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PART I:

HELL


CHAPTER 1

I have desired to go

Where springs not fail,

To fields where flies no sharp and sided hail,

And a few lilies blow.

And I have asked to be

Where no storms come,

Where the green swell is in the havens dumb,

And out of the swing of the sea.

“Heaven-Haven” by Gerard Manley Hopkins

DOMINO LEARNED HE had to be adaptable.

He may have died sometime in the twentieth century, but the world still spun on above. New-fangled ideas, technology, and culture leaked into Hell’s subterranean world. He’d noticed it before: the women sporting blue jeans, the short leather jackets, the abandoned picket signs with painted mantras calling to burn the bra alongside frack the Bloody, but it didn’t truly hit him until he found a contained black box of glass. Something from the Brightside—the East-side. Nothing so fancy would be found in the West, on his side of the Dark and Bloody, no matter how much time passed.

That was the problem with adaptability. If you didn’t do it, refused to, you ended up stranded in your own time. Locked in a whirlwind of denial, because life had moved on without you and you weren’t ready to be forgotten.

It fractured his heart when he found people like that, like the young thing before him, sitting crossed-legged in the desert with her fleshless fingers curled in boned zen. His throat cracked as he called out to her, too long silent on this never-ending peregrination. Her long bleached hair swept across a face blistered and peeling from the sun. He snapped his fingers inches from her nose, but she didn’t blink. Didn’t move. Returned to dust.

He eyed her ripped jeans, her canvas tennis shoes worn through the soles, and the square black metal brick balanced on her bent knee. He took it, steadily working through the mechanics of a touch screen. Hellish burble cooed through the earpiece, but he ignored it. This was damnation, after all. What did you expect? This was how you survived. Stealing, hijacking, and fast-talking just to get what you needed.

His face remained passive as applications opened brightly colored hieroglyphic bubbles. He sat, hoping this wasn’t a laid trap and mimicked her crossed legs. Their kneecaps brushed.

It might’ve been minutes or a whole year that he sat next to her, figuring out the black box. Time had conditioned him to approach things with childish glee, instead of like a frustrated fogey. Puzzles kept him sane, taught him to accept new appliances that were only science fiction pulp in his time.

He tapped the glass with his fingernail and scrolled through her pictures: three smiling friends, a chocolate-colored puppy, and a rainbow cutting through the gray from far away. He stared at the picture until the screen blacked out. He thought about centuries of black skies full of peace like the good book said. He thought about a horizon that wasn’t red-lit with hellfire. He looked up. No rainbows here.

Pocketing the device, he patted the girl gently on her shoulder and wished her well on her journey.

***

Domino found his mother in a bar.

It was one of those self-proclaimed humanity plots where some tired group had clasped hands, made a vow, and built a one-story hovel complete with a tumbleweed thatched roof and a proclamation hammered on the door.

This is like Earth, it said. Blessed the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God.

Beneath it, scratched into the wood: Now God be praised, that to believing souls gives light in darkness, comfort in despair.

God doesn’t exist was written underneath it.

And underneath that: Of course, He exists, you cocksucker. You’re in Hell, for god’s sake. How much proof do you need?

Dust covered Domino’s body as he stumbled inside. He slid on a barstool made of driftwood and femur bones. A bartender—hot young thing—dried a chipped whisky snifter and raised an eyebrow at him.

“I ain’t got nothing,” he breathed out, rusted. He licked his chapped lips, his tongue scooping up the tender ooze of blood from a particularly deep crack. Everything was dry here.

“Not like the economy’s crashing,” she answered, and put the glass on the scored table. She brought out a big bottle of Glenlivet and poured the amber liquid. He wanted to smile, but even his mouth felt exhausted. He wasn’t sure if he should be happy that alcohol was the Devil’s drink and therefore found in copious quantities throughout Hell, even the hundred-year-old golden stuff. He rinsed his mouth, wishing water was just as abundant and watched a group of men play some version of pool with the balls smoothed white. He coughed and tipped his head down low, hunching his shoulders. He didn’t want to talk to anyone, wasn’t sure if he remembered how to anymore, but he entertained the idea of hustling the other sharks for a hardball win.

The square glass brick sat heavy in his pocket. He pulled it out and set it face up on the bar.

“You know what this is?” he asked the bartender.

She peered at it for a moment and then nodded once. “Looks like a fancy new cellphone.”

“A cellphone?”

“Yeah, like a telephone? You know what that is?”

He nodded slowly. Rotary dials. Curlicued wires.

“It’s a newer version. Compacted and mobile so you can take it on the go.”

“Do you know how to use it?” he asked, even though he had a pretty good idea at this point. Never one to assume, though, better to ask questions now than pay for them later.

“Before my time, sweetheart,” she said.

He mulled the word, cellphone, over in his head, always shocked at what came down the pipeline. He stretched his legs out, muscles taut from walking miles without rest, and his knees popped. His body ached in a multitude of ways.

“Looking a little worse for wear,” he heard at his elbow.

His gaze slid over to see the dark-haired woman with a cocky smile and glossy eyes. In her early thirties when she died.

“Don’t think I signed up for any beauty pageant,” he chuckled, both on guard and delighted with the company. He’d sworn off people ever since a band of no-good friends tried to sell him to the highest demon bidder, but too much solitary was lonely, on the verge of being dangerous. Sanity had to be cradled as carefully as a newborn.

“It would be nice to know you’re taking care of yourself, but that doesn’t appear to be the case.” The bartender set a drink in front of the woman and she added softly, “Hoped you wouldn’t end up down here.”

He looked at her full on and wondered how he hadn’t recognized her immediately. After all, it was one of the things his father hated and loved about him so much, the way he looked so much like her. “Mama?” he asked, nearly breathless.

“Hey, baby,” she said, putting the glass to her lips.

He felt like he might cry, but Hell was a dry place that sucked out any kind of moisture that wasn’t blood. A rough rasp ripped from his chest. “What are you doing here?” 

“Should ask you the same.” She crooked a smile. “Thought I raised you right.”

He laughed then, a rusted choke, and greedily watched her prop her elbow on the bar and lean back on her stool. “Nobody told me life gets harder when you grow up,” he said.

She grinned then, and she looked like she did the day before the fire when she’d baked a cake just because it was Sunday and smeared frosting on his nose before chasing him through their house with a spatula. Wicasah, so small he couldn’t keep up, floundered behind them. His giggles became wails when they got too far away. He remembered her scooping Wicasah up, planting kisses up and down his neck while his little brother squealed from the attention. The grass had been high; it was a good but dry summer and he had watched the cottonwoods shed their pods. They’d floated in the air like clouds.

“You die at that age, or you just making yourself look like that?” she asked.

He swallowed hard. “Died,” he admitted. Some arrived in Hell with eighty-year-old bodies and had to buy and peddle spells to make them fit for a rough afterlife.

“Too young,” his mother noted.

“Older than you,” he said, downing the rest of his drink in one smooth gulp. The bartender, bless her heart, was good at her job and filled it back up neat.

“And Wicasah?” 

“Still up top from what I know,” he said. The look of relief crossing her face echoed his own. “Now that would have been too young,” he added.

“How have you been riding?” she asked after a pause.

“Alone, mostly.”

“Think you might want someone to ride shotgun?”

His heart climbed in his throat and he realized he didn’t want anything more. “As long as it’s just you.”

“Always has been, baby.”

They stole a car a few days after. A beautiful vintage Shelby Cobra straight from the Brightside, paint still shiny and red as the sun, parked in a concrete lot in the middle of nowhere. Domino didn’t think twice and shoved his bag in while Thessaly swung her legs over the open top and slid in the leather passenger seat. In the driver’s seat, Domino rested his twitching thighs for a moment before yanking the panels down to get at the wiring. Sparks shot out with the scent of electrical discharge. The metal-girl revved with a full tank. His mother laughed like she was sixteen and this was her first joyride.

They pulled out of the parking lot and rolled on broken sand, idling for a moment as Hell rearranged its punishment into a long stretch of blacktop extending into the horizon.

Maybe dreams do exist in damnation, Domino thought as he shifted into third gear.

“Thank god ostentatiousness is a sin,” his mother said, lifting her hair and letting the wind take it up and ripple behind her like a dark wave.

“Thank god so is gluttony,” he said, breaking a smile. He didn’t think the car would ever run out of gas or that her tires would ever turn ragged. She was down here for another purpose entirely, but luckily, her punishment wasn’t for him.

It wasn’t no rainbow, but as Domino shifted into fifth, he felt like things might end up okay.

***

Domino huddled deeper into his jacket, his hands shoved so deep into his pockets he could rub his knuckles together through the fabric underneath the zipper.

“You know the first time your daddy asked me out proper,” Thessaly began, pulling her dark hair over her ears for warmth, “it was to the country fair. Biggest night of my life. I wore my prettiest blue dress, stiff and starched, and my mama said it brought out what color existed in my eyes. Said I looked like a proper Brightsider, that I should be on the other side of the Bloody looking so posh.”

Her hazel eyes traced the ember sparks floating across the hellfire sky like stars. In the distance, a howl and immediate choked whimper made Domino cringe. He wondered what would bring him closer to a semblance of safety: relinquishing his pride to cower in his mother’s arms or preserve it to maintain the man he was.

“He walked me there with a flower in his buttonhole. I couldn’t stop shaking, being eighteen and desirable to a boy. He bought me cotton candy. That spun sugar tasted like strawberries.”

The cold night left frostbite in his marrow, especially with the Cobra’s blasted top down. He couldn’t feel his fingers. His legs trembled violently for hours until he ached, desperate for morning, only to have the daytime fire making him yearn for dusk.

Land of extremes, this Lady Hell. Bone-dry heat sucked him into a desiccated husk by noon and made him liable to shatter in the freezing dark by midnight.

“So naïve,” Thessaly barked. “So simple. To think those were the greatest moments of my life. The chaste kiss at the end and the promise to be called on the next afternoon. So fucking simple. But I wanted that. I wanted out.”

Thessaly wanted to talk about Daniel. She wanted to know, but she wouldn’t ask, too afraid Domino’s answers would confirm suspicions. Domino wouldn’t say anything unless she goddamn asked outright.

Because he couldn’t explain it right, either. Daniel was a beloved son of a bitch who hurt Domino in a hundred ways, who shaped Domino as a man, who put Hell’s document in front of Domino and told him to sign on the dotted line. Domino had a fucking list of vendettas against his sire. So, where was his father? If Daniel was that much of a bastard on earth, and Domino knew for a fact he was—full of suicidal tendencies and bloodied with witch-hunts—then where was he in this forsaken land? What grace did Daniel possess that made him Heaven-worthy?

Questions like these, Domino was sure they were there to torment him. He didn’t like to think about Daniel, let alone talk about him because it brought about feeling cheated, feeling lost, knowing that something fundamental he saw as evil in his father God saw as pure.

He touched his breast pocket, half-expecting to feel the letters there.


CHAPTER 2

IF THERE WAS one thing you didn’t want to be in Hell, it was a witch.

Domino had learned that lesson early on, even before he’d bit the dust, and it served just as well here where Hell was as flat as a Dakota Territory prairie.

Other lessons, like trust, were things he had to break himself of, especially when he associated them with time. He’d almost ended up as trussed meat served on a silver platter for demon slavers after that accident. Getting drunk with the crew he’d traveled with for years —friends whose stories he knew forwards and backward—and letting his guard down, had been a deadly mistake. He’d gotten out of that fix with stained fingerbeds and the wobbly shake of a looming nightmare-migraine that always followed on the heels of heavy magic. All the while wondering if it had been like that for him if he’d been betrayed just as quick—but no. Now was not the place.

Thessaly had a habit of breaking Domino’s careful rules about liars and secrets and isolation. Snapped them like twigs.

She fiddled in the car seat. Had been fiddling for days. Her fingers scampered over the Cobra’s leather, picking and smoothing in an endless procession from soft to violent that irritated Domino to no end. Driving his customary ninety-five miles an hour blew a maelstrom of sand grit around them.

“Need something?” he half-shouted. He knew she’d shake her head or shrug, sometimes look out the open passenger window as if she hadn’t heard him.

“I think we should stop,” she said. Unexpected.

“Where?” Domino asked. He didn’t like stopping. Would keep driving for hours if he could. He felt exposed more often than not, but that was Hell for you. A landscape that changed depending on whose hell you stumbled into.

She squinted into the boiling sun. Domino waited, his tongue probing the parched desert of his cheeks. “I’ll tell you when,” she murmured.

An hour passed. Domino frowned at the horizon. The blacktop wound needlessly up to a set of wooden stakes crossed to make two X’s sticking high into the sky. Stark, like black assigned gender letters from a biology textbook.

“Head over there,” Thessaly said, jutting her chin in that direction.

“Don’t have much of a choice,” Domino growled, but the wind stole his voice. The road took him there whether he liked it or not and he certainly wasn’t going to abandon the car.

He downshifted and slowed to a rumbling crawl. Domino squinted, a chill winding up his spine when he saw the dark figure stretched high up between one of the two crisscrossing poles. The other one waited, empty. The asphalt took them right past the corpse, like a roadside attraction where you could take a whole five minutes out of your day, enjoy the local cuisine and culture before heading on your merry way.

“This yours?” Thessaly asked with a crooked eyebrow.

Domino’s mouth crimped. The body had been beaten black and blue. Road rash had rubbed half of the face raw. A kneecap stuck out at a strange angle. The pale white gleam of a tibia peeped through the torn pants. Yeah, it was his.

When he woke up for the first time in this punishment land and crawled to the nearest band of travelers—who patted his cheek, told him where he was, and called him baby face—he figured Hell would be brutal when it came to his actual sins. He never figured small insignificant moments would be exploited, or that imagined worst scenario like this would pop up. It gutted him every time. He didn’t want to think of Match strung up like that . . .

“Pull over,” Thessaly said.

That was the last thing Domino wanted to do, park the Cobra from someone else’s past next to a piece of his, but he complied. At least it was something to take his mind off what might’ve happened to a good, if hunted, man some dark night.

He felt sunburnt and winded. Inside, a mocking voice told him he hadn’t seen the real sun in decades.

Cutting the engine with the hidden key he’d found duct-taped under the carriage, Domino slipped it into his pocket and hoisted his rucksack over his shoulder. Another rule. Never leave behind what you don’t want to lose.

Thessaly sidled up beside him, her arm a warm line against his.

It made him shiver, having a partner to lean on, especially when he hadn’t had one in so long. This time, they were more than chosen companions from across the wasteland. They were family, and Domino knew the thrum of that in his blood went deeper than anything else.

Across from the X’s, a makeshift canopy stuck out of the rolling dust. Cracked earth cupped up like malformed sailboat hulls.

“Trading post,” Thessaly whispered, edgy as if she could taste something exquisite.

“Nuh-uh.” Domino reared back until he touched the car’s blistering red paint. “I’m not going into one of those fucking places again.”

Places that smelled like smoke and sulfur, where ropes cut into his wrists and tightened when he struggled, and a shaman dealt out bone prophecies for thimblefuls of water. Where demons haggled over his trussed-up body and cut his arms to taste the grade of his blood.

Thessaly’s mouth screwed up in a slanted annoyed line. Her leg edged out toward the desert like she was on third base and getting ready to light out for home. “Bad experience?” she asked.

“We’re witches,” Domino hissed, anger sudden and hot in his chest. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not about to be bled dry to satisfy a couple of yuppies who need to look eighteen again.”

She let out a startled laugh. “Baby, that’s the whole point.”

“Run that by me again?”

Thessaly motioned him around the Cobra until they faced the crucified man and settled in the patch of shade the car cast. Domino rubbed the back of his neck, grateful for the absence of the beating heat. Thessaly pulled her satchel onto her lap, sorting through a thread bobbin, feathers gathered and tied with a piece of deerskin, a Ziploc bag full of cotton balls, three empty glass vials, and four full of dark hemoglobin. She took one between thumb and forefinger and sloshed the liquid inside.

“I trade my blood,” she said. “Most buyers don’t think twice about the source. Demons don’t take the time to smell it. They just want to get their hands on some grade-A witch. Others care even less ‘cause witch blood doesn’t have to be pure for rituals or even youth spells. I can water it down with vodka and it’s still good enough for them. Do you see that, baby?”

Domino pursed his lips, unhappy.

“We’ve got gold in our veins. Let Mama show you.” Thessaly dug through her bag again and found a small leather pouch secured closed with an elk tooth and a strip of rawhide. Unwinding it reverently, she pulled out a syringe and hypodermic needle. She fit the tool together gently and motioned for Domino to hold out his arm. 

Domino had a blind spot when it came to people he thought he could trust.

He winced when she stuck the needle into the big pulsing vein in the crook of his elbow. Blood, too black and thick, shot into the syringe, filling it up quickly with every thud of his heart.

“Don’t get worked up,” Thessaly warned him.

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” Domino whispered. “Fuckin’ mistake. Someone will smell us. We’ll be hunted.”

“You haven’t been living right. Why do you make Hell harder than it needs to be? You have any idea what one vial can get you?”

She slipped the needle out and pressed a cotton ball onto the small wound. He took over and watched her hold his blood up to the light for inspection with a furrowed brow, like reading tea leaves. She added a clear droplet from another miniature bottle and shook his blood around. “Won’t let it clot,” she explained.

“This isn’t a good idea.” It made him nervous, having his blood and scent outside of his body.

“Don’t worry, sweetie.” She reassured him with a hand on his arm. “I’ve done this a hundred times. It’ll go off without a hitch. Just follow my lead, okay?”

“Okay,” Domino said, but reluctance vibrated in his marrow. Witch blood was a coveted luxury and announcing they were full to the brim of it near a trade post full of degenerate no-goods did not sound like a wise survival tactic. Standing up, they broke away from the asphalt. Thessaly stayed half a step ahead. Domino threw the cotton ball, watched it drift across the cracked dirt like a tumbleweed, his blood a pinprick staining the soft fluff.

The trade post’s canopy overhang balanced on two vertical logs. Barely concealed beneath its shade lay a pit with a ladder leaning against the side. Thessaly hooked her leg around the pole and settled her foot on the first rung, shooting Domino a devil-may-care grin before descending.

He still had a hard time consolidating this woman with the woman he remembered. His mother then was soft and enigmatic, while this one was wild and uncontrollable. To preserve her in his memory, he thought of them as two separate people. It wasn’t an easy distinction to keep up.

Quelling a tremble and reminding himself that he was older than she, he tested his weight along the ladder’s first rung. It bowed under his boots. He wondered if he’d ever find another time when he wasn’t uncomfortable, terrified, or so nervous it could almost be considered a mental breakdown. Inside, a chuckling voice reminded him: Hell, Domino. Did you expect rainbows and puppies?

At the bottom, his boots crunched thick mud balls to dust, like cowpies that had dried too long in the sun. Thessaly swaggered into the small hollowed-out cave while Domino blinked in the low light to get his bearings. White graffiti from demon warding to rough stick figures painted the walls and ceiling. An unusual fellowship lined up behind a white line to throw a set of green plastic winged arrows at a corkboard. A hooded creature nursed a drink in the corner and the bartender cleaned a fresh glass with a dirty rag.

This wasn’t at all what he’d expected. No demon or monster could force its way in here, not with all the pulsing magic from the blessed symbols of mass collaborated power.

Thessaly smiled at the bartender. “Have any water?” 

The bartender looked her up and down and gave her a sad smile: poor girl doesn’t know what she’s gotten herself into. She sat a vial down on the tabletop, leaning far enough over to push her breasts together. The bartender changed his tune. Domino loomed behind Thessaly. He had to work at it, especially since starvation brought his usually broad shoulders down to an old man hunch. “I want a glass of water,” Thessaly reiterated, “and a little something to perk up my mood if you know what I’m saying?”

The bartender motioned with his hands to something behind the bar. An androgynous child, eyes hollowed out with black paint, scrambled up on a stool. The rest of his—her?—body was covered in white chalk and she—he?—smelled like bloody dysentery. He. She. They. Domino blinked hard to clear his head.

The muscles around his scapula tightened to the point of aching numbness. Thessaly’s stance kept a half-cocked swagger, but Domino felt it in the air around her as the child—not just any child, a psychopomp of ancient divine madness from the deserts butting against the plains of his homeland, a kind of trapped koshare—put their tiny hands on their legs.

Fear. A thrill went down Domino’s spine. The trade post wasn’t simply a reincarnation of every dive bar from the boundary of the Dark and Bloody to the West Coast, it was an actual place to trade: information, souls, you name it, the heyoka did it. Psychopomps stole from any world, be it your colonized Heaven, Hell, or Earth, and let the koshare do the dirty work of making both the damned and the saved all fight over the gathered scraps.

His eyes slid off the koshare like oil from water. He remembered stories told to him when he’d been young and alive about them and heyokas, the last vestiges of a culture burned out of his family because of the power corrupting his blood.

The bartender slid a milky-white hollowed-out horn to the child. Their deep brown irises slid from Thessaly’s face to the cup. A wide smile curved their lips in excessive glee. Domino tongued the worn ridges of his front teeth behind closed lips, biting down on a grimace as the koshare took a sip of the foul yellow liquid and smacked his lips.

The koshare clumsily slammed the cup back down on the bar as if drunk. The stink of urine wafted through the air. With a flat hand, the koshare rose their hand up like a spider and scuttled their fingers over to the vial of Domino’s blood, alarmingly close to Thessaly’s bunched cleavage. The spider-hand wrapped around the glass and unscrewed the black top with two fingers then slid the vial across the bar back to them. Sniffing the edge, their eyes nearly crossed from being so close. They dipped a fingertip inside and deposited the droplet on their flickering pink tongue.

Domino shuddered. He’d heard of other koshares like this, who’d donned a spirit in their first life and had been eaten by that magic. A soul split, erased, and rewritten, both fighting for dominance, but a tabula rasa was never completely a clean slate. Twisted stories of Hell. Who knew what was true. Who knew if the tales he’d been told as a child were close to right. Maybe he had Hopi and Sioux blood in his veins from Thessaly, but it was also mutt-mixed with German and Irish from Daniel. A million percentages from a million countries. He didn’t belong anywhere.

The koshare tapped the open vial’s rim. The bartender relaxed minutely, enough to erase the tension strung between them, and pocketed the vial. He laid a plastic pouch, dyed yellow from reuse, within Thessaly’s reach. Transaction complete.

Domino knew demon-dust when he saw it. White like cocaine, only this shit had a slight red-rust tinge to it. Thessaly snatched it like a favorite toy.

Heat built up on the back of his neck, making the hairs there rise to attention. Looking up, he caught eyes with the koshare. Solemn, the child’s black lipstick-smeared mouth downturned in a decisive frown and Domino felt the prophecy building in the koshare’s body, bigger than their soul and ready to spill out whether Domino wanted to hear it or not.

“There’s been talk about you. About how he’s coming for you,” the child whispered and Domino blinked first in their stare-down. “More importantly, you’ll be offered everything, but you won’t take it. You love Hell too much to take it. Take it.” The child’s face split in a lewd grin. “Take it.”

“What does that mean,” Domino demanded. Each word ricocheted in the space between his ears. The world shifted alarmingly to the left as if a hand had cracked his skull open and given a noogie to his brain. Somehow, on some magical level, he was being inspected like a horse at auction.

Sharp pain brought him back and he glanced down to see Thessaly’s nails clawing his arm through his jacket.

“Let’s get outta here,” she said. “Domino, let’s go.”

His impression, by the hoarse edge of her voice, said she had been pleading with him for a while.

“I have your scent now,” the koshare mocked as Thessaly shoved Domino’s shoulder hard, pushing at his back to get a move on, boy. “Gonna fetch a high price, oh yes, you’re an expensive brand in demand, Domino Bluepoint. The heyoka will be pleased. Helia’s been wanting her warlord for so long, now.”

“How fast can you climb a ladder?” Thessaly taunted over her shoulder to the whole trade post.

“Pretty fast,” Domino answered dumbly, double-checking he had both feet on each rung before stepping up to the next one. Thessaly cupped his butt like he was a four-year-old again and needed a gentle shove to make it up.

“I’m trying, Mama,” Domino told her as the koshare’s soothsaying words accidentally chipped pieces off his insides like cracking a molar on a cherry pit.

“You’re doing great, baby,” Thessaly said, and Domino had to agree. Half-damned, sure, but his glass of water wasn’t half-empty, it was goddamned full. Brimming over, hot to the touch, and turning to steam.

***

“We are never doing that again,” Domino shouted. His hands shook on the wheel. Hell could barely keep up with how fast he drove, blacktop rising from the sand and fitting together like perfect-laid brick just before he sped over it. What would it be like, for Hell to give up on building a road to nowhere and simply let them spin out in the scorching sand, let the engine overheat, and cause a big ruckus that would stop every demon, human, and monster in his tracks for miles around?

“They were trying to scare us.” Thessaly bent over to protect her lap. She fumbled with the yellowed bag with trembling fingers. The quiet crinkle of it opening cut through the dust devils kicked up by the car’s spinning wheels. Domino had half a mind to take the bag and throw it out the window, let the white powder dust the sand, and see what she thought about that.

“They certainly succeeded,” Domino growled. Out of the corner of his eye, Thessaly dabbed her finger in the dust, covering her pad with a cover of white crystal. The digit went promptly into her mouth and rubbed hard against her gums.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, anyway?” Domino demanded, panic coloring his words with a harsh undercurrent of violence. “Sucking on that shit like you fucking want it, like any other red-light girl.” 

Thessaly wasn’t listening. Her face slackened until all the cunning lines, grit, and suffering faded to reveal the woman he’d known until he was ten. The woman who’d died in a fire. His father thought it was an oven fire, others thought she’d done what would be considered decades later as suicide Sylvia Plath style, but Domino knew better. It was a witch-burning, pure and simple.

Her transformation entranced him: the way she dipped her head to the side like she enjoyed the wind, like she’d found some sort of Madonna quality of inner-peace. Envy, shocked and sudden, churned his stomach. He looked away, unable to bear how much he wanted that simple internal acceptance.

Hell caught up with them and once more, the asphalt extended into the painted hellfire horizon like a winding serpent. His foot backed off the gas. He failed to find a beauty that wasn’t overwhelming and terrifying in its intensity. The red shade gave him a headache, brought on by memories of lye and bleach trying to scrub the red away.

Domino glanced over to his mother again. Her chest rose with gentle breath. In the blink of an eye, she was replaced with a boy on the edge of pubescence that Domino had run into once, a boy who’d shown him the end result of what the dust could do. White sores around his mouth and a gaunt hungry edge to him that made Domino uneasy, the boy got into Domino’s face and hissed about how he’d taken a gun to his school and shot five children and then himself, that he was a terrible person who’d destroyed what little he thought life had for him, and could Domino please trade anything for a pound of flesh?

Domino couldn’t stand the stink of the teenager’s breath. He’d shoved him into the ground, dug his boot into the boy’s chest, and watched the kid gasp out pleas for mercy.

Domino couldn’t judge. He was no better. Still stuck down here with all the other murderers, be they thirteen or eighty-four, he’d been declared unworthy by a soul jury. The tattooed lines on his skin told him so. He had no right to judge.

Thessaly’s hand cradled the sealed plastic bag. Domino stared at it, wondering in a mindless circle about forgiveness and confession. He thought about that teenage shooter. The demon’s family had most likely hunted the kid down because snorting dust was another kind of murder. Only it was the monsters who were killed, their bones ground for bread.

Maybe the kid understood he was on a downslide into a deeper level of Hell and he’d wanted to tell someone something about his identity, the dirtiest part about him, just so someone in eternal space would remember him. What a relief it must be, to hand off your sins to another and know they still existed, but they weren’t your responsibility any longer. What peace.


CHAPTER 3

DOMINO NEVER EXPECTED a funeral to slow him down.

The procession of ragtag men and women had camped in the middle of the road and Hell refused to reroute him. The Cobra’s tires crunched over the sand drifting across the asphalt like wind-blown snow. He motioned for Thessaly to stay in the car. Trust felt like an artificial concept he kept falling for time and again. Time to wise up and take no chances.

He hefted his rucksack over his shoulder and approached the group with his hands held out for peace. The group surrounded an older gentleman who paced in tight yet chaotic lines, drawing troughs in the sand with his shuffling heels. The gentleman’s hands trembled uncontrollably.

“Hail ave, how does the sun treat you?” 

Domino shielded his eyes from the sun and blinked at the woman greeting him. “Ave, stranger,” he responded. “Well enough, I suppose. What mischief goes on here?”

The woman broke out in a relieved smile and relaxed her shoulders. Black spots splotched her tongue as she licked her lips and she put her hands into her pockets. “No mischief here, traveler. Simply sending our next of kin on her way to her next journey.”

Domino wasn’t so foolish. Anything could become a knife with enough time and concentration, and while guns weren’t abundant, they weren’t scarce either. He wasn’t there to fight or steal—not yet, anyway. He eased closer, hands still out in front of him. The gentleman—fuck, shaman? Could Domino call the man that? Did he have the right to? Have mercy, he was no expert—continued drawing crisscrossing lines with his heels. Domino frowned, recognizing the shape in a vague, teasing way that memory does. A piece of power where connecting lines transformed into a net to harness surging forces. Some kind of dreamcatcher.

“Is that wise?” he asked, hoping the woman would recognize his implied question: Is that cunning magic?

The woman’s eyebrows rose in surprise. She crossed her arms, leaned hard on her back leg. “Come again, stranger, what do you see?”

“In my time, power like that was commonplace,” Domino badly lied. “You could practice in the open.”

The woman’s hardened lips softened with a kind of wonder. “Truly?” she asked.

“Course, ma’am. Don’t have the inclination myself, but saw many who did.”

Her smile outshone the sun. “Can’t believe it,” she said. “That we got some semblance of identity back. I must be dead for a long time.”

Domino prayed she wouldn’t ask for a timeline, that she’d swallow the lie like a salmon swimming into the grizzly’s mouth because there was no such thing as universally accepted bewitchment. He would bet his good right hand on the subject no matter how many centuries passed. Some things stayed the same. You didn’t want to be a witch, in any timeline, in any culture.

“We’re sending our good lady Joan to the next world,” she said quietly, scooting closer to Domino’s tall frame like a dog who wanted a pet. She motioned to a dark spot far in the distance. “Joan said she could feel it in her bones and she’s always had terrible arthritis. Said the wasteland called to her and it was time. She wasn’t scared.”

Domino inclined his head down so he could catch her gaze. “And what’s the old . . . shaman got to do with it? Is he your prisoner?”

“We bought him at auction, but I’m one of the old folk. In my day, our shamans were good people and treated well, not used as whores for spells or trade. We keep each other safe. We’re a family.”

“You’re a good person,” Domino said, slightly taken aback. Kindness, now that was new.

“It’s not right what people will do to anyone who has power. Every time I find myself in one of those underground auctions I get the wiggles, wondering if someone I know is chained up in those cages. Some of ‘em treated like royal dogs, but dogs just the same.”

“What’s he doing for your Joan, then?”

“Reading her future. Sending good spirits to guide her. Mostly, he’s making us feel better. Joan was a grandmother in more ways than one.” The woman laughed thickly, and Domino noticed she was missing her pinky finger on her left hand.

“Not sure I believe in next worlds,” Domino said, hesitant but a curious cat nonetheless.

“You should,” the woman said, all sorrow wiped from her face. “In my time, fucking Christianity may have been a forefront religion, but it’s nothing but one pie piece of a whole. This,” her hand waved out in front of her to take in the reddish sky and shifting sand, “is just one facet to a big old gem. You just gotta know how to see right.”

Domino cleared his throat to avoid responding, hated the guttural rumble that came out. He couldn’t stand drabble like this. Hell had its own brand of propaganda that Domino blamed on Dante, foretelling that Hell wasn’t one plane or planet, it was an interconnected twelve, no twenty-four, no thirty-eight—no one could decide on a number—and if you could survive through all of them without losing yourself, there was redemption to be had at the end. That if you journeyed into a wasteland where no one dared to build a ramshackle bar or a Hooverville, you’d pass into the next phase and climb your way to some kind of Heaven.

A woman had gone in there once, due to the cat-calling of cruel men. Domino had been drunk, taken to the cajoling with the rest of his crew as the woman, could’ve been forty for all he knew, was pushed and kicked to the edge of the wasteland. Her terror had been palpable; he could hold it in his hands and feel its swallow-hearted pounding. Gunfire aimed in her general direction meant she ran straight into the stretch of Hell that stopped manifesting responses to anxieties, fears, and hatred. Domino had watched until she disappeared like a mirage.

Never forget that Domino Bluepoint was a bad man.

No one came back from the edge of the wasteland. Hell was like a vortex where all the lost souls circled the outer ring until they were sucked from the rim into the unknown. The worst was it wasn’t black. He would’ve preferred darkness, but no, it was bright, like the desert had cranked up the sunlight and let it shine without any sky as a protective barrier. Too many people hoped the wasteland had a fairy tale ending. In reality, it was just another precipice you jumped off of.

The shaman’s hands trembled. The uncovered skin at his neck and open shirt undulated, as if something rolled just beneath the surface, eager to be birthed. Domino suppressed a shudder. That magic he knew quite well—how the awakened monsters suckled on power, how the shaman had let them climb up his stomach and into his throat, as they cried to be freed through the mouth. Dangerous. The gentleman must’ve been powerful to contain them so long without being torn apart.

“Joan’s moved to a better place,” the woman next to him uttered. “She’s better than all of us put together. She’ll make it out of here just fine.”

Domino dug his fingernails into his palms hard enough to draw blood. He hid his wounded hands in his pockets. He hated it, how good people ended up here, having to justify their existence in fucking Hell as a quest for redemption. Domino didn’t belong in Hell and he bet solid gold Joan and this woman didn’t belong here, either.

They shouldn’t be begging for scraps, fighting like dogs in an underworld ring. The only thing Thessaly had done wrong was teaching her children to survive with the craft inherited from her lineage. The only thing this woman probably did wrong was killing her abusive husband. It wasn’t right. Goodness wasn’t right. 

Life might not be fair, but death should be as fair as they come. It should mean something.

He cleared his throat again and looked down at the parched yellow and white sand. Human bones. He could feel the millions of souls vibrating as sand, those who had given up. Like the girl with the cellphone. All those people who couldn’t stand Hell any longer and sat down, let the wind erode them to dust, and gave Hell control over their bodies and spirits. They became Hell. The worst part was that old Joan probably didn’t even know it, didn’t believe it. Still as ignorant as the day she fell here.

Fury kindled in the pit of his stomach, the kind that set his fingers tingling and a looming black sun splotch emptying his brain. The urge to send lightning racing across the plains was almost too much to bear. Soon enough he’d expose himself, show these nice travelers he was one of the animals that would fetch a high price at auction and who knew what they might do with that information. Claws might come out. Might try to grab him, sell him, use him.

“Good day, ma’am,” he said and the woman gave him a startled, kind smile. “Vale, traveler,” she said.

He got back into the car, feeling like he couldn’t stand inhabiting this skin of his, and drove off the road and around them. He drove over a hundred miles with an endless scream in the back of his head before pulling over without a word. Thessaly looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

“I want some,” he said, thinking of peace and reprieve.

“You sure?” Thessaly’s hand curved protectively around her bag. “Seemed mightily against it earlier.”

“Don’t ask me no questions,” he said.

“I’ll tell you no lies. I’ve heard that folk song before,” Thessaly grunted, handing him the yellowed plastic. “Certainly, wasn’t from my time.”

“Mine either,” he said, dipping his finger in the white powder and rubbing it against his gums. Like he said. Quick learner. Adaptable.

“That woman say something to you?” Thessaly asked, studying him as if she looked through him and didn’t like what she saw.

“She’s nothing but a waster,” he said. “Hate wasters who think there’s paradise in the wasteland.”

Thessaly hummed in agreement.

Domino blinked. A giddy rush that demanded he move, walk, run, leap into the air filled him. “Tell me where to go,” he commanded.

“You’ll know soon enough,” Thessaly said, watching him closely. Her dark eyes seemed to sing. “Just wait a minute more and you’ll know.”

***

He felt like an outlaw that should’ve been wearing a serape, a flat-brimmed cowboy hat, and a paisley bandana covering his mouth based on the way he lay flat-bellied on the cragged overhang scouting the ravine. Sand dug into his palms—more like bone gravel in all honesty, the jagged sediment got into cuts and wouldn’t work its way out again—and ripped out the knees of his jeans as he shifted again to see better, but on the inside, where it counted, he felt absolutely at peace.

He may be damned in Hell, but at that exact moment and at that exact time, Domino felt he was where he was supposed to be. All roads led here. Destiny had guided him to the top of the cliff with his mother, spying on the covered wagons resurrected from a pioneering age that staggered through the pass.

The rush of anticipation hailed from a time when he’d been alive, and he had a gun strapped to his waist with his brother at his side. The only difference was that now, death held no fear for him. His fear of pain remained—that was simply part of being in Hell—but the desperate terror that this might be his last minutes on earth had disappeared. He might take a bullet to the chest and writhe on the bone dust in a blackness that felt like death, but which in reality—or hell-ality—lasted minutes or days. Yet, a certainty remained. Domino had already died. His soul was in eternal damnation. Ergo, he would rise again.

To make things even better, he could trust his partner. Thessaly wouldn’t tussle him up and sell him to the next demon bidder searching for a witch-soul to enslave. Somehow, he felt unguarded, free, like an indestructible force of everlasting youth.

Gone were pangs of guilt too, worries that he might accidentally maul a child or shoot an innocent. If they were here, they all deserved what was coming to them. In Hell, no one was innocent.

Thessaly shifted beside him. The breeze caught her hair and drifted the strands across her face. The sun-bleached ends tickled Domino’s cheek, but he didn’t brush it away.

“Now?” Domino asked, his tongue flicking out to touch his split lower lip. Tasted the rust and salt coating it.

“Patience,” Thessaly hissed back, inching close enough that he could feel the tight coil of her muscles. She was just excited as he. A crow skull tied on a thong bumped against her chest. Pretty piece of magic, cost three vials of blood for Thessaly’s crow and Domino’s owl, and they’d lit out fast as possible before the two scar-faced gentlemen they’d done business with could ask any more questions. Little bit of hair here, more blood splatter there, a strip of rawhide laced through the eyes and tied tight around Domino’s neck, and he had the makings of a beautiful illusion. Hopefully, the pilgrims below weren’t quick on the draw to notice the oddity: birds of prey watching from up top.

“Where do you think they’re keeping it?” Domino had no idea what kind of owl he might look like, could be snowy, could be a barn, but it didn’t matter. Owls had hooked claws and could soar silently on uplifting thermals.

Thessaly’s eyes flickered over him, her pupils blown with matching hunger. “No idea, but we’ll tear the whole place apart if we have to.”

In another life, Domino wouldn’t have trusted the rumors leaching from the black-market trade posts. He wouldn’t have been in those dives in the first place. If he did catch a whiff of gossip, he would’ve taken his whisky shot and ignored the murmurs about the pilgrims who decided they had no business being in the Pit with all the other lunatics and murderers. These pilgrims decided Hell was just another obstacle to achieve God’s love, and the first step in redemption was to find the mystical Lake, which held the tears of every soul in this dump. Domino figured if Hell’s only saltwater lake was so goddamn big, it would’ve been discovered by now, and all of Hell’s good citizens would’ve built their cities on its banks, bathed in its cool waves, and drained it dry.

But that was before the dust.

Before the dust, he ignored those types of rumors. Rumors that foretold the pilgrims’ mission, sure, but how they were also cunning enough to carry all the good things in life such as water, food, good leather shoes, and dust.

Dust. Snorting demon dust smelled like rust. When he found bone pieces that hadn’t been fully crushed, he ground them between his teeth and scraped the grit on his gums. Within fifteen minutes, he’d feel free. Invincible. Right now, he was high on the last crumbs they had of it.

“Now?” He hated the slight whine to his voice.

“Now,” Thessaly confirmed.

They split apart and slunk down the cliffside. Domino envisioned them as two birds drifting close to the ground, hiding behind tumbleweeds and the barebones skeletons of desert trees instead of lifting into the red hellfire blazing in the sky.

The pilgrims spotted him as he closed the open distance between the wagons and the rocky cliff. Domino barreled toward them, hearing the pfft of bullets from badly calibrated guns. Puffs kicked up around him. He dodged, still a flying owl, when a shot struck true in his shoulder. It didn’t bring him down. Didn’t break the illusion. Nothing could stop the absolute certainty that if gods had made him this infallible and ruthless, Domino should accept the idea, too.

Two wagons rocked as the inhabitants shifted from one end to the other. No idiots, these missionaries. Despite their hopes for redemption, they had accepted they were surrounded by those with yearnings for violence, thus kept their weapons handy. Another round of bullets sent tufts of sand shooting into the air. Domino tucked wings and crashed into the first wagon, startling a young man and another old as sin. The old man gripped a pike, levered it at Domino, and lunged. Domino broke the old man’s nose, then hissed as the boy’s small knife dragged across his ribs. The boy’s wrist snapped in Domino’s grip and he went down screaming. Domino put his foot into the old man’s back and stepped hard until he felt a sickening crunch.

The miniature black hole swirling around his brain, activated whenever he used magic, wobbled and condensed until it finally faded away. He looked down, startled, to see the owl skull had been crushed against his chest. Goddamnit.

With a snarl, he slammed the wagon’s broken door open. A woman charged him with a sword held high. He narrowly dodged her wild, sweeping arc. “Get away, you hellspawn bastard! We’ve asked for no trouble, so give us none!” 

“You’ve got dust,” Domino said as the sword’s tip sliced into his shirt. “Give me the dust and we’ll leave you alone. How’s that sound, ma’am?”

“Worthless junkie,” the woman sneered. She lunged and Domino sidestepped, letting her ram the blade deep into the wagon’s wooden side. She pulled at it frantically, but it stuck fast. Domino’s elbow collided with her, sending her sprawling. He wrenched the sword out and cut the woman off mid-sentence by taking her head.

Silence descended like a fast-moving storm. Hell drank the spilled blood, turning the glossy liquid into tacky powder. The sun beat down ruthlessly, making heat lift from the motionless corpses in small, contained waves. Domino scrunched his nose. He never did like the scent of death warmed over.

Inside the wagon, he tore the mismatched beds apart and sliced open the cotton mattresses. Rice and dry beans spilled from burlap bags. The candle of disgruntled rage quickly snuffed out the flame of hope, and in Domino’s hands, the sword became a weapon of chaos: chopping divots into the wooden sides, shredding pillows, slicing up trinkets of comfort. The wound on his ribs burned, the scent of old blood lingered in the back of his throat, but it was nothing compared to the telltale pounding of a migraine beginning to wrap around his skull like fingers and dig into his fused fontanels.

Blinking hard, he took a deep breath and focused enough to observe his surroundings, like he would’ve done before the dust. Amid the grayed cotton puffs of a destroyed couch lay a worn leather scabbard with an attached strap. With shaking hands, Domino picked it up and slung it over his shoulder, sheathing the blade against his back like a second, no-nonsense spine. Once, Domino might’ve joined their party and the tentative security blanket of offered society, but Domino Bluepoint no longer crept through Hell with a survival mindset. Now, he ripped through the desert on lust, bouncing from one trade post to another with his pockets full of powder as pale as the land.

He stepped outside, empty-handed. The pilgrims would be rising from their Hell-induced death soon. As he rounded the corner to the next wagon, a force barreled into him from behind, knocking the wind out of him. He fell, flat-faced, into the sand. A gasp eeked out of him as a whirlwind of color shimmied before his vision and pain spidered up his spine. His attacker kicked him onto his back just before the grounding agony of a fist drove into his stomach. Domino buckled over, hands protectively covering his belly, and felt the blunt crunch as his attacker force-fed him a knuckle sandwich. His nose collapsed. He couldn’t breathe. Multiple non-magic-created black holes sparkled around him, threatening to consume his consciousness completely.

With two hands fisted in Domino’s shirt, his attacker hauled him up and pressed close enough for Domino to see the fury that rides on the heels of loss transform the man’s face. Domino tried to spit the blood pooling in his mouth, but it only dribbled down his chin.

“You motherfucker,” the man growled.

The truth of that festered in his gut—he was nothing but a bad dog that could only be put down with a gunshot. He tensed for the next punch.

“It’s you,” the attacker said instead, slightly awed, “You’re that kid.”

Domino chanced a peek: a scared-beyond-belief peek, with the ridiculous inclination to proclaim that he was not a kid. “‘Scuse me?” he grunted, shaking his head in the negative.

A disbelieving grin split the man’s lips and he started hitting Domino in familiar, non-lethal ways, punches that would immobilize and make him blackout. His old crew had beat him like this after they’d turned on him, after they’d found out he had witchcraft carved in his bones.

Domino crossed his forearms over his face and bent his knees, aiming for leverage to kick out, but he ended up balled up to survive the raining blows. The muffled cry seeping from his lips didn’t sound like him.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Thessaly’s voice cut through Domino’s thick rasps. The radiating pain subsided, replaced with a roaring throb. The beating stilled. “That’s my son, you fucker. That’s my goddamn boy.” 

The sound of a fist cracking against a cheekbone filled the air. Curled on his stomach, Domino inched up like a stretching cat. His tender, bruised cheek rubbed against the sand as he tried to reorient the sloshy world. He forced his swollen eyes open in time to see Thessaly’s arm cock up high as she punched his attacker over and over.

“You touch my kid?” she shrieked. “You lay one finger on him?”

The man cried out as his teeth shattered.

“You ever touch my boy again, I’ll make sure your body parts are so far away from each other they won’t ever be able to mend together again.”

“Don’t, don’t,” the man sputtered with a spit-out broken molar stuck to his chin. “He’s wanted. We can cash in on him, split the reward.”

Thessaly’s fist stilled mid-air. She brought her cocked elbow down until it was level with her face. Domino’s heart dropped. “Come again?” she asked.

The man fumbled for his pocket and pulled out a worn sheet smudged with fingerprints from bad ink. Thessaly ripped it from his hands and sat hard on top of him, digging her knees into his ribs until he yelped. Smoothing out the page on his chest, Domino watched Thessaly’s shoulders still in a way that set off mental alarms. Panic forced him to his feet. He stumbled, hunched over and clutching his stomach, to her. Looking over her shoulder, a reprint of his face stared back at him, poorly drawn but good enough, bracketed by a declaration on top and his full name printed below in big black letters. Wanted. No reward, but Domino knew curiosity killed many cats. Thessaly flipped the page over and touched the scrawl: Come to the Midnight Saloon for this witch’s scent!

Cold terror washed over Domino. In all his time in the underworld, he’d never seen something like that—a poster marking him as hunted in a land of hunters. There was nowhere he could hide. The thought of being without dust crawled over him like a thousand bugs. He tried to ignore the need inside him when the dust ran low, and the absolute panic of possibly going without. He’d been going without for so long.

“Who’s selling?” Thessaly asked, deadly quiet. The man hesitated until she leaned forward, her shoulders bearing down over him.

“I don’t know,” he whimpered. “Rumor goes, the big hit out on his soul is managed through a heyoka, but I don’t know who ordered the hit, I swear I don’t.”

“What does it mean?” Domino whispered, more to himself than anyone.

“Means you’re doomed, boy,” the man said, solemnly like Domino was a child he’d seen grow up and who hadn’t turned out the way he was supposed to. “Hounds tracking you now. Maybe even a Nuckelavee. Not sure you can get anymore doomed.”

Thessaly’s face reddened like a risen sun bloomed in her cheeks. “Won’t let you say anything, old man,” she whispered, one hand capturing his mouth, a knife bright in the other. The man’s tongue suddenly twitched on the sand and he gagged on his own blood.

Thessaly stood, looking sick. When Domino pulled her into a crushing hug, he felt her shaking. They stuffed the Cobra’s trunk full of leftover water and food, cracked cups and blankets. The sword’s scabbard had warmed to his skin.

And the dust. That stayed close. Couldn’t forget the dust.

***

“Give me a little bit more,” Domino said.

“If I give you any more, there won’t be any left.” Thessaly crinkled the plastic bag closed.

“Just one more snort,” Domino wheedled. The meager fire he’d built on the side of the road bent sideways with a sudden rough wind.

“No,” Thessaly said.

“Thessaly.”

“Domino.”

“Now.”

“No.” Thessaly clutched the bag to her chest. “You’re scared and worried, but you can’t have anymore. There’s a limit and we’ve hit it tonight.”

“I haven’t hit anything,” Domino snarled. Three mounds of dust and he couldn’t feel a goddamn thing. One more would cinch it, he was certain.

“Ain’t that the truth. You’ve been everyone’s punching bag today.” Thessaly’s mouth thinned into a mulish line. “You’re high as a kite, your stupid brain just can’t figure it out.”

“Fuck off. I don’t need this shit from you.”

“This isn’t like you, Domino. It’s fear.”

“Just give me the dust and I’ll be on my way.”

“You’re not going anywhere.”

“I can go wherever I want!”

“You’re acting like you’re thirteen!”

“How would you know, you were dead by then!” 

Domino might be a little flame, but he was hot with recklessness, itching to swing with fists and words, yet his energy would only last so long. A match, quick to spark, but a short stick to burn to char. “How would you know?” he asked again, suddenly achingly stranded and halfway to being an orphan again.

He wasn’t proud of what came next. Of how she coaxed him, skittish with reluctance, to her lap. How he wept over things she didn’t know or understand. How he cried over the names of women she did know and men she didn’t. About Christobel and Benedicta. Match. Wicasah. About how he’d searched for them all in secret, hoping he would stumble on them in Hell and praying to all that was holy that he wouldn’t. He tentatively spoke of Daniel, about old hurts, thick with scars, that still ached. By then, though, Hell had dried him out and he couldn’t do much else but press his hand to his chest, feel the thick paper envelope that once resided there, and wished he could burn the memory like he’d lit up the pages, long ago.

She remembered what it was like to be a mother. He wasn’t sure it was something that could ever be forgotten, but it felt good to have her take him in her arms and hold him. When she stroked his hair and told him she’d take first watch, he complied without fear because absolute truth existed within a mother’s reassurance, the same way blankets pulled tight over the head would most certainly keep the monsters at bay.


CHAPTER 4

DOMINO HAD NEVER taken to church life. Even so, Christianity cultured his world, so he’d faked his way through sermons and mouthed the prayers and looked at anything but the simple crucifix on the prison’s gray brick wall. It wasn’t like he didn’t think about religion or even his relationship with God, but because he’d been too damaged by it. The psychologist who’d proudly thought up that prognosis had gotten a shrug with open hands from Domino. On the subject of religion, Domino didn’t have to play games or hide his feelings. He liked religion just fine. He just didn’t like what people did with it. Like Daniel, who’d pretended to wear the solemn black of a preacher for so long it finally became truth.

Domino never kept the church out of his speech, though, and right now a whole slew of Jesus Christ, sweet mother have mercy, oh god, flew from his mouth as the hellhound caught up to the Cobra and leapt on the back, claws puncturing the metal trunk with a screeching punch.

Thessaly’s scream nearly undid him. Domino barely had two thoughts to rub together before his body decided enough was enough. One glance in the rearview mirror had him staring straight at a slobber-rimmed muzzle bared around sharp teeth. The hound’s sunken eyes, wispy with red flames and soot-black pupils, gazed at him like a marinated chicken drumstick.

The Cobra revved in fifth, desperate for sixth. Domino pushed the gas pedal to the floor. The car fishtailed off the blacktop, throwing waves of sand into the faces of the other two hounds galloping close behind. Domino gripped the emergency brake and yanked, sending the car into a drift. In the rearview mirror, he glimpsed a glittering trail kick up from beneath the tires—a glass trail from the heated rubber, turning sand into fulgurite. The candy-red car was a demon in her own right—smoke puffing from under the hood like a snorting bull and all the arrows on the dash pointing to overheated red or empty.

The screech of the hellhound’s claws slipping off metal echoed as background noise to the roaring engine. Soon, the beast lay in a bundle of gargantuan limbs behind them. Gears ground as Domino slammed into third, aware he might be hyperventilating as he tried to put as much asphalt between him and the hound as possible. The other two sped past their wounded packmate, their baying howl making the heat-mirages shiver.

“They’re gaining on us,” Thessaly screamed as she turned in her seat to stare behind them. Domino couldn’t help but be reminded of that painting, captured forever in an old art book too dusty for modern interest, of a bald man stuck in an orange swirling background, his mouth dropped in an ever-shrieking O. Thessaly was like that, displaying her panic to the world. In the end, it wouldn’t matter one lick. Third shifted to fourth. Fourth to fifth.

“I know,” Domino rasped. He’d inhaled enough dust to render his lungs desert-dry, but a wild notion formulated in the back of his mind and ran desperate tingles to his fingers. A precursor to something crazy, something dangerous, just because he was cornered.

“We have to jump ship,” he decided.

“What?” Thessaly yelled, spinning to look at him. “Are you fucking crazy?”

“Abandon the car,” Domino said, reaching back to make sure he had a hard hold on his backpack. He shifted one final time into sixth, and nearly ripped the door handle off opening the door. He threw himself out.

Roadkill. Bones broke as he hit the sand. The ground scraped away half his face and stripped his coat and jeans to ribbons. Teeth askew in his mouth, his neck nearly obliterated, and with one good eye not blinded by the impact, he saw the hellhounds overtake the suddenly slowed car and began ripping it to shreds. The high groan of bent steel vibrated in his broken bones.

Thessaly crawled to him with both legs shattered behind her. “I don’t think we’re gonna make it,” she gasped.

Domino didn’t answer. Luckily, his ankle held his weight. He fumbled with the remains of his pack and yanked out his tiger’s eye, the raven’s feather, swan’s foot, and braided horsetail he’d traded for some sicko’s night with his mouth pressed against the bleeding wound on Domino’s wrist for a witch-high. He didn’t care, too much dust between the both of them, and if Domino couldn’t remember exactly what happened after, well it wasn’t that much of a loss. He did remember Thessaly gathering him up the next morning, pressing a full canteen of water to his lips, and whatever regrets he had went out the window because a full canteen.

He bent down, one hand in an arthritic claw around the supplies of the spell, readying the crooked pointer finger of his other hand to draw in the sand when that bitch Hell changed the sand under him into a small asphalt slab.

Domino let out a choked cry and backed up a step, ready to draw in the fresh sand extending every which way around him but in front. The asphalt block shifted and appeared under his finger before he could touch the sand. If he couldn’t scribe, he couldn’t summon his power. He looked up, frantic now as the hellhounds finished ripping the stuffing out of the seats.

Domino backed up a step to redraw. Again. Again. His finger hit asphalt every time. Cotton clouds and ruin filled the air.

“God fucking damnit, woman, save me,” he roared through mountain-jagged teeth at the blacktop. With a coquettish wink, the asphalt disappeared.

The hellhounds lost interest in the car and milled around the hump of metal, catching their scent and jogging towards them.

In the burning sand, Domino drew a circle with a jagged line and triangle through it, tossed the three offerings with a slurred sentence, and watched them turn to char in the air. He kissed the tiger’s eye and experienced his soul falling into a fathomless abyss where a blue nebula waited. He grabbed the pulsing tendrils and unraveled them like yarn, letting the strands expand at the speed of light up his synovial fluid and out.
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