had arrived safely at very,
very bored. Azaza’el still hadn’t stirred, and the only sound was
the occasional moan from him and the constant howl of wind
overhead. In the gash, however, the wind was rather still; hence,
the juggling. It was relatively quiet, so when Miriah heard the
voice behind her she was understandably freaked out.

“Miss Xiong!” came the hissed whisper, and she dropped the
crumpled balls in a panic. She spun around to face the speaker,
hand going again to the jagged stone that was now tucked into her
back pocket. She relaxed when she saw that it was Rhamiel again,
looking nervous but still smiling. She removed her hat, wiped her
brow with her forearm, and replaced it, walking to him.

“You scared the life out of me, dude,” she said, smiling
awkwardly. He made a small bow.

“I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to frighten you. I delivered your
message as you asked,” he said, looking around. She did the
same.

“You expecting company, mate?” she asked, biting her lip.

“Yes, but I’m not sure who we’ll be seeing first. My brethren,
or your friends,” he said. Miriah’s eyes widened.

“They’re here?” she whispered.

“Yes… yes, they are,” came the reply, in a broken voice. Miriah
shivered and looked at Rhamiel, who grimaced and closed his eyes.
Miriah turned and saw the Azaza’el-spectre standing between her and
his physical body; she turned again and saw a handful of Fallen
coming from the other end of the chasm, from behind Rhamiel. Some
were laughing, some were silent, all moved in unison.

“Rhamiel… brother. How could you…” Azaza’el began, and Miriah
spun on her feet. Before she could even think about what she was
doing, she was in a full run towards Azaza’el’s body, pulling the
sharp stone from her back pocket. Azaza’el’s question was stopped
dead as he watched Miriah bound rather deftly up the rocks which
imprisoned him, and both the spectre and the body howled in pain
and fury when she grabbed one of his chains to pull herself up and
hold her position on the rocks; the chain was bolted directly into
his side. His arms and legs were both encased in the stone he was
chained to; Miriah now stood, supporting her weight with her grip
on a chain, jagged stone placed right against Azaza’el’s throat.
She growled at the approaching Fallen, who were dumbstruck at this
turn of events. Rhamiel’s mouth hung open, but his eyes
gleamed.

“Now we play the game my way you degenerate fucks!” Miriah
screamed at the approaching Fallen. Rhamiel faced them, backing up
closer to Miriah’s position. He and the Azaza’el-spectre glared at
each other as he passed; the body of Azaza’el writhed endlessly
under Miriah’s makeshift blade. She held fast.

Okay, guys, now would be a good time to hurry the hell
up!

 

Cassandra peered out at the jagged black shape ahead of them;
she couldn’t see it clearly because she had to squint to see at
all. The winds beat at them relentlessly, kicking up dust and
filling their ears with cries that made her shiver, despite the
heat. Loki was in the lead, lumbering forward as well as he could;
Joseph was beside her, his tattered wings being whipped about
cruelly by the gusts. She could hear him shout in pain every so
often when the wind would pull his useless – but not dead, and
still sensitive – wings the wrong way. He had raised his arms in
front of his face, blocking the dust and winds. The trio staggered
forward against the winds, and Cassandra hoped with all her being
that they wouldn’t be here long. If the desert was fooling their
vision, making the chasm look closer than it was, they could be in
serious trouble. She didn’t know about Loki, but she did know that
sooner or later she and Joseph would need water, and it didn’t look
like there was much of that to go around.

She shook her head and continued the trek forward. She couldn’t
afford to think like that, not now. She had to trust Loki, and
hopefully help Miriah before something happened to her. She also
had to hope that Azaza’el didn’t have a guardian of some sort. The
Powers liked their creatures, she knew, especially when guarding
their most secret of secrets. And she wasn’t sure she wanted to
face anything that lived in this kind of desert.

Joseph looked over at her sternly; he could see from her face
what she was thinking.

“Put it out of mind,” he mouthed, and turned back to the walk.
She did the same. Loki just continued to walk at his steady
pace.

 

38. No Position to Bargain

Something’s brewing up ahead; this whole place suddenly feels so
much more… full than before. How irritating, and how much
nicer this would have been if it had turned out to be a cakewalk,
and we could have saved all the boring fighting bits until the end.
But maybe Fallen don’t have a sense of the finale.

Templeman and Joseph are having a bit of a hard time of it; it
occurs to me they might get thirsty or hungry or something at this
rate, and hah, lucky me didn’t think about that. And up ahead,
there’s a storm brewing. This kind of thing was always easier when
it was me and…

No, nevermind that. Instead; run or stay? The winds are
exhausting but the heat doesn’t really bother me and I know that if
I had to make a dash for it across the sands I could. Stay low, run
on all fours – so undignified, but it’s faster… leave Joseph and
Templeman alone. Or…

Maybe there’s another option. I hope Joseph and the Snow Bitch
both know how to ride.

“This is stupid,” I say over the winds, strong voice carrying
without quite needing to shout. “Can you two ride bareback?”

Templeman and Joseph stop, look at each other, then give
shrugging nods. Oh, how convenient.

(“…okay, you bastard, this is you…”)

An amused chuckle. Animal shapeshifting isn’t really something I
do anymore. People, sure, but animals… it’s primitive.
Stuff of the Old Gods. So it’s convenient I just-so happen to keep
one around.

I feel him surge forward, filling from the inside out, through
lungs and heart and nerves and veins, down bones that are starting
to lengthen and stretch and crack, and fuck me if it doesn’t hurt
but when I scream it sounds more like a whinny.

I have no idea what I look like as a horse, but I imagine it’s
sort of on par as what I look like as a human; which is to say, the
basic outline is there, but the shapes inside are wrong. I toss my
head and stamp a hoof – it’s me but it’s mostly the Ásgardian,
since this is really his gig – and glare at Joseph and Templeman
with eyes of burning poison.

“Oh. My. God.” Templeman manages. “You have got to be
joking.”

I can’t really tell her otherwise – horses don’t actually speak,
after all – just snort and stamp some more and do my best to look
impatient and annoyed. In retrospect, I don’t think it helps very
much.

“You first,” offers Joseph.

Very warily, Templeman puts a hand on my neck, and I fight down
the mad horsey urge to bite at her. Slightly emboldened, she swings
herself up like an old pro, and I reshuffle my feet to take the
weight. I’m glad I make a big horse. Joseph is next,
slightly emboldened by Templeman’s experience. They’re heavy. I
don’t like it; I want to buck and kick until they’re off then
trample their stupid little fragile skulls into the dust.

I fight down that urge, too, with a mad neigh and rolling eyes –
I think I’m going to start frothing at the mouth soon – and let
them get settled in.

Eventually Cassandra suggests, “Uh, giggyup?”

It’s good to run, run like the wind that whips at my
mane and against my flanks. Hooves crashing across broken rock, all
but throwing up sparks in their wake, neck and head straining;
faster, harder. Cassandra and Joseph are laid almost flat against
my back, their legs digging in hard against my sides, hands twisted
in my mane. I ignore them, instead race the very winds themselves.
The scar is pulling itself closer and closer with every pounding
hoofbeat, and I give a madmad scream; I want to run forever and
ever, beyond this place, beyond the earth beyond the stars until
there’s nothing left but me and the rushing winds.

Cassandra has looked up, seen the scar and is calling for me to
stop, is tugging painfully at my wind-wild mane. I ignore her and
keep going, feet leaving the earth and suddenly there’s nothing but
us and the deep black void.

The walls are obsidian black, liquefied rock and deadly smooth,
but I catch my fall on them, bouncing down almost vertical like I
was born to it. I can make out small things in the bottom of the
cavern, they’re looking up, mouths little round ‘o’s like hoofprint
bruises.

I land right on top of one, which screams as I trample it to a
thin, feathery slime underfoot. The others scatter, and I rear with
another mad scream; suddenly I feel light. Light like
light – sunlight, firelight – and that makes me want to laugh but I
can’t like this, so I toss my head and snort instead.

Cassandra and Joseph roll away and pull themselves up from where
they’ve fallen at my feet. They look wary. I look mad.

There are other angels; I want to trample them, too. Dash their
skulls against the glass-black rock and lap at the blood. I
remember what it tasted like, thick and spiced and rich and oh so
good. I grin at them – I can do that, apparently, even as
a horse – and they all take a step backwards. I put my head down,
stamp a foot, readying to charge. Joseph and Miriah and Templeman
are there behind me, too; evenly matched out between us and the
angels, thanks to the one whose broken ruins I’m still standing
in.

“Now,” I hear a voice I recognize as Miriah. “We can do this the
easy way, or the ‘not-intended-for-children’ way.”

One angel twitches; suddenly, it no longer has a head, the crack
of the gunshot seems to sound out only after the body has hit the
ground. I guess Templeman must’ve thrown Miriah her guns. I stamp
and whicker appreciatively; three to four.

It’s like a Mexican standoff. All we need is some cheesy music
playing and some tumbleweeds to rolls across the chasm.

Eventually, however, the angels back down. They take a few slow
steps backwards, turn and are just… gone.

(“we done with this, boy?”)

The voice of the Ásgardian startles me; he’s tired, and I guess
this was a big deal for a dead guy. I thank him, feel as he
retreats back beyond the sun and corn and flames, down to the deep
dark place in heart of all things.

I’m on my hands and knees on the hot glassy ground, breathing
heavily. Blood is running down my arms, pooling between my
fingers

(fingers, I have fingers now, not hooves)

and glimmering green-black up at me from the rock. My whole body
feels like it’s covered in thousands of tiny lacerations; rocks and
dust and wind and speed. I feel five pairs of eyes on me.

“Remind me,” I say, very slowly. “Not to do that again.”

(iamnotahorseiamnotahorseiamnotahorse)

I stand, roll my shoulders, turn, and get my first look at
Azaza’el. The real Azaza’el; though the ghost one watches
me also, eyes flinty but frightened in this place of all places. My
gaze flickers between the two, and I push down memories of the dark
place.

When I get home, I think I’m going to take Sigmund out somewhere
very, very nice. I had it bad, but at least I had
someone.

It’s barely a flicker, but Azaza’el sees it, steps forward,
holds his hands out. “Do you see,” he says, voice pained and
pleading. “See why I bought you here, I knew you would come for the
girl, could not let you leave without seeing–”

The world comes back into focus.

“Shut up!” I snap, throwing out an arm, sending splatters of my
own blood flying out across the chasm. “Keep your goddamn mouth
shut you manipulative little son of a bitch.” I stomp non-too
subtly across to where he is bound, land a wide, three-clawed foot
on his right thigh, just under a jut of rock, and push slowly into
soft flesh. Both Azaza’els scream, a broken symphony pain and
impotence; something I know well. I grab his neck, pull him up as
far as it will go, chains cutting into the flesh around his mouth.
“I said shut up.” I slap him, just for good measure, and
the screaming stops, replaced by a pitiful whimpering. I find
something buried deep down inside, and pull it up, open it out like
a flower of bone and blood, take it and twist it into a sneer. “In
case you hadn’t worked it out yet”– I punctuate by yanking again on
his neck, receiving another choked whimper for my efforts
–”you are not in any position to make demands of
me. You do not threaten anyone I know, you do not threaten
me, you do not rage and scream and beat your chest and pretend
you’re anything other than the miserable little worm you are. Do
you understand?”

The barest whimper.

“I said do you understand?” I beat the head against the
rocks behind it, and this time Azaza’el does scream.

It comes out, “Yes yes damn you yes! Yes yesyesyes…” he
trails off into gibbering.

“Good,” I narrow my eyes, lay his head back down almost
tenderly, draw my claws from his loins and scramble up the rock in
a quick, insectile movement, so I’m sitting right above him,
hunched over, stroking his hair like a mother would a crying child.
When I speak next my voice is soft and reasonable, murmured
reassuringly into his ear.

“You are not going to send your Fallen to us,” I tell him. “Nor
anything else. You are not going to watch us. You are going to sit
here, and wait by the rocks, doing nothing but thinking of what you
are going to do when you are free. And in nine days time”– it’s
always nine days –”I am going to come back, and I am going to let
you out. And if, in those nine days, I see anyone or
anything I even suspect has come from you, well;
the first time it is going to add one extra day. And then two, and
then four, eight… sixteen… I’m sure you’re seeing where I’m going.”
My voice is breathy and low, and I watch the Azaza’el-spectre
beneath hooded eyes as I do so. He is terrified, outraged, shaking,
doubled over and holding himself desperately. “You see, love, I
have all the time in the world, in my place of sun and
light and TV and laughter and comfortable chairs. And I’m prepared
to wait until you are ready for freedom. Does this sound
like a good plan?” I cock an eyebrow, my fingers dancing across
Azaza’el’s brow.

He nods, “Yes, yes it is a… a good plan.” He sounds totally and
utterly defeated.

“There’s a good love.” I kiss his brow gently, vault myself off
the rock and back onto the floor of the canyon. “I’ll be back,” I
promise him, not turning around. “Exactly when is up to you.”

I walk off, past the others who are staring at me, horrified. I
don’t want to be here anymore, and with that thought we’re not, the
apartment ghosting itself back in around us. I’m facing the door.
Without breaking stride, I say, “I’m going out. I might come
back.”

The door closes behind me and onto utter silence. Once safely
outside, I allow the self-loathing to creep in.

(“… like father, like son…”)

The Ásgardian’s voice is strangely shuttered, his presence
coiled away as far from mine as he can get it, deep down in our
darkest of darks.

I don’t try and deny him.

 

On the street, I hide in Travis. It’s strange and somehow
comforting at the same time; in my Pandemonium, Travis Hale would
be recognized instantly. Here he simply becomes another face in the
crowd, tall but not particularly spectacular. Sunglasses and black
hair and a silly little goatee. Mostly importantly, neither Miriah
nor Joseph nor Templeman know Travis, and for the moment I want to
keep it that way. I shove myself so far down inside that they’ll
never find me, not even with Joseph’s nose for the unnatural.

I don’t know if they try and follow me, and I’m not sure whether
I’d prefer if they did or not.

Instead, I walk. Up and down streets I know as intimately as
anything and yet which are so unutterably alien. Why is
this city here, if I’m not? I’ve seen Sigmund, but what about the
others. Is there a Dee here or a Wayne? Is Elijah long-since dead?
Does David still work too hard? Does Blue still own the Nortcha
Drif? Was Bella still raped? Was Esia ever born? Who do all these
people work for, if not for my company? I’m a rock in this pond and
I try running myself backwards, following my own ripples as they
disappear back up into nothingness.

I want to go home. It’s not that things are easier back
home so much that they are simply different. And, I suppose, I’m
not alone. Sigmund and Elijah and Dee and Wayne and even David and
Esia; I’m different to them than I am to the people in this place.
Still weird and outrageous and strange and powerful but… somehow
not so removed. I belong. I’m listened to. Often told to
shut up afterwards, true, but all the same…

When I round a street corner and see the expanse of green park
unfold up ahead I almost don’t recognize it, bereft as it is of its
major landmark in my world; the shimmering temple of Lokabrenna
Incorporated. I let out a bark of laughter that causes people
around me to stop and stare momentarily, before hurriedly
pretending they had done no such thing. Of course I would
come back here.

I sigh, crossing Delgado Drive and setting foot into the park
itself. In this place it is, not surprisingly, named City Park.
There is no building here to give it a name, and the whole place
feels unsurprisingly empty.

I walk through the large expanse of open field where my building
should stand; past the parking lot, the entry foyer with the stone
slabs everyone thinks are modern art, up the lift, into my office,
at my desk. The very dead geographic and mystical center of town.
Even in this world I can feel the energy of a million people
rushing towards and around me. Mostly people, anyway; there are a
lot more other things in this Pandemonium. My city I
always kept squeaky-clean – gods are, when it comes down to it,
territorial – and it disgusts me somewhat that this place is
so teeming with otherworldly filth. I try not to think
about what I will do if I somehow can’t get back to my own
universe. Try not to think of scourging the city and starting anew.
I am still, above all things, a god. And I will be treated
like one.

In the meantime, however, I lay myself down in the center of the
city that isn’t mine, and feel the world as it moves around me.

 

Hours pass. The next time my conscious is stirred back into
itself the sun is setting.

“You’re not an easy man to track down, when it suits you,” says
a voice nearby.

A sigh. “This is going on your tab,” I say, sitting up to come
face-to-face with Azaza’el and another Fallen. “Only one minion
here this time? Oh Azzie, you can do better than that.”

He just grins his cracked grin. “I’m not here to fight,” he
says. “But I do need an extra set of hands. You were right, of
course; I really am in no position to bargain. Even if I
was, there’s nothing here that you could possibly want, is
there?”

“No, not really.”

“Not even the girl. Tell me, if she’d died before you reached
her, would you have cared?”

I shrug. “She wouldn’t’ve died.”

Azaza’el’s grin broadens at my non-answer.

“So, after your little visit today I got to thinking. How
does one control the inherently uncontrollable? The
answer, of course, is that you don’t.”

Something’s not right. Too late I notice the other Fallen –
really notice him. Him and his crossbow.

“You just take it.”

I’m quick, but this time the Fallen is quicker, the crossbow
bolt hitting me in the shoulder before I can even fully stand. It
hurts. I get shot a lot, and am no stranger to pain, but
it’s different somehow. Blunted, unemotional. This is something
else, this, I realize, is how mortals feel pain. Shooting and
blinding and hot. I can feel myself unraveling, the disguise of
Travis disintegrates and the world starts to go white at the
edges.

“Talking to you at the church gave me the idea,” Azaza’el says,
almost conversationally, as I bring a trembling hand up to feel the
bolt. It’s fletched with little green leaves, not feathers, and
feels so brittle I’m surprised it survived the shot. But of course
it would; it did before, after all.

Mistletoe. I am so fucked.

The world goes white and sideways. Distractedly, I wonder if
this means I’ll have to spend another thousand years in
Hel, or if this time I’ll be dead for good. And then everything
goes black and I don’t think of anything at all.

“Well. That was easy.”

 

He’d arrived in a city called Underwood Bay with no idea why he
was there and no idea where to go next. That had been almost a
fortnight ago. He’d spent the time since scouting the city for any
hint of a trail, but had turned up blank and by the time he’d
figured out his next move he realized the cash in his wallet had
run out. He wasn’t game enough to try the cards, so instead he’d
found work cleaning floors in a grimy diner that didn’t seem to
mind that he had no ID and no history, only that he turned up on
time and that his hair was clean, if not always neat. He was a hard
worker, but the pay was crap and the realization that he was
running out of time bore down on his mind heavily. Between food and
lodging his meagre salary wasn’t going very far, and he had been
forced into the painful realization that he’d never really
experienced being poor before. He wasn’t very good at
it.

Eventually he’d thrown what little money he had into an open
poker tournament that he was reasonably sure wasn’t run by people
who would break his knees. He was crap at the game – not to mention
the game he thought of as ‘poker’ turned out to be nothing of the
sort – but could always tell if someone was bluffing. In
the end he walked out with just enough to get on a bus and head
across country. Pandemonium City; if nowhere else, what he was
looking for would eventually turn up there. He had to believe it
would, for he was totally out of other options.

Two days in the city had turned up nothing, not to mention he
was faced once more with the realization that his money was about
to run short. None of the other places he’d thus far looked had
turned up anything promising – some hadn’t even existed – but,
looking up at the pulsing-red lights coming from within the Nortcha
Drif, he finally felt some hope. Someone would have seen something
here, surely.

Blue had been eyeing some very obviously fake IDs when the boy
walked in. He was no older than eighteen, with a scruffy
unspectacular look that set him instantly apart from the Drif’s
usual patrons. He glanced around furtively – looking for someone,
Blue realized – before walking up to the bar, waiting patiently to
catch her attention. Impossibly, he seemed to know the club, though
Blue was certain she’d never seen him before, and she usually had a
good eye for the kids who came in here, especially one so obviously
out of place as this.

She told the fake ID kids to get lost, and turned her attention
to the boy. “Can I help you, kid?”

He gave a nervous smile. “Um, I’m looking for someone. Uh,
tall…” he seemed to hesitate, unsure of how to continue. Blue
waited patiently while he found his words. “Hair probably either
long and fiery orange or short and black. Maybe double-pierced
eyebrow and nose”– he pointed to the left side of his face –”and,
uh… very distinct green eyes.” He looked at Blue hopefully.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” she said, “you a friend of his,
or…?”

“Oh, yes.” He nodded enthusiastically.

Blue had been a bartender for a long, long time; long before the
Drif, long before Pandemonium. She had seen a lot of people, heard
a lot of stories. The kid looked earnest, his eyes filled out with
desperation flecked with the tiniest glimmer of hope. He looked too
thin for himself, with hollow cheeks and sunken eyes as if he had
been neither eating nor sleeping well for a while. His clothes had
a kind of rumpled, slept-in feel to them. Middle-class suburban kid
far from home, Blue thought. She’d seen it before.

“There was a guy,” she began slowly, leaning forward
conspiratorially – though any eavesdroppers would have had trouble
hearing her over the pounding music. “Came in a few days ago. Like
you said, tall, fiery hair in neat little dreadlocks. Wearing a
dress; very distinctive, turned a lot of heads like a magnet. Sound
like your guy?”

“Oh! Yes, yes. That’s him. Where is he?”

Blue thought for a moment. “Well, he caused a bit of a ruckus on
his way out. Got into a fight with two other people up the back,
and when they came running out there was something… look, I didn’t
get such a good look, but–”

The boy put his hands up on either side of his head, fingers
extended like little horns. “Like this?” he said. “And a big long
purple tail?”

Blue nodded, the boy’s eyes shone. She chewed her lip; she
really had seen a lot of things in her day. “Kid, I don’t
know what your story is, but you should be careful. These
demons–”

The boy choked back a laugh. “Demon? Oh, no. No no no.” He
seemed genuinely amused, Blue felt genuinely confused. “It’s okay.
Tell me about the people chasing him.”

“A guy and a girl. Both funny-looking. Guy had blue hair, and a
real Freddy Krueger job on his hands. Tall, no shirt. Girl was
Chinese, purple hair, packing guns. She had a cop’s badge but I’d
bet my bar it was a fake; didn’t look like no fucking cop
I’ve ever seen,” Blue added in a voice that implied she’d
seen a lot of cops in her day. “Never seen any of them
before or since.”

The boy nodded. “Thank you,” he said, and it occurred to Blue
she’d never before met anyone who came even close to being as
sincere as this boy. “If the orange-haired guy comes back, let him
know I’m looking for him.”

Blue nodded, watched as the boy turned to leave. “Wait, kid. You
new in town, aren’t you?”

“I guess so.”

“Well, something you should know. Other day there was an attack
on a subway train; the police are looking for someone in connection
with it who matches the description of the blue-haired guy who was
chasing after your friend. The other girl, see her on the news
sometimes too, they say she’s a real killer. You should be careful;
these are some dangerous people we’re talking about.”

Strangely, the boy just gave a grim smile. “Don’t worry,” he
said. “If they’ve done anything…” he let the threat hang. For a
second, to Blue at least, it looked as if his cow-brown eyes burned
like ice. It was gone as soon as it came.

“Goodbye, Blue.”

It’s wasn’t until he left that she realized she’d never told him
her name. It wasn’t until she’d gotten home she realized she still
didn’t know his.

 

39. Just Like E.R.!

Loki had departed shortly after Miriah, Joseph, and Cassandra
had returned from Duda’el and the trio was a little unnerved at how
suddenly quiet things had become. There had been no Fallen assault
on their flat, which Joseph had expected. There had been no talk
from Loki, which Cassandra had expected. There had been no
celebratory spur of the moment “yay she’s back!” party, which
Miriah had hoped for.

So, when there was a bang at the door, all three were more
relieved than afraid. It was something after all. Miriah
got to her feet and bounded to the door quickly, drawing her
pistols in the process. She tossed one to Cassandra, who took it
reluctantly and stepped into the kitchen to provide cover for
Miriah. Joseph put his back to a wall out of sight of the door,
just in case it happened to be the hotel manager coming by for
payment. Miriah slowly put her eye to the peephole – “God’s
greatest gift to doors” one of her aunts had called them – and her
jaw dropped when she looked out. She jammed the revolver back into
its holster and grabbed the doorknob, around the same time Joseph
caught a whiff of what it was on the other side and came out of
hiding.

She flung open the door and Rhamiel collapsed into the room.
He’d seen better days. Miriah dropped to her knees beside him,
partially to try and catch him, but mostly to make sure he wouldn’t
hit the ground too hard.

Cassandra tucked the pistol into her pants and moved to help
her. The pair of women caught the Fallen as Joseph ran to the
bedroom door, opening it so they could carry him in. He grabbed a
few of the towels from the bathroom, nearly shredding them in his
haste, and quickly soaked them under the shower stall’s faucet.

Miriah looked at Rhamiel on the bed and put a bloodied hand over
her mouth. His top had been cut to shreds, along with a great deal
of the skin on his chest. One eye was so puffed up from bruising
that it was barely visible. Blood streamed from both nostrils and
his left ear; or rather, what was left of it. One of his nipples
was gone, torn from his body. Slashes crisscrossed all over what
skin she could see; his pants were still on, but that seemed to be
about it, and even they were soaked with blood. She wondered with
horror if they had confined their efforts to just the places she
was seeing now. From what seemed like a million miles away, she
could hear Cassandra shouting something at her, could see Joseph
trying already to mop up the blood, and it wasn’t until she felt
the stinging of her cheek that the sharp crack of Cassandra’s slap
registered in her brain. She shook her head, and grounded herself
in the moment.

“Miriah! Now is not the time to be away to Mars! I need more
towels, and get me my bag! I’m going to have to sew some of these
wounds up or he’ll bleed out,” she ordered, taking charge. The
sleeves of her white turtleneck were stained with Rhamiel’s blood
as she rolled them up to the elbow. Joseph continued to wipe away
what blood he could with the damp towels.

“Yeah! Sorry,” Miriah said, and turned. The bag was in the
sitting room, and she saw it immediately. She had grabbed it and
turned back towards the bathroom when she caught the slight smell
of sulfur in the room. She made a face at the smell and quickly
looked for its source; whatever had made it was long gone, but she
did see a note on the counter. It read:

Joseph,

You can thank me for this later. I’m sure we’ll think of
something, right babe? ^_~

Yours always,

L

Miriah wasn’t entirely sure who ‘L’ was, but she knew it was
probably someone she didn’t want to meet. Didn’t ever want to meet,
if her suspicion was correct. She left the note on the counter and
went to grab more towels.

 

Miriah sat watching nothing on the dead TV, waiting for news
from the bedroom. She could hear muffled voices from inside, but
she couldn’t make any of it out. She was surprised – but not a
whole lot, really – to find that she really wanted Loki to be
there. That’s the thing about Gods, Miriah thought,
you never miss them until they’re gone. She twirled her
revolver on her finger, just waiting. Finally, Cassandra stepped
out into the kitchen and started to wash her hands. Miriah stood
and waited for her to finish, noticing that there was quite a lot
of blood.

“He’ll be okay,” Cassandra said, drying her hands.

“That’s good to know,” Miriah said. Cassandra nodded slowly,
looking concerned.

“They really did a number on him. Joseph will speak with him
once he regains consciousness, which will probably be a little
while. I had to use all of the tranq in my kit just to keep from
writhing too much. As we were working, the Fallen was speaking
quite a bit. I think we’re in a spot of trouble,” she said,
grimacing.

“Loki,” Miriah guessed. Cassandra nodded again.

“A right spot of trouble indeed…”

 

40. Don’t Look

“Don’t look, kid.”

I open my eyes to an infinity of nothingness. “Am I dead?”

“What do you think?”

I roll my head to the side and the Ásgardian appears in view,
sitting some distance away on more of this place’s formless void.
“I think,” I say slowly, “that we are not dead.”

He rolls his eyes. “No shit, Sherlock. You got shot in the
shoulder, you big fucking girl. If it were me, I would’ve gone for
the eye.” He taps at his left eye; the same one that I know is
currently scarred lifeless grey in my own head.

I sit up. “Azaza’el doesn’t want us dead.”

The Ásgardian just shrugs. As far as he’s concerned, he’s
already dead and all this is just a hallucination I’ve created to
make myself feel better about it. I’m not entirely sure that he’s
wrong about that.

“Where are we?”

“Hello? Unconscious?” He huffs. “Look, kid, I’m your
hallucination.”

There is a light shining in the direction that would currently
be thought of as ‘above’; very distant and pale, like the ghost of
a star. It’s the way out, I suppose. I squint against it; the light
is impossibly far yet somehow utterly blinding. Like staring at the
sun.

“I told you not to look,” says the Ásgardian.

Unconsciousness is comforting. I want to see what’s outside.

“You’ll be back.”

 

Outside, there are two things; pain and some familiar black
hexagonal pavers. The pain is surprisingly not coming from my
shoulder – which has been stitched and bandaged expertly – but
rather everywhere else. I’m strung up with thick iron chains, hung
from my arms and wings and suspended a foot or so above the ground.
The shackles have pins going through my forearms and the membranes
of my wings as well as around, and my ankles are pinned by a bar
supported on stone plinths driven into the ground. Crucified
without the comfort of something to lean my back against.
Surprisingly, it still doesn’t hurt as much as being shot in the
shoulder did. It’s mostly just chronically uncomfortable. I’m glad
I don’t need to breathe; I’ve heard it’s difficult like this.

“How are you feeling?” The disjointed voice of Azaza’el is, I
feel, not terribly surprising.

“Just peachy,” I growl. He walks into view, all ghosting ahead
of himself like some cheesy 80’s special effect. The angel from the
park is still following him, wheeling a rickety steel hospital tray
full of shiny non-hospital instruments behind him. I try hard not
to get a bad feeling.

“I’m sure we can fix that. You have something I want.”

“I think you may in fact be wrong about that.” I try not to
watch the second angel dote over a particularly obnoxious and
unidentifiable object from his tray. It looks like the bastard
child of a corkscrew and a crab, chromed and polished to android
perfection.

Azaza’el shrugs. “Maybe, but won’t it be fun to take a look? I
want to know how you work, Chainbreaker, if nothing else.”

“Mostly by magic,” I say, because it’s true. Magic and belief,
two things I don’t think Azaza’el or his lot could ever understand,
and certainly nothing they’re going to find by rummaging around in
my insides.

Azaza’el just grins. I figure I have one hope left, and I’m not
going to waste any more breath before trying it.

The second angel finally selects a cold steel scalpel to go with
his cold steel eyes, and – very precisely – makes his first
incision. I clench my jaw until I feel my teeth start to crack,
keeping my eyes on Azaza’el the whole time. Focused on nothing but
his deranged grin. I am not powerless. I am never powerless. I am a
god, and I’m going to make these… these children know it.

The second angel finishes his incision – a proper, Y-shaped
autopsy cut – and gently peels back the skin and muscle.

Gravity cuts in. I scream.

And when I do, the earth shakes.

 

A day after talking to Blue at the Nortcha Drif and Sigmund
Gregor Sussman found himself once again up against a wall. So, in
desperation, he’d traveled back to the Center; as far away from the
wall as you could get, metaphorically at least.

The open field of City Park looked soullessly empty without the
dominating presence of the Lokabrenna Head Office, and Sigmund
found himself wandering around aimlessly on the grass. He wasn’t
sure what he was doing – maybe hoping that Loki would simply turn
up here, as if by magic or coincidence or both – until he heard a
very soft snap under one foot.

It was a short arrow, little green leaves fletching on end, and
blackish-green blood slowly corroding the other. Sigmund’s heart
seemed to stop, just for a moment, which was roughly when the
earthquake started. It was brief, and none-too powerful – enough to
rattle china from the shelf and send the unwary to the ground, but
not much more – but it had been enough. Loki was here, somewhere,
and he was both underground and in pain. Sigmund gripped the arrow
tight enough to send his knuckles white and blood oozing from
between his fingers.

I’m here, he sent his thought to the arrow, cracked in
the center and coated with two layers of blood. It was powerful
now, Sigmund knew; things like that always were. Whomever had
thrown it down so carelessly had obviously been oblivious to its
significance. I’m here, and I’m coming.

And then, more to himself, If only I knew where to
go…

 

“Well. That was interesting. Good thinking to cut its throat. It
would be such a shame if it shook down the whole cavern on top of
us, don’t you think? Take its tongue as well, just to be sure. And
pull out those silly little stitches. Always gave me the creeps,
the way they move like that. It’s just not natural… “

 

41. Pop Culture Reference

Joseph balanced precariously on the footboard of the bed Rhamiel
lay in. The Fallen was half-conscious, almost entirely bandaged,
and one of the Fallen whom Joseph felt genuinely bad for. Sometimes
in his hunts he would be led to Fallen like these, Angels whose
only offence was the one which had banished the lot of them – and
often times their offences, if there were any, were not nearly as
severe as those of someone like Azaza’el. Joseph knew just from the
feel of him that this Fallen was no Usiel, Semjaza, Ariel, or
Azaza’el. Not even close. This was an Angel of Mercy from the Old
Times; his genuine goodness was evident, and Joseph didn’t take the
lives of Fallen like these. Rhamiel had been the one to deliver
Miriah’s message earlier, and now his alliance with her had cost
him dearly, just as his association with Azaza’el had long ago.
Joseph ran one of his claws over his own scars, lightly. One over
his heart; several on his arms; another on his shoulder; even more
on his legs. His wings had been shredded ages ago; his eyes burned
black not too long after. The claws on his arms were a more recent
mutilation, a change which was courtesy of Hitler’s obsession with
the paranormal during World War Two. A Fallen acting as an SS
officer had done it to him, he remembered, to make him a better
killer. They had also tried to warp his mind.

Joseph had torn that Fallen’s heart out with the claws he had
given him.

Joseph could hear Miriah and Cassandra in the next room,
discussing their latest problem. Apparently, if the half-crazed
babble Rhamiel was spouting as they fixed him up was true, Azaza’el
not only planned on grabbing Loki, but probably had done it by now.
He said something about using mistletoe to do it, but Joseph wasn’t
entirely sure about that. He knew the plant was poisonous if
ingested by humans, but against a God?

Then again, he thought, you live in a world where
one of mankind’s most dangerous predators can be turned into dust
by a splinter. So maybe as far as weaknesses go, it’s not that
odd.

When then the quake hit, Joseph fell almost comically backward
off of the footboard. Rhamiel stirred somewhat, but that was it.
Miriah came running into the room.

“Joseph! You okay?” she said, leaning in the doorframe. He was
sprawled out on the floor, his head closer to the door. He brought
two of his claws together to form the “OK” gesture.

“Yeah. I’m good. Just caught off-guard,” he said, jumping back
to his feet. Miriah had always wanted to be able to do that but
could never pull it off; she pushed aside this momentary jealousy
and looked to Cassandra.

“Are you okay in there?” she asked; Cassandra yelled back that
there was no reason to worry.

“I wonder what the hell caused that one?” Joseph asked, sitting
on the edge of the bed, “Those bloody great creatures don’t run in
pairs, do they?” Miriah shook her head.

“No… no, I have a feeling that was something else. Something a
little closer to home,” she said. He raised an eyebrow,
guessing.

“It certainly seems like something he could do.” He said. Miriah
half-grinned, leaning closer to him and putting a hand on his
shoulder.

“‘Do you hear that Fezzik? That is the sound of ultimate
suffering. My heart made that sound when the six-fingered man
killed my father. The God in a Dress makes it now’,” she said,
complete with mock Spanish accent.

“What?” he asked, and she straightened up, putting her hands on
her sides. “Nevermind. What now?”

“Why, show that we can play at being Big Damn Heroes just as
well as he can, of course! He has a nasty little habit of jumping
into things headfirst and always coming out on top; plus, you know,
the whole rescuing me thing puts him in my cool book. Anyways, I
think it’s about time we had a lot of the same luck. I’m going,
regardless. Join me?” she said, smirking. He stood, slowly.

“It shouldn’t be too hard to scent out where a very angry,
powerful god is being held. And I’d rather not find out what
happens if or when he dies,” he said, and then looked at Rhamiel.
“What do we do about him?”

“You don’t think he’ll be okay?”

“They managed to find me here. I doubt they won’t find him if
they’re looking.”

“Okay, good call. Cassandra!” Miriah called, leaning out of the
doorway.

“What is it?” Templeman said, walking to the door.

“You’re on guard duty, okay? Fallen might be looking for this
guy,” Miriah said, then winked and grinned, “Kick their asses if
they do.” Cassandra handed Miriah’s second revolver back to her,
and Miriah holstered it.

“Will do. Be careful,” said Cassandra.

“Come on… when am I not?”

Her question was answered by a loud banging on the apartment
door.

“This is the Pandemonium City Police Department! Open this
door!” came a gruff voice from the other side.

“Shit,” said Miriah and Joseph in unison; Cassandra looked at
them unenthusiastically.

“I don’t suppose there’s anything you’ve done you should have
told me about sooner?” she said, dryly. Miriah gave a guilty smile
and Cassandra sighed. “What have I gotten myself into? Go, go
quickly!” she hissed, and the pair bolted towards the window in the
bedroom; it lead to the fire escape stairs, and the roof. Joseph
led the charge, taking steps two at a time; Miriah followed closely
behind..

Back inside the hotel room, Cassandra Templeman closed her eyes
and assumed a combat stance. As soon as that door came down, it was
go time.

“Bloody Americans,” she whispered, smirking. “Bloody
Miriah.”

 

42. Someone to Trust

The earthquake didn’t repeat itself, and Sigmund couldn’t decide
if that was a good thing or not. In the end, he decided not to
think about it, instead did his best to locate the center of the
quake. A task which, he had to admit, was proving harder than he
had anticipated. He’d tried ringing the Bureau of Meteorology about
it, but had been put on hold. A lot of calls, he supposed.

In the end he’d just gone back to walking around the city,
desperately asking anywhere he though looked promising if they’d
seen a tall, fiery-haired man in the last few days.

“Yeah, I remember him. Came in with a woman earlier this
morning.” The kid behind the counter had nodded. He was fresh-faced
and Middle Eastern, a few years younger than Sigmund, with
short-cropped hair and a neat little white hat. He gave off the
strong impression of being an owner’s son.

“What was the woman like?”

“I’m tellin’ you, man. A real hottie that one. All in white,
Asian-looking.”

Sigmund seemed generally surprised. “Purple hair?”

“No, black, long.” The kid made a vague gesture of length.

He didn’t know anything more. Sigmund bought himself a kebab
roll and left the small cafe, stood out on the street and wondered
what to do next. Loki had been through, and he’d been with someone
in a seemingly non-violent way. Sigmund supposed that was a good
sign. The fact that it was yet another Asian woman – seemingly a
different one that he’d been with at the Drif – was something he
wasn’t quite sure what to do with. Loki had gotten himself
involved with something, though, that much was obvious and
– Sigmund supposed – fairly unsurprising. He never could stand to
not be the center of attention, and that thought bought a rueful
grin to Sigmund’s face.

Daydreaming, he almost missed the loud metallic clangs of
someone running pell-mell up a fire escape, of a noise like a
kicked in door and the harsh barks of the police. He looked up; a
second floor window was open and above it…

Half an uneaten kebab roll hit the ground as Sigmund launched
himself at the building. The was, he realized no way he could catch
up to the figures leaving the apartment, but perhaps he wouldn’t
have to, instead vaulting in through the open second story window.
There was a woman in the room, dressed in white and soaked in
blood, and a pair of cops that seemed just as startled as Sigmund
by the scene.

“They went that way!” he tried, pointing out the window and up
the fire escape. There was a tense moment, until the cops nodded
and one peeled off to follow.

The blood-soaked woman looked between Sigmund and the single
remaining cop. No-one seemed to know what to say. Eventually she
blurted, “Help, there’s a man in here! He’s badly hurt.”

Unexpectedly, she had an English accent.

The woman gestured to the bedroom door, and the cop cautiously
entered the room. She looked nervous and young, eyes darting about
between the room’s two occupants as she carefully entered the
apartment. “Hands where I can see them,” she barked in the sort of
tone that suggested she felt it was the right sort of thing to do
in these circumstances.

“Of course,” said the Chinese-Englishwoman, holding her hands
out in front of her.

Sigmund did the same.

“What’s that?” asked the cop, pointing to the broken and
bloodied arrow Sigmund hadn’t quite realized he was still
carrying.

“Uh, mistletoe,” he replied, not quite willing to tell her it
had, at one time, been a weapon.

To his surprise, the Asian woman scowled at him. “A bit early
for Christmas, isn’t it?”

“What?” Sigmund said, surprised by the tone of her voice at the
same time as the cop called out, “Okay, someone tell me what’s
going on here!”

The Asian woman moved so fast Sigmund almost had trouble seeing
her, hitting the police officer with a quick chop to the back of
her neck that sent the poor woman sprawling on the floor,
unconscious. The Asian woman, blood on snow with raven-black hair,
barely blinked. She was still in a fighting stance, and Sigmund
felt something old and deep and not unwelcome stir within him. He
wasn’t sure if he could take this woman on in a hand-to-hand fight,
even with Sigyn’s help, but he was hoping he didn’t have to.

An eternal second of staring and then, “Where is he?”

They both double-took. “What?”

Sigmund was first. “Someone saw you in a café with a tall guy
with orange hair. I need to find him.”

The woman eyed the broken arrow in his hand again. “Why?”

Sigmund hesitated. “Because I’m his wife and I come from a city
which is like this one but isn’t and he’s been gone for weeks now
and I came all the way out here to wherever here is and I’m running
out of money and I still can’t find him and I know he’s in trouble
and the only leads I have are you and those two people I saw leave
here and I think they’re dangerous and I don’t know what the hell
is going on and I just want to go home,” he blurted.

The Asian woman blinked. “You’re his…  wife?”

“I was. A long time ago. It’s a long story.”

“I’ll bet.” She sighed. “Help me do something about this”– she
gestured to the cop –”and I’ll fill you in.”

“One question?”

“Sure.”

“Are you someone I can trust?”

She looked confused. “I suppose so.”

She wasn’t lying, so Sigmund helped her tie the cop up – they
gagged her and put her in the cupboard in a room whose other major
occupant was a bloodied man Sigmund would swear was an angel – and
listened patiently while she filled him in.

All in all, he wasn’t terribly surprised.

 

43. On the Lam

“We’re being followed!” Miriah said as she followed closely
behind Joseph,, turning her head to look down the steps of the fire
escape. A police officer was coming up behind them while barking
something into a radio, but Miriah didn’t need to hear him to know
what he was saying; it was a call for back-up. Joseph had just been
positively ID’d. Joseph didn’t say anything and continued his
running. Miriah briefly considered using her pistols.

No, no that’s a bad idea. He’s a cop, one of the good
guys, she thought. Okay, maybe he’s one of the good guys.
You’ve met enough good and bad cops to know there are plenty of
both.

Then they were on the roof, and Joseph was getting his bearings;
sniffing at the air. He turned and started to run towards the west,
where the sun had begun to set. Miriah followed and looked over the
edge with a grimace.

“What now?”

“Hold on,” he growled, picking her up roughly, and soon the pair
were coasting through the air; Joseph had jumped the gap between
the building like it was nothing, and the cop following them had
definitely noticed. He stood slack jawed on the roof, pistol in
hand; Miriah stuck her tongue out at him when Joseph landed. He hit
the ground running, and Miriah winced as she got jostled around.
Eventually the officer got over what he had seen and began shooting
in their direction; with the sun in his eyes, however, the only
damage he did was to the pebbled roof on the adjacent building.
Miriah saw him once again yell into his radio, looking somewhat
frantic. Miriah groaned.

“What is it?” Joseph said immediately, not stopping.

“He’s calling for backup.”

“So?”

“So you’re wanted as a Terror Suspect! The incident on the
subway, man! Didn’t you see the news? You’re a mean ol’ hijacker
and you know how well the fuzz gets along with them these
days.”

“So?”

“So run faster. And if you see any spinning gold badges floating
in mid-air, grab them. Our wanted level will go down.”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

Joseph continued his run, and they had gone several blocks
before Joseph had to stop and make sure he was still on the right
scent. As they had been running, several police cars had entered
the pursuit at ground level. People on the streets would
occasionally gasp and point; Miriah saw this as they went and found
herself feeling horribly exposed. Hopefully none of them had gotten
a good look at her; being identified in the pursuit of a suspected
terrorist was just the thing her father’s network needed to bury
her completely. She had been so busy keeping an eye on their
pursuers, that when Joseph stopped she had no idea why.

“Shit. This is gonna be more difficult,” he said, and Miriah
looked forward; the convenient series of low buildings they had
been following was now blocked on both sides by towers. The one to
their right had a sheer face of glass; the one in front of them was
made of stone.

“What now?” Miriah asked. Joseph put her down on her feet;
several shots sounded from the street and whizzed by them. Miriah
half-ducked; Joseph barely twitched.

“Get on my back,” he said quickly, kneeling, and she did; he
held her in a piggyback position, her arms around his neck and her
legs around his waist. “Get ready.”

“Whatever you do, don’t let go,” Miriah said to
herself, and shut her eyes tightly. She could feel Joseph take a
running start, and then she knew that they were in the air. She’d
seen him do this before, but she still wasn’t entirely comfortable
in the position she found herself in. Joseph grunted as he jammed
his claws into the concrete side of the building, and began to
climb. When Miriah peeked through a half-open eye and saw small
rivulets of blood streaming down from his belted forearms she was
surprised. She had always imagined it wasn’t the most pleasant way
to climb, but she had no idea it actually wounded him. She hoped it
wasn’t because of her extra weight, and held on firmly as he
climbed.

Joseph started up slowly, grimacing with each stab of his claws.
He could hear the people below, gasping and babbling in shock and
awe. The police were at work keeping the bystanders from getting
too close, and more were on the way. Several waited for the order
to enter the building. In the distance, Joseph could hear a
helicopter approaching. It was quiet – too quiet for Miriah to hear
– so he assumed that it was a good distance away. He hoped it was
simply a news helicopter; they almost always were on the scene
before anything the police sent out. His hopes were dashed when, as
they neared the top, a spotlight burst into life and focused
directly on them. He cursed, and saw the Police chopper in the
reflection of a window beside him.

“We’re in trouble, Joe,” Miriah said, staring at the chopper as
it maintained its position.

“Shit… okay, Miriah… I need you to climb onto that ledge,” he
said, and Miriah barked shocked laughter.

“Say what?” she asked in shocked disbelief.

“I’m going to get you as close to that window ledge as I can
get, but then you’ve got to get off.”

“You’re shitting me.”

“If you don’t get off of my back, that sharpshooter is going to
kill you. You’re directly blocking his target,” he explained, and
Miriah looked back to the helicopter; there was indeed a sniper
preparing his rifle.

“Oh shit!” she said, and began to prepare for the jump. Joseph
began to inch closer to the window; Miriah felt her arms turn to
Jell-o but she held as best she could. She clenched her jaw
tightly, trying to force herself into some sort of calm. Her body
was going numb despite the protests of her mind.

“Okay, you need to get on the ledge!” Joseph shouted over the
sound of the helicopter’s blades; Miriah looked and saw that they
were just under a foot away from the window ledge, but it was a bit
of a drop. The ledge itself was less than a foot wide. Joseph was
leaning his body down to it, and Miriah stretched out one of her
legs towards it. She went to put her foot down on the ledge, and
shrieked as she missed it by a couple of inches. She brought her
leg back around Joseph’s waist so hard that she had inadvertently
kicked him just above the crotch.

“I can’t do it, it’s too far!” she shouted, shaken. Joseph
shuffled over another few inches, absolutely as close as he
could.

“Now! Now try!” he ordered, and she did. This time, she felt the
hard stone of the ledge beneath her foot, and slowly she slid from
his back to the ledge. Her legs shook terribly, feeling like they
were about to give; her stomach wasn’t much kinder. She pressed
herself as close to the wall as she could, grimacing all the while;
she figured that they had to be at least twenty stories up, and she
wasn’t exactly fond of heights.

“Step further from the glass!” Joseph shouted, and she did; she
got as far from it as she could. Joseph, one set of claws still in
the building, swung back his free arm and pulled his whole body
towards the window; the glass shattered into pieces. He quickly
knocked out the remaining jagged edges of glass and motioned for
her to get closer to him. She scuffled over. “Get inside and try to
get away from the police! I think they’re more interested in me
anyways, so you shouldn’t have much trouble. Get back to the Subway
and wait for me! I can smell it; we’ll have to get underground!” he
ordered, and she nodded. She yelped as a bullet slammed into the
stone between them, and Joseph growled. He resumed his climb – at a
much faster pace, now that Miriah wasn’t an issue – and soon he
disappeared over the top of the building. Miriah pulled herself in
through the window and dropped to her knees as soon as she was on
solid ground once again. It was a room of empty cubicles; she
crawled into the closest one, grabbed a waste bin, and waited until
her nerves calmed before putting it down. In Mandarin, she made a
solemn vow to never, ever do that again.

Joseph, however, was off and running again. He had been right;
the helicopter was indeed more interested in him than a girl the
officers didn’t recognize. He was moving at an inhuman speed; this
was a distraction he wanted to be rid of, and fast. He thought of
one place where he was sure – he didn’t know why, he just was – he
could lose them. That weird patch of town Loki had led him on their
first meeting in Pandemonium.

Moving as fast as he could, Joseph led his pursuers to
Golgotha.

 

44. Truth or Dare

“Well, I guess you learn something new every day.”

“… What?” There’s no pain here in the deep deep dark, but
somehow that doesn’t really help.

“Guess you got so damned used to talking with your mouth sewn
shut that if the thongs are cut you can’t move your jaw
anymore.”

I groan and close my eyes. “They’re tendons,” I say, remembering
the one time I tried to pull them out myself. “Not leather thongs.”
They’re also the least of my worries; Azaza’el has been taking
great glee in pulling my organs out and examining them. His
‘hands’, Kasa-something, is the personification of the nightmare
surgeon; cold and clinical. Neat and efficient, too, which I
suppose could be worse. If I absolutely have to have
someone pulling my organs out I’d prefer they did it neatly and
efficiently.

I don’t want to go back out.

The Ásgardian is looking at me strangely from his usual seat in
the nothingspace – yours truly is still camped out on the floor.
He’s hard to read sometimes, like now. I have no idea whether he’s
enjoying this or not, whether he thinks I was asking for it, if he
feels impotent to help in the face of everything. I don’t ask him,
and he doesn’t tell me.

The light above is getting brighter, more insistent, but I do my
best to hide from it. It’s better down here in the dark where it’s
just me and myself. At least I have someone to talk to.

I close my eyes, away from the cold light of consciousness, and
think of Sigmund.

 

“My my, what have we here? That certainly is
interesting; it seems there is something you weren’t telling us, He
Who is Free. Or is it She? Or maybe both? You certainly are a
mystery…

“Keep it. You never know with these things.”

 

“Hi, I’m Sigmund. How are you doing? Circulation okay?” It
should have been condescending, but Sigmund was nothing if not
sincere.

The bound cop just glared at him from where they had duct-taped
her to a chair in the bedroom closet.

“I’m very sorry about this,” Sigmund told her. “But this really
is a bad time. Someone very important to me is missing, and I’m
afraid being chased by police isn’t really going to help me get him
back. I’m sure you understand.” Against her better judgment, the
cop did; there was something just so intrinsically honest
about the boy. He really did look sorry, she thought. Someone like
that couldn’t possibly be up to anything illegal; there
must be some mistake.

As if on cue, the boy smiled. “This is all just one big
misunderstanding,” he said. “My friend here”– he indicated the… man
on the bed –”has been very badly injured by some very nasty people.
As you can see he’s, not really someone we can take to the
hospital.”

The cop found herself nodding in sympathy.

“And the blue-haired man, Joseph, he’s not really a bad guy
either. He didn’t attack the subway; he was trying to
protect it against the same people who hurt that man. And
those same people are about to do something very bad –
destroy-the-world bad – unless they’re stopped. Do you see?”

She did see; it was all so very obvious when explained in such a
calm, rational manner by this neat young boy who looked like he
didn’t even drink let alone commit major felonies.

“I’m glad,” he told her, and gave her a smile to prove it. She
felt better that the matter was cleared up.

“I’m going to untie you,” the boy said. “Sorry about this.” He
ripped the tape from across her mouth with the quick precision of a
life-long waxer. “Better?”

“Thanks. I’m Kris.”

“Glad to meet you, Kris.” The boy – Sigmund, she reminded
herself – produced a large knife and began cutting her free from
the chair.

“About these people you say are bad,” she began.

“Oh yes, you should talk to the woman outside about them, not
me. But I think it’s probably better in the long run if you let us
handle it.”

“Oh, right. You and the Super Friends, eh?” Kris grinned,
Sigmund grinned back at her.

“Not me,” he said. “I’m just the straight man. I leave the real
adventuring up to the others.”

The door burst open. “I’ve just spoken to Miriah and– what the
hell are you doing?” Cassandra stared open-mouthed at the scene,
Sigmund and the now untied cop standing around chatting
amicably.

“Oh, I untied Kris,” Sigmund explained, as if it were the most
natural thing in the world. “Don’t worry, I explained what was
going on. She knows it’s all a big misunderstanding.” He scowled,
“You weren’t just going to leave her tied up in the closet, were
you?”

“Um…” Cassandra didn’t quite know what to say. The cop was
eyeing her warily. “No. Sure.”

“Kris, would you mind if I went to speak to Miss Templeman
outside for a moment?”

“Alright.”

Cassandra found herself being non-too-subtly hustled out of the
bedroom. Sigmund closed the door behind them and didn’t stop until
they were standing in the kitchen; right across the other side of
the tiny apartment.

“We have to move What’s-his-name,” he hissed to her in a low
voice that was somehow startling after the cool tones he had used
on the cop.

“What?”

“The police know where we are. They’ll be back; it’s not safe
here anymore.”

“But I thought–”

“I’m not so good with messing with people’s heads,” he said, and
for the first time Cassandra noticed his eyes seemed bloodshot, the
pupils contracted harshly. “I can make people believe me for a
while, but she’ll get suspicious if anyone starts asking her too
many questions. Then we’re in trouble.”

“Why did you let her out then?”

“You can’t leave someone locked up in a closet!” Surprisingly,
Cassandra thought, he seemed to really believe that.

“We could have waited until we were ready to depart, you
know.”

 Shrugging, he continued. “At any rate, there’s got to be
somewhere you can go, someone you can call. Like… these
demons or whatever, they must get sick right? So they must have,
like, doctors.”

Cassandra nodded, folding her arms over her chest. “Not doctors
per se, but yes, there are healers. Every major city has
them.”

“Right, well, get the guy moved. What did your friend want?”

“Huh?”

Sigmund gestured to the mobile Cassandra was still holding.

“Oh, right. Miriah. She says Joseph thinks he knows where the
God is. She’s headed to a subway station. The, uh, Golden
something?”

“Golden Tree,” Sigmund nodded. “I know it. You get that guy in
there moved; don’t worry about the cop for now, but don’t let her
know where you’re going either. Leave her here when you go. I’ve
got a train to catch.”

He was out the door before Cassandra could tell him it might be
dangerous. Somehow she doubted it would have made a difference
anyway.

 

“Is that all? Oh very well. Throw it all back in and stitch it
up; no use getting mess all over the floor.

“This tattoo is interesting. It would make a nice cover for a
book, don’t you think? The Book of Azaza’el. Yes, I think
so. Kasadya, when you’re done there, I want this removed.
All of it.”

 

45. Loose Ends

Joseph grinned; he was almost exactly where he wanted to be. The
houses had the familiar sign of decay, and everything looked out of
joint. Plus, it was dark enough that it looked pretty spooky. All
in all, it reassured Joseph that his plan might just work after
all.

The ground pursuit had ground to a halt for now, police vehicles
stopped in the odd twists and turns of this neighborhood; not
necessarily curves in the road, but sometimes simple decay could
make just as effective an obstacle. It was just Joseph and the
Helicopter; him, the sharpshooter who had yet to hit more than
dust, and the pilot. The spotlight marked his passage from house to
house. On the final rooftop, Joseph saw the dead hill and the
gnarled ash tree that was the summit of Golgotha. He slowed to a
stop, turned, and faced the Helicopter. The pilot, who had been
expecting a continued pursuit, coasted the vehicle over Joseph’s
head, putting him directly between the tree and himself. If the
glare of the spotlight hadn’t been blinding him, Joseph would have
noticed the pilot was looking quite irritated. He smirked and
watched the Helicopter as it hovered in the air, its thudding
propellers making the only noise in the area. Joseph, without
taking his eyes off of the chopper, backed up to the edge of the
roof. It was a stretch, but he thought he was more than capable.
The chopper wasn’t too high up…

Something inside him ached to be let loose; the urge to do harm
sweeping through his veins, he could feel hot blood moving
throughout his entire being; he shook his head, trying to fight the
urge down, but it was too strong in his mind; a foreign, invading
drive to do harm. Red eyes, white hair and the shine of a silver
razorblade slashed their way through his resistance with a
tittering laugh, and with a horrid smile he was lost in the moment.
He’d been fighting it on and off since this whole debacle started;
too long without fun, the invading urge hissed in a faux
French tone. He found himself nodding in agreement.

 He opened his arms to the helicopter, fully outstretching
his claws – giving the officers a good look at what he really was.
His wings and hair were thrown about in the wind. And then he
rushed forward, in a crouched run that was impossibly fast. When he
hit the edge of the roof, he leapt with as much force as he could
muster, tense legs loosening like springs which had just been
relieved of a heavy weight. It was more than enough.

The pilot had enough time to gasp before he was face to face
with Joseph in his windshield. Joseph’s claws had punched into the
fuselage just above and beside the Perspex, and they tightened
around the edges before ripping it free and throwing it aside.
Joseph leaned in as the terrified pilot fought to control the
aircraft; they were spinning in the air now, and dangerously close
to descending too fast. Joseph grinned in a manner that inspired
tremors in both men, and he very calmly examined the scent of the
pilot. He cocked his head to the side and retracted somewhat. He
was still as a stone for a moment, and no one said anything. In a
flash, Joseph roared – a sound he had used many times and perfected
to match his appearance – and snatched the control stick out of the
hands of the pilot. They spiraled down towards the barren hill; the
sharpshooter jumped before they hit the ground, abandoning his
partner to the monstrosity who had brought them down. Joseph
grabbed the pilot, and tossed him away from the aircraft, rolling
away from the ruined flying machine just before it smashed into the
ground. Metal screeched and fire leapt up as it crunched into the
solid earth. Joseph rolled the pilot over and saw that he was okay,
and not just a little terrified. Joseph leaned over him, very close
to his face.

“You hardly seem worth the trouble,” he murmured at the cop, who
was slowly inching his way backward. Joseph cocked his head as he
debated gutting the man.

No fun, came the voice, no fun at all. Too easy.
Too old.

Joseph turned now to the sharpshooter, who was slowly getting to
his feet on the other side of the burning wreck. He snarled and
leapt once more, making it in no way a subtle move. He landed with
a solid bang on top of the flaming steel corpse, and stared down at
the sharpshooter with terrible black eyes. The sharpshooter was
injured; a piece of shrapnel had embedded itself in his arm, and
blood oozed from it. The sight of it excited him in a despicable
way. A cut on his forehead let blood trickle down over his left
eye; he was slowly trying to limp away when Joseph had jumped; now
he only stared up at this horrible creature above him. Joseph
didn’t even have to get close to sniff out the blood, oil, urine –
the sharpshooter had been that frightened – and sweat.

He jumped down from the wreck and plodded towards the downed
officer, who was now trying as best as he could to scuffle away.
Joseph let him try; he was getting closer and closer to the tree
with every movement. Behind him, Joseph heard the explosion of the
helicopter’s fuel tank being introduced to fire, and felt the
whoosh of heat that went with it. He didn’t even twitch; the
sharpshooter screamed. The officer finally found his feet, and
began to run towards the tree. Joseph simply continued to step
forward, slowly. Methodically.

Fun.

 The officer backed into the tree and slid down along its
trunk, sliding to a huddled position at its base. Joseph crouched
down beside the man, who had started whimpering the Lord’s Prayer
in a hushed tone. Joseph simply leaned in close to the man
grinning, and the officer closed his eyes tightly. Joseph grinned
and ran his claws along the side of the tree, wondering if maybe he
could find what Loki kept there. And even if he couldn’t, it didn’t
matter. He’d have his fun. He’d satisfy the all-powerful urge.

 

Cassandra had found some people willing to take care of the
Fallen easily enough; Phlegethon, the demon bar  she
and Miriah had attended prior to Miriah’s abduction was open for
business, and the clientele that night had been mostly a good
crowd, the few bad ones finding themselves shooed out by the rest.
Several of the demons inside had taken Rhamiel from her when she
had carried him inside from the hotel; thankfully, it had been a
relatively short walk. She had slung both her bag and Miriah’s over
her shoulders when she had left; they wouldn’t be returning to the
hotel, she guessed. The cop, Kris, had left shortly after Sigmund
did, even stopping to say good-bye and apologizing for the trouble
before leaving, which had thrown Cassandra for a loop. Whoever
Sigmund was, he could sure as hell muddle a mind when he needed
to.

Carrying Rhamiel hadn’t really been a problem; she was more than
strong enough to do it. However, she was grateful when the host had
instructed the bartender and a group of patrons to take him from
her. They had put him in a back room, where “he would be safer than
a cow in a field of vegans” as one demon put it. She leaned against
the bar and stretched her back, easing the cricks out of it. It
felt good, after all that had happened. And at least here she knew
Rhamiel would be safe. After a quick conversation with the host –
who looked none too happy about the situation but was willing to
help – she made her way out and to the subway. She hoped that
Golden Tree wasn’t too far off – and that Miriah had made it there
safe and sound.

 

Miriah waited patiently until the man at the ticket booth of the
subway was distracted by a mass of passengers, and quickly slid
herself under the turnstile of the station. She walked slowly down
to the platform, losing herself in a crowd of legit passengers –
she wasn’t sure if she was actually being sought, but she wasn’t
going to risk being recognized. She was about six stops away from
Golden Tree; how much could happen in six stops?

She boarded the train and tried to ignore the curious stares of
the people who weren’t sure of the badge on her gun belt.

“Six stops.”

 

46. Dreki

On second thought, Azaza’el reasoned, perhaps the tattoo hadn’t
been such a good idea. The God had been awake for it – Kasadya had
been skilled in that regard – and, though it had by that stage no
way to speak to them, there had been a certain kind of deranged
gleam in its eyes that Azaza’el had at the time thought of as
desperation but he now recognized might have just been hope.

Kasadya had removed the tattoo with precise caution, cutting
neatly around it’s scrolled edges. The band across the left bicep
had come first, sliced precisely along the inner arm then peeled
back. The right arm had followed in the same fashion, and Azaza’el
had been amazed at just how fast their subject had deteriorated.
During the peeling of his right arm he had started to emit a
strange bloody gurgle that Azaza’el had first mistaken for yet
another scream but eventually realized was, of all things, a
laugh. He had been staring straight at Azaza’el the whole
time, blind eyes burningly clear in their madness. By the time
Kasadya had moved to the God’s back there had definitely been
something wrong about it. It seemed almost bigger somehow;
the God had the sort of generally impressive physique Azaza’el
associated with being of their nature, though rail-thin instead of
bulky. However watching the God watch him it had certainly seemed
heavier. It had been like the minute hand of a clock, such
minute changes that they only became noticeable with retrospect and
over a long period of time. By the time Azaza’el recognized what he
was seeing, it was already half-done; the God was regressing,
always partly bestial and primitive-looking, it was now bigger,
furrier and far more animal than Azaza’el had remembered it being.
Its jaw was lengthening and flattening, its arms changing
proportions to become more like forelegs. Hands became more like
paws, the spine more curved.

And then the sickly wet sound of Kasadya removing the final
section of tattoo, and all Hell had broken loose. Incorporeal,
Azaza’el had been powerless to do anything but watch as the God had
seemed to unfold outwards from itself, far too fast and
violently for the shackles that had held it and they had shattered
under the strain. By the time it had broken free, bloody and
roaring and displaying long sets of sharp teeth that impossibly
seemed to move in its jaw, Azaza’el had estimated that it
must have measured somewhere around twenty feet from muzzle to tail
and about eight from fore claws to shoulder. Kasadya hadn’t stood a
chance, the God snapping the luckless Fallen in half with a single
great bite and feasting on whatever it had found within. It had
been gruesomely beautiful, the dead Fallen’s blood had shone a
radiant white-gold and in the end there had been nothing left but
feathers and glittering dust. For its own part, the God had roared
triumphantly and promptly moved on to devour the strips of its own
tattooed skin from where Kasadya had laid them out neatly on a
stone bench at the side of the room. Azaza’el had been disgusted
but unsurprised; barbarian cannibal gods, after all, couldn’t
really be expected to act as anything but.

When the mad God-beast had finished its grisly meals it had
looked surprisingly better. Still bleeding and scarred, but somehow
more whole. It had turned its attention to Azaza’el then,
and had remained fixated on him ever since, roaring and swatting at
his spectral form.

He grinned at it. “Not too bright, are you?” he asked it as
massive jaws once again lunged towards him. Azaza’el didn’t even
flinch as they closed with an angry, hollow snap. “But then again,
you never really were.”

He began circling the room slowly, fascinated as the God-beast
followed him.

“That could be useful.” Perhaps this wouldn’t be such a waste of
time after all; Azaza’el had removed all he needed from within the
God itself and had been left with the task of disposing of the
rest. Perhaps this way he wouldn’t have to.

“I daresay your little friends will come looking for you
eventually. Maybe we should spare them the trouble and go hunt them
down instead, what do you say?”

The God-beast roared in response, which Azaza’el took to be a
positive sign. He looked between it and the – shamefully man-sized
– door to the cavern and sighed. “Let’s redecorate, shall we?”

 

She was one stop away from the Golden Tree and counting when the
strange noises started up in the tunnel. Distant at first and
largely drowned out by the roar of the train cars themselves,
eventually the booms and howls became distinct enough that
commuters around her began glancing at each other nervously.

“What was that?” an elderly woman asked Miriah.

“I don’t know,” she responded, straining once more to hear the
noise.

“Do you think it’s another earthquake?” The woman was honestly
frightened, and Miriah wasn’t exactly surprised; being caught on an
underground train during an earthquake was not really her idea of
fun, either. Then again, when it came down to it, nothing about the
last few days had been.

She’d been about to reply when they were thrown violently as the
train’s breaks screamed to life. By the time anyone had thought to
make an announcement over the sudden halt, the power had been cut
and the whole world plunged into darkness.

 

By the time Sigmund got to Golgotha Station something was
obviously wrong; the platform was littered with disgruntled
commuters and a train had pulled up but seemed to be neither
opening its doors nor moving out. Politely, he’d approached a young
mother with a stroller and asked what was wrong.

“They say,” she said, in a voice heavily implying that
she didn’t believe ‘them’ as far as they could be thrown, “that
there’s a power outage up the line a bit. That’s what they’re
telling us, anyhow, but if you ask me there’s
been another attack. Like the other day; same line, you know.
There’s been police and helicopters and all sorts of things
patrolling the area.” She shook her head and rocked her stroller.
“Bad times we live in, I’m telling you. Bad times.”

Sigmund had left the woman to her bad times. Six stations
between here and the Golden Tree; the distance currently seemed
almost insurmountable, but he had to get there. He steeled
himself for a long run.

It lasted two blocks. In the end, he caught a cab.

 

47. Help is on the Way

“Ow. That hurt,” Miriah said flatly, laying on her back
in the aisle of the train. Someone’s elbow was digging into her
side. She could hear the assorted curses and panicked questions of
the other passengers in the dark. She got up into a sitting
position, grabbed one of the support pipes, and pulled herself to
her feet. Miriah didn’t like just how dark it was; there were no
emergency lights or anything. She rooted through her pockets and
breathed a sigh of relief when her fingers closed around her small
flashlight. She clicked it on and turned to the other people in the
subway car, scanning over them.

“Is anyone seriously injured?” she asked loudly; no one said
anything. She unclipped the badge from her gun belt and held it up;
she shone the light on it as she spoke. “Alright folks, I’m with
the Underwood Bay Police Department,” she started, trying to sound
as authoritative as she could, “Since it looks like no one is badly
hurt, we’ll begin an evacuation of the train.”

Now, usually it was the transit officer’s decision to make, but
the noises coming from ahead – the sound of smashing, Miriah knew,
and roaring – had made Miriah decide to just go over his head. No
one seemed to complain.

“I want you all calmly to exit at that end of the train; we’ll
filter out the back and make our way to the previous stop,” she
said, shining the torch on the door she was instructing them
to.

“Why don’t we just make our way to the next stop?” someone in
the back shouted, and Miriah shook her head.

“If it was clear that way, we wouldn’t have stopped, would we?
Now let’s go, it’s better that we do this quickly!” she said, and
the people started moving. As he passed her, Miriah took hold of
the transit officer’s arm. “You lead them out; I’m going to
investigate.”

He nodded and moved on to help the passengers. Miriah slid open
the emergency door of the train and slipped out into the tunnel;
she left the door open behind her. She shone the torch in the
direction she was walking and drew one of her pistols. There was
another roar, and she felt the walls of the tunnel around her shake
dust down on to her shoulders.. She clicked the torch into its
place on her gun and dialed emergency services after drawing her
phone with her now-free hand; Golden Tree station had to be
evacuated as soon as possible. She proceeded forward slowly, pistol
pointed forward, and waited. The number dialed, and she heard
something she was hoping she wouldn’t.

“Shit… it’s engaged,” she hissed. She had been lucky enough to
get the signal out, but there had been no way to receive it. She
actually took that as a good sign, after a minute’s thought. It
meant enough people in the area were already reporting the
disturbance. The sound got louder and louder as she followed the
track. The roars were almost deafening, and the realization of
where they were coming from turned her stomach. She couldn’t even
see the cavern, and the beast making that noise sounded like it may
as well already be right there beside her. Cautiously, she
continued.

 

When Joseph came to his senses again, he felt his stomach heave
as the faint echo of wicked laughter rattled about his brain; his
claws were spotted with blood and the slashed corpses of both men
lay around his feet; he felt cold as the what little colour there
was in his face ebbed out; they were dead, and he couldn’t remember
how or even fathom why. Gashed into the backs of what remained of
both men were elaborate crosses, and the daemon stumbled backward
slowly. He shuddered.

Not again, please, no.

Fighting back the urge to retch, Joseph dragged the bodies back
to the flaming wreck and threw them into the searing heat. He
watched as they burnt and tried desperately to remember what the
hell had just happened. Standing alone at the scene, Joseph heard
the officer’s damaged radio chirping; reports were coming in of
strange noises and tremors coming from the Golden Tree Subway
station. As he fled for the station, he snapped up the
sharpshooter’s rifle and slung it over his shoulder. Better that
Miriah should fight from a distance, Joseph thought – especially if
he faded out again. He knew Miriah could do it. Would do it.

She can’t know. You won’t tell her. She won’t find out. Kill
her if she does, like you’ve always wanted…

Joseph stopped for a moment and whimpered pathetically at his
plight, trying to force his mind on the moment again. Focusing had
helped him this long. Whatever it was causing the disturbances –
and he had a sickening idea – it was powerful enough that Joseph
could feel it from where he was now. And it was very, very
angry.

Pushing down the shame and fear, he was soon back on the
rooftops, running as fast as his legs would take him. As he got
closer to the urban center of Pandemonium, he could hear the angry
murmur of subway passengers who had been forced from the tunnels
and onto ground routes. He gleaned knowledge of a power failure,
blocked lines, and general confusion about what had happened down
the line. As he ran, he saw a city bus driving along on the road
below him; he leapt to it, landing as softly as was possible.
Thankfully, night had fallen, and not many people saw him jump; the
driver of the bus had mistaken the sound of his landing for the
sound of rolling over top of a particularly bad pothole. The shake
of the bus supported that idea, and so he simply kept moving.
Joseph lay flat on his stomach on top of the vehicle, resting his
body for the confrontation he was sure to be a part of very
soon.

Cassandra, who had by a nice coincidence been on that very bus,
was doing the same.

 

48. Unbound

“This is as far as I can take you, kid,” the cab driver had
apologized. The whole Chinatown end of Market Street had been
cordoned off by stern-faced looking police and stopped traffic.
People milled around the fringes trying desperately to get a
look-in on what was going on. Sigmund had thanked the cabbie and
stepped out onto the chaotic street. He was close, he knew, and it
– whatever ‘it’ had been – was coming to an end. He was glad, and
not just because he’d once again hit his last fifty dollars.

The police weren’t going to let him through the barricade, and
he didn’t feel particularly confident about sweet-talking someone
else; his head still pounded from his encounter with Kris the Cop.
Messing with people’s heads was something Sigmund watched Loki do
all the time – sometimes he thought the god didn’t realize he was
doing it – sometimes to whole crowds of people. It had always
turned his stomach somewhat, since the whole thing seemed so
invasive. Back many years ago, long before Sigmund had
even heard of Loki, his knack to appear utterly believable had
gotten him out of a few tight scrapes with his father and the
school. At least temporarily; they had usually ended badly. Sigmund
was always utterly truthful in all things, unfortunately he’d
learnt the hard way that the truth didn’t always have a lot of
currency in the Really Real World.

He cut through Hardware Alley and continued down backstreets
smelling of rotten vegetables and beer-filled vomit until he could
see the Golden Tree statue through the tiny, ragged gaps in the
buildings. There was no-way, however, to get through to the station
from this side; the way the streets were arranged, Sigmund knew
he’d have to cut around and come in from the back.

He hoped he had time.

 

“Well well well, look who it is! What a pleasure to see you
again, my dear.”

Miriah spun with a gasp, her torch-beam illuminating the smug
form of Azaza’el some distance ahead. In the torchlight he looked
somehow even more ghostly, drawn and raving mad. She had to repress
a shudder.

Azaza’el was, she realized, standing at the mouth of the cavern
she had entered with Loki back what seemed to her now a whole
lifetime ago. An ungodly screaming roar poured from the tunnel
behind him, followed a few moments later by a massive set of
blood-stained claws attached to a ropey arm the rough girth of a
telegraph pole. The claws cut through Azaza’el like smoke, seeming
to displace his image around the middle with a burst of static but
leaving him otherwise unaffected. Another maddened, frustrated
roar, and an eye appeared at the cave mouth, huge and rolling and
toxic green.

Miriah stumbled backwards almost involuntarily. “What the hell
did you do?”

Azaza’el smirked. “Yes, it was a bit of a surprise to us, too.”
The ground began to crack and shake as the beast began once more
clawing its way through solid rock and steel and concrete. Miriah
wondered what it would take for the tunnel to collapse. She
realized she didn’t want to be in it when it did.

A chunk of roof fell straight through Azaza’el’s after-image.
“Whoops,” he said, voice almost child-like.

Miriah did the only thing she could think of; she ran,
full-speed for the relative safety of the subway station she knew
was only a short distance up ahead. It only seemed like moments
before a huge crashing shower of rubble and a vindicated roar
indicated that the creature had burst its way out of the confines
of the tunnel. Pounding footfalls behind her let Miriah know that,
despite this, she still was in no way better off for it.

Azaza’el appeared beside her, moving at a disconcerting floating
run almost like flight. “It’s after me,” he explained, “but it’s
not terribly bright. Hasn’t figured out yet it can’t hurt me like
this,” added in a conspiratorial whisper. “So how ‘bout we give it
a more… solid target?”

Miriah saw light up ahead – whatever power failure had affected
the tracks seemingly hadn’t spread to the station itself – and took
it as a good sign, at least until the cold hit her. It was like
running straight through a wall of solid ice, and she couldn’t
quite suppress the cry that escaped her lips or the stumble in her
steps. Azaza’el had vanished, she realized with growing horror.
More so, he had vanished into her somehow. The chill of it
faded as soon as it had come, so she supposed he hadn’t stuck
around – Miriah thanked whoever may have been listening that the
Fallen couldn’t actually possess people – but she also
reasoned that the thing behind her probably didn’t realize
that.

She kept running, trying to ignore the steadily approaching
footfalls behind her – the thing had a longer stride, after all –
instead single-mindedly focusing on the fast approaching light up
ahead. She could see the inside of the station now, its
faux Chinese tiling and silly little indoor garden. She could also
see the expression on the council worker’s face as she ran straight
for him.

“Hey, hey what are you–”

“Get off the tracks!” she screamed to him, lungs burning with
the exertion. “Get out! Out!”

Something in the panic of her voice must have carried through,
and he had scrambled up, lifted by the hands of his fellow workers.
A few seconds later, they pulled Miriah up as well.

“What the–”

“Out!” she screamed again, pushing the men roughly backwards.
“It’s coming. Get out.” She let off a precious round into
the roof, hitting a light which exploded into a shower of glass and
sparks.

“Holy shit!” cried a worker, but Miriah never figured out if it
was at her or the thing that had emerged from the tunnel
behind her. It leapt from the tracks to the platform with a single
great bound and landed with such force it cracked the cement and
sent enough of a shockwave through the ground to send Miriah
sprawling. It roared, the sound echoed and amplified over and over
in the hard-surfaced confines of the station.

Afterwards, Miriah realized she’d been holding on to the vain
hope that the thing hadn’t been Loki. That Azaza’el had
conjured up something else to throw them all off the scent, to keep
them busy. But exposed here in the full light of fluorescents, it
was so obviously the god that she had choked back a sob; for
herself or him, she wasn’t sure. It was, she realized, Loki writ
large on a monstrous – a giant – scale, huge and bestial
with twisting horns and a shaggy fiery mane. It was more Loki than
Loki, the absolute core essence of the god she had only caught
glimpses of before.

Unbound, she thought suddenly. He’s
unbound.

He was also injured, and badly, caked green-black blood soaked
most of his shaggy grey and purple fur. He seemed to be favoring
all of his limbs, his front claws chipped and in one case
totally gone from digging through rock, and Miriah realized he must
have been running with a limp. She doubted she could have escaped
otherwise. As it was, he was just looking at her, all mad
dinosaur eyes and flaring nostrils. He made a snorting noise like a
horse when he sniffed the air.

“Um, good God?” she tried, hoping desperately the hesitation was
recognition, though there didn’t seem to be anything sentient
behind those pools of boiling green.

Someone screamed – one of the workers – and the God was on him
almost too fast for Miriah to follow, a sickening wet sound as huge
jaws closed around his body and when the God pulled back, all that
was left was a pair of legs. It would have been comical anywhere
else. In real life it was sickening.

“No!” Miriah was firing before she realized, emptying the whole
rest of her rounds into the God’s already injured side. He made a
big target, and his attention was on her almost as fast as it had
been off. She realized her mistake too late; if he had been
hesitant about attacking her before, he certainly wouldn’t be
now.

She scrambled backwards, desperately getting to her feet and
drawing her second gun, emptying it into the God’s face, taking out
both eyes in the process. He screamed again, the walls and
everything around them shaking, and Miriah took her opportunity,
running along the length of the station, reloading her guns as she
did so.

Almost impossibly, someone was running towards her. A boy, she
realized, with unruly brown hair and who, while totally
nondescript, was also somehow familiar. He ran straight into her,
grabbing Miriah’s shoulders and shaking him with seemingly more
force than his body was capable of.

“Where the hell is he? What have you done?” His eyes burned like
ice.

Miriah didn’t get a chance, another roar from behind them and a
rolling gallop indicated the God was moving again. The boy’s mouth
went slack and his eyes – brown, Miriah realized, unsure of why she
had previously thought them blue – bulged. “Oh gods…” he breathed,
and then. “Run!”

He grabbed her arm, not giving her time to argue – not, she
supposed, that she would have – and dragged her into the station’s
toilet block, slamming through the door with enough force to
dislodge it from its hinge. The toilet was separated off from the
rest of the station by a small antechamber, and Miriah realized it
was designed in such a way that there was a lot of solid concrete
in between. There was no way the God itself would be able to fit
through the small outer room, though she had seen it dig through
solid concrete before, she clung vainly to the hope now that it
wouldn’t want to do so again.

There was a wooden crash as the outer bathroom door exploded
inwards, but the God could get no further. Miriah had to suppress a
mad giggle as she imagined it outside with its front half in the
door, scratching ineffectually at them like a cat through a
mouse-hole.

She didn’t have much time to think on it, however, as the boy
had turned her around again. “What the hell did you do?”
He was genuinely angry, she realized.

She went on the defensive. “Nothing! He was like that when I got
down here!”

“I heard gunshots.”

“He ate someone!” The memory of it still turned her
stomach. She forced the image down.

“So you shot at him?”

“It’s kinda what I do in that situation!” Miriah forced
herself out of the boy’s grip, collapsing exhausted against the
corner of the room, next to some sinks and under a hand drier. The
place stank of urine and bleach, UV lights – to stop junkies
shooting up, she’d heard – flickered ineffectually overhead to give
the whole place a surreal, washed-out feeling. Angrily, she wiped
away tears with a shaking hand.

The boy sighed. When he next spoke his voice was quiet, pained.
“He’s badly hurt,” he said, and Miriah realized he was talking
about the God. “Like this he’s… still intelligent, but more animal.
He’s not very good at rational thought; he just wants to get rid of
anything that he sees as a threat.” After a while he added,
“Everything is a threat.”

Miriah didn’t answer, instead studied the boy between her
fingers. Suddenly, she realized where she’d seen him before; weeks
ago now, back in Midland Greens, the very first time she had
encountered Loki.

“You’re the kid from the park,” she breathed.

The boy smiled sadly. “Not quite, I would think,” he said. “I’m
Sigmund. I’m here to take him”– he gestured at the door with a
thumb almost comically –”home.”

“You’re from his world then?” realization hit Miriah. “You’re
the kid with Cassie! Loki’s ‘wife’.”

Sigmund grinned ruefully. “That’s me.”

She glanced briefly at the door, which had started rattling on
its hinges. She could hear scratching and snuffling noises coming
from outside. Not too bright, Azaza’el said…

Sigmund turned to the noise as well, cautiously opening the
bathroom door. Miriah shrieked as a claw swiped along the front of
his jumper.

He didn’t even flinch. “Cut that out,” he said, in the stern
parental voice Miriah usually heard people use on animals. “You’ll
hurt yourself.”

Alarmingly, he walked forwards.

“What are you doing?” Miriah hissed urgently.

“Relax, he won’t hurt me.”

Cautiously, Miriah uncurled herself from the floor and walked
over, peering nervously around Sigmund. The sight that greeted her
was almost pathetically comical; the God had managed to wedge his
draconic neck and arm through the first doorway and had been vainly
scrabbling towards the second. His broad shoulders and wings had
prevented him getting any closer, and the floor in the antechamber
was smeared with more green-black blood.

Blind – the Gods eyes were still piles of useless mess from
Miriah’s bullets – he nevertheless growled lowly when Miriah came
into view. Eyes or no eyes, she still got the distinct impression
he was looking straight at her.

“You be quiet now.” Sigmund said, gesturing for Miriah to hold
the door open. He moved further into the antechamber, stepping
carefully around the God’s bloodied arm, to crouch down right in
front of those massive jaws. He ran a hand gently along the God’s
muzzle; nostrils flared to catch his scent as he did so.

“You always get into such a mess,” Sigmund told the God in such
a tender voice Miriah almost felt embarrassed for watching.
Alarmingly, the God reared his head and black-lipped jaws split –
Miriah was disturbed somewhat to note the God’s teeth
moved with the muscles in his jaw – and a long purple
tongue emerged to cowlick Sigmund right up the side of his
face.

“Oh my god that’s disgusting,” he said, amused, wiping the slick
drool off with his sleeve. “Convinced it’s me?” Miriah got the
feeling he was talking more to himself than to the God, whom she
wasn’t entirely sure was intelligent enough to understand what they
were saying.

As if to prove her point, Sigmund began gently pushing against
the God’s head. “Out, come on. It smells like piss in here.”

The God retreated, withdrawing his neck and shoulders with a
pained whimper; leaving fur and blood and tissue on the outer
doorjamb as he did so. It was burred and splintered and cracked
outwards.

Sigmund followed, gesturing to Miriah who came somewhat more
nervously, keeping close to the door of the toilet in case another
speedy retreat was in order.

Sigmund stood barely inches from the God, utterly unafraid and
radiating worried calm. “Uh, now what are we going to do with a
twenty foot dragon smack bang in the middle of a busy city?”

The God answered by nudging against him gently enough to send
Sigmund staggering sideways. “Yes yes, you’re pleased to see me.”
He patted it on the nose, the God panting happily almost like a
dog, its tail snaking along the ground making a dull
thwapping noise when it hit one of the supporting pillars
inside the station.

Sigmund turned to Miriah. “I think he’ll turn back by
himself eventually, but I don’t suppose you’ve got any bright ideas
on how to hide him in the meantime?”

Miriah didn’t get a chance to answer, was instead interrupted by
the sound of frantic footfalls coming down the station stairs.

Someone yelled “Holy fuck!” and a gunshot rang out, another
angry scream from the previously docile God gave her a pretty good
idea of where it had hit.

She barely registered Sigmund yelling “No, stop!” before sighing
almost resignedly to herself.

Here we go again…

 

49. Faster, Lokibeast! Kill, Kill!

“Get out! Get everybody out!” Miriah screamed at the cop who now
stood with his mouth hanging open like an idiot – the one who had
shot at the Loki-beast. She waved her badge frantically in the air
to give some authority to her order, but she didn’t need to; Loki
was on the cop in a second, and made a quick snack of him. His
bones crunched loudly in the god’s mouth, and Miriah had to try
hard to keep from gagging. Seeing a vampire feed off of someone was
one thing; seeing something else eat someone whole was something
completely different.

This was a sentiment, Miriah saw, that she didn’t hold alone.
The other officers, who had come running at the sound of the
gunshot and arrived just in time to see one of their own get
devoured, had heard Miriah’s order and turned to flee. Miriah’s
eyes widened when she saw that Loki meant to go after them.

“Loki, no! Don’t!” Sigmund yelled after him, but if the God
heard he didn’t show it. Still too many threats around, Miriah
figured, and then she grabbed the boy and pulled him close.

“Sigmund, listen. My friend, Joseph, is going to be here very
soon – I really don’t think you’ll be able to miss him. Stay with
him, and tell him I said to do what you say, okay?”

“What? Why? What do you think you’re doing?”

“Something phenomenally stupid. But these things have a tendency
to work out,” she said, with a wink. “Don’t worry, I’m just taking
him topside; be ready!” She pushed Sigmund gently aside into the
ruined antechamber of the washroom, drew her pistol, and fired it
into the ceiling three times. The Loki-beast paused in his pursuit
of the police officers and slowly turned on Miriah, who had already
started moving backward. She spied a service ladder going to the
street level just a little bit down the line; it would be close,
but she figured that she could outrun him and be up on the street
just as he would start to get wedged in the man-sized opening. She
whistled until she was sure that he was watching her, then tucked
her gun and badge back into their places on her belt.

“Yeah! Over here! You still hungry boy! Chinese food right here,
Loki! All you can eat!” she shouted, waving her arms, and as soon
as she saw him even start to take a step, she was off and running
down the tunnel. There was another roar, and Miriah felt the loud
bang and the floor shudder from Loki’s jump into the tunnel; it
sounded like he had slammed into the wall. From behind, she heard
another snort, a roar, and then the footfalls. Adrenaline lent
Miriah the speed she needed, and soon she was racing up the ladder.
She reached the top and had put her hand on the hatch when she
heard Loki skid underneath her, breathing heavily. Panic set in and
she pushed as hard as she could; the hatch popped open and she
pushed it off to the side, throwing herself into the street. The
good news was that she was out of the tunnel; the bad news was that
the hatch had opened into the middle of the road, and almost as
soon as she was out was forced to start dodging traffic.

“Fuck-a-doodle-do!” she yelled, grabbing her badge and holding
it up, directing traffic around the hole. Beside her, from within
the tunnel, came another roar and she peered over to look. Loki’s
jump had been swift, and she’d barely had enough time to jump out
of the way. Loki’s roaring head, part of his shoulder, and an arm
spilled out of the hole. The arm, he flailed about, trying to grab
at Miriah who, when she had realized he was stuck, had collapsed to
her butt in the lane, watching him. Traffic had stopped its flow
rather quickly, with most people abandoning their cars right there
in the street.

“Oh Pooh,” she said quietly to the god-beast, “that’s what you
get for eating too much honey and visiting Rabbit.” She reloaded
her guns with the last of the shells she had on her, and took a
quick breather. She knew Loki would break free of the hole sooner
or later, either heading back into the tunnel or breaking out into
the street; from the sound of it, he had chosen the latter, his
claws scrabbling against the metal rungs of the ladder and the
stone of the wall. She waited for Joseph and Sigmund to arrive.
With any luck, he could sweet-talk the beast again, and his getting
loose wouldn’t be much trouble.

 

50. Recoup

It was like a nightmare, Sigmund thought, and was only getting
worse. No-one around him was helping, not even Miriah who he
supposed – to give her credit – thought she was helping,
but really aggravating Loki even more was probably not a good idea.
He was badly injured and rabidly frightened, people kept shooting
at or near him – and for Loki’s extremely heightened senses the
smell and sound of a gunshot would have been almost as painful as a
direct hit – and running away getting him stuck in things.
He was feral and highly territorial; what he needed, Sigmund knew,
was somewhere nice and quiet to lick his wounds and heal his body
and mind enough to allow him to revert back to a less wild
incarnation.

It happened to all jötnar eventually, or so Sigmund had
been lead to believe. The older and more powerful Loki’s people
grew, the more they unlocked their inner natures, the more and more
bestial they became. He had seen them on his rare few trips to
Jötunheim; massive draconic creatures that circled the sky and
perched lazily on the spires of buildings. They were highly
intelligent, but utterly alien; lore keepers and guardians, gods
amongst gods. Loki dealt with them a lot – that was, more-or-less,
his job in Jötunheim – and what little Sigmund knew about them had
been gleaned from these encounters. They understood and spoke the
language of the jötnar but no others. Unfortunately, that
particular language was almost totally inaccessible to humans as it
contained sounds and other elements impossible to reproduce with a
human body. The written version was slightly less esoteric, and
Loki had taught Sigmund a few words – notably the glyphs for
‘wife’, which coupled with Loki’s caste-name got Sigmund fairly far
in Jötunheim. The jötnar still remembered Sigyn’s
contribution at Ragnarök, and she was a revered figure there in her
own right. That Sigmund looked nothing like Sigyn – not to mention
wasn’t even the same gender – never really seemed to bother
anyone.

He had initially traveled to Jötunheim the first time Loki had
undergone the transformation he was in now. Back then it had been
much less disastrous; Loki had been more curious rather than
aggressive, and once they’d figured out how to hide a twenty foot
monster in the middle of the day, everything ran fairly smoothly.
Most importantly, he had very definitely not eaten anybody.

Sigmund was trying fairly hard not to think about that.

The ground shook as Loki managed to free his head from the hole
Miriah had lead him through; Sigmund saw he’d broken open the huge
scabs around his shoulders again, and more blackish-green blood was
slowly oozing from the wounds. Sigmund didn’t know how much longer
he could last with so many injuries; he needed somewhere safe and
quiet to sleep everything off. Unfortunately such places were going
to be difficult to find in the middle of a busy city.

With no one immediately around, Loki had taken to pacing up and
down the tunnel. Sigmund approached him, and was greeted with a
mournful growl.

“Yes, I know,” he said, placating. “We need to get you away from
here.” He gently tugged at the massive head, Loki eventually got
the hint and lowered his shoulders enough for Sigmund to inspect
his back. It was an utter mess, as were his forearms; Sigmund
suspected that some genius had flayed off Loki’s tattoo, likely not
quite realizing exactly what it would do. At any rate, the position
of the wounds meant Loki wasn’t going to be flying anywhere in a
hurry, which cut out their least obtrusive escape route. It also
removed the prospect Sigmund would be able to ride him anywhere;
injuries aside Loki’s blood was highly caustic and poisonous, it
would burn skin if touched and kill if ingested.

“Ugh, you are always such a mess.” Sigmund rested his forehead
against the jötun’s velvety neck. He received an
apologetic rumble he realized consisted of actual words,
which he supposed was a good start.

“You need to go somewhere no-one will find you,” Sigmund told
the neck, concentrating on thinking thoughts of secret and safe
places; Loki was empathic if nothing else, and he seemed at least
to be listening now. “And… try not to eat anymore people,
please.”

Another growled rumble, accompanied with the distinct feeling
that Loki was very, very hungry.

“I know. But it, uh, upsets people. When you eat them.” Sigmund
tried to keep in mind that whatever he looked like usually, Loki
was jötun; to his people, humans were vermin at worst and
food or pets at best.

“Uh, is everything alright down there?”

Sigmund looked up to see Miriah’s head poking through the
hole.

Loki growled and snapped at her. Pain. Danger. Sigmund
didn’t try and convince him otherwise; she’d shot out Loki’s eyes,
after all, not to mention jammed his already injured shoulders into
a hole far too small for them.

“Fine,” he told her. “He’s a lot more rational with no-one else
around. I need to get him somewhere out of the way, though.”

“What about the tunnel he came out of?”

“Where’s that?”

“Down the line a bit; it’s a big hole in the wall, hard to miss.
Do you want me to show you?”

“Better not. He doesn’t like you much.”

Miriah’s eyes flicked between Loki – still making a low growling
sound, hackles raised – and Sigmund.

“Right. Leave you to it, then.”

Sigmund thought for a moment then said. “I’ll need stuff to
clean him up with, and something to pull the bullets out. A knife,
too; one of those big survivalist ones. And a couple of pairs of
rubber gloves.”

“Okay,” Miriah nodded. “I’m on it.”

“Thanks.” Sigmund waved her off, then gently pulled Loki’s head
forward. “Come on, let’s find you this hole.”

A barrage of images; of dark and pain and underground. Knives
and chains. Fear.

“I know, but there’s nowhere else right now. Unless you want to
risk people shooting at you while you run through the streets.”

Reluctantly, Loki followed.

 

51. Sleepytime

Miriah grimaced as soon as she turned from the hole in the
ground. She didn’t want to have to deal with Sigmund now, and after
that little stunt she sure as shit didn’t want to have to deal with
Loki later. She would rather go twelve rounds with Nekro than have
to deal with how angry he would probably be later. She sat in the
lane, her knees drawn up towards her chest, and her face in her
hands. She was tired. Tired of it all. And the sooner she got Loki
and the missus back to their own plane, the sooner she could resume
the normal paranormal activities of her life.

Mostly, though, she thought she’d just go get pissed with Guy.
Yes, that was a sound plan.

While Miriah sat like this, the bus Cassandra Templeman had
boarded pulled up slowly to the subway station, and let off its
load of passengers, who were promptly turned away by the police on
duty at what was now the scene of a bizarre murder – or so they
were told. Cassandra scanned the area looking for Miriah amidst the
crowd, and soon spied her among the abandoned cars. She jogged
over, face tight with concern. Miriah didn’t even hear her coming
until she had knelt beside her.

“Good Lord, Miriah… you look like Hell,” she said, and Miriah
grinned.

“You would too if you’d been running from the devil,” she said,
and coughed out an empty laugh.

“Where is he?” Cassandra asked, and Miriah pointed into the
hole.

“Having some private time with wifey, I think. Neither of them
is all too impressed with me right now, though. I had to shoot
Loki, and you know how people get when you start blasting away at
their loved ones,” she said dryly, “On that note, we have a list of
things to get. Tongs. Bowie knife. Rubber Gloves. Get Well Soon
card. Those sort of things.”

“And where’s Joseph?” Cassandra asked, nodding. Her answer came
in the form of Joseph landing softly on the roof of a car parked
close by.

“I couldn’t exactly just walk over from the bus, with all these
police,” he said, crouching in his usual manner, “I had to take the
longer way ‘round, I’m afraid.”

“Yeah… I’m afraid too, Joe,” Miriah said, getting to her feet.
Her eyes widened for a second when she saw the sniper’s rifle slung
over his shoulder. “Is everything okay?”

“Fine,” he replied brusquely, looking away, causing Cassandra
and Miriah to exchange a concerned glance. “Is it still loose?”

“He, Joseph; it’s still him. And no. He’s… he’s got someone
holding his leash. Come on.” Miriah said, waving Templeman and
Joseph over to one of the abandoned cars. Cassandra slid into the
driver’s seat, and Miriah ducked into the passenger front, placing
her badge in the front windshield to signal the car had been
commandeered. Joseph stayed low in the back.

“Buckle up, we don’t want to be pulled over,” Cassandra said,
the hint of a smile at her lips. She pulled into the opposite lane
and started driving. Miriah leaned her head against the window and
closed her eyes.

 

Miriah found herself back in her comfortable Underwood Bay
penthouse; sitting in her favourite chair, wrapped in her favourite
blanket, the TV playing nothing but cartoons from the 1980s. She
found them hard to watch however; they were disjointed, out of
sequence. Her head hurt trying to follow them.

“It’s best to just let it play, you know. Don’t try and make
sense of it; just watch. Laugh when it’s appropriate. And wait for
the credits to roll,” said a French-tinted voice from her left; she
turned her head, and saw Tara ‘Nekro’ DeLioncourt lounging on the
couch under the large window. Outside, it was snowing. The moon
shone high in the sky, a toxic green colour; it cast a strange
sheen on the woman’s white hair. Tara turned from the TV to Miriah.
“It’s ending soon, you know.”

“I know. But I just wish they’d get to the punch line. I don’t
much like the action sequences,” Miriah said, turning away from
Tara and back to the TV. There was nothing but static now.

“Aw… see, now you’ve gone and missed it, ma chère.
You’re going to have to rewind and watch it over again,” said Tara,
tossing her the television’s remote. It was shaped like one of
Miriah’s pistols, and she pointed it at the television.
“Non! You know that won’t let you see the ending,” she
said. Miriah’s hands trembled and she started to cry.

“But it’s the only way I know how to change the channel,” she
choked out between sobs. Nekro came over to her chair and sat on
the armrest, pulling the crying Miriah closer to her, stroking her
hair, and whispering soothing words into her ear.

“It’ll be okay. You shouldn’t worry and just do what’s right,”
Tara said, and Miriah looked at her. Behind her, in the window, was
a second pale green moon. Miriah thought nothing of it.

“But when I do that they get hurt, and the boy-wife will yell at
me,” she said, pouting.

“No time to worry about that. If he yells, he yells. If he
roars, he roars, and if he snaps you up in his jaws you’ll go down
shooting, but these things have a way of working themselves out,”
Tara said, and looked up. Miriah followed her gaze, and saw a large
piece of mistletoe hanging overhead.

“It’s too early for Christmas,” Miriah said, confused. Nekro
reached up and plucked it – an amazing feat, as it was about six
feet overhead and she didn’t even stand, not that Miriah really
noticed – then put it into Miriah’s hands.

“He can’t get you now. Now get up.”

“What?”

 

“I said, get up Miriah; you’ll have to show us where in the
tunnel he’s staying,” Cassandra said, and Miriah blinked a few
times before she remembered where she was. She wiped the drool from
her mouth and saw the supplies they needed in a couple of paper
bags beside Joseph. Cassandra had parked the car along the road
with the access port in it. Miriah rubbed her eyes, unbuckled her
safety belt, and slipped out of the car.

 

52. Eye of the Storm

The tunnel was obvious enough, marked as it was by huge chunks
of fallen masonry. It was easy enough for Sigmund to walk straight
in, though a tight fit for Loki who was forced to worm his way,
belly scraping the ground and back the roof. He growled painfully;
Sigmund’s mind translated it into a long stream of colorful
self-depreciating curses more out of habit than anything else. Loki
liked to complain; it was how he dealt with things. Sigmund
imagined he was deep in the middle of a lot of Dealing at the
moment; whatever that meant to the creature he currently was.
Sigmund moved carefully in the pitch black, one hand brushing
lightly against one claw-marked wall, the other resting on Loki’s
muzzle for support; the jötun had never been bothered by
the dark.

Eventually the tunnel started sloping downwards in something
that felt like it might have once been a staircase and was now
thoroughly ruined. Sigmund had to admit he was somewhat impressed
with the tunnel, and the fact that Loki wasn’t missing more claws
and teeth from digging it. It seemed fairly stable, but when it
finally widened out into a cobwebbed and bloody chamber, Sigmund
let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. Almost
thoughtfully, someone had set out several large battery powered
torches to light the place. One was crushed, another toppled but
they still gave off enough light to give Sigmund a good view of the
high, gothic vaulted ceiling and floor paved with black hexagonal
stones. The overall impression was of some demented underground
church.

Loki said something; Sigmund got images of Miriah and guns and
dark and skittering white things with nine suckered feet and
pig-like snouts.

“Popular place down here.”

He got a grunt of agreement, followed by a dull thud as Loki
threw his weight down lazily and gave something that could only be
construed as a sigh. Sigmund picked up a fallen torch and began
inspecting the jötun’s blood encrusted back. There wasn’t
much to see other than mess, and realizing that he would have to
wait for Miriah to bring them something medical, Sigmund sat
himself down, leaning his back against Loki’s great, muscular neck.
He scratched behind a long, almost comically rabbit-like ear
distractedly and received a noise not unlike a purr for his
efforts.

Loki felt warm and pleasantly furry and above all safe
against his back, and before long Sigmund felt his eyes closing and
his mind blurring. When he slept, he dreamt of apples.

 

“Ohmigod, look at this,” Cassandra’s voice was barely about a
hushed whisper, and she gestured to Joseph and Miriah where they
followed some distance behind along the tunnel.

Miriah was about to speak but Cassandra made a shushing motion,
so she simply walked quietly beside the other woman and peered
cautiously into the chamber.

The place was barely recognizable from the last time she had
come here with Loki what now seemed like a lifetime ago. The fact
that the entry corridor and stairwell were utterly destroyed aside,
the chamber in front of her had been almost totally cleaned out,
revealing an architectural goldmine of delicate filigreed black
stone. Someone had set up some large electric lanterns in the
corners of the room – one was smashed, the other had been moved –
pointing upwards to illuminate the high ceiling. In the middle of
it all lay Loki, currently by the looks of things sleeping, one arm
and wing curled up around Sigmund – also fast asleep – like a child
holding onto a favourite toy. The whole scene was somehow both
touching and terrifying.

“Aren’t they cute?” Cassandra whispered.

Miriah tried not to think of the sound the God-beast’s jaws had
made when they’d bitten a man clean in half. She swallowed hard,
nodding. “I guess so. You have a really weird idea of cute,
Cassie.”

“I suppose I do. I mean, I think you’re cute, don’t I?” she
joked, and the pair grinned at each other. The exchange made Miriah
feel a little more at ease.

“That’s Loki?” Joseph said, not bothering to hide his
shock. “It’s… monstrous.”

“It’s also looking at us,” Cassandra pointed out.

Miriah looked; without the luminescent eyes it was hard to tell,
but the way the eyebrows were canted certainly made it seemed the
massive beast was studying them. He seemed somehow… tenser than
when they’d first walked in.

Sigmund stirred. “What is it?” he murmured sleepily, looking up.
He waved when he saw the group standing at the room’s entryway.
“Come in. It’s safe.”

Cautiously, they entered, Miriah hanging back a little. The
God-beast just watched them passively with ruined eyes.

Sigmund gently extracted himself from the grip of claws roughly
the size of his chest, and stood up. “Did you bring the stuff?”

Cassandra handed him a shopping bag, he immediately began
rummaging, removing a pack of rubber gloves, tearing them open with
his teeth and putting them on.

“Don’t touch the blood,” he said. “It’ll burn if you do. If you
eat it, you’ll die.”

Joseph raised an eyebrow. “Poisonous blood?”

Sigmund shrugged. “A thousand years spent with venom running
into your mouth, ears, nose and eyes; it’s bound to do
something to you.” He took the knife and a set of tweezers
more akin to needle nosed pliers.

“Someone wet some cloth and be ready. I’m going to do his eyes
first, and it’s going to be messy. But they won’t regenerate if the
slugs are still in them. And get me a light in here.” He turned to
Loki. “Ready?”

The God-beast growled. Everyone got the impression he would, in
fact, never be ‘ready’ for what Sigmund was about to do. Miriah was
started by the clarity of the thought, whose origins definitely
came from Loki. Sigmund had told her he was ‘intelligent’ and
‘rational’ like this, but she hadn’t really believed it until now.
She wasn’t quite sure what to do with the information.

Joseph held the light, somewhat hesitant around such a large and
obviously powerful creature. Sigmund, unphased by Joseph’s
appearance, grabbed the hunter’s arm and moved the light in
closer.

“Okay, try not to bite me by accident,” Sigmund’s voice was far
too cheerful for a man about to attempt something in which a single
loss of control could cost him his life. He put a foot on Loki’s
muzzle – to brace himself or the god, Miriah wasn’t sure – and held
open one scabbed eye socket. Loki huffed. It was the only sound he
made when Sigmund reached in with gloved fingers and began digging
around in the gaping hole. She looked away from the sight, instead
concentrating on Loki’s long tail which was flicking violently from
side-to-side, and his massive claws that were ripping long grooves
in the floor.

A small metallic clink, and the jötun’s body went
still. Cassandra ran forward, wet cloth in hand; she’d been
foresighted enough to buy a bucket as well as quite a lot of
bottled water, and it was with this she cleaned the area around the
socket, trying not to tear her gloves on the jutting boney spines
that passed for the God-beast’s eyebrows.

“You’ve done this before?” she asked Sigmund.

He shrugged. “Once or twice. I’ve watched someone else do it
more often, though. Loki heals up quick, but if his wounds close up
with the slugs still inside him they itch and occasionally go
septic. Not to mention set off metal detectors. So he prefers them
out.”

“Yes, I’d imagine a body full of old bullets would be awkward to
explain to airport security.”

“Okay, going for the second one…”

It was quicker this time, and when the slug hit the ground Loki
huffed an audible sigh of relief. His tail still flicked.

Sigmund went methodically around the rest of the large body,
cutting and pulling slugs out wherever he found them. Cassandra
dutifully cleaned the wounds, and when all the bullets were out,
Sigmund joined her, washing old dried blood from just about every
part of the God-beast’s body. Loki was more than patient; Miriah
got the distinct impression he was grinning.

“He likes attention,” Sigmund had explained, playfully kicking a
wet flank. “Don’t you, you old philanderer.”

They changed water twice, when it got too thick and black in the
bucket. There was a lot of blood, and the room quickly
filled up with a scent not unlike damp, mossy wood. Everyone agreed
it was more pleasant than wet dog.

When they were done, Sigmund inspected Loki’s back and arms.
“The tattoo is growing back,” he told them.

“When will he, you know, go back to normal?”

“I don’t really know. I don’t know how this works, really.”
Sigmund looked lost.

“I guess we just wait…”

 

It took about fifteen minutes. Wounds clean and for the moment
unthreatened, Loki had stilled into an almost death-like trance.
Cassandra had been worried that he didn’t seem to be breathing,
until Sigmund pointed out that was normal. He didn’t elaborate, and
Cassandra didn’t ask.

After five minutes, everyone agreed Loki definitely looked
smaller, and that he seemed to be losing some of his most
bestial features.

“So, you’re saying this happens to all of his people?” Joseph
had asked.

“As far as I know, though I’m not really an expert. It’s like
they reverse evolve as they get older, there are a whole bunch of
rituals that they have around it, but it’s one of those things you
don’t really feel allowed to ask about.” Sigmund paused for a
moment. “Some of them get it faster than others, though. Fenris and
the Midgard Serpent were practically born big. In those cases it’s
kind of like a genetic throwback. Loki says it’s more common with
interspecies pairings amongst the giants. Their mother was a
thurs,” he elaborated. “They’re the kind of, er, middle
class giants. Not aristocratic like the jötnar, not
barbaric like the trolls. Most of the giants – especially gods’
wives – in the eddas are thurs, or so I’m told. The
jötnar mostly keep to themselves.”

About ten minutes after that, everyone had looked up to find
Loki had returned to ‘normal’, lying curled up on the floor he
looked so small compared to previously. It soon became apparent
that, while seven feet was less than twenty, it was still fairly
big.

“So, now what?” Miriah had asked.

“He’ll probably be out for another day at least,” Sigmund said.
“He needs to get his mind in order again.”

“Well, I’m getting hungry,” Cassandra said, “so I’m not staying
here for another day. Besides, I don’t think these torches will
last that long.”

“How are we going to get him out?” Joseph had wondered. “The
subway is going to be crawling with police. Surprised they haven’t
already come looking.”

“Probably cordoned the area off as ‘structurally unsound’,”
Sigmund suggested. Everyone glanced nervously at the roof; it
didn’t budge.

“When we were down here before Loki mentioned some kind of other
exit,” Miriah mused. “Not sure where, though. We didn’t get up to
that part.”

“Guess we go exploring then.” Cassandra crouched down next to
Loki’s unconscious body. “Joseph, a hand?”

Between them, they carried the god out of the room via it’s
second exit – the one that had previously been blocked off by
hundreds of invisible little webbing tripwires. Now, it simply led
into a seemingly endless warren of tunnels and rooms. They had
followed the destruction until emerging in a large hexagonal
chamber with a set of twisted and bloodied chains hanging in the
center. Surgical instruments and blood littered the floor, in one
corner a few lone feathers wafted gently. They’d left fairly
quickly.

Another ten or so minutes of walking and Cassandra’s arms were
starting to ache. Sigmund was beginning to think maybe they’d be
wandering around down here lost forever, when from up ahead Miriah
called, “This tunnel heads up.”

It sounded promising, and was; eventually ending in what looked
like a very large set of stone doors, angled above them like the
entrance to the sorts of basements people used in movies to hide
from tornadoes.

There was a fairly elaborate-looking set of chains and pulleys
on one wall, and it took everyone pitching in before the rusty
device groaned to life. Once loose, the weights slid the doors open
easily, and the group was greeted with the faint stars and
fluorescent glow of the city’s night sky. They emerged into a small
park Sigmund thought was probably on the edge of Torr; the doors
closed behind them with a resounding stony slap, revealing a
totally innocuous statue of an open book engraved with a memorial
to some forgotten town founder. Once closed, there was no
indication that it could be opened.

“A one way exit,” Miriah said.

They walked to the nearest street and Miriah rang a cab company
on her mobile. When it arrived, the driver had eyed them
dumbstruck.

Miriah had grinned a grin that didn’t touch her eyes. “Coming
back from a Con,” she’d told him. “You know, Star Trek,
that sort of thing.”

“What about that guy?” he’d indicated Loki.

“Animatronics,” Miriah had said, totally smoothly. “It’s a
robot; a movie prop.”

The driver had whistled. “They sure are clever nowadays, aren’t
they?” he’s said. Everyone had agreed that yes, they were indeed
very clever.

“Where’s the nearest motel?” Sigmund had asked when they’d all
piled into the car; in the end they’d folded Loki up in the boot,
everyone agreeing not to tell him when he woke up.

“Oh, geeze, there’s a place not too far called the Empire. Not
too posh, but no bedbugs and clean sheets.”

“Sounds good.”

The clerk at the Empire hadn’t been too impressed by their
late-night arrival, but a few extra bills had kept him happy
enough, and Miriah and Cassandra had booked two adjoining rooms on
the third floor. Joseph had dragged Loki up the fire escape; they’d
been lucky with the taxi driver, and everyone agreed they should
leave it at that.

When they got to bed – Joseph, Cassandra and Miriah in one room,
Sigmund and the unconscious Loki in the other – it was well past
three in the morning. Sleep, even in rumpled old clothes, was a
much needed blessing.

Curled up next to the body of his god – arranged face down so as
not to aggravate his wounds any further – Sigmund couldn’t shake
the feeling they’d just hit the eye of the storm.

He realized he didn’t particularly want to find out what was
waiting for them on the other side.

 

53. Pep Talk

Cassandra had only slept for a few hours before she found
herself awake and unable to return to sleep. She looked at the
clock which blazed between the twin beds she and Miriah slept in,
and saw that the time was only quarter to six in the morning. She
cursed in her mind, and threw off the blanket she had been curled
up under. Miriah snored in the other bed, pretty much dead to the
world. Joseph, on a couch, was breathing quietly. She imagined it
was something he’s had to learn a long time ago, given the way he
looked and the things he did. She slipped on her pants and stepped
away from the bed.

She stepped into the room’s small bathroom, closed the door, and
flicked on the lights. She ran cold water through the faucet and
put her fingertips to her temples. The insomnia was a constant in
her life – it had been since she was all of about twelve years old
– though it usually didn’t bother her when she was exhausted. She
counted the nights where she would run into the darker creatures of
this plane as a blessing, because she could usually sleep sound
after an encounter. But over the course of the last few months it
hadn’t been working. Tonight was a perfect example; after
everything with Loki, and Rhamiel, and Sigmund, and… well,
everything, she should have been out like a light until damn near
noon the next day. As it was, she was wide awake with almost an
hour to spare before dawn would even start.

She stretched in the mirror; currently in just white pants –
which needed a good wash – and her undershirt. Her joints popped
and cracked as she pulled her arm behind her neck, as she craned
her head, as she arched her back; this was all routine, and when
she was through she felt limber again. She cupped her hands under
the running water, splashed some on her face, and sipped from
cupped palms. She shut the faucet off, wiped dry with a towel, and
turned off the light.

When she left the bathroom, she took a look at the window of the
room; the fire escape was underneath it. She clicked the portal
open and slipped outside, very quietly. Like Joseph, she too had
learned to be silent when she needed to be. Miriah had once said it
was dormant ninja genes that let her do this; Cassandra had
explained that ninjas were Japanese, not Chinese, and that such an
idea was foolish anyways. Miriah had pouted until Cassandra had
gone on to explain that pirates were better than ninjas
anyways.

Cassandra walked up the fire escape barefoot, quietly, and soon
was on the rooftop. The air was cool, but not cold. She enjoyed the
feeling of it on her skin, and in that night’s final darkness she
stood and watched the city. It was calm, a huge change from the
events of last night. She was amazed at how easily things calmed
down in these places, no matter how insane the events may have
been. Indeed, the more insane something was, the faster it was
disregarded, she had discovered. She stepped away from the edge,
and closed her eyes, and began breathing deeply. As a result of the
insomnia, she had picked up Tai Chi to pass the time.

“Your form is stunning,” came a broken voice from beside her.
Without any overt sign she went straight from her current position
to a lightning-quick kick which, had he actually been corporeal,
would have sent Azaza’el spinning with a broken jaw. Unfortunately,
as it was, her foot passed through what felt like ice, and she
nearly lost her balance. He laughed. “That won’t do you much good,
dearie.”

“No, I imagine it would not,” she said, regarding him with icy
eyes. She was already sick of the sight of him. “I notice you’re
alone. No groupies to keep your sweet company, Angel?” she said,
casting looks around the rooftop. There were no Fallen that she
could see.

“No need. I only wanted to tell you how impressed I was with
your lot’s handling of Loki. I had almost forgotten how amazingly
well you all adapt to such things,” he said, with a smile made of
saccharin; not sugar. She smiled back, the smile of a predator, and
Azaza’el seemed almost surprised to see it.

“Well how very thoughtful of you. Now that I know we have your
approval, I can rest easy. Now let me tell you something,” she
said, stepping forward until she and the spectre were less than an
inch apart. She pulled a small silver cross from her pocket. “See
this, Fallen? To your kind I know it truly means little, but down
here, to many people, it represents everything which you’ve been
cast away from. Mark it well,” she said, and his eyes narrowed; she
had, apparently, struck a nerve. “Mark it well because you may see
it again. If anything – anything – else happens to Miriah
because of you or your limp-dicked poofter Fallen lackeys, I will
open the door to Duda’el myself. And I will come with every last
one who is like me, and we will lay waste to you and yours. I will
tighten your chains, I will burn your flesh – I’ll get a few of my
witch mates to set you in a fire which will burn until the day the
fate would have you loose. I will slash your loins and break your
teeth, and then I will show you this cross. I’ll show it to you and
deposit it in your chest, so the very form of all that you have
lost will be forevermore close to your heart, and I will do it
barehanded. This I promise.” she said, and Azaza’el could
see in her eyes that she mean every last word. Azaza’el took a step
back and faded into the night, scowling. He had come to perhaps set
the group against each other; Cassandra had shown him that he had
vastly underestimated their resolve.

Back in Duda’el, Azaza’el wailed and groaned, writhing against
the rocks and making his demands of the powers.

Cassandra, on the other hand, went back to the room, slipped out
of her pants, and crawled back into bed. She very quickly found
herself in a deep sleep.

 

54. Cracks

This time, knowing what was about to happen, Sigmund was still
powerless to stop it. Disjointed, he watched his own mouth scream
for the policeman to stop as he let a round off into the
Loki-beast’s already tortured flank. The world slowed and the god
leapt forward, then froze an instant before the huge and powerful
jaws snapped shut on the terrified man. Sigmund found himself
transfixed by the cop’s expression of sheer horror, the glassy
ropes of saliva that stretched like cobwebs between Loki’s huge
ivory teeth.

“Does it bother you?” The woman’s voice wasn’t entirely
unexpected, and Sigmund looked up to see the unassuming, mousey
form of Sigyn emerge from behind the frozen Loki-beast, one hand
running along the fur of his bloodied flank. Wispy straw-like hair
and a plain brown dress in the same style as she had worn during
life. Only her eyes betrayed her strength, burning like ice.

“I don’t know,” Sigmund admitted, turning back to the scene. “He
was just defending himself.” He didn’t mean the cop.

“Such a gristly way to die, though. Doesn’t it bother you to see
one of your own kind so easily crushed?”

Sigmund looked at her. “I’ve seen worse,” he said.

Sigyn smiled ruefully. “At Ragnarökk.” She pronounced it with
two ks; the same way Loki did. “But you weren’t
there. I was.”

“I’ve seen what you saw.”

“You think you have. It was Ragnarökk, boy; the Final
Battle. You’ve seen Saving Private Ryan, too; does that
make you an expert on World War II?”

“I guess not,” he averted his eyes, catching sight of the
horrified Miriah as he did so. “But… Loki’s not human. Especially
not like this. People are food to him, like lions and antelopes.
Even normally he thinks like that.”

“So it’s nature, not murder?”

“Yes.”

“And you really believe that?”

“Yes.”

She smirked. “You know we’re both hopeless with lies.”

Sigmund look away from her, back to the cop. Somehow, it seemed
safer. “I don’t know this man,” he said eventually. “What does he
mean to me in the face of my god?”

“That’s very callous of you. ‘Your God’ would be mortified to
know you thought that way.”

“Yours wouldn’t,” he pointed out.

“Ah, touché. But you don’t know my god,
either.”

The scene changed again, they were standing in a field in
Ásgard, a short distance away Sigyn stood beside her husband –
shorter and more human but somehow far, far wilder than Sigmund’s
Loki ever had been. He was holding a drawn bow, his face twisted
into a frightening sneer; murderous and gleeful.

Sigmund stood beside a Baldr he’d never seen; somehow innocent
and righteous, young and dressed in white and gold. He wore an
expression of naive terror.

“This isn’t how it happened,” Sigmund pointed out.

“No,” Sigyn agreed. “But it’s more dramatic this way, don’t you
think?”

“I don’t get it.”

“This is my god,” Sigyn explained. “You never knew him;
the one you’ve met in your own life is a pale shadow. This
god was cruel, callous, deceptive. He would not curl up with you
under a blanket eating from a tub of ice cream as you spent a cold
winter’s night mocking bad movies. He would be in another’s bed,
and you would be left alone through the cold months in a crumbling
house with two young children who’d never known their father as
anything other than a story or a stranger. Could you make excuses
for him?”

Sigmund looked between the alien figures of the ancient Baldr
and Loki once more. Eventually he shook his head. A brief gust of
wind and a Doppler zing as the arrow sped past, hitting
Baldr dead in the eye.

They were back in the subway; Sigmund realized the cop now had
his own face.

“That wouldn’t happen,” he said, and Sigyn seemed impressed with
the certainty in his voice.

The figure became his mother, then Dee, then Wayne, then finally
his father. Sigmund just shook his head. “Nor that. They wouldn’t
be so stupid as to shoot a giant angry God-monster-thing.”

“So this man bought it on himself? He deserved it?”

“No-one deserves to die. But he made a choice – a
stupid choice – and he paid for it. These things happen.”

“So you’re saying it’s simply fate? That there’s no inherent
morality here?”

“Loki’s an Eater,” Sigmund pointed out, using the god’s own term
for himself. “Eating stuff is what he does.”

“Yet he lives as a man. You say he’s not human, but do
you know it to be so?”

It was Sigmund’s turn to smirk. “Would you like to see the
bruises on my legs? Where he kicks me accidentally in the night
with those great big claws of his sometimes?”

Sigyn wasn’t impressed. “Appearances mean very little.”

Sigmund shrugged. “Loki killed someone. He did it while I was
watching, but it wasn’t out of hate or spite or even just because
he could. He was defending himself, and me. He was hungry and angry
and frightened, and followed his instincts.”

“And it doesn’t bother you? Not even in the slightest.”

“I think,” Sigmund said slowly, “that it doesn’t matter
what I think. Because I’m you, and no-one ever asked you
what you thought back in your day. We’re the wife; we forgive and
we’re loyal. That’s what’s important.”

Sigyn smirked sadly. “It’s not much of a life,” she said.

“I can think of worse,” Sigmund told her, shrugging. “Though, I
think I’ve got it better than you.”

She laughed. “Yes. In my day we didn’t have TV or ice
cream.”

Sigmund smiled.

Behind him, Loki’s jaws closed around the cop with a sickening
crunch.

 

When Sigmund open his eyes, the clock read 5:52. Loki was still
as death next to him, but Sigmund was used to the jötun’s
lack of breath or heartbeat. He was still warm, so he was alive.
Sigmund kissed him gently, feeling the strange and indescribably
powerful feeling the god always bought out in him.

He really had to pee.

On his way back from the bathroom, he passed the room’s open
window – Loki was a creature of air as well, and Sigmund felt it
probably couldn’t do him any harm to get some – and thought he
caught voices on the wind. He stopped, listening; the voices were
distant but clear enough in other general silence of the night.
They sounded like they were coming from the roof, only a floor
up.

“… See this, Fallen? To your kind I know it truly means little,
but down here, to many people down here, it represents everything
which you’ve been cast away from. Mark it well, because you may see
it again. If anything – anything – else happens to Miriah
because of you or your limp-dicked poofter Fallen lackeys, I will
open the door to Duda’el myself. And I will come with every last
one who is like me, and we will lay waste to you and yours. I will
tighten your chains, I will burn your flesh – I’ll get a few of my
witch mates to set you in a fire which will burn until the day the
fate would have you loose. I will slash your loins and break your
teeth, and then I will show you this cross. I’ll show it to you and
deposit it in your chest, so the very form of all that you have
lost will be forevermore close to your heart, and I will do it
barehanded. This I promise.”

Silence, then footsteps coming down the fire escape; Cassandra,
Sigmund knew, the accent unmistakable.

Quietly, he drew away from the window, slipped back into bad,
frowning.

Fanatics, he thought. We’re dealing with
fanatics…

Vengeance he could understand, vengeance was simple and human.
But Cassandra hadn’t been talking of vengeance; she’d been talking
about religious damnation. Fanatical orthodoxy. No flexibility, no
change, no forgiveness or growth. He had no idea who she’d been
talking to, but it didn’t really seem to matter.

“We need to get home,” he whispered to Loki, quiet not because
he was worried of waking the jötun, but because he found
himself suddenly afraid that one of the others might hear. “It’s
not safe here. Not safe at all…”

 

Above all else, there is pain. A dull, throbbing roar the echoes
about between flat expanses of off-white and a smell like old blood
and bleach. An infinity of sensation.

Into that, a click. The squeal of wood. Dull rhythmic thuds that
match the white noise of pain. A beat symphony.

Brown against off-white. The smell of crisp winter mornings,
sharp steel and oiled leather.

“Oh no, they killed you too…”

White stones in a supple curve of pink. “No, I’m not dead.”

A ceramic click, field of white scarred by an endless brown
abyss. Smell of rich dark sin and fiery gold.

“Well ‘m dead. So what’re you doin’ in my dead… ness.”

Thud thud thud. A touch, soft and warm and without pain. Closer,
warm breath like sunshine. A kiss.

“… Sigmund?”

“There you are.” His eyes shine with sad amusement.

“Mm. Guess ‘m not dead after all. No way ‘m goin’ to Heaven,
eh.” Shift focus to the wall behind, off-white coated with a score
year’s worth of use. “‘N no way Hel is this much of a dump.”

Sigmund grins, hand caressing my brow once more. It feels good,
and I close my eyes. Retreat into the warm expanse of soft hands
and cheap soap and old clothes. Lying on my stomach on an
unfamiliar bed, and everything hurts. My back, my arms, my
hands, my head, my feet, my wings, my chest, my stomach, my
insides… after a brief assessment I decide my tail is
alright. I concentrate on that.

“What’s the last thing you remember?”

“Pain,” I say. “Pain ‘n Azaza’el. Somethin’ about my tattoo.” I
guess that explains the back. “…and the Ásgardian going on this
real The Crow stchick.”

Silence. I think Sigmund is nodding. Something occurs to me.

“Not that’m not grateful, mind. But what the fuck you doing
here?” This is my Sigmund, the really real Sigmund with
the heart of a Goddess, not the pale imitation from this world.

“You were gone for a week,” he tells me, calmly. “You’ve never
vanished for so long without telling anyone before. So I went
looking, checked Ásgard and Jötunheim–”

My eyes snap open; everything is still oddly blurry. “You did
what? How?”

“Your car took me.”

“… what, you drove the car?”

“Kinda. Though mostly I think it drove me.”

“And… it didn’t eat you?”

Sigmund shrugs. “I told it I needed to find you. It looked
almost… sad sitting in the garage.” This should sound really
stupid, but it somehow doesn’t. I make a mental note to organize
something nice for the car – whatever it is that cars like – when I
get back. A thank you for not eating my wife.

Sigmund continues. “No-one had heard anything from you,
eventually some jötun guys in funny robes came and wrote
lots of stuff down with chalk on the floor, and then I woke up in
some city I’d never heard of. Underwood.”

“They sent you to find me without telling you what they
were doing?”

“They don’t speak English. And I’m not sure ‘We’re going to send
you to an alternate dimension now’ is really communicable via
gestures.”

I frown, making yet another note to have some Words with the
godar next time I head round that way. And then I’m going
to institute mandatory English classes; this is the twenty-first
century for fuck’s sake, reclusive otherworldly society be
damned.

“Anyway, I couldn’t find a trace of you there, so eventually I
got enough money to take a bus out here. After a bit of legwork I
managed to hook up with Cassandra, and she pointed me at Miriah”–
his voice is oddly dark there –”and eventually to you. That’s about
it, really.” Which it’s not, of course.

He sits quietly on the edge of the bed, gently petting my hair
for a while longer. I close my eyes again and concentrate on the
bits that don’t hurt.

“So…” Time to bite the bullet. “What did I do?”

Sigmund tells me, his voice barely quavering when he gets to the
bit about me eating someone right in front of him. I’ve
never actually done that before, and not being very good
with shame or guilt, all I can feel inside is a kind of empty void.
When he gets to the bits involving Miriah his voice contains barely
cloaked venom. It occurs to me I’ve never really heard Sigmund
actively loathe anyone before, except maybe Lain, but that
was a long long time ago.

“Don’t be angry at Miriah,” I tell him. “I killed
people, Sig. I probably would’ve killed her, too–”

“Only because she shot at you!”

“You don’t know that. And neither do I.” It’s more-or-less
impossible for me to remember anything that happens when I’m like
that. I can’t remember, if I ever want the process
reversed.

He huffs. “I still think she’s a menace. A self-righteous
vigilante; what gives her the right to kill off anything and
everything she finds offensive?”

“What gives me the right?”

“You’re a god,” Sigmund says, and I can’t help the bark of
laughter that brings forth. He scowls. “It’s true, whether you want
to think so or not. Besides, how many people have you killed.
Actually killed?”

“Me me or me in general?”

“In general.”

I think. “Maybe a dozen that I remember. Plus those two
guys I ate, I guess. Does Baldr count once or twice or none at
all?”

Sigmund ignores me. “And how long have you lived?”

“A long time, but this isn’t a point scoring competition. A
death is a death, no matter who dies or why.”

“Right, and do you think she thinks of it that
way?”

I don’t say anything, remembering my own words of a few days
prior. Sigmund gives a satisfied nod, the scowls. “I don’t like
these people,” he says finally. “They have easy morality. There are
humans who are good, and no matter how bad they are they’re still
good because of some lame theological bullshit. And the
bad guys are always bad because that’s just what they are,
so it’s alright to kill them. It’s like a fucking…”– he waves his
arms, frustrated, searching for a comparison –”comic book or
something,” he eventually settles on. “And everyone’s a fucking
hypocrite because they think it’s true, even when everything around
them says it’s not. And don’t tell me you haven’t thought so
too.”

“I used to.” I’m not sure what I think now. I’m too sore; I just
want to sleep and get sooked for the next few days. Then I’ll
reenter philosophic debate.

“They would kill you without a second thought,” Sigmund tells
me. “Because to them you’re Bad, and that’s what they
do to Bad Things here. Miriah’s actions made that
perfectly clear.”

I don’t know what to think about that. Some part of me would
like to think it’s not true – despite everything, I do quite like
Miriah and, when it comes down to it, Joseph and the Snow Bitch –
but still… it’s not something I’d stake my life on. Part of me
realizes this is just Sigmund’s way of dealing with everything; he
won’t blame me, no matter how much I deserve it, because that’s
simply not what he does. I never deserved such
loyalty.

He holds me as hard as he dares and sits for a while longer,
glaring angrily at the floor. I wonder how much time has elapsed
since they bought me here, how much he’s spoken to the others, what
he’s said to them; especially Miriah. I should probably go talk to
her. As soon as I can actually walk again.

Eventually Sigmund stands up and goes back over to the dresser;
there are a collection of things there, and now that I’m thinking
properly I can actually recognize them. A white ceramic bowl with a
dirty brown crack up one side, a bottle of Scotch Whiskey, some
very dark chocolate, a knife and a book of hotel matches; an
offering. He fills the bowl with scotch and chocolate, before
cutting a shallow slash across his palm, dripping blood into the
bowl through a clenched fish as he whispers a brief dedication.
When it’s done, he sets the whole thing alight. It shouldn’t burn
as well as it does, but I am right here, and my mouth
floods with the taste of chocolate, warm alcohol burning along my
limbs. Sigmund watches the offering with religious intensity, and I
close my eyes and feel the belief well and ebb in the room.

Very slowly, I begin to heal.

55. The Morning After

Joseph sat cross-legged on the couch of the room, waiting for
Miriah and Cassandra to emerge from the sleep area. He bit his lip
and stared absently at the floor; the walls in this building were
cheap, old, stained, and rather thin. Not thin enough for a quiet
conversation to reach the ears of Miriah or even Cassandra, but
enough that someone with a demon’s ears could hear enough to raise
concerns – and a certain measure of fear. It appeared that the boy
had the same issues with their small coalition that his god had
before him, and though he couldn’t make much out, the tone the boy
had used on the subject of Miriah raised warnings in him. That the
boy loved Loki was hardly a secret; his concern for the old one
alone made that quite clear. And Joseph knew, from sights past seen
and from his own experience that people were fiercely protective of
their loved ones.

He decided that, at this time, he would put it out of mind.
Joseph severely doubted that Loki would allow Miriah to come to
harm in the middle of this situation. There was a bond between
them, whether they – or Sigmund – liked it or not. Joseph wondered
if Sigmund knew that he’d found Miriah in those tunnels because of
her concern for the one who had crossed worlds and broken Duda’el’s
barriers to rescue her from harm. That Loki’s motives may have been
more self-concerned than altruistic was unimportant; he had done
it, and Miriah would not soon forget it. Neither would Joseph. The
incident with the Loki-beast had been unfortunate, and something
not a single one of their number could have expected would happen.
And Sigmund’s anger over the incident was not completely
unfounded.

But if Loki’s devouring of those people was justified in the
fact that he was simply protecting himself, then so was Miriah’s
shooting of the beast. That Loki was divine didn’t make him better
than her in this matter; it made him different.

His own deeds, however, were a completely different matter. He
shuddered..

 

Miriah stared at the ceiling of the room, seeing faces and
pictures that weren’t there in the stubbly stucco. She’s been like
this for about half an hour now; the sun was long since up, the
clock screaming in red that it was 10:53 am. She just couldn’t
bring herself to get up and out of the bed. She didn’t know what
would happen when she saw Loki, and during this sleep there had
been no reassuring dream with a completely out of
character Tara to comfort her. There was only a repeat of the
subway scene, of her turning her guns on the beast which had until
that time been the weirdest higher power she had ever even
imagined. She didn’t know what she would do or even say when she
looked into the eyes that she had not even a day before popped into
messy sludge with her pistols.

Also, it was really comfortable under the blankets, and she was
enjoying the rest. Cassandra had already awoken and had decided to
grab a shower. Miriah figured she would also take one, barring any
new unforeseen conflict showing up at her door. However, she was
quite sure that merely stepping into the next room would bring
one.

“Grrr, says I, grrrr,” groaned Miriah, finally throwing off the
blanket and rolling out of the bed. She grabbed her trousers and
slipped them on, sighing.

 

Joseph glanced up from the floor when Miriah came out of the
door. Blue pants, black sleeveless shirt with hazard stripes over
her bust, and her usual hat with its long tail hanging off to the
side of her face. She had on fingerless gloves with knuckle guards;
two more hazard-striped pieces of cloth were wrapped around her
biceps. Her gunbelt hung at an angle, slipped through only two of
her beltloops on her right hip. Both pistols were in the holsters.
She tied her hair back as she walked out of the room.

“You look like you’re ready for war,” he remarked; she walked
towards that door that joined their room to Loki’s with a grim air
around her.

“I’ve been fighting one for the last while; short of camo, I may
as well look the part,” she said. She took hold of the doorknob,
drew in a deep breath and, raised her fist to knock.

“What are you going to do?” he asked, watching her.

 

Sigmund opened the door and clenched his jaw tightly when he saw
Miriah. She tried to look into his eyes, and found she couldn’t do
it. They were incredibly harsh.

“What do you want?” he said, and Miriah cringed.

“To speak with Loki, if he’s able,” she replied, still unable to
look at those eyes.

“He’s able,” said a fuzzy, tired voice from inside the room.
Sigmund looked from Loki to Miriah, sighed briefly, and stepped
back. Miriah stepped in quietly, eyes still cast downward. She
raised them and saw Loki laying on his stomach in the bed, eyes
closed. He was still pretty rough, but better. Better than she had
left him, but the sight was still a rather pitiful shadow of what
he had been when they first met. Parts of his flesh still looked
raw, and his reemerging tattoos looked angry with pain.

Still, she noticed that his tail was relatively okay-looking.
She focused on that.

“How are you?” she said weakly, and she could see him grin
slightly.

“Oh, tip top. Never been better,” he rasped, and she let out a
quick, saddened laugh.

“Always a joke with you,” she said, wiping a tear from the side
of her eye.

“Side effect of being a smartass I suppose,” he said. Miriah
looked at him for a second more, conflicted. Finally, she dropped
to her knees beside the bed, and gently put an arm over him. She
pulled herself closer, being very careful to not agitate any of his
injuries. She sniffed, and tried her best to maintain her
composure.

“I’m glad you’re okay, Loki,” she said in a choked voice, “I’m
so, so sorry.”

He gently patted her on the shoulder as she knelt.

Sigmund looked about ready to murder.

56. Battered God Syndrome

I don’t know how long I’ve been allowing myself to drift on the
flows of Sigmund’s belief when the knock sounds at the door,
breaking the sanctity of the room. Returning to myself so suddenly
is a bit like being woken up by a bucket of liquid nitrogen over
the head. Though probably less fatal. Sigmund’s irritation over the
interruption is palpable; such deep singular devotion is a very
intimate and strenuous, a light sheen of sweat has broken out over
his forehead, his eyes widely dilated. Communing with god. Quickly
wiping down his brow, he goes to open the door that connects our
accidental little group’s two rooms.

“What do you want?” he asks to the intruder, strain and
irritation evident in his voice. He’s not very good at hiding his
emotions – that’s a form of lying, after all.

Miriah’s voice is hesitant, almost. “To speak with Loki, if he’s
able.”

“He’s able,” I say, my voice still a rough growl. There’s a
brief pause, then Sigmund sighs and they shuffle about a bit,
Miriah eventually entering the room. She pauses when she sees me,
staring but trying not to. Sigmund stands with not just a little
self-righteous satisfaction – see, look what you’ve done –
but that’s nothing unusual. I’m not sure Miriah notices,
anyway.

“How are you?” she manages eventually, and I grin at the
ludicrously trivial nature of the question. I’ve just been almost
killed, vivisected, flayed, and shot at, not to mention my hands
and feet and teeth still hurt from digging through solid rock and
steel and concrete, and I’ve sustained a bunch of broken
bones across my shoulders Sigmund tells me are from getting myself
stuck in too-small spaces. They’re old, old injuries – I heal fast,
but some things get so ingrained that it may as well not matter –
and despite everything they’ll still ache come winter.

Eventually I say, “Oh, tip top. Never been better.”

Miriah lets out a humorless laugh. “Always a joke with you.”

“Side effect of being a smartass I suppose.” It’s true; gallows
humor is practically all I’m made of nowadays. Gallows humor and
guns.

There’s a pause, before eventually Miriah drops to her knees
beside me and – of all things – pulls me into a cautious but
sincere hug. She sniffs, and her face now coming into view I
realize she’s been crying. You probably wouldn’t know it to look at
me, but I don’t get touched a hell of a lot nowadays. Sigmund and
efficient business handshakes and manly back-patting aside, of
course. Miriah’s hug is somewhat unnerving for its sheer sincerity,
and I’m once again reminded of how very much she is not like
Sigmund. I try not to think too hard about what, exactly, I think I
mean by that.

“I’m glad you’re okay, Loki,” she tells me in a choked voice,
“I’m so, so sorry.”

Awkward now in both position and situation I pat her lightly on
the back. “Don’t sweat it, kid. I’ve had more of the same and worse
besides, for more selfish reasons than yours. All part-in-parcel of
being me.”

She pulls back, resting herself on her knees and seemingly
unsatisfied with my answer. But what else can I tell her? Sigmund
is scowling violently; he knows what else. I have a feeling he’s
going to, as well. His protectiveness borders on fanaticism, which
I suppose is really what makes him such a good consort. Always
has.

Miriah looks as if she’s about to say something when Sigmund
cuts her off. “Can I speak with you for a moment?” I send him a
glance but he just returns it, challengingly, and I give up. I’m
tired and wounded and not in much of a position to argue, anyway. I
know what he’s going to say, and I’m not entirely sure he’s wrong.
Though I doubt Miriah needs to hear it now.

She looks dubious, and I carefully plaster a look of
cluelessness on my face, not giving her an indication one way or
another what I think she should do.

In the end, she goes. Reluctantly.

 

“Do you know what ‘battered wife syndrome’ is?”

“What?”

Miriah was unnerved somewhat by the question, coming as it was
after such a long period of stony silence. Sigmund had led them
right outside the motel, perhaps wanting to get privacy from the
many prying supernatural ears inside. They now stood out on the
street, Sigmund leaning nonchalantly against the brick wall of the
building. Miriah half-expected him to ask for a cigarette or a
light off a passing pedestrian; bar, of course, the obvious fact
that he looked so straight-laced that she doubted he’d ever tried a
smoke in his entire life.

“Battered wife syndrome,” Sigmund repeated. “It’s the term they
use to describe women who won’t leave their abusive partners. No
matter how much crap they get, they’ll always justify their
partner’s actions because they believe they must have
deserved it, somehow.”

“Reminds me of my mother,” Miriah said grimly.

 “They duplicate it with lab rats; put a rat in a cage with
bowls of food and water on an electrified plate. Sometimes when the
rat goes to eat it gets shocked, sometimes it doesn’t. It’s totally
random, see. And even when the cage door is opened, the rats won’t
leave; they’ll cower halfway between freedom and sustenance, not
knowing whether to stay or to go, eventually wasting away under the
weight of their own uncertainty.”

Miriah was agape. “That’s horrible!” She tried to imagine the
kind of dispassionate mind that would come up with such an
experiment; sadly, it was all-too easy.

Sigmund nodded in agreement. “Loki is that rat,” he said, his
eyes seemed somehow distant, and when he next spoke Miriah realized
he wasn’t wholly himself any longer. “Back in his day it was Odin;
sometimes they were the cagiest of brothers, joined at the hip and
the worst pair of cads you’d ever seen. But just as often I
remember Loki would drag himself home with broken bones and a dead
spirit. There was no real rhyme or reason for it; Loki would do
what he always did, sometimes he’d be lauded but just as often
reviled.” Eyes focused hard in on Miriah. “Broken shoulders were
one of the Allfather’s favorites; painful, and so easy to disguise
as nothing but a guiding hand.”

“I… I’ve seen the scars,” Miriah said, and Sigmund nodded again,
returning into himself.

“You must understand, Loki is immensely powerful; physically and
spiritually. And he’s… resilient, in his own way. But he’s also
broken, totally and utterly.”

Miriah realized the phrase conjured up images of horses rather
than plates or machines. Domesticated. He means
domesticated. Her mind flicked back to the Loki-beast in the
subway – or even the strange draconic horse-form that Loki had used
to rescue her from Duda’el – wild and powerful and utterly feral. A
raging wildfire, a hurricane, an earthquake.

“I don’t like you,” Sigmund said, and his utter bluntness caught
Miriah totally off-guard. “But Loki does.” He didn’t even need to
finish the rest, the threat hung in the air like greasy blue
smoke.

“I understand.”

“Good,” Sigmund nodded, pushing himself off from the wall. “I’m
needed.” He turned to go.

A thought struck Miriah. “Wait!” Sigmund half-turned. “Is… is
there anything I can do?”

He seemed to think for a moment. “Clap your hands and believe in
fairies,” he told her, totally deadpan.

She watched him go, and stuck her tongue out when he was out of
sight.

Loki may or may not be a ‘battered god’, I think the jury’s
still out on that one, she thought as he vanished back inside
the motel’s dingy lobby, the clarity of it all striking her like
lightning. But you definitely are.

57. Communion, of a Sort

“I do believe in fairies. I do, I do,” Miriah mused to herself
as she walked back into the hotel. After her little
tête-à-tête with Sigmund, she’d gone around to a shop
she’d seen down the street. It was a small grocer, and she had
picked up about a dozen bagels of various varieties. She had
apologized to Loki, spoken with Sigmund, and was now fetching some
food for the lot of them. All in all, she felt a bit better about
how things were going.

When she walked into the room, she saw that Cassandra was
sitting beside Joseph on the couch. They were chatting, and it
looked serious. Every time they spoke it was serious, she noticed.
And why not? They were both practically in the same business, after
all. One monster hunter speaking to another, much older and
nigh-legendary monster hunter. Nigh-legendary and – no secret to
Miriah or Cassandra – increasingly unpredictable; she’d slept with
a pistol under her pillow that night out of concern for more than
just the Fallen. Cassandra wasn’t just talking to Joseph; she was
sussing him out. Cassie’s hair was still damp, and she had changed
into a clean shirt. Still white, of course, but this was a
sleeveless turtleneck. Her other shirt had been too blood-stained
to wear again. With her arms exposed, Miriah got a good look at her
tattoos. On her right bicep was the Chinese symbol for good, or
virtue. On her left – her dominant hand’s arm – was the symbol for
bad, or evil. Cassandra smiled at Miriah as Miriah shut the
door.

“Hello love. What have you got there?” she asked, glancing at
the paper bag Miriah had. Miriah held it up and tossed it gently to
them.

“Delicious munchables, courtesy of the local grocer. Eat
hearty,” she said, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of
Cassandra and Joseph.

“Brilliant, I’m famished,” Cassandra said, taking one if the
bagels from the bag and tearing a piece off of it. She popped it
into her mouth and leaned backward. “Wonderful,” she said,
swallowing and tearing off another piece. Joseph reached into the
bag and removed two. He tossed one to Miriah and tore a chunk out
of his own with his teeth. Miriah, like Cassandra, picked pieces
off of hers and ate.

“So what’s our game plan?” Miriah asked Joseph. He chewed
slowly, thinking, and swallowed.

“I’m not sure it’s up to us to draw the plans at this point. Our
usual way of doing things seems to lack the delicate touch this
case has shown us we need. However, diplomacy has been effectively
ruled out thanks to Azaza’el’s kidnapping attempts. I’d say what we
do is wait for Loki to at least get back on his feet. I know he’s
got something up his sleeve,” he said finally.

“What makes you so sure of that?” Cassandra said, and he
grinned. Miriah found it unsettling, though she knew he hadn’t
intended it to be.

“He’s a trickster god. Conniving. Clever. He’s demonstrated that
before to us. He may not be the smartest persona I’ve ever come
across, but I’ll be damned if he doesn’t have some wicked gears
turning in that head,” he replied. Miriah thought she heard a touch
of genuine admiration in his tone. He tore off another chunk of
bagel with his teeth and chewed.

“That doesn’t leave much for us to do,” Miriah said, pouting.
Joseph turned to her, indicating at her with his bagel.

“Like hell it doesn’t. Cassandra was just telling me about where
she left Rhamiel when we had to split. I want the two of you to get
down there and make sure he’s still breathing. If we go toe-to-toe
with Azaza’el again, I want an Angel in my corner. Fallen or not,”
he said. Miriah scowled. She recognized an order when she heard
one, but it was something she wanted to do anyways. She finished
her bagel, fished another out of the bag, and stood up.

“Sounds good to me.”

 

Joseph watched as Miriah and Cassandra left, shutting the door
behind them. He perched on the couch for a few minutes afterwards,
then hopped down to the floor. His boots thudded heavily as he made
his way to the door that joined their room to Loki’s, and knocked.
Once again, Sigmund answered. Once again, he looked a little put
out.

“How is he supposed to heal if you all keep interrupting?” he
asked, shortly and before he’d seen exactly who he was addressing.
The volume of his voice had dropped – though not really by much –
when he saw Joseph at the door instead of Miriah. Joseph looked
down at him with his inky black eyes.

“My apologies, acolyte. I didn’t come to interfere. May I
enter?” Joseph asked quietly. Sigmund looked him over warily,
nodded, and stepped away from the door. Joseph stepped inside and
looked around, eyes falling on Loki last, then returning to what
had caught his attention.

“What’s his condition?” Joseph asked, striding over to the
cracked bowl in the corner. In his claws was the paper bag with a
couple of bagels in it. Joseph had removed several in case Miriah
and Cassandra had intended to feed Sigmund as well as their group,
but kept a couple in the bag. Whatever he could smell herbs in.
Loki laughed at his question.

“Of all the ones to ask pointless questions… Joseph, you
disappoint,” he slurred, most of his face still buried in a pillow.
Joseph chuckled.

“I’ll make it up to you,” he said, examining the bowl. Inside
were the charred remains of whatever offering had been placed in it
before. Joseph thought he smelled chocolate, of all things. He
dropped the bagels into the bowl and tore a strip out of the bag.
Sigmund stepped forward.

“What the hell are you doing?” he said, sounding genuinely
offended. Joseph regarded him from the corner of his eye.

“As powerful as your belief may be – yes, I recognize what this
is,” Joseph said, reacting to the taken aback look on Sigmund’s
face, “it’s too slow. I know what a rush you two must be in to get
out of here. You especially,” he said, nodding towards Sigmund. As
he spoke, he used his claws to very carefully unbuckle the series
of belt straps that were wrapped around his left arm, dropping them
to the floor. When they were off, sickly pale skin was revealed;
the joints where his claws met his forearm were completely exposed.
If Loki had seen it, it would have reminded him of the pale,
suckered feet of the giant creature which had cloaked itself in
darkness. Veins and clumsy surgical scars were visible through the
skin. Joseph held this arm over the bowl, and with his other clawed
hand he tore the skin open. He growled when he did this, and
watched as his blood dripped thickly into the bowl.

“Pass me a towel, please,” Joseph said to Sigmund, and then he
lowered his voice and made a dedication of his own. Sigmund tossed
him a towel and Joseph caught it out of the air, quickly wrapping
it around his wound. It would heal within the hour, and then he
would replace the belts.

“Isn’t this some kind of sin? ‘Thou shalt have no other gods
before me’?” Sigmund said sarcastically. Joseph regarded him once
again through the corner of his eye.

“Doesn’t quite work like that here,” he said, clumsily striking
a match. He lit the book of matches with it, and dropped it into
the bowl. The fire leaped to life faster than Joseph had expected.
He turned to look at Loki, who had remained rather quiet through it
all, and waited.

58. Mixed Metaphors

“You of all people should know it’s not the act that has power,
it’s the thought behind it.” The room smells like burning bread and
flayed angels. “The blood and body of Christ, Joseph?” I turn my
head to look at him, tasting old incense and older wood.

Sigmund looks a bit too smug. “It’s not the blood,” he explains,
“or the whiskey or the chocolate or the fire. It’s because I
believe these are the things my God wants and the way he
wants them.”

“Sacrifice of the self,” I add. “And not the blood; giving blood
is easy. Giving up your soul is so much more difficult.
I’m no God to you; you might mouth the word but you don’t believe
it where it counts.”

Joseph frowns a little. “And the strength you gained from the
blood of the Fallen?”

I bark laughter. “I’m not a fucking vampire, Joseph.
It’s not the blood, it’s what the blood means; fire, heat,
the sun, passion, soul. I didn’t kill Exael by drinking his blood;
I did it by ripping his soul out by force. Sigmund’s blood means
nothing but that he is willing to sacrifice part of his own soul to
me. Would you do the same, Joseph?” I reach my mind along through
flame and blood, Joseph physically shies away from the contact. I
nod, retreating back into myself. “You desecrated the Tree.”

“What?”

“You desecrated the Tree,” I repeat. “I missed it before, but I
can feel it now. For fuck’s sake, Joseph, did you think I wouldn’t
notice?”

He looks completely taken aback at that. I’m angry, I can feel
it buried deep beneath scars and healing organs. I’m too tired to
be angry.

“I was good in your Church,” I tell him. “The least I expected
was the same in return.”

“I… I’m sorry. I didn’t realise–”

“Bollocks you didn’t. You didn’t realise it was holy ground?
Give me a break; I’m hurt, not stupid. You didn’t care.” I
look at him, blank green eyes on black. “I am a God,
Joseph, whether you fucking want to believe it or not. Maybe I
don’t sit around in a never never land pretending to be all high
and mighty and perfectly all knowing but that doesn’t matter. I
have rituals and temples, just like you do; except I’m on the
receiving end of mine. And every time you defile those – be it the
wishroom, the Yggdrasil or this room – I feel it. And I’ve
been good, up till now, because things are different here and I
don’t expect someone like you to know any better anyway. But you do
not come into my room, this makeshift temple, and brush
aside the sacrifice of my divine consort – for fuck’s
sake, Joseph, do you get it – as not being enough. I don’t
give a fuck how you treat me as a man, but if you’re going to
approach me as an Ás you’re going to bloody well do it with
humility and devotion or not at all. Understood?”

He nods, eyes for the most part unreadable. I think he’s verging
between anger and mortified humiliation, but who knows.

“I think you should go,” Sigmund says, his voice still icy. I
feel bad for that; they’re good people, in their own way. But we’re
a long, long way from home.

Just before they reach the door, I stop them. “Joseph.” He
turns. “You tried, and that counts for something. But next time,
think before you barge in, huh? That’s how Crusades start.”

The door clicks shut.

“Remind me before I leave to piss in some Communion Wine.”

Sigmund smirks. “Now that is how crusades start.” He
sits next to me on the bed, hands gently stroking whatever healed
flesh he can find. “How are you really?”

“I’ve been worse. Help me up.” He does, and after a bit of
struggle I’m sitting propped up against his shoulder, gently
nuzzling against a collarbone that smells so deliciously of
him. “I want to go home.”

“I want to take you home,” he agrees.

“I want to sit at the top of my tower and remind myself I still
exist. I want to feel my city eat and sleep and fuck and die, and
then I want to go and do all those things.” I pause.
“Except die, obviously.”

“Obviously.”

“I don’t suppose the godar gave you a handy Get Home
Free card?”

“Sorry.”

I sigh. “Ah well. I suppose I should stick around and see this
shit through at any rate.” I move back from him before he can
argue, stretch my back and pull my wings inside. It
hurts, the flesh still raw and stripped, and I cry out
inadvertently but when it’s done, the wings are gone. I have no
idea where they ‘go’; it’s nothing so scientific as being pulled
into a fleshy pocket in my back. They simply vanish, along with the
necessary bone structure and musculature, as if they’d never
existed in the first place. It’s a whole bunch lighter without the
bulk there, though I can still feel the pain like a phantom
limb.

My hand goes to my lower abdomen; it feels somehow
empty, as if something big is missing and gravity is
pulling everything else down into the gap. Sigmund notices my
concern. “What’s wrong?”

“The featherheads pulled something out,” I tell him. “Well, they
pulled everything out, but there’s something they didn’t
put back.”

He traces the healing autopsy cut down my chest and abdomen; it
won’t leave a scar. I hope. A great big Y-incision is going to be
pretty hard to explain; even worse than what’s already there, which
is at least ambiguous enough to have been caused in a ‘car
accident’ or whatever. But a Y-incision can only be one thing.

“What was it? Kidneys? Liver? Do you even have those?”

I close my eyes, focus my attention inwards in something I was
taught long ago but have rarely done since. “No, wrong place. I
think… no, I know. It was my uterus.”

“That’s… really weird,” Sigmund makes a face. I know he’s not
talking about the fact that I actually have one – or had,
I guess – because we’ve been over all that ground several times
before. “What, so you’re saying there’s some jar in a fridge out
there somewhere with a jötun uterus in it?”

“I guess so.”

“Eurrgh.” He shudders. “Why did they take that?”

I think for a moment. “I had a plan,” I confess. “About what to
do with Azaza’el. How to get him out of his prison without actually
getting him out out. Now that I think about it, it might
have required something like this. I don’t remember much of what I
said when they were cutting me open. Maybe I mentioned it. Or maybe
Azaza’el just figured it out on his own. Or maybe I’m just totally
wrong.”

Sigmund feigns horror. “Oh never let it be said.”

“Har har. I’m hurt, be nice to me.”

“I’m always nice to you.”

I think for a moment. “These are the things that I know:
Azaza’el took out an organ associated with birth, then more-or-less
let me go. If Azaza’el breaks his bonds, the world is supposed to
end. This city isn’t supposed to be here, and neither am I; but we
were both brought here by something.”

“Wait, the whole city?”

“It’s too convenient, that everything here exists like I
remember it except without me. I don’t buy it; this place wouldn’t
fucking work without me. The Company owns this town, and
the Company doesn’t exist here, yet everything is supposed to be
the same? I don’t think so…” I train off, eventually my eyes widen.
“And Azaza’el shot me. With a crossbow bolt made from mistletoe. Oh
fuck, I know–”

“Wait, I have that.”

“What?”

He reaches into a wide cargo pocket on his grey pants and
produces a bloody and broken and bent bolt. “I found it in the
park. Er, sorry it’s broken; I stepped on it.”

I chew my lip, not sure if I’m relieved or not. “Then maybe he
doesn’t know what he’s doing after all. Maybe that was just a
coincidence, but… Keep the arrow. I might need it later.”

“Alright.”

“Sig, love, do you ever get the feeling you’re the pawn in the
middle of a giant game of chess orchestrated by someone playing on
a nigh-universal scale?”

“Oh yes, all the time.”

“Me too.” My face darkens. “I don’t like seafood.”

59. Hindsight’s 20/20

Joseph roared when he reached the roof, a sound rich with
frustration and rage – and no small amount of panic. His throat was
nearly raw by the time he’d finished it. He’d been reattaching his
belts as he had climbed the fire escape, ignoring the wound on his
arm. Not just ignoring it – consciously making an effort to not
think about it. It was one more mark on his body of an intention
that had gone horribly wrong. He tightened the final belts roughly,
using his teeth to pull the straps taut. When they were back on, he
brought his fists down on the metal vents on top of the building.
Once. Twice. Three times. He stopped only when the box was mangled
beyond repair, and then tore it from the roof and flung it onto
another rooftop two buildings over. He snarled, and spat, and
growled, and howled with frustration. To a human, it would have
looked terrifying. In reality, it was his equivalent to a
three-year-old throwing a tantrum.

It’s your ever-fucking-lasting hubris,Iosephiel, he
thought, scolding himself for his actions. Nearly 1700 years of
doing things your way and you still haven’t learned that more oft
than not you make yourself the fucking fool. What the hell is the
matter with you? What would even cause you to think that any belief
you had in this God from another world would even begin to match up
to that of his acolyte? Your blood was barely even good enough to
spill on his Tree when he lanced you. What good would it have done
him? You never think. You react, but you never fucking
think.

And he knows, came the second, taunting voice buried in
the back of his thoughts. He knows about us.

Joseph kicked up a cloud of dust and dropped to his knees. He
let loose another frustrated howl, and slumped forward. He slammed
a fist down on the rooftop, and left it there.

Any good you may have been doing has been damn near
completely eradicated by that little stunt. You desecrated his
ground; he doesn’t have much if anything here, and you take it upon
yourself to shit all over what he does have. The road to hell,
Joseph, the road to hell. You don’t need to be told what it’s paved
with. Or maybe you do? Maybe you should carve it into your flesh,
one more series of scars that won’t serve to teach you a goddamn
thing? Maybe he should help you with it. He’s probably angry enough
at the moment that if given the chance he’d make you remember.
You’re big on forgiveness, Joseph, but some things cannot be
forgiven. Should not be.

“I don’t deserve forgiveness for this,” Joseph whispered to
himself.

“Oh gee, join the club. We have t-shirts,” came Lucifer’s voice
from behind him.

 

Miriah and Cassandra were relieved to find that Rhamiel was
being well cared for, and had already started healing rather
quickly. The owner of the club had called in a favor from a few
sorcerers, and they were working on rebuilding Rhamiel’s damaged
body even as they had entered. They stood in the corner of the room
where Rhamiel lay, cloaked in red and chanting over a collection of
materials and symbols.

Amateur hour as far as Loki is concerned, Cassandra
thought, and stepped out of Miriah’s way. Miriah walked over to the
Fallen, who smiled weakly as she approached.

“Miss Xiong. It’s a pleasure,” he said, slightly bowing his
head. Miriah smiled.

“I only wish we were meeting again on better terms,” she
replied, kneeling next to his bed. “You’re the second friend I’ve
seen like this today. It’s a wonder any of you can still stand the
sight of me.”

“You didn’t do this to me,” he said. She sighed.

“But I am responsible. If you hadn’t helped me–” she started,
and he waved her off.

“Do not shoulder the blame for the choices of others. Many of my
brethren are quite mad, and probably would have turned on me
eventually. I do not share their… zealotry in these matters. I’m
quite resigned to my penance,” he said, still smiling. Miriah loved
that smile.

“It’s a shame more of your kind do not share your good sense,”
Cassandra said, stepping towards the pair. “Then maybe Joseph
wouldn’t have his hands so full.”

“Ahhh yes, Iosef,” he said, pronouncing his name in the very old
way, “But he chose his path of his own volition. The powers may
work through him, drive him, but ultimately his choices are his
own.”

 

“Oh cheer up, you prat. It’s not like every choice you make is
your own fault. The Powers, as I recall, are especially fond of
your destiny. If it happened, it happened for a reason. Greater
purpose, and all that crap. Like my little coup that couldn’t,”
said Lucifer, lighting a cigarette with the tip of his finger, “If
you pissed off ol’ big-an’-furry down there, it’s probably because
you were supposed to. Maybe drive him outta here post haste.”

“I somehow doubt that,” said Joseph, coldly. Lucifer made an
exaggerated shrug.

“So what, B.F.D. He’ll live. It’s not like you pissed in his
sandbox; remember, boy-o, he’s playing in yours,” Lucifer replied,
blowing smoke from his nostrils when he finished. He squatted down
next to where Joseph was kneeling, red hair falling into his eyes.
“And I know you’ve been playing rough with your toys these days,”
he breathed into the hunter’s ear. Joseph was stony faced and
silent.

 “Look mate. You don’t like me, but I’d be lying if I said
I wasn’t fond of you. Sure, you like to throw a spanner into my
little games every so often, but you also help get rid of a lot of
my competition. And right now, I have competition sitting in a
dingy hotel not two floors below us. Now Joseph, you know I don’t
like competition. I was – am – the fairest of my ilk. I’m the most
famous bad guy to ever grace literature and the silver screen. My
name alone gets your wonderful priest friends to go batshit. I like
that. But if he sticks around here, he’ll take some of that from
me. I don’t like that. I like being me, and I don’t like sharing my
persona.” Lucifer’s eyes gleamed like embers as he went on his
tirade. Joseph just watched him.

“So you want me to do whatever I can to get rid of him?” Joseph
suggested, and Lucifer smiled.

“So you are more than just the muscle after all,” he said
through a grin.

“You never feared me.”

“You could never touch me. I’m too important to them,” he said,
gesturing towards the sky. “Now come on… help a fan out, would ya?
Just get this guy lost, okay?”

“As soon as we’re done with Azaza’el, I’m sure he’ll be on his
way. Until then, Morning Star…” Joseph said, standing, “you’d just
better get used to having a bit of a doppelganger.”

“Pffft, doppelganger… sif. I’m so much prettier,” Lucifer said,
getting up. “Just stop beating yourself up over this stupid shit.
This too shall pass, and all those clichés. Now if you’ll excuse
me… I’ve got to go convince some television execs that yes they do
indeed need yet another season of Survivor.”

“Ooh, you are evil,” Joseph said, deadpan. Lucifer
grinned and opened his arms.

“You better believe it babe,” he said, and exploded into a flock
of birds. They parted like water as they passed by Joseph, who just
stood and watched. When they were gone, he went right back to his
mental self-flagellation. Not long afterward, he watched as Miriah
and Cassandra safely returned to the hotel. He didn’t go to meet
them.

60. Smoke

I need a smoke, and tell Sigmund as much. He produces a pack of
cigarettes from out of the same bag he bought the chocolate and
scotch in, and I grin.

“You’re a godsend, you know that?”

“So I’ve been told.” He looks around, frowning. “Unfortunately
the god squad burnt out the rest of our matches.”

“Oh please, I’m not a fucking invalid.” Sigmund cocks an eyebrow
at that, skeptical. “Fine, I’ll get some out of the other room. But
only if you promise to be nice.”

“I’m always–”

“Not to me, to the others.”

He scoffs. “I’ll be nice when they stop being a bunch of
fuckups.”

“Right, because I’m so-oo much better. Oh no, wait, I
think all this is mostly my fault to start with; everyone
warned me about Azaza’el, but I didn’t listen and oops!” I
gesture broadly at myself. “Next thing I know I’m having a
prehumous autopsy and munching on cops.” I stand cautiously, though
fortunately most of my wounds are confined to the upper part of my
body. My feet hurt from where they were pinned, but it’s nothing
compared to my body’s painful attempts to put its organs back where
they belong. I think in the long run, the fact that Azaza’el had
everything thrown back in there was the absolute worst thing he
could have done. If he’d left them out they simply would’ve
re-grown in time, but this way I’ve got a heart down near my kidney
and half a digestive tract falling into the big empty space in my
abdomen, not to mention all the soft tissue damage. It’s going to
be hell to repair.

I kiss Sigmund gently on his temple – leaning down hurts – and
give him a quick squeeze. “At the very least remember that things
fall apart when the Superfriends fight,” I tell him. “So play nice,
or we’re all gonna fall to the Dark Side.”

“You’re mixing references.”

“Am I? Must be the pain”

When I limp into the adjoining room Cassandra stands quickly and
takes a step in that kind of gesture people do when faced with
someone they think is too proud to accept help. Damn straight.

“How are you feeling?” she asks.

“Why does everyone ask that?” I sigh. “I’m feeling fine, thanks.
Trying to ignore the pain, so try not to ask about it. D’you have
any matches?”

She blinks, then fetches a book from the dingy dresser. I’m
almost surprised the motel actually has any, but then I guess the
place is just a little old, not actually a shithole per
se.

“Thanks luv. If Azaza’el comes calling tell him I’m taking
advantage of my newly reconstructed lungs to smoke my life away on
the roof.”

Cassandra blanches. “That might not–”

“I know Joseph’s up there being a cranky bastard. I can feel him
from down here.”

I pull myself out onto the fire escape and start climbing
without waiting for a response. I move as quickly as possible –
which isn’t very – since it’s none too subtle to have a seven foot
monster limping up a fire escape in broad daylight, but thankfully
people rarely ever look up.

Joseph is indeed still up here, eyes closed, kneeling and
looking for all the world like he has the entire misery of the
human race piled upon his shoulders. He’s been trashing stuff.

“I’m sure whatever that air vent did it’s definitely not going
to try again.”

He almost jumps at the sound of my voice, black eyes wary.
There’s a faint whiff of sulphur in the air.

“Oh relax, featherhead, I just want a smoke. Don’t let me
distract you from your self-pity.” I sit myself painfully down at
the edge of the roof, big feet hanging over the side. I watch my
toes as I wiggle them back and forth, pull out a cigarette and
light it with a match. It feels so… mundane, and I let the match
burn all the way down to my fingers, just to remind me of
myself.

Cautiously, Joseph approaches. “Loki, I just… about before. I’m
sorry, I didn’t think. To defile… for such acts I can never ask for
forgiveness.”

“Good, because you won’t fucking get any from me,” I say,
watching the burnt-out match as I twirl it between thick, bloodied
claws. “Forgiveness is easy. Forgiveness is me telling you what you
did was okay so you can feel better about yourself. That’s not what
I’m here for, Pea. I don’t give out easy absolution.” I flick the
match over the side of the building. “But I don’t keep grudges,
either. And I’m sure as hell not going to let you beat yourself up
over me of all people. Siddown.”

Still wary, Joseph comes over, sitting himself on the ledge a
small distance away – in case I feel like suddenly pushing him off,
perhaps. I think about it. Instead, I offer him a smoke. He
declines.

“Filthy habit,” I tell him, grinning. “What did Luce want?”

Joseph doesn’t bother with asking me how I knew he was up here,
and I don’t bother telling him I didn’t notice until just now. “To
get rid of you.”

“Ah, you mean for you to get rid of me.”

“Yeah. He thinks you’re muscling in on his identity.”

I nod, take another long drag. “How boring. I’m better looking,
anyway.”

“You know, he said the exact same thing.”

“Of course he did.” A beat. “So, are you gonna do it?”

“What?”

“Get rid of me. You could, you know. Push me right off this
ledge; fall wouldn’t kill me but in the state I’m in it sure as
hell won’t do me any good. Might even put me right out of
commission. Or the mistletoe, I’m sure by now you’ve figured that
one out.” I lean in a little closer, as if revealing highly
sensitive information. “If you want my advice, go for the eye.” I
tap underneath my left, nodding conspiratorially.

Joseph looks taken aback. “I would never do that.”

“Really? Because you’ve tried twice already; once in London,
then again the other day at the Drif.”

“That was… different.” He scowls. “Have you just come up here to
make me feel guilty?”

“No, I’m up here to smoke. Making you feel guilty is just an
added bonus.” When he gives no reply other than a scowl I elbow him
in the ribs, playfully. “Oh buck up, Pea. You take yourself far too
seriously.” I grin.

Joseph is still frowning. “It’s true this is not an encounter I
would have wished for myself. You cause trouble, your influence
here could be a problem if you’re stuck here for too long. But I
would not dispose of you at the request of the Morning Star.” He
pauses. “Besides, your acolyte would kill me.”

I wince. “Sig’s not my fucking acolyte, Pea. He’s my
consort, like I told you. Once upon a time he was a goddess, and
now he’s just a kid, but he’s certainly not an acolyte.”

“It’s not a term I use lightly, Loki. I wouldn’t even call most
bishops such a thing. He worships you,” Joseph points
out.

“So do a lot of people, back from where I’m from. They have
websites and everything,” I add proudly. “Some of them even get
together and have blóts, tell stories around the bonfire,
breathe fire, drink lots of alcohol, that sort of thing. I attend
every now and again; it’s good to keep the kids interested.” I
shake my head. “But none of them are Sigmund. Only Sigmund is
Sigmund.”

“I have to admit he is somewhat… unexpected.”

I shrug. “He’s part and parcel of my modern cliché. Being a
callous, jaded bastard only gets you so far nowadays; you gotta
throw in the heart of gold and undying love for The Girl as well.
Adultery’s not so popular as it used to be. Not in stories,
anyhow.”

“You make it sound so… formulaic.”

“That’s what it means to be a god, Pea. It’s your very own
little box you can never crawl out of. A job you can never quit.
That’s what makes us different; no matter what you may think, you
are who you are because of the choices you’ve made. Maybe they’ve
been crappy choices, maybe they’re not the ones you’ve wanted, but
they’re yours. Me, on the other hand, I get to be what other people
make me. Otherwise, I’m nothing at all.”

“You’re talking about free will.”

“Maybe. Or maybe I’m just in pain and running my mouth because I
feel sorry for myself.”

“I thought you didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for you?”

“No, I don’t want anyone else feeling sorry for me. I
often feel sorry for me. In stereo, even.”

We sit in relatively companionable silence for a while, and I
light another cigarette, thinking of soft brown hair and the
empires I left behind.

Finally, Joseph peers curiously over the edge of the building.
“This might be an unusual question, but where are all the
cars?”

“Huh?” I meet his eyes and follow one pointing claw down to the
road beneath us. There’s nothing down there, no cars, no people.
The shops have an old, abandoned feel to them, and slowly – very
slowly – the mist is rolling in.

“Oh shit,” I say, thinking that it looks like Joseph’s God Squad
from the church might have been right after all.

61. Lessons

“Loki, that kind of reaction doesn’t quite inspire confidence,”
Joseph said, face stony with concern, “Do you know something about
this?”

Loki grinned almost guiltily, like a child caught with his hand
in a cookie jar. “Maybe…”

Both beings turned their attention back to the street.

 

While Joseph and Loki had their little conference on the roof,
Miriah sat with her feet up on the couch, cleaning grit out from
underneath her fingernails; Cassandra stood near the window,
examining the sniper’s rifle Joseph had taken from the sharpshooter
in the helicopter. She hoisted it up to a firing position to get a
feel for it. They were relaxing after having returned from
Rhamiel’s bedside. He was getting well, and would fight for them if
it was required.

“Do you know how to operate one of these, Miriah?” she asked,
and Miriah snickered.

“Point the other end at the bad men, squeeze the trigger, say
good-bye,” she said, jokingly.

“Murder is so easy, isn’t it?” said a voice at the
other end of the room. Miriah and Cassandra looked up from their
tasks and saw Sigmund standing in the doorway, arms crossed. He had
the look on his face that most people reserve for tiresome children
and idiot customers; Miriah smiled at him, defensively.

“It’s easier when it’s something you have to do. Not that I’d
call most of what we do ‘murder,’” she said, returning to her
fingernails. Cassandra watched silently; it was a struggle she felt
was best to stay out of.

“A capital felony is something you feel you ‘have to do’ is it?”
he asked, tilting his head to one side. “You know, there’s a word
for people who think that.”

“Texans?” Miriah asked sarcastically.

“Psychotics.”

“So there’s something wrong with me, is there?” Miriah asked,
getting to her feet. She maintained a pleasant demeanor on the
outside, which should really have served as a warning that there
were some serious emotions flying about under the surface. Sigmund
walked towards her defiantly.

“I’d think so, yes,” he said dryly. Miriah’s eyes were cold as
she looked him in the face.

“What you think you know and what you actually know about me are
two rather different things,” she said. Her patience was running
short. Sigmund laughed, and stepped even closer towards her. They
were within kissing distance, thought that thought was in neither
of their minds.

“You know, I don’t quite believe you,” he said, and Miriah spun
around.

“Well then, I think we’d better open your fucking eyes,” Miriah
spat, jamming her pistols into her holsters after checking the
chambers of each one. She slung her bag with the spare bullets over
her shoulder, and motioned towards the door. “You know how to play
the game on your home turf, but I think that if you’re going to
judge me you’d better at least have an idea of what my life
is.”

“And why should I?” he asked.

“Because it will be fun and educational. I call it
‘edutainment.’ Now march!” she ordered, taking him gently by the
arm and heading to the door. “Cassandra, be a dear and make the tea
for when we return? And let Loki know where his boy toy is when he
asks, because he will. Explain to him.”

“Will do, cowgirl. Be careful.”

“Aren’t I always?”

 

Miriah led Sigmund along a street, through a relatively small
amount of people. It was darker than it should have been, though
really this suited Miriah’s purpose. Finally, she came across a
relatively dark alley, smiled, and walked down it. Sigmund walked
closely behind her; he’d been relatively silent the whole way. She
got to the end and saw that the alley was a dead end; there was a
large, heavy dumpster surrounded by bags of reeking trash. Terribly
convenient, except for the smell. Between where they now stood and
the opening of the alley was a broken window with boards across it.
Miriah recognized the hasty manner in which they have been nailed
up, and smirked.

“You stay there,” Miriah said, pointing away from the window. He
did, huffing as he stood. She drew one of her revolvers, held it by
the barrel, and swung down at the boards; the ones that didn’t
splinter into pieces clattered to the floor. She peeked inside and
saw exactly what she was hoping for; a man lay sleeping on the
floor, only he wasn’t breathing. There was a woman next to him,
eyes frozen open. Two jagged holes were torn in her throat. The man
stirred and sat up; Miriah whistled for his attention. “Yeah, up
here! C’mon you ugly sonuvabitch, wake up time! Dinner’s
delivered!” she said, and jumped away from the window. She stepped
back towards Sigmund, who looked at her like she was most
definitely insane, and she smirked. “There’s someone I want you to
meet.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Sigmund asked incredulously.

“Stay here,” she said, and hopped up onto the dumpster and into
a sitting position. Sigmund’s attention turned from her to the
vampire which had just come crawling out of the window. He was big,
just over six feet tall. His face was contorted, monstrous, all
shallow eye sockets, ridged brow, and jagged teeth; to Miriah, it
was the usual thing. To Sigmund, it was the stuff of TV and movies;
perhaps not new, but certainly somehow more shocking when seen up
close with no latex. He stepped back as the vamp regarded him with
yellow, inhuman eyes. Miriah spread open her arms.

“Here you go, Sigmund. What do you do?” she said, crossing her
legs. Sigmund stammered; the vampire grinned cruelly, watching the
boy to make sure he didn’t have a stake up his sleeve.

“You’ve lost it! Loki’s going to–” he started, and Miriah
laughed.

“Loki’s going to do jack shit, Sigmund, he’s not here. He’s
having his little pow-wow with Joseph and you know it.”

“This is sick!”

“This is a lesson.”

“This is lunch,” the vampire chimed in; Miriah and Sigmund both
looked at him flatly.

“That standing right there? It’s not a person. It’s a demon; one
of the evil ones, pure and simple,” Miriah explained.

“Bullshit. There’s no such thing as pure evil,” Sigmund said,
and Miriah cocked her head.

“Oh really? I fail to see the good in a soulless bloodsucking
scumbag predator – no offense.”

“None taken,” the vamp growled.

“There’s never, ever such a thing. It’s a fucking vampire; it
eats people, that’s what it does,” Sigmund said, and Miriah pointed
to the vamp.

“Is it? I’d say there’s a difference between simple survival and
pure sadism. I’ve heard of vamps who only chow on pig’s
blood,” she said, and the vamp looked disgusted at this. “No, this
boy likes his food on two legs and terrified. Which at this point
looks a whole lot like you. Look at his eyes and tell me
otherwise.”

Sigmund did look, straight into vicious yellow orbs. They were
cruel and hungry. It occurred to him to wonder why it was that
vampires always seemed to stand around helpfully during the Big
Lesson scene, if indeed they were supposed to be such mindless
monsters. There was strength in that thought, and he took hold of
it.

Not taking his eyes off the vampire, he began speaking, though
when he did it was coming from somewhere far deeper and older than
he himself ever remembered. “You eat meat,” he said, simply. “Some
people don’t, to avoid causing suffering. Some people even believe
all life is sentient – from you yourself right down to the
smallest bug and the dead cow on your plate. And yet you eat it,
you eat it even when you know what horrors have been inflicted on
it; chickens who’ve had their beaks and claws burnt off with
burning files, pigs that have never seen daylight nor had enough
room to lie down, cows whose last earthly sight is the carcass of
their newly slaughtered neighbor and a man holding a blot gun still
fresh with blood. You know this, and yet you still eat meat; these
animals die and suffer so that you, a human, may live.”

Miriah scoffed. “That thing is not alive. Not part of
the food chain. It’s undead, an abomination against nature.”

“Really. Did you know Loki is also undead?”

“What?”

“Haven’t you noticed he doesn’t breathe or have a heartbeat?
Haven’t you wondered how he can keep going despite having
all his organs ripped from his body? There is only one thing that
can end Loki’s life, but many, many things that can kill him. And
they have, over and over, and so he exists in a state somewhere
between.”

“I always figured the whole ‘God’ thing helped with that. Kinda
like when I watched him burst into flames and get a shiny
new naked body. That he’s undead is something closer to what’s
natural in your world, I would say, than this. This is a
walking corpse; he should have long ago shuffled off this mortal
coil, and a part of him did – the human part. What’s left, what’s
standing here, it shouldn’t be here, and it shouldn’t be
killing my kind – our kind.”

Now Sigmund did turn to Miriah, feeling the icy-cold rage fill
him from far within. “This thing is not human. Is that what you
want to teach me with this stunt? Fine. I’ve seen the show, heard
the lecture. But nothing this thing does is any worse or better
than what you yourself would do to survive. It has just as much of
a right to live as you do, just as much of a right to cause
suffering.”

Gleefully, the vampire began to applaud. “Beautiful, man. Just
beautiful.”

“Shut up,” Sigmund hissed, voice low and dangerous. “Listen to
the next part. Because just as it has every right to live, so do
you have every right to kill it. But don’t sit there and try and
tell me it deserves to die, just because of what it is. You kill it
in ‘self defense’? Fine, but under that logic it has just as much
right to kill you, to put a stop to your vicious genocide. You are
no better, and perhaps you are worse.”

Attention turned fully to Miriah, he began slowly advancing. For
a moment, Miriah’s eyes seemed to split; Sigmund was still
an unassuming young man but somehow he was also a woman, small and
lithe with icy blue eyes who smelt of blood and snow. “What did you
think to show me, girl?” the voice was Sigmund’s, but Miriah
realized now it was the woman alone speaking. “I who have endured
sufferings you can never imagine. Who was left to rot in the dark
with a murderer and a monster for a thousand years with only the
promise of death at the end of it all. Who has seen the mighty
bridge Bifröst fracture under the weight of an army of
jötnar wrought with such fury you can barely even begin to
imagine. I who was present at the End of All Things, who watched as
the nine worlds fell into chaos and battle, as the fires of Muspel
scorched the World Tree and wolves devoured the sun and moon. Who
was taught by the Choosers of the Slain and has cut down the very
Æsir themselves. You think you know battle, girl? You know nothing.
Nothing. You think you know suffering? You would die a thousand
deaths over before experiencing even a fraction of what I have
endured. And you think I would fear your lesson? That I who have
walked with beasts that dwarf even my husband at his most monstrous
would look in the eyes of this pathetic scrap of flesh and shrink
from it?

“But, oh child, you forget yourself. For though I wear a much
milder mantle than my husband I am still Ásynja – am still a
goddess, though wrapped once more in pale mortal skin – I was
forged from despair and agony and the fires of the Ragnarökk
itself. I have seen things that would send you to madness just to
think on them, and I will not be cowed; not by you or any
other.”

“Jesus Christ on the cross, isn’t anyone from your world human?”
Miriah said, slipping down off of the dumpster and striding towards
the boy-goddess. “I think that, right there, is our big problem.
Yeah you ran with the big names. You probably killed most of ‘em.
Lived through the end of the world. That’s a pretty fucking
impressive resume right there. But you know what? You’re not human.
And because of that, I don’t think you’ll ever really get why it is
we do these things. We need justification, we need to feel right –
we need reason. It’s nice that you can look at this thing
and be oh so very fucking calm about it. That’s not the case with
most of us. You know what actual honest-to-goodness humans do when
they see a vampire?”

“Most of ‘em scream and run. It’s pretty funny, actually,” said
the vampire. Miriah and Sigyn-Sigmund just looked at him; he went
quiet, sticking his hands in his pockets and sighing.

“Yeah, they freak. I damn near shot myself in the foot the first
time I saw one. The one that killed a very dear friend of mine. I
thought I could deal with it. I was almost killed.”

“You were foolish.”

“I was human. Which is more than I can say for you, or him. You
see, I think I’ve figured this whole thing out. You really loathe
the idea that here, in this realm, if you don’t follow a certain
set of rules you can just be wiped out and no one will blink,” as
she said this, she leaned in closer to Sigmund. Her eyes gleamed.
“Only, it’s not just that. It’s not just the good guys wiping out
the bad guys. See, even if you don’t ally yourself with one side or
the other, you’re a target. The bad guys killed the good guys and
the ones walking that middle line. They even kill other bad guys.
You think that someone like Loki – and by extension yourself –
would have been taken out long ago. In your world, now, at this
time, you’re on top. Congratulations! You beat the system. The
world ended and your boy set it all right, and you got yourself a
nice new body for all your trouble. And now, he’s the big dog. He
runs it. This is His City,” she spoke these last two words in a
tone of self-importance. Sigmund glared. Miriah noticed this and
raised her hands, palms towards Sigmund. “Now hey, don’t think I
hold that against him. Hell, I admire it. That’s something to be
proud of. And do you know why I can admire him for it?”

“Because it’s something you’ll never do?”

“Because he’s stopped giving me grief over what I do, so I won’t
give him any over what he does. At least, I’ll try not to. It’s a
whole process, something I’m still getting used to. Now look; I
didn’t invoke him. I didn’t summon him. He got dropped into my lap.
So did you. If I had been dropped into your world all by my
lonesome, I hope I would have accepted that you do things a certain
way there. So stop fucking with me about how we do it here!”

“Look, this is touching and all, the whole healing and make up
process, but can we get on with it?” the vampire said. Miriah
didn’t break her eye contact with Sigmund as she raised her pistol
and took her shot. The vampire exploded into dust and embers before
he could react.

“Did that sting? Seeing the good guys drop another baddie?”

“Still you persist in thinking you own what it means to be
‘good’.”

“Own? No. I merely follow the precedent that was set a long time
ago. Good, bad… I’m the girl with the gun.”

“You’re a foolish girl who understands nothing and screams and
wails like a child instead of listening.”

“And you’re a footnote on a back page of an old dusty book in
the part of the library where the kids go to fuck!”

Miriah paid for this last remark; she was sent spinning backward
and slammed painfully off of the dumpster before she realized what
was happening. She turned to face Sigmund again, and was promptly
knocked to the ground. She had enough time to spit out a wad of
blood before a sharp pain in her side caused her to bounce off of
the alley’s back wall. She was looking up at the unusually gray sky
when Sigmund’s face came into view. His eyes were Sigyn’s ice blue,
and his hands were at her throat.

“Did that sting?” she purred, echoing Miriah’s earlier
words.

“Had worse…” Miriah coughed, sneering.

“Insolent child. I’ve existed since before the dawn of time
itself, and yet you think you know everything from a mere quarter
century of life? You dare think of me as a footnote?”

“What is it with your kind and that line? Just when was the dawn
of time, anyways? Well, I haven’t seen your face in the
media. At least they recognize me,” Miriah said.

Sigyn pulled Miriah off of the ground and held her to the wall,
her smile cold and dull. “Oh child, you think your little
televisions and evening news mean anything? They’ve been chanting
my name for a thousand years and more besides.”

“Whatever. You’re still on the way out. Dead, gone. Yesterday’s
headline.” Miriah coughed, spat to the side. “Oh, and for the
record, I’m not that old. Bitch.”

“You will never understand us.”

“And you’ll never even try to understand me! So go ahead, kill
me. I’m sure you’d love to. I’m only meat, right? Just a sad, sorry
little girl who kills for all the wrong reasons and lives and
breathes as nothing more than a hypocrite. Go ahead, tear me
asunder. Do all the big bad things that you did in your big bad
days. I’ll only regret one thing.”

Sigyn’s eyebrow was cocked, amused. “And what would that
be?”

“That I’ll miss the look on Loki’s face when you have to tell
him that you whacked what could quite possibly be your only way
back to your oh-so-perfect world because you didn’t like the
character’s motivations.”

Sigmund glared at this, and his eyes faded back to their normal
colour. Miriah was released, and slipped down to the ground. On all
fours, she hacked and wheezed until she could breath relatively
well again. He throat was quite bruised, along with her stomach and
sides. The left side of her jaw ached dully.

“I’m not asking you to like it, Sigmund. I’m asking you to
understand it. To accept it. It’s not your way and I honestly hope
it never has to be, but if you’re going to be like this every step
of the way… it’ll be endless. Neither of us wants that. We both
just want to wrap it up and go home,” she said, some tears welling
up in her eyes as she sat with her back to the wall. Sigmund looked
down at her. “Work with me, Sigmund. Please. Don’t work against me.
I’m doing this the only way I know how.”

She waited for a response as mist crept down the alley.

62. In the End…

I’m too injured for this dumb shit. Too injured to go running
down a fire escape, only to find the window has suddenly and
mysteriously nailed itself shut, to see a layer of grime and mould
appear across the surface that certainly hadn’t been there a few
minutes ago. I bang on the pane of glass, and the monochrome face
of the Snow Bitch appears blurred behind filth. I see her mouth
words – what’s wrong? – but she may as well be on another
continent as far as sound is concerned.

“What’s going on?” Joseph is beginning to look concerned in that
rugged, masculine way of his.

“I need you to try breaking this window,” I tell him. I would do
it, but a handful of glass is the last thing I need right now.

Luckily, Joseph is still feeling fairly obliging and he begins
wailing on the window with fists of steel, leather, and bone. I’ve
no idea if he can feel it or not, and I don’t ask, remembering what
his hands look like under all those straps. Joseph’s fists ring out
like gunshots in the eerie stillness, but despite his efforts the
window solemnly refuses to shatter. “What the hell?”

“Damnit,” I say. “Damn damn damn.”

“What? Would you tell me what the hell is going on here?”

Ignoring him for the moment, I instead bite my finger – more
blood loss, yay – and use the small wound to write EREHT YATS in
jagged black caps on the glass. Templeman looks deadly confused,
and is talking again but too fast for me to make out the words. As
I write, I begin to tell Joseph my suspicions. “This is the
Apocalypse,” I decide not to mince words.

“What? You’re joking?”

I shake my head. “I’ve seen it once before, the mist, the grime,
the total and utter lack of anyone else. It’s the world slowly
sliding into entropy and decay as reality breaks down. And when the
barriers between this world and others are weak enough, the
really weird shit starts happening. Then it’s
curtains.”

Joseph blinks. “This happened to your world?”

Nodding, I don’t tell him what I think about the
rest.

“I… When I was in the tree, that first time, I saw
this. I didn’t know what it meant at the time, only that the whole
world seemed to slide sideways somehow.”

“Yeah, that’d be it. The Yggdrasil showed you that, eh? Huh,
well there you go.” I sigh. “Well, one thing I do know; we
need to stick together. Which means we need to get back in there.”
I tap the window in emphasis. Templeman jumps slightly at the
noise.

Joseph frowns. “If we can’t get through the window that
means–”

“We need to separate. Exactly.” I light myself another
cigarette, glad for the distraction. Talking big about the end of
the world is one thing, but actually being faced with it
again is something else entirely. When it comes down to it, I’m not
afraid of the end, but I don’t like all the running around
panicking shit that goes on beforehand. It’s not hitting the ground
that kills you; usually it’s the heart attack on the way down.

I peer over the edge of the rusting fire-escape; it’s definitely
getting harder to see the ground, the whole world getting slowly
washed out by a visual white noise that dampens and silences and
leads to nothing but oblivion. I know the score, that we just have
to pull through this scene before flashing back to reality; at
least for a little while. Last time we all started getting stalked
by the Ghosts of Nightmares Past, and I hope we don’t get a repeat
performance of that particular bit. I don’t really want to
face the nightmare-dead spectre of my brother again. At least Baldr
won’t be trying to cut my head off this time. I hope.

Joseph is peering through the window into his room, and I note
it still looks fairly normal inside. I’m halfway through thinking
this is a Good Sign, when he says, “Uh, where’s Miriah?”

 

“In the end, suffering breeds only suffering,” Sigmund’s voice
was lower than before, devoid of its previous burning cold. “It
took Loki until the end of the world – the real end, not the
Ragnarök – to realize it. I doubt you have that long.”

He bent down, running the ash of the dead vampire through
unglamorous fingers with chewed-down nails and bleeding knuckles
from where hands more used to typing than fighting had struck
Miriah. Sigyn’s rage was still like ice within him, her revulsion
towards the purple-haired girl deeper and colder than ever; she had
threatened Loki, and Sigyn would never forgive her for that. She
would never kill the girl, Miriah had that one wrong at least, for
Sigyn was a warrior above all; an honor she did not extend to
little girls who played with guns and genocide. Miriah was an
irritation, not a threat, and her death would bring no glory.
Sigmund could still feel the goddess’ disgust with her loss of
control in lashing out physically against Miriah in the first
place. No, Sigyn would not kill Miriah; but she would teach
her.

“She’s a warrior, and she thinks you’re a killer; that you have
no honor.” He shrugged. “She has watched her own world torn apart
and burnt to the ground because of people like you, people whose
only contribution to the world is more violence, more suffering,
more hate. You think you do ‘good’, but in reality you do nothing
but harm by refusing to see past what you think you know.”

“The suffering of those who cause it? Not exactly something I’m
losing sleep over.” Miriah scowled. “And so what, I should do
nothing? Sit back and twiddle my thumbs whilst innocent people die?
We don’t appease these things for a reason. Give an inch, lose a
mile. They’re not about fairness, or reasoning. They’re about the
hurt. The kill.”

“That’s what they used to say about Loki’s people.”

“That’s totally different.”

“Is it? I’ve been to Jötunheim – me, Sigmund Sussman,
hopeless nerd and all-round boring guy – and sat around the
campfires of the trolls, drank from cups carved from human skulls,
slept in a hut made from tanned human skin. It was disgusting.
Terrifying. The jötnar themselves keep humans like you
keep dogs; they breed them, have strains so mutated you’d
barely recognize them as human. But they do nothing to us we
haven’t done to other animals for tens of thousands of years;
because that’s what they see us as, animals. And who am I to say
they’re wrong?”

“I doubt any actual human would think the same
way.”

“Look at me, I’m younger than you, barely an adult. All my life
I have been Sigmund Sussman, son of David Sussman, overworked
middle class single parent. I went to school, fought with my
father, worried that I was destined to remain geeky and dateless
for my entire life. I’ve barely known Loki two years now, and Sigyn
less than that. She’s there, deep inside, and I have her thoughts
and her memories but I am not her. I am not Ásynja, I’m just a kid.
Human. I eat food, not belief. I heal no better than you. I’m
unfit. I’m not stronger or faster or more agile. I can’t conjure
fire or lightning; I can’t even leave Midgard without help. But
I’ve seen things, and I know things, and these
things tell me that life is complicated. It’s not black and white,
good and bad; and that thinking that it is only brings
problems.”

“Yeah, well, we can’t all take the easy road of utter nihilistic
apathy.”

Sigmund sighed. “She’s right; you’ll never understand
anything.”

“Pretty rich coming from someone who’s barely been in
this universe a fortnight.”

“Only in the flesh,” Sigmund muttered, “but who’s counting.”

Miriah frowned, but said nothing, instead pulled herself
painfully to her feet. Sigmund watched her as if she were rabid,
wondering what Loki saw in such a vicious, unrepentant fanatic.
Then again, perhaps he had simply given up. Maybe it was true
Sigmund hadn’t been here long, but he hadn’t needed to be to have
worked out the way the playground was split. Loki’s choice of
allies might have been atrocious, but in the long run it was
probably the least worst in a universe that seemed totally intent
in dividing itself down artificial lines of Us and Them. It had
been like that in Ásgard, too, back before time. The road had lead
to nothing but stagnation and ruin, and Sigmund found he all-too
easily understood Sigyn’s despair in watching it happen all over
again.

Eventually, he sighed. “Take me back,” he said. “I’m sick of
this.”

Miriah nodded, pausing as she seemed to think of something.
“What are you going to tell Loki?”

“He would destroy you if he found out you put my life
in danger just to prove yourself a point,” Sigmund told her simply.
“There’d be no question about it, no debate about good and evil and
who’s on whose side.”

“… and?” She almost looked nervous, Sigmund thought.

He just shrugged. “Don’t try and pull any of this retarded Moral
of the Day shit again and I won’t tell him. Easy.”

Miriah was incredulous. “You’re blackmailing me with my
own death?”

“Not that kind of ‘destroy’; Loki’s far more creative when he
wants to be. But yes, I’m blackmailing you. Just like you did to me
when you threw a vampire in my face.”

“You’re monstrous.”

“No, I’m human. It’s far, far worse.”

 

Cassandra found herself feeling somewhat like the victim of a
hugely elaborate and utterly incomprehensible prank. She’d been
drawn from idly watching TV by anxious banging at a window she was
adamant they had left open, only to find Loki and Joseph looking
somewhat harried. When Joseph had started trying with
apparently all sincerity to destroy the window she’d been somewhat
shocked – it was the middle of the day, after all – but perhaps not
quite as shocked as she’d been when the window had simply refused
to break. She’d heard parts of their muffled conversation through
the glass, trying desperately to interject though the pair either
didn’t hear her – doubtful, she thought, considering they both had
hearing far superior to a human’s – or were simply ignoring her.
Loki’s bloody backwards-lettered message of STAY THERE was even
more shocking.

She’d been considering her options when Joseph had noticed
Miriah and Sigmund were missing; Cassandra had tried to explain,
but the pair had simply told her to stay in the room and then
vanished down the side of the building. By the time she’d recovered
from the absurdity of it all and opened the window to look outside
there was no trace of either of them, and the only answer she had
received to her calls was the sound of the city moving below.

Meanwhile, several blocks down, Miriah and Sigmund stepped out
of a dark alley onto a perfectly normal street, unseasonable
white-grey mists dispersing in their wake.

63. Call For Help

Miriah and Sigmund walked along silently, both of them holding
their tongues to spare another spat. There wasn’t much traffic on
the streets, and Miriah thought she could feel a bit of a chill in
the air. She shrugged it off as an effect of the fight she’d just
been in and kept walking. Halfway back to the hotel, she sighed and
turned to Sigmund.

“Hey, you hungry at all?” she asked, reaching for her wallet.
Sigmund quirked an eyebrow.

“Pardon me?”

“Are you hungry? If you are, I’d like to buy you lunch. Or
something. Yanno,” she said, giving a weak smile.

 

Cassandra was still a little disconcerted with the events at the
window, but she fully intended to do something about it before she
could be taken off-guard. She had slung the Sniper’s rifle over her
shoulder and was now rooting through her bag; the one she had
brought with her when Miriah had summoned her.

She tossed an oak crucifix and stake – family heirlooms – onto
the bed, along with her last change of clothing, wallet, phone, and
a vial of holy water. At the bottom of the bag was what she had
been looking for: an old book on the supernatural. It was a diary
that had been passed along her adoptive family line for
generations, and it contained quite a bit of knowledge from her
world and others. Immediately she turned to a section she had been
hoping to find – a section on old gods, and the Norse
Ragnarökk. As she read, she grabbed her mobile and rang
Eliza Whittaker. Cassandra was only beginning to know Eliza when
she had gone back to Europe, but one thing she had learned quickly;
the woman was frighteningly good at digging up the supernatural
scoop. Miriah had told her that when she and Eliza had first met,
Eliza had been a new reporter for the television network run by
Miriah’s estranged father. Shortly after meeting Miriah, Eliza came
across Joseph. From the way Miriah had spoken of Joseph and Eliza,
Cassandra had realized that the pair had been in a relationship.
When Joseph had gone missing for a time, Eliza had started pouring
all of her efforts into researching and uncovering as much of the
world of demons as she could.

It wasn’t long after that she had become obsessed with it. It
was this obsession that Cassandra was now counting on.

“Hello, this is Eliza,” came the reply on the other end of the
line.

“Miss Whittaker? This is Cassandra. I need your help with
something.”

“Of course. Name it.”

“I want all the info you can get on Loki, Baldr, Ragnarök,
anything.”

“Loki? Like, the Norse god?”

“The very same. I want anything from this dimension and any
others he may have stepped in. It’s quite important.”

“Okay. Just give me a few, there are some people I can talk
to.”

“Do whatever you have to. Thanks.”

Cassandra clicked her phone closed and tossed it to her side,
never once taking her eyes off of the page she was reading.

64. Apocalypse Town

By the time we get to street level the world is pretty well and
truly fucked, and when I can feel concrete under my claws and not
weak and rusty metal grilling I give silent thanks. Joseph peers
around the misty street; grayed, unreadable newspapers litter the
alleyway between garbage bags shaped more like bodies, and the
windows are either boarded up or so grimy that they look like they
have never been clean.

“The place looks like it’s been abandoned,” Joseph points out.
“But years ago.”

“Not quite. Look at the ground, the grass, the plants; if the
city was abandoned they have grown wild, cracked up the cement. But
they haven’t, it’s just everything else that’s fallen to
decay.”

He frowns. “Why?”

I shrug. “Honestly, I couldn’t tell you. Maybe it’s just for
appearances; garbage and boarded windows make everything look so
creepy, like a ghost town. Rampant plant growth looks like
nature’s getting her own back, which she very much isn’t.”

There’s a side door up ahead, likely leading down into a
basement or staff area. Joseph looks like he’s about to try it, but
I stop him, pointing out the bloodied rust that is seeping through
the gaps around it. “Best not. It’s all about the metaphors, and
they’re currently saying it’s best to go through the front way.” I
walk past, stopping where the alley intersects the street outside
the motel. I can barely make out the other side of the road, the
boarded shop-fronts and a shadowy shape of one rusted hulk of a car
left abandoned on the side of the road. I relax my eyes into the
middle distance, not quite looking at anything and instead
concentrating on my peripheral vision; ghostly shapes trudge around
the edge.

“What happened to all the people?”

“They’re still here,” I say, flicking my eyes back. “Think of it
as if there are now two Pandemoniums; the ‘normal’ one, and this
one. Like two wet sheets of paper hanging the barest fraction of
distance apart. When the wind blows, the paper will stick
together in parts, and people will fall from one world into the
other. It’s an easier trip for things like you and me – inhuman
things – but no-one returns without being changed. Back
when this happened before was when I first started to look like
this”– I hold up bloodied claws and gesture vaguely to myself –”and
for Sigmund it awoke the dead soul of Sigyn. Reality – neat,
ordered reality – is breaking up; in you, in me and in the street
around us. I’m sure you can feel it.”

Slowly, he nods. “It’s like the feeling from Golgotha.”

“Right, well, same kind of place we’re talking about.”

“Is it localized? Just the city or is the whole world feeling
it?”

“Think of it like an oil slick; it has a center and it spreads
outwards from that. But… I think this time it’s not going to spread
outside the city. I don’t know for certain; there are… things I’ll
need to check later. But you haven’t yet asked the most important
question.”

“Why is it happening?” I nod, and Joseph continues. “It’s
Azaza’el; he’s breaking free.”

“You did say it was one of the signs of the End Times.
Well”– I point to the street –”so’s this. It’s likely he doesn’t
even know what he’s doing. Because the world breaking down like
this is something that happens in my dimension, not
yours.”

“So why’s it happening here?”

“Because this city is my dimension – at least an echo
of it – and has been ever since any of us stepped foot inside
it.”

 

“Wait, stop.” Sigmund had halted outside a shabby newsagent
wedged between a netcafé and a dark-windowed bookstore.

“What’s wrong?”

“I need to check something,” he replied, pushing his way into
the shop before Miriah could question him further. She just
shrugged and followed, the bell above the door tinkling eerily as
they entered. Inside, a glassy-eyed teen gave them the barest nods
before returning his gaze to a not-quite pornographic skin
magazine.

She found Sigmund in a back corner, studying a wall of maps. He
pulled one off the shelf and promptly began to unfold it on the
floor, the squiggly coastline of north-west America emerging. He
peered closely at the map for a moment, following the contours of a
river as it wound its way lazily near the Canadian border.

“He was right,” he said eventually.

“What? Who was right?”

“Look at this.”

Miriah did so, feeling slightly uncomfortable as she was forced
to lean in so close to the boy their heads were almost touching.
Sigmund was pointing to a tiny dot on the map marked ‘Eden’.

“I don’t get it,” she eventually admitted.

“Eden was the name of the mining town that Pandemonium City is
built over. It was abandoned in the 20’s after a bunch of coal
miners went berserk and murdered everyone in the town.”

“Charming.”

“Right, well, no-one really knows what happened to the miners.
Loki thinks they might have hit one of the roots of the
Yggdrasil; the World Tree,” he elaborated.

Miriah nodded. “I know it.”

“Well, the part of it that exists in this place directly
connects Midgard to Niflheim; it’s not a good place for a bunch of
coal miners to accidentally fall into. It could very well have sent
them mad. But of course if the Yggdrasil was never here in the
first place, then the town would never have been abandoned, and
Pandemonium never built.”

“Wait, but, this tree of yours, it is here. Your god
and Joseph have both been to it.”

“Yet Loki didn’t exist here until he was pulled through from our
world. If neither he nor the Æsir are part of this
reality, why is the tree here?”

Miriah frowned, remembering a conversation that felt like it may
as well have been a lifetime ago. “This town has been bothering
Loki since he got here. One of the first things he ever did was ask
me about it.”

Sigmund nodded. “Before, when you said this was ‘Loki’s City’,
you were more right than you likely know.” His voice was oddly
devoid of malice, which Miriah was grateful for. Now his brown eyes
shone with the thrill of discovery, and she could all but see the
mental gears turning behind them. “This place wouldn’t work without
Loki, without Lokabrenna, Inc. But it doesn’t exist here; so who do
all these people work for? The company is the biggest direct
employer in the town, and without that population the rest
of the town wouldn’t function either; all the secondary services
that have built up are there to support the company and the people
that work for it. It’s the whole city; pull it out, and all you’ve
got is a dead-end mining ghost town.”

Realization hit like a Mack truck full of ice. “It doesn’t
belong here. Like Loki, like you. It was brought here. The
whole city.”

“Exactly, and the question is…”

“Why?”

 

The front door to the motel is locked. More than that, it’s
boarded up and so rusted shut it looks like it’s never
going to open ever again.

“Shit,” I tell it, giving the glass a good, hard kick and
instantly regretting it when the pain shoots up my wounded leg.
“Fuck!” Hopping doesn’t help; it just reminds me that my
other leg also had an iron bar pinned through it not so
long ago.

“I guess we take the back door,” Joseph suggests, and
reluctantly we hobble – okay, I hobble and Joseph walks –
back around to the service entry. We get to the mouth of the alley
before we both notice the banging noise; something heavy is
throwing itself against our door, making the whole thing shake on
its hinges. As we get closer, a distinct wet sucking sound can be
heard accompanying the bangs.

“There’s probably one other thing I should mention,” I say, as
we stand watching the door like it’s going to bite us; which it
might, you never know with these things. “This places
changes things. Including regular people, if they’re
unlucky enough to be sucked in. Some manage to keep themselves
together, others don’t. This place takes out all the badness, all
the nasty thoughts and impulses everyone has felt at least once and
puts them on the outside. There be monsters here, Pea, but
they’re just regular folks caught up in something bigger than
themselves. You kill one, and you’re killing a real live
honest-to-god human being. And you will need to kill at
least one. No excuses, no Greater Good or Evil, just a whole
boatload of bad fucking luck and survival of the fittest. So, Pea,
I gotta ask; can you kill an innocent in cold blood?”

I don’t wait for an answer, instead reach out and pull open the
door. It clicks open easily, even though by all rights it should be
locked; I guess I’m just lucky like that.

65. Otherside

Joseph steeled himself against the sight that greeted him when
Loki had swung open the door. He had been hoping that there would
be nothing; that things would snap back to the way they usually
were. Unfortunately, this was not the case, and if whatever he was
looking at had been human once, it didn’t look much like one
anymore. It was a thing, barely even a pale imitation of man. Its
arms were suckered, like tentacles with thick sausage fingers. Its
head and chest looked as though they had collapsed into each other
and healed into a malformed mess. One eye rolled wildly, surrounded
by open sores. It was pink, which Joseph had found almost amusing
until he realized it was only that colour thanks to having much of
its skin removed. Even Loki looked more than a little disgusted
with it, until he had been pushed aside when the creature ran out
of the doorway. Then he just looked hurt and angry.

It gurgled some sort of scream from a hole in its body that was
once a mouth, and started flailing its suckered limbs at Joseph.
One struck him on his already wounded arm – still sore from his
failed offering to Loki – and he growled when he felt the burn of
it. Loki started to move toward it, and Joseph waved him off.

Kill it! Came the gleeful scream. Tear it limb from
fucking limb! Bleed the fucker!

His insides burned at the thought, and he jumped towards the
creature in a flash. His eyes watered at the smell of it, and he
grimaced as it latched on with its suckers. Ignoring them, he
wrapped his arms around it tightly and dragged it backward, toward
a rusty dumpster full of bags containing only god knew what. Nearly
relishing the moment, Joseph jumped onto and then flipped backward
off of the disgusting garbage receptacle, loosening his hold on the
beast just enough to accommodate his landing. The creature was now
bent over backward, screaming, with Joseph gripping it awkwardly.
He gritted his teeth, closed his eyes, and quickly wrenched the
creature as best he could; it stopped screaming with a loud crack,
and thudded to the ground gurgling when Joseph released it. His
flesh stung, but would be fine in a relatively small amount of
time. Joseph turned to Loki, who had watched the whole thing
intently. He grabbed a dirty rag from the top of the dumpster and
wiped away some gunk that the creature had left on him.

Not ‘the creature’, Joseph thought, it was human
once.

Prey.

“I have to admit, I didn’t think you had it in you,” Loki said,
regarding him closely. “If I didn’t know you stick-up-the-ass hero
types, I’d say you enjoyed that.”  Joseph tossed the filthy
rag down on top of the corpse, avoiding the God’s gaze.

“Let’s go.”

 

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Cassandra cursed, gathering up
her things. All had been going well, she had been reading her book,
researching… and then things had gone weird. She had flipped to the
next page in the family diary, and there had been nothing but a
ruined yellow page. When she flipped back to the previous one, it
had been the same. She had watched as the book fell into disrepair
as she held it. She dropped it to the bed quickly, and on reflex
wiped her hands on her pants. She felt somewhat sick, like
something was off deep within her. She shook her head and tried to
think her way past it.

Looking around the room, she saw that everything had begun
falling into ruin. The window had become so grimy that she could
barely see through it. Loki’s message, written in blood, had turned
a deep ancient brown. The window itself had become sealed again,
and she had been flabbergasted to find that she couldn’t break it,
even with the butt of the sniper’s rifle she had re-slung over her
shoulder. When her mobile rang, she grabbed for it quickly. Eliza’s
number had come up on the display.

“Hello? Hello, Eliza?” she said, and jerked the phone away from
her ear when a sharp blast of static sounded. She closed up the
phone and examined it; she was disturbed to find that it was not
only dead, but about ready to fall apart. She was even more
disturbed when it had started ringing ceaselessly, in a tone that
warbled unpleasantly. The television in the other room wouldn’t
start, and there was a smell coming from the bathroom that she
didn’t even want to check on.

Once her remaining things were in her bag, she slipped its strap
over her shoulder and pulled the rifle into a usable position. She
gripped the knob of the door and found that it was stuck. A weird
substance dribbled down from the peephole, she noticed; it looked
like liquid rust. She noticed the same thing was seeping in from
around the door joining their room to Loki’s, and tried the door
again. It shook in its frame, but wouldn’t open.

“Oh bollocks to this,” she said, and kicked the door as hard as
she could; it flew off of its hinges and slammed into the opposite
end of the corridor before falling to the floor with a bang.
Cassandra stepped into the hallway and saw that it was more of the
same. The building looked as though it had been abandoned decades
prior, and was completely silent. Some doors were boarded up, and
most of the ones that weren’t wouldn’t open anyways, she
discovered. Not wanting to remain in this place another second,
Cassandra jogged to the end of the hallway and pushed open the door
to the stairwell; it was dark, the emergency lights a pathetic dim
glow that barely illuminated anything. Cautiously, she started on
her way down to the ground level.

 

66. Ever That Easy

I debate whether to let Joseph know that, in the event that the
guy he just killed ever did get sucked back into the
really real world he would’ve woken up no worse for wear bar a few
hazy nightmare like pseudo-memories. The human mind loves blanking
out things it doesn’t want to understand; that’s why it’s so easy
for me to work my godly mojo. I suppose Joseph will figure it out
eventually when we manage to get a breather back on the Really Real
Side and someone discovers the dead body of some unlucky janitor in
the alleyway. Unwanted attention is such a bitch.

While the Black Eyed Pea is doing his ‘I’ve Just Killed Someone
Oh Poor Me’ thing, I peer through the newly-opened side door. It’s
fairly well-lit by sickly yellowish strip-lighting, which is
perhaps not quite the blessing it sounds as it illuminates the
grimy despair of the long grayish corridor beyond. The back of the
door and the floor around is splattered with rusty brown blood from
where the now dead janitor-monster had been mindlessly throwing
itself against the walls. Who knows why; though likely it just
wasn’t sentient enough to use a doorknob.

When I’m sure Joseph is ready to follow me, I step into the
corridor, feeling the slimy gore ooze between my claws. It’s
disgusting, but I don’t have much of a choice – walking alone is
hard enough, and I don’t want to have to do any running or jumping
unless absolutely necessary. I leave weird, bloodied three-clawed
paw prints behind me down the corridor as I pass through, trying
doors on my way. Most are rusted or bolted shut, and one even looks
totally plastered over. Eventually I find something that opens onto
an unlit set of narrow stairs lading downwards. There’s an
inexorable feeling of damp emanating from the blackness,
and I share a look with Joseph.

“Probably not,” he suggests, and I nod, closing the door behind
me.

There are a few more useless doors – a broom closet with a
swaying noose in one corner, a bloodied toilet and sink, a boiler
room giving off a loud metallic banging noise – before we
eventually get to something that opens out into the motel’s lobby.
Old Coke cans and newspapers are strewn around, but thankfully the
area is fairly well lit and delightfully open after the
claustrophobic hallway. The lift’s doors are invitingly open, and I
walk towards them.

“Wait,” says Joseph, almost stabbing me through the chest with
those stupid hands of his. “Is it safe?”

“Is the building on fire? No. It’s safe.”

Joseph frowns. “What with the state everything’s in I don’t want
to get halfway up only to have the cables rust through and
snap.”

“If that happens,” I say. “Just remember to jump the second we
hit the basement floor. Alternately, I’ll take the lift and you can
brave the stairwell.”

“I thought you said we shouldn’t get separated.”

“I did. But, unlike you, I’ve been here, killed that, bought the
t-shirt. So if you want to go traipsing about in this Brave New
World all by your lonesome, feel free.” Honestly, I just want to
get back to the Snow Bitch as soon as possible. I know how this
works, it’s mission based. Getting back to Templeman is our first
‘mission’ – the first key to getting out of this hiccup in reality
– and as such I feel it’s fairly understandable that I want to get
it over and done with as soon as possible. I try not to think about
the fact that we still don’t know where Miriah is, and Sigmund
hasn’t exactly been popping up either. Though considering his
feelings for her, I’m clinging to the hope they haven’t gone on a
happy fun expedition somewhere together. Hopefully he’s
still in his room. Hopefully.

The elevator makes a long stream of unfortunate clanking noises
as it rises steadily through the floors. Joseph and I stand in that
kind of weird silence people do in elevators, he looks generally
unhappy with the situation, but then I don’t think I’ve seen him
ever looking anything but. Idly, I wonder if the
Bible-bashing assassin has ever been laid in his undoubtedly long
existence, or whether that’s still off-limits for his kind. I think
that if there was ever a man who needed a good hard bang on the
kitchen table it is Pea, but before I can mention this, the
elevator gives a sickly bing and the doors slide open.

I manage one grateful step before the whole world drops out from
underneath me. It doesn’t drop very far, but it’s enough to force
me to bring down my foot with enough painful jarring to send me
sprawling. Joseph catches me before I can mash my head against the
wall, and I let out a long stream of curses in godstongue.

“Told you so,” he says, somewhat smugly, as I pull myself out of
his death grip and back to my own wobbly feet.

“Congratulations, you win,” I growl, inspecting the damage. The
lift doors are still open, but we’ve fallen just over half a floor
down; the divide between the second and third floors is now roughly
level with my chin. There’s probably just enough room to wiggle our
way out through the gap, but just as I’m thinking it the lift’s
cables – not to mention my own shoulders – begin to creak
ominously.

Joseph and I make the jump out onto the second floor landing
almost simultaneously; behind us we hear a loud snap and fell the
pull of air as the elevator begins its short plummet back down to
ground level.

“I told you so,” Joseph repeats.

“Did we die? No, we didn’t. Stop whining.” Of course
the elevator was going to drop; the elevator always drops.
But it wouldn’t be right if it didn’t give you a few seconds to get
out of the way first. On the plus side, we’re now only got one
remaining floor to venture up.

Joseph has already located the stairwell, and pushes down on the
long opening-bar thingie. It refuses the budge. “Oh you’ve
got to be shitting me,” he growls under his breath.

I grin. “Like it’s ever that easy, Pea.”

 

“So, what’s it like?”

The question caught Sigmund off guard from where he had been
intently focusing on the conveyor belt as it bought around various
different types of sushi on multi-coloured plastic trays.
“Huh?”

“What’s it like. Being the wife of a god and all.”

“Oh, that.” He shrugged, pulling a steaming plate of teriyaki
off the sushi train. “Probably not as exciting as you think. I
mean, Loki is… unusual if you’ve never met him before, but after
you get over his personality and foot-long ears not all that much
happens, really. Generally he likes things quiet.”

“He doesn’t seem the type.” Miriah pulled her own plate off the
train, adding it to her steadily growing stack.

“He’s pretty old, even by his own standards, and I doubt there’s
much he hasn’t already seen or done. I guess the novelty wears off
after a while.”

“I suppose when you put it that way…”

“When it comes down to it, he’s filthy rich and has access to
just about anything he could possibly want in the whole Nine
Worlds. The last thing on his list was me and, well, he’s got that
too, now.”

“You don’t sound terribly thrilled.”

“It’s not that,” Sigmund said, studying the whorls and folds of
battered chicken as if seeking answers within the patterns. “It’s
just… say you’re a normal kid, and then one day someone comes along
and says, ‘Hey, here’s everything you could ever have wished for,
all for free.’ At first it’s kind of scary while you wait for the
other shoe to drop, then thrilling when you figure out there isn’t
even a first shoe, then in the end you wind up thinking,
well, why me?”

“It’s too easy.”

“Yeah, something like that.” He paused for a moment. “But it’s
not something I’d give up.”

“Do you love him?”

Sigmund laughed dryly. “I wouldn’t even know how to
begin. It’s not about that, anyway. Gods don’t have love;
they have Fate. What would you do, if some incalculably
old, inhuman creature of almost unlimited potential told
you you were the reincarnation of his dead wife and
someone to whom he owed an un-repayable debt?” Sigmund shrugged.
“Mostly I just think about small things; finishing school, getting
into a university, that sort of thing. And then I come home to a
guy who boils water just by holding the cup and accidentally rips
up the furniture with his claws.”

Miriah gave a small chuckle, and they finished their lunch in
silence. Before they left, Sigmund bought a large plastic bento of
sushi to bring home; Loki was almost constantly hungry, he
explained, even though he didn’t actually need to eat. The
way he said it made Miriah grin, and Sigmund found himself forced
to look away, blushing.

He was saved from any further questions, however, when at last
they stepped back out onto the street.

“Um, hey, where did everyone go?”

67. Beauty in the Breakdown

Cassandra spun around with rifle raised when she heard the loud
bang come from behind her. In these empty, seemingly ancient halls,
it sounded monstrous. She cautiously moved forward, and came into
the lobby. The door to one of the lifts was open, and through it
she saw the lift itself, collapsed into itself after its final
descent. The lights inside sparked on and off a few times, and then
died altogether. With a disconcerting ping, the lift doors creaked
to a slow close.

“First floor, decay and death. Second floor, women’s fashions
and cosmetics. Sorry, this lift is out of service, have a nice
day,” Cassandra joked under her breath, lowering the rifle. Out of
the corner of her eye she thought she could see a shape go running
past, though when she wheeled about the hallway was empty. She was
about to turn her attention back to the lift when she spotted
something at the end of one of the unpleasantly lit corridors; upon
closer inspection she decided that it was some kind of blood, thick
and decidedly unpleasant. In it, she could make out tracks;
three-clawed paw prints that stopped at almost every door, up to
the point where there was simply no blood left to track.
Accompanying those was a set of boot prints.

“Joseph and Loki,” she said aloud, “Shit. I should have stayed
in the room. Like he told me to. Oh Cassandra you great bloody git,
good show.”

She sprinted back to the door to the stairwell she had come down
in, and moved towards it quickly. She was quite surprised when she
simply slammed into it, nearly bashing her face against its glass
windowpane. She furrowed her brow and tried pushing the entry bar
again, but with the same result; it wouldn’t budge. Fed up with
this nonsense, she backed up and kicked as hard at the door as she
could, and cursed loudly when instead of breaking down the door she
nearly broke her leg. She fell to her bottom, her back against the
corridor’s wall.

This is absolutely insane. That door opened not ten minutes
ago!

She picked herself up and collected her wits, examining the
corridor.

Okay, the lift is a no-go. The stairwell is apparently
blocked, so that’s no good either. Joseph and Loki did come through
here, and they’ll probably be quite cross to discover that you’re
not in the room when they get there. To discover… she stopped
in the middle of this thought and gasped.

“Oh bollocks. Miriah and Sigmund.”

She ran full speed back towards the entrance with the bloody
prints, throwing open the door when she reached it. She stopped
just short of tripping over the carcass of some twisted creature,
putting a hand to her mouth when she caught sight of how grotesque
it looked. Not wanting to linger around, she headed towards the
street.

First, I’ll try to get up the fire escape. Then I’ll see if
I can’t spot Miriah, and hopefully she’ll still be with Sigmund. If
she’s not… oh God, don’t even think about that.

The mist rolled along the street, obscuring dilapidated
buildings and rusty husks that were once automobiles. She looked up
and down the way; it was empty as far as she could tell. Something
across the street creaked, like metal being twisted. The wind
seemed to whisper in her ear, soft and unsettling. She jumped up to
the fire escape stairs and climbed over the rail, landing with a
loud metallic clang. It didn’t take her long to reach the third
floor, moving rather quickly as she went up and soon she was in
front of the window with Loki’s bloody message. She stared at the
blood for a moment, feeling something stir inside her. She shook
her head quickly and peered into the window. It was still grimy,
and didn’t budge when she tried to open it. She growled and slammed
her fist against the glass in frustration.

Wait a tick… did I just growl?

Cassandra went still for a second, examining the window. She
could tell something wasn’t right – or rather, even more wrong than
it already appeared. She gasped when it finally clicked.

Reflection. There’s no reflection. Even with the grime, I
should be able to see something.

She panicked, hands flying to her face; her brow was ridged,
eyes sunk deep. She felt cold, putting a hand to her mouth and
hissing when she felt pain on her fingertip. She pulled her hand
away and saw blood on it. She ran her tongue over her

(fangs)

teeth and tasted blood; it was rich, like the old ambrosia. She
shuddered, but at the same time felt a deep delight. It filled her
with both pleasure and revulsion. Realizing this, she put a hand
over her mouth and tried her best not to scream.

This isn’t right, it can’t be happening. This cannot be
real. I’m not a monster.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a gunshot; the bullet
ricocheted off of the wall not a foot from where her head was. She
spun around quickly and raised her own rifle at her attacker.

On the street stood Miriah, calmly reloading her pistol. She
wore all white – the colour of death. Just like Cassandra
herself.

“Damn, Cassie. I was really hoping it wouldn’t come to this,”
she said, nothing even close to sincerity in her voice, and snapped
the cylinder into place. “Now please… don’t make it harder than it
already is.”

 

Meanwhile, Miriah and Sigmund stood staring at an empty street
filled with mist. Miriah immediately drew her pistols.

“I dunno about you but my Spidey senses are tingling,” she said.
Sigmund regarded her with an air of almost disappointment.

“At least you’re wearing the right clothes. You are a
hazard.”

“C’mon, man, this isn’t even close to normal. This is, like, six
blocks and a twelve hour bus ride away from normal.”

“I noticed. Put those away, or you might make it worse.”

“But…”

“Trust me. Just do it,” he said firmly. Miriah looked worried,
but did it anyways. Then, rethinking that plan, she redrew one and
clicked its safety on. She held it out to Sigmund.

“Just in case, okay?”

“I don’t want that.”

“And I really hope you won’t need it. But please, take it. Just
in case,” she said, and Sigmund could see that she was genuinely
concerned. He sighed and took it, reluctantly, and stuffed it into
the waist of his pants. She smiled at him, thankful.

“I don’t mean to spoil our little moment, but this is bad,”
Sigmund said, getting to the point.

“I’m fuzzy on the whole good-bad thing. Whattya mean ‘bad’?”
Miriah said. Sigmund smirked.

“Well, Dr. Venkman,” he started, and Miriah smiled.

“I knew you were a good kid.”

“I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that you’ve played
your share of videogames. Ever play anything survival horror?” he
continued. Miriah’s face went pale.

“Right, that’s bad,” she said weakly.

“Well, it’s a little more complex than that,” he said, and
proceeded to explain the situation to Miriah. She looked sicker and
sicker as he went on, until he was finally done and she needed to
lean up against a wall.

“So this is your world’s variety of apocalypse, huh? Jesus. We
have to get to the others, then. Before something goes bad.”

“Got skeletons in your closet?” he said, but Miriah didn’t
laugh.

“Enough to necessitate a walk-in,” she said gravely. The pair
began to walk back towards the hotel; Miriah was more than a little
jumpy along the way. Sigmund noticed that she constantly would look
behind them, and moved very slowly.

“Miriah, you need to relax,” he said.

“I’m sorry, I just find it a little hard… I’m sure we’re being
followed.”

“The more you worry about it, the more it’ll probably be
true.”

“Oh damn, that’s hardly comforting.”

“Maybe you don’t deserve comfort. Ever think of that? Ever think
at all?” came a girl’s voice, and Miriah’s mouth hung open; her
legs quaked, knees trembling. She peered over her shoulder and let
out a desperate sob.

If front of her, looking rather pallid and quite displeased, was
Ziyi Lien.

68. Spring the Trap

After several unsuccessful minutes of trying doors on the second
floor, I finally hit gold at room 203. “Ah-hah, got one!”

Joseph comes slinking over, and it doesn’t take a genius to work
out he’s starting to feel antsy. Partly it’s just the general air
of this place – which is wholly designed to divide and conquer,
isolate and destroy – but mostly I think it’s just because with all
the weird shit Pea’s seen over the years, he’s more used to having
something solid to wail down on. And more importantly, I get the
feeling he wants that. More Big Bads, less creeping doom,
that sort of thing. But we’re in survival horror now, not slasher.
And don’t get me wrong; when I say that I’m deadly
serious. People like to laugh at clichés – at stupid characters who
split up and don’t know to aim for the head, the elevator that
drops, the long tense silence followed by the shock – but what
no-one realizes is just how much power these images have
simply because everybody knows them. Gods live off the
limitless powers of mortal belief, but we’re not the only ones
because we’re not the only things people believe in. In reality, I
doubt few people have actually had the entire contents of a
wardrobe fall out onto their head, yet the image is so omnipresent.
Why do you have to shoot zombies in the head? Why
does a stake through the heart kill a vampire? There are
no real logical explanations other than the fact that people
believe that these are the way things should work. A
pocketful of salt and bread to keep the faeries away – I know, I’ve
had that used on me a few times. The fact that I’m not
some faggot little Celtic fuck is less important than the
personified faith of the person holding the salt. That’s the real
weakness of Gods – we’re no more or less than what people believe
us to be – and it’s the same with this entire place, which is
simply the accumulation of every alone-in-the-apocalypse story ever
told. That’s what it means to have reality break down; the neat
ordered world where common sense and the laws of physics prevail
gives way to the movietone panorama of clichés and cheap thrills.
Where what everyone believes should happen does
happen.

At least, that’s was the theory the first time ‘round. Logic
tells me this time is going to be a little different, because this
time the whole charade is manufactured. And not in a
Baldr-destroying-the-Seals kind of way, either; in a real
pocket-reality pulled right outta my own head and built from the
ground up kinda way. It would take almost unfathomable power to set
something like that up, to recreate a whole city – a whole reality
even – that was believable enough and could blend in long enough to
get everyone inside and spring the trap. Because that’s what this
whole thing has been from the start; a trap, and a prison.

I’ve been set up. Set up like a pawn on a chessboard used to
lure in the White King; Azaza’el himself. Miriah, Joseph, Cassandra
and Sigmund are the casualties. Accidents. For what is the
sacrifice of a few soldiers compared the ensnaring the enemy
general himself. I’ve done my own share of warmongering in my day;
I know how the game is played.

The inside of room 203 is pretty much like I expected; shabby
and grimy but not yet overly horrific. That will come in time, of
course, but the decay effects some places faster than others. It
feeds off what, and who, has gone before; our rooms will be
hellholes, simply because the one thing Sigmund’s right about is
that Miriah’s crew pretty much are a bunch of homicidal sociopaths,
and even though I’ve worked most of my skeletons through I’m still
not going to win any awards for Midgard’s Most Adjusted. Room 203,
on the other hand, seems to have mainly been occupied by fairly
regular folks. The bed has no sheets. I’ve always wondered why they
never do; are thin blue and white stripes and a faint stain of
sweat really that terrifying?

“So now what?” Joseph asks, idly flicking on the TV. Some old
black and white soap comes on. “That’s a good sign, right?”

“Maybe,” I say. Honestly, with TV you never really can tell. I
do my best to ignore it, and instead check the windows; one slides
open easily. Unfortunately, apparently fire safety is but a token
gesture at the Empire, and the window opens out onto a thin ledge;
we’re on the opposite side of the building to our favourite fire
escape. “Feel like climbing up a wall?”

Joseph shrugs. “I guess so. What are you going to do.”

I look at my claws; technically I could make like the
Pea and climb but it’s strenuous. Joseph catches me looking.

“I could carry you,” he offers.

I laugh. “Joe, luv, I’m almost two feet taller and I daresay
quite a bit heavier than Miriah. I don’t think you’re going to be
carrying me anywhere. Get out onto the ledge, I’ll follow.”

He shrugs and obeys, climbing out and driving a hand through the
crumbling masonry to steady himself. Meanwhile, I’m finding my
wings again; and pulling them out feels no better than retracting
them did. I’m almost mostly certain I will still be able to get up
at least one floor before my back and shoulders catch up and give
out on me. Like I said, technically it’s not the wings that make me
fly – no way anything as unaerodynamic as a humanoid is ever
getting off the ground in the Really Real World – but luckily
physics doesn’t really come into the equation. If you’ve got wings,
you can fly; them’s the rules. I’ve got wings, and I leap out the
window before I can rethink it. If I’m wrong and manage to take a
three floor dive I’m not going to be very happy, and the more I
think about it, the more likely it is to happen.

Luckily, once I’m airborne I don’t really have to do much;
instinct takes over from pain, and I’m perched on the third floor
ledge before I know it. Joseph swings himself up after me, and I
think I can see the smallest glint of envy in his eyes; after all,
he once too could take to the air. Now he’s regaled to climbing up
walls like, well, you know.

The pain hits a few moments after; all six limbs screaming at me
from over-exertion. I grit my teeth and bear it for the moment,
trying to find a neutral spot to hold my wings so they don’t feel
like they’re about to tear my back off. I’m partially
successful.

Before we can do much else, however, the loud whip crack of a
gunshot rings out. It’s close – very, very close – and there are
only two things I know of in this place that would be stupid enough
to carry guns.

“Oh fuck, I told her to stay put.” Pain be damned, and
before I can think too hard I’m airborne again, gliding around the
side of the building, Joseph hot on my heels. I see the window to
our room is open once more, and unthinking I dive through, landing
on the floor in a crouch I’m sure looks impressively martial arts
but is in reality borne out of painful necessity. Before I can
realize my mistake, Joseph has landed next to me; in a room as
pristine and normal as when I last left it.

The sash window falls shut behind us with another gunshot-bang,
and I curse, turning quickly to open it; but when I do, all I can
see below is a busy, daytime street.

As far as Templeman is concerned, she may just as well never
have been here.

 

The weight of Miriah’s gun hung uneasily at Sigmund’s hip. He
hadn’t bothered to try and get it through the girl’s thick skull
that he’d never used one in his entire life – outside an arcade, he
supposed – and wouldn’t know the first thing about firing it, other
than what vague workings he had picked up from the movies. Pull
down the hammer, point the hollow end at the soon-to-be-dead-thing,
press the trigger, brace for recoil; as far as he was concerned,
these abstract thoughts were as close as he ever wanted to
get to firing one of the damned things. He could feel Sigyn coil
away in repulsion and horror from it; not a warrior’s weapon, he
knew. He would not fire it, not here in this place where the
effects of such callously violent action became more than just
moral debate. Loki’s whole current form was a testament to that,
and once the road had been taken, there was no going back.

He had learnt the realities of this place the hard way. Miriah,
it seemed, was destined to follow the same path; Sigmund glanced
between her and the apparition, all crudely-formed grey skin and
malformed limbs; a draugr. It swayed and gurgled crudely,
rusty blood seeping from its neck and meaty, boneless head. The
outline was vaguely female, and from Miriah’s reaction Sigmund
surmised this was one of her ghosts. She called it a name
– something Chinese his untrained ears couldn’t catch – and he knew
he had guessed correctly.

“Miriah, stop,” he said, voice calm and smooth; though it felt
somewhat alien to say the name out loud so devoid of malice.
“Whoever you think that thing is, know that it isn’t. See
it for the nothing-flesh it really is.”

Miriah turned on him then, her eyes brimming with both spite and
tears. “Fuck you, don’t you ever give up. It’s all just
meat to you! I know, okay, I get it. Just meat, just food…
well it might be ‘nothing’ to you but it sure as fuck means
something to me.”

Taken aback by the outburst, Sigmund was forced back a step. His
eyes flittered nervously between Miriah and the gun she was still
carrying. “What are you–”

“Shut up! I’ve heard enough of your bullshit!”

In that moment he became aware of the gleeful, choking gurgling
coming from the draugr. He swallowed hard, pushing down
Sigyn who threatened to surge to the surface. No violence,
he thought. Not here. Not now. Instead he took another
step backwards, holding his hands up pacifying, and prayed for a
miracle.

69. Slipping Away

Miriah’s body shook in a mix of fury and fear. Part of her knew
that Sigmund was right, and that she should listen to him. A deeper
part of her, however, burned with an all-consuming guilt at the
sight of Lien – a part that would not let Sigmund take Lien from
her again.

‘Again,’ Miriah, key word ‘again,’ her mind tried to
tell her. You know it’s not her. Can’t be.

“Excuse me? Can’t be her? This coming from our own lady of the
resurrection herself? Joseph, Tara, and how many other things you
take it upon yourself to put back in ground? Oh yeah. It can’t be
me. You silly stupid bitch.”

“Don’t call me that, please,” she said, staring at Lien now.
Lien tittered a rather sick laugh and took another step
forward.

“And what should I call you? What do you call the person who let
you die?”

“I didn’t have anything to do with that! I didn’t
know!”

 

Sigmund watched quietly as Miriah shouted at the
draugr, protesting against accusations he couldn’t hear.
He was at a loss; if he tried to get Miriah’s attention now, she
may very well shoot him. But if he let this carry on, the creature
would cause her to completely lose her mind and she would be lost –
and if she were as important to Loki’s return as she assumed, that
would be very bad. The creature gurgled another pleased squeal,
advancing on them; Miriah’s mind was threatening to destroy itself,
and it was feeding the draugr as it did so. Her eyes
darted from side to side rapidly, trying to find something else to
focus on, though she always returned to the creature, whoever it
was to her. Sigmund could feel Sigyn floating just beneath the
surface of his mind, ready to jump forward, but Sigmund held her
back. Seeing Sigyn in control might just be enough for Miriah to
start shooting, and that already didn’t look too far off.

Miriah had started sobbing now, her body trembling with each
step the creature took. Sigmund didn’t know if she realized that
she’d slipped back into using Mandarin completely – the language
was gibberish to him, but the tone of it was crystal clear. She was
going from sad to angry. Very angry in fact, which he realized when
she finally raised her pistol against her ghost.

“Miriah, no!” he shouted, warning her without thinking. She
looked at him over her shoulder; her eyes were wild, uncertain. She
shouted something at him in Mandarin, and returned her gaze to the
draugr, which was practically gibbering with delight. Her
hand trembled, and she lowered her pistol. She was listening
completely to the voice only she could hear, and her eyes went
dangerously between the pistol and the creature. Slowly, she raised
it again; only this time, it was to her own head. Sigmund’s eyes
widened and he took a step forward. Miriah spun around and looked
at him, baring her teeth.

“She’s right! I should. Hell, I would think it would be
something you’d love to see happen.”

“Oh for Christ’s sake, kill yourself? Why is it always suicide?
That’s the biggest cliché ever,” Sigmund said, “Don’t be
retarded.’” His eyes were stony, locked onto hers, willing her to
keep looking at him and not her ghost. She did, her mouth agape,
but she didn’t move the pistol.

“It’s punishment. I let it happen, I need to pay for it,” she
said, tearing up. She closed her eyes and pulled back on the
hammer, readying it. Sigmund gritted his teeth and started to
protest once more, but stopped when he felt a hand come down gently
on his shoulder. He turned to look at the person who put it there,
ready to fight it off, but when he saw the man he found himself
filled with a sort of artificial calm. He was fair skinned –
no, luminescent is more like it – with black hair. It was
the man he had seen in the bed when he had first met Cassandra. The
angel. He smiled at Sigmund, patting his shoulder and
walking past him to Miriah. The whole world had seemed to go into
slow motion. The angel was bandaged up and bloodied, but still
beautiful. Gently he put his hand on Miriah’s pistol, and lowered
it. She opened her eyes and started to protest, but when she saw
him she couldn’t say a word. Instead, she fell into him, crying,
and he held her gently. He was whispering something into her ear
now, and Sigmund couldn’t hear it. The draugr faded into
the mist when Miriah’s attention was off of it. He took the pistol
from Miriah and turned to Sigmund.

“Please, hold on to this until we get her away from this place,”
he said, holding it out to Sigmund. The tone of his voice was
melodic, soothing, and kind to a fault. It was also very
persuasive. Sigmund took the gun hesitantly, not liking it at all.
The angel smiled again, placing a hand on his shoulder. “I know how
you feel about them. But please know that you’re doing the right
thing, and I won’t make you carry this burden a second longer than
is necessary.”

“Whatever,” Sigmund said, not really wanting another argument.
The angel looked into his eyes and though he never lost his smile,
his expression changed.

“What is your name?”

“I’m Sigmund Sussman.”

“And you?” he asked, still looking into the boy’s eyes. For a
moment they seemed to burn with icy fire, and when he next spoke
the boy’s tone changed, seemingly somehow older and sharper.

“I am Sigyn; last of the Ásynjur and wife of Loki,” came the
reply, and the Angel bowed on one knee, spreading his arms before
the boy-goddess. He cocked his head to the side upon seeing this.
“Spare your hollow respect for those who desire it. You know of
me?”

“Your name and stories were well known and very old in this
world, even if you yourself are absent from it. I am the Fallen
Rhamiel, and I am at your service. I will stay with you until this
matter has concluded, if you will have me,” he said, humbling
himself before the old one. Sigyn deliberated this for a moment,
then nodded and faded back into Sigmund. Rhamiel picked Miriah up
and carried her in his arms.

“We have to get back to the hotel,” Sigmund said, and Rhamiel
nodded.

“Lead the way,” he replied, and they started walking. Miriah
lightly touched Sigmund on the shoulder as he passed them, and he
looked at her warily.

“I’m sorry,” she said, biting her lip. Sigmund nodded.

“No, you’re not,” he said with absolute certainty, turning away.
Miriah winced and turned her face to Rhamiel.

“How did you find us?”

“Your friend called me.”

“He… what?”

“He sent out a cry for help, whether he knows it or not,” he
said, dropping his voice. “When I woke up, I found myself here, in
this… place. The bar I was in… I nearly wept when I saw how
horrible it was. So far this place has been worse than anything I
could imagine. I was amazed when I felt a prayer, of all things,
and came to investigate.”

“But you’re still hurt…”

“It’s not too bad any more. Plus, this was far more
important.”

“I want to get out of here.”

“I know you do. So do I.”

 

Cassandra, on the other hand, was not having nearly as much luck
with her little experience. She had fired a warning shot at Miriah,
hitting the ground less than a foot away from where her feet were,
and threw the rifle down to the ground. It clattered loudly, and
the Miriah in white had laughed.

“You were never the shot I am,” she said mockingly, and
Cassandra growled.

“Never had to be,” she replied, and threw herself off of the
fire escape. She hit the ground and stood like it was nothing,
swatting the pistol from Miriah’s hand as she did. The urge to hurt
– to kill – welled up deep inside of her, and she growled loudly.
Miriah went to draw her second pistol and Cassandra grabbed her by
the throat and arm, fangs bared. As though she were nothing,
Cassandra picked up and threw Miriah into the mist and against the
rusty frame of a pickup truck. The noise echoed through the street.
Cassandra began walking towards Miriah, but stopped, putting a hand
to her face. She stumbled in her step.

What the hell am I doing? I can’t do this to Miriah! But…
but…

She straightened up and grinned, continuing over to where Miriah
had landed.

But I’m thirsty.

 

Joseph jumped to his feet and looked around as Loki went to the
window.

“What? What is this?” he yelled, turning to Loki, “It’s back to
normal?”

“Wow, can’t put anything past you, can we Pea,” Loki said,
shutting the window.

“But they’re”–”

“Yes, still not here. Though she bloody well might have been if
she’d done as I told her,” said Loki, gesturing to his message of
STAY THERE.

“Well, take us back. We have to go back.”

“Um, it doesn’t really work like that, Joe.”

“I was hoping that wasn’t the case. So what do we do?”

“Well, for now we do what the Snow Bitch was supposed to. We
wait.”

“And in the meantime?”

“I dunno. Cuddle up under a blanket and watch TV?” he joked, and
Joseph scowled.

“What about Sigmund?” he said, and Loki’s eyes widened. He
hobbled over to the door connecting their rooms and threw it open.
Joseph heard him curse in that ancient language of his, then step
back into the room. He looked very, very cross.

“I can’t wait to get the hell out of here.”

70. The Plan…

One visitation. Sigmund shook his head mentally in
resignation. All it took was one lousy pissant draugr and she
was ready to pop herself off and take me with her. Even dad lasted
a few days before it really started to take over. He eyed
Miriah warily.

(“are you surprised?”)

Sigyn’s thoughts were a scornful echo in his mind; coming not
from somewhere without, but deep within. Something unfathomably
different yet somehow so totally and utterly him. He had
to admit she had a point; he was not surprised Miriah had broken so
easily, born as she was from violence and hate. A murderer with no
respect for her opponent, who took life without honor. Sigyn knew
her kind well; she had ridden on raven wings with the Valkyries
when she thought she could get away with it, and had seen the souls
of those felled in battle. Ones like Miriah were never admitted to
the hallowed feast at Valhall.

That would be a problem, he knew, in this place of places; would
be a problem for all of them. Hollow claims to the moral
high ground became a poor mask in a world that would turn a man’s
internal insecurities against him. This place was a trial-by-fire
that stripped away illusions of external justifications; the only
thing that could be relied upon here was one’s own self. Sigmund
knew, had been dragged across the coals the hard way once before
already; had seen his and Sigyn’s fears and excuses laid bare
before him, stripped and raw and bloody. He had seen Loki in this
place – a Loki-who-was-not but was – which was something he had
told no-one else, not least of all the jötun himself. At
first Sigmund had fought, screamed denials, which was natural;
everyone did, at first. But all his struggle, all his excuses, his
reasoning that it was simply an illusion, all this had simply fed
the not-Loki. As always, in the end, Sigyn had saved him; had
taught him not forgiveness, but a kind of objective acceptance.
Things happened, bad things and good, but to get lost in the ghosts
of the past – either through denial or obsession – led to only
madness. And, in this place, madness was a very bad thing
indeed.

There was no redemption here, only things as they truly were,
stripped of all the comforting veils that made up reality. And
no-one was immune; a thought that made Sigmund glance
warily at the newcomer. A fallen angel; Sigmund wasn’t sure about
that one, here it could go either way, though often those most
maligned held the least illusions of themselves. Still, if the
angel sought redemption he could wind up being truly dangerous
indeed.

Sigmund sighed.

“Something troubling you, my Lady?”

He scowled at Rhamiel. “I told you to cut the phony respect
crap.”

The Fallen seemed amused by this. “As you wish. Yet my question
still stands.”

“Yeah, something’s bothering me. Everything’s bothering
me. We’re all going to get swallowed up in this stupid apocalypse
shift because no-one wants to face up to their trauma.”

Rhamiel frowned slightly. “I think perhaps you’re being
unfair.”

“Of course I fucking am. This isn’t my dimension, this isn’t my
apocalypse. I’ve already been through this shit once
before and it wasn’t fun then, either.” He sighed. “I just want to
grab my burden and go home.”

“‘Burden’?”

“Loki. It’s an old kenning.”

“And what about all the people of this dimension? Don’t
you care about helping them?” Miriah’s voice was so quiet it was
almost inaudible.

“Don’t you get it? There is no ‘this dimension’
anymore. We’re it. This whole city is one big trap and we all fell
into it. Everyone else is fine.”

“And everyone else in the city?”

“I doubt they ever really existed.”

Miriah scowled. “But why didn’t anyone notice? Joseph,
Loki… hell, anyone even remotely attuned to the supernatural
should’ve smelt something that big a mile off.”

“Oh come on. If you were setting up a giant elaborate
pan-dimensional trap deliberately designed to ensnare those very
people I think you’d fix it so they wouldn’t notice. For a
while, at least.”

“So why all this”– Miriah gestured to the decay surrounding them
–”just now?”

Rhamiel frowned. “Azaza’el is breaking free, acting as the
trigger.”

Sigmund nodded. “That’s what Loki thinks, too.”

“But you don’t buy it?” Miriah guessed.

“I’m not sure. I mean, it would take tremendous effort
to sustain a pocket dimension like this indefinitely. Maybe it’s
just breaking down of its own accord. Or maybe that’s what it was
supposed to do in the first place. A dimensional logic bomb; as
soon as the right trigger is activated the whole thing is just
rigged to implode.”

Miriah grimaced. “Um, not to be picky, but I’d rather not be
here when that happens. How do we get out?”

“I think we’re not supposed to. It’s not much of a trap if
people can get out.”

“Hold on hold on… the Powers can’t do that! We’re–”

Sigmund smirked. “–the Good Guys?”

“Think of it,” Rhamiel’s voice was slow, thoughtful. “If the
boy’s word’s are true, it is perhaps unfortunate that you and Iosef
and the White Hunter were pulled into this. Your loss will be a
significant one; but perhaps it is small compared to the
circumvention of one of the signs of the Apocalypse and removal of
such a powerful threat as Azaza’el.”

Miriah frowned. “Well, my question still stands; how do
we get out?”

 

“Gonna do what I was always gonna do in the first place, Pea.
I’m gonna help Azaza’el.”

I watch Joseph as he sits in the easy chair at right angles to
my head; I’m sprawled out on the couch on my stomach again. For
once, he doesn’t argue. “How?”

“When Azaza’el was having me cut up he found something inside me
he thought might help him. It’s the one thing he didn’t put back,
so my guess is he’s figured out he can use it to get
himself out of his chains. Not by breaking them, but by
rebirthing himself.”

“‘Rebirthing’?” Joseph seems genuinely surprised.

I grimace. “I think I may’ve given him the idea when I told him
about the unfortunate little ménage à trois between Baldr,
Loki and myself. That’s the whole big thing about dying gods; death
just means you get to start again.”

“And if Azaza’el is reborn…”

I see Joseph is catching on. “Then he won’t be bound anymore,
exactly.”

“But, to arrange his own rebirth; that is difficult magic. It
would require a catalyst of tremendous power.” Joseph looks at me,
slightly suspiciously, but I know that whatever part he’s thinking
I’m missing he’s dead wrong. “What did he take?”

 

“His what?” Miriah was agape.

“His uterus.” Sigmund almost managed to say it with a straight
face. They’d stopped in the middle of a misty, abandoned
street.

“Uh, in case you hadn’t noticed, he’s a guy.”

“Really? Have you checked?”

“What!” Miriah reacted physically, leaning back sharply. “Of
course not!”

“Well, I can assure you I have”– Sigmund almost managed to not
blush when he said it –”and I can let you know right now; ‘he’
isn’t.”

It was Rhamiel’s turn to interject. “But you were, are, his
wife. He has children by you; he is a father.”

Something dawned in Miriah’s eyes. “But he’s a mother, too. When
he first got here, he told me about, er, the horse.” Sigmund
couldn’t help the smirk that crossed his lips, and Miriah
continued. “At the time I just assumed it was because he can change
his shape.”

“So does everyone.” He shook his head. “But that’s just how he
is. It’s forcing himself to be male that is unnatural to
him.”

“You’re saying he is a… a hermaphrodite?” Sigmund wasn’t sure if
Rhamiel was curious, repulsed, or perhaps both. He knew that,
traditionally, angels were supposed to be the same; but from what
he had seen in this universe, ‘traditionally’ didn’t always cut
it.

“All his people are,” he explained. “It’s why they’re so good at
magic; they’re the perfect balance between the masculine and
feminine.”

Miriah held her head. “Argh, this is totally too much
information.”

Sigmund grinned, speaking quickly before he had the good sense
to reconsider. “And just think, you’re not fucking
him.”

 

“So, what’s next? Are you just going to sit back and wait for
Azaza’el to use… to be reborn?” Joseph has just about gotten over
looking at me strangely, and I grin.

“Of course not. If we let that happen we’re all fucked; this
place is just another prison designed to trap an ‘escaped’
Azaza’el; he’ll still be just as bound, only the location will be
different.”

“But why bother to change his prison at all?”

I gesture vaguely. “Who knows. Probably someone figured he was
always going to break out eventually; better to have him break out
somewhere he can’t do any damage.”

“And he’ll be isolated. If there really is no way in or out of
this place.” Joseph shakes his head. “How do we get
out?”

“We need to stop Azaza’el from fulfilling the conditions
required to trap him here. This place is still flickering; it
hasn’t totally shut itself off from the outside yet. It’s all
misdirection, if Azaza’el figured out what’s going on too early
he’ll stop his efforts to break free. So we’ve got a ‘window of
opportunity’, if you like.”

“To stop him from escaping? But I thought you said you wanted to
help him.”

I grin, showing off neat, sharp, white fangs between
purple-black lips and gums. “I do, and I am. But it’d be no fun if
I let you all in on the secret before the big finale.”

Joseph rolls his eyes. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” he
tells me.

So do I, really. That never stopped me before.

71. Violence Begets…

Joseph sighed and leaned with his back against the window,
letting it sink in.

He’s going to help. He’s not going to help. Then he’s going
to help again. Either the right hand doesn’t know what the left is
doing, or he’s playing us all. I don’t think I’d care as much if it
didn’t feel like he thinks this is all a game. I feel like a
fucking yo-yo.

His thoughts were interrupted once again by the sound of sirens
approaching the building. He opened the window and leaned out,
getting a better look at the street. Three patrol cars and a
paramedic team were pulling up to the building. Joseph leaned back
and furrowed his brow.

“What the hell?” he started, and Loki shrugged from where he lay
on the couch.

“They probably found the body of the guy you killed,” Loki mused
matter-of-factly. Joseph’s blood chilled.

“I killed a monster, Loki.”

“No, you killed an unlucky sonuvabitch who happened to be in the
wrong place at the wrong time,” he replied, from his position
buried in the cushions of the couch. Joseph stared straight
forward, not looking at Loki. His face has gone stony once
again.

“You’re saying that… person would have been okay? That
they weren’t left there?”

“Of course. Fade back to reality, they block it from their
memory, and all’s well enough,” said Loki smirking knowlingly. “Not
that you really care much, do you?” The room was quiet for a few
seconds, and Loki started to half-doze – until Joseph tipped over
the couch, sending a very unimpressed Loki sprawling out onto the
floor.

“What?” he bellowed, stomping towards the god, “Don’t you think
that’s something I could have known in the first place?” He said,
sneering. Loki got to his feet then and stared down at Joseph from
his full height. Joseph didn’t flinch. “Or is that another one of
your wonderful little secrets you love to keep?” he shouted, and
Loki smacked him up the side of the head – hard.

“Have you completely lost your meager little mind, Pea?
Did you really think I wouldn’t notice?” he
yelled, and Joseph was back on his feet. He closed his clawed
fists, keeping the sharpened edges towards himself, and slammed the
heavy leather bludgeon of his arm into Loki’s face. He spun with
the blow and braced himself against the wall, tasting a bit of
blood in his mouth. To Joseph’s surprise, he started laughing. “So,
you want to wrassle, kiddo? Fine. I’ll take a pound of your dumbass
flesh.” He swung his fist on this last word, hoping to catch Joseph
by surprise. Joseph ducked, dodging the punch, and Loki half –spun
when he missed. When Loki attempted to turn again, he felt an odd
resistance. He looked over his shoulder and saw that Joseph had
caught hold of his tail and was holding tight. He increased the
pressure on it, and Loki growled. Roaring, Joseph pulled quickly
and yanked Loki off of his feet, spinning with tail in hand. Loki
raised his arms just in time to protect his face from the glass of
the window Joseph had just thrown him through. He tumbled onto the
fire escape, cursing. He was most definitely not in the mood for
this shit. Joseph leapt out of the window after him, furious.

“So what else aren’t you telling us, Loki?” he yelled, “How many
other little surprises should I count on? Huh?” Joseph kicked at
Loki, sending him rolling down the metal steps.

“Maybe a few,” Loki growled, grabbing Joseph when he had moved
close enough. “But I think your secrets are more… telling.” Joseph
grunted as the god’s heavy foot struck him in the stomach, and he
was sent tumbling over the railing. Loki hobbled down after him.
The people on the ground watched in horror as two very demonic
looking beings began attacking each other in the middle of the
street.

“Looks like our cover’s blown, isn’t it?” Loki laughed, lashing
out with his own claws; Joseph ducked them and swept the god’s legs
out from under him with his own.

“Fuck them!” Joseph shrieked, the venom in the voice a surprise
to Loki only because of the source. “It’s all over for them soon
anyways, isn’t it? So we may as well give them a show!” He growled,
bringing his arms down on Loki. Loki rolled out of the way and
Joseph howled as he struck solid cement. Loki grabbed him by the
hair and threw him into the ambulance, which left a rather
impressive dent in its side. The people on the street had formed a
crude circle around the pair, watching in excitement and fear. The
police held the crowd back; they looked like this was the last
place they wanted to be.

Joseph collected his wits and pushed himself off of the
ambulance as Loki bore down on him. He stood in place, waiting as
Loki hobbled at him rather quickly, then vaulted over the god when
he got close enough. Loki’s charge stopped when he slammed into the
ambulance, and Joseph rolled when he landed from his jump. Before
him was a manhole cover – it looked old and solid. Joseph ripped it
out of the ground and leapt over to Loki.

“I always knew you’d be more trouble than you were worth,” he
growled. Loki glared at him.

“Pea, honestly, I am the least of your
problems!” he snapped, slashing at Joseph’s chest. Joseph grimaced
and slammed the manhole lid against Loki’s side. Loki tumbled a few
meters away, and Joseph followed, dropping the heavy iron cover and
instead getting right on top of the god.

“I tried to be decent, to play by your rules. Even tried to help
you, and yet you still just stare down your nose at us! Like we’re
playthings!” he screamed, putting his claws to Loki’s throat; not
cutting him, but applying pressure. Loki reached up and did the
same, squeezing Joseph’s throat hard, laughing.

“You dumb cunt. You think I really have to breathe?”

“No, but I was hoping it might put an end to your insufferable
tone!”

The pair rolled on the ground, each crushing and kicking at each
other. Joseph heard a voice from behind him – Loki smelled the
sulphur.

“That’s my blue boy! I knew you’d come through in a pinch,”
laughed Lucifer, crouching on top of the ambulance. He lit a
cigarette and smiled.

“Leave you wretch or it’s you next,” Joseph growled. He was
livid. Loki noticed that the marks left by the creature in the
ruined world were glowing an unusual red; he could see tendrils
snaking out from each wound, like veins.

“Oh come on…” Loki muttered under his breath, throwing
Joseph off of him and getting to his feet.

 

Cassandra was, despite a warning in her heart, very much
enjoying the spat she was having. This Miriah was now unarmed, and
just as ludicrously loudmouthed as ever. Cassandra took great joy
in tossing her around, keeping the fight going as long as she
could. Miriah was bloodied up, her lip split and ears bleeding.
Cassandra had taken to boxing them, and laughing as the girl
stumbled around, stunned. But, the time for play was coming to a
close, and grabbed the girl by the throat.

“Cassie, please. Don’t.”

“Oh Miriah… don’t make this any harder than it already is,” she
said, mockingly, and started to squeeze.

“Cassie, what are you doing?” Miriah yelled, but it wasn’t the
one in front of her. She looked to her left and saw three figures
in the mist; Miriah, in her hazard clothes, Rhamiel, and the boy,
Sigmund. That deep hatred and thirst for blood flared up again when
she saw this last one, the sanctimonious child who had practically
accused them all of being evil. Her predator’s eyes went between
the Miriah she held and the Miriah with Rhamiel, and she was
confused. She let go of the girl in white, who hissed and backed
away as Rhamiel approached. Cassandra herself felt like she was
burning when she looked upon him.

“Oh my god, what happened to you?” the real Miriah said, tears
welling up. Cassandra dropped to all fours, feeling sick.

“I… I don’t honestly know,” she said, growling, “But it’s
probably best you get some distance between us.”

“What? Why?” Miriah asked, and Cassandra looked at her with
hungry, gleaming yellow eyes.

“Because I’m famished.”

72. Cut the Losses

I hurt, again. Already sore and pissed off and now this
dumb shit Joseph has to go freak out on me and make me hurt
worse. I can feel the blood oozing down my back and
shoulders from the newly re-opened wounds, and for the first time I
wonder if blood loss really can make me pass out. I don’t want to
find out.

A short distance away, Joseph is pulling himself to his feet,
growling and ready to lunge again. Violence. Always with the
fucking violence; and violence here is bad. Seriously,
mind-warpingly bad. The rot in this place is spreading, and
Joseph’s catching it, catching it so bad it’s started to seep out
from the inside. I remember that, remember what it feels like; the
burning rage both mentally and physically. I’ve still got the scar,
right across my bicep from where my own conjured nightmare of my
brother almost pinned me to the Sussmans’ kitchen floor. It
infected and rotted out fast, not a carrier of the disease
of this place – which comes solely from within – but a kind of
catalyst. That wound occupied my mind for ages, getting worse and
worse, until finally I was forced to make peace with my past; and
with it.

I have no idea how I’m going to explain this to Joseph; to tell
him he’s on a fast-track road to madness the way he’s going. He
doesn’t trust me, and all I can see reflected back in his whirling
black eyes is righteous hate.

Sometimes… sometimes you have to just cut your losses.

The gun materializes in my hand almost before I can think of it.
I hate guns; they’re so fucking easy. But sometimes, easy
is just what you’re looking for.

“Get back, Joseph.” I think it’s the first time I’ve actually
used his name.

He sneers at me. “A gun, Loki? That’s not like you.”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, you shithead, we don’t have time to
deal with your temper tantrum right now.”

“‘Temper tantrum’? Temper tantrum? I kill a man because
you lied to me and you dare call it a ‘temper
tantrum’?”

I roll my eyes. “Oh give me a break. I lied to
you? I’ve been nothing but fucking straight with you people from
the start and you’ve done nothing but treat me with suspicion and
violence. I told you, Pea, I looked you straight
in the eyes and I told you you’d be killing an innocent in cold
blood; no excuses, no Greater Good or Evil. But you don’t
listen. No-one here fucking listens.”

“You have given us no reason to. You never lied? Maybe, but you
never told us the whole truth, either.”

“Because I’d get exactly this reaction!”

“Did you ever think there might be a reason for that?”
Joseph spits, but there’s something else there, too. He’s readying
for something, trying to distract me the same way I’ve done to him
previously. “That maybe – just maybe – the people who actually
live in this universe might know more than you about how
it works.”

The barest of twitches is all I need; the bullet hits Joseph in
mid-air, breaking his jump in an impressive – but realistically
impossible – way. He tumbles back, claws going straight to his
stomach which has started oozing thick red blood. He has the
audacity to almost look surprised when he next meets my
eyes.

I adjust my aim only slightly. “The next one’s going straight
through the head,” I tell him, voice utterly cold.

“You… you…”

“‘You shot me!’” I mimic in a high falsetto. “Didn’t think I’d
do it, Pea? Thought to call my bluff? Well, guess what; I don’t
bluff.” I keep my distance, resisting the temptation to stalk up
and kick the sanctimonious little shit to the curb.

(…no violence, no violence…)

“How long have people like you been doing things your way in
this fucked up piece of shit backwater universe? How long have you
been mindlessly slaughtering the ‘bad guys’, just because that’s
what you do? How long have you solved every problem that
you’ve run into simply by hitting it and hitting it until it goes
away? How long, Joe. And what have you got to show for it?
A world that knows nothing but violence and pain and
almost-apocalypse after almost-apocalypse. Good fucking track
record you’ve got there, soldier.” I shake my head, “I was
never on your side, Joe. I even told you, again
and again and again you didn’t listen. So don’t look at me with
those puppy-dog eyes and pretend to be hurt.”

My only answer is a bloodied gurgle as Joseph spits a mouthful
of blood to the asphalt. “You bastard,” he manages.

“Yes,” I tell him.

“This is fucking better than the movies!”

I wince, having almost forgotten we’re being watched.

Luce jumps down from the top of the ambulance and starts
stalking towards me. “Loki, my old friend, I was wrong about you.
Here I was thinking you didn’t have it in you. Say, have you ever
thought about a career in–”

“Lucifer,” I say, calmly.

“Mm?”

“Shut up.” The bullet explodes his left eye, sending him
sprawling backwards and covering half the road with sickly mess. He
goes down instantly. “And don’t fucking say my name.” I
turn back to Joseph. “You, meanwhile, are going to stay here and
wait for Miriah and Sigmund. Then you’re going to find Templeman.
And, if at the end of it all, you haven’t all fucking killed each
other with your own idiocy, then you can come find me.
Sigmund will know where to go; and if you so much as touch him I
will slaughter you all, do you understand? Playtime’s over, Pea, so
stop fucking about and take some goddamn responsibility for
yourself, or so help us we’re all fucked.”

I turn to go, pause, and turn again. “Oh, and Pea?”

He looks up, shaky from blood loss and pain.

“Tell Miriah I’m sorry it worked out this way.”

His skull – thick though it may be – is no match for the
bullet.

 

“What was that?”

Rhamiel frowned at Miriah’s hushed question. “What was
what?”

“I think… I think we’re being followed.”

Sigmund frowned, glancing around himself. “I don’t hear
anything…”

Miriah bit her lip. “What if it’s… what if…”

Rhamiel pulled her close again, stroking her back and murmuring
softly. “It’s alright, we’re here.”

“That won’t help,” Sigmund muttered, almost without thinking.
“But I don’t think it’s that, anyway…”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because… because I can hear it too, now, and it sounds…”

Simultaneously, Miriah and Sigmund looked up, scanning the sky
for the source of the rhythmic, leathery beating that had caught
their attention.

“There’s too much mist, I can’t…”

“Ssh.” Miriah had one finger pointed to the sky, through the
soupy fog. One eye closed, she stared down it like a scope.
“There,” she whispered, eventually. “There’s something through the
mist. Flying around.” Her finger traced patters in the sky, lazily
looping lower and lower to the ground. Eventually, she turned back
to Sigmund. “I… I lost it.”

“Somehow, I don’t think it’s lost us.”

 

73. Fractured

The church was huge and empty, all black wood and fancy black
curtains. At the pulpit stood a Fallen, one Joseph couldn’t
recognize. He ran towards it, drawing his dagger and moving at full
speed, but the more he ran the further the Fallen seemed to appear.
He stopped for breath, leaning against a solid black pew and
gasping.

“You can’t go that way,” he heard Miriah’s voice say. He turned
and saw the girl standing with a bolt-action rifle; she was dressed
in full army gear, the kind from the Second World War. She gasped
when she saw him, moving to steady him. “Sir, you’re injured!”

“What?” he gasped. She inspected his stomach and his face.

“Oh shit, sir, you’ve got stomach and head wounds. They look
serious,” she said, turning away. “Medic! Medic, get over here on
the double!” She shouted, and then looked up when a whistling noise
filled the air.

“Get down!” she screamed, tugging Joseph to the frosted grass. A
mortar shell exploded a few feet away from them, and Miriah
returned fire. She readjusted her helmet and smiled down at Joseph.
“Damn Krauts will stop at nothin’, eh Captain?” He looked down at
himself and saw he was in uniform as well; his old Canadian
infantry rags.

“What are you doing here?” he asked her weakly, and she furrowed
her brow.

“What are you talkin’ about Joe? I signed up just after you did;
we’ve been in the service together for years now. Where’s that
Medic?” she shouted this last bit. Joseph saw that he was in the
middle of a forest that he thought he recognized from his time in
France. Another mortar shell exploded nearby, and Miriah shielded
him from chunks of flying debris. Finally, Joseph saw the medic
arriving; at first it looked like Raphael, but when he looked again
he saw it was the Fallen who had mutilated him, taken his hands and
replaced them with jagged parodies of fingers. It was him, but it
was also Loki at the same time. The Fallen’s face with
Loki’s ugly smile. Joseph felt cold metal against his flesh, and
tried to get up. The straps holding him down to the gurney were
strong, however, and he could only writhe around beneath them. He
was nude.

“How’s he look Doc?” Miriah said – Joseph saw she was now in
full SS regalia, like the Fallen standing over him with some very
sharp looking knives There was someone behind him; vague and
shadowed, only a glimmer of white hair and red eyes and predator
grin.

“Stomach and head wound but that’s never bothered him
before.”

“You’re dead, this isn’t right,” Joseph gasped, and screamed
when the surgical knives took to his flesh. Miriah laughed and
looked at him through a magnifying glass, her eye looking quite
huge and glowing green.

“He’s never acted like this before, Doc.”

“He’s just got something inside him he needs to get out. Right
Pea?” said the Loki-Fallen, and Joseph coughed up blood. It
splattered on the paved walkway and was washed away by the heavy
rain. Thunder sounded above him, and in the lightning he saw Loki
standing with his back to Big Ben. Water crashed beneath
Westminster Bridge, whipped into a fury by the night’s storm, and
Joseph felt his guts bleeding out over the stone. His head was
filled with fire, and he shook with rage. He leapt at Loki, who
simply raised his weapon and shot him into the water. The cold
shook him, the shock of it making him gasp.

The Fallen at the pulpit laughed, his face framed by thick brown
wavy hair. He was topless, his body covered in scars. His eyes were
dark, and Joseph leapt at him. Behind the Fallen was a stained
glass window depicting himself, Miriah, and Loki in front of a
burning city, and light shone through it. The rest of the church
was dark. He slammed into the Fallen and pinned him to the
ground.

“I don’t know you.”

“Maybe. Maybe you’ve just forgotten. Bloodshed tends to do
that,” it said, in his voice.

“I do good work.”

“For your side. To the other, you’re a killer.”

“I kill the killers.”

“Is that so?” it asked him, ghostly features from earlier
obscuring its face, before throwing him into the pews. He crashed
through one painfully, splintering it into pieces. More blood oozed
from his stomach.

“Where’s that damn medic?” Miriah said, sitting calmly in the
next pew, cleaning her nails with Joseph’s special dagger.

“Give me that!” Joseph shouted, and she cocked her head at
him.

“Won’t help you with this one, Pea.”

Joseph jumped to his feet and cried out at the pain in his
stomach. Miriah rolled her eyes.

“Oh you big fucking baby. He didn’t even touch you.”

“But… but…”

“But he shot me!” she said in the same mocking falsetto Loki had
used. The Fallen at the pulpit laughed at this

(Her laugh)

 and opened his

(her)

arms to the room.

“Look at how easily the killer is stopped!” it said, and the
room broke out into laughter and applause. Joseph looked and saw
the room was filled with Angels, devils, demons, and Fallen alike.
Miriah put a hand on his shoulder.

“You have to stop. Don’t make me stop you.”

“Our work isn’t finished.”

“Our work is suffering.”

“No, we stop suffering!”

“Not you,” said the Joseph in the stained glass window. “Not
anymore.” Pandemonium burned behind him. Joseph screamed and
hoisted a pew over his head. The crowd in the room screamed in
protest as he hurled the wooden seat through the glass, shattering
it into thousands of tiny shards. And when the sunlight hit him, he
became a pillar of flame.

 

Joseph screamed as he woke, jumping to his feet and clutching at
his stomach. He panted heavily, his eyes rolling wildly as they
took in these new surroundings; he was back outside the hotel,
standing in the street and clutching at a blood red silk scarf. He
looked down at his stomach and saw that there was no bullet hole.
Still shaky, he leaned against the rusted hulk of a car.

“And that is why he’s a trickster god, ladies and gentlemen,”
said Lucifer sourly from beside him.

74. To the Church

The gothic church rears ahead through the fog like a massive
testament to dark-willed irony, and I stumble towards it as best I
can. Despite everything, it looks untainted by the chaos
surrounding it, and I breathe a sigh of relief. Maybe not the most
subtle haven, but a good one nonetheless.

The big red doors of the Nortcha Drif fall open easily as I
stumble into the club, half expecting it to come alive as I do so;
to see Ethan and Blue and flashing lights and smell cloves and
absinthe, all above the heavy pounding of whatever music is
currently in vogue. But inside, the place is still and quiet;
though not dead, not by a long shot, and somehow the stillness here
is just as comforting as the noise would have been. This is still
my church, where my kids come to drown themselves in chaos
and a fantastic world that the still grey lives of those around
them could never imagine. Unthinkingly, I stumble towards the bar,
resting heavily on a countertop that still smells of old wine and
aniseed.

“You don’t look so good there, chief,” says a voice. “Fix you a
drink?”

I look up into the smirking face of Miriah, though her hair and
make-up are done like Blue’s; which is to say, blue.

“No thanks, Miriah-Blue,” I slur. “The Shining taught
me never to take drinks from imaginary bartenders.”

Her smirk broadens; it’s gentle and amused, not vicious and
condescending, and after a while I recognize it as the look Sigmund
gives me when he thinks I’ve done something especially stupid. “I’m
afraid I don’t have anything for you anyway,” she says. “As you can
see, this isn’t your place anymore.”

“No,” I agree. “Nowhere is.” Painfully, I drag myself off the
counter and walk around to Miriah-Blue’s side of the bar, rummaging
under the counter for the things I know the real Blue
keeps there.

“Finally realized that, have you? Poor lost little god, given
all he’s got and now there’s nothing left. So you’ve come home to
die.”

“I doubt it,” I say, fingers finally closing over what I’ve been
looking for. I pull the box of chalk triumphantly from underneath
the counter. “I’m not going to die,” I tell Miriah-Blue, and she
seems to almost wince at the certainty.

“Oh?” she makes a grab for it anyway. “And who’s going to save
you?”

I grin. “No-one,” I say. “It’s everyone else who needs saving,
luv.”

“Ah, the Great Loki to the rescue once more, is it? Finally
decided to dig everyone out of your own shit after Joseph’s little
beating?” She leans in close. “Tell me, did it turn you on? It
always used to.” For a moment her voice sounds much lower, more
male. I can’t decide whether it’s my brother or the Ásgardian.

I shrug. “Joseph’s pretty, but I gave up fucking psychos a
thousand years ago; you know that one, too.”

I drag myself across the floor, away from the bar and down the
length of the Drif’s nave. A long slimy black-green trail follows
me; my blood is barely clotting, so I can forget about any of the
wounds healing anytime soon. If I’m not careful I’m going to start
rotting, as well, which I’m sure will be hilariously fun. Despite
everything, I grin at the thought; of me, broken and bloodied and
dragging my sorry carcass across the dim red light filtering in
through the Drif’s stained-glass windows, armed with only a box of
chalk and an idea. Like a fucking beat-down action hero; and
everyone knows it takes a whole world of hurt for the Hero to get
mad enough to finally end everything. There’s power in that idea,
fleeting as it is, but I grab at it like a child at
butterflies.

“‘Cause you can’t stop the motion of the ocean or the sun in
the sky

You can wonder, if you wanna, but I never ask why

And you can try to hold me down, but I’ll spit in your eye
and say

That you can’t stop the beat.”

I barely register the fact that the voice is mine, but it
doesn’t seem to matter, anyway.

“‘Cause the world keeps spinnin’ round and round

And my heart’s keepin’ time to the speed of the
sound

I was lost ‘til I heard the drums, then I found my
way

‘Cause you can’t stop the beat.”

The red velvet curtain to the wishroom looms ahead like a bad
David Lynch prop, and I grin.

“Back to the beginning?” Miriah-Blue asks, somewhat
skeptically.

“You know,” I tell her. “I’m glad you’re here. If I was stuck
talking to myself I might think I’d gone fucking crazy.” I push
aside the curtain and walk into the small room. Its red-lit shelves
glint and gleam with the hopes and dreams of a hundred kids who
should know better but define themselves by refusing to. Glittering
dust motes float in the surprising brightness, and I take a moment
to marvel at them. Beauty in the breakdown, indeed. After a while,
I throw myself heavily down to the middle of the floor – it has to
be the middle, I need space, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to move
again if I get it wrong the first time – and pull myself a stick of
chalk out from my box.

“Don’t suppose you remember how to do this, do you?” I ask out
loud.

The Ásgardian just shrugs. “I made it so I wouldn’t,” he says.
I’m not sure if it’s really him or if Miriah-Blue has just changed
forms or whether there’s a difference or it even matters in the
first place.

“Too bad. First principles, then,” I say, going back to humming
as I start scribbling down theories on the red carpet, the chalk
lines standing out in starkly and not entirely un-poetically in
bone-white.

“Must you hum?” the voice has gone back to being Miriah. I can’t
even really tell if something is there, or I’m just saying
the lines myself. Either way, it’s not new; the trick is to neither
worry about nor embrace nor ignore it. Just go with it, you can’t
change the past, no matter how hard you try, how many lives you
take or save. We are nothing but the sum of our experiences; to
deny it makes us less than nothing.

“I like humming,” I say. “I like this song.”

“I don’t.”

“Bullshit you don’t, you’re me, and I like this
song.”

“You’re pretty fucking sure of yourself.”

That makes me grin again. “Of course,” I say. “I’ve got it easy;
I know who I am.”

“Do you? What’s your name?”

“A-hah! No, you see, I’ve been through that before,
too.”

“Yet you still elude the question.”

I sigh, and tell myself my name; again. “There, happy now?”

“You might want to keep saying it, just in case.”

“I lost myself once; that one I learnt the hard way.”

“Yes, I remember the look on Sigmund’s face when–”

The chalk snaps.

“Aah. We have a winner.”

I sigh. “Yes, congratulations. I managed to work out my own
weakness; go me.”

“He never told you, you know, what he saw when he was lost in
his own fog.”

“I know,” I say, and I’m not sure whether I mean I know he
didn’t or I know why.

Miriah-Blue fills in the gaps for me, anyway. “And I wonder why
that would be. Could it be he saw… you?”

“I don’t doubt it.” Sigyn was just waking up, for the first time
Sigmund was able to at last put a name to the strange thoughts and
dreams he’d always been haunted with. And with a name, they would
have come thick and fast and hard. It was unfortunate but
inevitable that it would happen under such bad circumstances, I
suppose.

“I wonder if he remembered all the things you called him, lying
bound and dying in that cave. Every little mistake, every little
slip, all thrown back at him again and again; how nothing
was ever good enough, not that he was sacrificing his life
and sanity to a thing that had never had anything but
contempt for him.”

“You’re using the wrong pronoun,” I point out, calmly, still
tracing the patterns and formulae across the floor. “Regardless, I
loved her once.”

“Maybe. For how long? Three months? Four?”

“Something like that,” I say. “Shit happens.”

Miriah-Blue laughs, warm and solid and somehow that’s always
worse than outright scorn. “Maybe you should tell ‘her’
that.”

“Why bother? She was the one who told me in the first
place.”

“Ah, such tragic love. Yet after everything, you still leave him
alone to brave the fog with Miriah.”

I scoff. “You have no idea where he is, or
what happened.”

“Really? Because, gosh, that little girl is such a firecracker,
don’t you think? Maybe she got it into her pretty little head to
try and teach your boy something about her world; just like they
tried to do to you. I dunno; Miriah, Sigmund, a dark alley, a big
bad… could go sour pretty easily.”

“Well then,” I say, “if that’s true, when this is all over I’ll
rip her limb from limb and force-feed her to Joseph.”

“Tsk, such violent thoughts.”

“Yup. I’m honest, I can’t help it.”

“And to be ripped apart for love; such a noble cause.”

“Who said anything about love? I’d do it because she
took away my kid. I like that kid.” The emphasis is
deliberate, of course. Revenge over love lost is one thing – and
one thing I think I’ll never really understand. Revenge for the
totally selfish reason of having my very favourite toy in the whole
wide world taken away is something much easier. I think Sigmund
knows this, in the same kind of way Sigyn did. I don’t do love, but
I am damn possessive.

“Is that what this is all about? You just want to pick up your
toys and go home?”

“Pretty much. If I just-so-happen to accidentally change the
world in the process, who’s to know?”

“Ah, yes, naturally. That’s why you’ve covered half the floor
with a formulae to pull you and anything you’re holding back to
your own universe.”

I glance down. “Ah, shit.”

Irritated, I start rubbing the chalk-marks out with the fur on
my arm, thinking all the while that this is going to be one damn
long night.

75. Blasphemer’s Ball

Joseph threw the red scarf to the ground angrily, feeling not
just a small bit ashamed and embarrassed. The dull ache in his
chest went unnoticed as Lucifer picked up on this
embarrassment.

“Aw, now don’t feel too bad, Blue. He did get both of us, after
all,” Lucifer said, lighting yet another one of his cigarettes.
Joseph turned and glared at him.

“Piss off,” he growled, and Lucifer shrugged.

“Would if I could, babe, but we’re not exactly on the right side
of reality,” he said, blowing a plume of smoke towards Joseph, who
looked around at their surroundings. It was decrepit and misty; the
otherside.

“Jesus Christ,” spat Joseph, and Lucifer wagged his finger at
him.

“Tsk tsk, Joe. That’s blasphemy,” he snickered, and Joseph was
on him, clawed hands grasping at Lucifer’s throat. It was only for
an instant; Joseph soon found himself thrown painfully at the
boarded up doors of the hotel, and the burning in his chest
increased tenfold. Lucifer readjusted his shirt and walked over to
Joseph, who was coughing into the sidewalk. He stretched out his
hand, and Joseph took it, getting back to his feet. His breath was
ragged.

“This place…” Joseph started, but Lucifer interrupted him.

“Joe. Indulge me as I ask a question in three letters: Double-U.
Tee. Eff,” he said, and Joseph raised an eyebrow. Lucifer sighed
like someone stuck with a particularly slow child. “What the fuck,
man. I’ve known you. You don’t fly off the handle like that.
Certainly not with me, and even though it was wicked to watch, not
usually with your allies either. You gave Loki a beating I doubt
he’ll soon forget or forgive. The question is why… ,” the Fallen
asked, gazing at Joseph so intently that the hunter felt laid bare.
“Also, what the fuck,” he emphasized this last word with a pointed
finger at Joseph’s chest, “is up with that?” Joseph looked down and
saw the red vein work expanding over his chest, and noticed the
burning again. He felt furious and growled; it seemed to pulse with
these actions.

“I think I’m in serious trouble,” he managed, and Lucifer blew
more smoke.

“I think we all are, if you don’t stop that.”

“Me?”

“Joe, that’s internal if I’ve ever seen it. What did you
do?”

“Maybe during the fight… we got attacked. Loki and I. I killed
something… no. Someone. I killed someone I shouldn’t have.”

“So?”

“What do you mean, ‘so’?” Joseph bellowed, and Lucifer rubbed
his temples.

“Joe, babe. Beefcake. You got attacked. You fought. You killed.
It’s nothing you haven’t done hundreds or thousands of times
before. What makes this different?”

“He would have been okay if I hadn’t.”

“And maybe you’d be dead. Joe, people turn into monsters all the
time. I should know – some of them have been my finest work. It
doesn’t matter. You fought, it died, and you lived. Deal.”

“But it wasn’t evil.”

“No, it wasn’t. You know damn well your track record isn’t
perfect. But Joe, get the wax out of your ears; you should really
know this by now. The concepts of good and evil, sure, they’re
solid. At least, here they are. Not sure about our tall friend’s
home address, but here we know they are. But take a look in the
fucking mirror and remember that the forms they take aren’t always
so black and white. Christ – oops – you’ve met enough good demons
and bad humans that this should be elementary,” he said, and Joseph
sighed. “Not to mention it’s hardly impossible to make amends.
Well, unless you’re me, but I don’t much want to either.”
Joseph looked at the ground, scowling.

“You’re right.”

“Of course I am. It’s only ever the good guys who have such
problems with this shit – I’d be more worried,” he started before
biting his lip and shaking his head, “No, make that more pleased if
you’d completely given up remorse. They’d be more worried.
Now pick yourself up and work it out. I’d love to continue this
little chat, but if you’ll listen for a moment,” Lucifer said,
cocking his head up and to the side, “I think you’ll hear someone
who could use a little help.”

Joseph cocked his head and closed his eyes, and heard the sounds
on what little wind there was. His eyes shot open immediately.

“Cassandra.”

 

Cassandra Templeman was just about at her breaking point with
everything that had been happening. First, she had been going toe
to toe with a Miriah who dressed just like she did. Now, she was
going toe to toe with the regular Miriah, who was being assisted by
the Fallen Rhamiel and the boy Sigmund. And on top of this, she had
somehow become a vampire. This last change had been what kept her
from dreading the situation, and instead made her revel in it. She
had thought they were there to help her, but as soon as they had
seen fangs, they had taken it upon themselves to stake her. Well,
Miriah and Rhamiel had. True to form, in Cassandra’s opinion,
Sigmund had simply looked on and criticized the lot of them.

Cassandra found herself very much hating that.

Miriah was on top of her now, stake in hand, and Cassandra was
surprised at how much effort it was taking to keep herself from
being dusted. Her strength was fading, but the bloodlust was still
strong, and she wanted nothing more than to tear the throats out of
all of them, bathe in their blood, and dance while they bled their
last onto the dirty street. She was about to when she found herself
jerked painfully to her feet, and she growled when she found
herself staring into Joseph’s eyes.

“So you’re in on this too, huh?” she snapped, and he raised a
brow.

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked, holding her firmly. He
was careful not to cut her.

“Can’t you see? Can’t you see what I am?” she said,
sneering.

“Totally PMSing?” said a voice from behind Joseph. She looked
and saw Lucifer smirking.

“Let me go! I’ve become a vampire you bloody fools!” she said,
and Lucifer laughed loudly.

“Oh miss, I think you’re mistaken.”

“Are you blind?” she said, and he stepped between her and
Joseph.

“Oh for fuck’s sake, you don’t have time for this. Listen to
me!” he said, gripping her shoulders and staring into her eyes.
“You are most definitely not some pissant vampire. I don’t know
what the hell kind of idea this place has put into your thick
bloody skull, but that is most definitely not the case as of now!
Do you understand?” he shouted, and even Joseph was put off by the
force of his presence. Cassandra trembled under his grip and the
stare of his terrible eyes.

“But… Miriah, and Rhamiel…” she started, and he looked around.
Joseph did as well.

“They’re not here!” he said, and she looked; he was right. There
was no trace of any of them. She shook her head, and put a hand to
her brow.

“What the hell… good lord, I… what the hell have I been doing?”
she said, finally coming around. Lucifer let go of her shoulders
and stepped back.

“No wonder Loki wants to be rid of this place and everyone in
it. It’s like superhero special-ed,” he said, starting to walk
away. Joseph stepped after him.

“Where are you going?” he asked, and Lucifer shrugged.

“This isn’t my party Joe, and I’m growing tired of the DJs. Get
your group and do what you have to. I’ll fend for myself rather
than hold your hands through it all. Maybe see if I can’t find Loki
and see what’s what.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Yeah, neither do I. But it’s something to do. With any luck, I
won’t find him, but a nice shiny exit. And then, buddy boy, it’s
straight to the best demon brothel I can find. Because, damn. I
need some better fun.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t leave,” Joseph said.

“Big surprise, blue boy – I lied.”

With that, Lucifer left them.

76. Deep Inside

In the end, they had kept moving, Sigmund leading them slowly
down the murky streets. Occasionally they would run into obstacles
– a huge wall of smashed cars down Suvari Road, the crack in Irvine
Drive that had deepened and widened and was still spewing up cold
liquid void – and they’d be forced to take detours. Sigmund kept
them to the streets, a fact over which he and Miriah had argued
when they had reached the uninspired facade of Westgate Mall;
cutting through would take a whole block off their journey, but
Sigmund had pointed out that entering the mall was always, in the
long run, a Bad Idea. In the end, Miriah had reluctantly conceded
to his point, though kept looking over her shoulder at the shadow
that had been tracking them the whole distance. Sometimes by air,
sometimes on land, but always there and never seen. They saw other
shapes too, sometimes. Near formless writhing lumps that stumbled
after them impotently and slowly, filled with some half-formed
instinct to pull others down into their own misery. Sigmund knew
what they were, knew they were people dragged by accident into this
place and forced to succumb to their own personal nightmares; if he
looked, he could almost see their agonized faces pressing
impotently up against the slick membranes coating them.

He hadn’t told Miriah what – or who – they were. Simply allowed
her to shoot them when they came too close.

“I thought you said violence was bad here,” she had said,
smirking somewhat smugly over the watery red-brown stain of an
ex-parking inspector.

“It is,” Sigmund had told her. “That’s why I’m letting
you do it; you’re already fucked.” She had growled
something in Chinese, and they had moved on.

The journey back to the Empire was almost painfully slow, and
certainly much longer than the one from it had been. Sigmund wasn’t
certain if it was simply an illusion produced by their freakish
surroundings, or if it really was longer in this place,
some weird and twisted dream-logic, and he found himself imagining
the whole city twisted and warped into a whirling vortex that was
slowly but inexorably drawing them down and down into its abyss. He
canned the thought quickly, but from that point on, couldn’t help
but feel the streets had taken on a weird sort of leftwards curve
to them, no matter which way they turned.

And behind it all, the shadow still stalked.

Jokingly, Miriah had tried guessing what it was; conjuring names
of what Sigmund supposed passed for demons in this place. He had
gritted his teeth and put up with it until he could all but
hear the form behind them ripping and tearing and cracking
and reforming with every new name. “Shut up!” he’d eventually
snapped. “You think this is some kind of pathetic little
joke?” Which had broken them out into another pointless
argument, Miriah defending her gallows humor. Sigmund had snapped
he was no stranger to the concept – being left on the verge of
death for an eternity left Loki and Sigyn with almost nothing
but – but that this was not the place. Ideas and thoughts
had power here, and he had glanced nervously again at the streets;
the spiral seemed to be getting sharper now, and he could
definitely feel a downwards cant to the road they were on. Getting
closer. When he next put a hand to his face it came away feeling
clammy, slimy almost, and panic slowly welled within him when he
wasn’t sure if the haze over his vision was the result of the fog
or the thin, mottled membrane slowly covering his body. Beside him,
Miriah and Rhamiel’s steps sounded more and more like thudding, wet
shuffles, and out of the corner of his eye he thought he could
almost see his ‘companions’ for the monsters they truly were.

(“… ssh, hush boy. don’t fall to it like they
will…”)

Huffing, Sigmund shook his head sharply. All in your
mind, he told himself, and not for the first time wished Loki
were there. The Ás’ very nature had initially left him wide open
and weak to the depravations of this place, and the first time they
had come here he had crumbled and succumbed to it phenomenally
fast. But by the same token, once they had finally figured out how
the place worked Loki had become almost immune to it.
Humans created things, Sigmund knew, simply by believing them to be
so. Gods, on the whole, did not and when Loki had stopped thinking
like a man, and started thinking like an Ás – like a jötun
– had said to hell with the past and the future and had focused
himself on the present, had stopped seeking rhyme or
reason or dwelt on his own growing madness; after that, he had
become a god of this place as well.

“Just go with it, kid,” Loki’s words echoed in his
ears. A joke, but a deadly serious one. Laugh, but never fall into
the trap of underestimating anything.

Suddenly, Sigmund knew what the presence behind them was.
Despite himself, he smiled, the hot breath down his back and sound
of leathery wings in his ears no longer held fear. Though he was
not so foolish as to turn around, nor was he afraid.

Miriah, however, was growing steadily more and more agitated.
“It’s getting closer,” she hissed.

“I know,” Sigmund mused, somewhat dreamily. “But it’s okay.”

Miriah quirked an eyebrow at him skeptically. “Are you…
alright?”

“Yes,” he told her, for once missing the lie on his own
tongue.

Miriah seemed dubious. “Whatever you say.”

Sigmund didn’t mention that he thought perhaps Miriah should be
more worried about herself than him; her skin was waxy pallid and
covered with a sticky membrane of slime, eyes sunken, lips
colorless. Rhamiel looked slightly better, but still showed various
inches and measures of decay. Sigmund wondered what it was he was
seeing, what demons would plague the mind of a fallen angel. He
didn’t ask; it wouldn’t help, anyway.

All too abruptly, their spiral descent stopped.

“I see something ahead,” Rhamiel said, peering uneasily through
the fog.

As they grew closer, Sigmund could vaguely see the outline of
what looked like a large van of some kind. When the fog parted
enough that they could make out a dribbly blood-rust cross of the
side, he recognized it for what it was; an ambulance. An empty
gurney lay overturned and abandoned beside it, coated with a long
train of more rusty blood and lumps of nameless gristle, and though
all the ambulance doors were closed, all Sigmund could make out
inside was more rusty blood and vaguely human shapes, frightening
in their stillness.

Hospitals were always bad places, he knew, and gave the whole
thing a wide berth, focusing instead on the sidewalk.

Miriah watched more semi-human shapes flop around impotently in
the mist warily, trying not to eye the bloody and above all ominous
ambulance. Something caught her eye, and she grinned. “Hey,” she
said, pointing up at the large and decayed sign of the Empire
Motel. “We’re here.”

Sigmund was not listening, instead he crouched down over a long
blackish smear across the road, following it to where more was
splattered out against the side of the ambulance. Against the
off-white enamel, the trail had a definite greenish sheen to it
and, trembling, Sigmund reached out to gently touch it. It was
still wet, and after a while he began to feel a caustic burn in his
fingertips, like touching bleach. He wiped it off, quickly.

Miriah jogged up, cheerfully shaking his shoulder. “Hey,
princess, we’re here.”

Sigmund ignored her. “Where’s Loki?” he asked instead, voice
dangerous and low.

“What?” Miriah blinked, perplexed.

“This is Loki’s blood,” Sigmund said. “So, where is he?”

The long tendril of saliva hit the ground, catching their
attention simultaneously, and they both looked up, right into the
made raw eyes of the thing that had been stalking them the whole
way.

“Shit!” Miriah gasped, throwing herself violently backwards in
panic, tumbling over her own feet in her haste to get away. The
godbeast ignored her, instead focusing its attentions fully on
Sigmund. The boy was trembling, and though Miriah was sure it was
not with fear, she still couldn’t place the emotion exactly.
Perhaps rage, perhaps a deep and profound sorrow, or perhaps both.
Gently, he reached up and bought the great godbeast’s head down to
his own in a familiar gesture, and it came obligingly, crawling
forward slightly along the ambulance roof as it did so. More of it
in view, Miriah was hit with the sudden realization that there was
something profoundly wrong with it. It was wounded, but
not in the same way Loki had been the last time they had seen him,
and this godbeast seemed somehow far more rotten, more
mangy and putrid than the one she had last seen. Loki was weird
looking – Miriah would give him that much on his off-colour
corpse-coloring and murky blind eyes alone – but there was still
always something neat about him. Something glamorous, and
after the initial shock the depravations inflicted on his flesh
served to make him seem somehow more exotically attractive than
anything else. Catering to a very specific taste, definitely, but
no less desirable for it. Even at his most bestial he had looked
both feral and noble; two things this monster on top of the
ambulance was most certainly not. The sheer wrongness of
it echoed sharply in Miriah’s mind.

“Sigmund!” she called out. “Get away from that thing!”

Both he and the beast turned in an eerie synchrony, and she saw
now there was a kind of glazed mania in his eyes. “We’ve been
over this already,” he said, his voice
dangerously sing-song and seemingly coming from far, far away.
“When will you learn?”

She swallowed hard. “I know, Sigmund, but trust me; that thing’s
not Loki. Surely you can tell?” She glanced nervously at
Rhamiel, but his expression was unreadable. He’s never seen
Loki like this, Miriah realized. So maybe… maybe he’s not
seeing this at all…

Sigmund glanced between her and the large head between his hands
– they and the side of his face were covered in the thing’s
green-black blood, and nervously Miriah wondered if it would be as
dangerous as the real Loki’s. “It’s… a draugr?”
he eventually said, and it wasn’t quite a question.

Miriah nodded, though at the same time the not-Loki let out a
series of low growls Miriah recognized as being it’s ‘language’.
Sigmund’s face darkened. “It says Joseph attacked him,” he said,
and Miriah noticed the way he flickered between pronouns.

“Why would he do that?”

“Because… because he blames Loki for making him kill an innocent
man.”

Miriah’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”

Sigmund’s grin was not at all there. “You’ve done it too,” he
said. “Over and over and over. Right here. I’ve watched you;
watched how easy it is for you, because they don’t look
human anymore. Don’t look so they mustn’t be. Such an easy, easy
lie. Easy, easy lie.”

Despite herself, Miriah felt her blood run cold. Remembered the
strange look Sigmund had given her the first time she had gunned
down one of the weird, shambling monsters that mindlessly roamed
the streets. No more than you have to, he had told her,
but never elaborated on why. She was beginning to wish that she’d
asked.

“I… I thought they were draugr,” her tongue still
slipped clumsily over the word.

Sigmund giggled. “Everyone does,” he explained to her. “At
first. Until they turn into one. Ghosts of the mind, ghosts of the
flesh.”

“They were people?”

“Oh yes. Just ordinary Joes. Everyone has problems; in this
place, they eat you alive.” He lay his head back down against the
faux-godbeast’s long muzzle, closing his eyes as if tired.

Miriah’s hands were shaking, and she felt rage well up inside
her at Sigmund’s callousness. “And you didn’t tell me? You
motherfucker! Was it to prove a point? So you could dance
over your all-knowing grasp of good and evil?”

Her vision blurred, and she barely felt Rhamiel as he lay a hand
down gently on her arm, spoke her name softly.

She did hear Joseph, however. “It’s because they’ve
been playing us from the start,” he said, simply. “Both of
them.”

Miriah turned sharply in the direction of the voice, the feeling
of tearful relief that flooded her at the sight of Joseph and
Cassandra emerging from the fog was almost too much. “Joe! Cassie!”
She ran up and embraced both of them, noticing as she did the angry
wounds in Joseph’s chest. “What–?” she began, but he waved her
off.

“Aw, the Scooby Gang reunited!” Sigmund said, grinning ear to
ear. “But, oh wait, we’re missing someone. So, Joe, finally managed
to kill my husband? Like you’ve been trying to do from the very
start? Figured out he wasn’t going to play by your rules, wasn’t
going to play the human game? Felt good when you ripped into his
flesh, weak as he was, when finally you could be the
stronger one? Could prove him wrong in the only way you know how?
By dashing his brains out against the pavement?”

Joseph tried to protest, but Sigmund simply moved on. “And you,
Loki’s Snow Bitch. Don’t think I can’t see it in you,
either. That’s the wonder of this place; it takes every little lie,
every little shred of self-illusion, and strips it out. Puts on the
outside what we are on the inside. What’d you think you were, when
you looked in the mirror? A ‘demon’? ‘Vampire’?” He barked
laughter. “But it’s okay, right? Because of those natty ‘demonic
urges’ they put into you. So convenient, shrug it off when you get
out, put it down to the easy fact that now you know what
the things you kill feel like. Redouble your efforts to wipe such
evil from the face of the planet and all that. And all the while
the audience at home is shaking their heads sadly because we’re
a-a-all in on the Big Secret. Because we know there’s
nothing external at work, no demonic intervention or possession to
infuse you with bloodlust or rage or hate. We know that’s
who you are all the time, and honesty is such a
bitch.”

Cassandra sneered at the boy, and Miriah decided she’d had
enough. “Shut up!” she snapped, bringing her gun up to bear.

Sigmund just laughed. “Still, you learn nothing! No
change. No progression. Just over and over and over and over…”

“And what about you?” she snapped. “Pretending like you’re
better than us, that you know oh-so-much. Well, I hate to
tell you, princess, but it’s not any of us cuddled up to
their own nightmare necrophiliac not-husband.”

Sigmund’s smile was gentle, condescending. “You’re right, of
course. This place gets to everyone, eventually. Even me. Even
Loki.” He stroked the not-Loki’s muzzle lovingly as he said it.
“But maybe that’s not such a bad thing. When all you do is
hurt and kill, drive out again and again the one who’s been trying
to help you this whole time… when words don’t work, soft
or loud. When you absolutely refuse to see what
shit you’re dragging the rest of us through because of
your bloody-minded refusal to admit you’ve ever done anything
wrong, ever, and that you continue to do so…
Maybe I’ve just given up trying to take the easy road. Maybe the
only way you’ll ever learn anything is if you see it,
first hand. What this place does to people. What it’s
doing to me, and what it’s doing to you.”

Miriah was aghast. “This… this is your idea of a
lesson?”

“No worse than yours, don’t you think. Except I’ve got the balls
to turn myself into the monster, not some other poor
fuck.” Sigmund’s dreamy smile returned. “So, now it’s exam time.
Tell me; exactly how much have you learnt?”

Before anyone could answer, Sigmund gently let go of the head of
the not-godbeast. When he did so, it reared back and roared,
sending long trails of tarry viscera streaming in a wide arc behind
it. They barely had time to react, and in the next second it was on
them.

77. Final Exam

Miriah felt like the world had dropped into slow motion as she
rolled out of Not-Loki’s path. His jaws snapped shut loudly behind
her, missing her by mere inches and she grimaced, rolling on the
hard pavement. She glared at Sigmund quickly, stopping when she saw
Joseph and Rhamiel both start to move.

“No! No, no, no!” she shouted, hopping to her feet, “Get on the
roof, now! This is between me and the princess,” she said. Not-Loki
roared in her face, its attention seemingly divided between all the
present parties. She sneered and unbuckled her gun belt, then
tossed it to Rhamiel, with the pistols still in their holsters.

“What are you doing?” he asked, confused, “What’s
happening?”

“Just get to the roof!” she shouted, rolling to her left to
avoid a swipe from the Not-Loki’s claws. Rhamiel uncased his wings
and took to the air, guns in hand. Cassandra was piggy-backing with
Joseph as he clawed his way up the building. Now the only ones on
the street were Miriah, Sigmund, and the thing he believed was his
God. Sigmund gloated from where he stood.

“Finally put the guns away, huh?”

“I was running out of ammo,” Miriah replied nonchalantly. She
and the God circled each other as Sigmund watched. She kept tabs on
him from the corner of her eye; he looked shaken, and completely
batshit insane. Though personal bias may have been affecting the
latter judgment. She spun out of the way of the Not-Loki’s jaws
again, this time with even less time to spare. She tried to keep a
calm disposition, though it was getting quite difficult to do so.
She noticed that it was growling again, in that weird language
that, quite conveniently, only Sigmund could understand. He was
listening intently. “What’s it telling you, Princess? Everything
you want to hear?”

“And what makes you think that?”

“Oh, maybe that you’re just so sick at the sight of me,” another
dodge of the claws, “that you’d love any reason to see me
gone.”

“Really.”

“Well, that’s what I’m assuming. I mean, not telling me about
those people? I figure you wanted to see the violence take me.
Payback, as it were. Dirty pool, says I, dirty pool!” she shouted,
somersaulting out of the way of another bite. Not-Loki let loose
another howl, its frustration growing. Miriah was growing extremely
concerned now. She couldn’t for the life of her think of a way to
make Sigmund see that this thing was in no way their Loki. It was
too wrong, but to his increasingly unstable mind, it was close
enough. She’d gotten rid of her revolvers quickly to prevent any
real damage; truth be told, she had been running out of
ammo, and she certainly didn’t want to use any more if it didn’t
need to be used; especially after the little bombshell Sigmund had
dropped on her. He had wanted to believe she was a mindless killer
so badly that he had made her one, and it was a slight she wouldn’t
soon forget. She wasn’t going to fall into that trap though, not
for him. But that wasn’t the issue at hand here.

No, the issue at hand was the giant creature trying to make a
snack out of her.

“I don’t suppose that giving you a stern talking-to will make
you see that this isn’t Loki?” Miriah shouted, trying desperately
to find some sort of higher ground, some sort of cover.

“I told you, we’ve been over this! Deep down he still is, he’s
just more primal like this!”

“Oh buddy boy, you’ve lost it,” she muttered under her breath.
She suddenly understood how he must have felt when she saw Lien in
the mists, and grimaced. It had taken Rhamiel to snap her out of
that one, and was only now beginning to understand that she was
seeing here the exact same thing she had seen earlier; exactly what
she didn’t want to. Only now, Sigmund was seeing it too. Perhaps
Cassandra and Joseph had as well. She had sent them all away,
regardless of who could see what, though she was wondering if that
had been the best course of action. “Then call him off! He’ll
listen to you, right? Tell him!”

“Oh, so now you want my help? No, I don’t think so. You haven’t
learned anything yet,” he said, still smiling dreamily. She had
seen that smile before; on Azaza’el, when she was trapped with him.
She sneered, and went to jump out of the way of another clawed
strike by Loki. Just before she jumped, though, she noticed the
open manhole in her way, and froze. It was enough time for the
Not-Loki to slam a foot into her side, and she became airborne.
When she landed, it was hard, and she rolled several times on the
pavement. She groaned, but got to her feet as fast as she could.
She looked again and saw the manhole; an idea popped into her head,
and she smirked despite the incredible new ache in her ribs.

“So, you’re big on looking at this like some kind of drama. You
mentioned the audience at home, shaking their heads at Cassie, oh
so sad,” she started, moving back towards the manhole, hoping that
Not-Loki would get between her and Sigmund. So far, it was
working.

“Not just like one; it is one,” he said, shaking his head, “A
cult series with a meager following, from morons who still love the
idea of good versus evil.”

“So how do you think they’re watching you right now? Cheering
and hoping that you’ll come out on top? Or maybe they see you as
just as prone to being wrong as I am. Or can you not stomach that
thought?” Miriah was getting closer now, and neither seemed to be
catching on.

“What are you talking about?”

“I can see now what you were trying to tell me in the mist.
About Lien. And yeah, it’s embarrassing. I saw something I should
have known was a trick. And now you’re doing the same thing! So
tell me; am I still the fool for not knowing it? Or are you an even
bigger fool for missing it yourself?” she said. The setup was
perfect; now she just needed the inevitable to happen. And from the
drool dripping down from Not-Loki’s maw, she saw it wouldn’t be too
long. Sigmund, meanwhile, was livid. She continued. “I get it. I
get that this place is a mockery. A dirty reflection in a dirty
mirror of a dirty subject, and everything in it is filth.
Everything. Thing is… do you think it can come clean, when it comes
down to it? I do,” she said, straddling the open manhole. “I
do.”

The creature roared loudly and snapped its jaws forward. They
closed loudly, echoing in the empty street. And when it turned to
face Sigmund again, Miriah’s hat hung from its shifting teeth.

78. Halfway Between the Sewer and the Moon

The manhole opening hung above Miriah like a tarnished moon,
grayish mist closing over to the point that she grew increasingly
uncertain as to whether it was still the open manhole.
Whether the silvery wisps around the edges were the ghostly light
reflecting off bricks and concrete, or off the edges of thin clouds
in an otherwise clear black sky. She was hanging from one slimy
metal rung – bolted to a concrete wall or perhaps into the sky
itself – and an eternity more seemed to stretch out below her. Far,
far down the bottom, she could almost see water.

“Great,” she muttered. “Water and holes; why is it
always water and holes?”

She got no answer bar the sound of laughter-like splashes and
the giggling eddies below. Perhaps most perturbing, no noise
followed her down from the moonish manhole. No snapping jaws or
Sigmund’s sing-song mad voice. No screams or yells or sound of
fighting; nothing. Nervous, she began to slowly climb – and going
up the slimy bars was much harder than coming
down had been. Longer, too, she thought, and the further
she climbed the more and more removed the manhole

(moon)

seemed to get.

“Jump down the wrong rabbit-hole, Alice?”

The voice nearly made her lose her grip, and she turned sharply
as best she could; a hole had appeared in the wall – in the sky –
slightly to her left and a little above. Inside, nonchalant and
unconcerned, sat the cross-legged form of Nekro. Except it wasn’t;
the lips were too black, the eyes too green, skin too corpse-flesh
purple.

“Do you think my tits look big like this?” Nekro-Loki jiggled
them experimentally with her hands.

“Oh god…”

“A-ha, yes!”

Swallowing hard, Miriah looked up; the manhole-moon seemed
further away than ever. Downwards – not a few rungs beneath her –
icy black water lapped. Desperately trying to ignore the figure
next to her, Miriah began once more to climb. A blood-nailed hand
caught her wrist.

“Hey hey, ma chère, might not wanna do that just
yet.”

Miriah tried to yank her hand away, but the grip was like iron,
and it burned; though hot or cold she couldn’t quite tell.
“Let go of me,” she hissed, jamming her eyes shut against the
vision. “You’re not real.”

“Oh I know, luv. But do you think it matters,
I mean really? When you’re hanging halfway between the sewer and
the moon, as it were. Does it matter at night when you think of
people who’ve died? Think of how things might have gone
differently? Maybe if you’d just gone with her that night… maybe if
you’d never picked up a gun… maybe if you weren’t such a freak, if
daddy still loved you… maybe you’d all be lying on your bed right
now, chatting to your normal friends about normal things. Maybe
you’d still be able to watch a vampire movie and not nitpick the
details. Maybe, maybe, maybe in all the thousand and one little
scenarios you’ve played over and over in your head. Maybe none of
them are real, either. Or… maybe they are. Somewhere,
somehow; and all you need to do it find the right button to press,
right demon to kill–”

Something fell past Miriah’s ear, heavy and hard and fast and
far, far too big for the cramped space. It hit the water below with
a sickening crash, and she felt the icy spray against her
heels.

Above her, the moon waxed into a Cheshire-cat grin. “Miriah!
What are you doing down there?” Impossibly far and dangerously
close, a hand appeared inches above her head. Lien’s hand, Lien’s
voice.

Except…

“It’s not her.” She did turn to the Nekro-Loki then, and it
grinned at her happily.

“No shit, ma chère,” it said, the weird mixing of
accents grating. “It’s not, but it could be. Isn’t that what
they’ve been trying to tell you; thoughts have power. Why, here you
can make anything real. Anything at all.”

Miriah head shook fiercely. “No. It’s not real.”

“What is real?”

The answer was automatic, fired off with the finality of a
shotgun round. “Me, I’m real.”

All she got in reply was a laugh. “And me?” the voice had
shifted once more, settling into the deep, rich not-quite American
accent Miriah had grown used to over the last few days. When she
next looked up, it was just Loki. “Am I real?”

Miriah frowned, sensing the trap before it came.

“Am I real because I’m here? You can touch me”– he did so,
caressing the side of her face, and this time his fingers were warm
and gentle –”can hear, taste, smell, see me. I think, I’m here, and
I’m a dream. An illusion created by the minds of drunk Vikings a
thousand years ago who just never really went away.” He pointed to
Lien’s still-outstretched hand; Miriah could see her eyes and smile
shining in the moonlight, warm and inviting and confused. “Touch
her. She’s real because you made her real, just like they
made me real. Do you understand?”

Hesitantly, Miriah obeyed, stretching her hand just far enough
to brush Lien’s outstretched fingers. A girl’s fingers; manicured
and bitten, all at the same time. They were warm when she touched
them, and closed around hers in a friendly grasp. Miriah jerked
away as if burnt.

“No!” she cried.

“Miriah, what–” Lien’s face had gone from gently confused to
outright concern.

“No, damn you! It’s not real.”

Lien’s face softened, and she giggled. “Oh, don’t be silly. Come
on, everyone’s waiting for you. You’re going to miss my
big debut! After everything your father’s done; don’t tell me
you’re getting stage fright now.”

Dimly, Miriah caught the memory; how she had bothered her father
for weeks to give Lien a chance – just a tiny chance – at
his network. Nothing big, just an outlet for her beautiful, smiling
face; a small part, but seen by enough people that maybe – just
maybe – it would launch her…

“It didn’t happen like that,” Miriah felt the words almost choke
her, pushed the thoughts of happy families and infinite
possibilities down and away.

“No? But it could.”

She shook her head again. “It doesn’t work like that,
it doesn’t, you can’t…”

“… rewrite the past?” The voice had changed again, back to the
weird mis-mash of the Nekro-Loki. “Oh but you can, ma
chère, you can. People do it all the time, and nobody
notices. The world was made by God in six days, the world was
licked by a cow from primordial ice, the world was created in a
giant gas explosion millions of years ago.”

“But they’re not all right.”

“Why not? Says who?”

“That’s just not how things work!”

“Oh, you know that for a fact, do you? Like how vampires and
demons and angels don’t exist?”

“That’s… different. They do exist.”

“Ah, obviously. And yet how many people believe they
don’t? All those people, all being so wrong;
doesn’t it just make you doubt? Just a teensy, tiny bit. That
maybe, maybe…” Nekro-Loki leant in close, so close Miriah could
feel her fetid corpse-breath against the delicate shell of her ear.
“… maybe you might be wrong about something, too? Oh, luv,
why won’t you just let yourself be happy?”

“Happy…” Miriah mouthed the word, looking up at Lien and the
moon and dreams made real. “It will be like… like a dream. Like
none of this ever existed.”

“Time to wake you from your nightmare, ma chère. Just
say yes.”

The feeling at the back of her throat was sudden, hard and cold
and unexpected, and Miriah found herself gagging, choking, as
something cold and slimy tried to worm its way out of her mouth.
With a final gag and a spit she hacked it out onto her hand; at
first the small black ball confused her, sitting in the middle of
her palm in a pile of sweet-smelling spit. It took her a few
moments to place it, but when she did it was unmistakable; the
round black ball of tapioca from the bottom of a cup of pearl
tea.

She looked up into the upside-down face of Lain, hanging off the
metal rungs above her like a kid on monkey bars. He was grinning
like he knew the punch line to a particularly funny joke, Miriah
returned his expression, and she wasn’t sure whether the next words
were his or hers or both or it really didn’t matter.

“‘That’s what scares people about us, Miriah, we live our whole
lives saying no, and we will always have people trying to bully us
into saying yes.’”

Still grinning, she turned to the Nekro-Loki “Sorry, ‘ma
chère’, but it’s not about being happy. It’s about being – no,
doing – right.”

Surprisingly, Nekro-Loki just sighed. Instead, it was Lain’s
face that contorted into the wickedly vicious grin. “Good choice,
luv,” he said.

When his fist came down on her hand with the unforgiving force
of a bowling ball, Miriah had only a few seconds in mid air to
scream before she plunged into the icy water below, and her lungs
were filled.

 

The doors to the Drif bang open with enough force that I’m
surprised they don’t simply fall off. Then again, they are
nine foot of solid oak, so perhaps they run to a slightly different
standard of construction than your garden variety house door. After
the slam come footfalls, heavy and long and crossing the length of
the nave, stopping at the crossing – what passes for the dance
floor at the Drif.

I sigh. “Follow the Red Velvet Lynch movie,” I yell, and a
moment later a very harassed-looking Lucifer pokes his sulphurous
head into the wishroom. He stops short, looking down nervously at
the arcs and jags of chalk on the floor. “Don’t step on them,” I
say, more for his benefit than my own.

His first question somewhat surprises me, though I guess in the
long run I shouldn’t be. “Are you real?”

“No,” I say, honestly, “but then again, I never was.”

“Outside, outside I saw–”

I wave him off. “Can it. I don’t give a rat’s arse about your
mental trauma.”

He seems to calm himself at that, closing his eyes and I can
all-but see him pull himself together. When he next opens them,
he’s back to his usual grin, but it’s strained, and his skin has
taken on an off-putting waxy sheen.

“Can that shit, too,” I say. “Sit down, shut up, or leave. And
don’t touch the chalk.” I don’t know why I’m reiterating
the point. Or maybe I do; maybe I’m playing the game as well.

Luce seems to think my offer over for a while, before carefully
inching his way into the room, making a big show of not stepping on
any of my impromptu formulae. I add a few more lines, but it’s
mostly just doodling in the margins; I’m more-or-less done here,
now simply waiting for the one last ingredient to arrive. Doing his
very best to pretend he’s not curious, Luce sits himself down on
top of the cold, unused furnace.

“It’s messed up out there, man,” he says, pulling a pack of
cigarettes out of his jacket pocket. “Smoke?”

“Please. Lit,” I specify. He lights them with a flick of his
fingers – too fucking flashy for me – and throws me one. I almost
don’t catch it, and he notices.

“Blue fucked you up pretty bad, eh?”

It takes me a while to realize he’s talking about Joseph, not
Blue Blue, whom I suppose he doesn’t know.

I shake my head. “No, I’m dying.” There doesn’t really seem much
point in lying now. I’m backed up against the far wall in the
wishroom, chalk lines sprawled out all around and above me as far
as I could stretch my arms. Back when I could.

For his own part, Luce raises an eyebrow at my admission.
“Dying?”

I nod. “No belief here,” I say. “At least, not like at home.
Things are… different; burnt myself too bright too long and now
there’s no oil left for the lamp.”

“So, what, you crawled off to some goth bar to draw pretty
patterns on the floor and send yourself to the big Old God’s Home
in the sky?”

“No,” I say. “I came here to win. Shame about Joseph, but… lost
causes you know.”

Luce sighs. “Do I ever,” he says, and for a moment there looks
like there might be something else there. It’s gone in a
flash, though, and maybe my mind is just back to playing tricks on
me again. Suddenly, he grins. “So is this the part where you reveal
the ‘Big Plan tee-em’.” He wiggles his fingers in the air for
emphasis.

I bark laughter. “Don’t flatter yourself,” I tell him. “If I was
going to reveal my ‘Big Plan tee-em’”– I imitate his voice almost
perfectly, that at least I can still do –”it wouldn’t be to a sack
of shit nobody like you.”

He huffs. “Who’s the one dying in a corner here?”

I grin, eyes closing; behind them, all I can see is Sigmund. And
a big, big bed. And ice cream. No clothes, however, are also
involved. “I’m a Dying God,” I say, dreamlike, focusing more on the
nice scenes on the inside of my eyelids than the room’s other
occupant. “I die all the goddamn time; it’s my best quality.”

“Nice life.”

“It’s not too bad. What with all the being a god, lording over
realms, money, armies, sex, fast cars, devoted worshippers,
whatever floats your boat,” I grin, Luce frowns. Almost… I can
almost see the cogs spinning behind his beady little eyeballs.

In the end, he just shrugs, gesturing at the floor. “What’s all
this rubbish?”

“Spell,” I say. “Gonna fuck this shit right over. Spring the
whole damn lotta us.”

“How does it work?”

Oh fuck me, it’s like swatting flies with bushfires. “No trick,
just need some mistletoe.”

He does his best surprised face. Or maybe he really is
surprised; it’s hard to tell. “Mistletoe?”

“Yeah. Conducts souls, transports them to higher states of
being, that kind of crap. Gonna cast a spell on some.” I make a
vague stabbing motion in the air.

Luce picks up the dreamy gesture. “And then what, stab
Azaza’el?”

I nod. “Yeah. Inna eye. Won’t kill him, but hopefully it’ll
shake this place up enough to burst its bubble and send us all
home.”

“That simple, huh.”

“Not really,” I laugh, gesturing at the floor. “But it
looks simple. Any idiot could do it, just gotta sit here
and hold the stick, say ‘lok’tar ogar, maza lok’.”

Lucifer, predictably, jumps down off the incinerator. I don’t
even open my eyes, know exactly where he’s going, where he thinks
he’s found a clear path through the chalk-marks. Trapped and
wounded; what am I going to do?

He barely gets to the outer edge of the chalk before there’s a
loud metallic zap noise, then a huge crash as he goes
flying across the room, smashing full-force into the industrial
ladder-rack shelving on the walls, bringing steel and black velvet
and hundreds of little trinkets down on top of him.

When the last thing has hit the floor, I give a rueful grin. “I
told you not to touch the chalk.”

The bad guys are always so easy.

 

Miriah fell for an eternity in an instant, or perhaps an instant
in eternity; it was hard to tell, sometimes. It was not, however,
hard to tell the water when she fell into it, dank and slimy and
foul-smelling. It was no deeper than her ankles, and she hit it
hard, the jarring force sending shockwaves through her
butt and spine.

“Ow!” she inadvertently cried. It was drowned out by the
impotent roar of the not-beast above her, as its jaws closed around
nothing but air. A moment later, its eye appeared at the hole, big
and round and sickly. Pustules and boils formed around the corners,
rotten and seeping.

Ignoring the pain in her legs and lower back, Miriah stood. The
tunnel wasn’t terribly high, and she could all-but see her
reflection in the mad round eye not a foot above her. “You always
get into such a mess,” she sighed, climbing the rungs of
the ladder, gently pushing her hand against the sickly wet head of
the not-beast. It moved aside at her gentle urging, and when she
emerged back out on the street, Sigmund was there waiting for her.
Madness shone bright in his eyes, but she no longer feared it.

“Do you understand?” he asked, and the not-godbeast
gently nuzzled her shoulder. Absent-mindedly, she scratched the
underside of its chin; when she pulled her fingers away, they were
coated with flakey purple-black skin. The underside of the
godbeast’s jaw where the skin had been removed shone with a rich,
silky mauve fur.

“No,” she told Sigmund, looking straight into his eyes as she
did so. “I have no fucking clue. It’s all hard and pointless and
painful and I’ve got no idea why I’m doing any of it. I
want to believe that there’s a point, that there’s something good
and pure beneath the grime; and maybe that’s just an illusion, too,
but at least it’s something new. You can’t go back, anyway.”

“No excuses,” Sigmund told her.

“No excuses,” Miriah agreed. “I’m a killer.”

“No,” Sigmund shook his head. “A killer makes excuses; a killer
has a history, some sob story. Abusive parents. Dead spouses. Bad
fucking day.”

“If not a killer…?”

“A warrior. Kill with honor. Kill if you must, to survive. No
excuses, no regrets, no looking back.”

“No good or evil?”

Sigmund gave her a rueful grin, the not-godbeast echoed it with
a mournful-sounding whine. “As an excuse?” he asked.

“No. Not an excuse; killing is the worst violation, no matter
who dies or why.” Somehow it made sense, finally, staring into
Sigmund’s mad eyes – one brown one ice. She could not know the
higher purpose, could not know its path or direction; but she
could know of its existence, and she did. “I will fight
evil, so others don’t have to. I will suffer it, so others are
spared. Because I believe it to be good; believe it is what I exist
to do.”

“And if it isn’t?”

She shrugged. “So be it.”

“If innocents die?”

“Lots of things die, human and not. It’s a risk I have to
take.”

“To do Good?”

“To do what I believe is Good.”

“Is that hubris?”

“I don’t know.”

“What have you learnt?”

“Everything.”

“What do you understand?”

“Nothing.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“A guide. You but not you, something in this place but not of
it. You let it take you over, maybe intentionally, maybe not. It’s
hard to tell, with gods, I’ve found.”

“And him?” He pointed behind her to the godbeast, still not Loki
but now standing proud and tall; unwounded and wild.

“The eater-of-souls, He Who Guards the Way.” It was her turn to
smirk. “It’s a metaphor. Like you.”

“Are you ready for what comes next?”

Miriah shook her head. “No, I can never be ready. But I am
always willing.”

“And the others?”

Miriah didn’t look, knew they were already far and away beyond
that. “They will come, when they are ready. I cannot help them in
this.”

“Good. Then take my hand.”

She did so, unafraid, willing for the light and the sensation of
it. For the glimpse of… of maybe nothing beyond. When it was gone,
Sigmund collapsed into her arms, and she caught his deadweight
awkwardly. They were in the middle of a street, outside the Empire
Motel. It was empty, but the sun shone strong and good in the sky.
At the feel of it, Sigmund’s eyes fluttered open weakly.

“Did we win?” he rasped, pulling himself painfully to his feet.
He looked tired, she thought, washed out and bleary-eyed, but sane.
She wondered how long he’d been carrying within him whatever it was
she had met; whether it had existed at all, or was merely another
illusion of this place. She realized it probably didn’t really
matter, in the long run. She knew what she needed to know, and that
was enough.

“We won,” she replied. “Fought the good fight.”

Sigmund scoffed, but it was good natured. “For the record, I
still think you’re a dangerous sociopath.”

“That’s okay, you fucking masochist psycho.”

They both grinned.

“Let’s go end this thing, shall we?”

79. Off to See the Wizard

“So, where to now?” Miriah asked, looking around the street.

“Now I think it’s time we tracked down Loki. I’m about ready to
go home and sleep for a week.”

“Amen, brother,” Miriah said, and squealed with glee when she
saw what she had been looking for. Sigmund raised a brow and
watched as she crouched down and grabbed her hat from the street.
She dusted it off and put it back on, its bell jingling quietly as
the long tail swung in the air. When it was back on, she turned to
Sigmund and crossed her arms, smiling. “So… after you.”

 

Joseph, Rhamiel, and Cassandra had been watching the scene below
as best they could through the fog. Cassandra had grown more and
more agitated as it had gone on, and had screamed when she saw
Miriah disappear as the creature’s jaws snapped shut. Neither
Sigmund nor the creature below had heard it, and now she sobbed
into the lapel of Rhamiel’s coat. Rhamiel, unable to see what it
was that had happened, had looked to Joseph for some sort of cue
about how to react. The hunter had merely stared viciously at the
scene below, his claws chipping away at the brickwork of the raised
ledge. Rhamiel stayed quiet, realizing Joseph was using all of his
effort to restrain himself. Rhamiel himself peered over the edge
and could see only Sigmund’s vague shape. He had noticed the boy
slowly slipping away in the fog as they had approached the hotel,
but had stayed quiet about it in hopes that he would not be too far
gone. He was saddened when his hopes had come up short. After a few
moments, he saw Sigmund walk over to an open manhole, and when he
squinted hard enough…

“There!” he said, pointing it out to Joseph and Cassandra, who
both looked on eagerly, “There she is, coming out of the manhole!”
Neither of them seemed to see Miriah until she was completely out,
however, though they were both visibly relieved when they
could.

It was when she and Sigmund had simply disappeared that the trio
really began to panic.

“What the hell just happened?” Cassandra shouted, starting down
the fire escape. Rhamiel uncased his wings and eased his way down
through the air, landing on the street a few moments before the
others. He stared through the fog, trying desperately to get a bead
on Miriah and Sigmund, but it was no good. Joseph and Cassandra
jogged up to him; Joseph sniffed at the air, trying to find a
scent.

“Is there anything?” Cassandra asked him, and he shook his
head.

“All I can smell is rot,” he said, grimacing. Cassandra
wimpered, then did a double take when she looked at Rhamiel. Joseph
and Rhamiel were both confused when she started laughing
happily.

“What? What is it?” Rhamiel asked, worried. She ran over to him
and snatched Miriah’s gun belt from his hands. “Hey!” he shouted in
protest, and Joseph stepped forward.

“Cassandra, don’t do anything drastic,” he said warily, and she
rolled her eyes. She held up the belt like it was a trophy and
smiled.

“Don’t you see? We have the guns! The guns and Miriah are
linked, they can’t ever be separated for good, remember?” she said
rapidly. Joseph nodded.

“How fortuitous. But how do we use them?” Joseph said, curious.
Cassandra frowned.

“Bollocks… I hadn’t thought of that. Loki had a way of using
them, but…” her voice trailed off. Rhamiel gently took one of the
revolvers and closed his eyes, concentrating hard. Cassandra raised
a brow.

“What are you doing?” she asked, and Joseph nodded, figuring it
out.

“Empathy. Our boy here is quite in tune with feelings, desires…
really Cassandra, I’m surprised you didn’t learn this in your
studies.”

“I’m afraid we spent more time on you than on any angel,
‘Iosefiel,’” she said, using his old name. He snorted.

“Touché.”

“So what’s it mean?”

“It means,” Rhamiel said, “that if I’m allowed to concentrate I
may be able to find where they want to go. And right now… that
way,” he said, looking up the street. He closed his eyes and
started forward. “Joseph, I’ll need you to…”

“Got it. I’ll make sure you don’t get any bumps.”

And with that, the trio started on their way.

 

Miriah and Sigmund walked along the streets, which looked far
more hospitable than they had been, and Miriah found herself
watching the sky. It was picturesque, and the sun shone, but it was
still wrong somehow. Not in an unpleasant way, but still off. The
city was empty, though now it looked like it had when she first
arrived in it, pristine and rather stunning. It was a nice city,
and Miriah found herself admiring what Loki had done here. Of
course, this version of the city wasn’t his, but she imagined that
it was close enough.

“Close enough for rock and roll,” she said, smiling. Sigmund
looked at her curiously.

“What?”

“Oh, nothing really. Just taking in the scenery. You’ve got a
nice city here, kiddo. Looks like he takes good care of it.”

Sigmund shrugged. “He lives here; likes to keep the sun shining
and the streets clean. Don’t hear many complaints.”

“I’d imagine not. Or else he’d go all Burninator on you, rar!”
Miriah said, laughing. Sigmund raised an eyebrow, and she stuck her
tongue out at him. “Just a joke, man. I know better. So where are
we headed?”

“Where would you go, if you were broken and dying?”

“Home,” she answered, with a somewhat dreamy look in her eyes.
Sigmund got the impression that was very much somewhere
she’d like to go. For once, he agreed with her
sentiments.

“Lokabrenna isn’t here, so that rules the office out; not to
mention our home. So, really, that only leaves one place. His urban
temple; the Nortcha Drif.”

“The Drif…” Miriah started, trying to remember where she’d heard
the name.

“It’s a club, in a big gothic cruciform church. You’ve been
there once,” Sigmund started, and Miriah snapped her fingers.

“Oh yeah! That was its name! That’s where we met Loki here at
first, and then we…” she started, and bit her lip when she saw the
look on Sigmund’s face. “Ahh… yeah. Sorry. But geez, doesn’t it
make total sense that he’d go back to the beginning. So poetic. I
have to ask, do you all come equipped with this love of playing
stories out?”

“Do you all come equipped with such a die-hard idea of good and
evil?”

“Just me baby. Just me,” she said with a wink.

“That’s, like, the millionth reference you’ve made since I’ve
met you,” he said, with a grin. She shrugged.

“What can I say? I watch too many movies.”

Sigmund grinned, resisting the temptation to mention that while
Miriah may watch movies, he was all-but married
to one. “You don’t say.”

“They’ve come in handy so far. Here’s hoping that luck holds
out.”

 

Lucifer groaned as he pushed up off of the floor, scattering
some trinkets as he got to his feet. He was careful to push the
debris up and away from the markings on the floor. His body ached
for the first time in millennia, and it had given him a shock he
wouldn’t soon forget; how long he had been out for, he didn’t know.
He grimaced and looked towards the dying god in the corner. Rage
filled him, and his eyes went black and red-orange as he looked
upon this counterpart, this would be usurper. If he couldn’t get
back, he’d have to try and spread belief in himself here, and that
would distract people from the fear they were supposed to be
feeling of him. Lucifer didn’t need the fear, of course, but he
took a certain delight in it that he didn’t want to lose. He was
hoping that Joseph might do his dirty work for him – it was always
so much more fun to turn people against each other than to just go
for the kill – but that hadn’t panned out. And now, this gibberish
on the floor was keeping him from taking care of the problem for
good. He sighed, and his eyes faded back to normal – as normal as
they got, anyways. He lit another cigarette, his last one having
been ruined during his short flight.

“Shit. I tell ya, I’ll be fuckin’ tap dancing once you’re outta
here,” Lucifer said, and he heard Loki manage a weak laugh. “Still
breathin’, you Viking SOB?”

“Don’ breathe, luv…” Loki muttered, and Lucifer was quite sure
he saw the Ás flip him off. He would have continued, but from the
other room he heard the obvious creak of the heavy doors being
opened. He puffed on his cigarette and stood in the corner. He
would play nice for now.

“Loki?” came the call, from a boy’s voice that Lucifer didn’t
recognize. Loki smiled.

“’Bout fuckin’ time.”

80. Close the Spiral

As usual, when I hear Sigmund’s voice, everything else fades
into insignificance. He knows where to find me, of course, and it’s
not long before the frankly quite small wishroom has grown somewhat
overcrowded. He brings Miriah behind him, but none of the others;
though this is something I’ll think about a bit later.

Unhesitating, Sigmund crosses the chalk lines towards me and the
formulae parts obediently to allow him access; part of me wishes it
could see Luce’s expression at that one, but my eyes aren’t quite
cooperating right now, and I think maybe I really have
gone blind, finally. I feel Sigmund’s hand against the side of my
face, his embraces and caresses hesitant partly I suppose to avoid
hurting me and partly to save himself from the caustic burn of my
poisoned blood.

“That asshole,” he breathes, angry, inspecting what little of me
there is left. “We need to get you home now.”

I nod in agreement. “All this dying all the time is really
starting to get on my nerves,” I try and say, though it comes out
much more slurred. Still, I think Sigmund gets the point. Speaking
of which, I run a hand quizzically up his thigh; I can almost feel
his smirk, though unfortunately for once I’m after something else
and I find it in one of his wide cargo pockets. He seems to figure
out what I’m after, and obligingly moves his leg to allow me to
pull forth the bloodied and by now fairly mangled bolt of
mistletoe.

“What’s that?” I hear Miriah ask.

“A mistletoe arrow,” Luce spits, irritated.

“Relax, luv,” I tell him, grinning. “I’ll be out of your hair
soon enough. Oh, and don’t get any ideas, unless you want
to be stuck in this shithole pocket dimension forever.” I’ve
noticed that about the, ahem, ‘bad guys’ here; they tend to get
‘Ideas’. Stupid, stupid fucking ideas.

He snorts, and I hear Miriah say. “Looks like he threw you
around pretty hard for someone on the crit list.” She sounds
amused, Luce doesn’t, mutters something my failing senses don’t
quite catch.

Finally, I peel back my eyelids and concentrate my vision again;
it’s much harder than it should be, shapes much less clear and
colours less bright. Unsurprisingly, the first thing I notice is
Sigmund. “You look like shit,” I tell him, because he does; eyes
bloodshot and sunken, skin waxy and grayish. A deathly pallor hangs
over him, and I think perhaps on the inside he feels almost as
tired as I look. Almost.

He just waves me off. “You have permission to say I look like
shit when you’re not about ten inches from dying, you
jötun bastard.”

I want to kiss him, but I think that’s probably dangerous right
now. Instead, I turn to Miriah; she looks no better than Sigmund,
but there is something… different about her, some hard new
resolve. This place changes people, for better or for worse, so I’m
not particularly surprised. “Hi Smiley. Ready for the endgame?”

She nods. “Wa-aa-ay past ready, boss.”

“And the others?”

She shrugs. “They’ll come when they’re needed. Time to go kick
some ass?”

“No, but it’s time to save some.” Briefly, I close my hand
around the broken mistletoe, thinking thoughts of white chalk on
red carpet. As usual, there’s no flashy lights, no loud crashes or
smoke or ominous music, and when I once more open my hand, the
arrow looks no different that it had before; still bloodied and
almost broken in two. The chalk on the floor is gone, all of it,
and I’m secretly proud of the flawlessness of my execution. It’s
been a long, long time since I first devised this spell; and back
then, I had help. My brother is still the only man I’ve met this
side of Jarnvid who was able to grasp even the most rudimentary
concepts of jötnar magic; too sly a bastard by half, in my
dishonest opinion.

“Is that it?” Luce sounds disgusted, and I just
laugh.

Sigmund smirks. “What you know about magic my husband could fit
into the pupil of his eye.”

Luce scowls, undoubtedly realizing that my eyes do not, in fact,
actually possess pupils. Sig is such a clever thing sometimes. “You
don’t even know who I am, boy,” is Luce’s predictable
reply.

Sigmund laughs at that, too. “I see through lies like glass,
little demonling, and to such sight you are simply not there at
all. Façades catch up to you, in a place like this; perhaps that is
why you cower in a church with only the skirts of a dying god for
protection.”

“Not too bad, once she gets going, is she?” Miriah comments
nonchalantly.

Sigmund just grins. “I learnt from the best.” Which is true; I
was so fucking good at flyting in my day they gave me a whole poem
for it. For all it did for me.

“As much fun as this isn’t, don’t you have some world to save?”
Luce growls.

I sigh at that, not so much for the words than the fact that I
simply don’t really relish what I’m about to do. No man would, at
that. “Help me up,” I say, and Sigmund’s shoulder is beneath mine
in an instant. With his help, I slide myself up the wall, every
part of me protesting the movement. Miriah looks as if she wants to
offer her aid as well, but I think she realizes that it is not her
place to do so. Loki is Sigyn’s burden to bear alone; now and ever,
no matter what skin she or I wear.

Once up, moving becomes a little easier. The transition from
rest to strain is the worst, but once it’s over I can more or less
manage my screaming joints and burning flesh. Though I take no
relish in it, pain is not something I am any kind of stranger
to.

“So,” says Miriah. “Uh, where are we going,
exactly?”

“To find Azaza’el,” I tell her, simply.

“Right. Um, where?” A thought occurs to her, and she frowns. “We
don’t have to go to Duda’el again, do we?”

I shake my head; then have to stop before it makes me too dizzy.
“No,” I say when the room settles down again. “No, this time,
they’ve bought it to us.” This is the last little piece of the
puzzle, something I didn’t much think about until lying broken and
dying on the wishroom floor. Dying and thinking of how happy Hel
will be to see me again; except there is no Hel here, either.
Neither daughter nor domain, just like the rest of the Nine Worlds.
And if there are no Nine Worlds, then there is no Yggdrasil; no
lonely dead ash on Golgotha Hill connecting Midgard with Nifleheim.
But it is here, and it is connected to something; a thin
barrier at the best of times, right now I’d imagine it likely
doesn’t stand at all. An escape route connecting one prison to
another. The perfect weak spot if someone wanted to, say, perform
an elaborate and complex ritual that involved dimensional crossings
and a sacrificial rebirth.

At least, that’s what I’m betting on. I’m not usually wrong in
these things. Usually.

When we leave the Drif, however, I start growing ever more
confident that I’m right with every step. There’s sunlight outside,
the rot and grime and mist having cleared for the moment. I find it
somewhat odd at first, until I mention it to Sigmund, who explains
that it just sort of happened after whatever catharsis he and
Miriah went through. I don’t ask for details – things here are the
very definition of private, after all – but it’s fairly obvious
something important went on. Miriah still feels oddly
different, and she and Sigmund share the uneasy beginnings of a
friendship based more on circumstance rather than an actual like or
respect of one another. I’ve had enough such relationships in my
own life to know that they’re not nearly as fragile or as tenuous
as they often appear to be; nor so easily formed.

Eventually, Miriah asks, “Loki?”

“Hm?”

She chews her lip, seems to almost reconsider, then finally
asks. “This place. Does… does it really have the power to
make anything real?” She seems simply more curious than anything
else, but there’s a solid base behind the question.

“Ah,” I say. “You got that far in, did you?” She seems
surprised, so I continue. “This place has very definite stages,
some more subtle than others. Generally, at first people feel guilt
or hate; they conjure themselves visions of lost loves or past
abuses. Either as the abuser or the abused, it just depends on your
own particular poison. If that doesn’t work, for whatever reason,
people tend to fall into the ‘what ifs’. They’ll imagine up
idealised new lives for themselves; the promise of eternal joy is
generally harder to refuse than eternal torment. But most people
make themselves ‘earn’ it; so you have to get past your bad things,
first.”

“But are they real?”

I think for a moment. “Where I’m from, if any one person
believes in any one thing hard enough and long enough, it generally
starts to exist. Just a ghost or a dream, at first, but still
there; flittering at the edge of thought. Now, if enough people
believe in said thing for long enough, start telling enough
stories, passing it along enough generations, it starts to get a
life – and a mind – of its own. Still mostly beholden to the
stories that gave birth to it, but self-aware, now, and with a kind
of will of its own. That’s the bitch about being a god; dancing on
the strings of your own stories whilst all the time being aware of
their existence. But it’s a tough thing to make a god; to make
whole other worlds. Think of it like a zero sum game; there’s a
finite amount of belief these things can be made from, split
amongst many many minds. The more belief something gets the more
‘real’ it becomes. So not every idea gets equal airtime, some are
stronger, some weaker, depending on the collective unconsciousness
of the great unwashed mortal masses of the time. With me so
far?”

Miriah nods. “I think so.”

“Right, well, when everything starts to go to shit, a
la this”– I gesture around, though perhaps it’s less dramatic
in the clean, sunny street that it should be –”the spread of finite
belief gets less spread out. People become disconnected from each
other; both figuratively and literally, as you’ve seen. Now, the
less minds there are directing the collective unconscious, the less
ideas there are fighting for space, the more power each individual
idea gets. If you’re really unlucky, you might fall into a
little bubble of breaking reality that has only you in it.
Basically, you become the ultimate Creator, and this is your
world-in-six-days. You can start from scratch, make whatever dreams
you want become the new reality; since the old one is shot to shit
anyway. And the more you believe in your original dream, the more
‘real’ it becomes.” I pause for a moment, resting my voice and
thinking of my own experiences with this very thing. In the end, I
add, “That’s the theory, anyhow.”

Miriah processes this. “And that’s where you’re from,
that’s what happened when your world ended.”

“Yeah, that was from our very own real-deal Apocalypse Shift.”
Finally, I get around to the real question I know she’s
asking, “This place… this place I don’t know about. Maybe it’s the
same, maybe not.” I glance at her briefly. “Do you regret not
taking it?”

She shakes her head almost instantly, the little bell on the end
of her hat loud in the otherwise silent city. “No,” she says. “Do
you?”

I think of Sigmund’s warm body besides mine, think of the
Ásgardian and of the child-Baldr I never really was. “It was hard
at the time, giving it up. I had to do something that I didn’t
really understand why I’d ever done in the first place. But it at
least made me start thinking about why none of my life
seemed to make any damn sense whatsoever.” I grin despite
everything. “And now I know. And it still doesn’t make any
damn sense.”

“Wait, wait,” Lucifer finally pipes up. “You’re saying it’s
possible to imagine anything here and make it real?”

I shrug as best I can with my one free shoulder. “Kinda, but
first you’ve got to escape your own self-loathing, and kid; I saw
your face when you ran into my church. You’d get yourself eaten
alive before you ever got there.”

He looks away. “Wouldn’t want it, anyhow.”

“Yeah, it really sucks being the ruler of your own
private universe.”

To his credit, Luce scoffs. “Then why aren’t you running off to
make your own?”

Miriah answers for me. “Because we had something to go back for.
As tempting as it might have been, we weren’t finished here
yet.”

“Yeah, well, neither am I.”

“Ooh, spooky,” Sigmund taunts. He and I laugh, Luce looks
annoyed and Miriah slightly worried.

But that battle is definitely not ours to fight.

81. Final Illusion

True to his word, Joseph had led Rhamiel through the streets,
keeping his safe from obstacles and the occasional creature they
would pass. Joseph had informed Cassandra about what they actually
were, and when one got too close a solid kick would send them
backward enough that they could continue on their way, albeit at a
faster speed. Rhamiel was still voluntarily blind, focusing
entirely on the path of the weapon in his hands. He could feel that
it did want to find its way back to Miriah, the spell
behind the gun giving it a sort of frightening sentience in this
place. He ignored that feeling as best he could, focusing directly
on the path that the weapon wanted to travel.

Joseph tapped him on the shoulder, looking concerned. “Hey, are
you okay?” he asked, and Rhamiel simply nodded. Joseph looked him
over appraisingly, noticing that he was somewhat faded. He was
losing colour, looking sickly. Joseph kept his mouth shut and
continued guiding Rhamiel.

Meanwhile, Rhamiel’s mind had started to wander. As much as he
tried to focus, he simply couldn’t. The tap of Joseph’s claws had
planted a vile seed in his brain, and it was taking root.

How many? Rhamiel wondered. How many of my brothers
have fallen to those twisted instruments? Is he just waiting for
the chance to dispatch me, as well? The rational part of his
mind tried to tell him that if Joseph were going to do it, he would
have by now; that Joseph only ever killed the Fallen that actively
worked against mankind or the world. But the seed was still there,
and it was growing.

By this point, they had reached the large doors of the Drif.
Joseph flung them open, surprised that they didn’t fall of off
their badly rusted hinges. The trio stepped inside, and Joseph
chuckled.

“It figures,” he said, smirking. He walked over to the wishroom
and threw back the curtains. It was empty, though it contained
signs of a struggle. Cassandra slipped in behind him, while Rhamiel
stood quietly on the dance floor. She looked about the room,
frowning.

“They’re not here,” she said, gritting her teeth.

“They were. Briefly… look,” Joseph said, pointing at the
green-black smear that he recognized as Loki’s blood. He sniffed at
the air, and his eyes opened wide. “Oh shit. They weren’t
alone.”

“What? What do you smell?”

“Sulphur. Brimstone,” he said darkly. She put a hand to
her mouth.

“Lucifer was here. With Miriah?” she said, openly afraid.
“Miriah’s met Lucifer all of once, years ago. And even then she
didn’t know it was him. Joseph, she’ll barely know him from
Adam!”

“She’ll know what he is. She’ll be able to feel it.”

“I hope that’s true, for her sake,” she said, and would have
continued if Joseph hadn’t suddenly looked so concerned. “What?”
she asked, and he placed a clawed finger to his lips. He gestured
to the other room, and Cassandra listened carefully.

Rhamiel was speaking to himself.

 

Miriah walked alongside Loki and Sigmund, keeping a close eye on
the man who had been in the club. Demonic for sure, that must she
could practically smell. Plus, Sigmund had called him such, which
wrapped that mystery up pretty quick. He looked familiar but
foreign at the same time, and he was leading ahead of the group,
smoking. For a guy who seemed to be caught up in their personal
nightmare-turned-pleasant city, he was pretty immaculate. Loki
seemed to know him, and Sigmund had a good idea what he was. She
figured that they had assumed she knew him; hence the lack of an
introduction.

“Something on your mind, girl?” said the man, without looking at
her. Miriah’s blood ran cold.

“It’s nothing important,” she said, taking a bit of a stab at
the man. She could almost feel him smirk.

“Is it now? You sure?”

“Cram it,” Loki slurred, “Play nice, kids.”

“But golly-gee, Mr. Loki sir, she started it. A guy could get
offended, being stared at like a piece of meat. Though if she’d
like some meat I think I could find some for–”

“You aren’t half as funny as you think,” said Sigmund, sharply.
“So shut up.” The man smirked.

“Killjoy,” he said laughing, and flicked the cigarette away.
Miriah eyed him warily.

“You’re a Fallen,” she said, and he spread his arms to the
sky.

“Ding ding ding, tell her what she’s won, Johnny!” he said,
still not looking at her, “Yeah, you could say that.”

“Got a name?”

“Not for you, ma chère,” he said, and again Miriah’s
blood went cold. “Not for a little while yet.”

“Whatever,” she said, jamming her hands in her pockets and
continuing on. In the distance, Miriah could make out a rocky hill
and a single, lonely tree.

 

Rhamiel held the gun in his hands, and could feel that it wanted
to pull in the opposite direction. However, the pull of the gun
wasn’t what had his attention now. The blonde Fallen standing by
the bar did.

“This used to be a church once. Can you feel it?” it asked
simply. Rhamiel looked upon him, sensing something wrong. It was
too pallid, too out of place. Also, he was supposed to be
completely dead.

“Sariel?” he asked gently, and the Fallen turned. It was him, of
this there was no doubt. Rhamiel was confused.

“Don’t be rude, Rhamiel. I’m not the only one here,” Sariel
said, and Rhamiel looked again. The room was full of Fallen, all of
whom Rhamiel recognized as Joseph’s kills. They glared at him
accusingly, some sadly, and all of them with their full attention.
Even Azaza’el was among them, smiling his broken smile. Rhamiel
swallowed hard, tensing up.

“This cannot be. None of you should be here,” he mumbled.

“Did you know that I died in a church?” Sariel said sadly, “He
came for me on a Christmas Night. It was so sad. I just gave up,
let him take me.”

“He pitied the hunter, for the marks that those of us who
defended ourselves left on him,” spoke another Fallen.

“I remember that. I remember that you murdered a whole town,
man, woman, and child before he found you,” Rhamiel said, slumping
his shoulders.

“They wanted to go to God, Rhamiel,” he replied in a melodic
voice.

“You should have known better than that. Known that that is not
how it works,” Rhamiel said quickly. The room laughed.

“Why? Because the powers say so? You know how hypocritical the
powers can be,” said Azaza’el in his fractured voice, “Look at
yourself; cast out of the higher realm for your love of a woman,
your children drowned by Gabriel. Still not allowed back to our
realm, simply because you did what millions of humans indulge in
daily… what even Joseph has indulged in. Yet he remains their
golden boy, while you, at present, do not.”

“Joseph isn’t like us, he’s… “ Rhamiel started, but stopped when
the room’s gaze turned dark.

“You would defend our murderer?”

“He is an animal who doesn’t deserve the esteem he is held
in!”

“Slaughterer of lambs, since he was human!”

“No!” Rhamiel screamed, shouting down these accusations, “Joseph
spares those who do not do harm!”

“Like Loki?” asked Azaza’el. A low murmur of laughter went
through the room. Rhamiel stood with his mouth open for a moment,
but there was no rebuttal.

“Loki was trying to help, after all. Saved Miriah from Duda’el,
he did. Yet Joseph still lashed out at him, would have killed
him.”

“There must have been… “

“There was no justification! No cause, no reason! His bloodlust
got the better of him and he brutalized the Chainbreaker!” Azaza’el
shrieked, and the rest of the Fallen pounded their hands down on
anything solid enough to support it. The rhythmic beat swallowed up
Rhamiel’s protests. Try as he might, he couldn’t make a sound.
Finally, Joseph’s voice cut through the noise, and the room was
empty again.

“Rhamiel! Are you okay?” he asked, staring into the Fallen’s
eyes. Rhamiel put a hand to his forehead and blinked a few times.
Finally, he smiled at Joseph. It was not as warm as it usually
was.

“Yeah. Just… must have just been concentrating too hard,
thinking out loud. Come, we must make haste,” he said, turning to
the doors.

 

Joseph once again led Rhamiel through the streets, but this time
he made sure that Cassandra was keeping a close eye on him.
Rhamiel’s eyes were shut once again, but he could hear the Fallen
behind him, coaxing him, taunting, trying to break him. Though
Cassandra and Joseph would not see them, Rhamiel was certain that
if he turned he would see the lot of them crowding the streets, on
the building tops, reaching for him, right behind him… he could
feel Azaza’el’s breath on the back of his neck.

“We have to get out of here very, very quickly,” Rhamiel said
weakly. His skin was an ugly, pallid gray.

Ahead of them, Joseph could see Golgotha. He nodded, and the
trio continued onward.

82. The Wyrd

Luce is playing silly buggers with Miriah, and I’m not really
sure what I feel about that. It’s somewhat evident that she doesn’t
actually know who he is, which quite frankly surprised me somewhat;
you’d think what with her being some big-shot demon hunter and all
she’d at least know the face of her arguably biggest nemesis. And,
seriously, it’s not like he doesn’t look half fucking obvious; like
me, I guess, there are some stereotypes that just get kicked around
long enough to rub right into the carpet. He seems to be having fun
dangling his secret in the face of obvious and certain doom, which
when you think about it I suppose epitomizes pretty much everything
thus far I’ve figured out about his character. I consider popping
his bubble just for the hell of it – after all, the phrase “Miriah,
meet Lucifer, Lord of Darkness yadda yadda yadda” isn’t
particularly onerous – but in the end decide against it. I’m still
waiting for Luce to pull some dumb I’m-The-Bad-Guy stunt a
la Azaza’el, and quite frankly I don’t feel like dealing with
whatever shit he’s got rattling around in that rotten egg brain of
his. If keeping his identity ‘secret’ is enough to shut him up for
just a little bit longer, than that’s a price I’m willing to
pay.

Sigmund and I exchange a glance during Luce’s little speech, and
I mouth Lucifer to him. He nods; I think he suspected, but
wasn’t sure. After all, he’s good with lies and lives with me,
which in the end makes him an educated guesser, not a psychic. I
know – partly by empathy, partly just because I know the kid – he
wants to ask if Luce is dangerous, but I don’t know what to tell
him about that. I’m reasonably certain Luce just wants me gone, and
hopefully I’ve got it through his thick skull that that’s what
I want, too, and that if he just shuts up and calms down
and stops coming up with half-arsed schemes to off me that’s what
I’ll do. Then he can get back to thinking up petty plans
for terrorizing the locals and world domination or whatever the
hell it is he gets up to, and I have no real desire or care to stop
or hinder him in that. If I was feeling a little better, maybe I’d
fight him just for fun… but probably not. Honestly, he just makes
me sad.

We have a Lucifer back where I’m from, too; I met him at the Con
one year. The Con is a weird thing, and as far as I know the only
one of its kind around; every eight years all the world’s Trickster
incarnations get together and have a three day party, before going
on their way again. It’s weird because gods, on the whole, are
pretty territorial, and the different pantheons tend to avoid one
another as a general rule. Except, as far as I know, for the Con.
They get organized in rounds, the host of the next Con is picked
(often painfully) by random at the previous one, and people tend to
host theirs locally; which means it’s not uncommon for a bunch of
scruffy out-of-pocket animal spirits to turn up in the foyer of
Lokabrenna a few weeks beforehand demanding plane tickets. A cover
story and a city get picked. One year it was a Drag Cabaret
convention in Sydney, Australia, replete with float in the Gay and
Lesbian Mardi Gras. We’ve done undertakers in New Orleans,
anthropologists in central Africa, accountants at an Indian
reservation casino in Oregon, Elvis impersonators in Tokyo; that
sort of thing. Anyway, you get the usual crew – Coyote and Raven,
Bamapana, the Monkey King and his crew in their various guises,
Anansi, Puck, Eris – and me, of course. In the seventies we started
inviting culture heroes along as well, mostly so we’d have a couple
of straight guys in our roomful of comedians. By the end of the
nineties, much to our surprise, some of the modern gods of print
and TV started attending. I think at first it was a protest,
supposedly against the cliquishness of the ‘old guard’; but
seriously, if you’re going to protest the status quo, you generally
don’t do it at a place like the Con.

Anyway, the last Con was right smack bang across the dawn of the
New Millennium, and who just-so happened to show up by Lucifer
himself. He was nervous, as far as these things go, and rightly so
– one thing most of the old gods share is a common loathing for
anything that even smells like Christianity – but things were
changing, had been changing for a while. Lucifer found himself
being regarded less as the source of all evil and more as the angel
who would not bow to Adam before God. There was a newer, softer,
outlook on Luce; seen now by some as the closest thing Christianity
had to a trickster, he’d decided to come see for himself what all
the fuss was about. We’re a lot alike, him and I, and that year we
had Fun; capital-F-Fun that no-one else attending the Con would
soon be able to forget. We parted on good terms, and – much to
everyone else’s chagrin – agreed to do it all again next time.

I like that Lucifer, with his unassuming voice and gentle
expression, sharp mind and impeccable comic timing; the best
straight man you could ever hope for. He didn’t make petty schemes
for anything domination, and thinking of the place he’d lost in
Heaven simply made him sad. He was honourable, too, in his own way;
a way I understand very well myself. Not much like the redhead kid
I’ve currently got on my tail. Almost involuntarily, I sigh with
the overwhelming nostalgic homesickness of it all.

“Spacing out on us there, boss?” Miriah asks, leaning forward
into my field of vision.

“Just thinkin’ ‘bout home,” I say, shaking the cobweb out of my
head.

Sigmund, who from the looks of things has been doing his
own thinking this entire time, finally asks, “Is it just
me, or is there something wrong with the streets?”

“How do you mean?” Miriah frowns a little at the comment,
peering around us. “I mean, asides from the obvious, I’m
guessing.”

“At first I thought I was just going crazy, but… are the
streets… bending? Like everything is always going left?
And like we’re walking downhill?”

There is general frowning and glancing about. Eventually Luce
says, “The little brat’s right; it’s like we’re walking down some
giant spiral.”

“Not really walking,” I correct. “Being pulled. Down
the Wyrd.”

“‘Weird’?”

Sigmund laughs at Miriah’s pronunciation. “No, W-Y-R-D. Wyrd.
Fate,” he explains.

Lucifer, unsurprisingly, glances behind himself. “Never trusted
the stuff, myself. More of a Free Will kinda guy,” he adds,
proudly.

“If there’s one thing I’ve learnt,” I say, slowly, “is that
no-one escapes their Wyrd. No-one.” I bite back a sudden
memory of the ruined-red plain of Vígríd when I first found it
after Ragnarökk; this is probably not a good place to remember such
things.

Luce scoffs. “Fucking fatalist heathens; keep your superstitions
to yourself.”

I think back over the last few weeks, of being dragged here for
no apparently reason and getting sucked through this shit for even
less of it, but in the end decide to bite my tongue. Instead, I
think of the mangled arrow now returned safely to Sigmund’s pocket
– I still can’t quite bring myself to carry it any more than
absolutely necessary – and of the bleak hill that awaits us at the
bottom of our downwards spiral.

It’s slow progress, and I’m not entirely convinced it’s all due
to my own injuries.

83. Revelations

Joseph stopped in the street, holding Rhamiel still. He shook
his head and looked at their surroundings. The fog had gotten so
thick it was nearly impossible to see even the buildings lining the
street. The tree at Golgotha was merely a distant shade which he
had to focus incredibly hard to see.

“We’re not getting anywhere,” he said, “Going in circles.”

“I’m doing my best, Joseph,” said Rhamiel quietly, opening his
eyes. Cassandra furrowed her brow.

“He’s right. I’d wager we’re not actually getting anywhere.”

“I’m going where this thing wants to go.”

“I don’t doubt it, but… something is holding us back.”

Rhamiel looked and saw the mist that covered everything, but
through it he could still see the Fallen. Legions of them, past and
present, and all of them accusing him of treason against their
kind. He trembled at their words, wanting to protest but refusing
to. He couldn’t, not in front of Joseph and Cassandra.

“Afraid that that’s just the justification they would need?”
Azaza’el said, “They’ll find the excuse sooner or later. You’re too
pale, twitching too much, gave them the wrong look…”

Finally Rhamiel couldn’t resist it anymore, and screamed. “Damn
you Azaza’el! Curse your slithering tongue!” he shrieked, causing
Joseph and Cassandra to jump in surprise.

“Azaza’el? Where?” Joseph asked, he and Cassandra searching
frantically. Rhamiel looked at him piteously.

“Can’t you see them, Joseph? All of your prey?” he asked, sadly,
“Or do you choose not to see them?” Joseph looked at Rhamiel
warily.

“Rhamiel, there’s nothing here. Nothing here but us,”
Joseph said, gesturing to the empty road. Cassandra nodded.

“Don’t fall for it,” she said, “this place toys with your mind.
Shows you things… bad things. You have to think through it.”

“Illusion?” Rhamiel asked, his eyes flicking between them and
the large group in the mist.

“They won’t see us. They won’t see us because to them we’re
nothing, nothing to think about,” Azaza’el hissed into his ear.
Rhamiel looked up at Joseph accusingly.

“You refuse to acknowledge them,” he spat, baring his teeth.
Joseph cocked his head and bent at the knees ever so slightly.

“Who? Who, Rhamiel? What do you see?”

“The Fallen. My brothers! Look, damn you, and see the faces of
your misdeeds!” Rhamiel screamed. Joseph didn’t flinch.

“I acknowledge them daily, Rhamiel. I try to make peace with
their deaths,” he started, and Rhamiel laughed.

“You light candles in temples that worship a twisted
interpretation of what we actually are! You pay lip service to the
concept of mourning but you do not acknowledge them!” Rhamiel said,
waving Miriah’s gun in the air. Cassandra watched him, waiting for
her chance to snatch it back from him before he thought of using
it. She didn’t have to wait long, for when he realized that he was
holding it, he threw it to the ground in disgust.

“What would you have me do?” Joseph shouted, raising his clawed
hands, “You would have me simply allow them to drive the race of
man to ruin?”

“The race of man is already in ruin, Joseph. It has been since
they first turned on each other,” said Rhamiel softly.

“With the teachings of Azaza’el and Semjaza!”

“No, Centurian! Long, long before your time, when we were the
only sentients and your rabble struggled to create fire! You should
know that man is no great, noble beast. You lived in the time of
their martyr! You were there,” he said, and Joseph went
silent. “Man has been murdering itself off for eons. There is no
saving it.”

“How can you say that? You’re gifted with mercy, Rhamiel. You
came to the aid of one frightened girl when she was stolen away by
Azaza’el; do you really believe them to be so worthless?” he
replied, and now it was time for Rhamiel to go silent. “You know
that it’s this place, please, don’t let it swallow you from the
inside out.”

“From the inside out?” Rhamiel said, pointing to Joseph’s chest.
The red paths of foreign veins glowed now. “How astute. How long
have you been fighting it?”

“Since before we found the Drif,” said Joseph simply.

“Look again, Joseph. See them,” Rhamiel said. Joseph closed his
eyes and felt the pain in his chest worsen. When he opened them
again, he saw. He saw all of them. “Do you see?”

“Dear God,” he whispered. Azaza’el smiled from behind Cassandra,
who was oblivious to them all. She merely watched silently, trying
to figure it all out.

“You should know better, Joseph,” said the ghostly Fallen, and
the lot of them cackled. The pain is Joseph’s chest exploded, the
veins glowing like fire. The Fallen swooped down on him, and he
struck back. He roared, and the wave of Fallen broke on him like
water on rocks. His claws were soaked with blood that Cassandra
wouldn’t see, fury welling up inside of his, and through it all the
pain made his blood boil. His screaming went from one borne of fury
to one borne of pain, and the Fallen stepped away from him. On the
ground lay Semjaza, Usiel, Sariel, and a host of others, but still
there were more. Rhamiel merely watched, saddened.

“Joseph, can’t you see? This bloodshed… it will ruin you,”
Rhamiel said, and Joseph collapsed to his knees. The veins had
spread into his arms now, and a few snaked their way up his throat.
His breath was ragged, and his skin felt slimy. Like Rhamiel, he
looked ugly and gray.

“I can’t…” he started, but didn’t finish. He got back to his
feet slowly, growling. “Have to stop them.”

“Do you?” said Rhamiel. His eyes were sunken back. “Joseph…
sometimes you have to do what we were supposed to.”

Joseph looked at him, his blackened eyes taking in the sight
around him. Rhamiel stood with a concert of Fallen, who watched
Joseph closely. Joseph nodded, drawing his dagger from the sheath
hidden in his belted left arm. He looked at it for a moment, and
then weakly raised his arms. He stood cruciform, his tattered wings
blown about in a feeble wind. Again, the Fallen descended on him,
wailing. It sounded like one massive, broken scream. This time, he
let them come. They swarmed over him, through him, entering into
him, and through it all he was silent. He fell to his knees, arms
still outstretched, as each one scratched at his flesh and filled
his mind. A millennium’s worth of pain, fear, hate, and pity tore
through him. He raised no hand against it. When the barrage
stopped, the Fallen stepped back, away from Joseph. His chin was to
his chest, his eyes closed, and his body slumped. Rhamiel walked to
him, kneeling before him. He motioned for Cassandra to come
closer.

“What do you see?” Rhamiel asked Joseph, who slowly raised his
eyes to meet the Fallen’s.

“I see the blood I’ve spilled.”

“What else?”

“I have seen those who have passed. I see the legacy I have
left.”

“And?”

“And I see it’s what I am,” he said, and then he spoke with more
conviction, “and I believe that I am right in doing it.”

“Why?” this time, it was Azaza’el asking the question.

“Because it’s better than apathy. People will always need
guardians.”

“And that’s you.”

“I’m not alone,” he said, looking at Cassandra. “We’re never
alone.” Rhamiel looked at her, and she looked away. She couldn’t
bring herself to look at him. He returned his view to Joseph.

“You have to finish it.”

Joseph looked at the dagger in his hand, and nodded. Rhamiel
stood back, pulling Cassandra with him. Growling once again, Joseph
turned the knife on himself, dragging its tip along the angry red
skin of his chest, screaming. He dropped the blade and it clanged
on the pavement of the street. Steeling himself, he reached into
his chest, howling. He gasped as he pulled the thing from under his
skin out into the dim light. It flailed thin, veiny arms ,
screeching. He threw it to the street, tearing the tendrils from
out of his chest. Cassandra gagged in horror.

“What the hell is that?” she yelled as it flopped on the street.
Joseph’s breath was ragged.

“Bloodlust. Bloodlust given flesh,” he rasped. Cassandra raised
her foot over it, and Joseph closed his hand over her ankle
quickly.

“No. That won’t do anything to it,” he said, and Rhamiel looked
down at him.

“So what do you do?”

“Let it be and see it for what it is.”

“Ugliness,” Cassandra said, staring at it, “But violence won’t
erase it.” Rhamiel nodded, and she continued. “It’ll eat you from
the inside out… it has been, for a long time, hasn’t it.”

“Millenia of killing,” mumbled Joseph. The trio looked down at
the pitiful thing, and Rhamiel kneeled again, pulling Cassandra and
Joseph towards him.

“Cover your ears,” he whispered. The screech of the thing became
louder and louder, rattling the windows of the buildings on the
street; some shattered. The trio huddled together, working to block
the sound as best they could. Cassandra herself began to scream,
and the creature burst. A flash of light filled the street; the
spectres of the Fallen disappeared into shadow.

Though the din, the voice nagged at the back of Joseph’s
mind.

You think it’s that easy?

 

Rhamiel opened his eyes to the sky; the sun shone brightly, the
sky blue. There was no fog. He smiled, pulling back from Cassandra
and Joseph. Joseph’s chest, save for the gash, looked healthier
already. They both looked around, relieved to see a more normal
setting around them. Rhamiel pulled them both to their feet.

“We still have to find Miriah,” Cassandra said, and Rhamiel
looked over her shoulder.

“I don’t think that is as daunting a task as it just was,” he
said, smiling. Joseph and Cassandra turned to see Miriah with Loki,
Sigmund, and…

“Lucifer!” Joseph hissed, and the trio broke out into a full
run.

84. Last Corner to Purgatory

The galloping of boots and sneakers coming up from behind us
surprises everyone, and as a group we turn to see the rest of our
merry crew come running up the abandoned street. Joseph is looking
somewhat healthier than when he last tried to pound my head through
the pavement, which is good, but he’s also got his thundery
self-righteous expression on again, which is bad. I’m somehow not
surprised to see the featherbrained Rhamiel is there as well, and
looking only slightly better than yours truly, waxy and drawn and
still bearing the remains of the injuries he’d endured from
Azaza’el’s crew not so long ago. He’s been mostly healed up, by
whatever means, but his wings look mangy and he’s still walking
with a slight limp. His skin is crisscrossed with shiny scar tissue
and fading greenish bruises; he’ll always have scars now, I think,
and there’s something sad in that thought. He’s pretty – like I
used to be, once upon a time – and it hurts to see yet another
thing ruined by violence and hate. Finally, Templeman follows up
behind the two featherheads, looking somewhat confused and out of
place, though she seems to cheer up when she catches Miriah’s
eye.

No-one looks happy to see Lucifer, and the first thing Joseph
does is grab Luce’s neat, square-knotted tie with his big ugly
claws.

“Lucifer!”

Who, for his own part, just grins. “Happy to see me as always,
love.”

Miriah, for her own part, starts violently at the name. “Say
what?” she exclaims, turning to the Snow Bitch. “Did he
just say–”

I cough. “Alright, girls, put it away.” I glare at Joseph
somewhat pointedly. “Anyone who wants a fight has to go through
me.”

Joseph and Luce look me up and down sceptically, but I think
they both get the point, and they back down. Or at least Joseph
does; for his own part, Luce studies his tie and complains that the
expensive silk is now ruined. As a man of many very expensive suits
myself, I sympathize despite everything; a good tie is a terrible
thing to waste.

Very gently, Miriah taps on my arm. “Hi, don’t mind me, but…
that’s Lucifer?” She points incredulously for emphasis.
“We’re walking down a street with the devil himself because of
why? And, more importantly, I wasn’t told
why?”

“Because it’s not important,” I say. Because it isn’t; honestly,
I don’t give a rat’s arse about Luce or whatever fights he may or
may not be getting into with these self-nominated ‘Good Guys’.
Right now, I really, really care about getting home before
I totally fall apart, and as far as I can see, getting home
involves dealing with Azaza’el, not my slightly moronic
alter-ego.

Miriah starts to protest, but I cut her off. “Enough. Everyone
shut up and start walking.”

“Who made you boss?” Luce grumbles, because that’s exactly the
sort of thing you’re supposed to say in these kinds of
situations.

I give him exactly the sort of answer you’d expect.

“Fate,” I say, because – as always – it’s true.

 

The walk from the Empire Motel to Golgotha Hill, on a normal
day, should take about an hour at a fairly brisk speed. Both the
Empire and the Drif are part of Torr, a semi-commercial suburb
slightly downriver of the city proper. Golgotha lies inland and
back upriver a bit, the next suburb over, squeezed between the
City, Torr and Aldershot. I have an apartment in Torr, and Midling
High – Sigmund’s old school – in located in Aldershot near the
border with Golgotha, so I’m fairly used to driving along the roads
we’re currently taking. It’s a funny thing, though, that you can
live in the same place for over forty years and still manage to get
lost on a fairly regular basis. Getting lost right now would, I
feel, likely be a really bad idea, so I hope I know where
I’m going. Sigmund argues with me on a few turns, but in the end
the flat grey rise of the hill just keeps getting larger and
larger, the spiral we’re walking tighter and tighter, so I figure
we must be on the right track.

When we pass Golgotha High, which more-or-less marks the border
between the two suburbs, I feel inwardly relieved. I’m not sure how
long we’ve been walking – for the most part in silence – but I’m
damn sure it hasn’t been an hour. This place is funny like
that.

It’s also somewhat funny that, despite everything, I still feel
a surge of parochial antipathy towards the oddly pentagonal shape
of the high school as we pass it. So close to each other, Golgotha
and Midling exist in a constant state of teenage rivalry – sport,
grades, coolness, the actual reason was always fairly arbitrary –
and spending two years bumming around Midling pretending to be a
student caused some of the rivalry to rub off. As we pass, Sigmund
and I share a grin, and we both stick our tongues out at the
abandoned red brick building, which doesn’t react much to the
gesture.

Miriah, however, does. “Ew,” she reels back. “Okay, that tongue
is really, really gross.”

I grin and stick it out for her again, and she covers her eyes
with a hand to avoid it. I’m missing a bunch of the skin that’s
supposed to connect the tongue to the bottom of my mouth, the
upshot of which is – of course – than I can stick it out
much further than your average person can. Coupled with
that fact that it’s also, like the rest of my mouth, a weird
purpley-black and also flatter and more pointed than a human
tongue, and it’s fairly shocking to someone who’s never seen it
before. Such as Miriah.

“Gross,” I ask her, when it becomes apparent that she’s not
going to look again. “Or useful?”

“Oh Tara would love you,” she says and blushes while
looking away, and there is a general round of sniggering and
outraged looks. It’s the kind of semi-lighthearted moment that
generally occurs right before everyone gets brutally massacred by
the Enemy, a fact which does not exactly serve to put me in a
particularly positive frame of mind, and I soon fall to
brooding.

I think again of Azaza’el, who cut me open and stole my insides
in his manic and understandable quest to escape his confinement. I
remember his mad eyes, and how familiar they are – many tricksters
are, after all, also bound gods without even mentioning yours truly
– and my own weird desire to help the guy out, no matter how
uncooperative he’s proven to be in the past. If anything, that’s
simply another symptom of his prison, his pain; for many of us, our
prisons are walled with betrayal after betrayal, and it becomes
hard to trust anyone again after that sort of experience,
let alone someone like me. Too bad people like me are the ones most
likely to be sympathetic to the situation, and the ones most likely
to want to put an end to it; whether through empathy or the simple
desire for change. Things need change.

I’m interrupted by Sigmund gently squeezing the hand draped over
his shoulders. “You’re thinking too much,” he tells me. “That
usually means you’re about to get into trouble.”

I scoff. “I’ve been in trouble since the day I was born.” An
almost depressingly long time, I add to myself.

Sigmund just gives me a sad smile. “We’ll be home soon.”

And then I can sit in my office and get drunk and randy on power
and belief, and see no-one bar my wife for at least three days and
drink expensive booze and eat expensive food and fuck like a god
and generally remind myself that it’s good to be me. It’s a nice
thought. What I think will really happen is that Elijah
will burst in having some crisis over a deal falling though in our
Japanese offices, or some important meeting I’ve missed. If I’m
really lucky, Höd will be waiting for me with some stupid problem
in Ásgard – the elves going on strike or the dwarves wanting to
renegotiate their contract – that everyone will have just been
sitting around wringing their hands doing nothing about, waiting
for the ‘wise council’ of Baldr or the ‘sly machinations’ of Loki
or perhaps both (not that there’s much difference). Sigmund will
have missed an assignment at college, and we’ll have to fake some
‘official documents’ to explain his sudden absence. Not to mention
I’ll likely have to deal with David, since I’m not sure how many
people Sig let in on his plan before he mysteriously ran off to
another dimension. Then to top it all off some gang will be trying
to shake down Blue for protection money over the Drif, and Esia
will have some maniac serial killer she can’t quite deal with, and
any of the thousand and one other little problems that plague my
life.

Just thinking of it makes me grin, because no matter what is
waiting for me when I get back home, I damn well know it’s
got to be better than this shit.

And it’s with that cheerful thought in mind that we suddenly
find ourselves standing on the edge of Lindow Street, the bald and
barren slopes of Golgotha rearing up behind a cyclone fence on the
far side.

For a while, we just stop, standing in a neat row along the
gutter; Cassandra then Joseph then Miriah then Sigmund and me then
Lucifer then Rhamiel. No-one says anything at first, and instead we
all just contemplate the slope before us. Finally, Miriah pipes
up.

“So,” she says, “this is it. If anyone is going to chicken out
at the last minute, now is the time to do it.”

Lucifer shakes his head. “I must be fucking crazy.”

“If we don’t do this, you’ll be fucking trapped,” Joseph points
out.

Luce just scoffs, and I know what he’s thinking, mostly because
if our roles were reversed, I’d be thinking it too.
There’s no real reason for him to be up here with us. Sure, if we
fail Azaza’el is going to fall into exactly the trap the Powers
want for him and we’ll all be stuck here in the Apocalypse battling
ourselves for an eternity. Despite this, there’s still nothing that
says Luce has to actively help us to get out. If he wanted
to, he could just find a nice dark hole to hide in and wait out the
storm; if

(when)

we succeed, everything is going to break back to
normal, not just whoever happens to be up on the hill at the time.
At least, that’s the plan. Despite this, Luce is here, and
he’s here without the notions of self-sacrifice for the greater
good that seem to plague the others like ravens on a battlefield.
There’s something in that – a lot of something – and for
the first time since I first met him here, I think that maybe
there’s more to him than meets the eye. If he manages to keep it
up, by the time we get out of here I might actually have grown a
modicum of respect for the dumb sunovabitch.

“Alright, let’s do this thing before I change my mind.”
Lucifer’s shiny black leather shoe is the first one to touch
Lindow’s tar, and the rest of us follow at varying speeds.

The actual crossing of the street itself isn’t all that
spectacular, and once we’re across we’re confronted with the
unhelpful, eight-foot-tall cyclone fence that separates us from the
hill. The place is technically off-limits to the public – signs on
the chain link suggest in no uncertain terms that there will be No
Trespassing – since various citizens’ groups still aren’t entirely
convinced that the area is safe. Which it isn’t, at that, but not
for the reasons they generally think. Niflheim isn’t a fun place,
even for something like me. Of course, Niflheim doesn’t exist here,
but if I’m guessing correctly, what’s on the other side isn’t
really much better.

Without needing to be prompted, Joseph takes the initiative and
wrenches a fairly large hole in the corner of the old fence.
Thoughtfully, he’s made it big enough that we can all just walk
though, which I’m grateful of since I don’t really feel up to
getting on my hands and knees and fighting my way through a rusty
fence right now.

The abused piece of fence makes a sharp tinkling noise when
Joseph throws it aside, and it echoes eerily though the silent
city. I stop anyone before they can enter the hole.

“Be careful,” I tell them. “This is a portal; trust me when I
say it’s not going to look like that”– I indicate the bleak but
otherwise peaceful hill –“on the other side.”

Grimly, everyone nods and then, one by one, we file through the
hole.

 

Not so surprisingly, on the other side of the fence, Pandemonium
has come to Duda’el.

The hill is whipped and wracked by the same hot, gritty winds I
remember from the last time I was here, except now they
burn even more as the dust and rocks fly up to lacerate my
open wounds and rip painfully at my still outstretched wings.
Unlike before, I’m left almost totally blind as I’m forced to shut
my eyes against the wind; my extra senses dulled and failing, I
curse the stupidity of the fact that even though my eyes are ruined
beyond any actual functionality, I still need to have them open to
‘see’. Sigmund, who hasn’t before experienced the harshness of
Duda’el, is caught off-guard, and he yelps slightly as he buries
himself against my side for protection. I bite down on the pain as
he squeezes broken ribs inadvertently, instead bringing a wing
around to shield him from the wind and debris as best I can. My
wings are the only part of me that have ever really bothered him –
ever since accidentally running into one as a child he’s had an
irrational fear of bats – but for now he accepts the protection
readily.

The others, too, are experiencing their own problems, and
everyone braces themselves as best they can – wings and jackets and
arms all coming to bear to protect eyes and wounds – before we
eagerly move on, though not before I glace a look behind us. Not
surprisingly, both the peaceful empty and misty decayed versions of
Pandemonium are gone; now, all that stretches out as far as the eye
can see are the ruined and dust-filled shells of buildings. Seeing
my city so scarred and raped sends a cold chill down my spine and a
stab of rage to my heart, but I calm myself quickly, swearing that
she will be restored to herself soon enough. Which, of course, in
this place means that she might not exist at all once we’re done.
Still, there are worse things in this world than the towering trees
of Jarnvid Forest, before it was felled to make way for the city
itself.

With a final sigh, I point us in the right direction to the
Yggdrasill – or whatever shadow of it exists here – and lead us
silently around the Wyrd’s last corner.

85. We Few, We Happy Few

What I wouldn’t give for some goggles right about now,
Miriah thought as the group marched steadily over the sandy plains
of Duda’el. The one who seemed the least hindered by the heat and
barren terrain was, unsurprisingly, Lucifer. He only hung back
because he was following Loki’s path. Miriah felt her stomach flop.
This could be her big one; everything, every ordeal in her life may
have pretty much been just a warm up for what they were about to
do. She hoped that Lucifer would stay in their pocket until it was
all over, because if he decided to side with Azaza’el… well, she
didn’t even want to consider that. Nonetheless, she was worried
about his involvement. She’d been flippant with him earlier, when
she met him in the Drif, and she knew – everybody knew – that his
memory was long. She hoped that the stories were all hype, and that
he was like any other Fallen; unfortunately, the reaction he’d
gotten from Joseph, Cassandra, and Rhamiel pretty much shot giant
holes in that idea.

As if on cue, Lucifer looked over his shoulder and shot her a
wide grin. Despite the heat, she shivered.

Ahead of them rose a tree like none other Miriah had ever
dreamed of. It was vast, spreading upwards so far that she could
barely see the lowest branches and outwards to the point that it
seemed to cover the whole of existence. Its boughs twisted and
coiled with the weight of world after world, and its trunk seemed
so vast to be like a mountain, its roots so deep they touched the
very beginnings of Time itself. Yet, somehow, it was also simply an
ash tree; gnarled and dead from the depravities of growing in the
center of what had once upon a time been the slag heap from a coal
mine. Juxtaposed on top of each other, the two images were so
incongruous that she was forced to look away, though the memory of
the primal World Tree remained with her even when she averted her
eyes. Compared to such a thing – that had been there at the dawn of
time and would be there at the end – her own life and the lives of
her companions seemed but the briefest flicker.

She caught Loki’s dulled green gaze, and he smiled at her. He
seemed stronger here, she thought, under the boughs of the world
tree. Not a physical strength by any means, but rather as if
something within his mind felt at ease being dwarfed by the whole
of eternity.

And why wouldn’t it, she thought to herself. After all,
this was his place; or at least an echo of it.

Behind the tree, in the distance, Miriah thought she could see a
long jagged crack in the earth, stretching far and beyond the width
of the hill. She glanced at the others; Rhamiel’s face was a
perpetual wince, the sands scratching at his still wounded skin.
Joseph was better, but not by much. His jaw was clenched tightly
and his lips were thin. Cassandra stumbled along beside Miriah,
managing a good pace. She looked tired.

(then again, we all do.)

The group stopped a few feet from the tree, which stood firm
against the beating winds. The area was empty.

“I don’t see anything!” Joseph shouted over the winds. Loki
looked perturbed. “They should be all over this thing, shouldn’t
they?”

“I’m beginning to think this was a very bad idea!” Cassandra
shouted, and Miriah shook her head.

“No! They’re here. Somewhere!”

“Oh for fuck’s sake!” Lucifer shouted then, and he went further
up the hill. He put a hand on the tree and looked past it. Loki
stepped forward.

“Be careful where you put your hands,” he growled, lowly, and
surprisingly Miriah got the impression he meant it more for
Lucifer’s sake than for the tree itself.

The arch-fiend, however, didn’t see it that way. “Relax pops!
It’s just to steady myself. But if you’re concerned about your
deadwood, it’s not me you should be shouting at!” he replied,
gesturing to the ground. The group inched closer to the tree, and
soon they saw that the hill fell into a very steep ravine. The
jagged crack of Duda’el was at the doorstep of the Yggdrasil, and
the world tree’s giant roots ran all the way down the ravine wall.
At the bottom was the jagged set of stones that contained Azaza’el.
Shapes stood in a circle at the bottom, while another stood before
Azaza’el. Fallen.

“They’ve already started!” Cassandra said, and Loki cast a
sideways glance at her.

“No shit, you think?”

“How are we getting down?” yelled Sigmund, and the group looked
at each other.

“I can climb,” shouted Cassandra, “but you others… Loki, can you
fly?”

“I doubt it. Not like this. He can barely walk!” Sigmund
answered for him. Lucifer took a quick count of the group.

“There’s seven of us. We’ll have to help each other down!” he
said. Loki nodded.

“I’ll carry Miriah,” offered Joseph, and she nodded.

“Loki can carry Sigmund,” Rhamiel suggested, but Lucifer
laughed.

“Doubt it. The brat goes with you.” He said, pulling off his
jacket. “Here, make yourself useful,” he shouted to Miriah,
throwing her the expensive suit coat. He wrestled with his ruined
tie for a moment, then slid it off and passed it to her. She
wrinkled up her nose but obliged. Moving to the buttons of his
shirt, he smiled. “Anyone who doesn’t feel like being aroused would
do well to look away,” he said, and opened his shirt, pulled it
free, and tossed it onto the pile Miriah held. Half-naked, he
stretched his arms and neck. “Stand back.”

With what sounded like quite some effort, Lucifer grimaced as he
uncased his wings; six of them. Each of the three pairs
was a shimmering black, and huge. Miriah and Cassandra were in awe;
the rest merely looked on with concern, though Miriah thought she
saw the slightest of smirks at Loki’s lips. He spread them all as
far as they would go; his eyes reverting back to their black and
orange hues as he dropped all pretense to humanity. He stepped to
Sigmund, who watched him warily, unwilling to relinquish his
burden. Lucifer cocked his head.

“Opportunist I may be, but stupid I am not. If I were going to
hurt him I’d have merely tossed the both of you over and have been
done with it!” he said, carefully getting a hold on Loki. Sigmund
very, very reluctantly let him. Rhamiel spread his own wings, and
slipped his arms around the boy. Cassandra passed Miriah her gun
belt, and she slipped it on. The familiar weight was comforting.
Miriah hopped onto Joseph’s back, and the group began their
descent; Joseph scraping his way down, Cassandra climbing the
gnarled roots with great haste, Rhamiel and Lucifer swooping down
with their precious companions.

 

It was Joseph who hit the ground first, Miriah springing off of
his back and raising her guns against the Fallen who turned at
their arrival. The circle of Fallen consisted of a circle of
sixteen, a lone figure standing in the center to officiate; Joseph
smirked when he recognized him as Nelchael, now blind by Joseph’s
own hand, but still the one who recited the lyrical passages of the
spell. Before him, in a large ornate silver bowl was a wholly
unsightly mess of flesh Joseph assumed could only be Loki’s
dismembered uterus. It glistened a dark, putrid plum colour and
floated in a lake of green-black blood so toxic and caustic it had
polished the inside of the bowl to a near mirror-like finish.
Despite everything, Joseph could feel the raw power it
exuded – something dark and primal and as old as time – and he
found himself loath to look upon the thing. It seemed to him to be
almost sentient in and of itself; thrashing about in a primal sea
of poison with ropey, fallopian tube arms. He shuddered
involuntarily, tearing his gaze away and onto Miriah, who stood
seemingly oblivious to the horror in the bowl.

“Freeze! UBPD!” she said smirking, and relishing the theatrics
of the line, though it mattered little to any of its intended
audience. Cassandra had landed softly next to her, and was crouched
and ready to spring if need be. Sigmund and Rhamiel were next down,
but the real panic amongst the Fallen started when Loki landed –
and when they saw who had been carrying him. The spectre of
Azaza’el appeared, and he was frantic. On the rocks, the chained
body writhed with urgency.

“Finish it!” he screamed, “Finish it quickly! You! Keep them
away! Keep them…” it shrieked, and the Fallen moved to attack Loki.
Lucifer spread his wings wide, and his eyes glowed like fire.

“Azaza’el! Don’t you dare even think of raising your
hand against me!” he bellowed, and Miriah swore that the entire
area darkened as he spoke. “I will not be trapped in your shit-hole
prison because you wish to avoid fate’s fires! I am the first and
the greatest of all of our kind, and I will not be subverted by
some overzealous peon!” The Fallen trembled as he spoke, and some
turned to flee. Lucifer raised his hands and they exploded into
flame, screaming as they collapsed into embers. Azaza’el shook
violently, screaming protests. Nelchael, desperate to finish the
ritual, raised up the silver bowl. The loud crack of Miriah’s
pistols sounded in the ravine, and the bowl fell back down to the
rocks with a metallic crash, Nelchael howling and holding his now
gunshot hand. Miriah smirked, spinning the revolvers on her trigger
fingers before holstering them. Nelchael looked sick as Joseph
leaned in next to him.

“Hello Nelchael,” he growled into his ear, and the Fallen mewed
pitifully. Joseph grabbed a handful of the Fallen’s coat, and
dragged him towards the body of Azaza’el. Loki stepped forward.

“Joseph, what do you think you’re–” he said in a low tone.
Joseph shook his head.

“I’m not killing him. No…” he said, pulling on one of the chains
that kept Azaza’el bound. “I figured it would be terrible to let
these chains go to waste.” Joseph pinned the struggling Fallen to
the rocks as he said this, and had begun to wedge him tightly in
beside his writhing master when a surprisingly strong hand grabbed
him by the back of the neck and he was thrown to the ground
roughly. When Joseph next looked up, it was into Loki’s eyes; they
blazed with a manic intensity, and Joseph swallowed hard, wondering
not for the first time how much of the god’s weakness was simply an
act.

“Fool!” Loki hissed, and to Joseph’s ears he sounded different
somehow; voice darker and rougher and strangely accented. “You want
to play with Chains, do you?” With that, he took in his hand a
great length of the chain hanging from the rock and ripped them
loose. Everyone present yelled and shrieked when the world around
them quaked at the removal; Nelchael was freed, but Azaza’el was
still bound painfully. The chain in the God’s hand began to glow
like embers, and he snapped them down against Joseph’s flesh. When
Joseph cried out, Loki yanked him up roughly and threw him against
the wall, and with a great heave he lashed the chains against the
hunter as hard as he could. Joseph brought him arm up feebly to
protect himself, and the great chain coiled around him quickly. The
God was on him then, pressing the remaining links across his back
and into his ribs. The smell of charred flesh filled the air as the
fire god burnt his fury into the hunter’s body, skin around the
links cracking black and digging deep. Joseph whimpered as the god
stepped back, standing over his handiwork.

“Now you too can feel the brunt of our chains. Perhaps now you
will learn from your mindless transgressions.” He spat. Loki turned
to Azaza’el and the terrified, blind Nelchael, but before he could
speak, Azaza’el interjected.

“So,” he said, and his voice was rimmed with madness. “This is
it. You’ve… won. All I wanted was to be free…” the last was almost
a whisper, and his gaze fell sorrowfully on his thrashing body.
Nelchael keened in blind sympathy with his distress, and in that
moment Loki’s expression seemed softer and older than any assembled
had seen it.

“Azaza’el, I told you when we first met I would help
you, but I’m sure as shit not letting you do this. Don’t you see;
there’s no freedom here anyway. This whole place is simply another
prison; one far stronger and far more cunning than your current
one. If you succeed, if you break these bonds laid upon you, we
will all be trapped here.”

Azaza’el looked away, his body shaking with impotent grief.
“Then you would leave me here to writhe in agony; so be it. You are
just like the rest.”

Loki cocked an eyebrow, grinning, though his grin was black and
the only humour it held was that of the grave. “You know,” he said.
“For a guy that spent a good deal of effort cutting me open and
generally pissing me off, you really expect quite a lot. But I’ll
try not to hold it against you.” Painfully, he sat himself down on
the rock beside the bound Fallen. “You know, the funny thing was
you were so close to being right, to being free. No
strings attached, no questions asked.”

Azaza’el looked up sharply at that. “You… you do know a
way.” The hope in his eyes was almost painful to see, but Loki met
his gaze evenly.

“I sure as shit hope I do,” he replied, grimacing. “Otherwise
we’re all fucked. But right now, there’s really not much else.
Azzie, the bad part is, you’re body’s gotta stay bound forever. If
you get out, we spring this hellhole trap and we all get stuck
tearing each other apart in the Apocalypse until the end of time.
And that, I don’t like the sound of.” He paused a beat before
continuing, and everyone watching got the impression that, were he
in possession of a cigarette, he would have been taking a deep drag
on it. “The good news is that I don’t remember reading
anywhere that you have to be in your body while it’s stuck
here.”

Azaza’el frowned. “How do you mean?”

“Well, you’ve already proven you’re a deft touch at this astral
projection shit.  Now all we gotta do is sever the cord”– he
made a scissoring motion in the air with thick-clawed fingers –“and
find you someplace new to set up shop.”

“A new body…” Azaza’el’s voice was tinged with wonder, feeling
his escape was near. He eyed the assembled crowd, most of whom
stepped back, eyes darting between Loki and Azaza’el with
distrust.

Loki just sighed. “Oh relax, you dumb cunts. It’s not any of
you. Luce, fetch my bits for me.”

Grinning as if in on some private joke, Lucifer retrieved the
heavy silver bowl from where Nelchael had been forced to drop it.
It had tipped to the side, sending most of the blood spilling out
onto the ground where it was currently doing a good job of eating
into the obsidian floor of the abyss. He grimaced when he caught
sight of the shapeless mass of ruined flesh that remained stuck to
the bottom, and passed the whole thing eagerly over to Loki.

“Now go do that voodoo that you do so well,” he said.

Loki was grinning like a madman as he accepted the bowl. He
turned his attention to Sigmund, who needed no more elaborate
prompting, and who reached into his cargo pocket to pull out the
abused arrow. Azaza’el’s eyes widened when he saw what it was.

“Bet you never realized the power of the thing, eh?” Loki asked,
amused. “Didn’t figure out the fact that mistletoe doesn’t just
kill me ‘cause it’s pointy; ‘cause it’s like a piece of fucking
kryptonite. It’s symbolic; spiritual transcendence and all
that shit. I keep telling people, death isn’t death, but no-one
ever listens.” He gave the overdramatic sigh of the long maligned,
and Sigmund rolled his eyes.

“Get on with it you hack.”

Loki flipped the boy off, jovially. “So kids,” he said. “After
this, assuming I’m as good as I think – which, incidentally, I am –
me and Sig here are as good as home, and Azzie’s as good as free.
Luce is minus not one but two problems – lucky him – and
the rest of you get the misfortune of never seeing my glamorous
face again. If you’ve got some final fucking words, now’s the
time.”

No-one said anything, though everyone wanted to. Somehow, it
seemed the safest route.

Loki nodded, his expression turning grim. Gently, he reached out
to lay a hand on the cowering Nelchael’s shoulder, the Fallen
jumping skittishly at the contact. “And you, kid, you relax. I
won’t make it bad for your boss, I swear.”

Uncertain, the Fallen nodded, and Loki leaned in closer. “When
I’m gone,” he told Nelchael in a stage whisper, “you gouge out one
of the Pea’s eyes for me, alright? Good kid.” He thumped Nelchael
on the back good naturedly, turning his attentions to the objects
in his hand. For the briefest instant, he seemed to be steeling
himself for something, and when he moved it was almost too fast to
follow; finally snapping the abused mistletoe arrow in half and
bringing each part down hard into the eye sockets of the bound
Azaza’el. The action bought forth a howl from the Fallen’s throat
that would haunt everyone who heard it for some time; a cry of
primal rage and frustration, of agony and impotence and eons worth
of revenge and hate. When it was over, when Loki finally pulled the
broken twigs from long-empty sockets, only one Azaza’el remained;
chained to the stones and thrashing violently. No-one dared breathe
as, grimly, Loki held the twigs in one hand, picking up the
quivering mass of his own uterus with the other. When he stood, his
movements were fluid and strong, free of the injuries his flesh
still seemed plagued by.

Coldly, he kicked Joseph as he passed; the hunter still not
having picked himself off the ground where he had landed. “Get
up, boy, and I will show you real sacrifice.” He was
no longer speaking English, though the meaning of his words came
through to all present clearly in the deepest, oldest parts of
their minds, echoed in a myriad of birth-languages. It was the
languages of Gods, and no-one could find it within them to disobey
such an order; nor the figure that issued it, who somehow now
appeared infinitely more than he ever before had. Joseph
stumbled to his feet, and solemnly Loki handed him the mistletoe
branch, now miraculously whole and vibrant once more.

He turned his attention to Sigmund who, for the first time,
seemed nervous under the gaze of his god-husband. “You know
what it is your place to do?”

Sigmund nodded gravely. “I carry your burden always, my love,”
he said, though it was not quite him that said it.

“So be it,” said Loki, and with that moved towards the
vast mass of the Yggdrasil’s roots as they extended deep down
beneath Duda’el. There, beneath the tree, he knelt down and
devoured his own bloodied uterus. “At last I am whole.”
His hands went to gently to his midsection, eyes closing, face set
into an expression of grim peace. Biting his lip, Sigmund knelt
down besides his husband, hands holding the Ás in place. Pained, he
turned his face away, and when he closed them, no-one failed to see
his eyes were stained with tears.

“Do it.”

Joseph hardly heard the words, instead felt them reach deep
inside his very soul. When he drew his arm back, it was as if he
were guided by another, and the roar drawn from his throat belonged
not to him, but to a brother; dark and blind and forgotten by all
but one.

The twig had become a spear, and Joseph’s aim was true, driving
it straight through Loki’s midsection and down into the roots of
the World Tree itself. The god’s eyes and mouth widened in the
birth of a scream, but there was no breath left to form the sound,
and he was dead before he hit the ground.

And, when the first of the blood of the Bound God Reborn seeped
down to feed the roots of the world, Loki’s carefully wrought spell
was triggered, and the world burned.

 

Everyone screamed as they burned, but when the flames receded
and left them standing on the ash-barren ground of Golgotha Hill,
only one voice remained. Miriah was the first to find its source,
surging forward after regaining her own bearings to the slumped
form of the jötun god as he lay against the thin, gnarled
trunk of the hill’s lone ash tree.

“Loki!” she cried, but when she put a hand on his shoulder he
felt cold and stiff. The impact jarred the corpse, and when its
head rolled back it was glassy-eyed and slack jawed. Since meeting
him, Miriah had always thought of Loki as being ‘corpse coloured’,
with his weird mauve skin and purple-black lips. However, looking
at his body now she realized that this was true
corpse-colour; pale and waxy. He looked old, too, in
death; his hair shockingly white and uncoiling from its usual
strange dreadlocks, his ageless face now lined and weathered. The
sight made her cry out, and she jerked her hand away, falling
backwards awkwardly in her desire to get away from something so
obviously dead. As she did so, she met Sigmund’s sad eyes,
from where he still kept watch over his husband.

“Oh my god!” it was Cassandra’s gasp that drew her attention
back to herself, away from the dead god and his boy-widow, and
instead to the wailing noise that had followed them out of Duda’el.
There, lying across Loki’s lap, was a newborn baby; squalling and
kicking for all it was worth.

Azaza’el reborn; a second chance.

It was Cassandra who kept enough sense to gather the child up,
wrapping him in Lucifer’s discarded jacket. Sigmund watched her, a
fierce kind of intensity in his gaze. It took a while for Miriah to
recognize it as paternal protectiveness; not too surprisingly, she
thought, when she realized that technically the child was Loki’s by
birth. The baby looked human enough, though that very fact
made Miriah all the more curious.

Her attention, however, was diverted by Sigmund. “We haven’t
much time,” he said, and to Miriah’s ears his voice sounded almost
like an echo. “This place will soon start to fracture; its purpose
defeated.”

“And you?” she asked, feeling the first hints of an earthquake
beneath her.

“We will go with it. You must hold on, return to your
world.”

Cassandra was looking around nervously, holding tightly onto the
newborn as the world around them began to reset itself. “Here it
comes,” she said as the ground beneath them began to quake
violently. Just above the dead ash lightning sparked through the
sky without rain or thunder, and the group watched in horror as a
swirling vortex began to form overhead. It grew quickly, and the
group – minus Sigmund, who simply waited to be taken home –
scrambled to get away as best they could. All around, debris began
flying into the air as the vortex filled the sky and slowly sucked
the entire city from the ground. With nowhere left to run, Joseph
jammed his claws into the hard ground at the base of Golgotha Hill,
only just catching Cassandra as she was ripped up by the winds and
whirled past. She cried out gratefully, as he pulled her in close,
and he saw she was still clutching the wailing newborn, protecting
the small body as best should could against the merciless winds.
Rhamiel, Lucifer, and Miriah, all clawed at the ground as best they
could, Rhamiel catching hold of a jagged outcropping of rock and
clinging to it hard enough to draw blood from his arms. Lucifer was
next to find his grip, following Joseph’s lead and digging his
hands into the ground as far as they would go, narrowly avoiding
being struck as a large section of cyclone fence went whirling
past. It was followed closely by Miriah, hands bloodied and missing
fingernails as she too tried desperately to cling to any solid
surface. Despairing, she cried out as her hands finally slipped
from the ground and she felt herself lifted mercilessly into the
air, and then – at the last moment – felt a hand clamp down firmly
on her wrist. Looking up, she was shocked to see that it was
Lucifer who had sacrificed a firm grip to save her.

The pull became stronger, and above them cars and whole chunks
of buildings were being tossed about like fabric, all eventually
vanishing into the mass of angry black clouds gathered overhead.
Despite his strength, Lucifer began to slip, and soon both he and
Miriah were flying towards the vortex. Miriah could hear Cassandra
scream, and she latched on to the first thing that she could grab;
a branch of the dead ash tree. Lucifer grabbed a hold of its trunk
while all around them Pandemonium was unmade, sent spiraling into
ruin. The vortex spread across the entire sky from horizon to
horizon, an ugly black spiral of debris, and the city was rapidly
succumbing to its outraged pull. Almost nothing remained, a ruined
wasteland spreading out where once the city had stood; and, not
quite in the center of it all, Golgotha Hill and its lone dead ash.
Lucifer looked up at Miriah, who was struggling to keep her grip.
He smiled wickedly, and she groaned.

“Sorry sunshine!” he screamed over the maelstrom, “But like I
told the boy; I’m an opportunist – and there’s still something that
needs doing!” Miriah cried out, and Lucifer burst into a flock of
birds. They beat themselves against her as they hurried to escape
the vortex, pecking at her face and hands. Finally, it was too
much, and “Miriah” Xiong Yi Lian, the gunslinger from Underwood
Bay, vanished into the sky.

 

Epilogue: Eden

When Cassandra next opened her eyes, all she could see was
green, and it took her some time to realize the sounds she could
hear came from the chirping or birds, and not the ringing in her
ears. There was a breeze, but it was gentle and crisp, not the
raging storm she remembered coming from, and very tentatively, she
sat up.

All around her was forest, and from the gentle slop of the
ground she surmised she was sitting near the base of a hill; but
this was not the hill they had come from. This could not be
Golgotha, this place of living plants and chirping birds, of warm
sunlight filtered green and dappled through the trees. She was
home, she realized, the weird malaise that had plagued her since
landing in Pandemonium City – that she hadn’t even really realized
she’d experienced until now – had lifted like a fog. Things seemed…
wrong in her head. She remembered getting a call from Miriah,
remembered boarding a plane to a place she hadn’t even
heard of before that day. Of touching down in a strange
place, of a tall monster with green green eyes and fiery hair… but
everything seemed distant. Like waking from a dream.

From her lap, something gurgled.

Shocked, Cassandra looked down to discover she was holding
tightly onto a newborn baby, wrapped in an outrageously expensive
man’s black suit jacket. Even without looking, she knew it was a
boy, that it wasn’t hers, and that it was important somehow… though
she couldn’t for the life of her remember why exactly this
might be so.

Another noise behind her caught her attention, and she spun
quickly only to find herself looking straight into Joseph’s inky
black eyes. Surprised by the sudden proximity, they both backed off
abruptly, and while Cassandra realized she should have been more
than a little surprised to see the itinerant hunter, she had to
admit that she wasn’t in the slightest. Nor did he seem surprised
to see her. Or the infant, or the forest, for that matter.

Wordlessly, they both got to their feet, Joseph inspecting the
baby critically; in turn, it stared back with the kind of sharp
green eyes Cassandra thought a baby had no right to have. In the
end, however, it just gurgled happily, and waved a free arm in
Joseph’s direction. Cassandra gasped when she finally got a look at
the man; he looked about ready to drop, and the huge chain seared
into his flesh weighed him down visibly. Reaching out slowly, she
touched the links – and promptly ripped her hand away. They
burned. His face was grim.

“Lokeshefnd,” he said, looking down at his charred
body. “I don’t know how I know, but that’s what it’s called.” He
moved his attention back to Cassandra. “We’re missing someone,” he
said, eventually.

They found Miriah a short distance away through the woods, lying
unconscious at the base of a large ash tree, and both grew
concerned when they noticed the multitude of small wounds that
covered her body; mostly cuts and abrasions, though her hands were
a particular mess, several of the smallest bones in her fingers
were broken and she was missing several nails. Joseph and Cassandra
exchanged looks – as neither they nor the infant bore any wounds
beyond Joseph’s chain – which only grew more and more worried when
she wouldn’t wake up. In the end, Joseph simply picked her up with
his untouched arm, and they began to silently make their way
through the forest, looking for a sign – any sign – of human
habitation.

Sometime near dusk, they found a lonely country road as it wound
its way through the forest, parallel to a wide-flowing river. They
followed it upstream for a while until, just as the light was
failing, a large town sign appeared on the other side of a
particularly sharp corner.

Welcome to Eden! it announced. Pop. 1,089.

 

Epilogue: Equal and Opposite

It feels like having her soul ripped out from the inside without
it having the good graces to leave the rest of her body behind.
Inside out, upside down, falling and swirling, and when she hits
the ground again she’s furious, in pain, and shuddering. She
screamed in rage as well as in agony, clawing weakly at the grassy
ground which she has landed on. She felt like she wanted to throw
up. It wasn’t long before someone’s attention cames to her, and she
heard someone running to her aid.

“Good god, are you okay Miss?” comes the concerned question, and
she shook her head. Slowly she got to her feet, brushing white hair
out of her eyes. She looked down at her body, and sees black
leather clothing.

“Least I’m not naked,” she slurred, stepping away from her
would-be benefactor. She wasn’t in the mood for this kind of shit.
She looked around and saw that she was in a park in a large city;
she could tell just from the sound that it was huge. Before her was
an enormous tower; gleaming steel and glass, lit with glorious
electric light. She smiled. “Clearly, someone is over
compensating.”

She dusted herself off, feeling better already. She turned to
the man who had come to check on her.

“Where am I?” she asked simply, and the man looked confused.
When he didn’t answer, she slinked her way over to him. “Please
tell me?” she asked with a pout.

“You’re in Pandemonium City, miss. Do you want me to call the
Police for you? Have you been… attacked?” he asked meekly, and she
laughed.

“You would play my hero, hmm? How sweet,” she said,
getting her arms around his neck. “But believe me when I say I can
handle myself.” In a flash, she was behind him, and before he knew
what was happening she had snapped his neck. He fell to the ground
heavily, and she knelt beside him. From his back pocket, she
removed his wallet; there were a few hundred dollars inside, and
she took it all. She tossed the wallet aside as she stood, reaching
inside her jacket. She withdrew the stub of a cigar and a lighter.
She lit up, and blew smoke at the huge building before her.

“Okay, Tara. Let’s see what this place has to offer a girl,
oui?”
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