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—Praise for Viscera—

“It takes a brave and immensely talented writer to concoct a dystopian fantasy of earthquakes, killing fields, drug addiction, and routine eviscerations that is also profoundly humane and laugh-out-loud funny. It sounds impossible, I know, but Gabriel Squailia has done it. Viscera is ultimately a story of self discovery, of being who you know yourself to be down deep in your gut even when the world wants to tell you otherwise. There is extreme ignorance and savagery in Viscera’s fictional universe, but there is kindness and healing too—just like the world we know.”

—Camille DeAngelis, author of Bones & All

“Viscera is a work of gleeful weirdness, set in a world that calls to mind China Miéville’s Bas-Lag novels, and full of characters fighting to reshape themselves and their destinies, in search of deep and resonant truth.”

—Kat Howard, author of Roses and Rot

“Exquisitely imagined, deeply insightful yet scathingly witty, Viscera barrels along at a scorching pace after vividly realized characters whose separate quests—for identity, for revenge, for release—find themselves on a collision course in a world that’s simultaneously both grimdark and surreal. Lusciously weird and utterly unique.”

—Nicole Kornher-Stace, author of Archivist Wasp

“In Squailia’s world, trees can act as a living internet, the calcified organs of dead gods lie under a city and respond to spilled blood with earthquakes, and having your major organs removed is not necessarily fatal. Identity shifts and slides as characters attempt to shape themselves and are shaped by their swiftly changing circumstances. To what extent, Viscera asks, does who we are lie in our bodies, and to what extent does it lie in our actions?”

—John Langan, author of The Fisherman

“The most delicious kind of nightmare, Viscera is gorgeous, theatrical, and weird as hell. Squailia’s voice, the world they weave with it, and the eminently human characters they build will linger long after reading.”

—Phoebe North, author of Starglass
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—The Drash’s Kiss—

Raindrops slapped the cowl of Rafe’s cloak as he followed Jassa through the trees. She darted with ease between trunks and branches, clucking with irritation each time he was snagged by prickers or mired in the mud. Rafe was suffering from constant sniffles and a rising, bone-deep hunger, but Jassa’s spirits had been high since they left the city. She told stories as they went, some of which he’d heard three times since leaving Eth. This one, however, a meandering travelogue about how much better life had been before Rafe had been able to enjoy it, was new to him.

“But all of it was richer back then,” she called, as if from across a crowded room, “from the sauce in the dishes to the lottery payouts. You’re too young to have visited the court of Malachi the Emperazor, I suppose. Ridiculous title he gave himself, but no one could load on the excess like old Mal!”

“Passed me in the street one time,” Rafe said. He hadn’t actually been too young to visit the court, but too poor. “He was riding in one of those—”

“Stop your mumbling! Can’t hear a thing you say.”

“Sorry. What I said was—”

“You’d have been in swaddling-clothes during his Festival of Sevens,” she went on, loosing a sodden evergreen branch, which slapped him in the face. “Shame, too! He had a fetish for the number seven, and it was our shared obsession with numerology that got the Assemblage invited. Kindred spirits, he thought us, though he insisted there was no such thing as luck. Imagine! A madman, he really was, but so wealthy that no one gave a shit. Anyhow, there were to be forty-nine courses that night—seven mated with seven, you see; remind me to work on your arithmetic—and I was determined to taste them all, even if it made my belly burst. A few courses deep and I couldn’t tell one dish from the next, my fingers were that coated in gravy, so I turned to the child who’d been kneeling next to my chair all the while and said, ‘Where’s my napkin, whelp?’ And what do you suppose she says to me?”

“I don’t know!” cried Rafe. “What did she—”

“ ‘That’s what I’m for,’ she says, and flips her hair right over her face! Now, sure enough, I look around, and all the cronies of the Emperazor’s court are wiping their fingers in the silken tresses of their own human handkerchiefs. I even saw one blowing his nose! There were dozens of these children, and all of them matched. They were the royal offspring of some Northern clan, won for the city in the Battle of—well, some big to-do, at any rate.”

Rafe pushed the laughter out of his chest at what he hoped was the appropriate moment. “I wish I could have been there!” he hollered, hoping he was loud enough.

Jassa turned, scowling. “Boy, we’re hunting,” she hissed, water dripping from her nose. “Hush yourself, or we’ll never catch our quarry.”

Rafe bowed his head, trudging on behind her. He’d been incapable of saying the right thing since they’d left the city of Eth, a course he desperately wanted to reverse. Jassa had been so kind to him before he’d joined the Assemblage, buying him sweets, complimenting his looks, and introducing him to the basic principles of Fortune-hunting. She seemed to be around his mother’s age—a road-weathered forty-something—and he’d found in her a patience his own mother had never possessed.

Since he’d become her Deuce, though, he’d tumbled into a world of codes and rituals he barely understood, and everything he did felt wrong. For a time, he’d thought her affections would return on their own, but by now he understood that until he learned how to give her what she wanted, he’d earn nothing but her scorn—and the odd kiss from the drash, just enough to keep him well.

The night they’d met, she’d promised him all he could handle. “You’ll never go wanting again,” she’d said.

The fault was his own. She must have meant that he’d have it all once he’d earned it.

He’d simply have to do better. Once they caught their quarry, she’d see.

“And that liquor,” she called, every bit as loudly as before. “That brilliant, steaming, bubbling liquor! Mal’s enchanters had rigged a way to distill hooch in the bladder of a living human, you see, so to get yourself drunk, you’d approach some squirming servant who’d been holding it for days, and hold your mug right under the poor thing’s pizzle.”

“Ha ha!” It was not a party Rafe would have cared to attend. “Whatever happened to that Emperor, anyway?”

“You mean the Emperazor,” she said. “The Emperor came four rulers before.”

He blinked. “What’s the difference?”

“Difference? Difference?” She hooted with laughter. “No parties during the Emperor’s time, for one! Listen, this isn’t complicated. Jaegen the Emperor, Preen the Laminator, Malachi the Emperazor, Kruks Thagvallion, then the Caninists.”

“I don’t know how you keep them straight.”

“It isn’t that complicated,” she snapped, “if you’ve two hemispheres of a brain to rub together!—No, wait. Mal, then the Caninists, then Preen, then Kruks. So, right, the Emperazor was deposed by the Caninists, that’s what happened to him. A few short weeks after that party, he was strung up by his own entrails in the Crunkshank Gallery. Last I checked, his corpse was still dangling there—and the guts still held, after all those years. Bless his wallet, Old Mal always did have a strong stomach!”

“The Caninists,” said Rafe, struggling to show off a bit of history. “Weren’t those the ones that put a dog on a throne?”

“Well, it wasn’t a fucking cat, now, was i—wait.” Jassa dropped to her knees, examining a rumpled stretch of mud and moss. “Hush, you hear me?” Lank hair slid out from behind one ear, dangling into the muck. “Quiet.”

Out came her notebook, covered in the hide of some improperly-cured beast, its pages rumpled by dozens of stains. Pulling out a stubby pencil, she added to her collection of manic scribbles, muttering over the footprints in wet earth.

Rafe stared down, a familiar pain stabbing his lungs as his gut filled with a tidal fear. Ever since he’d joined the Assemblage, it had been rising and falling, highest in the morning and the still of the night, when Jassa snored beside him, more peaceful without the drash than he’d ever be.

Unless he found that peace once he proved himself. If these were the tracks of the stranger they’d been following, he’d have his chance soon enough.

Nothing terrified him more. Was it natural, he wondered, to fear the very thing he wanted?

Maybe it was better if it wasn’t. As Jassa had whispered at the party where they’d met, If Fortune loved what was natural, the birds would sleep in nests of gold.

She raised a pale hand and bent two fingers. Squelching as softly as he could, Rafe lowered his ear to her lips.

“A woman, barefoot. Snared a rabbit here, less than an hour ago.” She pointed vaguely to the markings in the mud. “Now tell me, Deuce: is she traveling alone?”

Rafe stared, watching his reflection wobble in a puddle. “I, uh. Does it—is it supposed to say in the mud?”

Jassa squinted at him, leathery skin scrunching around beady eyes. “How in hell would the mud say that? These are the tracks of a single woman, clearly. I mean wherever she’s camped, boy. Are there more, or is she traveling alone?”

Rafe’s mouth was dry. The hunger in him spiked, everywhere but his belly. “Am I—supposed to guess, Jass?”

Her hand came near his face, and he flinched, but she didn’t clap him, just rested her cold palm on his neck. She tugged him close enough that he could smell her breath, like goat’s milk. “What are you?” she said.

Various parts of him felt warm in complicated ways.

“I’m—I’m Rafe? Rafe Davin.”

Her lip curled. “What, not who.”

He’d already put a hand on his chest before he recognized what answer she wanted. “I am a member of the Assemblage,” he whispered.

“What else?”

He paused. “I am your Deuce.”

She stowed her notebook in the bag beneath her cape, about ready to throw him a beating. Where was the look she’d given him at his initiation, that pride so bright he felt like melting?

“I am Fortune’s plaything.”

She kept on staring. He almost blurted it out—but no, it was always about Fortune with her, and there was always something more he was meant to remember. Lists of leaders, lists of avatars, lists of rules for inviting luck, lists of things that might chase luck away—with no reference materials, and no time to study any of it, at least not when his head was clear.

Her fingers dug into the base of his skull. “What,” she whispered, “is a Deuce to his Ace?”

Rafe’s throat clicked.

“The vel—” she murmured, as if he were a child. “The veeellll—”

“Oh! ‘The velvet beneath the rolling of your dice,’ ” he recited.

Of course: this had been part of his initiation ceremony, with a dozen other flowery phrases he’d instantly forgotten.

“That’s right,” said Jassa. “The velvet beneath the rolling of my dice, guiding me in a billion invisible ways. I am here to take the chance, you are here to guide it. And because Fortune loves beginners, the less you know, the better.”

Rafe nodded with more passion than he felt. He knew nothing but the words in her lists, devoid of context, and beginner’s luck was the only reason she’d offer for keeping him in the dark. But Rafe didn’t feel lucky.

“So,” said Jassa. “When I ask you a question as my Deuce, boy, what are you to do?”

It felt safer to guess than to stammer. “Let Fortune answer with my tongue.”

Jassa clapped him on the cheek and took her head away from his.

She was smiling. He exhaled, slowly.

“Now show me,” she said.

Rafe closed his eyes.

“All right. Well.”

No visions lay in that darkness. No divine voice whispered the truth.

To hell with it. Guessing would have to do.

“No,” he said. “The barefoot woman doesn’t have company. Besides the rabbit, and he’s dead.”

Jassa laughed through her nose, tugging out her notebook, where she recorded this prediction in some cramped, illegible corner. “Then it’s time you made your Goddess proud, boy. Do you have something to say to Her?”

He nodded, feeling the weird little twist of his coming sacrilege. The things they wanted him to say made him feel ashamed and giggly all at once. Every other church he’d been to wanted worship from its worshipers, but not the Assemblage—they wanted him to say the most awful things he could think of.

He wondered how long it would be before he got used to it.

He knew that Jassa loved it when he blushed.

“Fuck you in the ass, Mother,” he whispered.

“Louder.”

“Fuck Fortune right in the ass!”

“Good,” she said, chuckling softly, brushing his cheek with her hand, feeling its heat. “You look like a little bruised plum, you know that?”

His face burned hotter.

Jassa reached behind her cape. “Now. Who holds the reins of rule, boy?” He stared as she pulled out a dagger in a leather sheath. “Who is it that hoards all the wealth in the world?”

His hands began to tremble. She tossed the dagger from hand to hand, waiting.

This part he knew. “The worst among us.”

“The very worst,” she said, laying the dagger in his palms. It was heavier than he’d expected, and he longed to give it back and to wield it, all at once. “Every time the guard changes, we hit a new low. More rottenness, more avarice, more slaughter, fewer parties. And these despots swimming in on their waves of filthy lucre, Fortune loves them, does She not?”

“At first.”

“Only as they ascend,” said Jassa, pacing. “And then, as fast as She can, She forsakes them—and why?”

Rafe drew breath to answer, but Jassa barreled on, digging in her pockets. “Because they bend their fucking knees for Her, that’s why! Because no sooner have they taken the city than their bowels fill with cold water, and every last one of them begs.”

She took out a tiny brass wheel, Fortune’s holiest symbol, and dropped it into the mud between her feet. “And this is our secret, boy,” she said, dropping her breeches and squatting. Rafe looked away from the source of the steam. “We know what makes our Goddess respond. As Gast the Foundation taught us, ere she died: to catch Fortune’s eye, you must spit directly into it. Look at me, damn you!”

Rafe obeyed, heart pounding. Jassa stood, hiking up her breeches, and stomped into the puddle, burying the wheel in piss and mud.

“We will take the city of Eth,” she said, eyes shining, “and we’ll keep it. Through deviousness. Through perversion. Through desecration.”

“ ‘The more evil a man does,’ ” Rafe recited, unsheathing the blade, “ ‘the more of the world he owns.’ ”

Jassa laced up. “Are you ready to become Her avatar, boy? Are you ready to own the world entire?”

He touched the tip of the dagger to his thumb, marveling at its edge. A little more pressure and his flesh would part like wet crepe. “I’m ready,” he said.

For once, it was true. He might not believe in Fortune, but he believed in this.

When it was done, he’d feel the kiss of the drash.

Jassa smiled, showing all seven of her teeth.

“Let us pray,” she said.

They found their quarry in a half-burnt farmhouse in the midst of a tiny clearing. With one wall missing and the others lined in charcoal-black, the building reminded Rafe of an outdoor stage. Crouching at the edge of the wood beside Jassa, he fought a paranoid suspicion that the dark-skinned woman they’d tracked here was playing a part to lure them closer. In any case, his guess had been right: she was traveling alone.

The woman salvaged a cleaver from the wreckage of the kitchen, then squatted before a chopping board that had once been a plank in the pantry wall. The rabbit hung nearby, already skinned. Rafe stared at her tall, taut frame in its mud-brown tunic, noting the economy of her movements. Her hair, bursting loose from braids that had needed attention months ago, was as gray as a storm cloud on a sunny day.

Why couldn’t she have been young?

“I don’t know about this,” he whispered, the steady hiss of the rain covering his words. “Who gets that old without an army to protect them? Might be she’s a mercenary, or worse.”

“Keep your bladder buttoned,” said Jassa, glaring. “Look at her face, boy. Smooth as a nugget of amber!” She pulled her pack around under her cape. “Someone’s put a scare into her, that’s all. Shocked her hair white.”

Rafe squinted at the woman’s broad-cheeked face, which didn’t look old, he supposed, but nor did it look like the face of an easy target. “I just don’t know.”

“So you said. But Fortune does. And so do I.” Jassa pulled something heavy and red out of the pack and into her palm. “You’ll feel Her eyes swing down on you soon enough. Her gaze will grant you faith.” She reached for his chin with her empty hand. “And when it comes, boy?”

Her finger was as cold as an icicle.

“Do not squirm from it. Do you hear me?”

Rafe nodded, pushing against his fear. If only he could have the drash before the deed. But he knew better than to ask. He squeezed the dagger’s hilt, feeling dizzy.

“Remember that what we do is not for you,” Jassa whispered. “It is for us. It will steer our fate. We will take the city, for Lady Eff, for Fickle Faena, for Left-Handed Luce, whose dart never goes astray. And it all starts with your blade.”

Rafe was breathing hard, grimacing at the pain in his lungs as he watched the wiry woman. She lifted the rabbit by its back legs. She pulled its muscled stomach open and scooped its guts into a wooden bowl, then laid its body down on the plank of wood. She hefted the cleaver and swung it down time and again, dividing the body into gleaming sections of muscle and bone.

Thunk. Thunk.

THUNK.

“That cleaver, though,” he whispered. “This dagger’s sharp, but I’m not a killer, Jass. I mean, I’ve never even been in a—”

Rearing back, Jassa punched him in the ear, hard enough to bring tears to his eyes. He fell back into the mud, glancing up frantically at the farmhouse.

The wiry woman hadn’t seen.

“Everyone’s a killer, boy,” Jassa hissed. “Some just haven’t had the opportunity to prove it. And this should make your job less terrifying.” She gave him a good look at the object in her hand, a bulbous red bottle encircled in a shining belt of wirework runes. “Fortune will provide. Do you hear?”

Rafe blinked, reaching out a hand. “Is that—an enchantment? Is it real?”

“Course it’s real,” she said, stowing it before he could touch it. “They’re nearly as expensive to fake as to make.”

“But that’s—” His throat tightened with anger. They’d been scrounging pennies for weeks, barely able to afford a meal. “How did you pay for it?”

“With the help of these ten tiny soldiers,” she said, wiggling her fingers. “The keeper of the inn at Idlet had an extensive cabinet of curios, and he was a sloppy drunk. Now steady your hand, boy, and show Fortune your steel.”

An enchantment. They had an enchantment.

Rafe pulled himself up. His hands were steady.

Whoever the woman in the farmhouse might be, she was no enchanter, or she wouldn’t be cooking her own meals in the cold. He no longer doubted that they’d bring her down. He simply wanted to see what would come out of that bottle.

The fire in the farmhouse’s shattered hearth began to smoke and sputter, and the wiry woman rose to tend it. Once it was stoked, she slid an iron pot beneath the rope of rain pouring from a hole in the roof. The pot’s black belly sang out into the trees.

“That racket is all the cover we’ll need,” whispered Jassa, pointing. “Position yourself on that end of the farmhouse and give me a count of one hundred before you distract her.”

“What should I do?”

“Use your brains, boy. Make a birdcall! Toss a rock into the trees! But wait until the bottle breaks to make your move.”

Rafe drew the blade.

Jassa closed her hand on his arm. “We’ll move quickly, after. While Fortune’s gaze is on you. First the harvest, then we play.”

Rafe was off, sneaking through the trees. His body was buzzing, kiss or no.

This was what it felt like to put a thumb on the scales.

At the back of the farmhouse a half-burnt wall kept him out of sight. Leaning in, he caught a glimpse of his quarry dumping meat into the stewpot. Panting, pulling a fist-sized stone from the muck, he wound back his arm.

The stone cracked against the limb of a hollow tree.

The woman grunted. Hold steady! he thought, and then he heard the bottle bursting. He leapt around the wall and onto the farmhouse floor, blade at the ready.

Red glass had shattered between the woman’s heels. The bottle’s wirework frame skittered between her feet, landing between them. She looked down at it, then up at him, mouth agape.

For an instant, the liquid was acting as liquid should, dripping down from her bare calves.

Then the wirework flashed.

Words rang out from the runes, an echo of the enchanter’s voice, stretched to the point of incomprehensibility by time and power. Rafe reared back as the air between himself and the woman filled with the stink of burnt herbs and sewage. The liquid surged, taking on volume as it rose, thickening into a dark wave of sinew that slithered up to enfold both of her legs.

She thrashed against its tendrils, twisting her body until she was nearly free. Rafe stepped back, spotting the cleaver a few feet away.

Then the sinew drew her deep, slurping her up from ankle to hip. Gripping her tight, it heaved her into the air, then slammed her on her back.

Her skull struck the floorboards. Rafe dashed around, kicking the cleaver into the clearing, crouching down over her body. She lay still, the tendrils binding her so tightly to the floorboards that wood splintered.

The dagger felt alive in his hands.

“For Fortune.”

He swept the blade through her belly.

Her tunic yawned open, dark around the edges like a great, wet mouth.

Rafe goggled as if he was a witness to this scene, not its author. Jassa was there already, kneeling beside him, laying out a leather belt stuffed with tools. She tossed him a satchel. He held it open as she began to harvest, dropping the woman’s organs, one by one, through the dark ring of fabric between his hands.

“Hold Her,” whispered Jassa. “Hold Her steady, now!”

He nearly set down the satchel to comply, but the wiry woman’s body was already still. It was Fortune Jassa meant. Hold Her steady—hold Her gaze.

Was She watching him now? Was that why he felt such excitement?

He ought to feel sick, or guilty. That’s what a normal person would feel. But no—he felt elated.

Like a good boy.

Jassa dropped the woman’s heart into the sack. She was almost done, already. He hummed to himself, shuddering happily.

Was it really the gaze of a goddess that made him feel this way? Or was it just the promise of the drash’s kiss?

Either way, Rafe had killed a woman, unless the sinews had killed her first. Her body was almost empty, and when it was they’d take her insides back to Eth, where the Assemblage would deliver them to the Puppeteer. Rafe and Jassa would be heroes, at least for a night. Maybe Jassa was right, and this would be the beginning of their lucky streak.

Things were changing. He could feel it.

“Is it time?” he said, his anxious excitation making his voice squeak.

“Yes, boy. You’ve earned your reward.”

Rafe tied off the satchel, panting. Jassa cleaned her fingers on the edge of the mud-brown tunic, then pulled two metal boxes out of her own knapsack, along with her ever-present notebook. Rafe crouched next to her, and for once she didn’t begrudge his closeness.

One box was the size of her hand, the other as large as a prayer book. Both were scratched and dented from frequent use. She fiddled with the latches on the smaller box, and Rafe inhaled deeply, his mouth flooding with spit.

The box reeked of molasses and musk. A single lump of tlak, sticky and brown, was all that remained inside.

He frowned. Had they burned through so much since they’d left Eth? They must’ve done most of it yesterday, he supposed, though he remembered getting up from that session with the hunger still lapping at his bones.

Rafe nearly bit his tongue, but hunger overwhelmed caution. “Why the hell didn’t we bring more?” he grumbled. “That’s barely enough for a session. What happens on the way home?”

“One kill,” said Jassa, grinning, “and the puppy thinks himself a wolf.” The glint in her eye suggested that he was lucky her hands were busy. “We buy from the Puppeteer,” she said with exaggerated patience, searching the pockets of her bag. “He controls who gets tlak. Perched over the sacred catacombs of Eth, from whence Fortune’s sweetness comes.” Finding a pair of tweezers, she began to wipe them with her filthy shirt.

All of this he knew. “Right, and he’s not taking coin any more, just guts. But—”

“But murder might cause quakes in the city,” she said, like she was helping him complete a thought he was too dim to finish alone. “So we’re out here, in the leftmost ventricle of no place at all, where the deed won’t cause any aftershocks. Providing for the family. Hunting and gathering, just like a number of other Aces and Deuces. But we won’t,” she murmured, lifting the tlak and warming it with her breath, “be among them for long. You’ll soon have all you can handle!”

He frowned. “But for safety’s sake, shouldn’t we—”

“Fix before we start sweating? Yes, boy, we damn well should!” She glared at him. “Well? Ready the board!”

He was already too hard-up to argue. From the bottom of the box he took up a stub of chalk, four leaden bumpers, and a set of dice. He scrawled out the diagram, set the bumpers at its sides, and laid out the dice, two for Jassa, two for himself.

He heard a scrabble.

He held his breath.

Jassa had opened the larger box. A mesh screen covered its wide floor. Through it, dim storm-light struck the dull, umber chitin of a palm-sized insect with long, jointed legs and an overabundance of mandibles. Annoyed at the intrusion, the drash struck twice at the mesh, then retreated with a wary clatter.

“Everyone’s hungry, little love,” Jassa cooed. She lowered the tweezers toward a tiny hole in the screen, dropping the tlak inside. Skittering over, the drash plucked up the grain, coating it in moistness as it worked it into its craw.

“Good girl,” muttered Rafe, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Make it sweet for us, now.”

“For Fortune.”

The drash stared up at them with gray, gelatinous eyes that flooded with blackness as the drug hit its system. The grain had already dissolved, and the sac beneath its carapace would be full of liquefied tlak in a matter of moments, along with enough poison to kill a cow.

Strip away all the ceremony, and it was plain enough why members of the Assemblage traveled in pairs: no one could withstand two stings in a row, but wasting one was unthinkable.

Jassa tipped the box to one side. The drash slid across its metal floor, its black eyes staring mindlessly up at the roof.

“Deuces first,” she said.

Rafe had already tugged his collar open. She peeled back the mesh. The creature barely twitched as she plucked it up and set it down on the left side of his neck, its mandibles tickling his earlobe.

“Hello, lovely,” he murmured.

The drash’s long middle legs gripped veins and tendons.

Jassa stroked the long, stiff hairs atop its carapace with a grubby forefinger. With maddening languor, the drash unfurled a stinger three times the length of its body, then plunged it deep in the meat of Rafe’s throat.

The liquid was as cool as the drash’s body, but it felt like it was boiling as it hit his blood. Rafe clenched his teeth and rocked, waiting for the pain to subside. The first kiss held more poison, or so he’d been told; as Jassa’s Deuce, he’d never had the opportunity to taste the second, which the aficionados of the Assemblage held to be perfectly decanted. Grinding his teeth, he waited for the agony to recede.

Before the Assemblage, Rafe had eaten his tlak, and there had been no pain.

But nor had there been pleasure like the wave that overcame him now, crashing on his tongue and then his body. As the poison burned his muscles, the tlak itself bubbled through his salivary glands, thick as caramel and twice as sweet. As he chewed it, satisfying his stomach’s hunger as surely as that in his bones, a second rush came, flushing his bits, candying his nerves. All his aches were washed away, except for the stabbing pain in his lungs, which felt less like an ailment now than a private joke. Losing his balance, he held out his arm for Jassa, but fell too far, forcing her to steady him. Whispering unpleasantries, she tugged the stinger out of his throat, lying down on her side as she set the drash down on her neck. Woozy though he was, he tended to his duties; as Jassa closed her eyes, he coaxed the second kiss into her, waiting for the last of the tlak to settle out before he lifted the creature and locked it back in its box.

Giving Jassa time to savor the rush, he turned his attention toward the board he’d sketched on the floor, struggling to remember what he’d been taught. He’d only been given a fraction of the rules to begin with, but Jassa insisted this was immaterial. A Deuce, she’d said, should know how to sketch a serviceable board—which was intricate enough that he’d bungled it the first few times, done no favors by the tingling of his brain—but no more, for as long as possible. His job was to roll, not to question, and if he pressed her as to why, she’d only say that Fortune loved a beginner.

Not that She loved him well enough to let him win. He’d lost by a wide margin each time.

Yet what did it matter? What were they playing for, anyway, but the affections of an abstract concept, a goddess who didn’t exist?

Rafe knew better. The Gone-Away gods were real, once. But even they were long dead, buried in the catacombs under Eth. That didn’t stop everyone around him from worshiping shadows and figments, pouring their money into fantasy.

He lapsed into a coughing fit, then realized he was doing it to keep Jassa from hearing his thoughts—which got him giggling.

Jassa opened her eyes, snorting as she leapt toward the board. “Hurry!” she cried, though she took the time to pick up her notebook and resume her scribbling.

“I’ve been ready,” he said, wiping his eyes.

“Shut your orifice. I saw something.”

He’d asked her once what she kept in those pages, but all she’d say was, I’m studying to improve my chances, as should you.

At last she gasped and dropped the book on the floor. He scooped up his dice. She scooped up her own. Both their faces were gleaming in sweat.

“For the luck you give us,” Jassa said, holding her rattling dice in cupped palms above her forehead, “for the peaks and the valleys, for your patience and wrath, for the stonily twisting prayers of your catacombs under Eth, for the sweet troves of treasure they contain, for the moody thunder of their quakes, for the inscrutable path we travel toward owning them at last—”

She went on like this for a while. As he shook the dice over his brow, Rafe glanced over at the dead woman’s body, its lower half still encased in naked muscle, its upper half a peaceful cave of rib and gore.

I made that, he thought.

“—for all these things we see, and all those we cannot, we say unto you: fuck you, Fortune.”

Rafe giggled. “Fuck your rotting body straight through the sewers on a boat made of cocks and shite.”

Jassa looked impressed. “Ha!” she cried, still shaking her dice overhead. “And have you chosen an aspect, as I taught you?”

“Of course.” He hadn’t, and he struggled now to remember one she’d like, mentally pawing through yet another list—this time of Fortune’s avatars. “I’ll be, uh—I’m Left-Handed Luce.”

She barked with condescending laughter. “Then why are your dice in your right hand, boy? Luce has no north paw—even a simpleton knows that!”

“Sorry,” he said, too amused to be aggrieved. Shifting the dice, he shook them harder, delighting in the sound.

“Now roll,” Jassa whispered, “while Fortune still smiles on the blood you’ve shed.”

The dice clattered down so rapidly that it didn’t matter whose hands were whose, not to Rafe. To Jassa, everything mattered: she kept score on the wooden floor, scrawling out her inscrutable calculations in tiny labyrinths of chalk, consulting her notebook with frequent murmurs and exclamations. Leaving her to it, he zeroed in on the parts of the game he could sense, like the way the dice jumped as they struck the pits and knots in the wooden floor, or the sound of them rebuffed by the bumpers that kept them from tumbling into the grass.

He must’ve got lost in staring at the clearing—all those blades pelted by the rain, all trembling at once!—because Jassa was shouting, and was red enough that she must’ve been at it for a while. “—out of the groove entirely, you baby-faced buffoon,” she cried. “You’re losing Her!”

Flecks of spittle darkened her chalky calculations. He tore his gaze away from that, too. “What do you want me to do?”

“Keep Her fucking eyes on you,” she snarled. “I swear, idiocy like yours is perilously close to lucklessness.” She reared back from him, as if he might be contagious. “Are you sure you haven’t any unquiet dead following you about? At times you seem almost—blighted.”

“No such thing as unquiet dead,” he muttered. “When you’re gone, you’re gone, is all.”

But the question brought Gingerbeard’s face to his mind.

“You’re about to learn whether that’s true,” shouted Jassa, “if you don’t get back on Fortune’s good side—and fast! Her eyes, boy!”

He bit his lip, seeking the clarity of pain. The weight of all this ridiculous ceremony was crushing him.

But Jassa would strike him soon, and it went worse when she was high.

Keep Fortune’s eyes on you—what did it even mean? He sighed, then coughed. What did Jassa say about Fortune’s fickle favors?

That She loved a beginner, and that She loved blasphemy.

Thus, in order to play along, all Rafe had to do was combine the two in some novel way.

Like telling the truth.

“I don’t believe in any of this,” he said, then flung the dice.

Jassa stared at the board, her pale face gone white. She scribbled on the floor, then in her notebook. Cursing, she rolled quickly. “I don’t know what you’re doing, boy, but you’d better do it again.”

He picked up the dice again, smiling. He’d finally found something he was good at. “I don’t even believe that Fortune is real. I never did. You promised me drugs, so I joined. But you don’t give me near enough, not to fake all this forever. So fuck it, Jass. I’m done pretending.”

Rattle, tink.

Jassa gasped, then sent her own dice tumbling in response. She wrote some more, then gasped some more. “Again. Roll again!”

Rafe closed his fist. “Why should I?”

She recoiled. “Wh—why? Because She’s here, She’s with us, She’s in us—She is the rolling of our dice! Now bring us home, boy, bring us to glory, before She turns Her hateful head!”

Rafe slid the dice over into his right hand, rubbing them against each other between his fingers and palm until they squeaked.

Jassa’s hands were shaking.

He let them shake a while.

“I heard them call you the Widow of Lank Street,” he said. “They say you chew through Deuces quicker than a locust chews grain. For a minute or two you were kind to me, so I didn’t want to believe, but I believe, now. You’re gaming me, and I hope She does exist, you know it, Jass?” He ran his tongue over his teeth. “So I can watch Her game you.”

Jassa’s face went red. “Roll.”

He shrugged and let the dice slide off a limp palm.

The chalk snapped in Jassa’s fingers.

“Oh, you bastard,” she whispered. “Oh, you son of a titless sow!”

Rafe squinted at her scrawls on the floor. He was on the verge of comprehension when she stood and kicked at the board. The chalk spun over his head, the bumpers skittered into the mud, and one die struck his knee, rebounded, and landed an inch from the dead woman’s face.

“What happened?” he said.

The sound of his voice surprised him.

It wasn’t a question—it was a demand.

“You’ve no idea.”

Her voice was cracked and thin. Was Jassa crying?

“How could you? Beginner’s luck, they call it, but that’s not what it is.” She crushed her eyes against the heels of her palms. “It’s Fortune’s revenge! I had you on the edge. I had you! She was moving the world for me, She was, I was on the verge of ascension, and then—”

“Wait.”

Rafe saw, or thought he did. He pointed at his score, then at hers, the skin on his neck prickling in wonder.

“Jass. Did I just—”

“I am the velvet beneath the rolling of your dice,” she croaked. “You ragged little cunt!”

“My Deuce ?” Rafe couldn’t hold back his laughter, or the swift thought behind it—Fortune will provide. “But that means—”

“—that I’m yours to command.” Jassa lowered her head. “May the Goddess help us all.”


—A Thousand Little Men—

“Stew’s ready,” said the boy, poking a wooden spoon into the pot, but neither of them ate so much as a bite. He sent the woman to pick through the mud instead, where she searched for the pieces she’d kicked from their game. The storm had passed by the time she packed them up, and the two of them walked into the clearing, the boy leading with bleary pride, the woman trudging after with the satchel hanging over her shoulder, slapping against the backs of her thighs.

He stopped at the edge of the wood, squinting up at the rafters of the farmhouse. She muttered a question, and he shook his head, then led her into the trees.

Rain plipped from the leaves. The frogs spoke up in chorus.

A burning log slumped, embers tinkling from its middle.

Something scratched among the rafters.

There came the rasp of fabric on wood.

A tiny figure emerged, a man-shaped burlap doll who shimmied down a beam, steadying his boots on the hobnails that some long-dead homemaker had strung with dried flowers and herbs. As he landed on the countertop with a tip-tap, his breath rattled with satisfaction.

The mannikin stood no taller than an infant, despite his platform shoes. Dusting off his three-piece suit, he surveyed the room, his button eyes shining in a face stitched from thick, burgundy cloth. Hefting the slotted spoon the boy had tossed onto the counter, he crept to the edge with an eager, flat-toothed grin, peering down at the drawers below.

He pried them open with the spoon’s handle, each drawer wider than the one above it, until they resembled a miniature flight of stairs. Testing his weight with every step, the mannikin descended to the floor, then crept across it, tapping each floorboard in turn with the rounded end of his makeshift cane.

He stopped when he reached the wiry woman’s body, scrunching his burlap brow to squint at the sinews cocooning her legs. Inching forward, he reached out with the spoon, probing the mass of muscle—leaping back when it shuddered in response, like the haunch of some sleeping beast irritated by a fly. Keeping his distance, he pressed on, tip-tapping, into the shadows.

At last he reached a plank that gave a hollow knock when he rapped it. Tossing the spoon aside, he pulled up the board, muttering, “I knew those addle-pated dullards had left money on the table!” Flexing his glove-like fingers, he reached into the recess and gripped a strap of the woman’s bag. After a prolonged struggle, he cursed, then dropped down into the floor, where the sounds of buckles opening were audible, just before a gasp of appreciation. “Trinkets!” he squealed, tossing a bag of glass vials to land with a clink near the woman’s outstretched hand.
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“A dystopian fantasy of earthquakes, killing ficlds,
drug addiction, and routine eviscerations that is also
profoundly humane and laugh-out-loud funny.”

— Camille DeAngelis, author of Bones & All
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