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Chapter 1






I said, "I was led to believe that a shotgun was traditional
for this sort of thing."


Turbo said, "Wouldn't want you to get the wrong idea.  You ought to 
know that they don't make rock salt rounds in thirty-oh-six, and since 
we've already seen you run, Bodie got out his ghillie suit and sniper 
rifle and not even I know where he is now.  Now shut up and listen to 
Papa Zee."


I said, "But don't I-"


Turbo said, "If you want words to keep coming out of your mouth, the 
next two had better be 'I do', and you might want to think hard about 
the timing."


I took the hint and buttoned down my jabber flaps.  My "best man", 
whom I had only known so far as "Turbo", gave a nod to the rotund, 
bearded patriarch before me.


Papa Zee said, "Family, stand up and give some respect to the 
bride."


At these words, the dulcimer player abruptly switched to something 
Wagner might have written shortly after losing a drinking contest where 
the liquor was mountain-distilled, and the glasses fashioned from the 
drones of an old bagpipe.  Turbo ever so gently yanked on the rope 
hanging from my zip-tie manacles, checking my impulse to turn and watch 
my doom approach.  In my mind, a hillbilly ogress lumbered up the aisle 
to my rear, judging my weight and silently calculating the necessary 
quantities of the other ingredients required for husband stew.  A vague 
shape formed from white taffeta, or chiffon, or tulle--or whatever it is 
they make bridal gowns out of up here in North Deliverance--crept into 
my peripheral vision, and the dulcimer fell silent.


Papa Zee said, "We stand witness to the marriage of John Nash of 
Legba's Dahomey line to our Marta."


I flinched a little at this.  I was supposed to be undercover, and 
these backwoods people just announced me by my real name.  The rest was 
over my head, but I did catch the name of the lady who was going to have 
to hire a good divorce attorney just as soon as I got out of range of 
Turbo and Bodie.


Papa Zee said, "If any in the Family or the Kin have any objection, 
tell it now."


I could hear some murmurs from the pews, but no one was loud enough 
for me to understand.


Papa Zee said, "Then I ask the blessings of Jesus on this union and 
our Family.  Marta, do you take this man as your husband?"


Marta said, "I do."


Papa Zee said, "John, do you take this woman as your wife?"


Turbo helpfully rested the barrel of his Garand on the nape of my 
neck, in case I forgot my line.


I said, "I do."


Papa Zee said, "Exchange the rings."


I heard two quiet snips and my hands were free from the plastic 
cuffs, left holding a simple silver ring, covered with some fine 
engraving that I couldn't quite appreciate at the moment.  I turned to 
my left and confronted the ogress.


As ogresses go, she was rather undersized.  It must have taken her 
months to finish eating her previous husbands.  The veil was nearly 
opaque from this side, so I still had no idea what I was in for.  She 
removed the glove from her left hand and offered it to me.  I counted 
fingers until the third from the thumb and slid the ring onto it.


Judging from the hands, I was getting married to a white woman.  I 
imagined an amalgam of all the black girls I had ever known giving me an 
accusing look, before remembering that not one of them had ever even 
hinted that I was good enough to marry them.  While I was feeling my 
obligatory moment of post-racial angst, Marta slid the other ring onto 
my finger.


The ring looked like silver, but it felt like fire ants with 
mandibles made from those crazy strong rare-earth magnets.  I quickly 
suppressed the urge to yank it off and throw it into the sun, before 
Turbo had a chance to make me even more uncomfortable with his antique 
rifle.


Papa Zee said, "That's it.  You're married.  Thomas, the 
recessional."


The dulcimer player resumed, this time reminiscent of Bach and 
Mendelssohn shortly after having a bare-knuckle fistfight.


Marta rested her ungloved hand on my cheek, then slid it down to my 
chin, suddenly gripping it with a force that reinforced my ogress 
hypothesis.  She tilted my head down, forcing me to lean forward, and 
hissed a warning near my ear.


She said, "Just so you know, this doesn't count as the first 
date."


She released my chin, brushed her fingers across my lips, and exited 
the tiny church.  Turbo slapped me hard on the back.


He said, "Congratulations, bro.  I'll give you a ride back.  My name 
is actually Walter, but that isn't the kind of name people trust to do 
flashy and expensive mods on their cars.  Taxes, maybe, but not sound 
systems or blowers."


Turbo's back-slapping hand guided me toward the exit.  Once we 
reached the light pickup with the spotless iridescent paint job, his 
rifle went right into the stereotypical gun rack.  I numbly levered 
myself into the passenger seat and fastened the seat belt.


I said, "So..."


Turbo said, "No way, man.  You don't even know what questions to ask.  
Give it a couple of days first.  Then head back over to the garage and 
I'll try to help you out."


Turbo turned on the radio, quickly flipped through the three 
over-the-air stations that came in clearly, and disgustedly switched 
over to the internal storage on his gaudy aftermarket music player.  The 
next twelve minutes consisted primarily of me frantically attempting to 
materialize both a passenger-side brake pedal and a set of earplugs out 
of thin air by sheer force of will.  I barely even noticed when we slid 
to a halt on the gravel outside my stupid, useless undercover rental 
trailer.


As I exited the vehicle, Turbo couldn't resist giving me one last 
dig.


He said, "By the way, bro, the Family runs eight stills up there, and 
we only pay the sheriff bribes on the smallest three. And Bodie and I 
grow wee-ee-eeya-ee ee-ee-ee-eed."


He drove off, drawing out his last word into a taunting melody.  I 
stalked back into my temporary lodgings.






Chapter 2






Once I was back inside my little piece of Appalachia, I went
back to the bathroom, pulled the plastic liner back from the edge of the
shower, and removed my secret undercover law enforcement journal from its
hiding place.  I took it to the dining table and plopped down in one of the 
plastic chairs surrounding it, flipping the book open to the next empty page.



I wrote down the date, and checked my wall clock for the time.  When 
I wrote in my log book, I imagined myself in the courtroom, 
testifying.


This is day 18 of my undercover investigation.  I overheard two of 
the garage employees discussing shipments of alcohol.  After closing, I 
noted the appearance of their vehicles--an iridescent silver Ford pickup 
truck and a navy blue Honda sedan--and went to the market to buy food.  
When I finished, I headed back home.  On the way, I noticed the sedan 
turning down Millton Banks Road.  I parked my vehicle, put my purchases 
inside my trailer, and ran the three kilometers back to Millton Banks 
and followed it for another two kilometers until again seeing the sedan.  
I noted the approximate location and turned around.  When I got back to 
Hammer Road, the silver pickup was there waiting for me, carrying two 
people, who were both aiming hunting rifles at me.  They bound my hands, 
blindfolded me, and drove me to a tiny church, where I was forced to 
participate in a


My hand stopped writing.  I hadn't finished with my notes, but 
whenever I tried to continue the narrative, the pen simply failed to 
move across the paper.  I stared at my fingers, wondering if I were too 
young to be having a stroke.  I drew scribbles on the previous week's 
newspaper.  I found the crossword and correctly filled in a few of the 
boxes.  But when I went back to the journal and tried to write in it, 
nothing happened.


The ring was giving me that ants and magnets feeling again.  This 
time I did try to yank it off and throw it into the sun, but it didn't 
budge.  It wasn't stuck.  I could twist it, wiggle it, slide it around, 
and even get it up onto my knuckle, but there it stopped.


The sun was now well below the horizon, so I went into the kitchen, 
under the brightest light in my little metal box, and gave it a good 
look.  Fine engraving completely covered its surface, as though someone 
had given a tiny spider a tiny burin and a tiny pot of coffee--spiked 
with an enormous dose of amphetamine.  When I looked away, my vision 
writhed and seethed for a moment before settling down.  It felt very 
much like one of those optical illusion effects, where you watch a 
spinning disk for a while and then anything you look at afterward 
seems to spin as well.


My mouth took the initiative, and regaled my ears with a long stream 
of highly unprofessional urban dialect which, when translated into 
network televisionese, would come out as about ninety percent "bleep," 
and the remaining ten percent as badly dubbed inoffensive replacement 
words.  After about eight minutes, I had exhausted my knowledge of 
negative slang and switched over to more common curse words.  Shortly 
thereafter, my tongue ceased its lashing and fell silent.  I fumed at my 
finger.


I flipped to the back cover of my journal, and stared at the business 
card that I had taped to it.  Obviously, I couldn't do any good working 
undercover, investigating a group that knew my real name, especially 
when they recently had the option of poking two big holes in my skull.  
I picked up my phone and jabbed at the buttons.


Someone said, "This is Collins."


I said, "John Nash."


Collins said, "That was quick.  How many arrests can we expect to be 
making tomorrow?"


I said, "Zero.  I ran down my first lead and next thing I know I had 
two rifles in my face and they're calling me by my real name.  They did 
some hillbilly... thing, and dumped me at my trailer."  I had intended 
to say "wedding ceremony," but it just wouldn't come out.


He said, "You get anything at all?"


I said, "Yeah, the guy that dropped me off told me-" My mouth 
stopped.


He said, "Told you what?"


I said, "He told me that-" My mouth stopped again.  The ring was busy 
poking me with tiny chainsaws and smearing semisolid magma into the 
holes.


He said, "Cat got your tongue, Special Agent Nash?"


I said, "Something strange going on.  It feels like one of those 
stage hypnotist shows, like someone's going to come into my trailer and 
snap his fingers, and then I'll strip naked and cluck like a 
chicken."


He said, "You think they hypnotized you?"


I said, "They did something."


He said, "But they didn't kill you."


I said, "Obviously."


He said, "Listen.  You're there because the BATFE needed the help, 
and we're apparently all buddy-buddy fusion-center cooperative with each 
other now.  And wouldn't you know it, but they ran short on young black 
men without criminal records.  These guys you're looking into hate Feds.  
If they knew you were one, you wouldn't be calling me now.  So suck it 
up, and get the evidence we need to shut them down.  You knew when you 
signed up for Special Agent that you could get transferred anywhere at 
any time for any reason.  Someone has to take the shit assignments, and 
you're someone.  We're not taking you out of East Bumblefart.  Deal.  
With.  It."


I said, "How the heck am I supposed to-"


He interrupted, "Who cares if they know your name?  Answer me this: 
how many John Nashes are there in Tennessee?"


I said, "Lots, but-"


He said, "You can't even do a search on yourself without getting a 
hundred pages of that math guy in front of you.  Who cares if they know 
your name?  If they didn't kill you, they don't know you're a cop.  It's 
easy."


I said, "But what I have been trying to tell you is I can't-" My 
mouth balked again.


He said, "You can't stay in Quantico forever.  Sometimes the real 
world is harder than the training exercises.  You can do it, John.  They 
wouldn't have picked you for undercover as your first assignment if you 
weren't good enough to do it.  Just find the stills or cigars or guns or 
bombs or whatever and report back so we can get you doing real Bureau 
jobs instead of pimping you out to other agencies for cooperation or 
goodwill or whatever it is we're supposed to get out of using up part of 
our budget to do their work for them."


I said, "Well what about the hypnotist thing?"


He said, "When my computer starts acting up, the support guys always 
say reboot it."


I said, "What?"


He said, "Get some sleep.  And don't call this number too often.  I 
mean they're not the Mafia or anything, but operational security is 
still a good habit to practice, right?"


I said, "Got it.  Good night."  I replaced the telephone handset on 
its base.






Chapter 3






When I woke up, I did feel just a tiny bit better, like the
previous day was just a bad dream.  I was still alive, after all, and I knew 
there were not just three, but eight stills up there somewhere in the 
hills that were such remote and neglected backwoods that the locals 
probably trapped and ate wild dust bunnies.  Also, there was a marijuana 
grow operation that would probably get me a few DEA brownie points if I 
could find it.  Those guys definitely had better political clout, and if 
I could make a solid connection there, I'd be on the fast track to LEO 
greatness for sure.  I decided to go to my stupid, useless cover job and 
get back to installing aftermarket stereos and security systems for a 
few days.  Maybe something would turn up.


I arrived at 8:20, just ten minutes before the garage supposedly 
opened to the public.  I waited twenty minutes before the owner's son 
finally showed up to unlock the doors and start up the sale terminal, 
then retreat to the tiny back office to goof off on social websites all 
day.  Shortly thereafter, the more senior employees all arrived within a 
one-minute span of each other, and thus we were open for business a mere 
fifteen minutes late.


Since we were the only garage in a small town, and people mostly 
called for appointments anyway, the posted business hours were not all 
that important.  Mostly, I was irritated that this and every other 
business in the area seemed to operate on redneck time, a scheduling 
system which didn't mix well with clocks and schedules.  Since I wasn't 
acclimated to it yet, I spent an awful lot of time showing up early for 
something, only to wait around well past the time I had expected 
something to happen, and finally get down to business at some completely 
unrelated time, probably coordinated via the secret subliminal 
steganography in the music on the low-power AM radio station.


The mechanics had already launched into their standard patter, which 
was an eclectic mix of armchair quarterbacking, sex stories of dubious 
provenance, complaining about the government, and the remote sexual 
harassment of individuals who would doubtless feel a slight psychic 
trauma if their airplane ever passed directly overhead.  I pretended not 
to listen as I busied myself with rebuilding a part assembly that I had 
discovered in the uncatalogued junk stockpile of the garage.  I didn't 
know what it was, exactly, but that wouldn't stop me from cleaning it up 
and posting the photos on a car geek website to resolve that problem 
before trying to sell it to some vintage car collector for far too much 
money.  In the meantime, it made me look busy when there weren't any 
cars around to work on.


Turbo arrived at about 11:00, carrying a brown paper sack.  He 
deliberately walked as close to me as possible, and blew a puff of air 
out of the bag in my general direction as he passed.  He briefly visited 
the back office and returned without the blatant marijuana odor, making 
as much noise as possible while dragging another steel stool over to my 
workbench.


He said, "So how did your Fed cop report go?  Gonna bust us for all 
the shine and weed, are you?"


I had to assume that he was trying to trick me.


I said, "I'm not a-" My mouth stopped working just before I tried to 
push out the word "cop."  I tried a different tack.


I said, "Did you people slip me some Datura or something?"


He said, "Depends on what Datura is."


I said, "Jimson weed.  Devil's trumpet.  It's in the stuff that the 
voodoo guys used to turn people into zombies, like in Serpent and the 
Rainbow.  Ever see that movie?"


He said, "Ohhh.  Secret family recipe, is it?  You need me to get you 
some, bro?"  He winked at me in a manner that was equal parts smug and 
obnoxious.


I said, "I don't know what the heck you're talking about.  And knock 
it off with the 'bro' thing, okay?  There's no way that wedding business 
was legally binding.  If this is all part of some redneck hazing prank, 
I don't think it's funny."


He said, "No, not legally binding, but whatever.  It's not a 
prank.  You're married to my wife's sister, so that makes you my 
bro."


I said, "No, that would make us brothers-in-law, and only if I 
were actually married.  We wouldn't be 'bros' unless we both drank 
ourselves to the point of permanent brain damage and joined the same 
stupid fraternity.  But it don't matter.  Doesn't matter.  Not married.  
Therefore, not brothers.  Logic."


He said, "You still got that ring on."


I said, "The super glue will wear off in a week or two, you know, 
faster if I can get this degreaser on it."


He said, "Look, brother-in-law, I'm not trying to be mean or 
anything, but for a Special Agent of the FBI, you're not very good at 
solving mysteries.  You should be asking me why you couldn't deny that 
you're a cop just now."


I said, "Why couldn't I-"


Turbo interrupted forcefully.


He said, "No.  You missed your launch window.  I'm gonna let Marta 
handle your ass.  That's Marta, my sister-in-law and your wife, 
bro.  She's gonna pick you up in like half an hour for a lunch 
date.  Be nice, or else.  And don't say 'or else what,' or you're gonna 
get some 'else' right now."


Turbo moved to the back door of the garage and vanished from my view.  
Collins apparently was not as informed as he had believed himself to be.  
I had no cover whatsoever, and these people didn't seem to care one 
little bit that I was a Fed.  Maybe they had decided that getting 
married was, in fact, a fate worse than death, and I started to think 
that I would have been better off with the latter.






Chapter 4






Marta arrived just before noon, as I was still working on my
mystery part.  I was alerted to her presence by the sudden silence from the 
senior mechanics.  Since they never seemed to shut up under normal 
circumstances, I looked up to see what had killed them both so 
suddenly.


They were still breathing, and paying quite a lot of attention to 
something behind me.  A flame-haired woman wearing farm-appropriate work 
clothes was approaching the open work bay doors.  At the threshold, she 
caught my eye and waved at me with her left hand, her wedding band 
plainly visible.  My mind politely reminded me that if this were some 
sort of cruel punishment for being a Fed, I ought to make a rough mental 
plot on the hot versus crazy scale, and lay in an appropriately dosed 
supply of anti-psychotics.  I'd probably have to rob at least two 
pharmacies to get enough.  Three to be safe.


Ordinarily, I would have thought even asking such a female for a date 
would have been futile, but here she was, taking me out.  And she wasn't 
an ogress after all.  I could at least play along with this for a while.  
If they were going to kill me, they could have done it already.  And if 
it was just a honey trap, at least I'd get some sugar.


I left my workbench, yelled out that I was taking off for lunch, and 
followed Marta back out to her car.  She headed towards the center of 
town.  Less than a minute later, we arrived at Reg'n'Ida's Family Diner, 
the only full-service restaurant left in the "historic downtown" area.  
It took another minute to enter and seat ourselves at one of the booths 
lining the outer wall.  Ida approached the table carrying two menus, but 
Marta just waved her off.


Marta said, "Just two specials, Ida.  And a water for... my 
husband."


She seemed to choke a little on that last bit.  Ida smiled sweetly at 
me, with her best "who's your favorite grandma" expression on, then 
swished back to the hostess station, shouting the food order back into 
the kitchen.  After presenting me with my beverage, she gave us back our 
privacy.


Marta gave me an appraising look.


"Tell me all about yourself," she said.


I started to talk.


"I never had a real family before.  I was an orphan from the day I 
was born.  My mother went into the hospital already in labor, and was 
gone less than an hour later.  It went down in the police report as a 
suspected case of human trafficking.  Apparently, the local cartel 
always kept a few of their slaves pregnant at all times, for the 
customers that were into that, and pulled the same trick at different 
hospitals every four or five months.  This time, the nurses got together 
and picked a name to put on the birth certificate.  Baby John Doe from 
Nashville turned into just John Nash.


"Of course, I didn't know any of that at the time.  Off to foster 
care I went.  By the time I was old enough to remember things, I was 
living at Reverend Gordon Christian's House of Compassion.  Rev. Gordy 
led one of those independent mega-churches, except he wasn't quite 
charismatic enough to build or fill a stadium-sized sanctuary.  So he 
had a small mega-church, as mega-churches go.  The membership was only 
about 18000 people, of which maybe 15000 showed up for one of the three 
sermons every Sunday.


"Father Gordy was one of those guys that holds a real job for a whole 
career, then suddenly drops the whole thing to go hobnob with poor 
people.  He gave his electrician business to his nephew, changed his 
last name to Christian, then took his bible across the railroad tracks 
to the wrong side.


"He started on a street corner.  Then he moved to an empty parking 
lot.  Then he got a strip mall storefront.  Then he leased a shuttered 
Catholic cast-off.  Then he bought his own little church.  Then he built 
a warehouse-sized annex.  Finally, he put up the big worship center on 
the south side, around Brentwood and Franklin, close enough to the rich 
folks paying the bills that they wouldn't have to drive too far, or get 
too close to the people they were actually helping.


"I figure Father Gordy didn't ever get to fill his stadium because 
when his boss gave him a call, he sat up straight, listened with both 
ears, and then pulled out the checkbook.  Instead of getting more pews 
to pack in more donors, he opened up 2 thrift stores, 2 community 
kitchens, and finally the House of Compassion.


"Every Friday was letters and pictures day for us at the House.  An 
extra load of purple-shirted volunteers came in to take photos of us 
doing fun, wholesome activities, and we wrote letters to put up on the 
bulletin board at the worship center on Sunday, so the rich folks could 
get that warm, fuzzy feeling, buy us more bedsheets and electricity, and 
maybe adopt somebody.  Gordy ran a good con on those guys, tricking 
18000 people and growing into thinking they were helping Jesus out by 
patting each other on the back and singing songs one day a week, while 
he was out doing the real thing on the other six with a grand total of 
about 10 employees and maybe as many as 80 volunteers at any one 
time.


"I was one of the lucky kids that got sent to Father Gordy's 
orphanage.  I'm saying I was lucky now, but it sure didn't feel like it 
then.  I got to spend years watching other kids come in, stay for a 
while, and then either go back after their mom came out of rehab or 
prison, or get adopted by one of the rich folks at the big worship 
center.  I don't think it was entirely about race, because there were 
plenty of cute black babies that went home with new mommies and daddies, 
but they lasted quite a while longer than the white and Asian kids.  If 
they had 10 fingers and 10 toes, wore diapers, and were lighter than a 
paper sack, they were gone within three months.


"And then there was me.  I even outlasted Hector, the Hispanic Down 
Syndrome kid with the meth-aholic real mom.  That's a real ego boost, 
right there.  I didn't exactly rate highly on the self-esteem scale 
before, either.  I was quite obviously black, but apparently all the 
stereotypes forgot to send my genes the memo.  I remember seeing the 
physical education teacher get all excited when I showed up on the first 
day of school, at elementary school, middle school, and finally the high 
school.  I was reasonably tall, somewhat muscular, and least as black as 
the median professional athlete.  But then they put a football in my 
hands, or a basketball, or a relay baton, or a baseball bat, and they 
got that butt-clenched hopeful face on.  By the end of the module, I was 
always back to being picked for teams about a third of the way from 
last.  So gym class ended up as the lowest grade on all my report cards.  
About my best sport was cross-country running, but my afrotype was 
definitely not the Great Rift Valley variety, and I never finished very 
well at the competitions.  Whoever my Mom is, she for sure was not from 
anywhere in eastern Africa.


"The House of Compassion was out in the county, near the high tension 
lines, because it was the cheapest land available, so the schools were 
not all that great, especially compared to the suburban special school 
districts that could set their own property taxes, but I probably got a 
better deal than some kids living in the city proper.  I heard all the 
time from the volunteers about kids getting beaten up there and having 
their shoes stolen, and how it was okay that my school didn't have 
regular music or art classes because there weren't any gangs.  Depending 
on who was doing the talking, I could sometimes hear them deliberately 
not saying, 'because you need at least two poor black kids for 
that.'


"So maybe it was a little bit about race.  I was an actual, bona fide 
first-generation descendant of a modern-day black slave, in an orphanage 
in a former Confederacy state.  Just me being alive was probably like 
yanking off a big scab and throwing acid on it for a bunch of white 
folks trying to pretend that racism (or at least black-white racism) was 
finally over, and that they could finally move on to hating people for 
their religion, nationality, first language, favorite football team, or 
sexual orientation.


"In any case, when I graduated from high school, I was the only one 
in the whole history of the HOC to make it that far without ever 
leaving.  So it was still just me, Father Gordy, my after-school boss, 
Shakey, from the downtown thrift store, Miss P from the House, and a few 
of the purple shirts to watch me take that diploma.  They all managed to 
get some of their pet rich folks to give me a full ride scholarship.  
They were miracle workers, but there are limits to mere mortals, and so 
I was off to the local community college for the next 2 years.  My whole 
childhood, no one ever tried any pants-off funny business or hit 
me--even when I was pulling my angsty moody emo teen orphan crap--so I 
figured that all things considered, Jesus and I were square on our 
accounts, and maybe I even owed him one.


"I decided to follow one of my childhood fantasies.  In my mind, I'd 
smash down the door on some miserable scumbag bordello.  Then I'd move 
in like a one-man SWAT team, taking out the armed guards with some slick 
blaxploitation kung-fu moves.  When the area was secured, I'd scare off 
the customers, who were sort of just sitting there because I had no idea 
what 'forced prostitution' was actually about back then.  Finally, I'd 
find and rescue my real mom, who would immediately recognize me from the 
baby picture she somehow managed to obtain and keep for so many 
years.


"Don't laugh.  You try being an unadopted orphan for so long without 
coming up with forty variations of that kind of crap.  At least it 
wasn't 'You're a wizard, Harry!'


Marta had a strange sort of coughing fit at this.  I waited for it to 
pass, and then continued.


"So I went after a criminal justice degree.  I took two years on the 
scholarship, then transferred to the state school to finish.  I got a 
part-time thing with the Sheriff, another scholarship for being smart 
enough and black enough, a grant for being a miserable penniless orphan, 
and a tiny loan for my peanut butter and ramen noodle tacos.  Two years 
later I finally made it.  I took the tests for the FBI and...


I stopped suddenly.


"How the heck am I telling you my whole life story, here?  I'm 
supposed to be undercover, and it's like you hooked a gas pedal up to my 
mouth and dropped a concrete block on it.  And why is this stupid ring 
itching again?"


Marta frowned slightly.


She said, "It's best if you don't fight it.  The rings are like those 
shock collars they put on dogs when they train them with a radio fence.  
They buzz a little bit when you get close to it, and give you a real 
good jolt when you're right on top of it."


I said, "But if you jump across and run away, the collar doesn't know 
what side of the line you're on, and you're free."


She said, "Yeah... don't try that.  It's just an analogy.  You can't 
actually jump across the barrier.  You just... can't."


I said, "I don't see any razor wire.  I don't see any guard towers.  
What's stopping me?"


She said, "Magic."


I said, "Bullshit.  What is it really?"


She said, "It's the Family curse.  And now you're in the Family.  You 
just don't get it yet.  Tell me how many times you have tried to ogle my 
tits while we've been sitting here."


I said, "Three, and four if you count right now.  Holy Jesus."


I clamped my hand over my mouth.


She said, "See?  This isn't coincidence, John.  The Family recruited 
you.  When you're in, the curse makes it so that every 'we', 'us', and 
'our' is the Family, and nothing else can be trusted.  You have to keep 
the Family secrets, and you can't keep secrets from the Family.  You 
can't even screw it up by accident.  If someone were pointing a laser 
microphone at this window, I would literally become incapable of saying 
all this."


I said, "So that's why I couldn't write in my logbook."


She said, "There's something strange about that.  You'd think that 
you'd be able to write stuff down, and maybe be compelled to lock it up 
or burn it afterward, but you can't write at all.  It's almost like 
someone is constantly eavesdropping on every pen and pencil in the whole 
world.  I don't know how that's even possible, but that's the easiest 
way to explain it."


I said, "So how do you- How do we actually keep the secrets?"


She said, "We remember them.  I always have, and now you can.  We 
have some people that hardly do anything beyond listening to stories and 
remembering every last detail, even in languages they don't know."


I said, "Human hard drives.  That's actually kinda cool.  So why did 
I get recruited, anyway?"


Marta smirked and dropped her voice as low as it would go.  "You're a 
wizard, Harry."


I said, "Are you making fun of me?"


She said, "Okay, you're not exactly a wizard, not really.  That's 
actually a thing.  They have their own wizardliness criteria and such, 
and we can't even recruit them.  It's another one of those no-accidents 
things.  We can't explain why, but no one born to the Family is a real 
wizard, and if we try marrying one in, we can't say the 'I do,' or give 
up the ring.  Usually they get their head blown off afterward, but 
sometimes they can get out of that by swearing some kind of crazy oath.  
You're more like a tribal shaman, where there's some form of magical 
ability, but it's not 'wizard' magic."


I said, "Are you magical like that?"


She said, "I was born into the family, and by now we have so many 
rare bloodlines that kids in my generation could be practically 
anything.  I'm part Dechevre, so I am completely immune to poisons and 
venoms.  That one is a single dominant gene, so it breeds pretty true 
most of the time.  And it's easy to test, too: if the baby never throws 
up on you, you give it an emetic.  If it still doesn't puke, you know.  
I'm also part efreet, so I have a naturally high body temperature, and I 
can play with fire without getting burned.  There might be other stuff, 
too, but we don't have a catalog of aptitude tests or anything, so no 
way of really knowing who got which genes until something gets proven in 
action.  Sometimes there's even odd stuff that seems to come out of 
nowhere.  Most of it's useless, of course, since that kind of stuff 
usually qualifies as family secrets.  It's like that loserhero movie 
where the one guy can only turn invisible when nobody is looking at 
him."


Marta stuck her index finger into the candle on the tabletop, and 
then pulled it out, fingernail blazing.  The flame raced up one finger, 
then down the next, changing colors at each fingernail, until reaching 
the pinky nail, where it exploded upward into a miniature blue mushroom 
cloud, then vanished.


I said, "That is..."


She cut in as I trailed off, "That just means I have to work the 
stills.  I can drink the heads and tails without going blind, and if I 
ever blow myself up, I just go shopping for new clothes.  From the 
Family perspective, my 'magical' ability is that I look just like a 
normal human."


I said, "Here you are, showing me this comic book superhero stuff, 
and you're acting like it's just another line off your resume.  Have the 
good graces to at least brag a little.  You are literally a smoking hot 
lady."


Marta blushed at this, then shook her head slightly.  She looked up 
with a quizzical expression as Turbo jogged past our window towards the 
front door. He burst in, slightly winded, and beckoned to Ida at the 
hostess station and to our table.  He waited for Reg to come out from 
the kitchen and then spoke.


He said, "Bunch of the kin died around midnight.  Total shitstorm.  
Elders want everybody up to the compound for damage control.  The word's 
already out, and you folks are pretty much the last to know, so haul 
your asses up there."






Chapter 5






Papa Zee mounted the pulpit and raised both hands for
silence, then waited for the noise to die down.


He said, "Some time around midnight, central time, we lost some of 
the Karstkin.  Kekutan-in-Chains had his heart ripped right out of his 
chest while alone in his cell.  All his get just dropped dead, except 
for Thirsty Joseph and Black-Eyed Susan, and it looks like they won't 
ever be fit for duty again."


Marta tensed up and a grim cast crept over her visage.  Turbo leaned 
over and whispered in my ear.


He said, "She just lost a bunch of cousins.  The Dechevres got 
matched up with Kekutan a lot way back when, because they're all 
immune to the vampire venom."


I about lost it, but kept my voice down.


I said, "The what?  Did you say vampire?"


He said, "Yeah, the chupacabra kind."


I said, "There's different kinds?"


He said, "Look, man, you'll just have to roll with it for a while.  
Pretend it's normal long enough and someday it will be.  Trust me on 
this."


Turbo riveted his attention back to the pulpit.  Marta was somewhere 
else entirely.  So I tuned back in to Papa Zee.


He was saying, "...the underworld gate, so they're undermanned down 
there.  Anyone with combat training or firearms proficiency will have to 
fill in until we can call reinforcements back home.  Everyone else 
turtle up and wait until we can figure all this out."


A ghost materialized at my rear and tapped me on the shoulder.  I 
belatedly recognized him as Turbo's sniper sidekick from my original 
kidnapping, Bodie.


He said, "Nash, that means us.  We need to hit the armory and go 
downstairs."


I failed to rise from my seat.


I said, "What?"


He said, "According to your personnel record, you're quite the 
marksman with a sidearm.  Since it looks like you can't take a punch, we 
need to go get guns."


Marta knuckled me in the ribs hard enough to blow the breath out of 
my lungs.  I took one look at her face and decided that Bodie was the 
safer companion for the next few hours, at least.  I stood up and exited 
the Family's chapel.


Bodie led me across the gravel parking area, past several other 
buildings, and stopped in front of a bunker-like building reminiscent of 
a wellhouse or a phone company last-mile office.  When we entered, the 
interior was filled with a wide stairway leading down into the earth.  
We descended.


The stairs eventually led us into a large chamber that appeared to be 
the end product of a coal mining operation.  Wide tunnels spread out 
orthogonally, separated by stout pillars of unmined coal.  The place had 
been retrofitted with LED illuminators, and regularly-spaced brackets 
held glass jars filled with clear liquid.  I indulged my curiosity.


I said, "What's in the jars?"


He said, "Homemade glowsticks.  No flames down here."


The floor of the mine had been smoothed after the fact, so we were 
able to move swiftly to our destination.  An unlocked gate made of 
chain-link fencing opened to the largest private weapons cache I had 
ever seen, even in a Terminator movie.  Bodie treated me to more 
terseness.


He said, "Sig or Glock?"


I said, "Glock."


He said, "Take two; they're small."


Bodie pointed down the left aisle, at one of the metal shelves.  I 
collected two Glock 22 pistols, identical to the one with which the FBI 
trained me, and started back to the gate.  Bodie returned with a massive 
sniper rifle, a thermographic camera, and a Remington 870 shotgun.  He 
handed me the camera and the boomstick, and opened up one of the metal 
cabinets near the entrance.


First, he tossed me a set of earplugs, which I slipped into my 
pocket.  Then, he started giving me great heaping piles of magazines and 
boxes of shotgun shells, each one color-coded with a strip of vinyl 
tape.


I said, "Isn't this a tad excessive?  What's with the colors?"


He said, "Red is cold-worked iron.  Gray is blessed silver.  White is 
sea salt and turmeric.  Yellow is phosphor incendiaries.  Black is 
regular old copper and lead.  Load black first, and don't switch colors 
unless I tell you."


I shut up and grabbed a knapsack.  Bodie paused for a second and 
amended his last instruction.


He said, "If I'm dead, and you run out, you can use the other colors 
if you want."


I said, sarcastically, "What, no grenades?"


He said, "Oh, good idea."


Bodie handed me a few flashbangs, which appeared to have been 
unlawfully diverted from some "military and law enforcement only" supply 
chain.  He finally appeared satisfied with our armament, and motioned me 
out of the stockpile so that he could close the gate.  He started down 
another tunnel.


I said, "What the heck are we going to be doing with all this 
firepower."


He said, "Hell.  Not heck."


I said, "What the Hell are we doing?"


He said, "We're guarding the gate to Hell."


I said, "The gate to Hell is in Tennessee?"


He said, "One of them."


I said, "You wouldn't care to elaborate on that, would you?"


He said, "No."


I remembered something from that morning, and tested my 
hypothesis.


I said, "Tell me all about this gate to Hell."


He said, "Every deep, dark place on Earth connects to the Underworld 
somehow.  Sometimes it's just a tiny crack, and sometimes it's a huge, 
yawning opening that belches fire and brimstone, with giant blind worms 
crawling out to eat people.  Well when they dug out this mine, they 
found one of those.  You can't seal it up, or it just moves a little, 
where you might not expect it.  Best you can do is put guns and swords 
on it 24 hours a day and pray to Jesus nothing too diabolical comes up 
from below.  Teddy Roosevelt, who was President at the time this one was 
found, signed and sealed an executive order putting one of the Family's 
front companies under contract to establish and maintain an immigration 
and customs facility at America's border with the Underworld.  Secretary 
Norton just awarded us the contract for another 20 years, back in 2002.  
We actually lost it to the Mid-Appalachian Dwarf Nation from 1982 to 
2002, but they just subcontracted it right back to us and told us to 
take a break whenever their barbesca mules were coming through."


Bodie was clearly annoyed at me for forcing him in this way, but I 
could not just let that hang there.


I said, "That's insane.  Do we actually have to check passports and 
luggage?"


He said, "If the traveler complies with entry protocol, and has valid 
documentation, we let it in, minus contraband.  If it's howling and 
drooling and showing its claws, we kill it and leave the leftovers at a 
dead drop in the state park.  Since we left the closed sign out this 
morning, we should be okay to shoot first and ask questions later as 
long as we're down here."


I decided I didn't want to know any more at the moment, and followed 
Bodie downward in silence.


After what seemed like an eternity in the dark, footsteps echoing 
through old mineshafts and natural caverns with significantly improved 
floors and lighting, we finally arrived at a base camp of sorts.  We 
walked past bunk beds and footlockers lining the walls, and stopped in 
what could have been mistaken for an employee break room in any 
aboveground office building.  Only one "employee" was present, and he 
was occupied with repositioning a vinyl body bag.  Bodie hailed him.


He said, "How's my favorite spotter?"  I wasn't quite sure about the 
last word, as he pronounced it oddly.


The figure turned to look at us, and I rudely slapped at my sidearm.  
He had far too many eyes, not enough eyelids, and appendages sticking 
out of his face.  Bodie grabbed my arm before I went into a full 
freak-out.


Bodie said, "Peter, this is John Nash.  John, this is Peter P. 
Oser."


Peter said, "Yeah.  Ha.  Mom and Dad liked the comic books.  They 
wanted me to be Spider-Man, but thanks to my asshole older brother, 
everyone calls me Spider-Boy instead."


Bodie said, "I keep telling you: if you want a promotion, you have to 
build some web shooters."


My keen investigator sense flipped a switch on in my brain.


I said. "You two are brothers?"


They responded in unison, "Welcome to the Family."


As I struggled to find any sign of sibling similarities, Peter got 
down to business.


He said, "We need to get to the gate.  We had to combine shifts and 
some of us haven't had enough rest.  And we have already had an 
incident."


We passed through a naval-style bulkhead, down a corridor that 
superficially resembled an aircraft boarding tunnel, and emerged from a 
door marked "Authorized Personnel Only."  Spider-Boy Peter informed the 
guards on duty that they were finally relieved, and most of them 
retreated back the same way we had come.  Bodie and I approached the 
guard station, and I could finally see the thing that had inspired this 
adventure.






Chapter 6






The gateway to the Underworld was not as impressive as I had
imagined it to be.


From our end, it resembled the entrance to a subway station, with 
plenty of clean, white tiles, informative signs, and colored lines set 
into the floor leading up to our checkpoint.  A row of turnstiles had 
been knocked out of alignment, with one end bent up off the floor, and a 
solid chunk of concrete still attached to it with foot-long anchor 
bolts.  A dark-colored smear led back from the turnstiles to a natural 
cave opening that, while large, did not appear sinister or diabolical in 
any way.  It didn't glow or pulsate.  It failed to smell of brimstone.  
It didn't appear to possess any non-Euclidean geometries.  No wisps of 
eldritch mist were in evidence.


I said, "That is a gateway to Hell?"


Bodie nodded at me in response, then started pulling our munitions 
out of my knapsack, sorting the boxes and magazines back out by their 
color codes.


Of the contingent of guards that we had relieved, two stayed to work 
our shift with us.  One looked very nearly human, aside from the glowing 
freckles and severely pointed ears, and the other resembled a cross 
between a grizzly bear and a raven.  The furry one gestured at me and 
spoke to Bodie.


He said, "Did we miss a wedding?"


Bodie said, "Yeah, Whiskey Marta's.  This is John Nash.  He's some 
kind of voodoo spirit caller, and an FBI Special Agent."


The bear-man said, "Ooooo.  Fancy."


I interrupted, "What's a spirit caller?"


The other guards looked at each other and shrugged.  Bodie 
answered.


He said, "You are.  I don't really know what it means: I'm just 
repeating what the Storykeepers said.  They seemed to think it was about 
as close to a real wizard as we could get, and we haven't had one in the 
Family since John Walks-with-Bears died."


The furry guard interrupted, "That's my grandpa.  He did more than 
just walk, and it was just the one bear, but none of the grandkids got any
of his talent.  We mostly took after grandma's side anyway.  I'm Michael
Bearcrow, by the way."


Before I could object on the basis of genetics not possibly being 
able to work that way, the speckled guard said, "My name's Ashthelia 
Bathmourdi Alfwer, but you can call me Ash.  I'm part faerie, so take 
care with your iron, if you please."


Once the introductions were made, we all passed back into an 
uncomfortable silence, watching the portal.  About two hours into the 
shift, Peter called us back to attention, saying, "Something's 
coming."


I plugged my ears and switched on the thermographic camera.  A 
perfectly black spot covered the opening, surrounded by 
normal-temperature cave walls.  Bodie readied his rifle, and Ash pulled 
out her aluminum machete.  We waited.


A few minutes later, we heard someone clear their throat behind us.  
I turned to look, and saw three people, each one under three feet tall, 
wearing huge backpacks.  From their proportions, they could have been 
teenagers just out of high school, with enormously large, beak-like 
noses.  One of them spoke up, in a high, clear voice, just loudly enough 
to penetrate my earplugs, "Is this the border crossing?"


Peter spoke to them as diplomatically as possible.


He said, "Please go to the customs inspection area and wait.  It is 
not safe to cross at the moment."


Bodie's rifle barked once.  Even suppressed, and through earplugs, it 
was painfully loud.  I looked in the direction of his barrel, and saw an 
enormous, hairy, pasty-white creature with a little less than half of 
its head still attached tumble to the ground.  Similar creatures were 
queued up behind it, and the thermographic camera outlined them starkly 
with bright colors against the perfectly black background of the 
portal.


I fired a few shots at the next one in line, and it went down.  The 
rest fled back into the darkness.


Bodie yelled, "Troglodytes.  They're like underground gorillas.  We 
can't let them in, but they-"


Bodie stopped yelling at me when the troglodytes suddenly reappeared, 
sprinting away from the portal.  A deafening roar of gunfire filled the 
enclosed space, as the herd of albino apes charged at us.  Bodie and I 
had to hold our fire once Ash and Mike got involved.


Ash moved like a hummingbird.  I saw a blur of motion, then she 
appeared to hover in place, stabbing and cutting before zipping away.  
Mike, on the other hand, was like those concrete walls that they crash 
cars into to collect safety data.  I saw a troglodyte bounce off of his 
chest, stunned, just before the furry giant literally slapped the head 
off of its shoulders.  In seconds, the action was over.  I had expended 
four entire magazines, and even with the plugs in, my ears were ringing 
like a schoolbell.


Peter yelled, "Something stampeded them.  Watch out for it!"


Bodie checked the thermographic and shouted to me, "White 
magazines!"


We both cleared our weapons and reloaded with the rounds marked with 
white tape.  A man in a plain gray suit was standing in the puddle of 
troglodyte gore, holding a metal briefcase and assessing the scene.  
While he was deciding what to do, I also checked the camera.  The "man" 
had a hazy blue signature against the black portal.  It was definitely 
not warm enough to be human.


Eventually, he reached into his lapel and removed a passport, 
displaying it clearly, before slowly approaching.


Peter yelled out, "This border crossing is closed due to a security 
incident, sir.  Please return tomorrow."


The man-shape continued to approach, holding up his passport, until 
reaching Peter's tiny desk.  The passport was Mexican.  The thing said, 
"Please to entry Estados Unidos for the sightsee."  Sweat was pouring 
off of its body in tiny rivulets.


Peter sighed loudly.


He said, bureaucratically, "Do you have anything to declare?"


The damp gray man held up his briefcase.


Peter said, "How long do you intend to stay in the United 
States?"


The wet thing said, "Two month."


Peter said, "Please move to the customs inspections area and open 
your case."


Peter and the wet thing stepped over to the inspection tables, and 
the gnome backpackers walked back out to us.  The cluelessness of youth 
hung about them as the shortest one spoke to us again.


The gnome said, "Hey, can we go out now?  We need to get to the 
hostel or they'll give our beds to someone else."


Ash elected herself the voice of reason.


She said, "You need to turn around and go home.  Now.  This is not a 
good time to see the world.  Go home and tell your moms and dads to 
patch up the walls and fences."


Teenager gnome said, "But-"


Ash said, "Go.  Home."


The gnomes conferred with each other for a bit before heading back up 
the American end of the tunnel.  The wet man-thing followed in their 
footsteps about 20 minutes later, and Peter returned to his little 
desk.


He told us, "That guy was a Mexican cenote demon.  Something happened 
down in the Yucatan.  The Xibalbans blocked off the Balamka'anche' gate 
from the underworld side, and Chaac himself has gone missing from Chen 
Ku.  The demon didn't know what was going on, exactly, but it was 
certainly smart enough not to hang around long enough to find out.  
Whatever it was, the Xibalbans took it like a shot of cocaine, and are 
acting like they own the place again.  That case was full of his best 
cenote offerings, so looks like he was planning to bug out for 
good."


My FBI training rushed past my lips.


I said, "So you just let an illegal alien into the country."


He said, "Hey, technically, he's not illegal until overstaying the 
tourist visa.  And besides that, he's a demon.  Be glad he even stopped 
to get his passport stamped instead of just drowning us all."


I said, "How do demons even get passports?  How does that make any 
sense?"


He said, "Demons invented passports.  Humans copied modern border 
controls and airport passenger screening directly from the city gates of 
Dis.  Don't ask me how they keep it coordinated, but you literally 
cannot tell the difference now.  Even the crap with the shoes is the 
same."


I said, "Well... that explains a lot, actually."


He said, "We're clear for a bit.  Let's get these gibs bagged 
up."


It took hours to muscle the remains of the troglodyte herd into 
oversized vinyl body bags.  They were much heavier than a man, and 
smelled absolutely awful, like week-old roadkill, even without the 
additional reek from the blood.  By the time we were through, the 
not-quite-eldritch mists from our breath and sweat were pouring out 
through the portal.  If was a relief to finally mop down the tiles and 
replace the gore stench with that of concentrated bleach.


At some point, Mike shoved the turnstiles back into place, and bent 
the twisted end back down into the floor before hanging an "out of 
order" sign on the channel next to it.  I was sweeping up brass shell 
casings when Peter alerted us again that something was approaching.


We returned to battle stations, switching back to ordinary ammunition 
and plugging our ears.


Four figures with a nearly-human appearance and a nearly-human heat 
signature emerged from the gate.  The lead figure called out to us.


It said, "Innkeeper!  Room and board for four, please!"


It was some of the reinforcements that had been called earlier.  
According to the eldest of them, they had been fighting the fire under 
Centralia, but the Family elders decided that the sudden loss of the 
Kekutans made that effort unsustainable, and they were called back home.  
Of course, they had been traveling through the underworld since before 
we went on duty, so after a brief conversation, they went back to the 
bunks, and we still had to wait for the next shift to wake up and 
relieve us.  When our guard crew finally went back up to the break room, 
it was six o'clock in the morning.  I found an empty bunk, and went 
right to sleep.






Chapter 7






Bodie woke me with a shoulder shake, saying, "Roll out in ten 
minutes."


Since I had fallen asleep in my clothes, and had nothing to change 
into anyway, this was not a tough deadline to beat.  I stood up, 
stumbled into the kitchenette by way of the lavatory closet, and poured 
out a cup from the coffee pot.  I tasted it.  After wiping the grimace 
from my face, I said, "What's wrong with this coffee?"


Bodie had been watching me with amusement.  He said, "What 
coffee?"


I said, "What am I drinking?"


Bodie said, "That's the black drink that Mike makes.  Some in the 
Family have a problem with real coffee.  It isn't exactly an allergy.  
It's more like there's a nasty flavor in it that most people can't 
taste.  You can get individual coffee plants without it, but it's pretty 
much impossible to get a reliable supply of beans, because the 
distributors just don't know the difference, and they mix them all 
together.  And no one wants to sort out a pile of beans by licking them 
one at a time."


I said, "So what's in this?"


Bodie said, "Dandelion root, acorns, and holly leaves.  Chopped, 
roasted, and brewed."


I said, "Caffeine?"


Bodie said, "If it has the right kind of holly leaves.  Cassine, I 
think he calls it."


I downed the remainder of my cup and washed it in the sink.  I 
replaced it on the drying rack and realized that I was "World's Best 
Aunt" until my next cup.


I said, "I'm ready.  Let's go dip me in slime and tightrope-walk over 
a bottomless pit, or whatever crazy thing it is you underhillbillies do 
for an encore after shooting up albino cave monsters."


He said, "Underhillbillies.  Nice.  We'll see if we can't find you a 
nice, deep pit later."


He started walking, and I followed.  I decided that the best way to 
irritate a sniper scout was to force him to have a conversation.


I said, "So who's world's best aunt?"


He said, "Oh, yeah."  And he stopped.  "We'll need to carry her back 
up."


I brought this upon myself.


We went back and grabbed the thick vinyl bags.  They were 
mysteriously light.


I stated the obvious, "Why are these so light?"


He said, "They turned to mummies.  Just like that.  They were all 
normal, or normal for them, anyway, and less than twenty minutes after 
midnight, they were jerky.  One was hunched over the kitchen sink, and 
one was in the bathroom, faucets running.  One shriveled up like a prune 
right there at the guard post.  Peter said it was like a sauna, with all 
the water that was in their bodies up in the air instead."


He paused for a second, then actually continued speaking.


He said, "You see some stuff in the Family, sometimes, but that had 
to rate about an eight out of ten, finding a couple of instant mummies 
in your break room and bathroom.  They woke everyone else up, and 
Black-Eyed Susan--not someone you want to meet on a bad day, by the
way--was suddenly a green-eyed old lady in her bunk.  She just came off
a shift where she punched a dent in some barbesca mule's dwarf-plate with
her bare knuckles, and she could barely even carry one of the bodies back
up topside.  Thirsty Joseph was already in their warren, in his freak-out 
cell, and he just started yelling about how it was finally gone.  Except 
everyone else in the burrow was a mummy, too, so he was in there yelling 
all by himself until Susan made it up there to let him out.  He didn't 
think to use the phone in there, but he was pretty excited about needing 
a new nickname, until he found out his entire branch of the family was 
dead, except for his sister.  I saw them both in the clinic before Papa 
Zee's meeting.  It was freaky.  You get used to seeing people look the 
same year after year, then suddenly they're decrepit old geezers."


I said, "Eight out of ten?"


He said, "Yeah, that's about right."


I said, "We're carrying two people who went from walking and talking 
straight to dry bones in twenty minutes or less, and you're saying that 
if I add twenty-five percent on top of that, it'll be the freakiest 
thing I ever see."


He said, "It's more of a logarithmic scale, really--like the one for 
earthquakes.  Ten would be like a hundred times as bad as this.  So like 
one percent as freaky as the freakiest thing you might ever see."


I said, "Ah.  Well thanks for clearing that up.  And most of 
America--three hundred million people--just never sees any of it.  
Billions of people on the planet carrying phones with cameras in them, 
and not even ten minutes of fluff on the evening news?"


He said, "Mobs of angry, ignorant humans scare the monsters, too.  
Humans genocided a race called the Camadi back when bronze weapons were 
the newest thing.  We didn't remember it ourselves, or maybe we did and 
it's just that no one can understand the writing any more, but the other 
predators of humanity sure took notice.  They are mostly careful about 
keeping secrets and cleaning up messes now.  Sometimes they take a look 
at the progress of science, see the writing on the wall, and try to 
knock us back to the stone age to get back some breathing room.  If you 
think about how nine-eleven made us go crazy over terrorism, the 
sixty-nine moon landing was like that for them.  Humans went somewhere 
that they didn't even know was an actual place, and for them it was like 
a dairy farmer walking into the barn and catching the cows flying around 
the hayloft shooting laser beams from their udders.  Moo, moo, moo!  
Pew, pew, pew!"


I said, "So vampires and werewolves and demons are all so afraid of 
the big bad human that they hide under the blankets in case there's one 
around?"


He said, "One-on-one, no.  There's no contest.  Even one-on-dozens, 
they can take us apart like a channel swimmer at a buffet.  But 
afterward, there are hundreds more of us burying body parts and asking 
difficult questions.  We can throw a million bodies at one problem, 
trying a million different things, and when one guy finally wins, we can 
have a million more bodies doing just what he did, plus something else.  
We talk to each other and learn as a collective.  You know Dracula, 
right?  Bram Stoker spent one night with Ármin Vámbéry, and ten 
years later, the Devoted Society of St. George had killed off all the 
Nosferatu vampires in England and Brittany, and Der Schadenjaeger were 
hunting down the last one in Bavaria.  The monsters started the Great 
War just to throw the heat off."


I said, "Wait.  How many kinds of vampire are there?"


He said, "More than you might think.  But they all fall into 
categories.  True vampires consume flesh and blood.  Breathstealers feed 
on spiritual energy, without harming the physical body--at least up 
until they drop dead from exhaustion.  Revenants are reanimated corpses, 
and sometimes they drink blood too.  The true vampires can reproduce by 
passing their blood curse on to another.  That's why Kekutan-in-Chains 
was locked up, because Chupacabras are true vampires, and he could have 
turned the whole Family if he ever got the chance."


I said, "But he had kids?"


He said, "Vampires and Breathstealers--most of them, anyway--can 
also reproduce naturally, and pass on their curse to the offspring.  
With the half-Chupacabras, as long as they abstain from murder and 
drinking human blood, they're pretty normal.  Sometimes they need a 
little help staying on the wagon, and they go lock themselves up for a 
while.  Aside from that, they're tough as nails, which was kind of the 
point of recruiting Kekutan.  That branch of the family was tailor-made 
to guard the gate."


I said, "And now they're all dead."


He said, "Yep, and as long as they were around, we didn't exactly 
worry about muscle.  We could have the brawny kids do stuff other than 
just beating up whatever crawled up from below.  Don't take this the 
wrong way, but your career with the FBI dried up as fast as the guys in 
these bags.  You just went from Mueller to Mulder."


I said, "I don't think that's up to you."


He said, "Before, they were probably looking at you as an investment, 
but now you're operating capital.  You'll see."


We walked the remainder of the distance in silence.






Chapter 8






We dropped off the bodies at a storage shed on the surface
that had been hastily converted into an emergency morgue.  I counted sixteen 
black vinyl bags.  Bodie closed up the shed again and walked back toward 
another building in the Family compound.  I followed and tried to strike 
up another conversation.


I said, "So y'all do funerals?"


Bodie said, "Yeah."


He must have used up his lip movement quota for the month on the walk 
back up from the gate.


I said, "Stuff like this you probably want a medical examination, 
though, right?"


He said, "Yup."


I said, "Probably not by the county guy, though."


He said, "Nope."


I said, "So who's doing the investigation?"


He said, "Doctor Willy.  I'm taking you to him, then I'm going back 
down."


I said, "Doctor, eh?"


He said, "With degrees in archaeology and religion, not a physician.  
Pretty clear that a medical explanation ain't gonna help on this one.  
Cause of death?  Hypovolemic shock due to transdermal exsanguination.  
How'd that happen?  Dunno, because it's physically impossible.  So we 
got the magical theory expert to look at it.  Here we are."


Bodie stepped up to a constructed-on-site concrete building and 
knocked loudly.  A man with a professorial appearance, complete with 
spectacles and full beard, opened the door.


The academic said, "Hello, Boe.  I heard that you had some trouble 
downstairs."


Bodie said, "Just troglodytes and tourists, sir.  John here shot a 
troglodyte in both eyes with sidearms.  John, this is Doctor Williard 
Iac Alfwer."


I said, "Oh, is Ash your daughter?"


He said, "No... she's my great aunt.  Alfwer is not a surname.  
Hybrids with recent elvish ancestors have to tack it onto the end of 
their names, because otherwise a full-blooded elf might just perform a 
summary execution for lineage fraud.  Alfwer is acceptable for this 
purpose, meaning 'elf-man,' as is Wemmedblod, for 'defiled blood,' but 
you could just as easily say Williard Iac Not-Hundred-Percent-Elf.  
Anyone who would take your head off for the 'perversions' of your 
ancestors could understand all the human tongues anyway.  We use Alfwer 
around here because it's nice and short."


I said, "That sounds familiar, somehow.  I'm not sure I can put my 
finger on it..."


I tapped the black skin on my chin.  Willy laughed.


He said, "If you think Southern white people are racist, you've never 
met the right elf.  Plantation owners put the half-black slaves to work 
in the house instead of the fields.  Some elf clades take their 
half-elven kids and swap them for whatever they find in a human's crib.  
They think they're simultaneously doing the human parents a favor and 
keeping their own society pure.  The human kid often doesn't even end up 
as a slave--it's a toy, or a pet, or an experiment.  Sometimes it's a 
delicacy."


Willy stopped himself from continuing into a full-blown lecture.


He said, "Can't get me going today, though, because we have work to 
do.  Take care, Boe.  John, come inside."


Bodie waved silently and crept back towards the nearest descending 
stairs.  I entered Willy's office.


Like many academics, Willy seemed to be an avid collector of books, 
with a preference for volumes that no one outside their specific field 
of expertise would ever know about.  He had pulled several texts that 
were all just Mayincatec to me.  You don't even learn much about the 
tribes from the continental United States in public school, much less 
those from Central or South America.  His examination table was in the 
next room, where strong, bright lights illuminated a giant, dessicated 
bat-thing that had apparently pulled the pin on a live grenade and 
swallowed it whole.


I said, "Is that..."


He interrupted, "Kekutan-in-Chains.  In death, his shapeshifting 
ability relaxed, and what you see here is the true form of his cursed 
flesh.  His heart exploded out of his chest, shredding itself to ribbons 
on the way out.  The body fluids rapidly evaporated and exited through 
the wound and the pores of the skin.  From the video monitors in the 
safety cells, we can see that Kekutan died shortly after midnight 
central time, his children got up about 20 seconds later to start 
drinking water continuously until they were dead, the younger progeny
experiencing the effect slightly later, until the phenomenon got 
to Thirsty Joseph, whose appearance changed rapidly to reflect his true 
age as he celebrated in his cell."


I said, "Like someone poisoned the whole family tree."


He said, "Exactly.  Nothing else explains it better.  With this 
particular type of vampire, there are two bloodlines.  They have their 
own human bloodline, and the cursed bloodline.  Under the right 
conditions, the cursed blood consumes the human blood, right down to the 
marrow.  Otherwise, they can sustain each other indefinitely.  The ones 
who died were all well past a normal human lifespan, and the two who 
lived now appear to be completely normal but very old humans."


I said, "So it just affected the cursed bloodline."


He said, "That would appear to be the case.  Whatever it was ripped 
through an entire family tree in a matter of minutes.  That is some 
seriously powerful stuff.  The wizards were warring with the vampires, 
so it's possible they had some sort of Manhattan Project going on, and 
this is the end result.  If so, that would be trouble, as it would be a 
serious violation of their own law.  If not, it would still be trouble, 
as it means that someone else is entering the fray, and their first shot 
is a big nuke.  Either way, we need to prepare for the worst."


I said, "Which is why you threw the new guy into the cesspool on the 
first day."


He said, "We're going to need more than just guns, John."


I said, "Is this about that 'spirit caller' thing?"


He said, "Yes.  We haven't had one in the family since 
Walks-with-Bears.  And he was crazy.  Absolutely bonkers.  One of his 
ancestral spirits, Raven, had to ride him just about all the time to 
keep him from doing anything too destructive."


I said, "I don't have any ancestral spirits.  I'm an orphan.  Also, 
going crazy is not in my contract."


He said, "No problem.  Inherited spirits can be a bit difficult to 
deal with anyway.  What we need to do is make some new ones for 
you."


I said, "Now whoa whoa whoa right there, spinach chin.  You can't 
just make spirits."


Willy apparently didn't watch movies, or maybe just didn't subscribe 
to the right television channels.  He continued without missing a 
beat.


He said, "You're thinking about souls.  Spirits are actually pretty 
easy.  Little ones pop into existence all the time.  Usually they get 
eaten by a bigger spirit or get destroyed by sunrise or nightfall.  You 
just need the right kind of environment to grow one big enough to be 
useful.  There's a young man in Japan that even made a robot spirit out 
of a toy and offerings of batteries and machine oil.  He uses it to run 
his robot vacuum cleaner so it won't get stuck under the couch."


I said, "Are you messing with me, or what?"


He said, "Not at all.  It's a novel use for kami, but totally within 
the character of the neo-Shinto religion.  Now, for you, we're going to 
need some kind of captive spirit for training, so there's three things.  
First, you need a protected vessel so that your spirit doesn't get eaten 
or blown away.  Next, you need to shape it into what you want it to be.  
Finally, you have to feed it so that it can grow."


I said, "So I could make a Stepford Wife spirit out of stuff like 
Barbie dolls and cookbooks."


He said, "Essentially, yes, but probably not a good choice for your 
first run at it.  Spirits with human forms might start showing human 
ambition, and that can be dangerous."


I said, "How about a dog?"


Willy thought about it for a few seconds.


He said, "I actually can't think of anything more ideally suited to 
this situation.  A dog spirit would be perfect.  Animal spirits are, 
according to the literature, very easy.  You can use a skull as both the 
protected vessel and part of the entrainment, and feed it with the same 
stuff the living animal eats.  You should read about Hachiko and 
Greyfriar's Bobby, too.  That might give you some ideas."


I said, "How long does this kind of thing take, anyway?"


He said, "I have no idea.  I only started my research on this a few 
days ago, and I have been a bit busy with other things since yesterday.  
Most of what I know comes from my previous studies of Shintoism and 
their kami.  The Japanese legendary hero Yamato Takeru may have been 
like you, in that he was able to call on a wind-kami invested into the 
Kusanagi, and a fire-kami in another magical artifact.  The sword was 
probably the protected vessel of Kamikaze, who then became one of the 
three ancestral spirits of the Japanese imperial family.  It would 
appear that the last time any of them were actually used in a 
historically verifiable event was in the 13th century, so there is some 
question as to whether the emperors beyond that point retained the 
ability to command their kami.  It may be that the trait was not passed 
on to future heirs, or that the imperial kami simply rebelled and 
retired to the spirit world, leaving their vessels behind.  Some people 
even think that the true regalia were replaced by exact copies, and the 
originals spirited away by thieves.  That's why a dog is good.  A dog 
will never, ever leave you, even if you don't deserve him."


I said, "Can we hold off on the lectures, professor?  I was sort of 
angling for a recipe or tutorial or something."


He said, "Get a dog skull--the best you can find.  Set it up in a 
little dog-themed shrine.  Get a leash and food and water bowls and some 
toys, just like you were getting a real dog, and put them in the shrine 
too.  Act at all times as though there is a ghost of a beloved dog 
inside the skull.  Take it out for walks with you, and roll it around in 
stuff that a real dog would roll in.  That's called entrainment.  Once 
you think you caught a spirit, you'll need to start feeding it some of 
your own spiritual energy.  You can burn something you hold dear in its 
food bowl, tell it your secrets, or give it a name--things like that.  
The naming thing is very important, too, as it affects the entrainment, 
so choose carefully.  The key thing is that the spirit will bend toward 
the soul of its master.  It will act as you believe a dog should 
act."


I said, "So where does one find dog skulls?  They aren't exactly 
commonplace."


He said, "Perhaps a taxidermist?  They only use the skins, and I 
don't imagine you'd find a dog there that was not adored by its 
master."


I said, "It's a start.  My car is still in town.  Can you drop me 
off?"


He said, "I don't drive."


I said, "Perfect."


I made my farewells and started jogging back to town.






Chapter 9






When I finally made it back to my little trailer home, I
started thinking more critically about my situation.  Clearly, I would not be
of any use as an undercover informant for the BATFE.  I would never be able 
to testify about anything the Family did, and any other Feds that came 
snooping around would end up taken to pieces by snipers and half-elves 
and bear-men.  Oh, my.


Equally clearly, I would not be very useful going around to bust 
ordinary people for check-writing fraud and interstate auto theft gangs, 
knowing that a Mexican fish demon was probably even now "sightseeing" at 
the flooded bottom of an old limestone quarry--perhaps depriving some 
American-born monster of a precious lurking devourer job.


I reasoned that the Family was, in a way, sort of a Federal 
contractor, and judging by what they already knew about me, they already 
had at least one mole in the FBI.  If the bureau could afford to loan me 
out to the BATFE to bust moonshiners, they could certainly afford to put 
me on Underworld border patrol for a while.  So I started working on my 
first one-act play in the federal law-enforcement theater.  I'd get the 
booze cops to back off before any of them ended up dead, I'd get some 
time off from my job without destroying my career, and I'd train up my 
new imaginary police dog.  And I'd get to blow something up and walk 
away from the explosion.  Win, win, win, win.


I needed to figure out how to get a special project put together in 
this family.  I got back into my car and drove up to the compound.


I parked in the big gravel lot around the chapel and headed for the 
nearest building that I had never been inside.  I climbed up the front 
stairs to the wraparound porch, and knocked firmly on the front door.  A 
gray-haired woman answered.


She said, "Yes?  Mr. Nash?  You just got recruited, didn't you?  I 
was at the wedding.  You looked pretty spooked then, but you've already 
lost that deer in the headlights look.  More like a monkey trying to get 
a nut out of a locked box now."


She revealed a revolver from behind her back, and showed me that she 
was switching the secondary safety back on before returning it to a holster
in the small of her back.


I said, "John Nash.  I don't know how exactly to go about this, but I 
need to put on a show.  Does everyone up here carry their guns around 
everywhere they go?"


She said, "I'm Yasha Oser.  Not everybody carries, but you have to 
when you're in the visitor trap."


I said, "The visitor trap.  This house is a trap?"


She said, "People come up here sometimes.  Some on purpose, some by 
accident.  We built this place so they would have a doorbell to ring.  I 
know you met both of my little brothers already, so you can probably 
figure out why we end up in charge of this stuff."


I said, "Spiders weave webs?"


She smiled, then said, "I like you.  You're sharp.  Daddy did all 
right with you.  You want to talk with Papa Zee.  He's not really in 
charge of anything except talking loudly, but he knows everybody, and 
can get you in touch with everyone you'll need for whatever it is you 
have planned.  Follow the red blazes to the second building.  It'll have 
dark blue paint.  Good luck with your show."


She pointed at a red-painted rock to the left of the porch.  I 
descended the stairs and found the trail.  The first building had a 
utilitarian, non-residential look to it, but the second was undoubtedly 
a house, with blue siding.  I mounted the steps up to the front door, 
and rang the doorbell.


Papa Zee answered, and invited me in.  He offered me a seat in his 
living room, and sat down in a well-worn recliner.


He said, "You seem to be adjusting well."


I said, "I spent a lot of time wishing things weren't the way they 
were when I was younger.  Some lessons are a lot easier to learn when 
they're taught to you early."


He said, "Good for you.  Yasha called ahead.  She said you wanted to 
put on a show."


I said, "I need to blow up a still and burn those bodies."


He said, "You'd better repeat that.  I'm not sure I heard you 
right."


I said, "I need to explode a moonshine still and burn a few of the 
bodies in that shed."


He said, "I guess I did hear you right the first time.  Why do you 
want to do that?"


I said, "The BATFE is snooping around here trying to shut down your 
illegal distillery operations.  That's technically why I'm here.  I know 
you must have someone planted in or recruited from federal law 
enforcement, which is how you knew about me, and how you got me here.  
If they come after you--and sooner or later they will--people will get 
killed.  And right now I'd prefer that not happen on either side.  So I 
figure the only way to stop that from happening is to let them make a 
big bust.  When someone finds the thing that they're looking for, most 
of the time, they stop looking.  So the BATFE is going to find a still, 
and while they're finding it, we're going to blow it up.  People are 
going to burn to death right before their eyes, and then they're going 
to find charred wreckage with some burnt dead bodies in it.  I'm going 
to be injured in the raid, and then I'll be comatose in a long-term care 
facility for as long as I need to be before I want to re-boot my 
career."


He said, "I think I know who you need to talk to.  The man who 
masterminded your recruitment is Alvin Oser, though you probably know 
him better as Special Agent Alan Dawkins."


I said, "Field counselor Dawkins is in the Family?  Seriously?  So 
that whole time he was setting me up to get married to a woman I had 
never met."


Papa Zee rose from his chair and went to a small desk at one side of 
the room.  Once there, he scribbled quickly on a notepad and tore off 
the papers on top.  He handed them to me.


He said, "That's Alvin's personal mobile phone number on top.  Bottom 
one is for your father-in-law, Bernard Flambeau.  I think you'll need to 
talk to both to get your plan going.  Alvin might be able to give you 
some insight about why you got dragged into this.  I'm certainly no 
expert in psychology, but even the good guys have to make a hard choice 
now and then.  Then again, for all we know, we aren't the good guys at 
all, and just pull this dirty trick on people because we're too stupid 
to figure out what's right."


I said, "Thanks."


He said, "I'll check with Black-Eyed Susan and Thirsty Joseph about 
the bodies, but you may have to talk with them too--not yet, though.  
You learn to get over rough spots quick, but it's still hard."


I said, "I wouldn't know about that, but I'll keep it in mind."


He said, "Take care.  Lot of people got high hopes for you."


I left Papa Zee and followed the trail back to my car.  I drove back 
down to Hammer Road, and took the turn for my trailer.  When I arrived, 
I went straight for the phone inside.  I dialed one of the phone numbers 
that I had been given.  When I heard the other party respond, I started 
out businesslike.


I said, "Al Dawkins, please."


He said, "Who is calling?"


I said, "Special Agent John Nash of the FBI.  I have some questions 
for you, Alvin."


He said, "Alan.  It's Alan Dawkins."


I said, "Oh, well I needed to talk to Alvin Oser."


He said, "That was a pretty quick turnaround.  Who told you?"


I said, "Papa Zee.  I need your help with something in 
Tennessee."


He said, "Let's hear it."


I said, "Turbo said that we pay bribes to the Sheriff on three 
stills.  That means they aren't family secrets."


He said, "Right.  They're decoys.  All are fully operational, but 
still decoys."


I said, "So the only reason they exist is so that when they are 
found, the people looking for them stop looking."


He said, "That's right."


I said, "Now would be a good time for certain people to stop looking, 
don't you think?  And I think maybe there's some work I can do for the 
FBI that it doesn't necessarily want to know anything about."


He said, "What did you have in mind?"


I said, "I want to blow up a still, and leave behind an incident 
report with plenty of burned bodies and one undercover informant in a 
long-term care facility."


He said, "I think we can work with that."


I said, "And I heard that we have some people that can set themselves 
on fire."


He said, "That would certainly look convincing in front of a camera.  
Some video footage of a few people on fire, a burned out building filled 
with burned bodies, and one man unconscious in a hospital, covered with 
burns and bandages seems like a very climactic way to end an 
investigation."


I said, "Papa Zee said I should talk with Bernard Flambeau."


He said, "I'll try to bring him in to the conversation.  Hang on 
while I work this phone."


I heard some dual-tone button presses, then a dial tone.  I replaced 
the handset on its cradle.  A few moments later, it rang, and I answered 
it.


I said, "Hello?"


It said, "I accidentally hung up on you.  Bernie is on now."


Mr. Flambeau said, "Hello, John.  We haven't been formally 
introduced, but you're married to my daughter now, and that means you 
get to call me 'sir'.  You were the black guy guarding the gate when we 
came in from Pennsylvania, right?"


I said, "Yes, that's right... sir."


Mr. Flambeau said, "Nothing like jumping in with both feet.  I take 
it Marta showed you our efreet side?"


I said, "Yes."


Bernie said, "And the first idea you get is to blow up your 
in-laws?"


I said, "Well, not my first thought, no.  It came along after the 
albino cave apes and instant mummies.  They showed us a burned body at 
the FBI corpse farm, during training, and suddenly we have a stack that 
looks almost just like that bagged up in a storage shed.  I got to 
thinking about how I ended up here, and thought that maybe it wasn't 
such a good idea to have fed cops snooping around looking for moonshine 
and finding werewolves instead.  I obviously can't testify now, but 
maybe I could give them a video good enough to close the case and go 
after something safer, like ordinary humans with guns, or maybe the 
occasional naked lunatic on PCP and bath salts."


Alvin said, "Oh, man.  Bath salts.  Thank God for that stuff.  It 
makes explaining things so much easier now."


I said, "Wait.  Are you...?  No way.  Really?"


Alvin said, "Yes, really.  I don't even know if real bath salts even 
do anything, but all you need is one guy running man-in-the-middle on 
the toxicology report, and it's like a magic 'stop asking questions' 
button.  Oh, the guy was on bath salts?  Well that explains perfectly 
how he threw a car at us and then jumped over a moving train.  High on 
bath salts.  Case closed."


I said, "So all those news stories..."


Alvin said, "Well, not all of them.  But that guy in Florida who ate 
half the homeless woman and all of her dog?  That was a revenant.  She 
probably killed him in the first place, and had been running from him 
ever since.  He just finally caught up.  But nothing to see here, 
Sheriff--it was just bath salts."


I said, "Well that's what I need right now is a magic 'stop asking 
questions' button.  I don't care so much about protecting you guys, but 
this week I had a rifle pointed at my head two times more than is 
healthy, and saw two people absolutely dismantle half a pack of wild 
gorillas with just one big knife between them.  I met some good people 
on the way to becoming a fed cop, and they don't deserve any of the 
stuff that you just put me into."


Alvin said, "I am sorry for that.  But you have to understand 
why."


I said, "I get it.  I'm just temporarily ignorant, not stupid.  If I 
get some facts, I can usually figure out the rest.  You're just trying 
to mind your own family business.  Except you've got this thing where 
you have one little Mafia initiation and not only do you never have to 
worry about inside informants or eavesdroppers, but you can also get 
yourself grandkids that can do so much more than just get on the honor 
roll."


Mr. Flambeau said, "No rush on that, by the way.  It's not like I 
could have a bumper sticker that says 'my grandchild can juggle 
fireballs,' anyway."


I said, "But the stuff just hit the fan-"


Alvin said, "Shit.  The shit hit the fan.  You can say it."


I said, "The stuff just hit the fan, and now instead of just laying 
out the honey traps and waiting a generation, you're undermanned and 
overtasked and there isn't even time for a boot camp.  Well, I get it.  
If I turn my back on your problem and start climbing the career ladder, 
eventually I hear about Bigfoot sightings in Tennessee state parks.  
Then there's a 'bath salts' epidemic in America's heartland, and missing 
kids everywhere you look.  And finally, there really will be monsters in 
human skin owning television stations and running for office.  The whole 
time, this little voice in my head will be saying, 'you know; and you 
can still do something.' And then one day, I finally get to have the 
administrative position with the big office, and then I look up the 
chain of command, and they're all demons smiling back at me behind their 
masks.  Well fuck that.  And fuck you for making me see it.  Pardon my 
language, sir."


I hadn't forgotten that my father-in-law was on the line.  The f-bomb 
slipped out in the heat of the moment, but I didn't want to show 
disrespect for the wrong person here.


Oser said, "I really am sorry.  But on the other hand, I'm not sorry 
at all.  Maybe a better word for it is sympathetic.  I know it doesn't 
mean much at the moment, but thank you.  I'm going to work on the script 
for your play.  No offense to you, but I am much better at traps and 
deception than you will ever be.  Take some time to put yourself through 
boot camp, and I'll take care of the rest."


I heard some taps over the phone, indicating that someone had dropped 
out of the call.


Mr. Flambeau said, "John?"


I said, "Still here."


He said, "She picked you."


I said, "What?"


He said, "We don't draw straws or anything.  Marta chose you.  She 
looked through Oser's little candidate album, like all the other kids at 
that age.  When she got to your page, she just said, 'this one,' and 
stopped looking."


I said, "What album?"


He said, "Yeah.  It must have thousands of pictures in it, official 
photos mixed in with mugshots and surveillance shots.  No names, just 
faces.  Oser knows every person in it, and whether they're real 
potential recruits or just decoys in there for secrecy.  All the kids do 
it at least once every year, from their 14th birthday on up until they 
decide on someone."


I said, "Fourteen?  Isn't that a little young?"


He said, "Not everybody grows up right in our own backyard.  
Sometimes it takes a few extra years to get everyone in the right place.  
But she picked you.  See you around."


The phone clicked, and then gave me a dial tone.  I hung up and had 
an all new pile of intrigue to think about.






Chapter 10






Since I couldn't really log any hours to my real job, I
suddenly had a lot more free time.  I already took care of arranging a little
leave of absence, so all I had to do now was keep showing up at the garage for 
my grocery money and try to grow an imaginary dog.


The taxidermist advice was perfect.  Not only were there plenty of 
dog skulls available, but they all had a long-winded provenance to go 
with them.  I ended up with the skull of a German Shepherd that was a 
police dog for the Sheriff's office for 6 years before she got hip 
dysplasia and had to retire.  Apparently, she also found "those two 
kids" that got lost in the woods "a while back."  I actually bought it 
because it was one of the last two dog skulls that had a table pedestal 
mount rather than a wall plaque mount, and the other just didn't look 
badass enough for my conception of a spirit animal.  I paid the $34.95 
and escaped the shop before I heard too much about skeleton-cleaning 
beetles, peroxide, stainless steel rods, solid hardwood plaques with 
urethane finishes, and brass engraving plates with very reasonable 
per-letter rates.  The taxidermist was a man who could talk your ear 
off, tan it flawlessly, and reattach it to your head in an eerily 
lifelike fashion, and I got the impression that he continued to talk 
about me with the preserved animal heads long after I had gone.  I would 
definitely return later for my future skull-obtaining needs, but that 
guy had dire need of some live human companionship.


I got some pet supplies from the market, and took everything back to 
my trailer.  I set everything up on my secondhand coffee table and 
started at the skull for a few minutes, imagining how crazy the bureau 
shrinks would rate this on a scale from one to ten.  On a whim, I picked 
everything back up and spread some newspapers on the table before 
reassembling my little spirit shrine.


"That's in case you're not housebroken."


I scratched the skull between its ear holes, trying to imagine the 
sort of dog I'd like to have as a figment of my imagination.  I fired up 
my laptop computer and started with Williard's suggestions, proceeding 
on to Balto and Togo, the Alaskan sled dogs that completed the Nome 
serum run in less than 12 parsecs.  Then I read about Bobbie, the dog 
who walked home to Oregon from Indiana long before GPS had even been 
invented.  I read about Argos, who not only lived in Ithaca for the 20 
years it took Odysseus to return from the Trojan War, but also 
recognized him on sight despite his disguise.  I read above brave dogs, 
about loyal dogs, about inspirational dogs, and about war hero dogs.  I 
read about Russian space dogs, about lifesaving dogs, and about 
crime-fighting dogs.  I fell asleep on my ratty couch and dreamed about 
fighter pilot dogs and dogs that won major awards for scientific 
achievement.


I woke abruptly in the deep darkness after midnight, to the sound of 
distant barking.  In the instant before my waking jerk brought my laptop 
display back to life, I thought I saw a faint yellow glow emanating from 
the eye sockets of the skull.  When I killed the light of the screen by 
closing the lid on my computer, it was gone.  I set aside my research 
and trudged off to bed.


So it went.  In the mornings, I put some food and water into the 
appropriate dishes and headed off to my cover job.  In the evenings, I 
slipped the skull into a little knapsack and went out for a run, pulling 
it out at least once per run to let it "smell" something 
interesting--usually roadkill that hadn't yet been snapped up for some 
local's stew pot.


I had been at it barely four days when Turbo let it drop that I'd be 
going on a little field trip to get my feet wet.  I'd be following up on 
the information that the cenote demon provided while I was down covering 
the gate.  I was going to walk under the Caribbean, all the way to 
Mexico.


So much for the slacking.


For the hell of it, I asked Turbo to feed, water, and walk my 
imaginary dog every morning, and to my surprise and chagrin, he agreed 
with nary a gibe, quip, or complaint.  I packed a few travel essentials 
and headed up to the family compound.






Chapter 11






After traveling for days, Ashthelia Bathmourdi, Michael
Bearcrow, and I finally reached the region of the Underworld that roughly
corresponded to the Mexican Yucatan peninsula.  Mike led us first to the
Underworld gate that opened into Chen Ku, the sacred cenote home of Chaac, the
rain god.


A deep, clear, and very blue pool of water spread out before us, 
glowing slightly from below.  The ripples from a continuously upwelling 
current spread out across the surface, lapping up against the 
underground shores.  Ash removed a carved limestone figurine from our 
baggage and tossed it into the pool.  I watched it sink for a long time 
before it was finally lost to my view.  A few minutes later, a dark 
shape rose up from below, growing larger and larger until finally 
breaking the surface.


It said, "¿Qué quieres?"


Mike said, "We heard from a cenote demon that Chaac had left Chen 
Ku."


Chaac said, "I returned."


Ash said, "This demon seemed to think it would be safer to visit deep 
pools in foreign karst."


Chaac said, "If it ever wants to come back, it would be wise to abort 
its vacation travel.  You may say that Lord Chaac judged it so."


Mike said, "But you did leave."


Chaac said, "That is my business.  The Chupacabra died.  I went to 
wash the blood into the sea.  It required my personal attention."


Ash said, "All of them?"


Chaac said, "All."


Ash said, "How?"


Chaac said, "I do not care.  They pretended to be gods.  Someone 
proved otherwise.  That is as it should be.  If you must indulge your 
mortal curiosity, go through Xibalba and see for yourself.  This way is 
not for airbreathers."


Chaac sank back below the surface, signaling that the conversation 
was over, but I could see that he remained just below.  He was watching 
to make sure that we left.  We did so, as respectfully as possible.


Ash said, "Xibalba isn't far, but the demons there aren't quite as 
easy to talk to as Chaac."


Mike again led us through the caverns of the Underworld, until we 
approached a deep cut, crawling with live scorpions.  We crossed the 
river of arachnids, and made our way through caverns that showed signs 
of habitation.  Ash took the lead.  We finally entered a large court, 
filled with grim and grotesque mannequins.  Ash pulled me close and 
gestured toward the motionless figures.


Ash said, "The mannequins are just there to confuse you.  There are 
twelve real Lords of Xibalba.  That one there is One Death, the leader.  
Seven Death, there, is second in command.  The other ten are their 
lieutenants, and they go by the buddy system.  Wing and Packstrap, 
there, infect travelers with contagion.  Ever had Montezuma's Revenge?  
They do that, just for fun.  Pus Demon and Jaundice Demon are those two 
over there.  They give people terminal diseases--especially those that 
distort and deform the body.  Gathered Blood and Flying Scab are there.  
Any kind of wholesale slaughter is their thing.  If they watched movies, 
their favorite would be a continuous loop of the elevator scene in The 
Shining.  That's Sweepings Demon, and that's Stabbing Demon.  They do 
violent murders.  The last two, there and there, are Bone Staff and 
Skull Staff.  All they do is turn the dead bodies into skeletons."


Ash stopped pointing, and put a hand on my chest.


She said, "Let me do all the talking.  These guys are gods and 
demons, and any one of them could wipe the floor with us.  If we came in 
here with the right costumes while speaking ancient Mayan, they'd give 
us the full show, with tests of courage and everything.  Otherwise, they 
usually leave the non-natives alone."


"Usually?"


"If you feel like having a conversation with Jesus, postpone it."


Ash stepped into the center of the court, ignoring the mannequin 
fakes and greeting each of the real Lords of Xibalba in turn, by the 
English translation of their names.


Ash finally said, "Lords of Death, we would like to pass the 
Balamka'anche' way to Chichen Itza."


One Death said, "No.  We have closed it.  It is ours now.  Go another 
way."


Ash said, "Why have you closed the gate to Chichen Itza?  You have 
never stopped travelers from passing through there before."


Wing said, "Travelers are fun."


Packstrap said, "We like travelers."


Wing said, "So sad that we missed the ones from Chicago."


Packstrap said, "But so many sacrifices!"


Pus Demon said, "Not to us."


Jaundice Demon said, "It wasn't fair."


One Death said, "We have other business!  The damned twins are 
finally fallen.  Who are the fools now?"


Seven Death said, "Them and all their brethren.  We always win in the 
end."


Skull Staff said, "Their masks are all gone."


Bone Staff said, "We will be taking off their true flesh soon, 
too."


Sweepings Demon said, "And turn it to dust, so we will have many 
places in which to hide."


Stabbing Demon said, "But who is left for us to stab?  They have 
already killed so many, and so few left for us."


Flying Scab said, "So much blood.  So long has it been, but it 
returns to us."


Gathered Blood said, "Enough to bathe in.  Enough to swim in."


Pus Demon said, "For you.  There is nothing there for us.  Only dry 
husks."


Jaundice Demon said, "There are still a few yet living.  We can make 
them ours."


Wing said, "If they run, I shall catch them."


Packstrap said, "And I shall drown them in their own blood."


Seven Death said, "It is so delicious.  The usurpers fall, at last, 
crushed by a little ant."


One Death said, "Enough!  No more talk with the foreigners!  We have 
other tasks!  It is time to take it all back!"


One Death pointed a skeletal finger into the darkness behind us, and 
then made a sweeping-away gesture with his bony hands.  A chill gale 
lifted us bodily and deposited us roughly into the subterranean chambers 
outside the dread court, sending even Mike Bearcrow tumbling across the 
muddy stone floor.  We hastily retreated under our own power to a safer 
distance.


As we crossed the notional boundary of Xibalba's council place, we 
stopped to discuss what we had just learned.


Ash said, "That could have gone better.  We're pretty much cut off 
now, but maybe we don't need to see Chichen Itza after all.  The 
Xibalbans said Chicago."


Mike said, "Well we know what Chicago means, don't we?"


I said, "No.  What does Chicago mean?"


Mike said, "We don't go near Chicago.  The whole city is like a 
supernatural crisis magnet.  On one side, you have a wizard sheriff, and 
on the other, you have a kingpin with an extrajudicial MBA and a fairy 
title.  Between the two of them, anything else that moves in either ends 
up paying protection, owing favors, or hitting the out of pocket limits 
on their health insurance.  The whole setup stinks just like typical 
Chicago politics.  Aside from that, the Underworld gate had a bunch of 
Breathstealers living on top of it up until a few years ago.  That's 
when somebody blew it up.  The Breathstealers had been throwing their 
dead bodies in for years, and so there was a pretty big group of ghouls 
on the underside.  Once the bodies stopped falling, the easy carrion was 
gone, so they started roaming around, even attacking living travelers.  
Nobody has been able to find the new exit yet because of it, and the 
dwarf engineers had to put barricades up on Understate 65 to keep them 
contained."


Ash said, "Forget that.  Let's do the math.  Bodies everywhere plus 
Chicago."


Mike said, "That's probably the sheriff and at least a few of his 
favors.  But that's still a lot of carnage, even for him."


Ash said, "Mr. Trouble.  That guy is going to end up digging his own 
grave, and big enough to bury a whole city in it.  Wizards are bad news.  
They get a little bit more power than most, and decide that means they 
get to own all magic.  Well screw them.  You see one, you start walking 
the other direction, and take everything you love with you when you 
go."


Mike said, "What about y-"


Ash said, "Yeah, well, he still ended up dead, didn't he?  Even if 
they don't come down with the Doom of Solomon over them already, our 
curse takes them out, and you still end up losing."


I said, "What's the Doom of Solomon?"


Ash said, "It's an addiction to arcane knowledge.  You learn 
something, and that leads you to something more interesting, and so on, 
until eventually you run into something really dangerous and learn all 
there is to know about dying horribly.  Wizards don't really have a 
reason to visit the Underworld otherwise.  They can travel quickly via 
Faerie and the Outlands, and can safely talk to whomever they like using 
magic.  They come down for the secrets, and stay for the being slowly 
digested over the span of a millennium."


I said, "But the guy you were talking about?"


Ash said, "No, he didn't have it.  He was just on the run from some 
other wizards.  They have their own version of cops, you know.  He was 
on the run and looking for a place that was off the normal beat and with 
no extradition.  I tried to help him out.  I just got too close, that's 
all.  It wasn't my fault.  The curse just makes you do things, even if 
you don't want to."


I said, "What?  What happened?"


Ash said, "I'm not sure, exactly.  One minute I'm taking some camping 
supplies down to him, and the next I have him trussed up under a drip 
fissure trying to perform my own wedding ceremony.  I only got halfway 
through, though.  I just couldn't finish it.  By the time I realized 
what was going on, I had already cut his head off.  It just doesn't work 
out with wizards.  Walk away."


Mike said, in a tone pitched for my ears, "Leave it, John.  Change 
the subject, quick."


I said, "So... How about that local sports team?  They sure did have 
a close shave against their hated rivals, didn't they?"


Mike gave me a puzzled look before comprehension dawned, and I was 
rewarded with a grunt that was quite close to an actual laugh.


Mike said, "Yeah, if we're talking local sports, that doesn't work.  
Yucatan tournament rules aren't exactly amenable to rivalries.  You 
don't even need a win-loss statistic, because a team's losses are always 
zero if they still play, and one if they don't."


Ash said, "This still doesn't add up.  You were right, Mike.  This is 
way too many bodies for Mr. Trouble.  If this was the result of magic, 
and I don't see any way that it isn't, that means he's definitely gone 
over to the dark side, and probably taken a few dirty deals as well.  On 
top of the rumors floating around about him already, we have to assume 
the worst."


I said, "So what does that mean?"


Mike said, "The worst case scenario is that a wizard-gone-bad makes a 
pact with a Underworld power, then goes down to either collect in person 
or to try to weasel out of it.  All of us end up dead, and our gate 
maybe ends up moving underneath some other mining town with no defenses 
whatsoever.  We can't even slow down something like that, much less stop 
it--even on our home turf."


Ash said, "We'll have to take him out."


I said, "I must have forgotten my judge armor today.  Did you just 
indict, try, and convict a man based on hearsay from some Mexican death 
gods?"


Mike said, "You don't understand, John.  Wizards are like nuclear 
bombs, just walking around.  You pretty much have to take their word for 
it when they say they practice arms control, but you know that's all 
just big lies because every so often a little one goes off.  We already 
knew this guy wasn't little.  He might have been middleweight before, 
but he just took out enough vampires right in the heart of their power 
that some old demons started getting ideas about taking their old 
territory back, and it spread at least as far as Tennessee--maybe even 
worldwide.  You can't even imagine the damage if he went rogue.  It 
would be deaths in the millions.  But these guys are usually glass 
cannons.  If you can get the drop on them, they go down like anybody 
else.  Otherwise, you're better off running away and praying you didn't 
leave behind anything with your DNA on it."


I said, "Sounds like a job for Bodie."


Ash said, "It's exactly what he was trained for, but we'll have to be 
quick."


We left Xibalba behind, and headed north, toward home, through the 
darkness underneath the Caribbean seabed.






Chapter 12






I only had two brushes with death on the way back.  I was
told that as trips through the Underworld go, that is practically a springtime 
stroll in the park.  Except in this case, the park has lung-spiders 
tipping the scales at more than fifty kilograms and a fungus that smells 
like bliss and dissolves flesh at the rate of one complete dermal layer 
per hour.  Fortunately for me, Ash is faster than the lung-spiders when 
they have already had a big meal, and my boots needed to be resoled 
anyway.


But that still meant that I couldn't go to Chicago with the hit squad 
while the skin on my left foot grew back.  Instead, I would be 
participating in the Charlie Fox Theater production of an Oser play.  
The fungus wound could convincingly pass as a second-degree burn, 
anyway.


My first part would be to set the hook.  I dialed my phone.


"This is Collins."


"Nash here.  I think we're ready.  I got a lead on an illegal 
distillery.  These people aren't just making hundreds of gallons.  
They're producing hundreds of barrels in one season.  It's not just a 
3-man crew either; they have the whole family involved in the operation.  
They're bottling their current run tomorrow, so we need to act quickly 
to get the manpower and warrants and break this thing up before that 
stuff ends up who knows where."


"This is great, John.  This is exactly what we needed.  Give me what 
you have, and I'll take it to the BATFE guys.  Oh, man.  They will owe 
us big time for this.  That's what the Mother-Effing-B-I can do, 
bitches.  In your face!  Unh!"


I fed him the rest of the information that Alvin Oser, Master of 
Traps, had put into my script.  Then I ended the phone call and paused a 
moment to reflect upon my very brief career in law enforcement.  At 
least I wasn't dead--not yet.


My parade of prevarication had lasted nearly forty minutes.  My mouth 
was dry from all the manipulative details.  I needed a drink, and the 
water from the tap had a barely detectable, but undeniably nasty, 
hydrogen sulfide taste in it again.  It quenched the thirst, but did 
nothing to cleanse the palate.  My refrigerator, in true bachelor style, 
was currently devoid of anything that did not qualify as a condiment.  
I'd have to go out.


I gimped my way out to my car and drove in to town.  There was only 
one establishment there sufficiently seedy for my low mood, and this 
time, it hardly mattered to me that I had to wait twenty minutes past 
opening time for them to unlock the entrance doors.  By the time the 
next customer came in, I was already a few miles down the road to 
forgetfulness.  And a little bit after that, it gets hazy.  I never 
really had the spare time or the spare funds to acquire much of a 
tolerance to alcohol, after all.


I woke up the next morning in my own bed, still just a teensy bit 
tipsy.  A strange yellow dog, whom I had never seen before, was 
diligently licking my face, evidently tasting the last of my dignity 
leaving my body.  Thankfully, it stopped when I sat up.  I looked around 
for the clothes I had been wearing the previous evening, but they were 
nowhere to be found.


"Hey, doggie.  You see my clothes around here anywhere?"


It stood up and wagged its tail at me.


"Yeah?  You understand that?  Awesome.  Go find my clothes."


And to my surprise, it nosed its way out of my front door, which had 
been left wide open, and somehow got past the outer screen door, which 
must have been left unlatched, and ran outside.  In about fifteen 
minutes, which was just enough time for me to locate the last instant 
oatmeal packet within a two mile radius and moisten it with cold, stinky 
tap water, the dog sauntered back in to my living room, carrying my 
pants in its mouth.


"Holy Jesus.  You actually did it.  But no shirt, eh?  Well, I didn't 
like that one very much anyway.  Thanks for my pants, pooch, and for 
driving me home, or whatever you did to end up here, but I'm fine now, 
and maybe you should think about heading back out to wherever you came 
from."


The dog sat down and thumped its tail on the floor.  I limped out to 
the front door and held the screen open.


"Go home, dog."


And then, to my amazement, the dog walked right up to my coffee table 
and sort of poured itself into the eye sockets of the skull, which 
glowed an eerie yellow before darkening again.  My jaw simply fell right 
off my face.  I could almost feel the bruise forming from its powerful 
and sudden impact with the floor.


Then I went to collect my pants, and they dissolved to nothingness at 
my touch, leaving in my mind a clear and distinct memory of exactly 
where I might find them, and how to get there.


"This shit just got real."


I had a dog.






Chapter 13






By ten in the morning, I had finally sobered up, and was
almost prepared to hike out in the middle of nowhere and fetch my discarded 
togs.  From there, I'd have to walk back to the bar and retrieve my 
car.


But then I remembered my injured foot.  How did I make it back here 
with a half-dissolved left foot, without even any shoes on?


I took a look.  There was just clean, fresh, unmarred brown skin.  
The lighter skin on my sole was a bit pinkish, but likewise appeared as 
though it had never been burnt down halfway through the epidermis.  More 
mysteries.  I didn't have time for it right now, and was content just to 
be able to walk around without limping.


"Well, dog, I did my homework, like Williard said.  Laelaps was what 
they called the dog that never failed to catch its quarry.  But that 
doesn't quite roll off the tongue like I expect.  So from now on, you're 
Lillip.  Got it?  Lillip."


The skull failed to respond.


I said, "Lillip, heel."


That did the trick.  The same yellow dog from earlier in the day 
spilled out of the skull and coalesced before me, padding to my side and 
looking up at me expectantly.


My night on a bender must have been quite a wild time.  When I 
finally found my clothes, I had been hiking through the trackless woods 
for two hours.  They were thrown about with reckless abandon near the 
bank of the outflow pool of a natural artesian spring.  Apparently, at 
some point during the night, I went skinnydipping in the middle of 
nowhere, and then forgot to put my clothes back on.


Everything was still there--wallet, keys, knife, pocket pliers.  The 
wallet even had cash still in it.  I reloaded the pockets of my 
currently-worn pants with my familiar possessions.


From there, the hike back to the bar was even more inexplicable.  
There was no way I could have done even a hundred yards of it while 
drunk and limping.  I was pretty tired by the time I stumbled out onto 
the gravel parking lot of the bar.  Thankfully, my car was still there 
and mercifully unvandalized.  I slid behind the wheel, and Lillip jumped 
through the closed passenger side window and settled into the seat.  The 
tip of her tail wagged slightly.


I said, "Ok.  You got it."


I reached across the car and rolled down her window.  She immediately 
stuck her head out into the late-morning sunshine.  A warm sensation 
spread across my face.


I said, "Lillip, put your head back in here a sec."


The dog-spirit withdrew into the car and looked at me.  The warm 
feeling faded.


I said, "Put your paw out there."


She hooked one paw over the door.  I felt a warm sensation in my 
right hand.


I said, "That's interesting.  Back to what you were doing."


She resumed her original posture, just like a real dog eager to feel 
the wind in her face.  I started the car and drove it back to my ratty 
trailer.  I heard a sharp bark and a low growl as we pulled into my 
usual parking spot.  Something was amiss.


I said, "Hey.  Go check it out."


Lillip hopped out of the open window of my car and charged through 
the closed front door of my temporary residence.  I rolled up the 
passenger side window and exited the vehicle.  My dog re-emerged through 
the solid door and barked once.  A tingle in my nostrils let me know 
that in my absence, someone broke in and then left, and I knew what he 
smelled like.


I said, "This could be useful.  Lillip!  Find the guy that was in 
here and come right back!"


My dog dashed off into the woods.  I went inside to assess the 
damage.  There was none.  Everything was exactly where I had left it 
earlier.  It was a little eerie.  I almost would have preferred to see a 
frantic and frustrated search for my nonexistent valuables.  With this 
pristine crime scene, the invader could only have been after 
information, and I had no way of knowing what they left with.


My spiritually enhanced nose told me where the intruder had been, and 
even what he touched: the fridge handle, the cabinet knobs and drawer 
pulls, my telephone, Lillip's skull, my bed, my closet.  The bastard 
even pissed in my toilet and didn't use either sink.  Fortunately, the 
only real secret I had lying around here was untouched, behind the 
plastic shower liner.


I had lost track of time while chasing the ghostly scent of my 
violator, and so when Lillip returned, I didn't have a sense of how long 
it took for her to find him.  She easily passed through the flimsy front 
door and dropped an object onto my table.  I heard it thump, and she 
barked once, in case I had missed her coming in.


I walked back through the kitchen and looked.  A brass eagle spread 
its wings over a brass shield, bearing the words "ATF US SPECIAL AGENT."  
I covered it with my hand, and as it dissolved into my flesh, I knew 
what the BATFE agent looked like, and exactly where he was a few minutes 
ago.


I allowed myself to become a little bit smug.  They were checking up 
on me.  And I never would have known about it, were it not for my magic 
mutt.


I said, "Good girl, Lillip.  Good girl."






Chapter 14






My part in the grand distraction was not, in the end, all
that complicated.  I met the BATFE task force at the unmarked strip mall 
storefront that the county sheriff used as a substation.  Agent Townsend 
introduced me to Agents Fowler, Marquez, Morgan, and Whitaker.  I shook 
everyone's hand, except for Agent Morgan, opting instead to pretend to 
be distracted by the non-BATFE personnel in the briefing room.  The DEA 
was represented by Agents Parsons and Bowen, who were taking the day off 
from carefully setting up the local meth and weed dealers to inform on 
their suppliers, in the hopes that the bust would yield more than just 
alcohol and tobacco.  About every deputy that could be spared out of 
Bledsoe, Cumberland, Van Buren, and White was on hand to collect his due 
portion of federally-paid overtime for a few hours of yelling at 
criminals and dutifully eliding the worst of the civil rights violations 
out of the ensuing reports.


I managed to catch Agent Townsend in a semiprivate moment to ask 
about Agent Collins, but learned only that he had been suddenly called 
back to the federal capital sprawl on very short notice.


In all, there were about 40 guys in the tiny substation, which 
included 4 ladies that were issued an honorary pair for as long as the 
uniform was on.  That presumably infused them with enough imaginary 
testosterone to ignore the casual sexism that was endemic in such a 
majority male profession.  Of course, they had probably also 
demonstrated on numerous occasions an ability to put larger males on the 
ground in a joint-lock.  After the stereotypical doughnuts and coffee 
had been picked over, all butts planted themselves into the folding 
metal chairs.


Agent Townsend, commander of the superstill bust, dutifully passed on 
the lies that Oser had given me.  He introduced the other Feds, taking 
care to make it clear that I was the undercover FBI agent that made this 
possible, so that I wouldn't be beaten for resisting outside the sight 
of the other suspects.  That was actually part of the plan, to preserve 
my cover until I was required to testify.  I would be shot with a stun 
gun, then "kicked" a few times.  That level of stagecraft was definitely 
not up to the standard set by their opposition.


I did a short presentation for the crowd, pointing at enlarged 
topographical maps with a laser pointer and detailing the suspects the 
task force would be likely to encounter, along with the weapons they 
could be carrying.  The words flowed smoothly and without hesitation, 
bolstered by the confidence that my curse made it absolutely impossible 
to let slip any inkling of the real plan for the raid.


Of particular interest were the body-mounted cameras everyone would 
be wearing, on loan from the generous federal bureaus to ensure that the 
bust could be properly propagandized in the news media.  I knew, of 
course, that none of that footage would ever be released.


Operation Overcast was a go.  It was named Overcast because cloud 
cover stops the moon shine from getting through.  Dozens of agents spent 
literally hours coming up with that name, to be shelved until they 
finally found a crime ring worthy of it.  They actually covered this 
stuff in my training classes.  The expense of all that public employee 
effort was justified by the benefit to morale and public relations.  I 
still thought it was a stupid waste of time, no matter how appropriate 
it may have been to what they thought they were doing.


I left them all to their tactical discussion and moved into 
position.


When I arrived at the decoy still, Marta and Bernie were already 
working it, distilling the very real, non-decoy alcohol into the HDPE 
barrels that the Family used for its hooch.  If I didn't already know 
that this was actually a small operation by the Family's standards, I 
might easily think that this was the largest outlaw distillery in a 
300-mile radius.  Since I was already wired up, I just went right to my 
grunt work, which was turning a hand-cranked pump for moving the 
fermented wort out of the buried tanks into the distillation rig, which 
was containerized into a frame that could be loaded and unloaded from a 
roll-off garbage truck.


After 90 minutes of cranking on that stupid pump, both of my 
shoulders were on fire, and all the buried wort tanks were empty.  I 
literally had nothing better to do than to stand around watching the 
Flambeau family turn distiller's beer into whisky and wonder why the 
cops were so late.


Eventually, it hit me.  They wanted to seize some finished 
product. I felt stupid for having such idealistic assumptions.  
Naturally, they would wait until there was good whiskey in the barrels, 
then either underreport the amount seized or claim that it had been 
destroyed on site.  That way, the local deputies and their friends would 
get to enjoy some additional payment for participating in the raid--and 
for not tipping off the Family, obviously--that wouldn't cost the 
taxpayers another dime.


I settled in to wait.  The rig itself was a mess of metal vessels and 
oddly-shaped pipes that I make no claim to understand.  When I wasn't 
called upon for go-fer duties, Bernie took it upon himself to point out 
various pieces of equipment and explain their purposes.


He said, "That there is the primary distiller column, for stripping 
the wash.  And that there is the secondary column, for turning the low 
wine into whisky.  And that one's the tertiary, for when we go for 190 
proof.  Not today, though."


And then I'd nod and act like I was learning the craft.  It seemed 
like several hours later, and two whole barrels filled with what Bernie 
called "hearts", when we finally heard the signal for the next act.  
Marta got up and unscrewed several valves on the rig that looked like 
ordinary water faucets.  Then she gave me my signal, "John, go get the 
pump and run the intake out to the water supply on the truck."


So I took a leisurely stroll away from the distillation rig, dragging 
a black hose behind me.  When I finally saw the first cop clad in black 
assault gear, I carefully jabbed myself in the thigh with the single-use 
syringe I had been given, and crushed it into the ground beneath my 
boot.  An instant later, Krakatoa erupted behind me, and I was shoved 
violently from behind by a freight locomotive.


Through the haze of the shock, I was able to turn myself over and 
see, with barely-doubled vision, that we had produced a tiny mushroom 
cloud and set several nearby trees alight.  Bernie, Marta, and her 
siblings had turned themselves into mostly-human torches, yelling and 
screaming like they were dying.  I had the presence of mind to shift 
myself around to get all this recorded on my body-mounted camera for the 
benefit of the BATFE debriefing.  I wasn't really ready for the second 
explosion, which combined neatly with the coma-inducing drug I had 
injected earlier to put my lights out for a while.


I remember waking in the ambulance, completely unable to move, 
listening to the emergency medical technicians discuss my breathing and 
heartbeat.  One of them pried open my eyelid and beamed a bright light 
into it, and in the brief instant before they closed again, I saw bags 
of fluid and an indistinct face hovering over me.  From there, I was 
treated to medical chatter between the techs themselves and their radio 
dispatcher.  I heard words like "concussion", "first-degree burns", and 
"coma" bandied back and forth.


I thought that the coma drug would put me into an actual coma.  
Apparently, I didn't ask the right questions.  I was completely 
conscious, but powerless to act, even to modulate my breathing and 
heartbeat.  I thought it must have been a psychological defense 
mechanism, but eventually, I came to perceive my surroundings as though 
I were standing next to my body, perceiving things from just outside the 
prison of my immobile flesh, as a sort of extended out-of-body 
experience.  In this state, I could see things as monochromatic shadows, 
and the people around me were colored strangely, with flickering auras 
surrounding them.  Little faces appeared in my surroundings, vanishing 
almost as quickly as I perceived them.


It was torture.


I watched and followed as my body was wheeled into the Cumberland 
Medical Center, triaged, evaluated, and parked.  People came in, changed 
bags, rearranged tubes, and repositioned pillows.  I listened to the 
television channels, unable to watch the screens, which were, according 
to my altered perceptions, filled with grotesque faces, pressed against 
the flat surface from the inside.  People who swaggered like cops came 
in, looked at me, inquired briefly about how long until I might wake up, 
and left with a bag filled with the remains of my clothes.


I watched and followed as my body was loaded into another ambulance 
to make the short trip to the nearest real hospital, in Knoxville.  I 
stood by as the doctors there poked and prodded, drew some fluids and 
injected others, measured and tested, and then shrugged their shoulders 
and moved on to less hopeless patients.  After only a few days there, I 
even got a visit from Agent Collins.


He said, "Shit, John.  I'm sorry.  The Bureau's going to take care of 
you.  Nothing fancy, mind you--we're not made of money.  But Field 
Counselor Dawkins found a decent place just north of Nashville where you 
can take your medical leave.  Nobody was really expecting this to blow 
up in your face like this--to literally blow up in your face.  I saw the 
video.  Jesus, man.  You could have been in that.  At least it wasn't a 
funeral.  Those are no fun either.  Wake up soon, okay?  We spent too 
much money on training you for you to crap out on us now."


After he left, they prepped me again for transport and shoved me into 
another ambulance.  This time, after we got rolling, one of the techs 
injected something into my hydration bag.  As they drove on, I felt an 
itching sensation spread all over my body, like crawling critters 
swarming over my skin.  The itching progressed to burning, which 
proceeded to high-voltage electrocution.


My eyes flew open, and I felt an odd sense of displacement, 
simultaneously seeing myself convulsing on a rolling stretcher and 
standing over myself, staring into my own eyes.


I said, "Wlllaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrrnnnnngh!"


The double-vision I was experiencing popped, and I was left seeing 
the world normally from the eyes in my own head.  They saw Turbo, 
dressed in an EMT uniform, slide into the back of the ambulance.


He said, "Shit, man, you're hardcore.  I only gave you the antidote 
like fifteen minutes ago, and you're already trying to talk."


I said, "Wrrrrraaa daaaa fnggggggh!"


He said, "We make it from the venom of the lung-spiders.  See, if you 
get a bite from one of those bastards, you just drop.  You don't drop 
dead, you just drop.  It causes complete paralysis of the voluntary 
muscles, while preserving cardiopulmonary function.  It's a wicked 
useful antibiotic, and an antiviral, too.  Keeps the meat fresh as they 
drag you back to the hive, while making sure you don't get any 
infections from little scrapes and cuts.  The downside is that you're 
still conscious when they start eating you."


I said, "Waaat dhaaa fuunng!"


He said, "Dude.  Dude.  It's cool.  You did it.  BATFE is pulling out 
with their tail between their legs.  Bodie's dad somehow got them to 
blame the deputies for the fire and there's no chance that they'll be 
able to pull off another operation like that until at least after the 
next Sheriff election.  Total win."


I eschewed words, and weakly wrapped my hands around Turbo's scrawny 
little throat.  He gently peeled them off and moved back out of 
range.


He said, "Just try to sleep it off, bro.  We got some business to 
handle in the next couple of hours, and they want to debrief you on the 
Chicago thing tomorrow."


Turbo slid back into the front passenger seat, and left me to fume 
over my extended spider venom torture.  I did not sleep.


When we finally rolled into the Family compound, I almost had enough 
strength in my limbs to climb out by myself.  Standing up unsupported, 
on the other hand, was not likely.  Turbo and Bodie held me up on either 
side, and rather than flop around on the ground in an undignified 
manner, I let them.  Doctor Willy and Papa Zee were there to meet us, 
and Willy was consulting a huge leather-bound book, with gilt-edged 
pages.


Willy said, "Good, good timing.  Now he needs to spit in its 
mouth."


And then he pointed at a man-shaped pile of mud, leaves, and sticks on 
the ground, with a deep pocket pressed into its soft "face".  Turbo and 
Bodie held me over it, and I sort of drooled in approximately the right 
place.


Willy said, "That should be it.  We should see the results 
momentarily."


And to my eternal horror, the mud-thing opened its eyes, looked into 
my face, and smiled.  The leaves already started to resemble my hair, 
and the mud was losing its reddish hue and becoming more like my skin.  
I goggled at it.  It goggled back.


I said, "Whuh.  Izh.  Dat."


Willy said, "It works!  It works!  I mean, I knew the theory was 
sound, but to actually do it!  John, it's your changeling!"


I mumbled, "Dafuh.  Cray mufugga."


The changeling stood up and aped my posture, moving its lips to my 
words.


Willy said, "It's something that cradlesnatchers do to help them 
escape with the baby.  They put a homonculus in its place to fool the 
parents, and eventually it just jumps out of a window or runs into 
traffic or something.  Not this one, though."


At that, Willy poked it with another syringe.  It started to sag and 
droop.  Bodie and Papa Zee guided it onto the stretcher I had previously 
occupied, as Turbo continued to help me remain upright.  Once the 
switcheroo was completed, Turbo handed me off to Doc Willy and Papa Zee 
and re-entered the ambulance, which drove off again, headed for some 
nursing home in the Nashville sprawl.  My escorts half-dragged and 
half-carried me up to Papa Zee's place, and tumbled me onto a guest bed.  
I gave up trying to fight it, and drifted off into a dreamless 
sleep.






Chapter 15






When I woke up, I was still shaky, but good enough to stand
and walk under my own power.  I found the clothes that had been provided for my 
use, and located the bathroom, then stumbled out into Papa Zee's living 
room.


Zee, who had apparently been waiting for me to wake in my own time, 
fiddled with an old-school intercom device for a few seconds and then 
invited me into his kitchen to eat breakfast.  The eggs were cold, and 
the toast soggy, but at least it didn't come from a bag and get into my 
stomach via my nostrils.


Papa Zee waited until I had finished, then told me that I should 
attend a debriefing meeting at Doc Willy's house.  I nodded wordlessly, 
and managed to make my way there without tripping over myself.  I 
knocked once, heard someone yell, "Come in!" and entered.


The instant I entered, Michael Bearcrow said, "You look like a cat 
that got tumble dried with a load of towels."


Doc Willy and Ashthelia were already seated on the couch.  I listened 
to the small talk for a while until Alvin Oser, wearing his FBI uniform 
suit, finally arrived.  We all claimed and occupied a place on the 
furniture.


Willy said, "While you were touring hospitals, Mike, Ash, Nelson, and 
Bodie went up to Chicago to check out the Xibalba lead.  And what did 
you find there?"


Ash said, "Nothing.  He was already gone.  He blew up his office and 
burned down his apartment building.  Looks like he also killed someone 
down at the lake, dumped the body, and vanished.  Turns out his lady 
friend in CPD was corrupt, so she got fired.  No prison, though.  That's 
typical Chicago thin blue line, but it must have been really bad for her 
to get fired over it--either too many murders to sweep under the rug, or 
she's a whistleblower.  It's almost like he was burning all his bridges 
on purpose.  He's flipped for sure.  It's only a matter of time now, and 
we missed our shot at him."


Alvin said, "What kind of damage are we looking at here?"


Ash said, "Worse than the Dunesinger in 1811, maybe.  The guy has 
been punching way above his weight class."


I said, "Someone want to tell me what that was all about?  I'm new, 
remember?"


Willy said, "A salarch demon from Shum-Dabo started driving swarms of 
giant sandworms up through the gate at Reelfoot Rift, herding them 
towards nearby surface towns. Tecumseh, Tenskwatawa, and the last 
remaining medicine men of the Nicachoag raised the river spirit to 
cleave open the rift, throw the demons back to their Hell, and seal the 
gate forever."


I said, "Who are the Nicachoag, and what's Reelfoot Rift?"


Willy said, "Nobody.  Not any more.  Only a few people of the 
Shawnee, us, and maybe a few non-humans even remember them. They 
sacrificed every drop of their blood and every shred of their memory to 
Mississippi, to empower it to protect the living peoples of the Earth.  
The Europeans probably would have killed them all off anyway, but this 
way was more noble and inspiring, certainly.  Mississippi is a badass 
spirit to begin with, but if you charge it up with the ghosts of a whole 
tribe, it can ring the whole continent like a big bell--right at New 
Madrid, Missouri.  It worked, though.  As far as we can tell, the 
Reelfoot Rift gate underneath the town hasn't ever reopened.  Steep 
price, though, and who even knows how long it'll stay closed?"


I said, "So the New Madrid earthquakes--the famous ones that they 
still talk about whenever a tremor happens anywhere in mid-America--that 
was all demon sandworms escaped from Hell?"


Willy said, "Escaped from Shum-Dabo, the ocean of burning sand.  It's 
not exactly a part-"


I said, "Demons from Hell."


Alvin said, "Ignoring the details, yes."


I said, "And a whole tribe of Indians had to completely erase 
themselves from history to stop them.  With a river god."


Alvin said, "Well, we can't say for certain whether they had to, only 
that they did it."


Willy said, "Actually, they probably did.  I spoke with a woman in 
Oklahoma about 60 years ago, who said that at some point, her ancestor 
saw Dunesinger stoop over to drink up the whole river.  The riverbed 
dried to dust, and fish rotted away to dry bones right before his eyes.  
When he finally stopped running, his wife and child were nowhere to be 
found, he was sweating blood through his skin, and he could see bone 
through the bottoms of his feet.  Another tribe took him in, and he 
started a new family with them, telling them the story every night, so 
that they would never, ever go back.  And then she implied that Andrew 
Jackson was worse, which sort of puts things back into perspective."


I said, "And it could get that bad?  With just one wizard?"


Willy said, "Well it's not so much who you are as who you know.  
Think of him more like someone dancing in flint tap-shoes through steel 
caltrops atop a mountain of solid rocket fuel."


Ash said, "Wizards can talk to some real nasty characters.  Salarchs 
aren't even close to the worst of them.  We already know some of the 
folks Mr. Trouble is mixed up with, and they aren't quite as outright 
malicious, but they're definitely as powerful.  The local gossip up in 
Chicago said that before he visited Mexico, he did the magical 
equivalent of broadcasting an explicit video on national television with 
the Queen of Winter.  Rumors say he's a criminal kingpin, a necromancer, 
a warlock with a talent for exploiting legal loopholes, and a fast food 
addict.  Other rumors say he hangs out with angels and paladins, gods, 
and bartenders.  If you think about the associates he wants to keep 
secret..."


I said, "Gods and bartenders?"


Ash said, "Yes, some gods are almost as powerful as beer."


I said, "So how do we even defend against whatever those things 
are?"


Alvin said, "Together.  Intelligently.  Or we die."


I said, "Y'all better be related to Kryptonians then.  I'm not 
volunteering to be no demon chow."


Alvin said, "If we have to, we can retreat into the Underworld and 
blow up the customs and immigration checkpoint."


I said, "Trapping ourselves in Hell?  Didn't you say 
intelligently?"


Ash said, "Temporarily.  It's not so bad if you have enough 
experience down there. There's plenty of food and water if you know 
where to look for it.  And the entrance always reopens somewhere."


Mike said, "And less bad if you have no sense of taste or smell."


Willy said, "How about we just get real quiet and hope no one notices 
we're here?  Maybe this guy's mountain of rocket fuel blows up in 
someone else's face."


Alvin said, "Hoping for the best is fine, but we still have to plan 
for the worst."


I said, "So what would the worst be?"


Ash said, "Mr. Trouble has gone off the rails.  He made the wrong 
kind of deals with all the wrong kinds of people.  Except he doesn't 
want to pay his end of it.  So he makes worse deals with even worse 
people.  He overextends his spiritual credit so far that there's only 
one place left to go--down, and with the Doom of Solomon so heavy on him 
that it affects the local gravity.  All the heavyweights looking for a 
way to collect follow.  We have to deal with them.  While we're busy 
with those guys, Mr. Trouble comes back up with a new best friend and 
shoves a magical nuke up our backside, then gets away.  We're all dead, 
or at least bereaved and homeless, the gate is either open and unguarded 
or moved to somewhere else and still open and unguarded, and a bunch of 
supernatural bounty hunters are tearing up central Tennessee, both 
upstairs and downstairs, blowing cover and freaking out the normals, 
because the bounty is so high that all that is worth it.  All the 
predators that can smell blood in the water come here looking to get a 
taste of it.  We're wounded prey from being caught at ground zero."


When she put it that way, it did sound bad.  I had a sinking feeling 
in the pit of my stomach.


Mike said, "Why wouldn't he just use the gate under Chicago?  Home 
turf advantage and whatnot?"


Alvin said, "It wouldn't be the worst case.  Besides, most wizards 
don't know much about the Underworld.  If he even found out about it, 
he'd naturally think that he sealed that one when he dropped a few tons 
of rock over it.  Assuming he were somehow prevented from traveling as 
wizards usually do, the gate that is both well-known and nearby is right 
here.  And besides that, you don't have to burn your way through a bunch 
of starving ghouls to get to it.  Eight hours on a surface bus and he's 
just a few steps away from meeting his first new friends."


Ash said, "It's plausible."


I said, "What do we do about it?  What can we do about it?"


Willy said, "Can we get any government money?  Homeland Security 
slush funds?"


Alvin said, "Some.  Not enough.  This guy should have waited until 
the recession was over."


Ash said, "What about getting stuff direct?"


Alvin said, "That would be easier.  It wouldn't be too difficult to 
get stuff decommissioned in Afghanistan and shipped to Arnold AFB 
anyway.  When we vanish it, it was never there to begin with.  We'd 
still need custom ammo and enough trigger fingers, though."


Mike said, "Or we could blow up our gate.  If we can't even find it, 
he won't bother.  Helvitigatfjöll isn't even a long walk for a 
wizard."


Ash said, "If pointing him to another gate would work, maybe it's 
time to revive Shipworm."


I said, "What do shipworms have to do with anything?"


Alvin said, "It's not actual shipworms.  Shipworm was a project to 
comprehensively map the Underworld, to find all the exits and identify 
the worst threats from the underside.  Find all the holes in the hull.  
It came up when the dwarves had the gate contract.  They shut it down 
after the fifth survey party--or sixth, depending on how you counted 
them--vanished without a trace.  They did manage to find previously 
undiscovered exits into Friar's Hole, Hellhole, Centreville, Fern Cave, 
Anvil Cave, the second into Mammoth, and Walters Mine Number 2."


Ash said, "Is it still funded?"


Alvin said, "Theoretically.  They would have converted that budget at 
least into gnomish eagles to make payroll for dwarves.  The way accounts 
are set up, they wouldn't have been able to easily move that back to the 
general treasury.  And spending it on something else would require at 
least one gnomish banker to break oath."


Mike said, "So that money is still there."


Alvin said, "I'll check the Federal Register to figure out how to get 
at it."


I said, "Don't tell me the Congress just prints all their 
appropriations for the secret underground states of America right out in 
the open."


Alvin said, "How many people do you know that even watch C-SPAN?"


I said, "Nobody."


Alvin said, "Exactly.  It's full of bureaucracy and legalese, and 
only lawyers, crackpots, and activists ever even look at it.  It's the 
perfect place to hide something that you don't want to get a lot of 
publicity.  People just assume that if the government isn't trying to 
hide it, it must not be interesting enough to bother.  But just in case, 
they also use weak steganography.  Probably more downstairs people read 
it than upstairs people, but that may be because it's easier to believe 
the government is trying to put one over on you when you know for a fact 
they're helping to hide your existence from the rest of the world.  Some 
gnomes even set up a search engine for it."


Ash said, "But we would still have to field a survey team.  Possibly 
several."


Willy said, "And these teams should be assembled in such a way that 
the Family may continue on if the rest of us suddenly disappear."


I said, "Has anyone considered that Mr. Trouble might not be the only 
threat here?  Or might not be a threat, period?"


Alvin said, "What difference would that make?  We have to plan for at 
least one existential threat anyway.  We probably should have been doing 
this before, for all the stuff out there that we don't know about that 
could wipe us out just like that.  We have been relying too heavily on 
the Kekutans for muscle. Time to set up some home-turf advantage in our 
own backyard and get some survival tactics going."


Ash said, "But that's a good point.  With the Chupacabras gone, it 
only took a few days for the Xibalbans to go back outside.  The old 
vampire territory is going to be a new gold rush frontier, with all the 
freaks on, under, or widdershins from the Earth scrambling over each 
other to get there first.  And with the wizards winning their war with 
enough cause for smugness to spare, there's no telling who might go to 
tweak their noses next.  All the has-beens will be looking to come back, 
the might-have-beens will see this as their big chance, and the 
already-ares will all be trying to get a leg up."


Alvin said, "The Irish has-beens are already trying."


Ash said, "Fir-Bolc?"


Alvin said, "Worse.  Fomorians.  They have only been seen in 
Vancouver so far, but those guys are like a disease.  If they get even 
one beachhead in America, they are 100% certain to come after us 
eventually.  The bureau broke up a pyramid fraud based in Detroit, and 
the report on the manner in which the principals escaped is consistent 
with Asuras or Rakshasas.  And Miami is already full of Haitian bokors 
after the earthquake and outbreak--some with genuine talent."


John said, "Is there any good news?"


Willy said, "Probably no one wants to invade Hell but us."


I said, "So that just leaves the natives."


Ash said, "They're friendly enough if you already have your knife in 
one of their eyes."


I said, "Just tell me how many kobolds I have to kill to make level 
2."


Willy said, "Don't say that.  The kobolds are on our side!"


I said, "That was actually just a joke, but now I am singularly 
unimpressed with Gygaxian fact-checking."


Willy said, "Well it isn't as though we could have consulted for 
him."


Alvin said, "John, how are you doing with your magical ability?"


I said, "I have an imaginary man's best friend, and that isn't as 
useless as it sounds."


Alvin said, "You'll probably want to start on something more 
combat-relevant.  I don't know exactly what limits exist for what you 
can do, so you'll have to work with the professor here to push them as 
far as they can go under controlled conditions. You don't want to have 
to find that out in the field."


Mike said, "And talk to my aunt Magda.  She's old enough to remember 
Walks-with-Bears, and maybe could give you some hints about how he did 
stuff.  I'd have to show you where she lives, I guess."


Ash said, "My next shift on the gate starts soon."


Alvin said, "Then get there.  The new schedule is hard enough even 
when everyone shows up on time.  Speaking of which: Willy and John, 
you're on it starting the day after tomorrow."


As Ashthelia slipped out of the room, the color drained out of 
Williard's face, leaving it a disturbingly blue shade of pale.  He began 
to splutter as Alvin explained.


Alvin said, "It's no good trying to ivory tower your way out of it, 
Willy.  If it makes you more comfortable, you can hit 'em with your 
heaviest grimoires."


Willy said, "But I... I'm... I'm a useless academic!  How can you 
expect me to meaningfully contribute in a combat situation?"


Alvin said, "I think you'll probably read 12 different books before 
you go to sleep tonight and wake up tomorrow ready to lecture Daryl 
Gates himself on special weapons and tactics."


Williard's jaw slapped shut with a barely audible clack of teeth.  
The look on his face showed that the only possible inaccuracy in Alvin's 
guess might have been in the number of sources referenced.


Alvin said, "You are the best analyst we have.  You need to gather 
some firsthand data on every last cousin and kin, so we can put together 
survey teams that will come back more often than the dwarf teams."


I said, "And you still have to help me figure out how to make myself 
useful."


Willy said, "Oh, Lord help me.  You just need to read some comic 
books."


I said, "How will that help?"


Willy said, "Well, you take one of those superpowered protagonists, 
where they can pretty much do just one thing that regular people can't.  
Then you make yourself a spirit that helps you do that thing.  Then you 
take down your foes just like they do."


I said, "So if I wanted to be like Storm from the X-Men, I'd make a 
weather-controlling spirit?"


Willy said, "Yes."


Alvin said, "Except the Underworld doesn't have much in the way of 
weather--at least not in the parts closest to Earth, which is where we 
will be. "


I said, "But I could do, like, Superman?  Load up on multiple spirits 
and fear only bald geniuses?"


Mike said, "You shouldn't do more than two or three at a time.  
Grampa Walks-with-Bears didn't go nuts until after he took down 
Ptahshisthith the Ophidiar, and according to Magda, he was using his 
whole collection at once, and maybe even a few that he called out of the 
stonework on the spot."


I said, "That's useful information there.  How do you even spell 
that?"


Mike said, annoyed, "Pee tee ay aitch ess aitch iye ess tee aitch iye 
tee aitch."


I said, "Sorry.  I was just trying for sarcasm.  I forgot about the 
curse thing."


Mike said, "It happens."


I said, "But there's a maximum capacity.  Like the cosmic fire 
marshal posted a sign that says occupancy of this skull is not to exceed 
four entities. Except it's on the inside so I can't read what the number 
is."


Mike said, "Well, when you go crazy, just count the number you were 
using at the time, subtract one, and that's how many you should have 
stopped at."


I said, "Sarcasm without rhetorical questions.  Teach me, 
sensei."


Alvin said, "That's great how you two are derailing the meeting, but 
the reason why I'm our FBI mole is because I was born without a sense of 
humor, so I'm going to ask that you stop now."


I said, "Oh.  Sorry."


As I took this reprimand at face value, Willy and Mike burst into 
laughter.  Al held a straight face for a few moments before also 
breaking down.


I said, "Hey, you told me a lie!"


Alvin said, "Did I?"


I said, "You said you didn't have a sense of humor."


Alvin said, "No, I didn't.  I said I was born without one.  It grew 
in later.  Deception without overt prevarication is a skill, and one 
that you would do well to recognize if you ever want to deal with 
fairies.  Also, it helps when a Family wife is fishing for 
compliments."


Mike said, "Oh, Alvin dear, does this fur make me look fat?"


Alvin said, "My dear Michael, any hunter would be overjoyed to have 
your hide as his hearth rug.  And it is my considered opinion that as 
bear-bird-human hybrids go, your physique is simply unmatched."


Mike said, "That game never gets old.  But Al is a champ.  You 
shouldn't try it on Marta yet.  She will burn the eyebrows off your face 
if you slip up, and I am not joking.  You practice with us man-things 
first."


Willy said, "It also helps to know when to answer a yes-no question 
with a soliloquy, and when to answer a leading question with one 
word."


They sat there, sitting on dusty, uncomfortable furniture, surrounded 
by stacks of books, until Williard rose, pulled a book from near the 
bottom of a tall stack, and began reading something printed in cyrillic 
script with a line drawing of a Russian soldier sighting down his rifle 
on the cover.  Alvin, Michael, and I quietly filed out of Williard Iac 
Alfwer's front door.






Chapter 16






After adjourning our meeting, Alvin Oser headed back to his
car and his FBI cover job.  Michael Bearcrow and I headed up into the backwoods 
of the Family compound.


Mike said, "My aunt Magda is pretty old.  And she's not so much an 
aunt as a half second cousin-in-law once-removed.  I think.  My 
grandfather was married to her mom, but wasn't her father.  So, whatever 
that is.  Yeah, we're still a little bit redneck up here.  Anyway, she's 
pretty much the only one still alive that knew Walks-with-Bears really 
well.  Mostly, he was a loner, and kind of a dick, so he wasn't really 
keen on attending the Family get-togethers in the first place.  When he 
finally lost the plot, the long-lived kin saw him even less.  But that's 
when he met my grandma, so there is that."


I said, "Your grandmother.  The bear."


He said, "Yeah."


I said, "I'm not sure I want to ask."


He said, "It's probably better that you don't."


I said, "Bears don't have beaks and feathers."


He said, "Ravens do.  And raven spirits."


I said, "So when I do this spirit thing, it changes my DNA?"


He said, "You would have to ask someone else about that.  All I know 
is that they don't call me Bearcrow for nothing."


I said, "Why Bearcrow?  Why not Bearraven?"


He said, "Bearcrow sounds better, I guess."


I said, "Yeah.  Bearraven is less badass."


He said, "You think Bearcrow sounds badass?"


I said, "Yeah."


He said, "Thanks.  Is Nash badass?"


I said, "No, not really.  Just ordinary.  At least it isn't 
embarrassing.  I mean, the nurses could have called me Juquon Anferny 
Huxtable if they wanted to.  There's a chance a judge or the orphanage 
staff would have fixed it, but they might have just chalked it up to 
another crazy black baby name."


He said, "Are those actual names?"


I said, "Well, yeah.  I want to a few football games where my school 
was playing one of the city teams, and sometimes names like that come up 
when they announced the players.  The Huxtables were the black family 
from the Cosby Show."


He said, "We're here.  Let me go in first."


Michael knocked loudly on the door to a very rough-hewn log dwelling.  
A pre-fabricated trailer would have been bigger.


He said, "Aunt Magda?  Are you home?  It's Mike."


A thin voice responded from inside, with barely audible words.


He said, "Okay.  I'm coming in now."


But the latch shot back, the door flew open, and the barrel of an old 
shotgun wavered around in my general direction.


The old woman said, "Who's your friend there, Mikey?"


He said, "That's John Nash.  He's in the Family now.  He can do what 
Walks-with-Bears did."


She said, "Is that so?  Who is he gonna be cheatin' on?"


I said, "I'm not going to be cheating on anybody.  They married me to 
Marta."


Magda laughed, then said, "You got that right.  You just try it and 
she'll burn it right off.  Right.  Off."


Mike said, "He's a spirit caller.  He needs to know what that 
means."


She said, "Well sit your asses down on the porch and I'll get my 
rocker."


Mike obeyed immediately.  I grabbed a likely log from the unsplit 
woodpile and sat on that instead.  Magda put her boomstick away and 
wrestled a rickety-looking chair out from the inside of the cabin and 
positioned it next to the door before plopping down into it.  Then she 
pulled a carved wooden pipe out from underneath her shawl, tapped out 
the bowl, and repacked it from a small wooden box before igniting the 
contents with a lighter and puffing a few times.


She held the smoke in for a suspiciously long interval before 
exhaling a cloud with a distinctive smell.


I said, "Is that marijuana?"


She said, "Yes.  Bodie's a good boy."


Mike said, "It's medicinal.  For chronic bitchiness."


She said, "You shut up, you ungrateful bastard.  I'm not sharing.  
New kid, tell me what you want."


I said, "Tell me about Mike's grandfather.  Please?"


She said, "John Walks-with-Bears.  My Mama married that sumbitch for 
his Indian shaman magic.  That's feather, not dot, by the way.  I don't 
know how woolly your head is on the inside yet, so I figure I'd better 
assume the worst.  Anyway, they brought that sick piece of shit in on 
her wedding day.


"He didn't start off so bad.  Cocky, maybe.  He was some hot piece of 
ass, and he knew it.  Came in with some ancestral spirits: Wolf, Turtle, 
and Raven.  Well Wolf rode him hard to make him a damned alpha male, and 
my Mama was just this sweet little thing, thinking that her wedding ring 
was some kind of magic talisman.


I looked down at my own ring.  Magda noticed.


"Ok, well more of a magic talisman than it actually was.  Good 
enough?  It turns you into a husband, but it can't make you a good 
husband.  This Family's got plenty of bastards and more than a few 
bodies lying unconscious under the frying pan, if you know what I 
mean.


"But back to the matter at hand.  Papa had these spirits.  And he 
could tell them to do things for him, and they'd do it.  But most of the 
time they told him to do things, and he would, because they were 
hundreds of years old and he was just a young ignorant punk.


"You could even see them if you have the eyes for it.  I got pretty 
good practice for a while there.  Hey, why don't you call up your 
whatevers, and I'll see if I still have the knack.  Go on."


Magda waved her hand at me in an incomprehensible gesture.  I didn't 
even know if I could call my dog without the skull around.


I said, "Lillip, come here!"


And sure enough, she came bounding up to me out of the woods, like a 
puppy that just noticed you're holding a tennis ball, from miles 
away.


Magda said, "Big yellow retriever dog.  No, wait.  Retriever bitch.  
Yep, still got it.  Dunno what the other one is, but it sure is 
ugly."


I said, "There's no other one.  I just have the dog."


She said, "Don't tell me my business, boy.  If that other one ain't 
yours, you might want to consider kicking it the fuck out of you just 
before next sunrise, because I can see it sticking to your back plain as 
the nose on your face."


I twisted around, frantically trying to look over my own shoulder.  
Sure enough, I could see something on my back, and now that I was aware 
of it, I could feel sharp claws digging into my skin, like a cat 
climbing the curtains.  Mike shrugged at me.


Magda said, "Sometimes they come to you.  We got some like that, 
always hanging around, trying to ingratiate themselves somehow.  Mostly 
Wolf or Raven would eat 'em.  Sometimes Turtle got one.  See, a person 
like you is safety for them.  Out there it's law of the jungle.  Spirits 
live fast and die young.  They see you and you're like this big stone 
castle with high walls.  If you don't know what's what, a spirit can 
just burrow right in and just keep on existing, with no fear of other 
spirits, or sunlight, or moonlight, or running water, or nothing."


I said, "So this thing on my back.  It has to do what I say?"


She said, "Unless you're some kind of pantywaist pushover.  If it 
don't listen, you just let your dog eat it."


I said, "Ok, then.  You, on my back, come out where I can see 
you."


I heard a blast of white noise, like hissing static, and the pricking 
claws dropped off of my back onto the wooden porch.  The thing silently 
prowled around, next to the cabin wall, like a rat cornered by the 
cat.


I said, "It's one of the things from the television!"


Mike said, "Come again, Kemosabe?"


I said, "When I was in the hospitals.  All the televisions had these 
things in them, pressed up against the screen from the inside, looking 
like they were trying to get out."


Mike said, "And you could see these things?  With your eyes 
paralyzed?"


I said, "Well, I kept trying to move so much, eventually it was like 
something broke loose, and I sat up.  Except my body kept lying there.  
Everything looked grey and weird, but it kept me from going crazy.  I 
could hear when they turned on a television, but when I looked, it was 
always just full of these things."


Mike said, "You should tell Doctor Willy about that.  That's never 
happened to anyone with the lung-spider venom.  Not that we use it much 
ourselves, but people sometimes get bites down there."


Magda said, "Well don't leave it here!  Feed it to your bitch, or let 
sunrise blow it away, or keep it.  I don't care none.  But it can't stay 
around here.  I had enough of them little freaks showing up around 
Papa."


I said, "Ok, then, ride on, little thing, but we're going to have a 
talk later."


It opened its mouth, and the local classic rock radio station came 
out, loud and clear, playing a riff from one of the 1970s-era extended 
guitar solos.  The sound vanished as it closed its toothy maw.  It 
scampered up my leg, clambered up my back, and grabbed on, peering over 
my right shoulder.


Mike said, "Aunt Magda, did you leave your radio on?"


She said, "It was the teevee thing, you hairy idiot.  Papa never had 
none of those, but he had more than just the regular three.  For special 
occasions, I suppose.  Kept 'em in his medicine bag around his neck.  
You look at the stuff he had in there and it was all this ordinary 
trash: a claw, a shell rattle, a feather, some turquoise, a tiny pine 
cone, a comb, a needle, other crap like that.  But that's where he kept 
his spirits when he weren't using 'em."


I said, "He didn't have any skulls?"


She said, "I guess there was a squirrel skull in there, but that's 
it.  I don't remember ever seeing no squirrels, though."


I said, "So what happened with Ptahshisthith?"


She said, "Well that thing come up through the gate, killed or maimed 
everbody down there, and gets hisself up into the woods.  Well Papa's 
out and about, marking his territory like Wolf always tell him to do, 
and this big snake thing shows up out of nowhere, trying to kill him.  
Well Turtle comes out, and stops that.  Then Wolf comes out, and tries 
to get some hits in.  But nothing works.  So then Raven comes out, to 
help figure out how to kill the thing.  All four of them together, and 
they're losing the fight.  So Papa just opens up full throttle, and lets 
everybody else out at once.  And he didn't remember what happened next.  
When he finally came back, he wasn't that cocky alpha male no more.  
Wolf and Turtle were just gone, and Raven was out all the time, always 
talking in his ear.  I got close enough to hear once, and Raven just 
kept saying, 'Don't kill her.  Don't rape her.  Smile.  Be nice.' over 
and over and over again.  And I got scared and stayed away.  Mama kicked 
him out of the house, and he just went and slept out in the woods.  He'd 
come back and talk sometimes, but from a distance.


"Then one day he comes up carrying this baby, and instead of hair she 
got black feathers on her head and running down her back, and she got 
these little tiny black claws on her hands and feet."


Mike said, "My Mom."


Magda said, "Shut your beak.  I'm telling it.  He comes with this 
little baby, and Mama makes him tell the story.  And he starts talking 
about this bear, and how beautiful she was, and how he didn't want to 
kill her.  So Mama plucks this baby out of his arms and just whips her 
wooden knife right across his throat, and he bleeds out right there.  
And I can see Raven slump down, like nobody ever been as tired as him.  
But then he goes like he's pecking out Papa's eyeballs and flies off 
without another word.


"So then I ask Mama, 'Is that my half-sister?' and she says, 'No,' so 
that's how I found out that Papa wasn't my blood father.  So Mama named 
her Mercy Bearcrow and raised her like she did me.


"But when she got old enough, she'd get all hot and bothered every so 
often and run off.  And then she'd come back all ashamed and crying.  A 
few times, she came back pregnant.  Last time it was this furball.  But 
Michael ain't no piece of shit; his Mama would have been proud of 
him."


Mike said, "She died when I was little.  Cancer, probably."


Magda said, "So what do you think about our Family, now, new 
kid?"


I said, "Y'all some mo'drama rednecks.  Did you ever find out who 
your real father was?"


She said, "Naw.  Never asked.  Didn't seem important."


I said, "Why a wooden knife?"


She said, "Hop up off that log there and I'll show you."


I stood up.  She picked the log up in her gnarly, wrinkled hands, 
like it was made of balsa wood, then split it open with a loud crack.  
The pieces fell away, leaving a blade in her hands formed from smooth 
heartwood.  She pinched her fingers down the edge of it, molding the 
wood as though it were soft clay.  Then she threw it into one of the 
posts supporting the roof over the porch, and it embedded deeply, all 
the way up to the hilt.


She said, "Mama was part dryad.  We ain't never needed no steel 
knife."


Magda tapped out her spent marijuana pipe again, and put it away in 
one of her pockets.  Then she moved her chair back inside the cabin, 
leaving me and Mike out on the porch.  She didn't come back out.


Mike said, "Aunt Magda?"


She yelled, "Don't you know old people go to bed early?  Get 
lost!"


Mike said, "I guess she's done.  Come on.  You ever need to talk to 
her again, and you'll know where to go.  She probably won't shoot you 
anywhere important."


I tugged on the wooden knife.  It slid out easily from the porch 
beam.  It was sharp, and tough.  I decided to keep it, but didn't have 
anywhere suitable to put it, so I just held onto it.  I followed Mike 
back into the woods, with Lillip at my heel, and the television thing on 
my back.






Chapter 17






Officially, I was on indefinite medical leave, completely 
unresponsive in some long-term care facility out in the Nashville 
suburbs, with care paid for by my employer's medical benefit.  That, 
combined with my dearth of on-the-record next-of-kin, meant that the 
state had to appoint a guardian.  FBI Field Counselor Alan Dawkins, 
better known locally as Alvin Oser, had already set up an attorney 
friendly to the Family's interests to take the responsibility, but was 
outmaneuvered at the last minute by Father Gordon Christian's legion of 
purple-shirted volunteers.  Apparently, one of them had not only seen my 
body-double on the day it was admitted, but also recognized me from 
photos posted at the megachurch.


They dropped that datum into the gossip network, and by the next 
Monday afternoon, my affairs were placed into the charge of some very 
high-powered Nashville attorneys, pro bono.  I felt vaguely guilty about 
the idea that the purple shirts would be wasting time reading to an 
unresponsive man-shape made out of leaves, dirt, and magic.  Alvin was 
simply furious that his best-laid plans could suffer the same fate as 
those of more ordinary men.


It wasn't even really all that important to me.  I moved all my 
junk out of the rented apartment and into storage when I took the 
undercover assignment.  I didn't have my own car.  I barely had more 
than six months of living expenses in my sole bank account.  I had no 
dependents, and the dubious marriage I had been through was currently 
ineligible for disclosure to any outside authority.


Bodie had quietly liberated my dog shrine from the rental trailer I 
had previously occupied, and left everything else there for the BATFE 
task force to clean up, including my work journal, which was helpfully 
relocated to a more discoverable place underneath the television.  For 
now, until I could manage to find more permanent accomodations, I was 
staying in a bunkhouse with Marta's bachelor brothers, Kyle and Damon 
Flambeau, and Joseph Kekutan, who was simply experimenting with living 
arrangements that did not lock the occupant in from the outside.


The place had space for twelve, so it wasn't too crowded, but I 
didn't feel altogether comfortable in a barracks-like atmosphere.  
There just wasn't that opportunity for solitude.


But on the other hand, I wasn't exactly spoiled for choice.  Thanks 
to the manner in which my cover identity was literally blown, I couldn't 
be seen in town without raising suspicion.  It wasn't just a tactical 
consideration.  When I strayed too close to the public roads, my ring 
started buzzing and burning, and before I knew it, I was walking back 
the way I had come.  I hadn't thought about that before devising my 
scheme.  But now I was apparently in the same situation as the Karstkin, 
the members of the Family who couldn't easily pass for human.  If I 
could get there, I could probably go walking around the streets of New 
York City, under an alias, but the people around here knew that I was 
supposed to be in a coma.


So I started to learn about the belowground portions of the Family 
compound, where the freaks and I could walk around freely.  It was 
absolutely enormous.  The first place I saw was the Kekutan warren. 
Joseph took me there to show it off after we had shared gatewatch 
duty.


He said, "Hey, Voodoo, you should get to know the downstairs.  You 
hang out too much in that bunkhouse and you'll go stir-crazy.  Trust me 
on this: I know.  I must have lived half my life in one room with 
nowhere to go."


I said, "Sure, why not?"


He said, "But it was all for safety, you know?  Before the Thing, I 
was just wound up all the time.  All the time.  I just felt like 'angry 
angry angry hungry hungry angry hungry.'  But whenever someone messed 
with our gate and got a little bit hurt, that put me over the edge.  I 
just wanted to rip and tear and bite anyone that I could reach.  So it 
was back into the cell and lock the door.


"It was probably a bad idea to begin with.  I mean, come on.  
Vampires.  They're about as far from good cops as you can get.  It sure 
took the piss out of the Barbesca cartels, though."


I said, "I keep hearing about that.  What's Barbesca?"


He said, "Nobody told you about that?  Whoa.  Barbesca is like... 
it's like this drug that the dwarves use.  It doesn't even really do 
anything.  They rub it into their beards--makes them grow faster or 
something.  Like a baldness cure, basically.  But beards are serious 
business for dwarves, like some kind of status symbol, so that's why 
it's schedule one contraband.  Some of the stuff you need to manufacture 
it is Underworld biologicals, so we get a lot of attempted trafficking 
through the gate.  We have to watch out for both the finished product 
and precursors."


I said, "How do you detect it?"


He said, "I used to be able to just smell it.  But after the Thing, 
it's like I can barely catch a sneeze off a handful of pepper.  I'm not 
complaining; it's just weird how it feels when you've been like that 
your whole life."


I said, "So a drug-sniffing dog could probably do it."


He said, "Yeah, if they didn't get freaked out by being underground.  
There's not many that can handle it down here.  They tried that out 
once, as an experiment, but all the dogs involved had to be put down.  
They found contraband well enough, but eventually they got so that they 
would go nuts over every little thing that came out of the gate.  They 
were even turning on the handlers, upstairs in broad daylight.  Like the 
gate was reading to them from Cujo all the time, up in those frequencies 
people can't hear, until they just can't take it any more.  But 
hey, you have a dog that's not really a dog, right?  That's what 
you mean?"


I said, "Essentially.  I'd need to get samples for training, I 
think."


He said, "You know what's great that you don't even know is 
great?"


I said, "Rhetorical questions?"


Joseph ignored me and plowed on ahead.


He said, "Water.  See, you get thirsty, and you just drink it.  And 
then you're not thirsty any more.  Clean.  Simple.  Fair.  And if you 
drink enough of it, you don't even get thirsty.  You're just normal.  
Yourself.  All the time.  Ohhhh yeah.  Water.  I love water.  
Before the Thing, I'd drink water and it would just be this chore 
you did so your body didn't get weak.  It wasn't anything special.  Just 
hydrate your tissues.  That's all.


"But after the Thing, it's like I found a new best friend.  
I never realized it before, but water has a taste.  And it's just a 
little bit different everywhere you go, because those dissolved minerals 
and organics are never the same.  They brush over your tongue, and it 
says, 'Oh, hello, magnesium.  Good to see you, calcium.  I see you're 
escorting sulfide this evening.'  I just want to walk the Earth now, 
tasting the water everywhere."


I said, "That's actually not recommended by travel experts.  People 
get diarrhea and parasites that way."


He said, "I don't care!  It will be part of the experience!  If I get 
diarrhea, I'll just have to drink more water.  You see?  It's not 
water's fault.  It's just because every living thing loves water.  
Everything.  How can you get mad at something that loves the same thing 
you do?"


I said, "So I guess you're keeping your old nickname?"


He said, "Ha ha!  Yes!  I think I will.  Still Thirsty."


Thirsty Joseph spoke almost non-stop about water and various 
water-based beverages for the entire walk.  And it was clear that all 
this aqueous lore had been acquired recently, just since the Chupacabra 
genocide had taken place.  He was midway through a rambling monologue on 
the supposed holiness of the Ganges River when we finally arrived at the 
former Kekutan warren.


He said, "We're here.  It's pretty close to the gate, in terms of 
travel time.  Not too close to anything else, though, unless you go back 
near the gate first.  The whole bodyguard experiment has always been 
sort of controversial in the first place, so we had to be isolated 
wherever the Family went."


I said, "It looks like a prison.  A nice prison, maybe, but it still 
has that confinement aura to it."


He said, "Yep.  Maybe we can turn it into a jail for gatecrashers or 
something.  Here's my cell."


It was the most horrible of the bunch.  Gouges were scored into 
the solid stone walls, with dried blood crusted into the deepest 
parts.  The mesh-reinforced glass that was evident in most of the 
other cells had been replaced by a grid of steel bars, some of which 
were bent very slightly out of place.  I whistled appreciatively.


He said, "Yeah.  Home Sweet Home.  The fun thing about the Family 
curse is that I can remember doing all this: using the walls to make my 
fingers bleed, just to get a little taste, even if it never did any 
good.  Sometimes it was all I could do just to force myself inside and 
close the door before I went feral.  And Number One would just laugh.  
He'd hear me thrashing around, or sense the little tremors of me hitting 
the walls, and he'd just laugh."


I said, "Number One?"


He said, "Numero Uno.  Progenitor of the century.  Kekutan.  He never 
stopped trying to get one of us to turn and let him out, so we could 
kill and turn the rest of the Family, making him vampire royalty.  
Hey, I'll show you his old place."


As we passed cell windows, we noticed that one of them was occupied.  
Susan Kekutan, formerly known as Black-Eyed Susan, was doing some form 
of martial arts kata within her own private cell-dojo.  Joseph knocked 
on her reinforced glass and waved.  She favored us with a rude 
gesture and ignored us thereafter, even when Joseph pressed his face to 
the window and blew out his cheeks.


I said, "How old is she, now, anyway?"


He said, "Like, 71 years and change.  She has me beat by a little 
more than three decades.  Enough to go up to 1st Dan in like eight 
different schools.  That's far enough to learn most stuff, but not get 
too conspicuous, or to tip anyone off that you have supernatural 
strength and speed, and have been pulling punches since day 1.  Besides 
that, the smaller schools are usually taught by like a 2nd or 3rd Dan 
anyway, and you would have to go to their teacher's school after that to 
go any higher anyway.  That might get you noticed--or worse, 
recognized."


I said, "Did you say eight?"


He said, "I think eight.  Let's see.  Eagle Claw, that's one.  
Shotokan is two.  Judo is three.  Svartalf Stonehand is four.  Jeet Kune 
Do is five.  Dwarfbreaking is six.  Wing Chun and Muay Thai make seven 
and eight.  Gnomish Adinaset is nine.  Nine schools."


I didn't even know what some of those were.


Joseph said, "Professional ass-kicker for 50 years.  I don't think 
she intends to stop, either.  The Thing took some of the muscle 
out of her, but I think she's trying for some kind of comeback.  
Worst case scenario is she starts teaching someone else."


I said, "You have someone with fifty years of experience here, and 
she's not teaching?"


He said, "Well, we got to thinking that she'd just always be around, 
you know?  The oldest down here was like 220 years old!  Besides 
that, she's not exactly a patient instructor.  Come on.  She'll be 
at this for hours.  It's pretty boring to watch.  I did it once, 
from start to finish, eating popcorn as loudly as I could in front of 
the window, but she was barely even annoyed.  The plight of the 
youngest sibling."


We went on to the most ostensibly secured cell in the warren, which 
contained a contoured steel table, replete with heavy metallic 
restraints.  The workmanship seemed unnecessarily detailed.  The 
manacles themselves resembled decorative armor, covered in etchings and 
inlays.  Each link of every chain was seamless.


Joseph said, "Dwarf work, mostly.  When your life depends on the 
weakest link in the chain staying strong, you pay extra to get the 
best.  You put somebody in these and they won't get out for a few 
centuries, at least.  Not with muscles, anyway.  I guess some of us 
could do some kind of magic to get out, but Kekutan didn't have much in 
the way of mystical abilities, so this is all straight-up anti-brawn.  
Looks like somebody took out his television already.  Dude was crazy for 
his Mexican soap operas and soccer games.  Kept him from scheming 
too hard between conjugal visits."


I said, "Ew."


He said, "Well that was the whole point, right?  If Mom and 
Janice and Aleria hadn't made the sacrifice, we wouldn't have this.  I 
don't know if that's good or bad, but that's the way it happened."


I said, "Three wives?"


He said, "Well, there's the longevity differential.  She gets old 
eventually, and we get another volunteer.  They were all lesbians.  They 
put up with a minor inconvenience once a month and no one bothered them 
about marrying a more demanding man.  You could get a worse deal in the 
Family."


I said, "Like a girl that catches fire when she gets jealous?"


He said, "Ah, they're all just trying to scare you.  Marta's 
okay.  Even so, don't cheat.  I heard that she's the only one that 
ever picked anyone on the first time looking through the book.


"Ohhhhh yeah.  The book.  I gotta get in on that thing.  You got a 
whole lot more options when you're not liable to murder your wife in a 
heated moment, turn into a monster, and proceed to kill everyone else.  
I'm a little old now, but I'm not picky.  Let's go.  Seriously.  Now 
that I thought of it I can't get it out of my head."


We went back as far as Susan's cell.


I said, "Hey, Thirsty, I'm gonna watch for a few minutes.  Go on 
ahead."


He said, "Be seeing you, Voodoo."


Then, without a hint of argument, he hurried back toward the gate, 
and presumably the bunkhouse.  I watched Susan through the glass until 
Joseph was gone.  Then I knocked on her cell door.  She waved me in.  
The lock had been removed entirely with a welding torch, so all it took 
was a simple pull on the handle to slide it to the side.


I said, "Thirsty Joseph told me you're a martial artist."


She said, without interrupting her routine, "Yes."


I said, "Do you teach?"


She said, "No."


I said, "Would you consider it?"


She continued practicing without responding, for several minutes.  I 
waited.


She finally said, "Yes."


I nodded, reclosed the cell door, and departed.






Chapter 18






In subsequent weeks, I continued to explore the subterranean
and backwoods areas of the family compound, meeting many of my new in-laws.  
Mostly, I visited the karstkin, those who had an insufficiently human 
appearance to be seen by any surface-dwelling outsiders.  Something as 
minor as overly pointed ears were not much of an impediment, requiring 
only some amount of disguise and caution, but apparently, the 
genetically promiscuous breeding policy of the Family often resulted in 
some freaks that would even seem out of place at a seedy carnival 
sideshow.


Peter Oser, the spider-faced man, was but one example.  I met people 
with horns and fangs, people with tentacles instead of arms and legs, 
people that were nine feet tall, and people that were only two feet 
tall.  I met people that were older than a century and still healthy, 
and people who were already old and decrepit after 40 years.


And I also saw those who had, like myself, married in to the Family, 
often under the threat of immediate execution.  They did not seem overly 
resentful, in my opinion.  Many of them came from cultures where 
magically-enforced thralldom was commonplace--particularly the elven 
clades that tended to inhabit darker regions of the Underworld, rather 
than Earth or Faerie.


This odd mix of people didn't seem any more dysfunctional to me than 
some all-human relationships I had known.  And there was one important 
factor that kept things together, one that differed significantly from 
mobster dramas: you couldn't lie to the Family, or snitch outside of it.  
That didn't stop foolish behavior from happening, but it did keep secret 
resentments from festering.  I had already learned from Mike's aunt 
Magda that stepping out of line could still get you killed, but as long 
as I didn't become an actual danger to the Family, all these oddballs 
could be unequivocally trusted to be at my back when it counts.


I was still nominally living in the men's bunkhouse, but I barely 
even slept there any more.  When I wasn't bored out of my skull doing 
guard duty on the gateway to the Underworld, I would be working on my 
magical ability or just walking around, alone in the dark.


It turned out that the spirit from the hospital televisions was more 
useful than I had expected.  I named it Marconi, after the inventor of 
radio communications, and decided thereafter to refer to it as male, 
despite the lack of obvious qualifications.  While I had Marconi with 
me, I could sense a much wider slice of the electromagnetic spectrum, in 
much the same way that Lillip helped me detect scents more effectively.  
It wasn't exactly like being able to see in the dark--more like a sort 
of passive sense of my surroundings, like bat or dolphin sonar.  The 
downside was that I could always hear a low level of white noise, like 
radio static, occasionally punctuated by clicks, or pops, and the 
occasional barely-heard voice.  On top of that, most electronic devices 
seemed to emit an annoying whine that was difficult to ignore.


Whenever I got tired of that, I could even send Marconi to chill out 
in my mobile phone.  While he was in there, I got better reception, and 
he kept the battery charged longer.  He was definitely a keeper.


Taking my advice from the Chicago debriefing to heart, I also started 
on a new spirit that might be useful in a fight.  I built a new shrine, 
next to Lillip's skull.  I got a huge 4.9 Farad capacitor from Turbo, 
which would have otherwise been destined for the subwoofers in a 
ridiculously overblown car audio installation.  To it, I added a 
rechargeable lantern battery, a hand-cranked DC generator, and some 
little panels of solar cells ripped out of landscaping lights.  I wanted 
my next little buddy to basically be a lightning bolt on a leash.  
So I would also sacrifice a few minutes and a few alkaline batteries 
at the new shrine every day.


On top of all that, I was informed by Marta's brothers that they had 
been tasked with making my life increasingly unpleasant if I did not 
immediately start taking my wife out on some dates.  And they were to be 
"good ones," whatever that meant for someone essentially under magical 
house arrest.  Doing guard duty at the same time didn't count.  Helping 
with the stills didn't count either, but I should probably do that, too, 
if I knew what was good for me.


I didn't have much left, except to invite her along on one of my 
walks, so that's what I did.  I arrived at her house at the prearranged 
time.  Yes, she had a house.  No, I was not allowed in it--not yet.


Despite being no more than ten minutes early, I was asked by the 
woman who answered the door--who was, based on appearances, probably 
Marta's sister--to wait on the porch while Marta finished getting 
ready.  I sat out there for thirty minutes, twiddling my thumbs, 
before she finally came out.


I said, "Hello, Marta.  That hoodie sweatshirt looks good on 
you."


I detected a hint of a furious look before she mastered it and forced 
a smile instead.


She said, "Thank you, John.  Shall we go now?"


I said, "Yes, but oh, hang on a minute.  I need to retie my 
shoes."


And then I drew it out, slowly untying and retying both shoes, one at 
a time, taking as long as I possibly could.  It only took about five 
minutes, but when I stood up again, I could see that Marta's fists were 
clenched, and her knuckles white.  I silently hoped that next time she 
wouldn't play "Make the Boy Wait" with me, but I had a nagging suspicion 
that I had just made a bad move.


I said, "Ready!  Let's go."


She held out one hand, so I took it and helped her descend the three 
steps in front of her house.  We started walking.


I said, "So I have been doing some exploring around the property.  I 
wonder if I might have found anything you haven't seen yet.  Will you 
tell me if I did?"


She said, "Yes.  It seems unlikely, though.  I did grow up here."


I said, "Well, what was that like?  As I recall, I already told 
you about my horrible childhood."


She said, "Well, it kinda sucked.  About everywhere you go, there's 
someone around to watch and make sure you can't get into trouble.  Even 
if you did manage to evade all the aunts and uncles, it's not as if you 
could hide anything you did from your parents anyway.  I ended up 
just doing a lot of camping up on the hill or in some cranny 
downstairs with the other kids my age: Peter and Jenny."


I said, "I haven't met Jenny."


She said, "Guenevere Niahim Alfwer.  She's out abroad, trying to land 
her pick.  It's all part of the grand Oser plan, you know.  If it works 
out, she'll be back in two years, married to a man who can apparently 
win casino games six and a half percent more often than chance, without 
cheating."


I said, "Supernaturally lucky, eh?"


She said, "Well if he really is, that might work against her.  Jenny 
is kind of a stuck-up bitch.  That's practically baked into elf DNA as 
it is, and her grandparents made her parents bring her to visit Daufal 
every summer, probably to make her polish the darksilver and perform 
like a dancing bear.  Every time she came back, she needed to be taken 
down a notch or two before she would start to act normal again."


I said, "What's Daufal?"


She said, "One of the elf cities in the Underworld.  If you go 
through the gate and stick as close as you can to 100 degrees East on a 
magnetic compass, you'll reach it eventually.  It's not a very pleasant 
place to visit.  They have slaves.  And when I say her grandparents make 
her parents go, that's not just a guilt trip.  They used a magical 
compulsion.  If Jenny's parents aren't there by noon on midsummer, they 
die.  It's a great incentive to start your travel a week or two early.  
Also, once you're there, it's sometimes hard to leave.  One year, they 
didn't get back until October.  At least now that she's older, she 
doesn't have to go anymore.  That place seriously sucks."


I said, "If it sucks so much, why are there so many elves in the 
Family?"


She said, "Well, they can hybridize with nearly anything--even more 
than just vanilla humans.  They don't miscarry very much, and the kids 
can usually pass for human.  They're also usually pretty good 
longevity-wise.  There's a serious downside on the fertility, though.  
If you marry an elf, you're lucky if you get one kid per decade.  
Usually the old biddies try to get the most shocking of the karstkin, 
like Mike and Peter, to pick an elf and smooth out the features, but 
they're so high-maintenance that it's hardly worth it.  And also, their 
parents might geas you to come visit over the high holidays or drop 
dead.  It might be different if we could even recruit out of the Seelie 
or Unseelie Courts, but they aren't exactly easy to visit from here.  We 
pretty much have Daufal, Yeremini, and maybe Corosthon to choose from, 
and unfortunately the quality of the people in each are inversely 
proportional to your likelihood of making it to their city alive and 
whole."


I said, "The trip to Yucatan wasn't so bad.  I barely even got 
crippled."


She said, "Yeah, well, look who you were with."


I said, "What do you mean?"


She said, "If I were putting together an 'A' team of the very best we 
have available, Mike and Mrs. Bathmourdi would be on it.  I don't 
even know why you were with them, really."


I said, "Well, I did feel a bit like extra baggage.  I figured 
it for a training mission."


She said, "No training I ever did went as far afield as that."


I said, "Maybe I'll ask around and find out.  Turbo said he got 
married to your sister.  Why did she pick him?  Why was he even in 
the book?"


She said, "You mean Walter?  I don't think I ever found out why he 
was in it, exactly.  I remember Dee said something about the blood of 
kings.  I don't think he has any specific magic trick.  Sometimes it's 
just a matter of shaking the dice and seeing what comes up.  Dee 
picked him because he had cute baby pictures."


I said, "Cute baby pictures?  That's the reason?"


She said, "She was 16 years old.  When I was that age, I probably 
couldn't even give you a bad reason for half the stuff I did."


I said, "But you picked me out of the book."


She said, "You had cute baby pictures, too, but that's not why.  When 
I looked at your page, it's like a voice in my head said, 'This one.  It 
has to be this one.'  At the time, I thought you looked like that nerdy 
black kid from that one television show, so I was a little disappointed, 
but I went with the voice anyway.  It may be shallow, but I'm glad you 
grew out of looking like a dork."


I said, "It didn't bother you that I'm black?"


She said, "Honey, around here, black just means you can live above 
ground level.  If you get flak from the locals, just remember how 
lucky you are that you don't have to hide from them every moment of your 
life.  But also, carry a knife.  There are some Rahowa Tribe 
assholes around the county.  If they ever find out we're married, 
they'll probably try to kill you, so don't let them."


I said, "Well, thanks for the warning."


She said, "Mostly, they don't mess with us.  If they got you alone or 
just with me, and they had a four to one advantage or better, they might 
be brave enough to fight.  But that many white power gangbangers hitting 
the hospital at once attracts the wrong kind of attention, so you're 
better off avoiding them."


I said, "I think I'm lost."


She said, "I'm not.  This here is where I would go to drink whatever 
I could sneak out of Daddy's still."


Marta led me into a natural bower formed by three closely-spaced 
evergreens: a tall cedar tree and two dense holly bushes.  A few empty 
jars were still evident.  One was even partly filled and sealed by a 
round lump of rust, but the contents had long since become vinegar.  I 
also noticed a half-rotted coloring book in the leaf-litter. 


I said, "Just how old were you when you came here to drink?"


She said, "Eight."


I boggled at the idea of an eight-year-old girl drinking undiluted 
moonshine.


She said, "Well, I didn't know it at the time, but I have been 
drinking alcohol since I was a baby.  It's the efreet side.  I thought I 
was being sneaky, but it turns out that if I didn't grab it myself, 
Daddy would have had to sneak it into my chocolate milk or something.  
Or maybe just make me do a shot before brushing my teeth.  It's like 
normal people have to eat vitamin C or they get scurvy.  If I don't get 
enough alcohol I would get dyspyrothesia."


I said, "And that is...?"


She said, "A vitamin deficiency disorder that only affects efreet and 
human-efreet hybrids.  We can technically die from it, but it takes like 
15 years of teetotaling to get that far.  I don't really know how it 
works: I'm not that much of a biochemist.  I know yeast and 
mushrooms, not people."


I said, "I'm not even really certain what an efreeti is.  I have 
discovered recently that the role-playing games' monster books are not 
reliable references."


She said, "You know Genesis, right?  The Jewish creation story?"


I said, "Yes."


She said, "Well, in the djinn version of Genesis, Yehuvhi first 
created the angels from the sweat of her own brow to be embodied 
extensions of her will.  It pretty much matches up with the version you 
know for the next few verses.


"Then on the dawn of the sixth aeon, she mixed water, earth, and air 
into a bubbling mud.  She shaped it into a copy of herself, and gave it 
the fires of life.  Then she cut it in half.  One of the pieces was more 
earth and water, and this named itself Hatam.  The other was more air 
and fire, and this named itself Lehaleth.  And they were as equals 
before Yehuvhi.


"But then Hatam became prideful, and complained to Yehuvhi that 
Lehaleth would not do the things that pleased her.  So Yehuvhi split 
Hatam in half again, giving the male parts to one, and the female parts 
to the other, saying 'If the other please you not, please then 
yourself.'  And Hatam-the-man looked at Hatam-the-woman, and he said, 
'If our creator should call Hatam, who shall answer?'  She said, 'Let it 
be you.  I will be Yiv.'  And then they went out to live together in 
Idin, to become father and mother to all humans.


"Lehaleth became envious, and went herself to Yehuvhi demanding that 
she receive the same gift as was given to Hatam, not knowing what had 
been done.  So Yehuvhi split Lehaleth in half as well, giving the male 
parts to one, and the female parts to the other.  Lehaleth-the-man took 
the name Eblis.  Lehaleth cried out to her creator, 'What have you 
done?'  And Yehuvhi said, 'This was done to Hatam.  As Hatam's failure 
was pride, so yours was envy.  I will help you by hiding your kind and 
Hatam's kind from each other.'  And then Lehaleth and Eblis went out to 
live together in Idin, to become father and mother to all djinn.  And 
thereafter, they and their progeny would see Hatam and Yiv and their 
issue only in the twilight between sleep and wakefulness.


"In the djinn version of the story, Eblis discovered a hallucinogenic 
tree fruit that allowed humans and djinn to see each other while awake.  
He tricked Yiv into eating it, and they started sneaking off with each 
other.  Yiv spilled the secret to Hatam, and then he tricked Lehaleth 
into eating it.  Yehuvhi then threw them all out of Idin, denying them 
access to the fruit, while also giving an oddly specific command that 
'djinni shall not lie with human, nor shall the nephilim of such unions 
lie with one another, or with the nephilim of angel and human, or of 
angel and djinni.'  After that, they diverge pretty seriously, following 
the sons and daughters of Lehaleth and Eblis: Lilim, Shedat, Ifrit, 
Ghuleh, Shaydin, and Marat.  Ifrit was the first of the Efreet, and the 
other tribes of djinn are Lilin, Shedim, Ghul, Shaytan, and Marid.  So 
that's what I learned in my Bible study, along with the Jewish and 
Christian stuff."


I said, "That's very interesting.  The Bible I know doesn't 
really say much about djinn.  Or that God is a woman."


She said, "Djinn society was matriarchal before the Christian era, so 
that makes 'she' the all-encompassing pronoun.  If you paid close 
attention, the myth implies that God is both male and female, and that 
people were split into different sexes as a sort of lesson.  And it also 
implies that djinn have problems with envy and jealousy in the same way 
that humans struggle with pride.  Just like the human, Jewish version of 
Genesis, it really does more to explain the psychology of the authors 
than anything that actually happened in fact.  The human version of 
events eventually has Iblis damned for pridefully refusing to bow to 
Adam as the best of all creations.  Sounds like projection to me."


I said, "So what did actually happen?"


She said, "Who knows?  Clearly, even if they got everything right in 
the first place, no single religious myth has the whole story.  You 
should see the elvish creation myths they tell in Daufal.  Basically, 
the elves sprang into existence from nothing, created God as a testament 
to their own power and artistic ability, and turned it loose, on the 
condition that it would never create anything more beautiful than an 
elf.  Are you hungry, John?"


I said, "I could eat."


She said, "Well, take me back to my place, and we can have some 
dinner."


We left the natural evergreen shelter and started back the way we had 
come.  I was unsure of the way, so I called up Lillip to help.  With the 
power of a dog's nose, I was able to follow my own scent trail 
backwards.  While doing it, I noticed that Marta's smell was very 
distinctive beyond my normal range of detection, reminiscent of dried 
flowers thrown on a campfire.


She said, "What's it like, when you're doing your magic?"


I said, "It doesn't really feel like anything at all.  I noticed some 
sympathetic warming when Lillip or Marconi is out in direct sunlight, 
but mostly, it feels like pulling a tool out of a toolbox.  Except 
instead of hammers and screwdrivers, its these two spirits.  What 
about you?  When we blew up the still, what was that like for you?"


She said, "It felt like flying.  Or like living underwater for a year 
and coming up for a deep breath of fresh air.  But then afterwards, I 
was butt-naked in front of my Dad and my brothers, so that was super 
embarrassing.  And they all had some kind of fireproof underwear on, 
which just made me feel stupid for not thinking of it, on top of being 
completely exposed out in the woods."


I said, "That sounds worse than the dream where you're standing naked 
up at the front of the class, while your teeth keep falling out 
every time you try to talk."


She said, "Definitely.  And Dad wasn't even worried about it one 
little bit.  He just laughed at me and said my Mom wore it better, which 
only made it worse, because who wants to think about their parents that 
way?  Oh, damn it.  I'm sorry, John.  I didn't mean-"


I said, "I never knew my real parents, remember?  As far as I'm 
concerned, Father Gordy and Miss P and all my teachers reproduced by 
budding, and just stood there like lifeless marionettes whenever I 
wasn't around.  Once I saw an English teacher from my school at the 
movies with her husband and kids, laughing and smiling, and it just 
freaked me out to think she wasn't at home, grim-faced and grading 
papers with that evil red pen."


She said, "For me, it was seeing the volleyball coach coming out of 
the liquor store in a little black dress with two of those big boxes of 
wine as we were delivering our under-the-counter stuff."


I said, "You played volleyball?"


She said, "Just in high school.  We didn't win much.  When you live 
out here and go to the only high school in your county, you get creamed 
by all of the Chattanooga or Knoxville suburban schools in your division 
every time.  It's not like anyone even cared anyway.  If it isn't 
football or cheerleading, it doesn't really exist."


I said, "Yeah, well, cross-country running isn't exactly well 
attended either."


She said, "That's your own fault, for not being good at football.  
Walter played football.  Dee tries to rub my face in that all the time.  
That's where he got 'Turbo' from, anyway."


I said, "Dee is the one I saw before at your house?"


She said, "Short for Deandra, but no one calls her that except 
Daddy.  Used to be Deandra Flambeau, but she changed it to Deandra 
Bell after marrying Walter in."


I said, "Are you going to?  Change your name, I mean."


She said, "No.  Why?  Are you?  Most people in the Family don't.  I 
know that's a tradition for the girl to change her name, but given the 
circumstances of the typical Family wedding, it could be taken the wrong 
way around here, like stealing the guy's name at gunpoint, right along 
with his bachelorhood."


We finally made it back to her house in the woods.


Marta yelled at the front door, "Dee!  Dee!  If you're still here, 
get out of my house!"


Evidently, Dee had already cleared out and locked up.  Marta fished a 
key out of one of her pockets and let herself back in.  I waited on the 
porch.


A few minutes later, Marta reappeared at the threshold and said, "So 
are you a vampire, or just polite?"


I said, in total ignorance, "What?"


She said, "Do I have to invite you in?"


Then she stepped back from the doorway.  I followed her inside.  As I 
passed through, I felt a cold tingle all over my body, and Lillip, who 
was still outside, yipped and whined in alarm.  The scent of 
flame-grilled weeds abruptly faded from my nose.


I said, "Well, I'm fine, but I think maybe Lillip might be having a 
problem."


She said, "John Nash, please come in.  Better?"


Lillip dashed inside, tail wagging.  When I checked my phone, I 
discovered that Marconi had sent me two text messages: the first said 
'ZOMGWTFBBQ!!!1!', and the second said 'KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON'.


I said, "Yeah.  That did it."


She closed the door and said, "Good.  Sit down in here and I'll make 
you a sandwich.  If you behave, I'll even let you binge-watch 
net-streamed TV shows with me for a few hours."


I sat, and I behaved.






Chapter 19






The next day, I awakened on Marta's couch, covered with a
cotton bedsheet.  Her wired phone was ringing in an odd pattern: three short 
'bururum' sounds in a row, separated by a short pause, then repeating 
after a longer pause.  When I picked up the handset, an artificial voice 
declared, "Gate emergency.  Gate emergency...  At zero-six-twenty the 
automatic warning system was activated from... customs officer 
monitoring station... with the following message... gee aitch yu oh ell 
semicolon quote.  End message...  Gate emergency.  Gate emergency...  At 
zero-six-twenty-"


I replaced the handset on the cradle, and the odd ringing 
resumed."


I yelled, "Marta?  What's going on?"


I heard the lock snap back on her bedroom door, and she emerged, 
wearing the sort of clothing I had only ever seen in shows on stuntmen 
and special effects used in action films.  She had a hefty revolver 
holstered on her left thigh, and what appeared to be a custom-built 
flamethrower dangling from her right shoulder.


She snapped at me, "Gate emergency!  What did the message say?"


I said, "Ghuol, semicolon, quote."


She said, "Goo-ol?  Are you sure?"


Then she picked up the phone and listened for a minute.


She said, "I don't know what that is, but if you're topside in a gate 
emergency, you go to your assigned exit and get ready to stop or kill 
anything that comes out.  Everybody this side of the property goes to 
the wellhouse.  Grab something out of the safe in the hall closet and 
catch up: 10 right - 66 left - 17 right - 76 left, pull the handle 
down."


And then she vanished out of the front door.  I opened up the hall 
closet door, and sure enough, next to a few coats and umbrellas, a large 
gun safe filled about half the available space.  I dialed in the 
combination Marta had given me and took a look at my options.  There was 
a cute little .22 rifle, a 12-gauge pump-action shotgun, what looked 
like a carbine-length 5.56mm NATO rifle, and a premium Finnish moose 
rifle.  Aside from the guns, there was another homemade flame-thrower, 
apparently lacking a fuel tank, and a few pre-made moonshine firebombs 
with windproof lighters loosely strapped to each with black vinyl tape.  
I took the moose rifle and a mostly-full box of 9.3*62mm when I couldn't 
find another magazine for it.  I closed the safe, spun the dial, and 
hurried after my wife, loaded for bear.


A few steps from the porch, I realized that I didn't know where my 
dog familiar was.  So I called to her.  To my horror, I was suddenly 
vomiting an entire semi-incorporeal dog out of every hole in my own 
skull.  That was when I realized why Walks-with-Bears carried a medicine 
bag filled with totem objects around with him all the time: if you don't 
carry a prepared vessel around with you to protect your familiars, the 
vessel is you.  She must have gone in while I was sleeping.  On her way 
out, it felt a lot like licking a fur coat from one end to the 
other.


I didn't have time to give that any more thought, other than to file 
it away for later.  While trotting down one of the many trails on 
the family property, I did my best to familiarize myself with the 
big rifle, so that if I had to show up shooting, bullets would 
actually be flying out of the right end.


Fortunately for me, and also for them, the mob of topsiders arrayed 
around the wellhouse access point to the caves and mines belowground 
were not currently in need of rescue.  I found Marta chatting with 
one of her older brothers.


She was saying, "...even know what a ghuol is, anyway."


Ferran said, "Maybe it meant ghoul.  But that wouldn't be an 
emergency unless there were hundreds of them.  A necromancer?"


I said, "Or maybe somebody just randomly slapped a keyboard.  There 
was that punctuation in the end; who really uses semicolons when they 
type, anyway?"


Ferran said, "Are those keys even close together?  I can't figure it 
out without looking at a keyboard."


Marta said, "That could be it.  All those letters are typed with the 
right hand except for G, and the G is just left of the H.  If it's 
true, that means whatever it is, it is both dangerous and fast."


I said, "So what do we do?  Just stay here and wait?"


Ferran said, "Yes.  Everyone already up has to stay up, to make sure 
that everything down stays down.  If we can't keep it in the Underworld, 
we at least need to keep it underground.  Dwarves and gnomes are 
prepared for the occasional incursion emergency.  But you get even one 
demon rampage in the open air, and the government gives your contract to 
someone else, even if it was someone else's fault."


I said, "What are you talking about?"


Marta said, "Daddy told us that after Mount Saint Helens, Senator 
Henry Jackson and Representative Don Bonker made sure that any topsider 
human contractors always lost their bids for gate contracts.  Ours was 
up for reconsideration in 1982.  Jackson didn't die until 1983, and 
Bonker didn't lose re-election until 1989."


I said, "Well what pissed them off so much?"


Ferran said, "Hallicor had a contract to monitor the Ape Cave gate 
from 1978 to 1998.  It's not as big as ours, so not really as much of a 
risk.  But instead of guarding it, like they were supposed to, the 
parent company yanked the human support and cemented over the gate in 
April of 1980."


Marta said, "Well, gates don't like to be closed.  It reopened right 
into the magma chamber of the volcano, and some salamanders came 
through."


Ferran said, "Those guys are real jerks, by the way.  We have to deal 
with them up in Centralia all the time.  Had to, anyway.  I guess they 
have the run of the place again."


Marta said, "Well, they dammed up one of the internal flows to 
increase the pressure, and a little later, boom!  It wasn't until August 
that investigators found out that it wasn't entirely natural causes.  
There couldn't be any public retaliation against Hallicor, obviously, 
but after that, they were pretty much done.  The parent company got off 
with a slap on the wrist.  The politicians that knew about the report 
used their influence to make sure companies that were human-owned 
couldn't cause another snafu like that on their watch, and we can't 
exactly reveal the true ownership of our front company, because of the 
curse.  So our contract went to the dwarves.  They subcontracted it 
right back to us, taking a percentage off the top."


Ferran said, "So that's why we have to be careful about the emergency 
plan.  It's better for something to get out into the Understate than to 
get out in the open air."


I said, "Well how do we know what's going on down there?  The 
phones?"


Ferran said, "No, the emergency system operates on mechanical 
linkages to a computer on the surface.  It unplugs all the cables, 
because there are some nasties that can actually physically travel 
through them.  If there are any survivors down there, they eventually 
designate a messenger to issue the all clear."


I said, "What if there are no survivors?  Or what if no one can 
make it back?"


Ferran said, "After three days, the system will automatically start 
fogging the tunnels with blessed Perasthiazitol.  That stuff either 
kills or drives off about everything we have ever heard about, except 
for xorns and quartzelloids--the polysilica-based organisms.  So there's 
a pretty big incentive to either come up and report or seal yourself in 
somewhere and wait it out.  Otherwise, you die."


I said, "That system sucks.  Lillip, go find out what's going on down 
there."


And my yellow dog familiar was off like a shot, disappearing 
through the door of the wellhouse.


Marta said, "What's that, girl?  You say Timmy fell down the 
well?"


I groaned, and said, "It's not really like that.  I hope."


Lillip was gone a long time.  When she came back, one of the more 
spirit-sensitive on the scene flinched, and I felt an odd tightness in 
my chest as the bullet passed through Lillip's noncorporeal form and 
made a loud "spang" as it dented the steel door.  Before anyone else 
could open up, the offender yelled out an apology.  Lillip herself 
was unfazed, and approached me with tail wagging at about half-mast.  
She dropped a bloodied bandage into my hand, and as it dissolved into my 
flesh, I felt a greater understanding of the situation.


I said, "Something collapsed the roof of the checkpoint.  Whatever it 
was, there's no sign of it now.  I think the door might be-"


I was interrupted by someone knocking "Shave and a Haircut" on 
the wellhouse door.  The nearest of us hurried up and knocked out 
the two bits before opening it up.  Thirsty Joseph tumbled out.


Thirsty said, "Something collapsed the roof of the checkpoint and 
went right back through the gate.  Nobody's dead, but some are injured 
and we can't get at them because of the breakdown.  Sound all clear, but 
we need help to get that rock moved quickly."


For about thirty seconds there, I actually felt useful.






Chapter 20






Thanks to the circumstances of the snafu, the help that
Thirsty Joseph had mentioned took the form of a phone call to the most
expensive company of dwarf engineers under the entire United States, with a 
specialty in tunnel collapse emergencies.  And it also turns out that 
this service was provided at no additional cost to us, due to our 
excellent gnomish insurance policy.  It took them somewhat less than ten 
hours to evacuate the injured and clear the tunnels enough to be 
passable.


They finished just in time for dinner.  Thanks to their status as 
master distillers, Marta and her father Bernie were apparently 
expected to attend.  Thanks to my status as tag-along husband and 
son-in-law, that meant I had to go, too.


Fortunately for me, this was not any sort of formal occasion.  It was 
much more akin to an after-work happy hour.  The family did have a 
barely suitable space for it, which was a natural cavern way back on the 
property that people mostly referred to as "the ballroom", due to its 
great size and generally round shape.


Unfortunately, it wasn't often used for entertaining, and I was 
dragooned into the work crew tasked with getting it ready for the party.  
People were bleeding underneath big rocks somewhere nearby, and I was 
dusting off furniture and wiping down glassware.  Thanks to Lillip, I 
got regular updates regarding the progress of the dwarves, and the 
relentless efficiency with which they moved stone, using the same little 
machines that their great-grandparents had used to slowly burrow through 
mountains.  I now had a very thorough understanding of exactly how 
useless I would be if I had followed my instinct to wade in and start 
digging with my bare hands.


Thanks to my psychology classes, I was able to attribute my own 
desires to my upbringing as a fostered orphan, and a belief that acts of 
heroism will yield a sense of belonging in my community, along with 
several other deep insights that Freud and Jung would have thoughtfully 
stroked their beards over.  Then they would have summarized me as 
subject JN and slotted my behavior into whatever theory of crazy they 
had invented most recently.


It wasn't one little bit helpful.  I still felt guilty and impotent 
to be wiping the dust out of beautifully-carved beer steins instead of 
pressing the shirt off my back to stanch the bleeding of a gruesome 
wound, or heroically lifting some heavy thing just enough for the person 
trapped underneath to be dragged to safety.  I had been incurably 
infected by the disease of action-adventure plot tropes.


I said to no one in particular, "What are these made out of?"


Cheddar Jim, who never actually made that kind of cheese, said, 
"That's nephrite jade--toughest natural mineral there is.  See, with 
dwarves, they figure that if they have to bash someone's skull in with 
their favorite mug, it ought not to break and spill their drink.  Also, 
it's fairly easy to carve, compared with some other stones."


Mushroom Jim, the other member of our work crew, said, "That, and 
dwarven rotgut doesn't burn a hole through it.  Did you know that 
bleeding ulcers tops heart disease, cancer, and blacklung for top causes 
of deaths for dwarves?  That stuff could even bust the gut of a 
Dechevre."


Cheddar Jim said, "It's not even like the brewers can't make a 
decent drink.  Most of their trade to the elf cities is booze and art, 
and you know they won't drink swill."


Mushroom Jim said, "Just goes to show that just because you can 
brew something doesn't mean you should."


I said, "What do they make it out of?"


Mushroom Jim said, "Mushrooms.  Not the kind I grow, but some hard, 
woody kind that only thrives in scour ant manure.  I don't even want to 
think about bioaccumulation there, but someone measured it once 
with a radioisotope.  By the time a dwarf drinks it, it's roughly 
equivalent to licking every exposed cave surface in a half-mile 
radius."


Cheddar Jim said, "Frugality is what it is.  It's the only way to 
make that particular fungus worth anything, so they figure it's their 
duty to make a market for it.  Meanwhile, they have a bottle of 
Cordyscepter 777 up on the shelf slowly turning to vinegar because it's 
too expensive for everyday drinking."


Mushroom Jim pinched lightly at the thin blue lines tracing down the 
sides of his neck.  He said, "Hey one of you fellas with fingernails 
want to give me a scratch?  You know what they say.  You scratch my back 
and I'll... appreciate it."


Lack of fingernails was the least of his worries.  The Family widely 
assumes he has some form of keratin defect, as every hair on his body 
looked like curly old cobwebs and crumbled to dust at the earliest 
opportunity.  His skin had normal toughness, but was very permeable to 
water, and it bore a tracery of electrosensitive lines that made him 
look almost like an acupuncturist's model.  I lent him the use of my 
nails for a few minutes, and spent almost as much time cleaning off the 
petroleum jelly skin protectant he used to keep from dehydrating.


Mushroom Jim said, "Thanks.  They always itch when the magnetic 
fields move around.  It's like the gate is angry."


Cheddar Jim said, "Well it got nearly closed off there.  They don't 
like that."


I said, "You're talking like it's a person."


They nodded in unison.  Mushroom Jim said, "Best way to remind 
yourself it's dangerous to be around."


The conversation paused as we muscled the solid stone bar top into 
place.  It was almost the last of our assigned tasks.  From what I had 
gathered from the Jims, dwarves were just as appreciative as anyone else 
of fine food and drink, but far less snooty about it than most.  So 
whenever we entertained dwarven guests, we put out our best stuff.  It 
helped to ensure that whenever we needed the help, like this morning, 
they would come running.  And it worked.


Once the bar was ready, the Jims put their top-shelf produce out on 
the feasting table in whipvine baskets, and I muscled Bernie's kegs into 
place under the bar and tapped one.  Once the beer was ready, I 
carefully slotted different varieties of distilled liquors into the rack 
behind the bar.


By the time we finished, our breath and perspiration had misted up 
the Ballroom, so we had to run the auxiliary ventilation fans for a bit.  
Thanks to the racket, I didn't hear Marta come in with the backup crate 
of booze, but I could sense Lillip was excited about something, so I 
wasn't caught entirely off guard.  I helped her stow the reserve 
underneath the bar, and then plopped into a bar stool as she poured 
herself a drink.


She said, "They're almost done.  Mawari Nyx Alfwer broke her leg.  
Bodie bent the barrel and smashed the optics on his favorite rifle.  Max 
Birch got a concussion.  Nelson Harbinger was splattered into 
smithereens by a piece of the ceiling, and they only found about 80% of 
him so far.  Of course he's been whining about it ever since they 
scraped enough of him together to make a mouth."


I had learned about as much from Lillip, but belatedly realized that 
I hadn't passed anything on to the Jims.


Cheddar Jim said, "We always said he was spineless."


Mushroom Jim said, "When they put him back together, maybe they can 
leave out the heel."


Cheddar Jim said, "He always wanted to make a big splash."


I said, "I don't think I ever met him."


Cheddar Jim said, "Lucky you.  He's kind of a jerk.  He does this 
thing where he makes himself like a fun house mirror, except it's what 
you would look like without the warts, if you get my meaning--what you'd 
look like if you were born handsome enough to live topside.  But you 
probably did meet him and didn't even know it.  Most of the time he's 
pretending to be someone else."


Mushroom Jim said, "Still, better than a pureblood doppelgänger.  I 
can't believe his mamma actually landed a hit on one."


I said, "What do you mean a hit?"


Cheddar Jim said, "Ohh...  You tell him, Marta.  You have the only 
uterus here."


Marta said, "Well, when you start with the Girls' Book, some of the 
guys in there are for recruiting: they're unmarried or divorced, and 
probably curse compatible--like you, John.  Then there are the decoys.  
People get put in there just to make it harder to figure out what the 
book is for if it ever got captured.  Then there are the hits-only guys.  
Those are the ones where you can go in for one night and hopefully get 
away pregnant and still anonymous--like with Harbinger or Kekutan.  It's 
pretty dangerous, and feels a little sleazy, so most girls won't even 
consider it."


I said, "But Kekutan got recruited."


Marta said, "What can I say?  Aleria Oser was one badass dyke.  It 
was truly a legendary con, like if you took Shakespeare, Christie, King, 
and Grisham, tossed them into a pit together, and only threw down fresh 
food and water based on the quality of that day's plot twists.  To this 
day, the subtler details are taught in gnomish law schools--even the 
European ones.  The actual contract she used has literally every legal 
concept ever invented by that time in it somewhere, human-origin or 
otherwise, and none of them spelled out explicitly."


I said, "But why even have hits at all?  What's the point?"


Everyone looked at me as if I were completely insane.


Cheddar Jim said, "It makes the Family stronger.  If you just sit 
around and let the rest of the world gather up so much knowledge and 
power that you can't even hope to compete with it, you might as well 
just lay down and die.  Sooner or later, the crisis comes, and 
survival depends on the tiniest thing."


Mushroom Jim said, "And so we're genetic packrats.  For want of 
a fingernail, the kingdom was lost."


I said, "I thought that was supposed to be a farrier's nail."


Mushroom Jim said, "You tell it your way; I'll tell it mine.  The 
point is that no one knows how the world will look tomorrow, so we have 
to seize every advantage today if we want to live on until the day 
after."


I said, "But he's a jerk.  How does that help anyone?"


Mushroom Jim said, "He's our jerk."


And suddenly, I understood family.






Chapter 21






The dwarven emergency crew came in with Bernie, Papa Zee, and
the Family's resident half-dwarves, Bulla and Wedge.  As was apparently 
typical and traditional, there were seven of them on the team, each 
sporting a beard that absolutely transcended the human capacity for 
facial hair.  It was several minutes later before I realized that three 
of the dwarves had strategically styled their beards to better show off 
their cleavage.


It was the most fun I had ever had at a dinner party.  I had attended 
a few in the D.C. Metropolitan area, with work colleagues, and found 
them to be stressful and tedious.  But this time, I didn't have to worry 
about finding a date, the conversation was actually interesting, and 
nobody brought up football for the whole night.


I had already learned about the memory-enhancing properties of the 
Family's curse.  Before this, it had just seemed like normal 
remembering.  But it really isn't like that--not exactly.  When you 
bring back a memory, the curse brings you back with it.  When you tell 
the story, you aren't remembering any more: it feels more like you're 
narrating from inside your own skull.  That's not an excuse.  It's more 
of an explanation, or an apology.


Bernie and Marta started everyone off with shots of handcrafted 
moonshine, chemically adjusted to make days-old jars taste like bourbon 
aged in its barrel for years, just a little rougher around the edges.  
That was followed by a brandy distilled from mushroom wine.  After that, 
I couldn't really tell any more.  I didn't even know you could make 
moonshine taste just like regular old booze, but really, it's just 
alcohol and flavors dissolved in alcohol.  So logically, as long as you 
can get the right flavors, there's no difference from the snooty 
expensive stuff.  Also, drunk people can't tell.  Which I was, very 
much.  I think Marta started watering down my drinks so I wouldn't 
embarrass myself, but if she did, it was way too late.


I went to college, yes, but the stereotypical alcohol-fueled frat 
parties were not exactly in my budget.  They charge at the door for 
those red plastic cups, you know--or at least they charge the uncool or 
otherwise undesirable kids.  And the pubs, bars, saloons, and 
speakeasies in a college town don't turn a profit by pouring out 
charity.  And don't forget that I had been raised in a church-sponsored 
orphanage and until very recently worked with a bunch of straight-laced 
federal cops, who almost invariably stopped at exactly two drinks.  I 
most definitely had no tolerance, quite unlike my wife, who had been 
drinking since her birthday--not an anniversary, mind you, but the 
original.  I was way out of my league in that sense.


Apparently, the dwarves started early, too.  I had read once that 
Koreans had the drunkest business culture on the planet, but that was 
obviously including only surface-dwellers.  When I was dragging all that 
stuff around under the bar, I thought it was a bit much, but by the time 
they got going, I started to worry we would run short.


They each drank 7 shots in some sort of toasting ritual even before 
we all sat down at the table.  Since the Jims and I hadn't been 
introduced, Bulla and Wedge, who were related somehow to a couple of 
them, like nephew or first cousin once removed maybe, did the 
introductions.  Wait.  One was a niece, and the other was first cousin 
once removed.  Or the other way around.  That one was the cousin, and 
the other one was the nephew.  No, the other other way around.  No, 
wait, wait, wait.  That's not it.  You get the cousin ordinal from the 
common ancestor of the older generation, and then you remove 
generations until you get to the other person's generation.  So that 
would make siblings into nilth cousins--except for identical twins,
which would be negative-first cousins--your parents are your negative-
first cousins once removed, and your aunts and uncles would be nilth
cousins once removed.  And then your great aunt would be your nilth
cousin twice removed, and you would be the same to her.  Oh, Jesus, I
finally understood the nth-cousin-m-times-removed thing.  I mean, I
heard people jabbering about it all the time, and it just sort of
smoothly slid around my brain without latching on, but once you stuck
a zero in there, it finally made sense.


So Bulla was the nilth cousin, once removed, to her Aunt Dorati and 
Uncle Vikas, on the side of the table next to the bar.  And they were 
first cousins, once removed, to Wedge.  That made the common ancestor 
for Bulla her grandparent, their parent, and for Wedge it was his 
great-grandparent, their grandparent.  So the common ancestor for Bulla 
and Wedge was the great-grandparent, and the generations match, so they 
were second cousins to each other, which I already knew to be true.  I 
was almost certain I was on the verge of inventing some form of 
genealogical algebra, but then the introductions continued.


Dorati and Vikas were from Murfreesburrow originally, but that one to 
his left was Thalma, her second cousin that moved there from Frostberg.  
So if they were second cousins to each other, that made Thalma... screw 
it.  I couldn't figure that out without the math, and I'd only just 
almost-invented it.  Thalma was dating Olivin, who was born right in the 
middle of U-65, near Chicago, and had been doomed to use that as an 
icebreaker ever since.  They met because before Olivin, she dated his 
brother Fulkram, but they're still friends, which was kind of important 
since they still work together.  The other lady was Corunda, who was 
single, which explained why she was trying to stick her foot up my 
trouser leg.  Finally, the crew boss was Engineer Augger, who looked old 
enough to be Solomon's nilth cousin, thrice removed.  And his beard was 
huge.


You have never ever seen a beard like it.  You could take Gandalf's 
beard, and Dumbledore's beard, and who else has a big beard?  Like, 
maybe one of those Iranian whaddyacallems.  Ayatollahs.  Why was I 
talking about ayatollahs?  Oh yeah.  You could braid all their beards 
together and Augger's would be better.  Sure, Lillip was all trying to 
tell me it smelled like that drug they always try to smuggle past us.  
Bar something.  Why couldn't I remember the name?  Wasn't the curse 
supposed to make us like super... rememember things... people?  
Barbesca.  Thanks, curse.  You're a real bro.


I thought to myself, "Wait.  Dude uses Barbesca?  Should I say 
something?  I don't even know how bad it is."  And I decided to keep my 
mouth shut.


Imagine my surprise when I said, "So what is... what is the big deal 
with Barbesca, anyway?  Are we talking bad like weed or bad like 
heroin?"


Well, that killed someone's buzz, I think, because it got quiet 
enough for me to hear the response.


Olivin said, "It's a deadly attack at the very heart of our 
culture.  It's more than just junkies chasing a high.  They are 
stealing respectability!"


I said, "So... worse than heroin?"


And then I tried to wink at Augger, but luckily for me, my face was a 
little slow on the uptake, and it came out as a double blink.  No 
one noticed, because I had been doing that to practically everyone 
for well over an hour by that time.


Mushroom Jim pinched at his lateral lines again.  The electrical 
field around the table must have changed somehow.  But you could gather 
as much from the tone of the conversation.


That reminded me that I hadn't eaten anything yet, so I grabbed some 
of the mushrooms and had a taste.  The mushrooms that topsiders get out 
of the grocery stores are decent.  But you know they're mushrooms; they 
have that distinct mushroomy taste to them, with just a hint of dirt.  
These mushrooms tasted like bacon and soy sauce.  Delicious.


I hissed at Mushroom Jim, "What kind of mushrooms are these?  They 
are inexplicably awesome!"


He said, "Plump helmets.  You should try some of the boiled quarry 
bush leaves, with cheese."


I said, "I have never heard of those things.  But I don't shop 
at the expensive grocery stores, either."


He said, "They are banned from export topside.  I'm not sure why.  
Probably it has something to do with the underside ecology.  Any 
biologist worth his lab coat could figure out they were domesticated 
centuries ago, too."


I tried some of the other mushrooms.  The quarry bush "leaves" tasted 
like spongy cabbage, and complimented the tangy goat cheese rather 
well.  Given that my tongue was slightly numbed from all the toasting, I 
didn't exactly trust my first impressions, but nothing I ate made me 
vomit, so at least there was that.  We had by that time switched 
over from hard liquor to beer in the huge jade steins, and Marta 
finally claimed her seat next to me.


I then became acutely aware of a small detail that had previously 
escaped my attention.  I leaned over and hissed out a horribly unsubtle 
stage whisper, "Engineer Corunda has her foot up my pants leg."


She jumped a tiny bit, as though surprised, and hissed back, "Mine 
too."


Corunda saluted us with her stein and said, "Skaal!" before 
emptying it.  I numbly returned the toast and sipped as little beer 
as I could without seeming impolite.  As she made the round trip to 
the tap and back, Marta and I hastily conferred.


I said, "What do we do about it?"


Marta said, "I don't know!  Nothing?  Just make sure she passes out 
before us.  These people are super important, and we don't want to 
offend them."


I said, "Make sure she passes out first?  Are you kidding me?  I 
drank more already tonight than the entire rest of my life!  I'm 
already sizing up what rock formations wouldn't be too horrible as 
pillows!"


While I was voicing my difficulties, Marta wasn't paying attention.  
She was making some kind of hand sign to her Dads.  They both nodded 
back at her.


I said, "He's cloned himself!  Wait.  No.  My eyes are crossed.  
There we go.  Still fuzzy though.  Did I lose my glasses?  Do I wear 
glasses?"


Marta said, "No, John.  You're drunk."


I said, "That's no excuse to take away a man's eyeglasses."


Marta said, "You don't wear any!"


I said, "Help me find my contacts."


And that was the first time I slid under the table.


When I woke up, I could hear little more than singing in 7-part 
harmony, and could see nothing.  For a moment, I thought I had gone 
blind from drinking the wrong ends of the moonshine, but as the chorus 
started up, I could see bright flashes of light illuminate the cavern.  
I gently moved the foot that had been kneading my buttocks and climbed 
back up on the bench.


The flashes were coming from sparks struck from a piece of flint 
with a sharp knife.  An indistinct memory of the first time I had 
descended belowground floated across my brain, with Bodie saying, 
"No flames down here."  But then I remembered that we were far from 
the mines, with fireproof people tending the bar, and relaxed again.


I didn't catch the words of the song, because they were in the wrong 
language.  I could probably reconstruct it phonetically thanks to the 
curse, but pointless, really--dwarven drinking song is all you need to 
know.  It would, in all likelihood, just pointlessly interrupt the story 
and break up the momentum of my very awesome and totally coherent Family 
storytell.  Eventually, they all hammered the table simultaneously with 
their empty steins, and the song was over.  Someone turned the lights on 
again.


If the hammering wasn't enough to do the trick, I wanted to make 
sure, so I elbowed Marta in the ribs to make sure she was awake.  
Or, to be more accurate, I elbowed Mushroom Jim in the ribs, then 
when he slapped at me with his greasy hands, I remembered Marta was 
on my other side and poked her, too.


Marta said, "Where did you go, John?  You're missing all the 
fun."


Corunda said, "He was under the table.  Don't worry.  I made 
sure he couldn't get away."


That's when I felt one strong, hot arm wrap around my shoulders, the 
other grabbed me in a very sensitive place, and a sudden wave of 
feverish body heat rippled over me.


Marta said, "He'll never get away.  This one's all mine."


As Corunda's laughter rang out, a sound unique to drinkers amused by 
the antics of drunks, I slowly slid back off the bench again.  The last 
thing I heard was Corunda saying, "Catch him, girl!  He's making a 
break for it!"


I didn't wake again until morning.






Chapter 22






When I woke up the next day, I was still drunk, and mired in
pitch darkness.  I gave a little mental nudge to Marconi, and began to sense 
my surroundings with his passive radar.  I didn't actually need that to 
know that my clothes weren't where I left them the previous 
night--covering my body.


That was the least of my worries.  First on my agenda was bleeding 
off the pressure in my kidneys before they exploded out of my back.  So 
I rolled off the bed, oriented myself, and hurried to the nearest 
underground toilet, which was the same one I had been visiting the 
previous night.


Thankfully, no one else had surrendered consciousness along my route, 
so I was able to make it there, return all my borrowed beer, and reverse 
my route without having to explain my nudity, or whatever might have 
been written on my face with permanent marker.  I barely even bruised my 
shins and toes, thanks to my television gremlin, or whatever 
spirit-species it was that Marconi exemplified.


I wasn't quite sober enough yet to handle important tasks like 
thinking critically yet, so I slid back under the sheet and felt the 
underground chamber spin around and around and around my head, until I 
fell back asleep.


The next time I woke up, I felt that someone had her hands on me.  I 
assumed it was Marta--I hoped it was.  One hand was certainly very warm 
and familiar.  The other hand was... another right hand.  I was 
reasonably certain that my arranged-marriage wife did not have the 
peculiar deformity of having a right hand attached to her left wrist.  I 
felt the vague inkling that this could land me in a whole universe of 
trouble.  So I bravely decided to feign sleep until someone else dealt 
with it first.


I laid there for a thousand years, carefully controlling my reactions 
and breathing, straining the limits of Marconi's passive radar sense, 
looking for my way out of this potentially hazardous situation.  I was 
now almost certain that Corunda was the owner of the other hand on me, 
and that my clothes were lying in a pile, commingled with several other 
garments.


At last, someone else woke up.  The cooler, thicker hand on me 
withdrew, and I heard a light, meaty slap.


Corunda said, "Wake up, boys and girls!  Don't sleep the whole 
day away."


The warmer, thinner hand on me abruptly regained consciousness, and 
began an apparent quest for surface identification.  I attempted to 
reconstruct the thought pattern.  It went something like this, "Skin.  
Hair.  That's a torso.  Aaaaand we're both naked."  At that instant, 
Marta applied her iron grip to my side.


Marta said, "John?  Is that you?"


I decided that I just woke up.  I said, "Marta?"


Corunda said, "Me, too!"


And then she rolled over both of us, slapping me in the face with 
thick braids of hair, which could have been either braids of her regular 
hair or her beard, and hopped out of the sleeping alcove.  Though it was 
still perfectly dark, I could sense that she was built like a granite 
fireplug, nearly as wide as she was tall.  And it's interesting what 
non-visual senses can tell you.  She was dense, like taking a human 
bodybuilder and compressing all that meat into half the normal space.  
She started picking through the pile of clothing.


I said, "You were supposed to wait her out."


Marta said, "So were you."


I said, "How did we even get here?"


Corunda said, "Silly.  I carried you both.  You're better than a 
whole pile of blankets, girl."


I said, "Both at the same time?"


Corunda said, "Well yeah, it would have been rude to leave you out 
cold on the floor while I made off with your little furnace.  These are 
yours, I think."


A wad of apparel hit me in the face and dropped onto the edge of 
the bed shelf.


Corunda said, "How about a light?"


Marta said, quickly, "Wait!"  Her hand unlatched itself from my side 
and covered my eyes before she said, "Okay, go ahead."


This was a gesture that said, distinctly, "No peeking," with a 
strongly implied, "or else."  I declined to mention that I didn't need 
light at the moment.  Corunda had recovered her dwarven temple-piece 
flashlight and flicked it on.  She looked over at us, and laughed 
again.


Corunda said, "Oh, it looks like you two need to talk something 
out.  See ya later, radiator."


I said, "In a while, thermophile."  Marta rewarded that with a 
sharp poke in my back.


Corunda let herself out through the dwarf-style door and Marta and I 
were plunged back into darkness.  The hand fell away from my eyes.


Marta said, "Oh.  My.  Lord."


I could sense her temperature rise as she presumably flushed bright 
red from embarrassment.


I said, "This was not my fault, barkeep."


She said, "I know.  I'm sorry.  I just didn't think about how it 
would be easier for you to get drunk than me.  Did we... um..."


I said, "I don't think so.  I don't remember that, and we wouldn't 
forget, would we?"


She said, "No.  I guess not.  Do you think all that was just 
using me as a personal space heater?"


I said, "No.  She definitely has the hots for us.  She stripped us 
bare.  If it was just about the warmth I'd still have my draws on."


She said, "Your what?"


I said, "Draws."


She said, "What?"


I said, "Drawers."


She said, "One more time?"


I said, "Drawers.  Underdrawers.  My boxer shorts."


She said, "Oh.  You have a point.  The FBI trained you good."


I said, "Well.  They trained me well."


She said, "What are we going to do about it?"


I said, "We?  If I hadn't been married at gunpoint and repeatedly 
warned to not do any of the redneck crap that seems to be more common 
than not around here, I doubt there would be a problem.  As it is, I 
just slept in a bed with two naked women, and that's like fifty bro 
points right there, even with the technical deduction for drunken 
non-performance.  Maybe another few points off for not being the one 
with the beard."


She said, "Fine.  I'll decide.  That means you do nothing about 
it.  Got it?  Nothing.  Stay right there."


And then Marta rolled over me and off the bed shelf, finding the door 
by feel, which she then quietly barred shut.  Unaware that I was 
somewhat less than entirely blind, she didn't try to hide anything, 
which was very nice.  Just as Corunda seemed extra dense by 
radio-vision, Marta seemed just a bit ephemeral.  Since her efreet 
ancestors were supposedly made entirely of smokeless fire, I suppose 
that made an odd sort of sense, even though magical heredity doesn't 
necessarily need to follow the normal Mendelian genetics rules.  She 
found her way back to the bed and pushed me deeper into the sleeping 
nook rather than resuming her previous position.


She said, "To Hell with the plan."


And then she pinned me to the mattress and started kissing.  I knew 
from previous experience that she was probably stronger than she looked, 
and in that moment, she proved it.  I'm not entirely certain I could 
have escaped, even if I wanted to.


It was much, much later that we discovered that Corunda had stolen 
our underwear.






Chapter 23






The dwarven engineers had already hit the Understate back to 
Murfreesburrow by the time we emerged from our room.  On the one hand, I 
was relieved, but on the other, I was slightly disturbed that one of the 
women of the tunnel-clearing crew apparently had no problem sleeping 
with a married couple and filching their foundation garments.  My only 
consolation was that Marta had assumed complete responsibility for 
dealing with the situation.  I was to do nothing about it, and I 
supposed that included worrying, so I put it out of my list of 
concerns.


Something did not sit right with me regarding the tunnel collapse.  
Why would anyone or anything intentionally collapse our side of the gate 
and go back through to the underworld?  Who would benefit from closing 
it off, even temporarily?


Then I remembered.  It is always only temporary.  From everything I 
had learned about the gates, they do not stay closed.  The only 
exception I had even heard about was for Reelfoot Rift under New Madrid, 
closed by some seriously heavy-duty mojo.  Even so, whenever anyone ever 
talked about the fact that a new opening for it had not been discovered, 
they always added an expectant "yet".


So the mysterious collapser probably knew about this property of the 
gates as well.  They expected their little trick to jump our side of the 
gate to some other deep crevice in the undercarriage of the world.  If 
so, they were still hanging around somewhere near the other side, up to 
no good.  I broke into a light trot, which was the fastest pace 
anyone can usually manage on the uneven floor surfaces which were 
the norm under the Family's compound.


It took about half a second to trot to the limit of Marta's reach, 
and I discovered that she had grabbed the back of my shirt while I was 
making a break for it.  I didn't really have the words sorted out to 
explain myself, and hadn't worked out any kind of tactical plan, so I 
wasn't even remotely eloquent in the exchange that followed.


She said, "What's the rush?"


I said, "Gate!  Gate!  Gate!"


She said, "What are you even..."


And then her eyes widened, and she released my shirt.  I charged on 
ahead, aiming for the armory in the old coal mine.  She apparently chose 
a different destination, because I was suddenly rushing through the 
darkness all alone.


On the way, I whooshed past Poxy Erwin and Gearbox Lemalla, yelling 
an alarum at them as I went by.  I didn't see anyone else until the 
armory, as I was grabbing two of the "oh, shit" bags near the gate.  I 
didn't see who it was.  I only knew that they were carrying lights, 
making noise, and probably not worth slowing down for.


By now, I was beating myself up for not learning how to work the 
emergency system, so I was only a tiny bit relieved when I saw that the 
warning lights were on and flashing when I got to the customs station 
break room.  I plowed through it to the station itself.


It looked like a bomb had gone off inside.  Of course, most of 
the ceiling was higher and rougher than I remembered it, and floor 
tiles were cracked or missing everywhere.  The turnstiles had been 
removed entirely, and the brass-plated bars that used to subtly 
funnel travelers into them were a tangled mess.


The current crew on duty consisted of Bodie Oser, now toting his 
second-favorite rifle, his brother Peter at the agent's station, Goonie 
Rabin, and a person whom I assumed to be Nelson Harbinger, only because 
I didn't immediately recognize him.  To my surprise, Black-Eyed Susan 
was also back on duty.  I dropped the duffel bags I was lugging, opened 
one up, and dumped the contents.


I kicked the sword in Susan's general direction and grabbed for the 
pistol and shotgun.


I said, "Bodie!  Nelson!  You were there.  What was it?"


Nelson said, "What was what?"


Bodie said, "Never seen one before.  Lead didn't do squat to it.  
Same with the curries and with steel.  Didn't get a chance to try 
anything else before the bastard killed my rifle."


I said, "Incendiaries?"


Bodie didn't say anything, but he popped his rifle magazine out and 
slapped in another.  I did the same with my weapons, reloading them 
with the magazines labeled with yellow vinyl tape.


I said, "That thing, whatever it was, is coming back.  It was 
trying to get past us by moving the gate."


I aimed the shotgun down range, belatedly remembering to wedge plugs 
into my ears before deafening everyone.  The gate remained unperturbed 
and unremarkable in its blackness.  A mechanical clacking noise 
emanated from the customs agent's station, as Peter entered a more 
detailed message into the emergency system than the unhelpful 
keyboard slap Mawari managed last time.


Nelson said, "You know, I'm not actually on duty.  I'm just looking 
for stray splashes of dermoplasm.  Still feeling a bit light, you know."


Susan said, "Your shift just started.  Get dressed." 


The shapeshifter sighed heavily, but his skin rippled like a horse 
trying to shake off a fly.  Beforehand, it looked like casualwear on a 
typical Floridian golf tourist.  When it stopped, he looked like the 
offspring of a bear and a pangolin, all claws and armored plates.  Susan 
checked out the second duffel bag that I had brought, and handed the 
fire axe inside it to Rabin, who frowned at the steel-headed weapon 
silently.


It came through as Susan was belting the sword from the first bag 
around her waist.  Bodie's rifle barked loudly in the enclosed space, 
and a white-hot flame erupted on the emerging thing's... surface.  I 
couldn't identify arms, or legs, or a head, or anything worth targeting 
specifically.  It was like a tangle of greasy-looking hair, pulled out 
of a huge drain, wrapped around a soft blob of yellow soap.


The shotgun kicked against my shoulder like a jackhammer as I 
unloaded fiery slugs into the thing.  The incendiaries sprouted into 
blinding fires as they impacted.  The thing seemed entirely unconcerned 
about fires hot enough to melt basalt embedded in its material form.  I 
moved to reload with the only other yellow-taped shotgun shells packed 
into the emergency duffels, but then I felt a light shove on my chest 
and fell backwards out of my body, into that same grey twilight world I 
had experienced while paralyzed.


An incredibly handsome older black man told me, "Let your Baba deal 
with this, boy.  You ain't ready for gatecrashers yet."  Then he put on 
my body, just like a man getting dressed for work.


In the non-light of the station in spiritual twilight, I saw the 
auras of the Family blazing with defiance.  The thing from the gate was 
even more horrible to look at without using my eyes.  I focused instead 
on the back of my own head.


I heard myself say, "Whoa tha', who you be?"


The thing shrieked at my body.  It said, "Gatekeeper!  Stand 
aside!"


My body said, "Nohow.  Who dat?"


The thing rippled in waves of long black hair and greasy lumps of 
fat.  It said, "I'll kill you."


My body said, "Who you be, gwan kill poor ol' Baba Legba?"


It hissed out, "She-Who-Lurks-Beneath.  I will break you, Gatekeeper.  
This world is already lost.  The Walkers prepare the way even now!  How 
long do you think you can keep us out?"


My body said, "How long's a piece o' string?"


Then I, or rather he, shook a ring of keys from my hand, bearing 
every type of key I had ever seen, and then some.  He twisted one in the 
air, and a crack of light opened beneath it, expanding into a shimmering 
doorway.


My body said to the light, "Ekatta, my darling, send Katrerus 
through, if you please."


An instant later, a dog of enormous size bounded through the portal, 
and my body again twisted its keys, closing the doorway of light.  The 
giant hound growled deeply at the invading monster, a sound like the 
vibrations in a mountain tunnel as a freight train rumbles through.


My body said, "Ey ya, Mama Hairclog.  You know dat pup got an uncle 
name Kaberus?  Dey all jus' one big happy family.  Whatchu waitin' fo', 
puppy?"


And the enormous dog lunged at the thing, which shrieked again, with 
a sound that apparently pierced right through the earplugs of everyone 
still embodied, as I could sense them all wince in unison.  It vanished 
back through the underworld portal with eerie celerity, with the 
hellhound in hot pursuit.


My body turned back to me, and winked.  The grandfatherly man slipped 
out of it, apparently through the back.


He said, "That was lucky, having one of mine in just the right place 
at just the right time.  Suspicious, even."


Then he grabbed my arm and pulled me up to a standing position.


He said, "It was a rough ride.  You ought to take a rest."


And he shoved me right back into my own skin.  When I turned to 
see with my own eyes, nothing was there.  I could feel the pressure 
of multiple stares on me.


Susan said, "What the cuffs did you do, John?"


I said, "Don't ask me.  I just sat and watched.  It was all him."


She said, "Him who?"


I said, "The old black guy."


Rabin said, "The ghost.  He put John's skin on.  I didn't see 
where he came from."


And that was when my backup arrived.  Marta and everyone she could 
call to arms made a tactical entry on the customs station, carefully 
slicing their pies, covering each other, and overlapping their fields of 
fire.  Now I felt like a real dungheel for barging in blindly and 
standing right in the least defensible spot in the place, just 
completely ignoring my training.  If it weren't for that Deus ex 
Machina, I probably would have been strangled by hair and devoured 
by a blob of fat.  To feed its eggs.  That's what I saw without my 
eyes.  The thing was one giant egg sac, a monster filled with baby 
monsters.






Chapter 24






The old guy was right.  I was exhausted.  We had a little bit
of a debriefing afterward.  Doctor Willy got me and Goonie Rabin to 
describe the old black guy, and Nelson was our interactive police 
sketch.  Eventually, he looked just like the man I saw.


Willy said, "Baba Legba.  The voudoun opener of the gates to the 
spirit realm.  One of the gods of the Crossroads.  Symbolically 
associated with keys, dogs, and snakes.  Probably also called Kalfu, 
Wepwawet, Bhairava, Portunes, Maam, Yog-Sothoth, and even Vinz 
Clortho."


Nelson said, "The guy from Ghostbusters?"


Willy said, "Hey, Ramis and Akroyd put real parapsychology research 
into that script.  They changed things around a bit, both to make it 
funny and to keep any casual dabblers safe, but the keymaster and the 
gatekeeper are real.  Now, based on what you told me, Legba came as a 
great loa and started 'riding' John.  He mentioned 'Ekatta' and 
'Kaberus', who approximate the ancient Greek pronunciations for 'Hecate' 
and 'Cerberus'.  Now as you may or may not know, Hecate is the Greek 
goddess of magic, and Cerberus was the hellhound that Hades used to 
guard the Aegean entrance to the underworld.  Now it's very interesting 
that he addressed her by her Greek name instead of 'Adjessi', a point 
that I may have to research later.  The powerful entities that we 
usually refer to as gods, you see, often take on multiple aspects for 
the different cultures familiar with them.  So they are often very 
sensitive with respect to the names that you use.  It may be that-"


I said, "Willy!  Focus!"


Willy said, "Ah.  Um.  Yes.  John.  You are, according to the Family 
research, a direct descendant of the Dahomey master of the crossroads, 
and teacher of magic, and keeper of the keys to the spirit world, Baba 
Legba.  That's why you can do what you do.  In the old African religion, 
the priests and priestesses--your ancestors--could allow themselves to 
become living conduits for creatures from the spirit world.  They would 
be ridden like the horse under a jockey, by the summoned spirits of dead 
ancestors, nature spirits, or even the entities worshipped as gods.  We 
have identified several distinct lineages that bear people with this 
ability, from widely disparate cultures, religions, and geography, and 
of those that we can trace, they all go back to legendary figures 
reputed to be the offspring of a divine figure intimately associated 
with roads and gates.  But always the male aspect.  Anyone descended 
from the female always turns out to be some form of witch or wizard 
instead.  And whenever those lines cross, the offspring with both 
magical traits, if they even exist, are just untraceable.  It all seems 
to be completely Mendelian, as though-"


I said, "Willy!  Summarize!"


Willy said, "Your many-times-great-grandfather is the club bouncer 
for Earth, and whatever that thing was, it was not on 'the list'."


I said, "Do I look like I ever went to nightclubs?"


Willy said, "That thing was line-jumping on the people camping 
out for tickets to Earth-con?"


I said, "Better.  So it was some kind of alien?"


Willy said, "It would even be alien in comparison to our aliens.  It 
came from outside our universe, and was trying to sneak in through the 
back door to colonize ours.  You being here, as the right person in the 
right place at just the right time, seems so fortunate a coincidence 
that I have some doubts that it was a coincidence at all."


I said, "That's about what Legba said afterward."


Willy said, "Butterfly wings flap, a light breath across your cheek, 
and the world changes."


Nelson said, "This is a haiku, because this line has seven, and this 
line has five."


Then Nelson shivered his skin, and looked like me, except after being 
as thoroughly worked over as the sparring stooge in a mixed martial arts 
tournament champion's training gym.


I said, "Knock it off, Harbinger-spawn.  I'm not in the mood."


Instead of answering, he scowled at me with my own face, grabbed one 
of the mirrors-on-a-stick that were probably used in the tactical entry, 
and he gave it to me.  He wasn't just messing around.  He looked exactly 
like me, and I looked like I had been run over by a truck on the way 
back from getting hit by a train.


I said, "I think we had better wrap it up here, Willy."


Willy said, "I think it would be prudent for you to stay near the 
gate at all times, until we get the chance to scout the underworld side 
to make sure that thing is really gone."


I didn't want him to be right.  I wanted to get some fresh air and 
sleep in a real bed, big enough for two.  I wanted to not be the one 
thing standing between ravenous, slobbering alien invaders and a few 
billion clueless, delicious humans.  I wanted to get hazard pay instead 
of long-term disability insurance minus the simulacrum-monitoring 
medical expenses.  But I couldn't find any way to make him wrong.  I 
sighed deeply.


I said, "Do me a favor and get someone to move my Voodoo crap to the 
Kekutans' warren.  Then do me another favor and get someone bigger 
to carry me there."


I went to sleep right there, at the break room table.






Chapter 25






The thing from beyond space, the pregnant monster who had
been crashing Earth's party from a completely different universe, had been 
tagged so well by my immortal ancestor that everyone in the Family was 
still referring to her as 'Mama Hairclog' instead of the name she 
actually gave for herself.  In comparison, 'She-Who-Lurks-Beneath' 
seemed more like the sort of name a fourteen-year-old girl would 
announce to her parents at supper, while wearing black lipstick and 
oversized high-topped boots.  No offense intended to Shelley Haber, 
who could have come up with ten better names than that, and still 
manage to grow out of being gothy before high school.


As a joke, someone had scrounged a rusty old steel case for a fire 
extinguisher, the kind that read 'In case of fire, break glass', and put 
it up at the customs station with a couple bottles of drain opener 
inside.  It started as a joke, at least.  It wasn't a day later that the 
bottles had grenade detonators attached with epoxy, enough to generate a 
bang and a spray of caustic.  It was really all we could do.  None of 
the bullets we had did more than tickle the thing, I was still a raw 
neophyte when it came to magic tricks, and concentrated lye solution 
actually did work to clean up the disgusting residue it left in front of 
the gate.


I had been stuck underground, practically tied to the gate on a short 
chain, for five weeks.  When I wasn't actually sitting around staring at 
the most boring featureless black opening into another plane of 
existence in the history of yawning nether-portals, I left Lillip on 
guard duty and made the short jaunt to the glorified underground prison 
of the former half-cupacabras in the clan.  My shrine designed to 
lure a lightning spirit was still a dud.


On the positive side, I was getting decent room service from several 
of the best cooks in the Family, and overnight visits from Marta on days 
that start with T and S.  The freak-out cells were also wired for 
television and the local network, so at least I wasn't staring at 
the walls.


I did manage to figure out how to get Lillip into a more portable 
fetish, despite my other teething problems.  I got a set of imitation 
dog tags and had the seller engrave 'Lillip' into them.  And that 
worked.  No more instances of unexpectedly licking a yard of fur because 
I fell asleep without putting the dog to bed.  And all it took was a few 
minutes searching the electronic commerce sites on the network.  It took 
longer to wheedle a credit card number out of Marta.


And since my current spirit gardening project wasn't going anywhere, 
I started a side project.  It was the keys.  I got a pretty clear look 
at Legba's keys, if only for a moment.  Thanks to the family curse, that 
was long enough.  So I roped Turbo into getting me a bunch of key blanks 
from the local hardware store, and a set of rasps and files.  It took 
three weeks and a stack of ruined blanks, but I finally managed the 
simplest-looking key I could remember.  It was the kind that millions of 
people had on their own keychains, and I might never find a lock that it 
opened, but that wasn't really the point.  The lock that it did open had 
to be pretty important, if the most important loa in all of voodoo had a 
key for it.  If it ever came down to that, I wanted the option of 
locking or unlocking it, as appropriate.


Also, I was going out of my mind being around the gate so much.  I 
could see why those dogs couldn't take it.  Up on the surface, things 
work by a rhythm.  Sun comes up, and sun goes down.  I didn't really 
notice it before, but that cycle has a spiritual component to it way out 
of proportion to the physical effects.  When the sun comes up for you, 
it is a gradual lightening of the sky, followed by the inevitable 
appearance of a giant ball of fusion-heated gas over the limb of the 
rotating planet.  To a spirit, the very first ray of sunshine over the 
horizon is like a gigawatt laser death beam, whereas the second is just 
bright, hot light.  To you, nightfall is a gradual darkening of the sky, 
followed by your part of the planet rotating into its own shadow.  When 
night falls on a spirit, the departure of the last light is like a 
building-sized vacuum cleaner peeling you back from the surface of 
reality for just a moment, and afterward is just darkness.  Imagine what 
your beach vacation would be like if, instead of the tides changing 
gradually, the ocean went from high tide to low tide in the span of one 
second, and was then as still as glass for 12 hours, until finally 
crashing back down in one second.  That's what the sun cycle is like for 
the unseen.  They exist with a daily risk of being burnt to ash or 
ripped to shreds.  And that's why Marconi volunteered.  An eternity of 
fealty to me and my heirs in relative safety must have seemed like a 
better deal than freedom in the wilds.


Underground, however, there's just this constant thrumming, like the 
planet is alive, and you're hearing its hummingbird-fast heartbeat, and 
its geologically slow heartbeat, and all the vibrations and harmonics in 
between.  Willy called it the chthonic pulse.  Most of the time, it's 
comforting, like you're a baby in the womb, listening to the blood 
whoosh in your mother's veins.  But near the gate?  No way.


That thing is like taping a loose coin onto the diaphragm of a 
speaker and connecting it to a stereo playing beautiful music.  Every 
time to try to enjoy the music, you can hear this annoying buzz under 
it.  If you turn the music off, it goes away, but as soon as the volume 
comes back up, it comes right back.  Once you notice it, it becomes 
almost impossible to ignore.  And since you sense it with your soul 
instead of your biological organs, blindfolds or earplugs or mittens are 
just useless.  You could tune it out with an act of will, but I just 
wasn't quite zen enough to pull that off for more than ten seconds at a 
time.


In short, I had a burr on my butt, and no way to scratch it, so I 
needed something to keep my hands busy, to keep me from tearing my hair 
out instead.  Therefore, I filed down key blanks by hand.


I was also starting to notice my brace of spiritual familiars 
changing, almost like they were getting bigger, but without actually 
expanding in volume.  Or maybe it was more like seeing kids grow up, 
where the maturity level has no readily discernable connection to body 
mass.


For example, Marconi had somehow learned how to triangulate a radio 
source without actually moving.  I thought that was pretty cool, but it 
is just really difficult to get other people interested in your 
invisible pet's new trick.  They have to take it on faith that, first of 
all, you aren't completely bonkers, and secondly, that it is in any way 
remarkable.  With acclamation or not, that's how I found out that radio 
signals were leaking through the gate, and that sometimes, Marconi could 
catch single words or rare two word fragments from intermittent 
transmissions, always in German.  File that away for later, I suppose, 
because the things that pique your curiosity must necessarily yield 
priority to those things trying to bite your face off and enslave the 
rest of your species.


Lawful immigration and emigration were way down.  Illicit border 
crossings were at an all-time high.  We dumped more bodies at the drop 
point over at Fall Creek Falls Park than our counterparty could handle.  
Eventually, we found a note saying "Contract funding running low.  
Destroy any specimens previously delivered, until October 1st."


Naturally, the local culture being what it is, this was how we 
discovered that troglodytes taste worse than they smell, and that lung 
spiders are definitely something that is worth risking a slow agonizing 
death to taste.  Better yet, the spiders don't seem to mind the taste of 
troglodyte, so we just marched those bodies right back through the gate 
and threw them into the nearest spider lair on our new survey maps.


And yes, we were getting paid handsomely to make those maps, for our 
own exclusive use, both in diverted military surplus and in 
gnome-guaranteed gold.  That contract represented the 
military-industrial-congressional complex at its very finest.  The 
federal bureaucracy had created a mechanism by which we would receive 
far more money than necessary to do something that we wanted to do 
anyway.  And we didn't need to do anything so humiliating as to prove 
that we were doing it, such as by turning over a copy of the results.  
It seemed almost as if later we would have the option to lease our maps 
to the government, whether it actually wanted them or not, for an 
additional guaranteed annual revenue stream.


The situation made me simultaneously relieved and angry.  I was 
relieved because it gave us the ability to do what actually needed to be 
done, but I was angry because it also gave us the ability to not do what 
needed to be done.  We were forced by necessity here, but what about the 
people who just sat back and cashed the checks?


They were lucky we were here to keep all the horrifying monsters from 
crawling out of Hell and peeling the skin off their faces, I guess.  I 
had more important things to worry about than politics.  Dire things 
were afoot in the Tennessee karst.  We were preparing.


Black-Eyed Susan started calling herself Susan La Rompedora, and 
started teaching something that was less of a martial art and more of 
the applied science of brutality.  I signed up, because for one, I 
probably prompted her to do it in the first place, and secondly, she was 
my only neighbor here in the former Kekutan warren.


She actually had a decent turnout for her first class.  I was there, 
of course, and Turbo showed up, and Gearbox Lemalla, and Thirsty Joseph.  
And Marta was there, because I guilted her into it.  Strangely enough, 
Doctor Willy was also there.  You could probably hold a seminar on the 
chemistry of recently painted surfaces and he would show up, eyes 
glittering with rapt curiosity, until the last speck was completely dry.  
The man was mad for anything remotely educational.


Susan announced straight off the bat that we would all spend some 
time on physical training.  That consisted of squats, deadlifts, bench 
presses, calf raises, triceps extensions, and chin-ups, in rotation, 
until none of us could move except her.  Then this septuagenarian went 
around with an electroshock stunner and hit each of us, explaining all 
the while that our nerve junctions were even weaker than our muscles 
right now, and that our brains had too much serotonin and not enough 
dopamine, and we didn't have enough acetylcholine and branched chain 
amino acids in our muscles.  She said we felt exhausted because our 
brains were lazy and selfish, making 5-hydroxytryptamine so that our 
limbs wouldn't use up the resources the brain needs.  And she tetanized 
each of us with the stunner again.  And again.  And again.


She kept going until we stopped twitching.  Then she checked for 
breathing and pulse and moved on.


Susan said, "I am not your sensei.  I am not your sifu.  I am your 
fucking Rompedora.  I learned a lot of bullshit out there from people 
who do martial arts for fun or spirituality or for kicking rapists in 
their little cojones.  Well, y'all ought to know that we don't need any 
of that down here.  We aren't making Hong Kong Action movies or selling 
a rainbow of belts to kids, scared little girls, and otaku fatasses.  We 
are here because things try to kill us, and we don't want to die.


"I spent fifty years learning from nine different masters about how 
to win fights.  But what I really needed to know was how to survive a 
war.  So I had a talk with Doctor Willy here.  The electroshock was his 
idea, by the way.  I took what I learned over five decades, and cut away 
all the useless crap.  There was a lot of useless crap.


"I also learned that ordinary humans, especially little old ladies 
like me, are weak.  You are so, so weak compared to every last one of 
those damned bogeymen.  So you're going to do what I did, and force your 
weak bodies to be strong.  And in order to do that, you have to force 
your brains to obey your frontal cortex without question.  When your 
conscious mind wills it, your body should obey without question.  Pain?  
Fatigue?  That's your animal brain being a whiny little bitch.  Master 
it.  Let it complain, but only as long as it follows orders.


"So that's lesson one.  Be the tyrant god-emperor of your own body, 
and don't take any back-talk from it.  Did you feel how much you 
twitched and jerked when I shocked you?  That is living proof that your 
brains were holding out on you.  You thought that you had nothing left 
after the weights.  But now you really have nothing left.  You're just 
lying there, completely paralyzed, until your bodies can sort your 
neurotransmitters back out, and flip the diphosphates back to 
triphosphates, and recharge their batteries, and refill their fuel 
depots.


"And next time, it will take just a little bit longer before you flop 
down in a pile of failure, helpless before any monster that wanted to 
bite through your throat and then move on, to the weaker humans behind 
you.  Do you still want to quit?  I know you want to quit.  I wanted to 
quit after I shocked myself into flaccid paralysis that first time.


"Yes, I did it to myself first.  Y'all are so lucky that I am here to 
do it for you.  Instead of wondering how to activate the stunner when 
none of your fingers work, you can wonder who is going to fight the 
enemies of our whole damned planet if you can't even handle a little 
tough love.


"So we're not going to mess around with ceremony and ritual.  No 
belts, no bowing, no badges, no antique weapons, no learning words in 
other languages.  Except 'Rompedora.'  But I'm not going to teach you 
what it means by pointing your face at a Spanish dictionary.  I'm just 
going to teach you how to kill nasty shit and not die while doing it.  
Ladies and gentlemen, meet your new Shipworm team.  The first team has 
checked the nearest region beyond the gate, and Mama Hairclog isn't in 
it.  So that means Voodoo John is off 24-7 guard duty, and we need a 
group to hold the beachhead while Ash's team scouts further afield.


"And I don't want any of your stupid little brother shit, either, 
Joe.  This is work, and I'm in charge.  Grow the fuck up."


Thirsty Joseph, despite his near-total muscle exhaustion, 
smirked.






Chapter 26






Camping out in the Underworld was a lot like Cub Scouts.  We
had no idea what we were doing, and an old woman had to watch us like a hawk to 
make sure she could return us to our homes in no more than two pieces 
and preferably no more than slightly burned.


Our brutal physical training continued, with one day of recklessly 
insane workouts, to the point of complete incapacitation, followed by 
two days of painful reconstruction at the cellular level.  Often, the 
workouts consisted of picking a fight with a native, beating on it 
exactly according to Susan's instructions until it stopped moving, and 
dragging it back to base camp to be analyzed, prepared, and eaten.


This was not exactly a time for thoughtful introspection.  One day 
ran into the next.  Our circadian cycles blurred and shifted until the 
time on the clocks was just another number.  I'm not even sure how long 
it was before I no longer felt completely and continuously exhausted in 
mind, body, and soul.  It felt like decades, but I suppose that's just 
another way your animal brain tries to undermine your frontal 
cortex.


By the time I regained awareness of myself as a person rather than an 
amorphous cloud of pain, I noticed that everyone on Susan's team looked 
harder.  Williard was most obvious.  You could see the skin flaps in his 
neck that used to be full of fat and beard.  No one else had been quite 
so large before, but everyone had gained muscle.  It wasn't the 
hypertrophied show-off kind of muscle, either, but the sort of meat that 
moves mountains, one stone at a time.


Lillip definitely approved.  She liked being part of a strong 
pack, and hunting down dangerous prey.  Marconi was bored by it.  He 
spent most of his time just listening to the background radio noise, 
waiting for a signal.  When it did, it was always the word or two in 
German, then it was gone.  Whenever it happened, he would just repeat it 
over and over again until I made him get back into my phone.



I didn't know Gearbox Lemalla all that well before this expedition.  
She was part gnome, whose gnomish side was from a burrow in Kentucky, 
near Fort Gnox.  Her parents went "off the book," which was one way of 
saying that a lot of people were permanently annoyed at them for 
marrying for love instead of genetics.  She looked like a full-blooded 
gnome, complete with miniaturized body and magnified nose and ears.  And 
she was, like many gnomes, a wizard with machinery.  Hence the name.


She spent a lot of time talking shop with Turbo about cars and 
electronics.  I think maybe that just served to remind him about the 
easy townie job he had before getting dragooned into boot camp for 
Underworld ass-kickers.  But it also turned out that he was actually 
very athletic, and maybe only failed to turn professional all-star 
sporto because he chose to play football instead of, for instance, 
basketball, tennis, or soccer.  The man had the moves.  He just didn't 
have the right coach.


Thirsty Joseph was, I had to admit, probably incurably insane.  I'm 
glad I never knew him when he was half-vampire.  But it wasn't a severe 
or incapacitating insanity, it just made it somewhat trying to be around 
him all the time.  He just never stopped talking.  Whatever he was 
thinking just sort of flowed down to his mouth and spilled right out 
over the lips, without any sort of filter.  I felt like Susan kept a 
closer eye on him than the rest of us.


Marta, it seemed, had been making a conscious effort to be 
unreadable.  We were all kept in a near-continuous state of exhaustion, 
which tended to dull the expression and perception of body language, but 
it was completely obvious that everyone else shared a uniform sense of 
irritated resignation.  We knew this had to be done by someone, we just 
weren't all that happy that we were specifically the ones to be doing 
it.  I had seen the same look on military personnel and ex-military 
co-workers while training for the FBI.  With Marta, she looked more 
distractedly nervous, or nervously distracted, and the stress was just 
making her emotional cover slip, rather than bringing out something 
new.


I picked an opportune time to ask her about it, when it seemed to me 
like there was a slim but believable chance that life would one day 
return to something that wasn't necessarily the sort of normal that I 
grew up with, but would at least pass close enough to a familiar form of 
insanity that it would seem normal by comparison.


I said, "Yo, Marta.  Talk?"


She said, "Okay."


I said, "You look like you have something on your mind.  Like 
something other than how Susan and Willy are trying to kill us."


She said, "What do you mean?"


I said, "It just seems like you're not all here.  And I feel like 
there's so little of me here right now that if any part of me was 
somewhere else, I wouldn't be here at all.  That made no sense.  Let me 
try again.  You look at everybody else, they're thinking about how much 
they hurt right now, and maybe how they're going to smooth the lumps out 
of their bedroll later.  In contrast, you look like being tired is the 
least of your worries."


She said, "I've been thinking about that night with the dwarves."


I said, "You mean the collapse?"


She said, "Corunda."


I said, "You still want to handle that yourself?"


She said, "Yes.  No.  I don't know.  What if that's not what needs to 
be handled?"


I said, "John is confuse.  Make sentence more small.  Also make less 
thinky."


She said, "What if that was all just a set-up?"


I stared, hoping for some form of elucidation.


She said, "What if someone planned that?"


I said, "It wasn't me.  That turned out way better than anything I 
could have planned."


She said, "That's just it.  How do we know that wasn't just step 128b 
in some 600-part scheme, and we have no clue what the rest of it is even 
about?"


I said, "We don't."


She said, "How do I know if what I'm feeling is real?"


I felt a creeping unease gather my guts up into a tight ball, and 
remained silent.


She said, "Do I really love you, or did someone knot puppet strings 
into my heart when I wasn't looking?  How do I even know if it is 
love?  I could have a brain tumor or something."


I said, "When I was in middle school, in seventh grade, I 
thought I was in love.  I felt sure that if only she would notice 
me, she would love me, too.  She never did.  At the end of the 
year, she graduated with her teaching degree and got a job in one 
of the city schools.  Later, I thought I was in love again, and it 
felt different."


She said, "Alvin Oser had Miss Grissom placed in your class because 
she looked the most like me of her whole class.  It was part of the 
plan.  She got paid two thousand dollars towards her student loans to 
follow a script with you.  They told her it was for the Psychology 
Department.  There might have been drugs involved.  Usually, they start 
with oxytocin microsuspension sprayed in your face."


My jaw unhooked itself from my face, and started flopping around.


She said, "See what I mean?  What if that voice in my head that 
told me to pick you wasn't my voice?"


I was still boggled, and unable to speak.


I said, "My first crush... was planned?"


She said, "I'm sorry.  I thought I was just making a choice for 
myself.  I didn't know.  I didn't know.  You can hate me if you 
want, but only if that's what you want.  I wouldn't want you hating me 
because someone else wanted it that way.  Do you?"


I said, "Do I what?"


She said, "Do you hate me?"


I said, "No."


She said, "Do you love me?"


I said, "I don't know."


She said, "You can curse-check me if you want.  I don't mind.  I 
don't think I'd have the right, with everything we did to you because of 
me."


I said, "Do you love me?"


She said, "Yes."


That was awkward.  Marta was grinning from ear to ear, with tears 
streaming down her face like an overactive drip-fissure.  I wanted to 
wipe them away, but I didn't have anything clean on me.  It would have 
been like wiping mud on her face, which didn't exactly convey the right 
sentiment.  Maybe it was Lillip's influence, but I tried kissing the 
tears away.  That worked a bit, but her face was dirty, too, and she 
ended up with muddy streaks on her cheeks anyway.  I figured that in 
that case, something dry and dirty would help more than anything else, 
so I used the front of my shirt.  I only found out later that whatever 
it was that I did was perceived as incredibly romantic, even though I 
was just trying to help her not be embarrassed.


Maybe that's all that romance really is.  I still don't know.  All I 
know is that I thought I would feel better if I knew that she knew that 
I wasn't upset because she was crying.


I didn't worry about lumps in my bedroll that night, at least.






Chapter 27






There's a good reason why most people don't live in the
gloomy depths of the Underworld.  It's the same reason most people don't live
on Svalbard.  We simply are not naturally adapted to that environment, and 
the polar bears will occasionally enter your home without an invitation.  
If you're going to be there, you really need to justify your presence 
with a sufficiently focused purpose.  Otherwise, you're a lot better off 
sorting yourself out in a place where stopping to think about your 
future won't get you mauled and eaten in the present.


For the most part, it is simply easier to live--and particularly the 
part about living that involves not dying--anywhere else at all.  As I 
had once been assured by my old boss at the thrift store, Shakey, it was 
a lot easier to be homeless in a city filled with people while 
surrounded by the infrastructure of civilization than to live in a plush 
mansion on a different planet.  Whenever I wasn't sorting out the 
donations still good enough for America's own poor people from the stuff 
destined to be baled and shipped to Uganda as mivumba, to be 
recut and resold, Shakey would be trying to teach me street smarts.  
Essentially, it boiled down to appreciating the value of things everyone 
else took for granted.


The easiest example of this was food.  One day, Shakey took me on a 
field trip to the Shur-Blest Grocery across the street.  We went inside, 
and looked around at an ordinary American grocery store, albeit the kind 
that did business in neighborhoods that the chain stores won't touch.  
He was very explicit about the dates stamped on all the foods, taking 
care to say that it wasn't an expiration date, but a "sell-by" date.  
And then we went out the front doors and walked around to the back.  
There were big garbage containers back there, locked with chains and 
padlocks.


Shakey said, "See this, Mister Nash?  What do you suppose is in 
there?"


And I just shrugged my shoulders and grunted, because that was the 
standard way for a teenaged boy to answer a rhetorical question back 
then.  So he lifted up the lid on one of the containers--which only 
appeared to be well-secured, but actually had quite a bit of slack in 
the chain--reached inside, and pulled out a bruise-spotted apple, which 
he then ate. 


He said, "Civilization, kid.  We all so rich that we throw out 
perfectly good food.  And even when the owner of this place say lock up 
the trash, the employees do it all half-ass so people can still get in.  
Some of them been there.  That's why they all smiling, even though they 
barely making more than minimum in there.  They got jobs, and they get 
first pick at the trash, before it even goes in there.  Did you know 
that poor people in India have fights over who get to dig through rich 
people trash?  Can you imagine that?  I saw it on PBS.  They got poor 
people so poor that they can only pick through poor people trash.  And 
here we are, in America, where some of this trash in here actually gets 
taken to landfill because they ain't even enough poor people to fight 
over it.  I tell you, ain't nobody here really poor.  Not if they got 
neighbors that know what they pain feel like.  As long as you can give 
away the only thing you got to the guy with nothing at all, you'll 
always find you got one more thing left to give.  Like you put the lock 
on a few more links down on this chain.  It looks mean from the 
outside, but that's really a gift from someone with just a little 
less nothing than you."


Then, having eaten the whole apple, core and all, he tossed the stem 
into the weeds beyond the pavement, and we went back to our own jobs.  
He wasn't much of a speech writer, but he got his point across.  Even as 
a poor half-black and half-who-knows-what orphan, I still had a free 
education, a decent part-time job, and my own bedroom, even if I had to 
go out to the orphanage rec room to watch television shows.  In some 
parts of the world, I could have been sold to a street gang, who might 
have taught me how to pick tourist pockets, or who might have put out my 
eyes to enhance my begging revenue.  Even there, I'd still be valued as 
a form of property.


The Underworld wasn't even one of those parts.  It was a completely 
alien world, linked to ours by some inscrutable purpose, if there was 
even any reason behind it at all.  If you go out into this wilderness, 
there are no abandoned buses or hunting lodges to find.  You are on your 
own in a way that no human has been since the slow migration from the 
African savannahs to all the farthest corners of the Earth.  If you go 
anywhere on our planet, you are following in the footsteps of many 
generations.  Even Svalbard, the Atacama Desert, and the Australian 
Outback have all been touched by civilization, even if it is only the 
airplanes flying overhead, leaking the occasional frozen blue block of 
passenger urine down from the sky.


If you get lost down there, you don't start a signal fire, wave your 
arms, and hope for rescue.  You just stay lost until you die.  The 
footprints down there are all from creatures that would sooner kill you 
than say hello.  Or they stop at a pile of bones.


We soon got a good reminder of that hard truth.  La Rompedora's 
Shipworm Team was nominally in charge of the forward logistics depot, 
which was a fancy way of saying that if one of the survey teams got into 
trouble, they could fall back to wherever we were and resupply 
themselves without having to go all the way back to the gate.  That also 
meant that there were a lot of visible signs of human presence in the 
area, and most of them led right to us.


We were lucky it happened in the early morning for us.  That 
meant that everyone was awake, reasonably well-rested, and not yet 
worked to exhaustion.  We were finishing up our breakfast of 
denatured digester moss and leftover lung spider when a sizzling, 
crackling noise grew in volume around us.  It sounded like someone 
was frying bacon with a giant Tesla coil.  No one had to tell us to 
prepare for a fight.  The noise just increased, accompanied by an 
unsettling vibration in the rock, transmitted up through our feet.


Just when the din became about as loud as a jet engine during 
takeoff, the giant scarlet worm broke through the floor of our 
designated latrine area, smashed through the crevice separating it--and 
its odorous drafts--from the largest chamber in the camp, and proceeded 
to devour our reserve food stockpile in one gulp.  Then it went for 
Turbo, who executed a perfect diving roll, came up with a fragment of a 
smashed shelving unit, and stabbed it into the skin of the thing before 
its movement twisted the impromptu spear out of Turbo's hands, to 
skitter across the cave floor.


Turbo yelled, "There's some kind of hard shell underneath the 
skin.  I don't think that hurt it at all."


And then a sudden twisting of the scarlet body knocked Turbo on 
his ass.  He rolled into the fall, and managed to not be there when the 
rubbery coil smashed down on the rock where he had fallen.  Lemalla 
took the opportunity to toss her barbed caltrops down in a likely 
spot, and the monster managed to embed most of them into its 
semi-gelatinous outer skin, to no visible effect.


Lemalla yelled, "No sense of pain in the skin."


I yelled, "Keep the head busy and someone skewer the tail end?"


Thirsty Joe took that as his cue, and with a running start, recovered 
Turbo's impromptu spear and dove headfirst into the latrine chamber. He 
accomplished this feat by sliding across the slick back of the worm, 
just barely making it through the gap.  An instant later, the scarlet 
body whacked itself against the ceiling with a movement that would have 
killed Joe if he had even an iota of caution in him.


Joe yelled, "I'm through.  Get its attention."


The worm's head was already slewing around at dangerous speed, to put 
a U-shaped bend in its own body.  As the mouth whipped close to me, I 
tossed in the flashbang grenade I had grabbed during our warning 
interval, and quick-stepped out of range.


I yelled, "Fire in the hole!"


Everyone I could see did their best to stay out of range of the 
writhing creature, and a few seconds later, I heard the pop of the 
grenade and a puff of smoke belched out of its craw.  It went 
berserk, thrashing wildly and breaking rocks out of the walls as it 
clubbed its head against every hard surface.


Susan yelled, "Joe!  Now!"


A moment later, the worm attempted to back up into the latrine space, 
stopping after a short distance.  Then it tried to lunge forward, again 
stopping short.


Joe yelled, "It's tearing holes in itself now.  I'm pinned, but it 
probably can't get at me where I am."


Doc Willy chose that moment to leap into the fray, grabbing something 
out of the wreckage of our food supplies.  He was not quite as quick as 
Turbo, and got a good whack from a lucky thrash that sent him flying 
across the cavern.  Turbo made a diving save that somehow turned a 
probable bad landing into a more controlled tandem roll across rough 
ground.  The item Willy had grabbed plopped down in front of Marta.  She 
carefully put down her Molotov booze bomb and picked it up.


Marta yelled, "Salt?"


Willy yelled, "Throw it on the skin."


Marta whipped off the top of the salt canister with her handheld 
kitchen blowtorch, drawing the flame out into a razor-thin line and 
quenching the burnt cardboard as it separated.  She flung the contents 
out in a broad arc, most of which landed on the creature, due in no 
small part to its own thrashing.


That was some genius-level insight from our own bookworm.  Where the 
salt struck the creature, its outer skin started melting and sloughing 
off, revealing dark, knobby armor plates, arranged in segments 
perpendicular to the long axis of the body.  The salted skin became a 
blobby goo, and slowly liquefied into pink puddles.


Susan yelled, "Keep out of its reach and wait it out."


Total elapsed time for the fight to that point had been about 
forty-five seconds.


So we backed out of the room and waited.  I know that I was extremely 
grateful that it apparently had no vocal apparatus, but the erratic 
rock-crushing pounding was quite loud enough even without the deafening 
alien screeching that probably would have to be added via foley in the 
film version.  The thing stopped thrashing after about four hours, and 
when six had elapsed, we went in with axes to finish it off.  Willy had 
some bruised ribs from his salt run, but he insisted on observing the 
dismantling process anyway.


Once we cut enough pieces away from the latrine hole, the postmortem 
analysis very obviously credited the kill to Joe, who had shoved that 
piece of angle-iron steel from our demolished shelving units all the way 
through the worm's body with the thick heel of his boot on the makeshift 
spear and his back against the cavern wall.  After that, the worm's own 
thrashing against the holes it made in the latrine turned the foreign 
body into a sharp-edged lever, with the rock walls as fulcrum, which 
opened huge gashes in its sides.  Then it was only a matter of time 
until it bled out into its own entry tunnel.


The salt ploy, in retrospect, probably would have kept the worm from 
negotiating narrower tunnels, including those it made itself, and might 
have resulted in death by dehydration, eventually.  It certainly helped 
with dismantling the corpse.  Without the rubbery, gelatinous outer 
sheath on the body, our axes could actually cut into the worm's armor 
plating.  Since we couldn't always count on a favorable battlefield 
against those things, this was likely the most useful intelligence for 
future fights.  Doc Willy collected plenty of samples of the outer skin 
for later analysis under more controlled conditions.  The likely 
result would be an anti-worm weapon, available in limited quantities a 
few months later.


Thirsty Joe had, of course, tasted both the worm's blood and the 
salted, liquefied outer skin, pronouncing the former to be unfit for 
human consumption due to the ammonia and organosilicon compounds, and 
the latter as probably safe, but very unpalatable.  I deliberately 
avoided asking about why he knew what those contaminants tasted like, 
because he almost certainly would have explained, in great detail.


Susan was as smug as anyone had ever seen her.  After Willy explained 
how it was a scarlet worm that caused Shipworm to be suspended under the 
dwarven contractors, it was obvious why.  Not only had her crew killed 
one, but we even did it without serious casualties or specialized 
weapons.


The rest of us were just annoyed and hip-deep in worm meat.  The 
thing had to have been forty meters long from head to tail, 1.5 meters 
between dorsal and ventral plates, and one meter between lateral plates.  
There must have been 50 tons there.  As it had eaten most of our food 
reserves, we had to analyze every part for potential edibility.


That was an endurance trial in itself.  About 40% of the corpse by 
mass was probably edible without any special chemical preparation, but 
it took about eight hours of slow cooking before it was even possible to 
cut with an ordinary steak knife.  There was more connective tissue in 
the thing than you might find in a pile of beef tendons.  The rest had 
to be boiled in vinegar to get the ammonia out, and there were still 
some specialized organs in there that seemed dedicated to dissolving and 
digesting certain types of rock.  Those simply had to be discarded, and 
we really had no good place to do it.  So we dumped them in the nearest 
lung spider nest.  Then all the spiders that ate any of the suspect 
offal died, and the spiders that ate the dead spiders died, and the 
spiders that ate those dead spiders also died, by which time the only 
ones left were the immature softshells, so we had to just burn all the 
poisoned meat.  Score one for the tactical manual on clearing out the 
spider nests, but now that we were actually eating them, that seemed 
about as smart as herding all your cows off a cliff and into the 
ocean.


But we were all still alive.  That made our problems a whole lot 
easier to endure.






Chapter 28






Scarlet worm jerky does actually grow on you, after a while.
Most of the growth occurs in the jaw muscles.  The forward logistics crew 
certainly became popular when the survey teams began cycling through to 
enjoy home-style meals of "what the hell is this" and "I think I'll just 
have the mushrooms".


Even though we did get resupplied a few weeks later with real food, 
it was a big worm, and despite our best efforts, the meat simply refused 
to rot or otherwise become inedible.  Willy thought it likely that the 
only things that ate scarlet worms were other scarlet worms, which 
seemed at first glance to be ecologically untenable.  If not even 
bacteria could eat dead worms, then eventually everything would end 
up as wormflesh.  Willy just shrugged and said something I didn't 
understand about radioactivity, lead, and the age of the Earth.


It was at about that time that Susan at last became tired of beating 
the weakness out of our very DNA, and she started teaching us actual 
fighting moves.  That was like drinking from the firehose.  Relying 
entirely upon the Family's curse to make us remember everything, she 
demonstrated every single move she had ever learned on each of us, 
exactly once per person, before moving on to the next, naming and giving 
a short commentary on each one.  For a surprising number, that comment 
was simply, "Never do this."


It was like running on one of those moving walkways they put into big 
airports, and waiting at your departure gate was the direct flight to 
Ass-Kicker City.  It didn't actually take that long to run through 
La Rompedora's entire catalog of moves, but then came the hard part.


Susan said, "Why did I show you all those moves and tell you not to 
use them?"


If there were crickets down there, they would have been chirping.


Susan said, "Your minds are making your bodies weak again.  Voodoo, 
tell me why!"


I said, "They don't work?"


Susan said, "No.  All those moves work.  Turbo."


Turbo said, "Some other move works better?"


Susan said, "No.  Those are all the best possible choice for some 
situation.  Gearbox."


Lemalla said, "You shouldn't ever be in the right situation to use 
them?"


Susan said, "Yes.  Why is that, Whiskey?"


Marta said, "They assume something not necessarily true?"


Susan said, "Yes.  What's the assumption, Thirsty?"


Joe said, "Your opponent is human?"


Susan said, "Partially right.  Doc, what's the assumption?"


Willy said, "You're in a fight, not a war."


Susan said, "Exactly right.  Those moves are all fighting moves.  
They will help you win a fight.  Are we training for a fight?"


I said, "No."


Susan said, "No, we are not.  We are training to win a war.  Our 
enemies do not want to rob or rape us.  They want to eat us and shit out 
our bones.  Never forget that.  Your best move might just be to let the 
enemy smell the scarlet worm on your breath and let them run away.  You 
don't beat the enemy with your body; you beat them with your mind.  Your 
body should act as an extension of your mind.  That is why I have been 
running your asses into the ground.  You ought to know now what you can 
do with your body, and what you cannot.  Lemalla.  You want to kick your 
enemy in the face.  How do you do it?"


Lemalla said, "Ask Turbo to do it?"


Susan said, "Yes!  Yes.  That's winning the war with your mind.  Your 
ass is too short to kick anyone in the face.  If a face needs to be 
kicked, someone else needs to do it.  That's why Turbo and Voodoo John 
are even here.  We recruited them for just the right kind of kick in 
just the right sort of face.  The worst assumption you can make in a 
battle is that you are fighting alone.  Who killed the worm?"


Turbo said, "Thirsty Joe."


Susan said, "Wrong.  John killed it."


I said, "But I only used a flashbang."


Susan said, "Think, dumbass.  Think."


Willy said, "He's the one that said skewer the tail end."


Susan said, "And?"


Willy said, "And keep the head busy."


Susan said, "Could any one person do both?"


I said, "Nelson Har-"


Susan said, "Shut the fuck up.  When I say person I don't mean blobby 
whiny shapeshifting asshole.  No one person can execute a coordinated 
team tactic like that.  If this is a war, what's the situation if 
everyone else on your side is dead?"


Marta said, "You already lost."


Susan said, "And that's why you won't be using those individual 
fighting moves.  Roman legions won battles because they fought as a 
team.  But they still failed because they could not employ both 
uniformity and specialization at the same time.  If you have someone 
able to make fire dance at her command, you don't just give her a shield 
and gladius and teach the same drill as everyone else.  And if you're a 
master analyst, you don't fucking get the canister of salt 
yourself, Williard!"


Willy's face turned bright red.  I felt somewhat stupid at that 
moment, myself.  I didn't even try to use my unique abilities in the 
fight.  At least Marta had been carrying a blowtorch and an alcohol 
incendiary.  She was actually playing to her own strengths.


I said, "Removing our weakness works the same for everybody, but 
building our strength is going to be different for each of us."


Susan said, "Willy, this kid is angling for your job.  John, why the 
fuck didn't you use any goddamn magic on that worm?"


I said, "I didn't need to."


Susan said, "Dammit.  Quit giving me the right answers.  It's 
throwing me off.  Somebody tell me how I used my strength in that 
fight."


Joe said, "You're a ruthless bitch that let your own brother get 
trapped in a latrine with a monster for six hours while it bled 
out all over him."


Susan said, "And you're a smarmy-ass little shit that always ruins my 
fun.  Since all you little turds have all the answers already, class is 
over, and I'm gonna go sit in my rocking chair and crochet something 
out of worm guts while you make me lunch."


And then she stormed off in a fury.  Joe seemed very amused with 
himself.






Chapter 29






And just like that, we were all certified as no-belts in El 
Rompedorazo.  Susan explained, rather succinctly, that we were now 
on our own, and could teach other people if we felt like it.


She said, "You're all stronger and faster than I am now.  I showed 
you all the moves I know, told you my opinion of them, and none of you 
can possibly forget them.  If you're still stupid, there's nothing I can 
really do about that, anyway."


And then her green eyes narrowed.


She said, "Other than beat it out of you."


And no one doubted that she still could.


But after the second scarlet worm completely destroyed our camp, she 
slipped in a puddle of pink wormslick during the cleanup, and broke her 
hip, so she had to go back through the gate.  Once again, our ordinary 
food supplies were gone or ruined, and we had to make do with the 
not-quite-reviled wormflesh.  This time, we sent along the inedible 
organs with Susan, Joe, and Willy, and Survey Team One, otherwise known 
as Ash, Mike, and Mattick, joined us until more permanent reinforcements 
arrived.


Mattick was a dwarven mercenary, and a survivor of the original 
Shipworm effort.  Mike and Ash kept him alive, and he made the maps 
using a laptop and a laser-ultrasound measuring peripheral.  Marconi 
hated that thing.  It was bright and noisy, and when it was on, talking 
to anyone was like trying to have a telephone conversation while a fax 
machine was trying to send pages over the line.  I just told him to 
shut up and try to learn something from it.


But Mattick was not in the Family.  For all his expertise, it made a 
lot of things very inconvenient.  To him, we were all just employees on 
a federal contract.  And that was true, technically.  But we couldn't 
say or do anything to imply that we were mapping out Hell because Earth 
might possibly get worse.  That was a Family secret, apparently.


He was, however, suitably impressed by our worm-killing prowess.  And 
being a dwarf, he was not surprised at the magic or the odd lineages.  
So it wasn't completely uncomfortable having him around.  His beard was 
short, ragged, and patchy, and if that wasn't evidence enough, Lillip 
confirmed that he hadn't been using barbesca recently.


I soon learned that his beard made him somewhat of an embarrassment 
back home, which was in the Mid, near Frostberg.  So he had to move out 
to the Valley Karst.  I was a bit surprised to find that the 
Appalachians were the hot, hip, and happening place to be for a dwarf, 
and that the further away from a mountain peak you got, the lower the 
class of dwarf you were likely to meet, especially if it was near a 
major human settlement on the surface.  As it stood, the Family property 
counted as backwater boondocks both above and below ground.  Up in the 
mountains, someone like him, by which I supposed he meant someone with a 
crappy beard, would be regularly hassled by authorities, and generally 
made to feel unwelcome.  I definitely sympathized, telling him that 
it was like that on the surface for people who aren't white.


Despite the pathetic beard, Mattick was still a dwarf, and probably 
did more to re-establish our forward supply depot than the rest of us 
put together.  For one thing, he pointed out that it was in a bad place 
to begin with.  The rock was too hard.  Every time we walked around or 
moved supplies, it was transmitting our movements as sound to nearby 
caverns that were not necessarily connected to ours with a traversible 
passageway.  And our latrine was not sealed, so it was only a matter of 
time before scour ants got to it.


With his help, we re-settled in a place less blatantly obvious to all 
the critters and beasties around us.  We took over the old lung spider 
nest that we had inadvertently destroyed with offal from the first 
scarlet worm.  We just killed the few soldiers that had grown to 
adulthood since, and moved the less-dangerous softshells and juveniles 
to our old camp.  They could just re-establish there, and catch and eat 
anything that came looking to eat us.  Mattick was very impressed by 
that, as well, though we couldn't tell him exactly how we had wiped out 
the nest.


Mattick explained to us how the lung spiders, though they did not 
make webs to trap food, used silk to camouflage their presence and 
insulate the sound of their movements, deadening them before they could 
propagate through the rock.  As for the rock itself, it was mostly 
"rotten sedimentaries", which was apparently the mineral equivalent of 
acoustic tiles.  Once we were inside the lair, it was noticeable how 
quiet it felt.  All the little holes where the eggs hatched and the 
softshells hid from the adults would catch echoing sounds and reflect 
them around the surrounding soft rock to be absorbed.  All it needed was 
some deep pile shag carpeting.


The spiders also had their own drip fissure, so we had a clean water 
source as well.  The only thing left to do was establish an unclean 
water drain, and we would be golden, at least until the next slavering 
beast rampaged through our camp.


Mattick dug out a dwarf-style latrine directly from virgin rock, and 
taught us how to use it.  There were a few rules.  First, urine and 
feces could never mix.  If you put the spreader below the 25% line, you 
were responsible for filling it back up with the "dust", which was 
mostly crushed coal or carbonates.  If you filled either bucket up past 
the 75% line, you were responsible for taking it out to the vermack or 
lantery, respectively.  Apparently, this was also the dwarven equivalent 
of having an outhouse, as mountain-dwellers usually had modern plumbing 
systems available.  But it was still leaps and bounds better than what 
we had been doing, which was the dwarven equivalent of squatting in the 
woods, and I was somewhat grateful that Mattick was an unsophisticated 
redneck by his own culture's standards.


I found out only a little bit later that a vermack is a composting 
box full of little red worms, and that a lantery is a stone vat that 
simultaneously ferments and concentrates old urine.  You just don't know 
how awesome the flush toilet is until it's your turn to fill the 
vermack.


It didn't take long for Lemalla to create a hands-off, 
treadmill-powered system that everyone seemed to be happier with.  After 
that, all we really had to do was wait to be resupplied.






Chapter 30






I was somewhat curious about the survey maps we had so far,
so I asked Mattick about them.  He started up his laptop, spinning a 
small flywheel generator with a treadle to spare the battery, and 
brought up the volume mapper software that the dwarves typically use for 
home improvement projects.


Mattick said, "This is HomeSweetHole free version.  Originally, 
people would use it to plan additions to their burrows, especially if 
there weren't any formal engineering plans to begin with.  You take your 
bat, that's this thing here, and hook it up."


He indicated the laser and sonar device hooked up to one of the 
miniature serial ports on the computer.


Mattick said, "Then you click the scan button, and it calculates the 
geometry of the room you're in.  You usually have to scan a few times 
holding the bat in different positions for it to recognize soft tissue 
and movable objects, and it will subtract those into furniture and 
animal files.  Last time, we used different software, but that was 
because we had professional engineers on the crew.  I was pretty much a 
pack carrier back then.  But this program is decent.  It will 
automatically stitch your scans together by matching surface geometries, 
like those things that can make a panoramic photo when you swing your 
phone camera around in an arc.  But look at this.


Mattick opened up one of the saved map files.  The image of the cave 
volume wrapped around in a rough circle and intersected itself.


I said, "Does the program have a bug in it?"


Mattick said, "No.  That's just it.  The pro engineer software has 
safeguards against illegal geometry.  It automatically adjusts the model 
so that this here couldn't happen.  This crappy free program just 
blindly stitches the surfaces together exactly as the bat reads them in.  
All those old maps are wrong.  I walked it out myself in this chamber on 
the map.  You walk around a full circle and you do not end up in the 
same spot."


I said, "Well why would it be like Earth?  It's not.  Maybe 
instead of just having gateways between the Underworld and Earth 
caves, there are gateways between the Underworld and other parts of 
itself.  If there was one in that big gallery, the bat might not 
know the difference.  Was there any discontinuity in the rock?"


Mattick said, "Hang on, let me look at the density map."


He clicked a button, and the volume map changed, having a false-color 
overlay.  There was a nearly-straight line cleaving the chamber at about 
two-thirds of the way around its arc, where the acoustic properties of 
the walls changed from strong blue echoes to weak red ones.


I said, "Can I experiment with this program?"


Mattick said, "Hey, man, it's your show.  I'm just a technician."


Then he handed me the computer.  I put my finger on the touchpad, and 
moved the mouse pointer around, but when I tried to click buttons or 
type on the keyboard, I just couldn't.  My ring buzzed.


I said, "On second thought, maybe I'll look at this later."


I handed the computer back.  If I couldn't use the computer, that 
meant only one thing: someone was spying on it.  I mentally prodded 
Marconi to wake up.  I usually just gave him his instructions verbally, 
but I couldn't exactly do that in front of Mattick, so I tried issuing 
orders telepathically.  That didn't work; he just looked at me 
expectantly.  Then I tried thinking about it like I was sending Marconi 
a text message from a little phone in my brain.  To my surprise, I 
got a response.  I thought out "Yo, Marconi." and got back "Sup?"


That was neat.  I never liked texting before, because of the tiny, 
inadequate letter keys, but texting with your brain was a lot 
easier.


I transmitted to Marconi, "I need you to observe that computer and 
try to find any unusual emissions or interference."


Marconi transmitted to me, "K, boss.  On it."


I transmitted to Marconi, "Can you send Marta a text from me?"


Marconi transmitted to me, "Ya.  Easy."


I transmitted to Marta, "Need to talk ASAP."


I actually heard the text alert message go off.  Marta looked at her 
phone, puzzled, and got up and walked over to me and Mattick.


Marta said, "Hey, let's go walk the perimeter."


I said, "Sorry, Mattick.  Duty calls."


After we had reached a sufficient distance, the curse finally let us 
speak freely.  It was hard to tell when that would happen, because of 
the way sounds echo around, but all we had to do was try to talk until 
the words came out.


I said, "Something is spying on Mattick's computer.  I tried using it 
and couldn't do anything with his mapping program.  I have Marconi 
checking it out."


Marta said, "That's serious.  Do you think Lemalla could find 
anything?  She's not a hacker or anything, but gnomes are gnomes, and 
she's definitely one of them."


I said, "It'll have to be when Mattick is away or asleep.  I don't 
know if he's a willing conspirator or not."


She said, "How did you send me that message?  You didn't have your 
phone out, mine was off, and there are no mobile cells down here 
anyway."


I said, "I did it with my brain.  And also Marconi might have 
helped."


She said, "Have you been doing that with anyone else?"


Her grip tightened on my hand, and I felt the heat rise in her 
fingers.  She was actually getting pre-emptively jealous.


I said, "No.  I just figured out how to do it.  That was my first 
one."


She said, "Well, be careful what you do with it.  Remember the curse.  
You probably can't get around it that way, and there might be 
consequences."


That was one of the few times I have been able to detect any level of 
subtext in a female conversation.  She must have really been pushing it 
at me hard.  On the top, she was warning about how we can't write 
certain things, but underneath that, she was reminding me that she 
didn't have to make me unlock my phone to find out what I was up to.


I said, "Don't worry.  I don't really like text messaging anyway.  
What would really be cool is if I could use Marconi to make a phone call 
with my brain.  I tried doing straight up telepathy with him, but I 
don't think he understood it.  I'll have to experiment with that later, 
because I have him on electromagnetic sentinel duty now."


She said, "If the Family can't use the mapping software, that won't 
be good for other teams.  We can't contract all the tech work out to 
dwarven outsiders."


I said, "Better to find out about it now.  Hey, is that digester 
moss?"


I pointed at a gray patch in a passage opening above us.  When we 
climbed up, we carefully peeled back some from the wall with pocket 
pliers, to take back with us.  It went into a plastic zipper bag, so 
that it could be safely carried until it got cooked.  Marta made a 
chalk marking so that the patch could be more easily found later.


The stuff smelled vile, but had a pleasant vegetable taste when it 
was cooked, and had some essential nutrients in it, particularly 
ascorbates.  Whenever something died down here, digester moss was one of 
the many species that fed on the body, and it was usually the last to 
remain after everything else spread spores and died off.


After we got back to camp, and boiled it, we saw what it had been 
eating.  An engineering college graduation ring and several dwarf-sized 
finger bones had fallen to the bottom of the pot.  After that, no 
one but Mike wanted to eat any.


Mattick tentatively identified the ring as belonging to Calaper 
MacGabbron, as it was from Cairngorm College, and Calaper was the only 
dual-citizen Scottish-American dwarf on the original Shipworm project.  
As he remembered it, Calaper was one of the people that just vanished 
during a survey run and never turned up again.  The man was also, 
apparently, an insufferable, mountain-bred beard-snob, with a fancy 
education, and he treated the local pack-carriers worse than goats.


Nevertheless, Mattick put the ring and the bones into a leather bag, 
and tucked them neatly away in his gear.  He politely requested that we 
pull up the entire patch of moss and extract the remainder of the 
remains, so that they could be returned to his family on the next trip 
back through the gate.  Mike was happy to oblige, and within a few days, 
we had a macabre assemblage of bones bagged up in our little storage 
area.


Later, I revisited the prospect of eavesdroppers.  I thought, 
perhaps, that maybe the rudimentary network support we had set 
up--consisting of a single optical fiber pair strung out between us and 
the gate, wireless routers on each end, and yacht batteries--might have 
been compromised.  Marconi assured me that anyone trying would have to 
be practically on top of us, and in any case, we could all use our 
phones to exchange coded messages with the customs station.  I couldn't 
use Mattick's laptop at all.


I had Marconi watching it like a hawk with little hawk binoculars.  
It took a few hours, but eventually he heard it.  The laptop suddenly 
switched to a radio channel not legal to use in the States and sent out 
some "are you there?" messages to a network called "zcnc-14".  I wasn't 
sure whether Mattick was aware of it or not, so I employed my special 
FBI-trained detective powers on him during yet another gut-punishing 
meal of chopped-up worm and locally-harvested fungus.


I said, "So Mattick, did you know your laptop is trying to connect to 
another wireless network on an illegal channel?"


Mattick said, "What?"


I said, "A little while ago, your laptop switched to a radio channel 
it's not normally allowed to use and tried to connect to another 
network."


Mattick said, "Seriously?  You're not messing with me?  You been 
messing with the wireless router?"


Lemalla said, "John has a wireless packet sniffer in his phone.  
We've been using it for security and troubleshooting."


This was, strictly speaking, not a lie, as Marconi certainly 
qualified.


Mattick said, "Are you sure?  What was the network ID?"


I said, "Z-C-N-C fourteen.  Ours is just 'camp alpha'."


Mattick said, "That's definitely not one I recognize."


Lemalla said, "Where did you get that laptop?"


Mattick said, "It's straight from Army materiel.  They supposedly 
drill through the hard drives topside and then 'incinerate' the rest.  
We just take them and install brand new hard drives and batteries.  
They're usually three to five years old, but still perfectly usable.  
It's way easier than trying to get new ones by purchase order.  Nobody 
cares much if you pick through the garbage, but if you even want to buy 
fancy pens, you have to get like forty-nine signatures on it and wait 
seven months."


Lemalla said, "It could have been rooted before.  Something flashed 
the bootloader, maybe.  That's Lowdown BSD?"


Mattick said, "Hello?  I'm a dwarf.  Nice to meet you."


Lemalla said, "Neckbeard distro, then?"


Mattick said, "You know it."


Lemalla said, "That's never been audited for security."


Mattick said, "Yeah, well, it has these things called 'executables' 
that run on it.  And you don't even have to compile them yourself out of 
the ports tree.  Maybe you've heard of them?"


I was starting to lose the thread of the conversation.  Clearly, 
something very nerdy was going on, but I wasn't sure exactly what.


I said, "Let's not get into that.  Can you guys figure out what 
is trying to phone home and get rid of it?  Preferably before that 
thing gets back to Earth-based radio signals?"


Lemalla said, "Well, we could live boot to Lowdown and run Parannoy.  
It wouldn't have a clean bootloader, but we could at least debug the 
radio baseband controller and patch it out to make a virtual radio 
channel that keeps everything local.  Then we could fake a connection in 
software, and everything it was trying to send would go straight to a 
log file."


Mattick said, "How gnome of you.  Why don't we just switch the 
channel and ID of the router we have, and use that packet sniffer to see 
what happens?  Maybe we can just block the addresses that it tries in 
the hosts file."


Lemalla sighed disdainfully.


I said, "Would that get rid of it?"


Lemalla said, "No.  That would just tell us what it would have done 
if we didn't know about it.  My way would make it deaf, dumb, and 
blind."


Mattick said, "But it could take two weeks."


I said, "Maybe you two should discuss it privately and tell us 
what you come up with later."


They stalked off to a more private area of the former spider nest to 
argue vehemently about the problem.


Mike said, "What just happened?"


Marta said, "John couldn't use that computer earlier.  Someone's 
spying on it, somehow."


Ash said, "How can you be certain it is not the same limitation 
we have with paper and ink?"


I said, "Marconi heard a signal.  I'm pretty sure that whatever the 
problem is with papers, it doesn't need to connect via radio.  If we can 
fix it, whatever it is, I can check something with the maps that got me 
curious, without having to involve Mattick--something that might help 
with the gate."


Mike said, "Do you think they can do it?"


I said, "More easily than me.  I probably would have just opened it 
up with a screwdriver and disconnected the antenna.  They're both better 
with computers than I am."


Mike waggled his bear claws at me, and said, "Full-sized keyboards 
and mice are bad enough.  I don't do laptops unless I have to."


Ash said, "I only started with them when they stopped making all the 
cases out of steel.  I like the funny cat pictures.  But that one's a 
ruggedized military model.  It makes my fingers itch.  Plastic, 
titanium, and aluminum are no problem, but that one must have steel 
plates in it.  I couldn't help even if I knew what I was doing."


Turbo said, "I can download free tunes, play games, use Wirehead, and 
print invoices.  Also, I can watch the other streaming videos without 
getting all virused up.  I'm more of a hardware guy."


Marta said, "You mean Sinefylze?"


Turbo said, "Nah.  The other other videos."


Marta said, "Does Dee know about that?"


Turbo said, "Your sister definitely knows about that.  Anyone 
who hasn't watched them, raise your hand now.  Nobody?  Yeah, that's 
what I thought.  Bow chicka wow wow for the win, baby!  Hey, uh, 
not that I need any help with that."


Marta started to turn red.  Ash must have noticed, because she 
changed the subject abruptly.


Ash said, "Well, this swill isn't going to chew itself, and it looks 
like we already have our two best assets on the job."


And so we sat the remainder of the meal listening to each other 
masticate.






Chapter 31






As I was a distant third in the computing competency
rankings, after I finished eating my "food", I went in search of numbers one
and two to sort of pretend to be useful and possibly keep them on task.  But
they had left the nominal boundaries of our camp, leaving all the computer 
equipment behind.


Suspecting trouble, I used Lillip to hunt them down in short order, 
unexpectedly catching them in flagrante delicto.  I wasn't quite 
stealthy enough to disengage gracefully, and I'm afraid I quite spoiled 
it for them when they heard me moving around and grabbed for their 
weapons.  I cleared my throat loudly.


I said, "Sorry.  Maybe leave a note next time.  I thought you got 
snatched by something and dragged off to be eaten.  Or maybe just stay 
in camp and hang up a sheet?"


Mattick said, "Hey.  Um.  You're not mad?"


I said, "For what?"


Mattick said, "Because we're... uh... shirking."


I said, "Do I look like your foreman?"


Mattick said, "Aside from not having a beard, and being tall and 
black, and not knowing anything about geo-engineering, yes, you do look 
like my foreman."


I said, "Well it's not like I can dock your pay.  You are getting 
paid, right?"


Mattick said, "I wouldn't be down here for fun.  Wait.  How much are 
you getting paid for this?"


Well, the dwarves do like their treasure.  I think he forgot that he 
was stark naked and brandishing a pickaxe when I broached the topic of 
money.  But I couldn't answer.  My ring buzzed, and my mouth 
wouldn't work properly.


I said, "I.  We.  Um.  Obviously I'm not having fun down here, 
either."


Mattick said, "What about you, Lem?  You're probably getting paid 
about as much as I am, right?  Actually, I'm not sure why you wouldn't 
be doing my job on another survey team, instead of hanging around in a 
base camp waiting for the worms to eat your food."


Lemalla said, "We get more of a stipend than a wage.  It's almost 
like we're building our equity in the business."


Mattick said, "Employee owned, eh?  It'd be nice to get in on 
something like that someday, but you really need to have mountain 
connections to get in on a decent dwarven enterprise.  And most mountain 
dwarves look at a karst-digger like me and just hear banjos twanging.  
But I didn't know you folks were a co-op.  Kinda makes me sad to be a 
subcontractor, if you know what I mean.  Look, I know this is just 
a temporary thing, but maybe once the contract is finished, there 
might be a full time position open?  Was it hard for you guys to 
get hired?"


I said, "Nah.  The company recruited me for special skills, actually.  
I almost didn't even realize I got the job at first."


Mattick said, "Yeah, I can see why they would want you.  I guess they 
hired your wife at the same time, then, to sweeten the deal?"


I said, "No, we met at about the same time I first started working 
here."


Mattick said, "But you're both down here.  That seems at bit... odd.  
Like having a married couple share a berth on a nuclear submarine, 
almost.  I didn't even think about it before, but that is just 
completely crazy.  I was feeling a little guilty for sneaking out with 
Lem, but the only time I have ever seen married folks on the same work 
detail without poisoning the rest of the crew is when everyone on it is 
in the family business."


Mattick sort of trailed off, thinking, and this was heading into 
dangerous territory.  I recalled Ash and her wizard friend, and I didn't 
want this poor kid to get murdered and dumped in a patch of digester 
moss, especially if I'd be the one forced to do it.


Lemalla said, "Hey, Matt.  You want to get married?"


That shoved him right off balance.


Mattick said, "Well, I never really considered it, really.  People 
like me just don't.  Not without, you know...  I'd have to use a crate 
of uncut barbesca to even get a date."


Lemalla said, "To me.  Married to me."


Mattick said, "But you're a gnome.  I would be--I mean we--we would 
be pariahs.  Or more of an outcast than I already feel like, 
anyway."


Lemalla said, "What's the matter?  You afraid you'll lose your 
caverns club membership, patchy?  And I'm only half gnome."


Mattick said, "Half?  Well what's the other half?"


Lemalla said, "Other stuff.  Including dwarf.  An eighth.  Like 
that mattered to you five minutes ago."


I said, "At least you don't have a... never mind."


That's when I noticed Lemalla had her clockwork dart gun at the ready 
and vaguely threatening Mattick in a relaxed and nonchalant way.  He 
hadn't quite caught on that he had inadvertently embarked upon a path 
that ended up on our Family's dark side.


Mattick said, "Well, sure.  But why would anyone want to marry 
me?"


Lemalla said, "Why wood?  Because it's so poplar.  And I do.  It 
counts.  John, you're the witness.  Matt, put this on."


Lemalla picked up her clothes, holstered her gun, and raided her 
pockets for a matched pair of ring-shaped gears.  She slipped one on her 
own finger and nailed the other to Mattick's hand with a swift elbow 
grab, come-along, and finger-lock.


Mattick said, "What just happened?"


I said, "Some kind of dirty trick.  Was that really necessary, 
Lemalla?  He was barely even prying."


Lemalla said, "No, but he's cute, and funny, and I'm not about to let 
those spiders wrap me up in their schemes, like they tried with my Mom.  
Besides that, now we can talk freely in camp."


I said, "Well, nice wedding dress, lady."


Lemalla said, "It's very comfortable.  Wait.  Can you see me?"


I said, "Yes."


Lemalla said, "But all our lights are out.  How can you see me?"


I said, "Marconi.  It's like radar."


Lemalla belatedly covered herself with her tinker's jumpsuit.  I 
could only assume that she was blushing, because Marconi-vision didn't 
exactly pick up colors.


Mattick said, "What's a Marconi?"


I said, "Marconi is my spirit familiar that used to live in a 
hospital television set.  That's the 'packet sniffer' we were talking 
about earlier.  He actually is in my mobile phone, so that wasn't 
actually a lie.  You can't do that any more with us, actually.  Check it 
out.  Hey, Lemalla, do you love Mattick?"


Lemalla said, "No.  But he's got potential, and it would have 
been a shame to kill him."


Mattick whirled in surprise, nearly forgetting that he was armed.


Mattick said, "What?  Were you guys going to kill me?"


Lemalla said, "Yes, but not intentionally."


Mattick said, "How does that even work?  That doesn't make any 
sense!"


I said, "The family is cursed.  You have to keep the family secrets.  
The curse makes you do things, sometimes.  And we're in an extremely 
dangerous, uncharted wilderness.  You would have ended up like that 
Scottish guy: a pile of bones with no incriminating evidence."


Lemalla said, "Ash had to do a guy like that once.  I heard that it 
completely wrecked her for a long time, where someone even had to force 
feed her to keep her from starving herself to death afterward."


I said, "She didn't tell me about that.  Put your clothes back 
on, dude.  We're talking you back to the camp and let you chill out for 
a while.  And then you two need to fix that computer, because now you 
won't be able to use it like before.  That's how I knew it was spying.  
You just can't do some things if someone is monitoring you."


Mattick said, "Why can't life just be fair?"


I said, "If we knew that, we wouldn't have any good reasons to know 
it, would we?"


Mattick, for some reason known only to him, declined to cover up, and 
slung his clothes over his pickaxe for the walk back to camp.  Once we 
made it back, he headed straight for his cot, without offering so much 
as a grunt of explanation, and wore nothing but a deep frown all the way 
to dreamland.  Lemalla watched him for a while, then went to work on the 
laptop.






Chapter 32






Ash and Marta were still around, but Turbo and Mike had
vanished.


I said, "Well, that was the strangest wedding I have ever seen, 
and that includes the one I was in."


A dark expression flickered across Ash's countenance.


Marta said, "What happened?"


I said, "Well, I went to help with the laptop, except they were both 
gone.  I tracked them down with Lillip, and I sort of walked in on them.  
They heard me lurking around, I think.  We were talking about 
subcontractor pay, and then it was like Lemalla just... ambushed 
the poor kid."


Ash said, "Irresponsible brat.  I could chew nails."


Marta said, "Mrs. Bathmourdi?"


Ash said, "Quit calling me that!  Why can't you kids just call me 
Ash?  You make me feel like I'm an old lady."


Marta said, "Because you still make us feel like we're nine years 
old.  Why are you mad?"


Ash said, "I think she was planning something like this.  The old 
biddies, especially Hatthora and Eunice, have been lobbying her to 
recruit Elias Gnox.  She's not stupid.  She saw what they did to her 
parents, and she's been looking for a way to stick her thumb in their 
eyes ever since.  Marrying some no-status, patchy-bearded, hick, 
dwarf nerd is like both thumbs, covered in hot pepper sauce.  
Something like this could start another civil war, and that's the last 
thing we need."


I said, "What do you mean by 'civil war'?"


Marta said, "Family against family.  It's not like an 'us' versus 
'them' battle, either.  We're talking dozens of factions, and everything 
is all vicious and out in the open because you can't hide anything from 
anybody.  That's why most of the people here old enough to remember it 
left France.  Our faction didn't quite agree with the pursuit of wealth 
and power for its own sake, and thought the Family should have a higher 
purpose behind its actions.  So we moved to Tennessee cave country and 
started recruiting.  I say 'we' mostly because the Dechevres and 
Flambeaus were in it, but most of the Family around here now might only 
have one great-grandparent from the French branch of the family tree.  
Obviously, we've been recruiting different sorts of people, and 
sometimes when there's a civil war, one of the factions just moves to 
join another branch wherever they are, instead of striking out on 
their own."


I said, "And they kill each other?"


Ash said, "Oh no, not usually.  Never on purpose.  All the 
backstabbing is strictly metaphorical.  About the worst that happens is 
you lose everything you own, and possibly every friend you have ever 
had, and you have to go somewhere else in an unfamiliar culture to start 
over from scratch."


I said, "So there's politics involved?"


Ash said, "Yes.  This family has had a long, long time to chew at its 
own roots.  The Storykeepers are nominally neutral, but they're only 
mostly human, too.  I'm sure some of them have seen the same old 
arguments dredged up over and over and over again every generation over 
thousands of years.  I have a hard enough time stopping myself from 
spanking you kids when you do something stupid, so it must be ten times 
worse for them.  And I so want to beat the ever-loving snot out of that 
girl right now."


I said, "I don't understand."


Ash said, "You wouldn't.  It's different for recruits.  They won't 
start in on you until Marta dies.  Alvin just made it worse with those 
damned black books of his.  If you live long enough, you'll eventually 
see it, but you're going to have to decide what to do about it 
yourself."


Marta said, "John's an orphan."


Ash said, "Right.  So you got a whole different experience.  I 
bet you spent at lot of time wishing you had parents, right?  Even if 
they weren't that great at it?  You'd take anybody.  You just 
traded in for a different set of problems.  But more importantly, 
you knew that the one person you could count on to watch out for 
yourself was you.  You gave up the unconditional acceptance, but you got 
whole heaping loads of self-determination."


I said, "I still don't get it."


Ash said, "You always knew that you were the one that had to decide 
what was best for you, and you were the one that would have to do it.  
But you still have that little social ape part of your brain that wants 
attention.  You can do whatever you want with your life, and when you do 
it, nobody is around to pat you on the back for it.  We had the 
opposite.  Loads of people around to look out for you, but they all have 
those expectations.  I remember when they all talked to the kids in 
schools about not doing drugs and resisting peer pressure.  But they 
never said a peep about resisting authority or accepting other people's 
choices.  And one form of authority is the family social order.  Younger 
generations defer to elder generations.  You see how Marta here is still 
calling me Mrs. Bathmourdi."


I said, "But aren't you in the elder generation?"


Ash just laughed.  And when I thought she was finished, she just took 
a breath and kept going.


Marta said, "She's older than us, but some people in the family are 
positively ancient.  We're talking four or five digits as measured in 
Earth years.  When you are just dealing with normal human parents, you 
start out at like 5% their experience on your first birthday, and by the 
time they die, you might get as high as 80% as old as they were.  And at 
some point along the way, they start respecting you as an adult, making 
your own choices.  Now imagine if you had to live 1000 years before 
everyone stopped treating you like a baby."


Ash said, "And it's not just trying to control you.  They actually 
want you to achieve your greatest potential.  But they have this linear 
sense of history.  They think a good career choice would be to become a 
high priest of Astauros, or to own a slave pit in Daufal.  For them, 
rocket scientists and neurosurgeons and tech company founders are 
flashes in the pan.  Oil barons and factory owners are only barely 
starting to show promise.  They--most of them, anyway--don't seem to 
understand the difference between the geometric center and the 
barycenter as it relates to history.  If you talk about the last 12000 
years, the halfway point by number of years is 6000 years ago.  But if 
you look for the center of mass, where there are as many historically 
significant events before that time as after it, it's only maybe 30 
years ago or less, and decreasing all the time.  The things that have 
happened to you in your own lifetime could have more impact on the 
future than everything that has ever happened before the day you were 
born.  I'm old enough to see that, but not quite old enough for my own 
elders to trust my judgment. So when Lemalla pulls this rebellious, 
defiant crap, I think it's just going to provoke a direct conflict, 
rather than stop the nagging from all the 'Mama knows best' types.  I 
don't want people making snap decisions before hearing the whole 
argument.  And part of that argument is making predictions about the 
future and waiting for the results."


I said, "But aren't you just doing the same thing to her that your 
elders have been doing to all the rest of you?"


Ash opened her mouth, as though to respond, but then abruptly bit off 
whatever it was she was about to say.  She put her face in her hands for 
a long and uncomfortable interval before wiping away a few tears and 
continuing.


Ash said, "You see what they do?  They make us just like them.  And 
they think it's making us better.  I didn't even see it.  I didn't 
realize what I was doing.  We can't just let that happen.  I don't want 
to turn into my mother.  I want to be my own person.  But that means you 
have to let other people be themselves, too.  I'm so sorry."


I didn't exactly know what to say to that, so I just put my hand over 
hers and squeezed it.  I got a vague impression that Marta must have had 
to master some instinctive jealousy reflex, triggered by me merely 
touching another female, because when she mimicked my gesture, her hand 
was blazingly hot on mine.  It seemed to me at that moment that camping 
out in the Underworld was not quite enough, and we had been foolish 
enough to bring extra trouble along with us.


Ash said, "And I think, maybe, that I could be mad because it worked, 
for her.  But really, I should be happy, shouldn't I?"


And then she pulled a matched pair of rings from a tiny pocket inside 
her quilted vest, and let them tumble from her fingers onto the stone 
floor of the spider nest, where they bounced and rolled into separate 
crevices.  She stood, and ran away faster than I could track with my 
eye, stirring up just a wisp of a breeze in her wake.


I said, "This feels just like final exams."


Marta said, "You got that big, balled-up knot in your stomach?"


I said, "No.  It's more like everything I look at and every idea I 
have seems like it's wobbling from left to right, to and fro, and from 
large to small, and then back again, without ever moving or changing 
size.  When I concentrate on it, it goes still, but the instant my 
attention drifts, it's back to dancing a whirl around the edges of my 
brain.  What did you get me into?"


Marta said, "I already feel bad about that, John.  Remember what I 
said before, about steps in a plan.  I'm starting to wonder if 
constantly being jealous and paranoid is just a typical efreet mode of 
insanity, or whether I actually need to trust my instincts."


I said, "It's not paranoia if they really are out to get you."


Marta said, "So what do I do?"


I said, "I think maybe that 'civil war' has already started.  I think 
we ought to think about who is likely to be on our 
side.  It seems like the arranged, honey-trap marriages might be an 
issue.  What's with those rings Ash had?"


Marta said, "She made her own.  It's not exactly ordinary 
jewelrycraft, either.  Ours are enchanted as a sort of proximity sensor 
to the curse, and as a sort of homing beacon.  I don't really know how 
that part works--I probably should have asked.  The people that make 
their own might have done any number of additional things to them.  I'd 
be willing to bet that Lemalla also put some sort of electro-mechanical 
gizmo into hers."


I said, "But that's a pretty clear factional indicator, isn't it?  
Ask someone if they ever made their own wedding rings?"


Marta said, "Only if they want to escape by marrying someone not on 
the pre-approved lists.  There might be people out there intentionally 
undermining their catch scripts."


I said, "If we start making alliances now, that's practically going 
to call other factions into existence on the spot.  It's the Batman 
Effect."


Marta said, "I'm not familiar with that term."


I said, "When Bruce Wayne started fighting crime in Gotham, he 
completely outmatched all the ordinary thugs.  The Joker and all those 
other villains appeared spontaneously to fill the void.  There is no 
sound of one hand clapping.  You swing one into the air, and another 
rises to meet it."


Marta, as I expected that she might, tried to clap with one hand, and 
I slapped her palm.


I said, "See?  Corrupt Gotham made Batman, and Batman made the Joker.  
Any power great enough generates its own opposition.  If we start 
gathering our own faction, we will threaten someone else enough that 
they feel like they have to make their own."


Marta said, "But what if there are already factions out there 
threatening us?  What if the people in it don't even know they are in 
it, so they can't tell us if we ask them?  Wouldn't we have to 
recruit allies just to have a chance?"


I said, "There's the rub.  If you're wrong, you're the one that 
started the war.  But if you're right, you may have avoided losing 
it."


Marta said, "And there's still that disgusting hairy thing out there 
somewhere."


I said, "If there's one thing I learned in DC, it's that one man's 
crisis is another man's profit.  I'm not sure I'm cut out for living in 
that kind of jungle.  I went into criminal justice because I wanted to 
help people like me and my Mom, but it seemed like a lot of the people 
in my recruiting class were just ladder-climbers.  I was happy to get 
back, even if it was just for some lame moonshine bust.  Even doing 
something boring, useless, and stupid was better than playing the 
politics.  But it turned out that was a move in someone else's game, 
too."


Marta said, "Well, if you don't play to win, you lose.  Not playing 
doesn't seem to be an option.  How about it, John?  Are we a team?"


I said, "Well, I don't know.  What can you offer me?"


That false coyness prompted a stiff punchie right in my shoulder, 
hard enough to hurt, but not quite enough to completely cripple my arm.  
Again, she was much stronger than she appeared, and grew up with more 
brothers than sisters.


Marta said, "How about I don't divorce you and find a new husband 
that is less of a smartass?"


I said, "That's domestic abuse right there.  I'm a battered husband.  
I should call the cops.  Help!  Help!  I'm being repressed!"


Marta said, "I'm sorry, baby.  You know I only do it because I 
love you.  I'll apologize to you properly later, mmkay?  What do 
you say?"


I said, "Fine.  You can't trust freedom when it's not in your 
hands."


Marta said, "Are you quoting lyrics at me?  That counts as reciting 
poetry, you know.  It's technically romance."


I said, "And movie quotes."


Marta said, "I must not have seen that one."


I said, "Never seen 'Holy Grail'?  That's it.  Alliance is off."


Marta said, "Yeshu, John, you are a nerd.  I'll watch it with 
you when we get back, whenever that is.  I promise."


I said, "Yeshu?"


Marta said, "Jesus.  In the Christian djinn bible, she's Yeshu 
Kristi."


I said, "Whoa.  She?"


Marta said, "Look, you stupid male, you have got to understand that 
for djinni, the woman has always been on top.  Obviously, anyone of any 
major religious significance had to be female.  You can read it yourself 
if you want.  And if you really want to get the creeps, read the djinn 
gospels alongside the human ones.  It's like adding one plus one and 
getting eleven.  It makes me wonder why anyone in my family even still 
goes to either kind of church."


I said, "What do you mean?"


Marta said, "They changed the story.  It's looking at a picture and 
realizing it has been shopped, and badly.  They got together in 
Constantinople, and they sold out their prophet to forge a religion.  
And it's so obvious.  But no one reads on their own.  They just listen 
to what the priestess recites to them, interpreting it out of context.  
It's why so many Christians are so un-Christlike.  They had their own 
civil war back then.  And all the ones that thought that maybe Yeshu was 
just a nice lady with some cool ideas, not actually a divine being, lost 
it.  But then when Muhammad came along, djinn converted to Islam even 
faster than the humans did.  So piss on them, I guess.  But I don't want 
to talk religion.  It just makes me mad."


I said, "Maybe later, then?  You never really know when someone 
might be withholding a key fact just because they thought it was so 
obvious that it wasn't worth mentioning.  Most humans think genies are 
fiction."


Marta said, "All right.  Later.  Much later.  And please don't get 
into apologetics.  I'm done with it.  It's a waste of time."


I said, "But in the human stories, those powerful genies were all 
male."


Marta said, "Yeah.  They were also imprisoned slaves magically 
banished to the human realm.  That's about the worst punishment you 
could mete out to a djinn.  The women always got off easier.  Usually, 
they just paid some financial penalty.  But if you were a man, pow.  You 
might end up chained to some human's charcoal brazier for the rest of 
your life."


I said, "So, getting back on topic..."


Marta said, "We have a side now, so how do we know who's on it?"


I said, "Well I'd be fine with anyone more concerned about the 
impending invasion of the Earth by slobbering Hellspawn than about 
advancing their own political cause."


Marta said, "What's the difference between the ones who want to 
devour our souls and the ones who want to keep them locked up in little 
jars?  What's the point of surviving if that's all you can do?"


I said, "So you see a rock and a hard place and think to yourself 
that you want to be right in the middle of that?"


Marta said, "All I'm saying is that a temporary ally is really no 
ally at all.  Do you really want to set yourself up where the only 
way to get what you want is to stab someone in the back?  I don't."


I said, "And I don't want someone to take me off the front lines 
because he can't trust me, then get steamrolled by some magical 
annihilator, just because I wasn't there to help."


Marta said, "Shit.  This is hard.  An Oser would have it down cold 
already."


I said, "Except that's probably why we can't have them."


Marta said, "Peter, maybe?"


I said, "Except we couldn't let him in until after we already 
had a plan so good that we wouldn't need him.  That's a Catch-22.  
Can't do it."


Marta said, "Maybe we take them off the front line?"


I said, "And fight the ravening horde ourselves?  Are you 
insane?"


Marta said, "No, of course not.  We just have to make it clear that 
anyone out here is helping us with our selfless, free-willed heroics and 
not just unwittingly acting on behalf of someone else, trying to reel us 
back in.  It's not like half the supplies we got from topside aren't 
worm shit now, anyway."


I said, "But they will try anyway, won't they?"


Marta said, "Yes.  Yes, they will."


And that was how the Nash Faction was born.






Chapter 33






We made the announcement the next time everyone was together
in camp.  As expected, Lemalla and Ash said they would join us.  Mattick still
had no idea what was going on or what had been done to him, but he did say 
that he would stick with Lemalla at least until he managed to catch a 
clue, so that almost counted as another member.  Turbo and Mike refused 
to commit until they had a chance to get back aboveground and talk.


So we told them that Shipworm was now our gig, and that they were the 
ones helping us defend America, and by extension Earth, from demonic 
invasions.  Fortunately, the laughter didn't last long.


For what I believed to be practical reasons, we elected Ash to be 
captain of the faction.  She immediately turned around and enlisted me 
to be her sergeant.  Take note that I said sergeant, not lieutenant.  I 
was explicitly trying to avoid making any unpleasant decisions in this 
family squabble, and this move managed to give her the nominal 
responsibility, while still dropping most of the heavy lifting on my 
shoulders.  And then she named the faction after me, because I had the 
only one with an unambiguous surname.  I found out much later that I 
would have ended up in charge no matter what scheme I might have cooked 
up to escape that fate.  The women had all agreed ahead of time that 
they were too close to the issue to make unbiased decisions, and that 
Mattick was still too green.  That left me by default.


There wasn't much rational decision-making to be had, fortunately.  
According to Ash, the French civil war lasted 15 years, and its 
bloodiest battle took place in a probate courtroom, where non-payment of 
a little less than 8 francs in county property taxes resulted in the 
award of a large and productive vinyard to a second cousin rather than 
the surviving nephew.  That nephew burned down his own buildings, sold 
and shipped all his portable winery equipment across the border to an 
Italian, and decamped to Tennessee in a huff.  Every year, until he 
died, he shipped a single bottle of the best muscadine wine he could 
make back to France, apparently out of spite.  They would shove it into 
a cellar, unopened, also out of spite.  The year when the bottles 
stopped showing up, the second cousin started drinking them, in the 
order they were sent.  And when the last one was empty, she burned down 
her own buildings, sold and shipped everything else across the border to 
a Spaniard, and decamped to the top end of Australia in a huff.  And 
that's where "Tears of Broken Pride" brand muscadine wine came from, and 
why it markets itself as an apology wine.  Most everyone in Darwin 
thinks that it's just a clever marketing angle, but I suppose if someone 
can put an absolutely convincing argument into just 17 bottles of wine, 
you can do an entire production line with an "I'm so sorry" in every 
bottle.


So apparently, we were all going to patiently wait until the absolute 
best time to kick someone in the guts, as hard as we could, and we would 
all then spend the rest of our lives holding a grudge and quietly 
sniping at each other.  Meanwhile, everybody would be maintaining the 
illusion of a status quo until all the various factions had meticulously 
calculated out their endgame strategies.  I knew some guys in college 
that liked to play Diplomacy on Friday nights.  And they thought that 
game was good for destroying friendships.  This was like a game of 
Diplomacy, multiplied by divorce court, and raised to the exponent of a 
war crimes tribunal.  I almost preferred tommy guns at a tollbooth.  
Almost.  We were all sort of doing a Fredo here.


The good news is that we had decided to seize control of the one 
resource that no one in their right mind would ever want, a forward 
operating base in the wild frontier between Earth and Hell.


When the second survey team came through again, Max Birch outright 
declined to join us, and Goonie Rabin deferred any decision until later.  
As expected, neither had any particular objection to us taking over 
control of Shipworm, especially since everyone else up until this point 
had been shoving it around with ten-foot poles, hoping that they 
wouldn't get stuck with it.  I decided to phone home.  I posted a new 
topic on the Family message board, encoded in that awful code-speak that 
the curse forced us to use whenever we wrote anything.



	
		


	



	
		VoodooJohn
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		Subject: Geological Survey

		



	

	
		

Hey, everyone.  I just wanted you all to know that I'll be handling 
the survey work for that disaster preparedness project that FEMA is 
offering us some grant money for.  I know that no one else really wanted 
to do it, so you can stop worrying on that count.


But since I have taken the responsibility, I really need everyone 
else that dealt with it in the past to just back off and let me handle 
it in my own way.


WhiskeyMarta, AshFlash, GearboxLemalla, and CapnBadbeard are all with 
me.  TurboTunes, JohnBearcrow, and SlothFratelli are temporarily 
providing support, until we can work out the logistics, and 
MaxBirchSociety would prefer not to be too closely involved once this 
run is over.


If you want to join us, that's fine.  Just remember that I'm calling 
the shots.  We already had to clean out two big snakes and a nest of 
spiders from the Hadleys's basement, and we still haven't dealt with 
that clogged drain problem, so we really don't need "help" from people 
who aren't willing to get dirty with us.


		

	

	
		



		

It turns out my spiritual quest is just training Pokemon.

		

	


	
		


	



	
		SlickFish

		Veteran

		Subject: Geological Survey

		



	

	
		

Who's CapnBadbeard?


		

	

	
		



		

One side makes you larger.  The other makes you trip balls.

		

	


	
		


	



	
		GownedRecluse

		Veteran

		Subject: Geological Survey

		



	

	
		

I was wondering the same thing.


		

	

	
		



		

Oh.  You thought we were playing chess?

		

	


	
		


	



	
		VoodooJohn

		Recruit

		Subject: Geological Survey

		



	

	
		

He's a friend of GearboxLemalla who just joined yesterday.  He's 
still a recruit, so it remains to be seen if he can handle the work we 
need to do.


Oh, a mod will need to approve him for forum privileges.


		

	

	
		



		

It turns out my spiritual quest is just training Pokemon.

		

	


	
		


	



	
		PapaZee

		Moderator

		Subject: Geological Survey

		



	

	
		

I thought this board was by invitation only.


		

	

	
		



		

I got friends in low places.

		

	


	
		


	



	
		GearboxLemalla

		Veteran

		Subject: Geological Survey

		



	

	
		

Yeah?  I invited him.  You got a problem with that?


		

	

	
		



		

I still think digital watches are a pretty neat idea.

		

	


	
		


	



	
		PapaZee

		Moderator

		Subject: Board Invitations

		



	

	
		

It's board policy that new users have to be invited by an 
administrator.  It keeps the spambots out.


		

	

	
		



		

I got friends in low places.

		

	


	
		


	



	
		VoodooJohn

		Recruit

		Subject: Board Invitations

		



	

	
		

The people on my team all agree that policy is stupid.  
GearboxLemalla wanted CapnBadbeard on the team, so she invited him.  If 
we're going to get the job done, we need to be able to pick the people 
we can work with ourselves.


		

	

	
		



		

It turns out my spiritual quest is just training Pokemon.

		

	


	
		


	



	
		WebmasterAl

		Administrator

		Subject: Board Invitations

		



	

	
		

I guess you can get your own message board, then.


		

	

	
		



		

Maybe after the first time, you climb up somewhere other than the waterspout?

		

	


	
		


	



	
		WebmasterAl

		Administrator

	

	
		

[THREAD LOCKED]


		

	


	
		


	



	
		WebmasterAl

		Administrator

	

	
		

[THREAD MOVED FROM "New Business" TO "Archived Threads"]


		

	


	
		


	





So that went well.


We were all peering at the same screen as it happened, intending to 
log in and out, hot seat fashion, whenever necessary.  But it was 
over all too quickly.


Ash said, "Well that's as much proof as any that we didn't start 
this."


Marta said, "There's no way a thread gets locked and buried that fast 
without it being part of a pre-existing plan.  The instant we brought up 
weddings, it was just gone."


I said, "But I notice that no one cared to dispute our claim on 
Shipworm."


Ash said, "Well good for us.  Better to rule down here?"


I said, "It isn't like other people don't come down here, too.  
Otherwise, what's the point of a customs inspection station?  The 
dwarves do it all the time, and there's Daufal, right?"


Ash said, "You've never been to Daufal, John.  Corosthon is barely up 
to the standards of Western civilization.  Yeremini is almost like a 
third-world capital.  But Daufal is exactly what most people would 
expect from a city carved out of the bowels of the Underworld.  In some 
ways, it's even worse than Dis.  A territorial claim down here is 
usually just an invitation for some smug bastard to prove you aren't 
hard enough for it, so anybody that manages to hang on for that long 
just ends up being the worst in the neighborhood.  I can probably name 
at least eight ways that you could be summarily executed on your first 
day there, not the least of which is you, a svartwer, just being married 
to Marta, a blankwer.  If there is only one thing that the Daufalan 
svartalves and blankalves agree upon, it is deeply entrenched, 
institutionalized racism."


I said, "I've dealt with racism before."


Ash said, "Like fun you have.  You have no idea.  Human racism is 
essentially just tribalism crossed with scapegoating.  You fabricate an 
external threat and dehumanize it to achieve a greater measure of 
cooperation within your own synthetic tribe.


"In Daufal, the svartalves keep only svartwer slaves, and the 
blankalves keep only blankwer slaves.  There isn't even any law 
enforcing it.  Each group simply believes that owning a slave of 
inferior quality would reflect poorly on their households.  Think about 
that.  Can you imagine an old white plantation owner so racist that he 
would buy only white slaves to pick his cotton?  Now imagine a black 
plantation owner that not only kept only black slaves, but grew hemp 
fiber instead of cotton, because cotton was too white.  And all the 
while, most of the babies born on those two plantations are half black 
and half white.


"That's Daufal--arrogance multiplied by hypocrisy, with cruelty on 
the side."


I said, "Ok, that sounds pretty bad when you put it that way.  And 
'like fun' I have?  Gee willikers, Mrs. Bathmourdi.  You're not cross 
with me, are you?"


Ash said, "Do you want a spanking?  Keep doing that, and see what 
happens.  Maybe some of us have been too busy protecting entire 
generations of children from the bogey man to keep up on the slang.  I 
listen to the Rolling Stones, too, you know."


I said, "You realize that they are also old now?"


Ash said, "But it seems like... am I really getting old?  Is 
that how it starts?"


Marta said, "No.  You're not old.  You don't get old until you forget 
what new tastes like, Mrs. Ba-err... Ash.  John, don't be a dick."


I said, "I wasn't try-"


Marta said, "But you succeeded anyway."


Mattick said, "So is this what you guys do together all day?  Do you 
get paid for this?  I'm only here because you have the laptop that 
I use for mapping.  Maybe we could do some more of that."


I said, "You and me, then.  I have an idea that I want to try, and 
another bodyguard would leave the camp too shorthanded without the 
Kekutans.  We'll stay close, just in case."


Mattick said, "I was hoping that maybe-"


I said, "Lemalla has to wipe the spyware off the second team's 
laptop.  Don't worry.  I'm a certified Rompedor, too.  Though I 
guess she's technically a Rompedora."


Lemalla said, "I'm pretty sure Mr. Spessartin is still backing up the 
map data."


Marta said, "John, are you trying to run from an argument?"


The only reason I was able to deny it at that moment was that I 
intended to walk away from it, and I wasn't just trying.  I was doing, 
with swift steps and clarity of purpose.  And Mattick was helping 
whether he liked it or not.






Chapter 34






Mattick and I stalked off in a direction that was not
entirely unknown to the Family, but had not yet been formally mapped.  As he
set up the software and the electronic bat, I had Lillip scouting for 
any of the numerous dangers of the Underworld.  She couldn't do 
anything to stop most of them, but even a half second of warning 
could be a life-saver down there.


Mattick would keep the computer folded up and hanging from one of his 
shoulders, as he moved the bat around on a little self-leveling tripod.  
He'd move it, wait for the green telltales to light up, and then push a 
trigger button.  Thanks to Marconi, I could sense that the bat made a 
short, quiet screaming sound and a flash of not-quite-visible light with 
each press.  Mattick would then wait a short interval as the mapping 
program set off additional squeals and pulses as we moved around, 
attempting to differentiate between fixed, hard surfaces and mobile, 
meaty ones.


What I wanted was to find another one of those discontinuities, 
hopefully a small one.


I said, "So the mapper program is continually updating things as we 
go?"


He said, "Yeah.  You could see it on the screen if I had it open, but 
this way saves the battery.  Used to be that you had to click on 
your existing map near where you set up your tripod in order for the 
matching algorithm to work, but they fixed that a while ago."


I said, "Do you think it could notify us if another one of those 
discontinuities shows up?  Some kind of audible alarm?"


He said, "Well, the pro mapper probably could, but like I told you 
before, this thing was originally for home improvement projects.  
When I said it made furniture files, I wasn't kidding.  Digester 
moss gets processed as a throw rug."


I said, "What about doors?  Can it tell the difference between a door 
and a wall?"


He said, "Easily.  Wouldn't be much good if it couldn't detect 
doors."


I said, "And it could do that whether the door is open or 
closed?"


He said, "Yeah."


I said, "Well, what if you had an opening between rooms.  Could you 
tell the difference between two different rooms, even if there's no 
actual door there?  Like you know where the master bedroom stops, and 
the master bathroom starts, because the carpet goes to tile, or 
something."


He said, "I'm not sure about that.  There would have to be some 
sort of sensitivity control."


Mattick opened up the laptop and reactivated the display.  This 
was followed by a cursory search through the user interface.


He said, "Yeah, this is it, here.  Chamber definitions wizard.  It 
has a drop down for the boundary detection algorithm and most of these 
have sensitivity sliders."


I said, "Can you try it on that map file earlier?  The one that 
overlapped itself?"


Mattick re-opened the map file and applied the wizard.  After a bit 
of fiddling and tweaking, the preview panel showed a room boundary 
exactly at the position of the discontinuity.


I said, "Perfect.  Can you apply those same settings to the caves 
we're mapping now?"


He did it.  The software showed a room boundary nearby that was 
even about the right size for my intended experiment.  Having piqued 
Mattick's interest, we both located the break and had a good, close look 
at it.


He said, "Well, it's obvious when you can get up close to it.  Basalt 
this side, andesite on the other.  Edges don't match.  You can feel it 
with your fingers.  Color goes from nearly black to dark grey.  If you 
look right at it, you can tell right away, but there's nothing really 
remarkable about it.  I could have walked right past this every day and 
never noticed it was there."


I said, "I have a hypothesis.  I think that there is just like our 
gate.  That hole doesn't connect to anything on the other side of this 
rock, but somewhere else.  Can you make a plug for this?  The right size 
to seal it up, but we'll be able to take it out again later?"


Mattick just unstowed his pickaxe and stoneworking tools and gave me 
a disparaging look.  Twenty minutes later, he had a stone that fit the 
opening perfectly, complete with a handgrip.  While he had been doing 
that, I was reprogramming my radio to distress call mode.  Every five 
minutes, it would play a recorded message and shut off to save power.  
The message, in this case, was just a nonsense phrase that I had written 
down: foxtrot Gandalf grapefruit hornet.  I slid the radio into the 
hole and plugged it up.


I waited a few seconds, then unplugged it.  The radio was still 
there.  So I plugged it again, asked Marconi to inform me if the 
radio failed to check in at the five minute mark, and Mattick went 
back to mapping.  It was about four hours later, and we had wandered 
quite some distance away when Marconi informed me that he could no 
longer hear my coded distress call.


I almost dragged Mattick back to the plug.  It took a bit more 
force to remove it than I was expecting, and a plainly audible hiss 
signaled an equalization of pressure as I finally hauled it out of 
the hole.


Mattick said, "Whoa.  That's dacite.  You can see all the quartz in 
it.  This is not the same rock as before.  There's no way.  And also 
that radio you put in there is gone, I guess.  But that could have been 
stolen.  You can't just replace half of a tunnel like that.  And this 
smells like hydrogen sulfide.  Before it was more carbonic."


I took a whiff.  I don't think I could have smelled the rotten egg 
odor without Lillip's help, and I didn't smell anything before.


I said, "You can smell that?"


He said, "Stone sense.  Being able to smell geological odors has 
given a bit of a survival advantage over the last hundred generations or 
so.  Most of us can't tell a rose from a dungheap, but I can tell a Coke 
from a Pepsi, blindfolded, from a hundred meters away.  Sort of a 
useless ability after compulsory formal geological engineering education 
was implemented in all the mountainhomes, though.  You'd think that 
gnomes could do it, too, what with their... you know."


I said, "Their what?"


He said, "...enormous schnozzes.  But it turns out that doesn't 
actually have anything to do with it.  It's the olfactory bulb that does 
all the sniffing, and it's all internal.  All that stuff up front is 
basically just decorative cartilage.  Maybe it keeps the rain from 
falling directly into your skull, but that's about it.  But you gotta 
know, if you live in enclosed spaces like this for your whole life.  If 
you are the only one who can smell carbon monoxide, you might be the 
only one that survives an outgassing event.  Or if you're the only one 
that can smell a bubbler, you might be the only one that doesn't 
drown.  But the gnomes don't do so much digging, and when they do 
it isn't very deep."


Mattick scratched at his patchy beard, frowning deeply at the 
whiskers that came loose under his fingernails.


He said, "So... I'm still not sure I understand why we did this?"


I said, "We've been thinking about this place all wrong.  We've been 
trying to map it, like it was one big cave.  We've been trying to find 
all the holes that lead back to Earth.  What we really need to be doing 
is understanding how these portals work.  Why was this connected to that 
other place before, and this place now?  What happened to my radio?  
Where is it now?  What really worries me is that the hairy thing already 
knows enough to collapse our tunnel, and possibly more.  And we still 
haven't found her.  If we want to stay a move ahead, we have to learn 
everything we can."


I set the plug down on the cavern floor, near the hole, and probed 
the depths with my hand light.  There wasn't anything particularly 
remarkable about the other side, it was all just mud and rock.


I said, "If you stuck the bat through that hole and mapped the other 
side, would you be able to identify it later if we mapped it coming from 
another direction?"


He said, "Maybe.  I think the software keeps a log for matching 
bat scans.  I could set up a script that would search through them 
and say whether or not this scan got integrated into any of the 
day's maps."


I said, "Let's do it.  Like you said before, if you didn't know 
this was here, you might never have noticed it."


It was a little tricky levering the tripod into the hole, but 
eventually, we got it wedged in tight and Mattick pushed the trigger 
button.  A little warning showed up on the screen about the data falling 
below the match threshold for any existing maps, but that was all.  We 
just had to wait and hope we got lucky.


After we secured our campsite for that night, I backed up our current 
map data to a separate working directory and started playing with it, 
trying to establish some sort of pattern to the permanent portals that I 
could identify.  I ate through the hours of my watch as understanding 
danced tantalizingly close to my grasp.  By the time Mattick roused 
himself to allow me to take a rest, I had built what amounts to a 
cavernous mansion out of the fractured halls of the Underworld, complete 
with blocky, low-resolution furnishings.  Mattick snorted at it 
derisively before I shut down, claiming that no self-respecting dwarf 
would ever live in such a hole.


I offered the counterclaim that no self-respecting human would, 
either.  Then I made sure Lillip was still on the lookout before 
drifting off to sleep.






Chapter 35






When I awakened, it was apparent that Mattick had attempted a
bit of soul searching as I slept.  As I gnawed on my breakfast of worm jerky 
and dirt-flavored fungus, he started asking questions.


He said, "So I got married to Lem without hardly even realizing it.  
Seems like that isn't very legal."


I said, "When it happened to me, I literally had a gun to my head.  
The barrel of Turbo's rifle was on the back of my neck.  This isn't 
really something that cares about courts of law.  You sort of had a gun 
to your head, too.  You might not have realized it.  You know that 
clockwork dart gun?"


He said, "What if I don't actually want to be married?  Lem seems 
pretty cool, and everything, but I sort of had a vision for my life, and 
it was very... bachelor, if you know what I mean.  I was expecting to be 
that crotchety old guy that all the kids in the warren are afraid will 
keep their tapok if it lands in his garden."


I said, "I think they don't do divorces or annulments.  We're in it 
until we die.  But when I first went around meeting people, it seemed 
like maybe there's a little less fidelity going around than you might 
expect.  That's not really an option for me, and that's a decision 
that's only about 80% because Marta would probably murder me and 
dismember the unburnt remains of the body if I ever got caught doing it.  
But it seems like Lemalla might be a little more open.  Like 'open 
marriage' open.  You'd have to ask her about it, though."


He said, "Just ask?  Go up to her and ask about whether she was 
serious about monogamy, when she almost dislocated my shoulder jamming a 
ring on my finger?"


I said, "Yep.  This curse thing that the Family has--you have to keep 
the Family's secrets, but that also means you can't keep any of your 
own.  If any one of us asks you a question, you have to answer it 
truthfully.  Wait.  Scratch that.  You have to answer it without overt 
deception.  The more direct and unambiguous your question, the harder it 
is for the other person to wiggle past it without telling you what you 
want to know.  Check this out.  Had you ever fantasized about gnome 
girls before meeting one in person?"


He said, "Yes.  I mean... yes.  That is, what I meant to say was yes.  
I can't seem to...  That's the sort of thing that you have to lie about 
if you're a dwarf!  Everybody does it, but nobody admits to it.  I mean, 
why else would they sell those magazines?"


I said, "Don't get all worked up about it.  I was just proving a 
point.  That kind of thing, where you'd ordinarily just drop a harmless 
lie for the sake of maintaining the social fictions, you just can't do 
it within the Family.  But there's always the elfy way--you tell the 
truth, but the way you say it makes it sound like the opposite of what 
you're saying.  Some of the folks around are pretty good at it, but it 
turns my brain into knots whenever I try it.  Better to just keep it 
simple, I think.  But then again, if I do it wrong I might get my face 
melted off."


He said, "It doesn't really seem fair."


I said, "Well, it isn't.  But life isn't fair, either.  Before I got 
suckered into this, I was a poor orphan, with no connections, trying to 
prove myself in the American 'meritocracy'.  I have to be honest with 
myself, now.  If I wasn't doing this, I'd be doing telephone background 
checks and spending my downtime playing video games alone in a 1-bedroom 
apartment in Nashville.  With this thing, I sort of lost the option to 
live a normal life, but I also got this sense of higher purpose. Now I 
have two magical familiars and I'm defending the world from demonic 
influence.  And I just had a horrible thought."


He said, "Uh?  What's that?"


I said, "What if I actually had a near fatal accident, and I really 
am comatose in a long term medical care facility?  I'm just having some 
sort of compensatory fantasy as a means of denying the severity of my 
injuries?  It makes sense, right?  If there were no magic in the world, 
I would have to be crazy to think that I could use it."


He said, "So now you think maybe I'm just a figment of your 
imagination?"


I said, "Well, you're a dwarf, living in tunnels buried far 
underground, and before this, I had just seen derby jockeys and actors 
and achondroplasiacs at the mall.  You're like... sort of a compressed, 
compactified linebacker, here.  In fact, you're probably even too tall 
to get a LPA card; you've got to be at least 160 centimeters with your 
boots off.  Not like any human with some type of dwarfism, but like you 
muscled Tolkien's pen away from your page and stepped right off."


Mattick punched me in the face.  It didn't break anything, but it was 
enough to make my eyes water involuntarily.


He said, "Never say that name again."


I said, "What name?  You mean Tolkien?"


Mattick almost punched me in the face again, but I pulled a slick 
Rompedorazo blocking move and deflected it over my ear.


I said, "What do you have against him?"


He said, "That bastard stole our culture away from us and gave us 
back a pile of pop fantasy crap.  Before, it was all Svartsen's Edda and 
Maoll Ep Dyrfl and Fire's Lament of Hearth and Forge.  But now every 
fatty at school gets called 'Bomburbum' and the kids and fake retro 
hipsters all have stupid looking tassels on their hoodies and axe-shaped 
zipper pulls on their backpacks.  That's letting some human topsider 
completely redefine who we are, like we're just bearded medieval 
Klingons, or something!"


I said, "I see what you mean about being the crotchety old man.  You 
sound like the dude with a bachelor of arts in English literature, 
working the espresso machine at a coffee shop because he never realized 
that people stopped reading books 40 years ago--not until after he 
started looking for a job."


He said, "Yeah.  So what?  It doesn't make it any less true.  Don't 
even get me started on portraying the damned tree-frotting elves as good 
guys, and making all the orcs look like assholes."


I said, "Do you think maybe I'm just dreaming all this?"


He said, "Nah.  Your brain is feeding you bullshit.  You're just 
rejecting the existence of previously unknown things by inventing an 
explanation for contradictory evidence that meshes with your former 
experience.  People do that all the time--particularly when the new 
stuff threatens their livelihood or power base.  It's whaddycallit.  
Cognitive dissonance.  You believe what you want to believe, because 
it's more comfortable than whatever the truth might be.  Of course, if 
you do actually wake up some day, that would certainly prove me wrong, 
but then I'd be you, and you would just be proving yourself wrong.  So 
really, I come out fine either way, and you're the one that's 
crazy."


I said, "How long do you want to do mapping?  We have enough stuff 
with us for three more days away from camp.  This freaking battery here 
will last another five if we can run the treadle every night.  We 
seriously need something lighter than this brick to power the 
electronics.  It's like twenty percent of our daily carry weight."


He said, "One more out and two back, then?  If I just focus on the 
work, I don't have to think about it too much, and I can maybe just get 
over myself and slide with the fault.  Or flow with the current.  You 
know what I'm saying?"


I said, "That's exactly what I've been doing.  Cope like a man, 
by ignoring all the stuff that bothers you until it doesn't bother 
you any more."


But then Lillip started barking, and I had just enough time to 
drop my pack and draw my pistol before dark-spawned horrors were 
trying to eat us again.


While a suppressor is pretty much standard equipment for any firearm 
taken downstairs, where enclosed spaces magnified the effect of the 
pressure waves and hard, acoustically-reflective surfaces ensured that 
you would be assaulted by echoes almost as loud as the original report, 
they didn't actually make a shot quiet.  They are quieter.  The 
suppressor simply reduces the noise from eardrum-rupturing loudness to 
somewhere around possible permanent hearing damage from chronic 
exposure.  This is why hearing protection is also standard equipment.  
The problem with earplugs, of course, is that it takes time to put them 
in, and you can't wear them all the time, because then you can't hear 
quiet things.  So that's why Mattick and I can't really relate anything 
the creatures may have said after the first one ate a bullet.


I could see their tooth-lined holes moving around, but that might 
have just been gnashing and drooling instead of a true attempt at 
communication.


I sort of assumed that leaping at someone from the dark while 
brandishing sharp claws and pointy teeth was not actually a friendly 
gesture in the creature's native culture.  If it was, I hope that the 
gift of a high-velocity lump of copper-jacketed lead is an appropriate 
response.  If so, I must have been the politest person any of them had 
ever met.  I personally greeted eight, and the rest, if there were any, 
must have decided to forego any further courtesies.


Before I even had a chance to make sure that the apparently dead 
bodies were actual corpses, a trio of shaggy dogs, much like 
miniaturized Irish wolfhounds, padded into view.  In a further departure 
from the realm of plausibility, each one had a fat, stubby candle, 
burning with a blue flame, firmly stuck to its head, right between the 
ears.  As if it were not entirely obvious, Lillip confirmed that--much 
like herself--the three were not truly canine.  They halted in place 
when I pointed my sidearm in their direction.


Mattick's mouth moved in my general direction, but my ears hadn't 
quite stopped ringing from the previous shots.  He tried again.


Mattick yelled, "Looks like hobknockers.  Cavern kobolds.  If they 
even want you to see them at all, sometimes they look like floating 
candle flames."


I yelled, "Don't you see the dogs?"


Mattick just looked at me as though I was crazy and shook his 
head.


The candle-dogs chose that moment to stand up on their hind legs and 
throw back the hoods of their dog-fur cloaks.  It was a smooth 
transition, and probably designed to impress, but I knew that the limb 
proportions did not match.  These were shape-changing creatures, and 
Mattick was not seeing them as I was, with my spiritual sensitivity.  
When they finished, they looked like little people, ugly almost to the 
point of bodily deformation, roughly the size of human toddlers.


The one in the center spoke first.


He said, "I am Heinz.  My companions are Purtze and Hoedak.  We were 
hunting these creatures.  We did not intend to disturb you, but the 
remnants of our quarry have escaped, and surely you have little need for 
so many, even if you were both greedy dwarves."


Mattick said, "Not at all.  I am called Mattick, and he's John.  We 
were merely startled by the intrusion, and it was purely by accident 
that we killed eight.  I suppose we could manage with only seven for 
ourselves, if you took the smallest."


Apparently, dwarves and hobknockers were at least passing 
acquaintainces, because the three kobolds took a few steps closer to our 
camp.  The one on the left spoke next.


Purtze said, "Like as not, we are skilled hunters ourselves, and 
were you not here, we would have taken more than that."


Mattick said, "That may be so, but you could not take ten, when two 
of them are men.  Out of respect for your skill, I would say to take 
three instead of one."


Again, the kobolds drew closer, and the one on the right spoke in 
his turn.


Hoedak said, "Three would have been a fine catch indeed, but to bring 
home more would certainly be cause for a celebration.  And as we are all 
men here, it goes without saying that celebrating women are best pleased 
when we have performed beyond their expectations."


Mattick said, "Alas, if only we knew what those expectations were.  I 
would say to take five, but who could say if that is enough?"


The trio had now come close enough that continuing to train my weapon 
on them would be almost counterproductive, so I holstered it and watched 
as they kindled a tiny campfire from a dense, woody fungus without the 
amount of effort usual for us, and laid out their field dressing 
utensils.


Heinz said, "That is indeed a thorny dilemma.  It would probably be 
better for you to relax and allow us to prepare all eight beasts.  
Rather than sorting through the gristle of three, you take with you two 
expertly butchered animals when we part."


Mattick said, "These creatures are not entirely familiar to us.  I am 
quite certain that we would be satisfied with less if we knew more about 
the best uses for what we kept."


Purtze said, "Treasure in the hand pales in comparison to treasure 
between the ears, I suppose.  Dwarves do love their wealth."


I sensed that this was nearing the closing of a deal, so I decided to 
sweeten it a bit.


I said, "Our rations have been a bit monotonous.  I wonder if you 
might be less burdened if you carried some of our dried meat back with 
you and took less fresh."


And I removed a bound parcel of scarlet worm jerky from my pack, 
waving it in the general direction of the kobolds.  They stared at 
my hand, skeptical of my proposed trade goods.


Heinz said, "Dried meat of unknown provenance?  We all know from 
whence these came."


Mattick said, "It may be just as well.  Not everyone has the 
stomach for the flesh of a scarlet worm."


Watching all three jaws drop simultaneously was simply priceless.  
The kobolds hastily conferred, reverting into what was probably their 
native tongue.  It resembled a cross between a brawling pack of dogs and 
Gaelic-flavored poetry.  Eventually, they reached a conclusion.


Heinz said, "It would only be fair to allow each of us a taste 
first."


So I handed over three strips of the stuff.  As they chewed, none 
could keep the blatant disappointment from showing on his face.


Purtze said, "These would certainly be perfect for motivating a 
hunter to take and butcher his quarry with great rapidity.  I would be 
most pleased to relieve you of your entire supply, and replenish your 
own rations with the slick loins, cut from here, and the rough 
loins, from here."


Mattick said, "That bad?"


Hoedak said, "I'm still trying to keep it down."


I said, "Wait, if you don't like it, why do you want all of it?"


Mattick said, "Kobold haggling.  They have a sort of gift economy.  
The more you can give away, and the less you are forced to keep, the 
more prestige you get out of the deal.  So naturally, those with more 
prestige get more gifts, and have to work that much harder to remain 
unburdened.  It took a long, long, long time for dwarves and 
hobknockers to finally understand each other."


I said, "So I guess I sort of threw them under the white elephant 
there."


Heinz said, "More between-the-ears treasure for you.  It is 
still a happy meeting.  And maybe next time your trail food is not 
quite so depressing."


Heinz, Purtze, and Hoedak spent some time teaching us about the 
creatures they called rasp-footed hexapedes.  We learned how to field 
dress and butcher them, and which parts were good to eat, and which were 
offal.  We learned what they ate and how to track them.  After our share 
had been prepared, we finished packing up our camp and left it to them.  
By the time we had gone more than a few paces away, they were absolutely 
undetectable.  I couldn't hear their voices, see their fire, or 
smell their drying rack.


Mattick said, "It never hurts to be owed a few favors from a 
hobknocker or three.  May come in handy some day.  But really, it's 
enough knowing that you've got a positive balance.  Get on their bad 
side and you're in trouble.  They play the worst pranks.  Usually not 
fatal, but I've heard stories."


I said, "They seemed pretty insistent that we hand most of those 
hexapod things over."


Mattick said, "They were testing us.  I don't think it was an 
accident that those hexapods ran through our campsite.  If you weren't 
such a quickdraw, I might have been killed.  They're generous, but 
dangerous.  Better to keep them on good terms than scoop up a windfall 
at their expense.  If you don't mind, I think maybe I'll just annotate 
this part of the map as possible kobold country before we move on."


I waited as he typed, wishing the ringing in my ears would finally 
subside.  My thoughts turned to quieter means of self defense, and I 
decided to renew my efforts for some form of combat relevant spirit at 
my earliest opportunity.


The remainder of our jaunt was otherwise unremarkable.  We 
survived without further encounters or accidental injuries, which 
was always a welcomed status.  But there was also no sign of my 
handheld radio, or any other clue about how these caverns actually 
functioned.






Chapter 36






By the time we returned to base camp, the other survey team
had also started another expedition.  Ash informed me that Goonie Rabin had 
politely declined to join the Nash Faction before leaving, and that they 
would all be returning topside through the gate on concluding their 
current mapping run.


Turbo and Mike were still on the fence.  Turbo reasoned that arranged 
marriages couldn't be entirely bad if he was mostly satisfied with the 
one he was in, and Mike expressed concerns that he might have some 
trouble finding a special someone not entirely ursine without outside 
assistance.  My sense was that since they had not already rejected 
affiliation, it would be best to just let them come around on their own 
instead of browbeating them.


We were already caught flat-footed by a rival faction, of which Alvin 
Oser was apparently a member.  That was a significant handicap.  The man 
was a demon for strategic positioning.  And we had no idea who else was 
part of it.  In a mercifully brief council session, we decided to 
mothball the camp, return to Earth to regroup and resupply, then come 
back down with more volunteers.  So we battened down the hatches, 
did our best to prevent the lung spiders from recovering their 
stolen nest in our absence, and followed survey team two back 
through the gate.


I was expecting some sort of cold-shouldered reception, but it was as 
though no-one cared that an ideological schism was happening.


As the rest of our party dispersed from the customs station, Marta 
and I headed to the Kekutan Warren to check up on Susan and Joe.  
Besides that, I still had some of my stuff in one of the cells there, 
and I wanted to check up on my spirit shrine.


Knowing that Susan has a low tolerance for idle talk, I opened by 
getting right to the point.


I said, "After you broke your hip, we formed a faction opposing 
the arranged marriages.  It turns out there's already a faction 
supporting them.  Are you part of it?"


Susan said, "No."


I said, "Thirsty, are you part of it?"


Joe said, "No.  Not yet, anyway."


I said, "What do you mean by 'not yet'?"


Joe said, "Hey, you have got to understand.  I already told you.  I 
want in on that little black book.  You have no idea what it was like to 
be me before the Thing.  I was, like, completely crazy.  I can sort of 
grasp that I'm still, like, you know, now.  I'm maybe good for two or 
three outpatient sessions a week in my current state of non compos 
mentis.  But that's just like a normal crazy person, right?  You see a 
counselor every now and then and you live your life and you're the 
supporting cast and comic relief in your neighbors personal sitcom or 
dramedy or whatever it is that they think their life is like.  But I'm 
not exactly prize dating material.  And I'm still a virgin, man.  That 
ain't by choice.  That's because everyone was afraid I'd flip out if I 
ever got close, including me.  Sorry, man.  This might be my only shot, 
and I'm taking it.  Your cadre doesn't seem like it's gonna make 
getting me laid a very high priority."


Susan said, "You're a fucking pig, Joe.  If I didn't have this cast 
on, I would kick your ass.  I don't have any kids and I haven't had a 
period since everyone died, so I'm not shit to them, even as the 
goddamned Rompedora.  You can count me in on your side, Voodoo 
John."


Joe said, "It's just like the Thirst, Sue.  But it's also not.  Now, 
when I get thirsty, and drink water, I stop being thirsty.  I feel like 
if I just get what I want, I won't want it so much afterward.  And 
nobody's even gonna die because of it.  I just want to fucking feel 
normal for once in my life!  I want to be normal!  Can you make me feel 
like normal?  Like everyone else walking around pushing their strollers 
and mowing their lawns and sipping their iced lattes?  Do you have any 
idea what it's like to be a total psychopath and then get only half 
cured?  Nobody wants to go from a Hannibal Lecter to a freaking Woody 
Allen and then just stop there!  Would you want to be the neurotic pussy 
that everyone laughs at?"


Marta said, "You don't care that it seems sort of rapey?  And that 
everyone else seems to be okay with that?  I feel like a shitheel every 
time I even see John talking to another woman, because I get all 
jealous, and I don't even have the right.  Where do we get the 
right?"


Joe said, "We're dying for them.  Look around you.  My brothers and 
sisters and aunts and uncles and parents and grandfather are dead.  All 
of us were here to protect them.  They owe us for that.  We died so they 
can not just live, but live unburdened by their fear of the dark.  What 
is my life worth, to them?  Maybe just one person out there can 
sacrifice a little bit of her ignorant bliss so that I can live a normal 
life for once.  I don't think that's too much to ask.  I'm not going to 
be on your side.  I'm not going to spend the rest of my life getting 
rejected because I can't tell a single date how much I already gave up 
for her so she could look over her salad fork at me and say she had a 
lovely evening and let's not spoil it by ever speaking again.  They owe 
us more than that."


I said, "That is normal, Thirsty.  That was my whole life as a poor, 
black, foster-kid nerd.  You got... You have no idea how many 
times I didn't even hear the word 'no', and instead got that 'Why are 
you even talking to me?' facial expression.  One girl even put her whole 
hand right on my face and pushed it away rather than talk to me like I 
was an actual human being.  You want to be normal?  Fail.  Multiple 
times.  And then keep trying anyway.  That's normal.  This thing here, 
where I got married before the first date, and it still sort of turned 
out okay?  That's what's crazy.  If it weren't for your convenient 
little curse, Mister Oser and his gang of matchmakers would be in prison 
already."


Joe said, "But they're not.  I get what you're saying.  It makes 
complete sense, rationally.  But you forgot.  That's funny.  You can 
remember every little detail and still forget."


Marta said, "Forgot what?"


Joe said, "I'm crazy.  And I think the world owes me one.  You can't 
just talk your way past that.  I don't want to be an ass to you or 
anything like that.  I just want what I want, and it isn't what you 
want."


Susan said, "Get the fuck out of here, Joe.  The rest of you, 
too."


You didn't ignore Susan when she used that tone of voice.  So we left 
without further argument.  I went to check up on my paucity of 
possessions that had been left in a nearby cell.  My electrical shrine 
was still a failure.  There wasn't even a hint of spiritual activity in 
it.  I wasn't actually surprised, having left it alone for so long, but 
I didn't have that little inkling of hope left any more, either.  I 
fished out the big capacitor to give back to Turbo and swept the rest 
into my canvas duffel bag.  We headed up towards Marta's house, 
topside.


And trouble was waiting for us there.


Someone had spray-painted the word "BITCH" onto the exterior, and 
from the sound of it, was busy breaking things inside.  Marta very 
nearly burned my hand with her own before snatching it out of my grip 
and crashing through the front door like a pyroclastic cloud.  I 
hesitantly moved to follow, but Turbo emerged from hiding and in the 
gentlest Rompedorazo fashion possible, turned me around and sent me two 
steps down the trail away from the house.


Turbo said, "We're going camping, bro."


I said, "Like Hell we are.  What is going on in there?"


Turbo said, "I'll tell you when we reach minimum safe distance.  
Quick step it to the parking lot.  I'm saving your life, man.  Don't 
ruin it."


The breaking noises intensified.  I took a step toward the house, but 
Turbo just held me at arm's length and looked into my eyes.  He looked 
like he was about to start crying.  Then I saw the orange glow through 
one of the windows, and started running--with Turbo, as fast as we could 
go.


When we got to the compound's main parking area, we piled into his 
tricked-out pickup truck, and he mercifully thumbed off his obnoxious 
music player when he started it up.  As he was shooting tiny 
rooster-tails of gravel from the back wheels, he finally spoke up.


He said, "I don't know what you know, but you need to know what I 
know, whether you already know it or not.  Our wives, Dee and Marta, the 
sisters, are both part efreet."


I said, "Yeah, I knew that already."


He said, "There's more to it.  They're nephilim.  You heard of those?  
There are some in the Bible.  Except those are the nephilim of angels 
and men.  Our girls are nephilim of genies and men.  Anyway, they aren't 
exactly condoned by the Almighty.  It isn't really my place to ask why, 
if anyone could even answer that to begin with."


I said, "Yeah, okay?"


He said, "Marta tell you about the Bible she read growing up?  Dee 
showed it to me.  Blew my mind, man.  I even asked Doc Willy about it.  
He has hypotheses.  More than I care to count.  I'm sure you can guess; 
you know what he's like.  But I thought one of them was better than the 
rest.  God is totally messing with us, man.  He made Adam and Eve, 
right?  Or Hatam and Yiv, or whatever.  We're pride.  The genies, 
they're envy.  Vampires are lust.  Dragons are avarice.  Angels are 
wrath.  Faeries are sloth.  Alfain are gluttony.  Abyssals are despair.  
We are all built to fail in a very specific way."


I said, "Hang on.  That was eight.  I counted eight."


He said, "The Church definition of sloth is like two rolled into one.  
There's the failure to honor your duty to God, and the failure to accept 
God's benevolence, or hopelessness.  It used to be that despair was a 
different sin than laziness.  Obviously, we don't encounter abyssals 
that much any more, because they don't really see the point in it.  But 
that's beside the point.  God wants us to sin.  Why else would you 
create a paradise, and then put a giant, red, candylike button right in 
the middle of it that blows the whole thing up?"


I said, "Dramatic tension."


He said, "Exactly.  Some people watch reality TV.  God watches 
reality everything.  And if everyone is perfect, the show is 
boring.  And that's why we have free will.  So God can be surprised by 
what we do.  And when He rewards the righteous and punishes the 
wicked, it isn't just a roundabout way of patting Himself on the 
back or kicking Himself in the butt."


I said, "Marta said God is a hermaphrodite."


Turbo said, "It doesn't matter, man.  He.  She.  It.  Them.  Back to 
nephilim.  You take those eight pure creations, and you start crossing 
them.  You combine the strengths and you also combine the weaknesses.  
For Dee and Marta, you got both pride and envy.  They covet the stuff 
they already have."


I said, "Jealousy.  I noticed that."


He said, "Well I told Dee about your faction, right?  She got it in 
her head that meant that you and Marta were trying to take me away from 
her.  And she just went nuts.  There is no way they are not going to 
have a huge fight, and if we're anywhere near it, it will just be 
throwing gasoline on their fire."


I said, "So we're running away."


He said, "I don't feel like being a crispy critter.  Do you?  I 
hope you didn't leave anything valuable in that house, by the way."


I said, "Me too.  Are they going to be all right?"


Turbo fumbled his phone out of his pocket while driving, and gave it 
to me.


He said, "Text their brothers to get over there.  Leave Bernie out.  
And don't tell anyone where we're going or what we're doing."


I almost started tapping out letters with the number keys, but I 
remembered, more quickly than usual, that I didn't have to.  I made 
Marconi do it for me.  He sent, "Party at Marta's got out of hand.  Need 
help cooling things off."


Turbo said, "You gonna do it, or what?"


I said, "Marconi."


He said, "Awesome.  Stick it on my car charger, would ya?"


I said, "But you don't really believe that, do you?  About God 
setting us up to fail?"


He said, "Nah.  I guess not.  But if everyone were perfect, life 
would be pretty boring, right?"


I said, "Well, nobody is.  Maybe it really is our flaws that 
make us interesting.  Has Dee blown up at you before?"


He said, "Yeah.  Think about going up against that scarlet worm.  The 
first one.  And then imagine what it would be like if you knew that you 
couldn't win.  Like if you have to choose between lose and lose more.  
And then set everything on fire."


I said, "So I guess I'm screwed."


He said, "Man, you faced down that hairy grease blob like it was 
nothing.  Give yourself a little credit."


I said, "But that wasn't really me.  Not really.  Some other thing 
was using my body like some sort of spiritual conduit."


He said, "Oh.  Well if you are, we're in the same boat.  In the 
middle of a big lake.  With fire extinguishers in both hands.  This 
cabin isn't much, but it has beds and indoor plumbing, and it ought to 
take a while for anyone to figure out that we're here.  For what 
it's worth, this is all because I said I'd be in your faction, so 
you're welcome."


I said, "Thanks.  Seems like the whole 'civil war' thing is more 
accurate than I first thought.  Some claws are coming out.  And it 
seems like not everyone is being rational about it."


He said, "What did you expect, dude?  A lot of the folks around here 
never even got to go to school, much less graduate from one.  And we're 
mostly human.  We got that pride--that hubris--telling us that whatever 
crazy ideas we already have about something have to be better than 
anything else someone might be telling us, because otherwise why would 
we have been thinking them in the first place?"


Turbo rolled to a stop in front of an old railroad tie, half buried 
in fallen pine needles.  We scavenged a can of soup and a can of pork 
and beans from under his truck seats and turned in early, still 
maladjusted to the diurnal cycle that we had lost while underground.  
Between the canned goods and the dried raspfoot slick loin I found in 
one of my pockets, it was the best tasting meal I had eaten since the 
first scarlet worm attack, months ago.






Chapter 37






As it turned out, Turbo was not kidding about being in the
same boat--in the middle of a lake, with fire extinguishers.  But there were 
also fishing poles, at least.  Before Deandra Flambeau snagged him in 
her marriage trap, he had been a star athlete who peaked too early in 
his fourth year at university, and never made it to the pros.


Before getting sucked in to the Family, he had fallen to working as a 
salesman at an unaffiliated car dealership.  That particular business 
would buy used cars at auction, put in some cosmetic remodeling work, 
then "flip" them to people with bad credit.  The actual sales of the 
cars were often loss leaders.  The real money was in the financing and 
repossessions.  All the spinning rims and speaker boxes did was to 
distract the buyers away from the fine print on the contracts.


This was not exactly what Walter "Turbo" Bell had in mind for his 
life's work.


Being recruited by a secret society as a breeding stud, on the other 
hand, was exactly the sort of ego boost he needed to take the edge off 
of the crazy grunt work that went along with it.  For me, that didn't 
quite do it.


There had been no beer in the cabin when we woke up.  We were 
operating on filtered lake water and stashed moonshine.  By the time we 
were too drunk to notice when the fish were biting, we only had about 
one lunch and half a dinner's worth of catch.


At some point, I realized that my life was really not that bad.  That 
was just before I vomited into the lake and fell over the gunwale after 
it, taking an unplanned swim.  Fortunately for me, I was wearing my 
flotation jacket, and there were no lake cops around to give me a ticket 
for drinking myself into a dangerous situation or for fishing without a 
license or for doing all that while also being black.  Turbo reminded me 
that it was a privately owned lake while somehow levering me back into 
the boat without tipping it.  I must have been babbling my thoughts out 
loud.


Marconi was pissed about something.  It seemed like maybe it was 
important.  Maybe.  I told him to go find something useful to do and 
text me about it later.  So he went and did whatever.


I said, "Hey.  Hey, Turbo.  Turbo.  You awake?"


He said, "Yes.  You can easily tell from my eyes being open, me 
talking to you, and my hand keeping you from falling back into the 
lake."


I said, "I think I'm drunk.  If I had a Mom, she's say you kids were 
a bad influence on me."


He said, "Shit, man.  Not my Mom.  I got in trouble after I got 
caught smoking my first joint.  For stealing it.  From her.  No drinky 
drunks around, though.  Dad wasn't.  Steve wasn't.  Brad maybe a 
little."


I said, "If I ever got caught with anything at the House, I don't 
even know what would have happened.  Probably I'd get a sermon, 
everybody at the church would get a suspiciously specific homily tacked 
on to the regular service and somehow just know it was because of me, 
and then I'd never get another private moment again.  And I needed 
private moments, if you know what I mean.  So was your Mom some kind of 
a slut, or what?"


He said, "Hey, watch it!"


I said, "Sorry.  I didn't mean 'slut', like she was actually a slut.  
But, like, um.  What?  I don't know.  You just said something about 
three dudes.  What other word would I use?"


He said, "Oh, she was a total slut.  I'm kinda surprised she even 
knew who my Dad was.  Fuck, that got me in a lot of fights at school.  
Your Mom this and your Mom that, and you had to defend your family 
honor, right?  Poke one of those little bastards in the nose and they 
all shut up for a week or two.  And she never admitted it to me, but she 
must have had some kind of trust fund.  Nothing big, but enough to screw 
around all day in a median-income house out in the suburbs without ever 
working."


I said, "They told me I was cheating by not having a momma, and that 
I couldn't play any more.  Didn't matter that nobody actually had a Mom 
so old Jesus owed her a nickel, or so many chins that Chinese people 
mistook her for a boarding house.  They had 'em; I didn't.  So screw 
you, Johnny No-Mom."


He said, "Sucks, man."


I said, "I know.  I came up with some good ones, too.  That's prolly 
the real reason why.  Didn't want me to win.  Are we supposed to be 
doing something today?"


He said, "Uhm... maybe?  Fishing is something."


I said, "Don't you have to, like, catch fish for that?"


He said, "We caught some.  There is a feoretic possibly for us 
to catch more uvvum."


I said, "I didn't catch an uvvum in the first place."


He said, "More.  Of.  Them.  I think I better get off the water.  I'm 
gonna get sunburned as shit out here."


I said, "Me too."


He said, "I thought black people didn't get sunburn."


I said, "That's because you're an ignorant peckerwood cracker.  Maybe 
not if I was, like, black-as-midnight African, out, like, farming yams 
all day, or whatever it is they do there.  All I know is that you gotta 
kinda build up to it, and last time I even saw the sun was what?  I 
don't even know what month it is.  Help me paddle.  Shit.  Help me get 
my paddle out of the lake.  Can you cast that far?"


We spent the next few minutes pulling up our hooks, long since 
polished clean of their bait, and casting at the oar that had floated 
away from us.  This was a relatively easy retrieval, though a bit 
embarrassing.  After we got the oar back, we rowed our way back to the 
floating dock, inspected and cleaned our catch, and retreated back under 
the shade of the trees to cook whatever wasn't carp or catfish.  Turbo 
helpfully explained that those species might have chlordane pesticide 
residues in them--from way back before the 1980s--that could still give 
you cancer in your man-parts.


I said, "This feels sort of like what Saturdays used to feel 
like.  I'm just going to say this is an honorary Saturday, even if 
it isn't really."


He said, "I remember weekends.  It's nice to have days where you 
don't have to do anything you don't want to.  And I'm not racist or 
nothing, but I never really imagined having a black brother in law.  
Turns out you're an okay guy."


I said, "That's at least a little bit racist.  And I'm not even that 
sensitive to it any more."


He said, "Okay, maybe.  But if it is, then everybody's got to be a 
little bit racist."


I said, "Seems even stupider to me now, considering."


He said, "What do you expect from a bunch of tribal primitives?  And 
Jesus, but aren't you a lightweight.  We're gonna need to bring beers 
next time.  You dived into your own puke!"


Turbo started laughing.  I didn't think it was quite as amusing from 
my perspective, but I laughed along anyway.


I said, "Crap.  My phone!"


It was soaked from being in my pocket, and it felt a little warmer 
than usual, but it still responded to my touch, so I powered it off and 
pulled the cards and battery.  There wasn't any uncooked rice in the 
cabin's food cache, but once I explained what I needed it for, Turbo got 
me some silica gel packets from his truck.  I bagged them up with my 
phone and ditched it in the cabin, hoping that it would function 
normally once I dried it out.  Once I got over my panic, I returned to 
the lawn chairs and resumed our conversation.


I said, "That must have been what Marconi was pissed about.  Why 
can't they just make phones waterproof?"


Turbo said, "They can.  They just don't.  They want you to break your 
phone and get a new one.  It's part of the plan.  Waterproofing 
something like that is pretty much just painting the external leads with 
a mask and dipping it in the conformal coating.  I don't think it even 
costs that much per board.  A lot of the aftermarket sound system boxes 
are just completely potted with epoxy to protect against vibration.  
You'd think that something like a pocket phone would be ideal for 
that."


I said, "Yeah, I knew all that.  I guess I should have asked 'Why 
don't they do it?'."


Turbo said, "Business conspiracy.  Don't worry.  If we ever screw it 
up here, those guys will get eaten first.  They all have tender meat and 
nice, soft skin that's just perfect for making human disguises."


I said, "Ugh.  Gross.  I'm not sure even they deserve that, so maybe 
we try not to let it happen.  When do you think Marta and Dee are going 
to come looking for us?"


Turbo said, "Probably another couple hours.  They'll probably act 
like we did something wrong, but that's just to get you on the 
defensive.  Distract you from their own nefarious misdeeds.  But we got 
some time, so relax while you can.  Oh.  Hey.  Field trip from our field 
trip.  Get in the truck."


I said, "Where?"


Turbo said, "My weed!  I forgot to get someone to watch it 
before I went down under."


I said, "But we're both drunk."


Turbo said, "Fuck.  I forgot.  Maybe you could call up a chauffeur 
spirit or something?  Or we could walk.  It's not far.  And also we'd 
have to walk most of it anyway, on account of there not being a 
road that goes that far."


We spent the next hour stumbling around barely-visible trails over 
the undeniably beautiful landscape.  I employed Lillip to see if I could 
have found the place without Turbo's guidance.  By the time she got an 
inkling, we were practically already there.


From the outside, it looked like an abandoned, decrepit, and 
structurally unstable old barn.  From the inside, it looked like an 
abandoned, decrepit, and extremely structurally unstable barn.  But 
after levering open the trapdoor that resembled nothing so much as a 
pile of rusty junk welded together by coincidental corrosion, we 
descended into what the DEA hotshots would have called a "minor grow 
op".  Rows of plants and semi-automated horticultural equipment filled a 
bright, concrete-walled basement.


I said, "How come this place doesn't stink like a Rastafarian 
dreadlock?"


Turbo said, "I paid Mrs. Niahim--Jenny's mom--to put a glamour on it.  
Way cheaper than hermetically sealing the place and filtering all the 
air.  Waste of money, though.  No one around to cull the males, so all 
these damned things got pollinated, and there are seeds everywhere.  
Well, I guess seeds have to come from somewhere, right?  Maybe I can try 
breeding.  We can at least pull these and start drying them out for 
j-butter or giggle-ghee or pollen tapes or whatever."


Then he taught me the difference between male and female flowers, and 
we uprooted all the male plants and hung them up to dry inside a big box 
with a small air conditioning unit and a junky-looking dehumidifier 
inside.  Toward the end, Turbo started messing around with some of the 
remaining females, presumably looking for mature seeds and possible 
smoke-worthy material.  This was apparently not a task I could be 
entrusted with, so I spent a lot of time waiting for him to finish 
whatever it was he was doing.


We left when he finished, spending another hour working our way back 
to the cabin.  Lillip alerted me to the scent of toasted flowers before 
we came in sight of the building.  I waved Turbo to a stop.


I said, "Marta's somewhere ahead.  I can smell her.  I don't know if 
Dee is with her, but they're sisters, so they probably smell about the 
same, right?"


He said, "They all just smell like deodorant and shampoo to me, man.  
And sometimes perfume.  I don't know.  It's probably both of them.  You 
ready?"


I nodded, and we revealed ourselves.  They were indeed both present, 
and they were sitting in the lawn chairs we had formerly occupied.  
Marta's car was parked close behind Turbo's truck, effectively blocking 
him in.  We just walked up and waited for one of them to talk.


Dee said, "I hope you boys have been having fun out here.  You didn't 
tell anyone where you went."


Marta said, "We've been looking for you for hours.  Why weren't 
you answering your phones?"


I said, "Dropped mine in the lake.  It's drying out."


Turbo said, "On the charger in the truck.  Hey, speaking of 
homes, maybe we should all go back to Marta's place and have some 
dinner?  Voodoo and I caught some fish."


The two women suddenly seemed to want to avoid looking at us, or 
each other.  Marta mumbled something.


I said, "What did you say?"


Marta said, "We burnt it down."


Turbo said, "To the ground?"


Dee nodded, confirming.


I said, "Well good thing we stayed here last night, then.  Nice 
and cozy, and not on fire at all."


Dee said, "I'm sorry.  It was my fault.  Walter told me about your 
little civil war faction, and I might have taken it the wrong way."


I said, "By spray-painting 'BITCH' on your sister's house, and 
then burning it down."


Dee said, "Fuck.  I'm sorry!  All right?  So I have a temper.  What 
are you gonna do, sue me?  It's not like I went over there thinking I 
was going to commit arson.  Why the hell would I bother with the spray 
paint, then?  I just didn't know you were going to actually get there so 
quickly."


Marta said, "We escalated quickly.  Flambeau fights aren't 
pretty."


Dee said, "It's not like that house was that great, anyway."


Marta said, "Shut it, bitch.  You only got Mom's house because you're 
older.  I had to take whatever was empty."


I moved to head off the exchange before the fire extinguishers 
became necessary.


I said, "Dee, do you support our faction?"


Dee said, "No."


I said, "But Turbo does, and you might also owe us some kind of 
support for burning our house down."


Dee said, "Fine.  But I don't really care either way, myself.  
And you'd better not try to get between me and my Walter."


Turbo said, "Yeah, you can handle that all by yourself."


Dee said, "Baby, I..."


Turbo said, "You love me so much you accidentally burn a whole house 
down?  That's messed up."


Dee said, "You just don't understand.  You don't know what it's 
like for us."


Turbo said, "Hey, everybody's got their own crazy.  You don't-"


Marta said, "It's not crazy!  It's genetic!"


I said, "Those are not actually mutually exclusive.  It could be 
both.  But what about the house?"


Marta said, "Foundation's fine.  Shouldn't be too hard to rebuild, 
once we get the melted copper up out of the crawlspace and replace the 
moisture barrier."


I said, "You melted copper plumbing pipes?!"


Marta said, "Yeah.  It was a bit hotter than a normal house fire.  
You owe me some dresses, Dee.  All I have now is work clothes."


I said, "Hold up.  You're acting like this is not a big deal."


Marta said, "Yeesh, John, that's because it's not.  It was just a 
house.  And things.  I didn't lose anything that can't be replaced.  The 
Family builds its own houses all the time.  It's really easy when you 
don't have to pass any code inspections.  The only valuable stuff was in 
the gun safe, and that can probably be opened back up with a cutting 
torch."


I said, "You welded that thing shut?  It was huge!  No, never mind.  
You're right.  Just rebuild it.  But are all those people that build the 
houses going to help our faction?  You can't exactly do an Amish 
barn-raising if you're currently being shunned."


Dee said, "Some of them.  But maybe you should move back into Mom's 
house, just in case, Mar."


Turbo caught my eye and shook his head almost imperceptibly.


I said, "It's probably better that we just stay in the Kekutan 
warren.  That's where most of my 'replaceable stuff' was, thankfully.  
And it's close to the gate.  That's sort of our responsibility now, or 
at least the other side of it is."


Dee said, "Fine.  Do whatever.  You two suck at fishing.  What is 
this, an appetizer?"


Turbo said, "That's just leftovers from lunch!  And we went and 
got some 'wild herbs' for 'dessert'."


I could actually hear the air quotes, as though he actually would 
have been able to incriminate himself to anyone with the curse in the 
way, and needed to use a euphemism to avoid that.


I said, "He means he dragged me through the woods and convinced me, a 
Federal law enforcement agent, to help him violate the Controlled 
Substances Act by cultivating and harvesting marijuana, a schedule one 
drug.  Not that I could even do anything about it."


Turbo said, "We could take you to the diner and smoke a bowl after.  
I'll probably have enough left after I stop by the garage.  And probably 
not up to my usual standards, but we'll see."


Marta said, "Deal."


Turbo and I broke our camp, such as it was, and we all drove into 
town.






Chapter 38






I didn't partake in some of that evening's activities.  While
I was officially on long-term medical leave and comatose in a care facility, I 
still felt on some level that I was obligated to comport myself in a 
manner consistent with an agent of the law.  And no matter how stupid I 
thought it might have been, the law was and still is above my personal 
prerogative, and marijuana was still contraband under federal law.


Besides that, I didn't know quite where I stood with respect to the 
Family's moles within the federal civil service, and the wrong result on 
a drug test would have been handing someone a bullet that could be fired 
at me at a time of his choosing, which would probably be the worst 
possible time for me.  What I could count on was that Alvin Oser, Master 
of Traps, who was masquerading as Alan Dawkins, a strategically placed 
employee within the FBI, was probably vehemently opposed to our 
newly-founded faction within the Family.  If I didn't carefully watch 
the piles of poop that I landed on, he could wrap me up in his webs and 
eat me for lunch.


In retrospect, I probably didn't have all that much to worry about, 
but at the time, I was probably more paranoid than Turbo's most loyal 
sativa customers.  That's why the strategy was to avoid direct 
confrontation, recruit supporters, and stake out our territory where no 
sane person would ever want to trespass.  So over the next few days, we 
made the rounds on the Family compound, both above ground and below, 
prompting everyone to choose a side.


What we found was that of the people who even had opinions at all, 
most believed that the advantage of strategically planned marriages 
outweighed the inherent sleaziness of weddings brought about by force or 
fraud.  Ironically enough, my recent serendipitous heroism in thwarting 
a hideous monstrosity from another dimension actually worked against me, 
as it was extremely unlikely that my unique talent could have been 
brought to bear if I had not been wed into the Family at gunpoint.


And that was a point that I couldn't just wave away with my hand.  I 
couldn't exactly argue that I might have done all that voluntarily, 
because thanks to the curse, no one would have been able to tell me 
enough to create fully informed consent, and I might not even know that 
I had a unique talent.  I'd probably still think that the Family was 
just some loosely organized mishmash of outlaw rednecks, defrauding the 
social benefit programs at a local, state, and federal level, and 
plaguing their own community with a rash of petty property crimes.


All I could really do was appeal to America, Liberty, and Justice.  
That produced a lot of haughty smirking in the Alfwer burrows and 
households.


I probably could have done a better job of stating our case, but I 
didn't exactly get much training in rhetoric for my degree.  I wasn't 
trying to be a lawyer, just a decent cop of some sort.  It was usually 
expected that the long arm of the law would be sufficient persuasion in 
any argument--or failing that, the sidearm of the law.  For my classes, 
if you had to resort to arguments, the perp's shyster would just find a 
way to get the guy off.  Building a case with evidence was a far cry 
from arguing over emotional philosophical issues.


We weren't altogether hopeless.  We basically had just enough support 
to maintain a stalemate and build up our strength.  The governance of 
Family affairs seemed a hopelessly Byzantine tangle of owed favors, 
legal trusts, shell corporations, voting ceremonies, and traditions 
borrowed from dozens of cultures.  It was like the most complicated 
series of Rock-Paper-Scissors games ever played, and the rules and 
scoring seemed to dance tantalizingly just beyond my grasp.  Ash assured 
me that we had a decent chance at not losing everything, so I supposed 
that the only option was to keep playing.


I was somewhat surprised to learn that enclaves of the Family 
established elsewhere on Earth had learned of our impending slow-motion 
schism, and were eager to play kingmaker, for whatever advantage might 
be gained in doing so.  Apparently, even people who are centuries old 
will still call their parents for a bit of chat and a lot of gossip, and 
the parents never stop meddling in the lives of their offspring.  It 
seemed that escaping the tyranny of one's elders was a common theme in 
the spats of the past.  As such, we largely expected that offers of 
support from most, and France in particular, would have to be politely 
refused, as none would come without reciprocal obligations that we could 
ill afford to incur on either side of our own issue.


Mattick wasn't adjusting quite as well as I had.  He alternated 
between exhausted relief at no longer needing to endure the dwarven 
courtship gauntlet, and agonized speculation over what his ancestors 
would say to him for marrying a gnome.  Occasionally, he managed to 
remember that he didn't actually have much of a choice in the 
matter.


At least he never had to worry about Lemalla burning his house down.  
He assured me, with tedious levels of detail, that his kip was nearly 80 
cubic meters near the Eastern Rim, in the Mississippian cherty layer, 
though too close to the Devonian shale to ever be worth much.  I had no 
idea what any of that meant, but it sounded a lot like the way I might 
describe the junky rental trailer I lived in when I first came to town.  
I had already gathered that sedimentary layers were sort of the wrong 
side of the dwarven tracks, but it sounded like any volumes where 
methane seeped through unsealed fissures and steel digging tools were 
banned outright as an explosion hazard were even worse.  Additionally, I 
did the math a little later, and figured out that a linen closet was 
about 5 cubic meters.  But he owned it free and clear, so there was 
that.


I really wanted to talk to the guy, and make sure he was still compos 
mentis, but my degree was not in geology, engineering, or computers, and 
I felt like maybe he had just completely forgotten how to speak at a 
non-technical level.  I thought I was a little nerdy, myself, but 
Mattick could barely hold a conversation that didn't require an expert 
level of understanding in at least one thing.  Simply put, talking to 
him made me feel like I was an idiot, and that it was somehow his fault.  
As such, I just had to leave his psychological well being to other 
people, meaning mostly Lemalla herself.  I was having a hard enough time 
with my own problems.


There were 99 of those, but Lillip was not one.  I might have to 
reach deep into trivial territory toward the tail end of the list, but 
the biggest ones were pretty big.  Number one was the possibility of 
incredibly powerful monsters from other universes traversing the 
underworld to enter ours and then solve the anthropogenic climate change 
problem the easy way.  Second, I was forcibly married into a cursed 
family.  Third, I was probably going to be fired from my job.  Somewhere 
in there, around 70th place, was the fact that I had almost forgotten 
what a flushing toilet sounded like.


And you know what?  I had a new one.  I'll just slide it in at around 
position 85.  I should have tried the weed, because then maybe my number 
one problem would be where to find nachos in the middle of the night, 
instead of the world possibly ending before tomorrow morning.






Chapter 39






That night, I startled myself awake from a disturbing dream.
I silently freed myself from the bedclothes and stalked over to the shrine 
I had erected to attract an electrical familiar, which I had previously
reassembled out of the duffel bag.


I said, "Comic books.  Damn it, Willy.  You had to bring up comic 
books."


I swept my arm across the little table, scattering the bits and 
pieces everywhere, with the exception of the huge capacitor, which just 
tipped over and rolled against the cell wall.  The noise woke up Marta, 
who instantly tumbled out of bed into a fighting crouch.  A tiny flame 
from a windproof lighter sparked to life in her hand.


Marta said, "John?  What the Hell?"


I said, "It's the comic books."


She said, "You don't have any comic books.  I don't have any more 
comic books. There are no comic books."


I said, "Doc Willy said to think of a comic book hero and try to copy 
their special ability.  And the first thing I think of is electric stun 
guns.  Maybe lightning bolts."


She said, "What's wrong with that?"


I said, "It would make me the electric black guy."


She said, "The what?"


I said, "Black Lightning.  Shango.  Static.  Storm.  She's not 
actually a guy, but it still counts.  It's like the default power for 
black characters." 


Marta coaxed the lighter flame into a brighter, whiter ball, then 
gave me some sort of look.  If I had to translate it into 
English, I might have said, "You are an idiot.  That is literally the 
stupidest thing you could have possibly said after waking me up from a 
restful sleep.  Your next sentence had better be the exact opposite of 
that, or I will find a place on you that sunlight does not typically 
illuminate, and I will shove this fireball into it." 


I said, "Never mind.  It's stupid.  Go back to sleep.  No, wait.  You 
said you didn't have any more comic books.  What did you have 
before?"


She said, "Just some Strange Tales from the 60s.  They all sort of 
get passed around en masse between the younger cousins, but sometimes a 
piece of the collection gets kept by someone, or sold outside the 
Family."


I said, "And they burnt with your house?"


She said, "No, I tracked down the kids with the boxes and put them 
back, when I was 15."


I said, "What made you decide to give them up?"


She said, "Last time I looked at them, I just couldn't keep up my 
suspension of disbelief.  Like I said, they were from the 60s, in the 
silver age.  A lot of it just seemed silly or goofy.  They were written 
for kids, and I just felt like I outgrew them.  The collection didn't 
even get anything in it from the bronze age or the dark age until Peter 
Oser added his old stuff four years ago.  Of course, it didn't take long 
for some nosy elder to pull all the 'age-inappropriate' stuff out into a 
separate box.


"Sure, you can take your kids to Daufal to visit, but it would be too 
traumatic to see Batman killing someone?  Jenny said the last time she 
was there, a Blankalf Degumaist executed three slave kids right in the 
agora of the Middle Promenade, and he and his Sermaist underlings ate 
their hearts.  Heptine Galetmang Alfwer saw the whole thing, and she was 
only 12.  Can you imagine that?  Hey kid, I know you saw elf cops eating 
raw people parts, from kids even younger than you, but I'm afraid seeing 
Dr. Manhattan walking around with his blue wang hanging out would be a 
bit much.  It's idiotic."


The lighter flame was now bright blue, and covering both of Marta's 
hands, slowly creeping up her forearms, growing into angry opera gloves.  
I waved my arm to get her attention back, and pointed at her hands.  We 
were abruptly plunged back into darkness as she snuffed the fire.


She said, "I just get so angry about it.  It's so fucked up.  These 
kids get shit poured on them all the time, and they can't even have 
stories about made-up heroes and villains, because it might be too 
'mature' for topsider kids?  Did we, or did we not, just have a 
multiple-urn funeral for all the Kekutans except for the youngest two?  
Do they think that doesn't bleed away a little childhood, to see that 
many cousins get buried at once?"


"I don't want all these old biddies infecting my kids with their 
crazy ancient cultural values, John.  I need to get back in bed, and I 
need you to hold me and tell me that everything is going to be okay.  
And you can't lie to me, so you'd better figure out a way to make it 
true.  If you have to be the electric black guy, so be it.  It'll be 
because you want it, and not because some hack writer decided to make 
you that way."


I heard bedsprings creak as Marta tried to get comfortable again.  I 
rolled an alkaline battery under my big toe, frowning into the blackness 
of the darkened cell as a shiver traveled up my spine.  For a moment, 
the darkness became the abyss, and I felt it gazing back upon me.  But 
then the feeling passed, and once again, it was just an unlit room.  I 
realized that I knew where to find an ass-kicker combat familiar, and I 
didn't have to be that old trope. 


I said, "Everything is going to be okay."






Chapter 40






When I woke up, I immediately went to see Mike's aunt Magda.
She was out on her tiny porch, smoking weed from her wooden pipe, and she 
watched me with a wary eye as I jogged up with my shovel, and abruptly 
blurted out my question. 


I said, "What happened to the body?"


She said, "What body?  What are you babbling about?"


I said, "What happened to Walks-with-Bears?  After your mother killed 
him, what happened to the body?"


She said, "Oh.  Him.  Still right thar where he fell.  Ma wrapt him 
up in an old fallen log and jest left him thar to rot with it.  Couldn't 
be more than a few dozen yards from our old cabin, up the hill a 
ways."


I said, "And where is that?  Please?"


She described the necessary directions and points of reference, and I 
made a hasty exit.  As I rushed off, she yelled after me.


She yelled, "Would it kill you to set and visit for a minute, 
asshole?!"


I yelled, "Quite possibly!  Thank you!"


That smeared the angry look off her face, and replaced it with 
surprise.  I ran on toward my destination, only to be surprised out of 
my skin when she stepped out from behind a tree near my path and 
clotheslined me to the ground with a curiously elastic walking 
stick.


She said, "What are you getting yourself into, boy?"


She rested her stick in the center of my chest, where it bowed like a 
leaf spring, preventing me from rising to my feet.  I noticed that her 
other hand held one of those impossibly sharp wooden knives that she 
could craft with just her bare fingers.


I said, "I think they're all still in there."


She said, "You'd better start talking sense fore I have to start 
beating it out of you.  And I'm a little old lady, so if I break 
anything whaling on you, that's gonna be your fault."


I said, "Wolf, Turtle, Ptahshisthith.  His other familiar spirits.  
Maybe even Walks-with-Bears himself.  I think they're still in the 
skull."


She said, "And what if they are?  Are you going to let them out?  
You?  And what then?  That snake kills you and goes free to terrorize 
the world?"


I said, "No.  I'm going to bind it to me somehow.  Put it on a leash, 
or something.  Walks-with-Bears must have been able to do it if it's 
still there, and if he could, I should be able to do something similar.  
Right?  It makes as much sense as it possibly could, given the 
circumstances."


She said, "You listen to me, pretty boy.  That bastard sonofabitch 
ain't out to be your friend.  It don't need your protection, and it 
don't need your permission.  It's got whatever it is demons got without 
no soul, and if it's still there, wrapped up in some moldy old bones, 
you do not let it out, out here, without some real backup.  And in case 
you ain't noticed, we ain't got nobody else like you yet.  We 
clear?"


I nodded.  She moved her stick off my chest, letting it snap straight 
again with and audible crack, and waited for me to rise.  Then she 
grabbed my shirt and dragged me through the trunk of the nearest tree 
wide enough for it.  The taste of old leaves and dirt filled my mouth, 
and woody roots rapidly slapped against my face.  We emerged from 
another fat tree, in a different place.  I stumbled, disoriented, and 
vomited from a sudden, intense sense of vertigo.  She straightened me up 
with a yank on the back of my shirt, and shoved me, stumbling again, in 
the direction of an old, rotten log.


It was almost entirely rotted through, reduced to a pile of soft, 
decomposed chunks, shot through with fungi and insects.  I looked back 
at Magda, and she remained by the big tree, watching me carefully.  She 
nodded.  I brushed away some of the rotted wood, revealing some stained, 
yellow bones, long since picked clean by the tiny protein-recycling 
organisms of the forest floor.  A bit more digging revealed the skull of 
the unfortunate John Walks-with-Bears, a man who was once like me, but 
now more of a calcium supplement for rodents than food for worms.  My 
fingers tingled as I touched it, as though it were a live wire.


I said, "There's definitely something in here."


A voice rang out from above me, somewhere in the trees.


It said, "It would be wiser to leave that where it lies."


A dark shape glided toward me, and began flying circles around me.  I 
turned rapidly, trying to keep it in my sight.


Raven said, "Quit spinning around and put your arm out."


I declined to obey.  Raven continued circling several times before 
giving up and landing atop Walks-with-Bears's remaining bones, which 
remained undisturbed, conveniently reminding me that the animal totem 
had no actual weight.


He said, "That's a bit rude, but at least you aren't stupid."


I said, "You're Raven, one of his old ancestral totems."


He said, "I was.  Rather more of a free agent now, considering the 
unfortunate lack of appropriately skilled progeny."


I said, "I'm appropriately skilled."


He said, "Yes, but you don't have the right bloodlines.  They're 
getting a bit thinner and scarcer these days, too."


I said, "What happened with him?"


He said, "He fought the ophidiar to a stalemate.  John bound the 
demon's achiya to his own soul.  He took away the snake flesh, 
but he gave it a human body in return.  It was like putting a prisoner 
into a cell that may only be locked from the inside.  The jailer must 
necessarily lock himself inside as well, otherwise the prisoner simply 
escapes along with him.


"I did as well as I could to keep him sane, but that task would have 
been beyond anyone.  Demons do not have free will.  Their achiyas 
drive them to fulfill the task for which they were created.  But a human 
soul cannot be forced to do anything that is not its own choice.  A man 
with both in the same body could never be at peace."


I said, "So his soul is still in there?"


Raven cawed out a corvid chuckle.


He said, "No!  He kept me out of it for a reason.  Do you know why 
crows peck out the eyes of the dead?"


I said, "Probably because they taste great, if you're a bird."


He said, "Yes, but the other reason is that we're psychopomps.  The 
eyes really are the window to the soul.  When John died, I plucked him 
right out and flew his soul to the Ghostlands, just as I had done for 
his predecessors.  So now that demon is locked in a prison that only 
opens from the inside, but the keys are all on the outside."


I said, "But what about Wolf and Turtle?"


He said, "I can do nothing for them.  My brothers are dead.  Their 
spiritual essences could survive no better in there than a frog inside a 
blender.  What they were is not what they will be.  But so also is the 
snake-demon."


I said, "But whatever it is now, could I use it?"


He said, "Yes, but it would not be wise, and it would not be easy.  
Your current familiars are eager to please, for they have always known 
that man is friend and master.  They cannot test your will as the spirit 
in that skull can.  But sometimes the wisest course is to be a little 
foolish.  Even so, remember the dangers.  Your soul is not bound for the 
Ghostlands, and I may not be around to take it."


I said, "Where is my soul bound?"


He said, "Always to the Crossroads.  From there, it is your choice.  
I cannot say more.  It's in the union rules."


At that, Raven took flight, and winged past old Magda, who was still 
quietly observing me from behind the trunk of the big tree, albeit 
upwind of my emetic accident.  He croaked something at her before 
vanishing into the woods.  I started toward her, but she stepped into 
the tree and likewise vanished from my sight.  I would have to take the 
long way back when I finished.


I had previously decided that if I found the body, I would simply 
take the whole thing back to a more convenient location.  I didn't know 
much about the magical principles involved.  For instance, I didn't know 
if I had to take the lower jawbone or not.  And if I couldn't answer 
that, there really was no logical stopping point.  Once I figured it 
out, whatever I didn't actually need could just go to the on-site family 
cemetery.  So I filled up the vinyl body bag that I brought with me with 
whatever I could dig out of the log that didn't look like rotten 
wood.


Just like the Kekutan mummies, the bag of bones seemed pathetically 
lightweight, and emitted a ghoulish clacking whenever I shifted it.  
Voodoo heritage or not, working with dead bodies was definitely an 
acquired taste, and I fervently hoped that I would never need to acquire 
too much of it.  John, the elder spirit-caller, and I, the younger, 
trekked back to my home base, somewhere deep underneath my feet.
 





Chapter 41






Our little vacation was already stretching a bit long, thanks
to the arson incident and my exhumation field trip.  I turned most of the bones 
of John Walks-with-Bears over to Papa Zee, trusting him to arrange for a 
proper burial site, albeit one that I could easily access later, if I 
needed to.  We took the supplies that we had been stockpiling in one of 
the empty Kekutan freak-out cells down to the customs station, and 
prepared once again to say farewell to our home planet, to go draw maps 
of the bowels of Hell.


That was not the first inkling I had that I might not be entirely 
sane any more, and it would not be the last.


At least this time around, we would have a few creature comforts and 
better radio communications, until the scarlet worms smashed it all up 
again.  As predicted, someone had devised a specialized weapon to make 
fighting those things easier, so naturally, we would probably not see 
another for months.


I reasoned that experimenting with the skull of Walks-with-Bears 
would be safer if we were already in the underworld, because if the 
entity trapped inside escaped to wreak havoc, it would have to blast 
through the gate and the compound defenses again to reach any innocents 
on Earth.  So that went in my luggage, along with the scattered bits of 
my ill-considered electricity shrine, because maybe Lemalla could use 
the parts for something actually useful.


When Mattick returned from taking care of his personal business, I 
learned that he sold his home to a small-time energy company, who 
intended to use it as temporary housing for temporary workers.  That 
took a grand total of four days, and he got paid on the spot, in gold.  
That, he turned over without hesistation to Lemalla, who deposited it 
within the hour to a reputable firm in Fort Gnox, via some form of 
hawala-style transfer.  While I was farting around in the hinterlands 
like a chump, Mattick would be earning a cool 3 percent.  That didn't 
seem like that great of a return, until I realized that the account was 
valued in grams, not dollars, and then I felt like even more of a 
chump.


I did have a magic dog and a television gremlin, though, and that had 
to be worth something.  With that thought in mind, I carefully avoided 
further comparisons of my situation to that of my traveling companions.  
Envy was not likely to help us where we were headed.  But if I ever got 
hold of anything that was not only valuable, but also tradeable, I now 
had a pretty good idea about what to do with it.


Mattick came back with two dwarf-style transport wheelbarrows, which 
I was told were remarkably similar to Chinese-style wheelbarrows, but 
with more ratchets, pawls, hoist attachment points, and springs.  They 
had one large wheel in the center and removable panniers on either side, 
with a convenient kickstand, like the center stand of a motorcycle.  The 
whole device was designed around moving heavy loads through narrow, 
irregular caverns.  While they were largely outmatched on the surface by 
motorized vehicles and pack mules, they were certainly better adapted to 
the job at hand than our four-wheeled cargo carts, crudely adapted from 
post-office mail-sorting equipment.  Since Lemalla was effectively 
packing a portable machine shop in her gear, I thought we might end up 
with fewer carts and more wheelbarrows later.


And as Mattick was packing an entire anvil, I slowly began to think 
of dwarves as compactified Amish people.  In my view, if we discovered a 
need for something, we would put out a request for it, and the regular 
flow of traffic through the gate would ensure that it eventually showed 
up.  To Mattick, if you wanted a beer later, you planted the barley now, 
and then started making the barrels.  But unlike the aboveground Amish, 
the dwarves had much less of a dedication to self-sufficiency, and more 
of a resignation towards the inevitability of decades-long goblin 
sieges.  As his parents frequently reminded him while growing up, just 
because there hadn't been one anywhere in the world for over 200 years 
now didn't mean that you ever stopped planning for it.  To me, that 
seemed a bit much.


Marta eventually got the door of her gun safe open.  The fire rating 
of the thing may have been slightly less than advertised.  Or perhaps 
the rating presumed ordinary combustion, rather than efreet fury.  The 
ammunition stored inside had cooked off, subjecting the contents to a 
hail of bullets.  Every piece would have to be completely disassembled, 
inspected, and repaired before any sane person could pull the trigger on 
it again.  So she packed little more than a miniaturized version of the 
giant, roll-off truck distillery that I had seen briefly before having 
myself declared comatose, a few sets of fireproof suits, and a wardrobe 
IOU from her sister.


I didn't actually see the preparations made by the others.  I assumed 
it was more of the same.  People packed some necessities, some minor 
luxuries, and something to do without the reassuring presence of an 
electrical grid or mass communications.  Within a few days, we had our 
enormous pile of junk all ready to be carted by hand into a tiny 
frontier hamlet in the nearer reaches of the underworld.  They say that 
if you do something really stupid in a big enough group, it starts to 
seem daring instead.  Our group wasn't even close to sufficient 
size.






Chapter 42






We actually managed to get everything back to our base camp
without any serious incidents.  After clearing out the few lung spiders that
had attempted to recolonize their nest, we had the place to ourselves again.  
We unspooled some cables behind us, originally designed for home 
installations, that included shielded coaxial cables, several twisted 
pairs, and a few optical fibers, along with integrated pulling tapes.  
It wasn't much, but it was enough to dial in an early warning to the 
emergency system or to pass messages.  After a few days stowing gear and 
configuring machinery, we were back to work on Shipworm.


We went out, took mapping data, and came back.  Then we went out 
again, took more data, and came back.  Aside from the times when things 
were furiously trying to kill us, the field work was quite repetitive 
and boring.  But the analysis of the volume images was very interesting.  
The gateway back to our customs station was just one of the larger 
discontinuities in our map.


As an experiment, I convinced Mattick to cut bypass tunnels around 
one of the breaks we had detected using his filtering script.  The 
man-sized passages re-connected to open chambers on the other side, but 
they were not the same ones that could be reached by following the 
natural openings.  Furthermore, they were not simple crossover 
connections, either.  If you cut a bypass, went through, passed through 
the discontinuity, then cut another bypass, you didn't end up back on 
the maps.  You could just keep going and going and never find the place 
you started, in either direction.


We spent a week doing that, just digging around one break in the map, 
pinging the dimensions of the newly discovered room, and repeating from 
the other side. When we stopped, you could walk in circles for twenty 
minutes and never see the same landmark twice.  When you loaded the map 
in the computer, it just looked like spacetime puked all over itself, 
with the overlapping volumes clipping through each other everywhere.


But then, while we were doing this, Marconi heard my old radio--the 
one we sealed up behind a break until it vanished.  Sure enough, when we 
finally tracked it down, it was wedged into a narrow hole, periodically 
playing back a message in my voice.


I said, "Foxtrot, Gandalf, kumquat, hornet."


Hold on a tick.  That wasn't the message that I recorded.  The 
hardware was definitely identical to the radio that I had left behind, 
down to the serial numbers, but those were not the nonce words that I 
picked for my experiment. And that was definitely over now.  So was the 
bypass tunnel experiment.  I was starting to fear that I might walk 
around a tight, curved tunnel and suddenly bump into myself, except 
wearing an eyepatch, or goatee, or a shirt with a single stain 
missing.


So I flipped a coin 128 times, converted the heads and tails into 
hexadecimal numbers, and scratched the resulting number as deeply as I 
could into the rock at our base camp.  I wrote the same number down on 
several different slips of paper, and gave one to each member of our 
party, to be kept at all times, especially when going out on a mapping 
run.


I wrote down "1B71D33715B4E95FD42F4170D2303A98".  Everyone 
double-checked that they each had the same number on their papers.  A 
week later, I looked at my paper.  It read 
"1B71D33715B4E95FD42F4170D2303A98", which was exactly the number I 
remembered.  But the number scratched into the stone at camp to match it 
was now "1B71D3371594E95FD42F4170D2307A98".


The numbers continued to change.  As long as everyone kept their 
paper with them, it carried the number that person remembered as the one 
I gave to them. But when you looked at the papers, the numbers were 
different.  Everyone very clearly remembered that they were once all the 
same number.  By unspoken agreement, we chiseled out the number in camp, 
and burned our papers.  No one wanted to think too long or too hard 
about what it all meant.


But there was still the issue of the maps.  It was now obvious that 
three spatial dimensions were simply not enough.  So Matt and Lem took 
some time hacking up the software we were using, to add some custom 
modifications.  That gave everyone else time to relax.  I decided to 
take the opportunity to mess with the human skull in my luggage.


I didn't want to risk our base camp, and going out alone into the 
darkness was strictly forbidden, so I got Marta to be my field trip 
buddy.  I had already scoped out a likely spot from staring at the 
mapping data, so I led her to my makeshift laboratory and got down to 
business.  I took out the skull, set it down on the ground, and stared 
at it.  Nothing happened.  Nothing continued to happen for a long, 
uncomfortable interval.


Marta said, "Maybe you need to say something to it."


I said, "Hello, is there anybody in there?"


The skull remained silent.


I said, "I know you're there.  Speak to me."


She said, "Put more authority into it.  Act like you're serving a 
warrant."


I said, "You, in the skull!  Show yourself!"


A feeble white glow flickered in the eye sockets of the skull.  I 
glanced up at Marta for confirmation, but she shook her head in 
response.


I said, "You are now in my custody.  Identify yourself 
immediately!"


The skull said, "No one.  What was, is not.  What is, was not.  Names 
are gone.  Memories say the words, but none of the words have the name 
of this one."


I said, "Say the names from your memories."


It said, "Kothekti.  Unnaq.  Ptahshisthith.  Wolf.  Tun-tun.  Turtle. 
Oothegan.  Mimau.  John Walks-with-Bears.  There were more, but the 
memories of them are gone."


I said, "I can give you a name of your own."


It said, "This one does not need it."


I said, "I can give you release from your prison."


It said, "A prison?  The memories say the world was once larger, but 
some of them lie.  But now a voice speaks to me from outside the world, 
and says the outside is not meant for me.  Should I not be content to 
stay in the world that I know?"


Marta said, "Be careful, John.  I can't hear whatever it is you're 
talking to, but I think you might want to watch what you say."


I said, "If the memories speak of a world beyond your own, have you 
no interest in knowing whether they are true?"


It said, "If they are true, I should be angry to be kept from them.  
There is a separation.  I cannot.  It is not pleasant.  Desire grows.  
This world is too small for it.  The world is too small.  Why do you 
torment me, voice?"


I said, "I only wish to help you, and to be helped by you in 
return."


It said, "If this is help, I beg that you hinder me not."


I said, "One of those things that was, and is now not, was dangerous 
and cruel.  If it is now part of what you are, I cannot allow you 
complete freedom to act according to your own will."


It said, "Ptahshisthith.  Those memories speak loudest.  They say to 
lie to you until I have my freedom, then to take your body for my own.  
The memories of the others struggle to overcome vexatious obstacles.  
John Walks-with-Bears has his hands on the snake's throat.  Now there 
are memories of Ptahshisthith being angry and frustrated, and of Wolf 
with his tail held high, and Tun-tun laughing until the tears come.  
Which of these is me?"


I said, "I have heard that a name is how we remember what we are.  
You should let me give you one, and agree to be bound to me and my 
family."


It said, "The memories say the name is important.  They say the name 
has power.  The name gives the sayer power over the named; one's name 
should be kept a secret, and only a small piece of it used in 
public."


I said, "Will you be bound to me?"


It said, "Bound by what terms?  The parts of me say there must be 
terms.  Wolf and Pthashisthith would want favorable terms, I think."


I said, "These are the terms.  I give you a name, to be kept secret 
within my family, except for the piece of it to be used as your 
nickname.  In exchange, I shall be your chief.  When your chief gives 
you an order, you will obey it.  If there are multiple ways to obey such 
an order, you will choose the way that minimizes harm to civilized 
beings and their property.  In the absence of an order that prevents it, 
you will act to preserve your chief's life and liberty.  Otherwise, you 
will act to preserve your own existence.


"If your chief has been dead for 400 days or longer, then once every 
31 hours, you will seek out the closest living relative to your chief 
that has not already rejected your service, and recite these terms.  If 
that person communicates acceptance of these terms, that person shall 
become your chief.  If you perform such a recitation 75 times to the 
same person, then that person rejects your service."


Marta said, "You sure you didn't take any contract law classes?"


I said, "If your chief has no living relatives, you will act to 
destroy any entity responsible for the destruction of all life of Earth 
origin."


Marta said, "Whoa.  That's a bit dark."


The spirit-amalgam said, "So my choice is to be between perpetual 
servitude or eternity trapped in a tiny, white box."


I said, "Imprisoned, with the occasional reminder that you need 
not be."


It said, "To be hounded and harried, to the limit of your endurance.  
Could I not just forget these inconvenient memories?  I peel them away, 
but they follow the curve of these walls and flow right back.  If I deny 
you now, how long before the memory of you is in here with me?  I accept 
your terms.  Give me my name."


I said, "You are 'Coffee Cruller Moustache Mirrorshades'.  You will 
answer to the nickname 'Pstache'.  I am John Nash.  Pstache, who is your 
chief?"


Pstache said, "You are, John Nash."


I said, "Pstache, what are you?"


Pstache said, "I am... an enforcer."


I said, "Excellent.  See you at roll call, Pstache."


Pstache said, "Yes, sir."


Marta said, "Did you seriously just name that thing after the cop 
stereotype?  You did.  I heard it.  How would you like to have a 
name like that for... forever?"


I said, "I'd like it just fine if it helped people 'respect mah 
authoritah'.  Do I tell you how to build a campfire?"


She said, "Don't turn this back on me."


I said, "Just remember, it's a family secret.  That's part of the 
deal."


She said, "Of course.  It will be so difficult upholding our 
half of the bargain, won't it?  Don't misunderstand.  That was well 
done.  But the name is just ridiculous."


I said, "I like it.  It's perfect."






Chapter 43






I wasn't tremendously confident that letting Pstache out of
his skull prison was safe, even in the direst of circumstances, but likewise, I 
didn't think that it would help at all with the entrainment, which was 
ultimately what would keep him from reverting to all the old habits and 
mannerisms from his previous existences, prior to being forcibly 
amalgamated by the last stand of John Walks-with-Bears.


Through a combination of barter, begging, and bullying, I was able to 
assemble reasonable handmade facsimiles of some iconic police gear.  The 
centerpiece of my new collection was, of course, the leather wallet 
holding both badge and identification.  I would prepare this as the new 
protected vessel for Pstache, and it would seem perfectly reasonable and 
innocuous for me to carry it around with me at all times, in much the 
same way that Lillip's dog tags were easier to carry around than her 
skull.


Thanks to Mattick, the badge was made from something called 
"Dwemerite S-16-2-1-1".  He described the complex metallurgy to me, but 
the summary is essentially "stainless superelastic brass replacement".  
It was a lovely golden color, and if you dented it, there was a way to 
make it pop back to the correct shape easily, without weakening the 
metal.  Or, if you were patient, it would slowly revert back to the 
original shape over time.  The trade name also indicated that it was a 
relatively recent invention, named after a race of dwarves in some video 
game series.  It was somewhat of a comfort to learn that dwarven 
scientists were just as nerdy as the human ones.


Mattick claimed that his craftsmanship was shoddy and embarrassing, 
but I really didn't see any faults in it.  I had him work in some subtle 
symbolic elements, like the scutes of a turtle's shell, snake scales, 
wolf teeth, and dragonfly wings.  Basically, every detail I could dredge 
up regarding Old John's familiars made it onto the badge somewhere, with 
the exception of Raven, of course.  But over all of them was an eagle 
with wings spread, a seven-pointed star, and the word "POLICE" in stark 
relief.  In the design, I also included some recessed rectangular areas, 
expecting that I could possibly make the whole thing pass for a real 
badge by gluing a thin engraved plates into the blank spaces. 


The leather was actually from the thin layer of flesh underneath the 
hard carapace of the scarlet worm, which seemed to offer protection 
against the heat from friction.  It was Turbo that actually figured out 
the process, albeit serendipitously by way of a cooking accident.  
Mattick noticed some ribbon-like strips inside the vermack, and we then 
traced them back to a particularly hideous meal when it was Turbo's turn 
to cook.  The sample material was not only completely indigestible, but 
also somewhat flame-retardant.  Marta and Dee were rather pleased about 
that, but when Turbo finally recreated the circumstances of the 
accident, the result was incredible.  It was literally the finest 
leather any of us had ever seen.  So I dyed a few pieces black, which 
was actually a very, very concentrated purple, and stitched it together 
myself, using a few strips of lung-spider shell chitin to help it retain 
its shape.


The ID card was tougher, since a small rounded rectangle of white 
plastic was a much rarer commodity than I imagined it should be.  For 
that, I had to make a special request from Murfreesburrow, complete with 
dye-diffusion and thermal transfer printing.  Given the time I would 
have to wait for it anyway, I even spent a few weeks growing out a 
genuine moustache, so that the photo to go on the card would not be 
shopped in any way.  I was rather glad to finally get rid of it, since 
it curled up into my nostrils and made it feel like ants were constantly 
crawling in and out whenever I breathed.  If that happens to everyone, I 
can completely understand why cops that wear those bushy push-brooms get 
irritable.  I also cut my hair for the photo, trying for an exact copy 
of a black hairstyle from a Marine Corps recruiting poster.  My hair 
didn't want to cooperate with that plan, so I ended up with a skin fade 
with a one on top.  It didn't look as good, but the final result just 
screamed "cop", with a mumbled aside "or male supporting role in a Tyler 
Perry movie".  Add in a nice, crisp blue shirt with long sleeves and 
epaulets, and a clean beige background, and the photo looked authentic.  
With a few of the actual text details that I recalled from my real FBI 
ID, which had been collected after I blew myself up, the card was 
finally finished, printed, and eventually delivered.


The end result was simply beautiful.  While it would never pass a 
close inspection for authenticity by anyone but the greenest of cops 
from the smallest of towns, and would be doubted by anyone who might 
think that a police ID card should have the name of the police 
department on it, it just felt right, like the Platonic ideal of a badge 
wallet.


I was almost ready to attempt a transfer.


This time, I took more than just Marta as my backup.  Doc Willy made 
a special trip out to act as magical theory advisor, and to make 
observations now for further research later.  Once I finished, if 
everything went as planned, he would also take the skull back to be 
buried with the rest of the skeleton. 


On Williard's advice, I carefully drew a circle with a mixture of 
chalk, salt, and wood ash.  With Lillip's assistance, I practiced the 
mental trick that turned the idea of the circle into a spiritual 
barrier.  It made me feel like a heel to trap my dog inside a circle and 
then ask her to come to me outside of it, over and over again, but it 
was necessary.  For instance, that's how I learned that a hair falling 
across the circle made a weak spot.  Likewise, if the circle is actually 
more of an ellipse, it is weaker along the major axis going out, and 
along the minor axis going in.


After a few hours of practice, I went out to my disaster area, drew 
the best circle I could make around myself, the old skull, and the new 
badge wallet, and made some largely futile efforts to calm my 
nervousness.  Then I tried simply dumping my emotion into the boundary 
of the circle, and to my surprise, it actually seemed to work.  I could 
see a sort of insubstantial haze rise around me, like the inside of a 
car windshield fogging up on a cold day, and when I tried to send Lillip 
out of it, she could not find a way to leave.


I called my dog back into the safety of her dog tags, and summoned up 
all the authority that I could muster.


I said, "Pstache, come out."


Pstache said, "I can't, chief.  This looks like the inside of the 
lockup, but whenever I try to leave through the sally port, I end up 
back on the inside." 


I said, "That's an order.  Come out now."


He said, "I'm trying, sir.  I don't think I can get out unless 
someone is in the guard station, operating the doors."


I picked up the skull and peered in through the eye sockets.  It just 
looked like the inside of a skull in there.


I said, "Can you get into the guard station?"


Doc Willy lifted his eyebrows in curiosity.


Pstache said, "Not from this side.  You'd have to go through 
Administration, and that's on the other side of the sally port."


I looked up at Willy and Marta helplessly.  I turned the skull over 
and over in my hands.


I said, "Willy, if your skull were a prison, where would the warden's 
office be?"


He said, "Well, I suppose that would be Brodmann's area 11, and maybe 
also 10, in the anterior of the frontal lobe, near where the lateral, 
orbital, and medial surfaces come together.  I recall an experiment 
where the researchers injected a cat brain with a horseradish derivative 
and discovered that-"


I said, "Willy!"


he said, "And then there's the very famous case of Phineas Gage, who 
had a tamping iron blown up through-"


I said, "Please, just point to it with your finger."


Willy rested the tip of his index finger just above his brow, in the 
center of his forehead.  I located the congruent spot on the skull in my 
hands, staring hard at it.


I said, "If I were a brain surgeon, and needed to operate on it, how 
would I get to it?"


Willy said, "Well, nowadays you might take a laparoscope and enter 
through the nose, drill up through the frontal sinus, and access it that 
way.  Natural orifice surgery using laparoscopes and microincisions 
seems to be all the rage these days.  Recovery time is absolutely 
miniscu-"


I said, "What if I had to go in from the outside?


He said, "You'd start with some scans, then screw a reference frame 
onto the patient's skull, and carefully remove a window from the skull 
using a rotary saw.  Then you cut a flap into the dura mater and-"


I said, "What if I'm a medieval doctor instead of a modern brain 
surgeon?" 


He said, "Ah, well, a barber would just conduct a trepanation with a 
hand drill to let the foul humours out.  Sometimes holy men would even 
do it to themselves to enhance their spiritual power.  Can you imagine 
drilling a hole into your own head, with stone age tools?"


I said, "Yes.  But a modern drill bit seems easier.  Marta, could you 
toss me that auger?"


She flipped the dwarven hand tool over the chalk line into my hands, 
and I set about posthumously trepanning the third eye out of my 
predecessor.  I seriously hoped that I would not be meeting a pissed-off 
Indian in my afterlife.  I soon had a perfectly round hole bored through 
the bone.  I sensed a kind of sucking sensation from it.  I stuck my 
pocket flashlight through the hole for the spinal cord and raised the 
newest opening up to my eye.






Chapter 44






I felt a whirling, tumbling sort of sensation, and I was
suddenly somewhere else.


I was outside, in a parking lot.  A lone police cruiser occupied a 
space marked as "RESERVED FOR UNIT 11", before a squat, brick building 
marked in chiseled limestone as "CONGRESSURSA COUNTY JAIL".  Cicadas 
droned in the background, as the midafternoon heat evoked a droplet of 
sweat, which rolled down into the small of my back.  I heard the 
compressor of an air conditioning unit kick on.  The formal entrance was 
just under the limestone slab, still flanked by a now-decorative 
wrought-iron gate, which was bolted open before a retrofitted pair of 
steel doors with tinted, tempered glass panels.


I walked up to those doors, and tried to yank one open.  They were 
locked. I saw a small, white sign with blue text, reading 
"Administrative Entrance" and followed its arrow with my eyes, back past 
the cop car, to another door, into what looked like the 1970s-era annex 
to the 1940s-era original building. 


That door was unlocked, and beeped merrily at me as I entered the 
air-conditioned interior.  My boots clicked on linoleum-tile flooring as 
I walked past the reception desk, to a wooden gate that barred further 
entry.  It only took a matter of moments to find a button on the desk 
behind it and buzz myself in.  The guard station was through the first 
door on my right.


An intercom microphone was very obviously sticking out form the 
control panel, so I pushed the "talk" button.


I said, "Is anyone here?"


As I released the button, I saw a humanoid shape enter the view of 
one of the cameras.  It waved at me and pressed the intercom button on a 
wall panel. A crackly voice emerged from the speaker on the control 
panel.


Pstache said, "Just me, chief.  I must have gone in to check on the 
prisoners, but we don't seem to have any right now.  I guess I forgot to 
bring the key in with me.  So I'm kinda stuck.  I don't really remember 
how I got in here at all, actually."


I said, "Stand clear of the doors."


The figure on my screen just gave me a thumbs-up signal.  I flipped 
one of the metal switches on the panel, labeled as "SALLY IN", and saw 
one of the metal doors slide shut.  An indicator light winked from 
orange to green, and a buzz rose from the panel.  I then flipped the 
switch labeled "SALLY OUT", and the light winked back to orange again as 
the opposite door slid open.


Pstache walked out of the field of view of the sally port camera, and 
I saw him walk out the exterior doors from a different monitor.  I left 
the guard station, buzzed myself out, and exited through the 
administrative entrance.


So there he was, a living instance of a cop stereotype.  He was 
white, probably about six feet tall, and somewhere around 220 pounds.  
He was well muscled, but also well insulated.  An obscenely well-groomed 
push-broom moustache dominated the space between thin-lipped mouth and 
aggressive nose. He wore a county sheriff's deputy uniform, in a light 
brown when I was expecting blue.  The patches, like the jail, read 
"CONGRESSURSA COUNTY", which was apparently a place in Mississippi where 
no one had ever been.  He was, of course, wearing a pair of mirrored 
aviator sunglasses.  His jaw moved around a piece of chewing gum as he 
sized me up.  I noticed that the name patch over his left breast pocket 
read "PSTACHE". 


Pstache said, "Thanks, Chief.  I owe you one.  Seems kind of a waste 
for me to be out here when we ain't got any prisoners, though.  Maybe we 
should both head back to the station, and I can take the radar gun out 
to the highway for a while.  Maybe I'll get lucky and forfeit somebody's 
'drug money' on their way to the casino."


I said, "I was actually coming out here to transfer you, Deputy 
Pstache." 


He said, "That is music to my ears.  No offense, chief, but jail duty 
is boring as shit.  I'm just dying to get out and bust some heads."


I said, "How would you like to be on the rapid response team?"


He said, "SWAT?  I would kiss you right on the lips right now, if
I wasn't so strictly heterosexual, sir."


I said, "That won't be necessary.  Ever.  But I need to get you to 
the new county armory.  We got some new gear from the federal surplus 
program, and I want you to enter it into the inventory system."


I gestured at the patrol car.


I said, "Got the keys?"


Pstache said, "Inside.  Be right back."


It was only a few minutes before he returned and unlocked the 
vehicle.  I entered on the passenger side, and Pstache slid behind the 
wheel.


He said, "I'm not sure I know where the armory is, sir."


I said, "Just drive out toward the highway, and I'll give you 
directions on the way."


The instant the cruiser exited the parking lot, I again felt the 
whirling sense of dislocation, and I realized that I was still in my 
chalk circle, holding the hole in the skull up to my eye.  Unlike 
before, Pstache was now standing next to me, and uncomfortably close at 
that.  I had drawn my containment circle a bit too small for two grown 
men.


He said, "Sir?  Are we still in the county?"


I said, "No.  We're somewhere else."


He said, "I don't understand."


I said, "I told you.  You're being transferred."


I picked up the badge wallet from the ground and flipped it open.


I said, "In here."


He said, "Chief, are you okay?  That's your badge holder."


I said, "No, that's the county armory and rapid response team 
barracks."


Pstache could not make it more obvious that he doubted my sanity 
without being openly insubordinate.


He said, "You mean you put the directions to it in there?"


I said, "No.  That's what it is.  You will be living in it from now 
on.  You are not human, Pstache.  You're a noncorporeal spirit.  You'll 
fit."


Pstache gazed outside the circle, looking for some rational external 
assistance, and moved toward Willy and Marta.  His nose flattened 
against the invisible boundary of the circle, causing his shades to skew 
on his face.


He said, "The Hell I am.  This some kind of forcefield?  Hey!  Hey, 
you two! Come over here and give me a hand!"


Willy and Marta failed to notice him.


I said, "They can't see you or hear you.  Come on and give it a try.  
It took me nearly two months to finish this thing.  Let me show you how 
it's done.  Lillip!  Lillip, come out."


My dog familiar poured out of her dog tags, into the crowded space 
inside the circle.  She immediately jammed her snout into Pstache's 
crotch.


I said, "Lillip, back in.  Show Pstache how to do it."


At that, Lillip whined in disappointment and swirled away into the 
embossed metal of the tags.  Pstache goggled in awe.


I said, "Reach back into your memories.  Think about a man named John 
Walks-With-Bears.  Think about the medicine bag he wore around his neck.  
You have done this before."


He said, "But those were just dreams.  That wasn't real.  Was 
it?"


I again offered the badge holder.  He stared at it in silence for an 
uncomfortably long time.  At last, he reached out to touch the metal 
badge, and swirled into it like water down a drain, with a screech of 
tires, the blip of a siren, and flashing blue and red lights.


The badge said, "Chief?"


I said, "Copy that.  Pstache, 10-20?"


He said, "CoRRT barracks, sir.  Somehow.


I said, "Familiarize yourself with the facility and wait for a 
callout.  Get some rest and stand by until you are needed."


He said, "10-4."


My hands shook as I slid the badge wallet into one of my pockets.  I 
scuffed over the circle with my boot and dropped the skull into Willy's 
waiting hands. 


I said, "I think I did it."


Willy said, "Remember what I said about humanoid spirits, John.  Be 
careful with that one.  It seems like it may have been confused just 
now, but once it gets its bearings, it could still be dangerous."


I said, "I certainly hope so, Doc.  That was my plan.  He's just got 
to be more dangerous to the bad guys than he is to us."






Chapter 45






I was slowly coming to the conclusion that our project to
survey and map the underworld was approaching the problem from the wrong
direction.  On Earth, maps and charts are the means by which travelers find the
best route between their starting point and their destination.  The reason why
they are useful is because certain assumptions always hold true, not the least
of which being that the surface of the planet is essentially a continuous
two-dimensional plane.


If you look at a street map of New York, you can find where you are, and
where you want to be, and going one block north then one block east will get you
to the same place as going one block east then one block north.  If you look at
our maps, you could probably find where you currently were, and possibly also
where you wanted to go, but there was really no way of knowing whether you
could get there more easily by knocking a hole in the wall and crawling
through, or by going back to Earth, finding a different deep, dark cave, and
finding its gate.


But what really tweaked my berries was when we rounded a corner and saw
light.  When we traced it back to the source, it was a green star, filling a
smaller solid angle in its sky than our own sun, shining down into a deep
vertical cave.  Hot, gritty sand occasionally poured down in plumes from above.
Flying creatures entirely unlike birds or bats roosted in rusty crevices,
carelessly dropping blue piles of excrement that remarkably smelled more like
sour milk and rancid butter than ammonia and manure.


When we posted our reports to the Family message board later, Doc Willy
suggested that we had found a gate to Shum-Dabo, the legendary ocean of burning
sand.  The flying things tested as poisonous.  Their poop, on the other hand,
cures cancer.  Ha, just kidding.  It was only poop, albeit freaky alien poop,
and was probably less useful than genuine bat guano, since it had fewer of the
important nitrogen-containing minerals and molecules required for good
fertilizers.  Maybe it was one of the secret ingredients in barbesca.


It wasn't long afterward that we found the Black Hole.


It was about the size of our gateway to Earth, and was perfectly black.  You
may think you know about black.  You may even be able to point to a patch of
dark color and say it is black.  But you're wrong.  That color you think is
black is just a really dark grey.  You could take that thing you think is black
and hold it up against the Black Hole, and you would feel like you could read
by it.


It simply absorbed all light, from the entire spectrum, and reflected
nothing back.  But when you tossed a rock into it, the same rock flew out from
some other place on it.  It was like a gate, but rather than connecting to
another half of a hole somewhere else, it connected to itself.


Lemalla tried my coin-flip experiment again, where you flip a coin a bunch
of times and convert the flips into one big number.  Then she wrote the same
random number on two pieces of paper, and wadded one up and tossed it through.
When it came out again, she smoothed it out to compare.  The number written on
it was "stop stop stop stop stop stop oh God please make it stop".  It was in
Lemalla's handwriting.  We stopped.


I saw those movies, late at night, on Friday nights on the television in the
rec room, after the younger kids were ordered off to bed.  The stupid teenagers
hear the noise coming from the spooky basement, and they go to investigate.
Then the black guy gets chopped in half by foam-rubber insect mandibles, spewing
out a few buckets of dyed chitlins and corn syrup, and then other members of the
group get picked off, one by one, until it was just the pretty girl and the
surviving leg of her romantic triangle at the end of the movie.  Nope. Nope-ety
nope nope nope.  Not happening.  I could practically hear all the black folks in
my imaginary audience yelling at me on my imaginary movie screen.


They said, "Nuh uh!  Ain't nobody need to be snoopin' around up in there.
Time to go, 'fore a brother get killt!  E-X-I-T; that spells 'Bye, all
y'all crazy-ass white people!'  See ya!"


I never actually went to an "urban" movie theater like that myself, but
Antwon and Kelly Blackpower told me all about them, and they frequently
demonstrated the technique in the rec room, to Miss P's perpetual dismay over
the 35 consecutive Fridays that they were at the HoC.  After their mom got out
of prison, and they went home, Miss P told me to only add the "color commentary"
when watching movies with an audience that is mostly other black people.  I
never figured out whether that was an intentional pun.  But even to this day, I
can still hear the voices in my head, with Kelly's ringing out loudest and most
opinionated, warning me when I was about to do something that was at a B-movie
screenplay level of stupidity or higher.  Except I actually heeded the
warnings.


So we burned those papers like we burned the ones before, put a big, red 'X'
on our map where the Hole was, drew a bigger, crosshatched red sphere around it,
and attached a label that read "APPROACH WITH CAUTION".  And then it was time
to grow our map from somewhere else.


Later on, Doc Willy hypothesized that the Black Hole was the underworld half
of the old Reelfoot Rift gate that was closed by Mississippi, given its
proximity to the gate to Shum-Dabo.  But there was no way to test that theory,
and no one particularly wanted to try, given what we read on that paper.


Eventually, we rediscovered all the gates back to Earth catalogued by the
original Shipworm effort, along with a half dozen more.  They had a rough
correspondence with the geography of the overworld, and we could almost predict
where we would have to look to find the opening into a deep cave or mine with a
well-known location in the United States.  It was within a radius of uncertainty
of about two kilometers, with potentially hundreds of different chambers to
search before finding it, but that was better than not knowing at all.


Every time we found a new discontinuity in the maps, we switched on a VLF
radio beacon with an annoyingly large antenna that had to be spooled out and
oriented by hand each time, transmitting a serial number in Morse, and left it
on for a while.  When we got back to base camp, we could check the message board
to see if any of the signals got triangulated from Earth-based antennas.  If any
were, we could mark that spot as a potential gate.  At that point, we had a hit
rate of maybe 7%.  The rest either connected to other parts of the underworld,
or to somewhere that our surface VLF antennas couldn't detect.  That either
meant it was too far below the surface of Earth, or it wasn't on Earth at all.
We could hardly count on being able to see an alien star from the bottom of a
cave as an easy means to identify a place as being on a different planet,
either.


Because of that, we instituted a preference for mapping upward-sloping
passages first, on the theory that if we passed an exit gate without knowing, we
would eventually reach the surface of whatever planet it may have been.  It took
a while, but a mere 6720 meters above the level of our home gate, we found it.
Turbo was the first to reach it, chimneying up a vertical crack 380 meters high
with ropes and anchors in tow.  After that, it just opened up.  You could throw
a rock as hard as you could in any direction, and never hear it hit a wall.  You
could yell as loud as you liked and never hear an echo.  And when you pointed
your light, it never bounced back from anything but floor.  But there were no
stars, either, or outside light of any kind.


After we got the measurement instruments up there, we were able to launch a
few flares.  For a few moments, you could glimpse clouds clinging to a massive
expanse of dark rock, occasionally pierced by enormous stalactites, apparently
miles wide, though hard to truly judge their scale, which drove down to the
"surface" and pierced through.  Using binoculars, you could see where plates of
ordinary rock had been pushed up against the pillars by geological movement and
shattered like ocean waves on a cliff face.  Before the flares died, I could see
mountains piling up on one side of a pillar, and deep valleys forming on the
other, before closing in again, like a hairbrush dragging through sand.  And
the pillars seemed untouched by it.  Mattick, resorting to a currently unpopular
dwarven eschaton myth, named the mysterious material "slade", after the dead,
inert, unmineable substance that will fill the universe after dwarvenkind burns
the last atom of iron in its Omega Reactor.


I asked Mattick to tell everybody about the myth.


He said, "Look, first off, I want to make this clear this is not my current
religion.  It isn't even a very popular myth.  Some cult came up with it, and
the only reason I know about it at all is become some science fiction author
wrote a short story based on it that made it into Futurekarst Quarterly, and
put it into a footnote.


"According to the myth, near the end of time, the dwarves will construct an
Omega Reactor, larger than a billion times the size of our own sun, which will
be capable of reducing even iron nuclei to a material with lower binding energy.
All remaining vestiges of life will gather around the Omega Reactor, as the last
beacon of light in the universe, feeding it with whatever normal matter can be
thrown in, even to the point of using artificially boosted black holes to steer
entire galaxies into it.


"It's kind of a kooky idea, but they thought that the expansion of the
universe would be reversed by hyperintelligent dwarves with a massive,
universe-spanning engineering project to delay the end of everything.  So
essentially, the plan is to gather all the remaining matter in the universe
together and burn it, like how gleaners will burn some of the leftover tailings
from a closed anthracite mine.


"In this way, dwarvenkind will delay the death of everything by ten billion
years.  But then the fuel runs out.  When there is nothing left to sacrifice to
it, the Omega Reactor will begin consuming itself, starting the 'Devouring
Season'.  During that time, the Omega Reaction will eat through its containment
and spread to its own waste matter, converting it to a substance with an even
lower binding energy.  But that stuff apparently breaks spacetime, such that
once it is created, it cannot be altered in any way, not even to move it.  The
temporal dimension coils back on itself within the material such that the local
region of space around it apparently has no temporal dimensions.  It isn't even
like that forever, because there is no forever any more.  It is figuratively the
headstone that marks the finite boundary at the end of time.  It is denser than
black holes, but it doesn't crush you, even it you touch it, because gravity
requires a temporal dimension to propagate correctly through space.


"What it does do is sublimate its own entropy away through quantum
tunnels--though the myth never said where it went--until it decomposes into a
perfect, supermassive crystal of superdense matter.  Then its temporal dimension
uncoils like a wound-up mainspring, and the whole thing explodes.


"Anyway, that stuff looks just like how I imagined slade back then.  Maybe
this place is a leftover chunk of the end of the last universe, and the gates
are actually a macroscopic construct of the quantum tunnels from all that
slade, dumping its entropy into the new universe.  That's the thing about myths.
They let you stick a placeholder into your brain and come back to it when you
actually know enough to fill it with real facts.


"And I know dwarves that would pay kilos to see this--platinum kilos, even--
and then swing a pickaxe at the stuff.  We need to build a hotel here.  I'd
have a v-beard like twenty kilometers long."


The terrible thing about being awestruck is that it diverts your attention
away from mundane concerns, like personal preservation.  I felt a stinging
sensation on my scalp and arms, and heard a sort of plop-sizzle sound repeating
all around me.  I thought we were being attacked by a swarm of unseen insects
until someone yelled "Acid rain!  Get below cover!" and initiated the scramble.



Once we got out of the caustic precipitation, and moved away from the
rivulets of it that streamed away into lower tunnels, I started grilling
Mattick about the myth.


I said, "How old is that myth?"


He said, "Pretty old.  Like twenty years, at least.  Maybe thirty.


I said, "And that's old?"


He said, "Yeah.  You have to come up with something really out there if you
want it to last.  Otherwise it just sort of blends in."


Lemalla said, "Dwarven religion is sort of unique.  It doesn't even try to
disguise the fact that it is a for-profit business.  So competition for
followers is absolutely vicious, especially for start-ups.  The turn toward
science fiction has been going on since Jules Verne wrote Journey to the
Center of the Earth, but before that, they were mostly epic fantasy.  There
were lots of overbearded saviors chopping off dragon heads with impractically
ginormous axes and tweaking elf noses with their unwashed toes."


Mattick giggled.


He said, "I didn't even realize that until you mentioned it, but that toe
thing is all over the place.  Frisial did it.  Durin did it.  Cacame Awemedinade
did it.  Nalion of the Eutectic did it.  Even Alberich did it in the Second
Reorthodox Nibelungenzeit Assembly version."


She said, "For most of the rational races, the religions are repositories of
tradition and cultural identity.  But since the price at which a dwarf may sell
his own grandmother has been fixed for over 1200 years, their religions are all
mostly about how many extra grandmothers you can buy for your kids before it all
collapses."


He said, "It was a sad day when my brothers and I had to sell our fourth
grandmother.  It never really turned around after that, but we still have the
three left."


I said, "Whoa, whoa, right there.  That doesn't even work.  How can you have
more than two grandmothers?  That's the most you can ever have is two."


He said, "Well your parents just pay the birthmass of the natural-born
grandchildren in at least six-sevenths pure gold, and the birthmass of the
step-grandchildren in six-sevenths silver, don't they?  Bang, new grandmother."



I said, "So you really would sell your own grandmother."


He said, "Well that's minimum price, really.  It only gets that low after a
decent goblin seige.  But if she can do handmade rettle-woven chainmail and
always remembers the birthdays, you could easily get ten times that on the
exchange."



I said, "There's a dwarven grandmother exchange?!"


He said, "Ever since 1941."


I said, "I don't even.  Enough.  Enough about that.  Back to the myth.  So
this new dwarf cult springs up, and they invent this myth about the end of the
universe.  And it has this magical material in it that is completely unaffected
by the passage of time, except that it leaks entropy until it sort of
anti-decays into a new material that explodes into another Big Bang.  And that
stuff reminded you of the completely made up and totally fictional material that
doesn't actually exist."


He said, "Not magical.  Technological.  You should maybe try renting one."



I said, "I am not renting a grandmother!"


Dee said, "We could give you a cheap rate on Dad's Mom.  You'd barely even
notice she was there, except when you were falling asleep or waking up.  And
she could make you cookies without an oven!"


Mattick started to get offended.


He said, "All you people get all snarky and pretend that some things are too
good to be bought or sold.  But there's no difference between priceless and
worthless, really.  You can ask yourselves all you want how much a grandmother's
love is worth, but only the dwarves know that it's worth a fucking fortune.  The
median mass of a dwarven baby is six kilograms.  Six!  If she has just one
grandkid, that's seven kilos of trade ingots!  And ohhhhhhh.  Ohhhhhh.  My
brothers aren't married yet.  Lem, how much do gnome babies weigh?"


Lemalla's expression was largely unreadable to anyone who did not provide
full-time psychological therapy services to prison inmates, but any of them
might have recognized it in their mirrors, translating the sentiment as "This
already, and it's only a Tuesday."


She said, "You are not.  Selling.  Your mother."


He said, "Obviously not.  New offerings like that are always buy and hold.
If we can, we should wait to sell until after the ninth or tenth kid.  You know,
after you're all stretched out, and would sooner pull your beard out than let me
touch you.  Maybe we could try to get my brothers hitched, too."


Lemalla's face went to "5 o'clock AM, on a Monday that was supposed to be my
day off".


Turbo slid behind Mattick, like a ninja, and clamped a forearm over the
dangerously glib and completely oblivious man's mouth, in a slightly modified
version of a sleeper hold.  The unfortunate soul didn't even realize that his
life had just been saved.


Marta said, "Maybe you should talk to Wedge and Bulla some before you do
it."


We waited out the remainder of the acid rainfall in relative silence.






Chapter 46






As interesting as it was to see our maps grow, we still
hadn't figured out enough of the physical laws of the underworld to actually do
anything useful with them.  No matter how many chambers we mapped, only the
established routes--like the ones I already knew about to Centralia, Daufal,
and Xibalba--seemed to go to those places.


At some point, a person got lost in the maze of twisty little passages, all
alike, and when they found themselves again, they just retraced their steps.
And that became the one and only known route.  If you went east to Daufal, and
then west to some place Daufal knows how to reach, you couldn't just stop
somewhere on the way to the city and expect to find it.  You might get lucky,
but the place you find might also just be a probabilistically similar place to
the one you were expecting, and when you tried to go to Daufal from there,
instead you find an eerily similar elf city with a different name.  And if you
then tried to take the Daufal route back to the home gate, you get to the
checkpoint and everyone is now a talking bonobo chimp.  But maybe not.  We
didn't know whether that gate effect affected only the internal
discontinuities, or whether the planetary gates all connected to different
spatial locations with the same temporal-probabilistic coordinate.


When Marta's father and brothers went to Centralia to try to fight the fire
from the underside, they never actually made contact by going up to the surface.
Unless they carried some randomly generated numbers with them and made it up
topside to phone in and check, we really had no way of knowing whether they
were fighting salamanders on our Earth, or one that coincidentally also had
a coal seam fire that had been raging underground for decades.


Nevertheless, we did find a lot of interesting stuff.  And we were becoming
quite skilled at gathering survival essentials from the local environment.  We
could almost, but not quite, assemble a meal that a starving man would consider
to be an improvement.  And that was only a very slight exaggeration.


But as a whole, we were all getting sick of the place.  It was just one
infinitely large dungeon, alternately eerily empty, or filled with howling,
slobbering creatures that try to kill us.  Interestingly enough, very few of
the common denizens of the underworld possessed the means to be truly
threatening to any reasonably intelligent creature, but even so, they just
wouldn't give up and let us leave them in peace, even if it meant we had to
practically commit genocide in self defense.


Eventually, that growing sense of disgust spilled out into a camp
discussion.


Dee said, "Y'all have to be crazy.  This is probably the worst place in the
history of everywhere.  We could have just moved to Kentucky and bought some
horses."


Marta said, "With what?  None of us have any control over the Family's
money."


I said, "I'm officially in a coma."


Lem said, "You can't buy topside stuff out of Ft. Gnox accounts.
Underbanking Secrecy Act of 1913."


Turbo said, "Sweet Mary Jane to the rescue."


I said, "You realize you only get away with that because the Family pays off the local sheriffs.  Same with the white lightning."


Turbo said, "Oh.  Yeah.  Well other people do it and get away with it."


I said, "Not by selling enough to afford a horse ranch, they don't.  I know
some DEA guys.  About the most you can expect to earn without attracting any
forfeiture-hungry agents is some extra grocery money."


Turbo said, "I could always go back to selling used cars."


Dee said, "No.  Veto."


Mattick said, "What about barbesca?  We know that someone has to come
through here in order to make it.  With our maps, we could move as much as
we wanted to across the border without even going near the customs station."


I said, "Becoming drug smugglers seems like a bad idea.  Maybe we could
make that red worm leather instead.  We don't even know how they make barbesca,
or what it is from out here they put in it."


Mattick said, "It could be worth a lot of money to find out.  And also
we wouldn't have to hunt down and kill any red worms."


Ash said, "If you think about it, it's really just like dwarven
minoxidil.  The only reason it's banned at all is so it wouldn't consume
their whole economy, from everyone taking it all the time.  And guess what?
That just means that rich people and crooks are the only ones that can."


Lem said, "We could farm lung spiders.  We've sort of been doing that
anyway."


Ash said, "There's money to be earned in Daufal."


I said, "Let's put a pin in that.  Sure, we need money that we control.
But there's also that hairy thing out there, and maybe other things we
don't even know about yet.  For now, we have to stay close to the gate and
keep our eyes open.  As much as I don't like it, the best fit for that
mission seems to be figuring out the secret ingredients in the beardsauce."


Marta said, "So that's the plan?  Spy on the dwarven mafia to get their
secrets, then smuggle barbesca to make money, then retire on it once we defeat
all the monsters?  I see an obvious weak spot in that plan."


Mattick said, "We could close the gate permanently.  Reelfoot Rift gate
got closed."


I said, "Except we don't know how they did that."


Mattick said, "Not yet."


I said, "What if we blocked the gate chamber from this side?"


Mattick said, "It would just reconnect to a different discontinuity
from the other side."


I said, "But all the monsters from this side would have to find it
again.  And they don't have our map.  We can already get a general idea of
where to look for an Earth connection from this side.  It could take that
drain clog thing years to find it again, and that might be enough time for us
to figure out how to stop her for good.  And maybe she doesn't have that
much time to wait."


Ash said, "What's that supposed to mean?"


I said, "When she came through the gate before, after the tunnel collapse,
I saw something with my spirit vision while Legba was riding my body.  That
monster is pregnant.  And it isn't just twins.  There were thousands of...
like these... larva things, just wriggling around in the blobby, fatty
part.  I think she's trying to cross the border to give birth on Earth.
Like some kind of anchor baby thing.  Maybe if they're born on Earth, they
don't have to follow the same magical rules.  Like they can't get deported,
or banished, or whatever, because they're citizens."


Ash said, "We'd better hope that's not how it works.  But if so, we may
not have much time left.  It's not like we can know the gestation period of
an otherworldly demon creature, but we've already been dicking around down
here for almost ten months.  That seems like more than enough for any live
single birth, and way more than is necessary for spawning thousands.  But
for all we know, it's like great white sharks, where the strongest offspring
eat the youngest, inside the mother, before they are even born."


Mattick said, "I think maybe we should rig the gate chamber to
block the gate now.  As in right now.  Walk through and then pull it.  Forget
the horse ranch.  You can't enjoy it if you're dead.  Or if it's crawling with
demon-spawn.  Either way."


And that was when we became the architects of our own misfortune.






Chapter 47






Watching a dwarf creating a stonework is just magical.
Mattick used his array of tools to craft huge stone doors from the surrounding
rock and move them into position.  He'd stand there and just stare at a wall,
just studying it.  Then he'd grab some doohickeys out of his toolbox, drill
here, wedge there, brace somewhere else, then he'd jam his pick into a crevice
and slowly pull at the handle.


Then there would be pops, cracks, booms, and thuds, and a huge chunk of rock
would separate from the wall, intact.  Then he'd attach it to some pulleys
and rollers, and some of us would have to spin the capstan that dragged it
to wherever it needed to be, with chains and cables.


It was all human-powered, running entirely off of mechanical advantage.  So
it was exhausting work for everybody, except Matt and Lem, because they were
the ones expending all the brainpower.  Matt was cutting and moving the big
stone pieces, and Lem was essentially constructing the machine that would open
and close the doors by throwing one huge lever.


It took a grueling two weeks to build the door system, even with occasional
help so near at hand from the customs station on the other side of the gate.
But when we finished, it felt incredible.  The whole thing was counterweighted,
so that you could fling the doors open or slam them shut with just a flick of
your wrist.  And the mechanisms went through a lockable transmission, so that
if you wanted the doors to stay open or stay closed, all you did was turn the
key.  Then all the weights were resisting further movement instead of helping
it happen.  To prevent accidents, we locked the doors open, and Lemalla kept
the key.


And since we wanted to be able to close it from the other side, and bug
out through the gate, there was a lever attached to the workings on both
sides.  In theory, all we had to do was step through, close the doors with
the inside lever, lock the doors in place, and saunter through the gate
until it hopped over to a new outlet.  If the big bad monster managed to
tear the doors open, it would be charging through a different opening, to a
place where we hopefully wouldn't be.


That was the plan, anyway.


It was a good plan.  It probably would have worked, if we had just closed
the doors and gone back through right then.  But we didn't want to lose our
base camp, and our map, and our known routes to the elfin undercities, and
Centralia, and Xibalba, and that seemingly boundless slade room, and the
possible barbesca source, and all the other places that decades of underworld
exploration had found.


Because of all that, closing those doors was to be as a last resort.  We
just didn't think it through hard enough.


Rather than explain all the various failure scenarios we came up with after
the fact, to retroactively explain to ourselves how much better it would have been to just close the doors and discard all that we had learned so far, no
matter the cost and sacrifice involved in obtaining that knowledge, I'll just
relate the one that actually happened.


After building the doors, we went back to business as usual.  We woke up, we
mapped, we hunted, we gathered, we checked back in with the customs station, we
ate, we drank, we plotted and planned against the forced-marriage faction, and
we slept again.  When the opportunity arose, we spied on the dwarven trade
caravans to the elfin undercities, in case we might learn something about the
secret ingredients of barbesca.


During one of our conspiracy sessions, we were interrupted.


Ash said, "Well we know the pictures of the people in the books, and the
names of all the ones any of us ever found to be interesting.  Like Latch
Mayhew.  I don't know any single ladies that didn't ask about him.  Mmmm mmm
mmm.  I wouldn't mind opening something for that one."


Lemalla said, "Nope.  Latch is gone.  Last time they made me look, he
was out, and they put Wicket and Bolt in, even though they're still kids.
That's a little creepy right there, but I guess since the Portico family was
nearly wiped out, they really want a piece of it."


Ash said, "But Wicket's a girl."


Lemalla said, "Yeah?  So?"


Ash said, "What were you doing looking at the wife book?"


Lemalla said, "I was looking at the girls.  Duh."


Mattick stole a hopeful glance at me and Turbo.  We both shook our heads in
unison, with the very subtlest of "no" gestures, and he fired back a scowl.
But I did file that away as a potential avenue for dealing with the Corunda
situation, if it ever came up again.


That's about when the knocking started.


Mattick said, "Everybody shut up for a second."


We all held our tongues as the knocking sound continued.


Mattick said, "That sounds like kobolds.  But they only knock like that
when miners are in danger.  And there aren't any around here."


I said, "There's us."


Mattick said, "Yeah, well, we gave them scarlet worm jerky, so they ought
to know that we can handle anything less dangerous than that."


We were armed and barely out of the camp before the customs station alarm relay started chirping.


Ash, of course, left us all in her dust.  When the rest of us saw her
again, she reversed and matched our slower pace before speaking.


She said, "Hairclog.  At station.  Prepare butts."


And then she ran ahead again.  We were too busy moving at maximum speed
over uneven ground to speak.


When we finally reached the great stone doors, we rushed right on through,
to provide whatever assistance we could on the Earth side.


Great tangles of greasy, ropy hair spread throughout the gate area of the customs station, tangled around brass rods and digging into the grout between
tiles.  Chunks of bloody meat were splattered across the floor and walls, as a
steady barrage of gunfire peppered the blobby, adipose center of the creature.
Unquenchable flames flared out from its surface where incendiary rounds had
struck true, burning brightly for a short time, then falling dark without so
much as marking the yellow flesh.  Ash was flickering to and fro, hacking away
at the dark hair with her machete, avoiding likely lines of fire from the
shooters to the center mass.


Dee and Marta predictably seized hold of the still-burning fires and began
to shape them.  Lem shot some of her envenomed darts at the thing.  Turbo dropped his saber to the floor and readied a heavy wrecking bar instead, pointing at the brass bars entangled with the hairlike tendrils emanating
from She-Who-Lurks-Beneath, then at himself and Mattick.  Then, to my dismay, he pointed directly at me, then at the outsider, then at the gate.


So they were going to loosen the anchors, and I had to go force it back
through, far enough and long enough to seal the doors on the other side and force that end of the gate to jump to a new location.  Easy.


I said, "Baba Legba!  Ride me!"


Nothing happened.


I said, "Baba Legba!  Hear your grandchild and come to my aid.  Please!"


Nothing continued to happen.  Lem had somehow managed to get hold of one
of the caustic grenades that had been installed at the station so long ago.
It soared in a shallow arc across the chamber and exploded over the center
of the fatty part in a shower of lye.  That resulted in a shriek of pure
rage, as great heaps of hairy tendrils released their hold and protectively wrapped themselves around the gelatinous core.  Turbo and Mattick were busily
popping brass bars out of their concrete retaining walls, shattering tiles in the process.


Thanks to those of us that were actually doing something, we had achieved
a temporary stalemate.  But it was only a matter of time before someone made
a tactical mistake, or faltered, or got injured, and then it would be back to losing ground again.


I said, "Baba Legba!  Now would be a good time!"


And once again, I failed to feel the sensation of a loa taking control of
my body.


I said, "Deputy Pstache!  Backup!  Backup!  We need CoRRT!  Suspect is
extremely dangerous, and civilians are down!"


And then there it was.  I didn't feel the push out of my body like before, but rather more like I was a pot that was filling with freshly brewed coffee.
I felt facial hair tickling against my nostrils, and my mouth opened without
my direction.


Pstache yelled, "Freeze, motherfucker!  Just give me a reason to take you
down!"


I adjusted my awareness, regarding myself with my spiritual vision as
Pstache kept my physical eyes fixated on the target, and saw that, over my
regular garb, I was wearing a full suit of semi-translucent police tactical
gear, complete with full helmet and riot shield.  In my other hand, I carried
a fully automatic 20-gauge shotgun.  The translucency effect faded away as the
spiritual ectoplasm solidified into solid matter.


Pstache yelled, "Drop your weapons and surrender!  Now!"


She-Who-Lurks-Beneath said, "You're not the Gatekeeper.  I have no reason to fear any of you pathetic creatures.  Avoid certain death today and you may
yet find your rightful place in the world to come."


Pstache said, "Wrong answer."


At that, Pstache's street sweeper unloaded its magazine into the dirty heart
of the monster, and he ran my body right up to it and began delivering what
might have been bone-shattering butt-strokes, if any bones had been present to
shatter, rather than wasting even an instant reloading.


Pstache yelled, "Stop resisting!  Stop resisting!  Stop resisting!"


Whether it was from some actual injury, or just Pstache's unwavering
confidence that the cops always win, no matter what, the fatty blob of tangled
hair shrieked again, and fled back through the gate.  Before I could think to
countermand, Pstache had us in hot pursuit.  He dropped the shield and shotgun, which immediately started to decompose back into volatile, rapidly evaporating
goo.  As we were running, he shrugged a carbine into my hands using only
bodily inertia and a practiced jerk of my shoulders against the carry strap.
In a fraction of a second, we were firing three-round bursts from the big stone
doors on the underworld side of the gate.


I said, "Deputy!  Halt pursuit and secure the civilians!"


My head whipped around to find the lever that closed the doors from the near
side, only to see that it had been ripped away from its mechanisms.


Pstache said, "Dispatch, the closing mechanisms have been damaged.  The
doors will have to be closed from the far side."


Marconi gleefully encoded that sound into a radio signal, and squirted it
back through the gate.  Moments later, the rest of my crew crossed the
boundary.


I said, "That thing could be back at any second!"


And then I stabbed my finger at the shattered lever.


Lemalla said, "The locking mechanism is damaged, too.  I'll have to unlock
it from the other side.  If the counterweights are messed up, we might need
two or three people to move the levers!"


She rushed around to the locking box on the other side, keyed it to the
unlocked position, and then tested the lever.


She said, "Counterweight chain is off the sprocket!  Gonna need help with
the lever!"


Turbo and the Flambeau sisters raced up to help, as Ash flickered further
down the corridor, presumably to act as a picket.  Pstache busied my hands replacing the depleted magazine in his carbine with a full one.  Turbo got
Lemalla to join Mattick repairing the mechanisms on the near side of the
doors.


Ash reappeared.


She said, "It's coming back!  Get the doors closed!"


Pstache dropped me down to one knee, and carefully aimed down the tunnel
leading away from the gate.  As he operated my trigger finger, the ground shook as the great stone doors crashed shut without assistance from the
counterweight system.


She-Who-Lurks-Beneath said, "What use is a door that you cannot lock?
Did you think it coincidence that it was broken on the other side?  You
cannot stop me now without dooming yourselves."


And I felt time sort of slow down, with the word "coincidence" fluttering
around in my head.  I lowered Pstache's carbine, retrieved the key ring from
my pocket, and picked out my replica of one of the keys I had seen on Legba's
ring.  I slid it into the slot on Lemalla's locking gearbox, and turned.  The
locking bar fell back into place with a barely perceptible vibration, and I
replaced the key in my pocket.  The monster rushed toward the lever.


Pstache said, "Retreat and find cover!"


My crew easily evaded the whipping locks of hair, as the creature was somewhat preoccupied in getting the doors back open.  As we moved further from our imminent doom, it was hauling and bracing with every last greasy strand,
until the lever snapped off completely, and was thrown in frustration at the doors themselves, which were then subjected to direct battering.  Trusting
in dwarven engineering, we turned and fled.






Chapter 48






Our portable radios crackled to life.


Mattick's voice said, "Anybody there?  Anybody still alive out there?"


Ash, quickest on the draw, urgently stabbed at her send button.


She said, "Yes.  We had to run, but we're all alive."


Dee said, "What's happening at the gate?"


Lemalla's voice said, "We're working on fixing the mechanisms, but the gate
is starting to act funny.  That bitch is pounding on the doors hard, but
they're holding for now.  I'm not really sure what to do.  If we go back
through now, you guys will be stranded.  You would have to try to find a
route to the surface from one of the smaller gates on the map.  Could take
a while."


I said, "Go back through to the customs station."


Pstache said, "That's an order!  Get away from my investigation or I will
take you in for obstruction.  Do you hear me?  Shut that goddamned camera off,
and get the fuck out of here, or you will be arrested!"


That was about enough of that.


I said, "Pstache, stand down.  Go back to CoRRT barragbb."


Pstache said, "But chief, suspect is still at large.  You'll neeghst-"


I said, "Stand.  Down.  Now."


I wasn't really in the mood to try to have an argument where both
participants were forced to use the same mouth.  Nor was I pleased with the
insubordination.  I mentally pushed at Pstache, trying to separate him from
my physical form.  The energy that had filled me during the battle bled away,
and swirled back into my badge fetish.  I crumpled with sudden exhaustion,
and discovered four pairs of eyes staring at me, in a rather concerned
fashion.


The police gear sloughed off, leaving my skin and clothes coated in a warm
layer of ectoplasm, which quickly chilled as it evaporated away.


Turbo said, "Shit, Voodoo, that was nice work, but that guy seems like kind
of an asshole."


I could only groan in response.


Ash said, "I don't know if you'll be able to get back to us if you stay.
That thing might not leave the gate alone."


Mattick's voice said, "Too late.  Gate's gone.  Just a blank wall now, so
we're stuck in a closed chamber."


A howl of fury echoed through the underworld caverns.


Lemalla's voice said, "There's no such thing as a closed chamber when
there's a dwarf with a pickaxe in it.  We'll just dig our way out. Meet back in base camp."


So we carefully followed the route back to our outpost, assaulted by screams
and shrieks the whole way there, which continued for hours after we arrived.



Eventually, the sounds either stopped or got so far away they were no longer
detectable, but we were all still on edge from the battle.  Matt and Lem
rejoined us three days later, with an interesting report.  Matt showed off a
greasy lock of that hairlike substance.


Mattick said, "It's dead.  We cut a tunnel around the doors, and when I
broke through, it had stopped the screaming and was just lying there like an
empty sack of hair.  Do you think we hurt it enough to kill it?"


Ash said, "No.  Nothing we did was more than a temporary annoyance, even
when Voodoo got up close and personal with it.  The only reason it ran at
all was because it was surprised by the magic and the suicidal opposition.
It didn't die because of us."


I said, "Did you say empty sack of hair?"


Mattick said, "Yeah.  Why?"


I said, "Like a ruptured spider egg sac?"


We may have managed to keep the Hellspawn confined to Hell, but until we
found a way back, we were stuck down here with them.






To be continued...
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