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			FOR LISA. 

			ONCE AGAIN BUT REALLY ALWAYS.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			When it began, there was light. A red flickering light. And a hint of smoke that stung his nose. 

			Donny coughed and tried to rub the irritation from his eyes. His brain was still half asleep, but he knew there were at least three things wrong. One was the smoke. Another was that strange glow. Something’s on fire, he thought. The third was somehow worse. When he’d finally fallen asleep the night before, curled up in a corner of the top floor of this abandoned building, all he wanted was to wake up and find out that everything that had happened late yesterday was just a terrible dream. He wanted to open his eyes and see his room and his bed, and laugh about the crazy nightmare. 

			No such luck. It happened, all right. His life was now a disaster zone.

			He sat up, put his chin on top of his knees, and shook his head as he remembered. His father had been speaking to some man who Donny couldn’t see. His father didn’t know Donny was home, standing just inside the front door. As Donny listened, he thought his dad was joking at first, talking like a gangster from some movie. But after a while the truth had become clear: his father, Benny Taylor, was a criminal. A violent, dangerous one. Somehow he’d hidden that from his son for all these years.

			Then things happened so fast. Getting caught eavesdropping. Running with his father at his heels, screaming for him to stop. 

			It was crazy, picking this place to hide. But that was just the way it had worked out. His first instinct was to race to Kevin’s house. But his father was chasing him, and his best friend’s house was the first place Donny would be expected to run. So he kept on running, weaving between buildings and across the streets of Brooklyn. He finally managed to outrun his father after he darted through somebody’s backyard and hopped a fence. Suddenly the old empty brewery on Franklin Avenue was right in front of him. He knew the place. Kevin had brought him there a few weeks before and showed him how to get inside. Urban exploration, Kevin called it. He always wanted to go into abandoned places, boarded-up buildings, the creepier the better. They leaned a wooden palette against the brick wall and used it as a ladder to reach a broken window. The old brewery had been scary that day, with its cavernous first floor and dim, dusty upper stories. But it was scarier now because he had no home to go back to. 

			It was still dark outside. Donny looked out a broken window. The skyscrapers of New York twinkled in the distance, always beautiful. The reddish light came from outside, reflected from the walls of the building across the street. As he watched, a tongue of flame rose up and licked the windowsill. 

			“Oh no. Oh no, no, no.” He scrambled up and ran to the door that led to the stairs. When he pushed it open, smoke and heat gushed from the stairwell. He backed away, coughing and spitting. A pair of squealing rats shot through the opening and brushed past his legs. 

			The stupid building has to be seventy years old, and it picks tonight to burn down! Think, he told himself. And then: Fire escape. There had to be one, even in a building this old. Where? He whirled, staring out every window of the wide-open floor, and finally spotted a rusty black railing. There was a door right beside it. He ran to it, yanked it open, and stepped onto the fire-escape landing. Just four stories to the street and he’d be out of trouble. But before he was down a single flight, fire billowed from the floors below, sifting through the grating and reaching for him. As he retreated from the blistering heat, he shouted for anyone to hear, “Help! I’m up here! Send help!”

			The room he’d left had filled with smoke. Idiot, he told himself. Should have closed the door to the stairs. The only option left was to climb all the way to the roof and look for another way down. The top of the fire escape ended in a wobbly, corroded ladder, bolted to the brick, which took him over the edge of the roof. 

			Smoke flooded up every side of the building. He ran to each side and searched for any escape route. The drainpipes were long gone, and there was nothing to shinny down. The buildings next door weren’t close enough to let him jump. And it was a fatal distance to the ground. There were no options. 

			He heard a roar somewhere below as the fire gorged on air. Flames lapped over the roof’s edge and forced him to back away. Of all the places to hide, he thought. A sensation he’d never known came to him: the certainty that he had only moments to live. He put his hands around his mouth and shouted again, “Help!”

			Suddenly he heard a voice close behind him. “Well. Someone sounds nervous.” 

			He spun around. A girl—or a woman?—was standing on the roof. She looked like a little of both. It was hard to tell, as the sting of smoke forced him to squeeze his eyes almost shut. She stood there, a slim figure, her arms folded and, insanely enough, a sly grin on her pale pretty face. 

			“We have to get out of here!” he shouted. It was a mistake to talk—the smoke sandpapered his throat, and he started to cough. He pulled the front of his hoodie over his mouth. 

			“We certainly do,” she said. “Lucky for you, I’m willing to take you with me. As long as you’ll make me a promise.”

			“A promise?” he said through the sweatshirt. Great, he thought. Now there’s a fire and a crazy person. 

			She stepped closer. “That’s right. But it’s a significant promise. You should think it over, but don’t take too long.” She stomped the roof with the heel of one of her boots. “This’ll burn through any second now.” As if she had prompted it, part of the roof nearby sagged and collapsed, and flames shot through the gap from the howling inferno below. 

			“I promise!” Donny shouted. His eyes were closed for good now—the smoke was too intense. 

			She seized him by the collar and drew his ear to her mouth. If she was afraid of the fire that was about to take the whole building down, there was no hint of it in her voice. “You don’t even know what I’m asking yet. Here it is: You work for me. And you do what I ask. For as long as I want. Promise me that, and I’ll save your life.”

			“But” was all Donny could say, and then he just went on coughing. The heat came closer. He felt it on his skin, and even through his jeans. 

			“Oh, don’t worry. I won’t make you do anything illegal. For the most part. And I don’t see what choice you have, honestly,” she said. 

			He heard sirens growing louder. When he forced his eyes open for a moment, he saw bright pulsing lights in the smoke. The fire trucks, finally. But it was too late for him. More of the roof caved in, dangerously close. 

			“Shake my hand,” she said. “That will do.”

			A powerful blast of hot air struck him like a wave of boiling water. He fell to his knees and put his elbows across his head. Pain was everywhere. He could feel it coming: his hair about to burst into flames, his skin about to fry.

			“I can’t tell if you’re demented or stubborn!” he heard her shout over the din of the fire. “I mean, you have seconds to live at this point, and it’s not a pretty way to go. I’m leaving now. Are you joining me? I’ll even accept a thumbs-up.”

			Donny felt his mind going dim. No air, he thought. The roof under his knees groaned and tilted, pitching him sideways. He thrust a hand out, and another hand was there in an instant, gripping his. Powerful arms lifted him easily. Someone else is here, he thought. It couldn’t be her—she couldn’t be so strong. He heard her voice again, whispering something he could not understand in some bizarre tongue. The fire built to a crescendo of heat, light, and howling wind, and then it was gone, switched off like a radio. Heels clacked on a hard surface, and then the strong arms set him down on a cool smooth floor.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			You know something?” the girl asked. “That was a terrible time to be indecisive. I’ll never get the smell of smoke out of these clothes.”

			Donny tried to respond, but it only triggered another coughing fit. He curled sideways on the stone floor with his arms across his stomach. His eyes and lungs still burned. He blinked and tried to focus, but saw everything through a blur of tears. All he knew was that they’d ended up in a corridor, away from the smoke. Only one other person was with him: the girl. 

			She kneeled beside him. “Jeepers. You’re all singed,” she said. He could smell it: the stench of burnt hair. His nose wrinkled. 

			It took a few minutes, but he was finally able to breathe deep without coughing. “How did we get here?” he asked quietly. “Is this the basement?”

			She laughed. “Not the basement.” Her hand gripped his arm, helping him sit up. “Can you see a little better now?”

			He blinked some more, then rubbed his eyes and looked again. The corridor came into focus at last. He saw smooth rock walls all around and an arched doorway ahead. Behind them, the corridor curved out of sight, but he saw a shimmering orange light on the walls cast by flames around the bend. “Wait. What . . . There was a tunnel under the building?”

			“Noooo,” she said, sounding a little impatient. Donny could see her better now. She was definitely pretty. Striking was more like it. There was something sly about her features. She had dark eyes, not quite black and maybe even purple, framed by lively eyebrows that angled wickedly down. Her hair was long, straight, and midnight black. 

			She offered her hand. “Angela Obscura.”

			What a name, Donny thought. He shook her hand. The flesh of her palm was feverishly warm. “Donny Taylor,” he told her, adding another hacking cough at the end. 

			“Pleased to meet you, Donny Taylor.”

			Donny took another look around at the floor and roof and walls of solid rock, the fiery glow behind and the arch ahead. “I don’t get it. Where are we? We must be under the brewery. But we were on the roof. How did we get down here so fast?”

			Angela pursed her lips and tapped her cheek with one finger. The other hand, Donny noticed, was clad in a tight red leather glove. Around that wrist she wore a thick timeworn gold band that looked like an artifact from a museum. “How do I break this to you gently?” she mused, almost to herself. “Let’s start with this. Donny, you are nowhere near that old building, which I imagine is a steaming pile of rubble with a load of hunky firemen standing around it right now.”

			Donny frowned at her. “Nowhere near?”

			Angela shook her head. “Far, far away.”

			Donny’s frown turned into a glare. He had woken not long ago with his life in ruins, and then been scared half to death. Now on top of that, this weird girl was messing with his head. 

			“Don’t give me that look,” she said. She tugged at the bottom of her glove. It seemed like a habitual gesture. “Let me give you a hint.”

			Any other time, Donny would have been polite. But his nerves were shot, and that made it easy to be blunt. “I don’t want a hint. Just tell me.”

			“Trust me, this news is best received in small digestible portions. You are nowhere near that old building. In fact, you are nowhere near Brooklyn. How far, I can’t even tell you. We got here through a passage that was opened in the fire, because . . . well, because that’s how I get around.”

			Donny let out a laugh, which turned into another cough that took a minute to rein in. “Oh yeah. Of course,” he finally said. “We came through a magic passage.”

			“Was that sarcasm?” she asked, one elastic eyebrow arched high. “I love sarcasm. Good coping skill. Now, here’s the next thing you should know: on the other side of that door is a place you have certainly heard of, but you weren’t sure it was real. A place where sane people hope they never have to go.”

			Donny stood and brushed a fine layer of dark ashes off his shoulder. “This is getting creepy.”

			“You’re getting warmer.”

			“What the heck are you talking about?”

			“Exactly.”

			Donny opened his mouth to speak but suddenly couldn’t find any words. Angela stared at him, nodding. “Take a good look at that door,” she said, pointing over her shoulder. 

			He swallowed hard, ignoring the pain in his throat. He stepped closer to the door. The scarred, knobby, blackened wood looked almost petrified. How old is this? he wondered. Words were chiseled deep into the stone above the door, in a language he did not understand. HIC ∙ INEST ∙ INFERNUS. Latin maybe? There was no chance he could figure out the phrase, but that last word: INFERNUS. That was familiar somehow, and he knew words like it. Infernal. Inferno. He took a sudden sharp breath, and it stuck in his nose. It brought a smell with it. It wasn’t just the burnt odor of his own hair—there was something new mingled in. A faint whiff of rotten egg. He leaned closer, and the smell was stronger, as if it had leaked through the cracks of the door. 

			Donny knew that smell. 

			Sulfur. 

			And suddenly he was aware of how warm everything felt, even the stone under his feet.

			“You look a little pale,” Angela said. She leaned closer. “Have you guessed?”

			His voice fell to a whisper. “It can’t be that place. It can’t be.”

			“It is, though, Donny. This is the way into the Underworld. It’s had lots of other names, though. Infernum. Hades. Hell. Gehenna. Baratrum. The Abyss. The Land of Everlasting Torment. The All-Inclusive Resort for the Terribly Naughty. These days, we like to call it Sulfur.”

			Her hand rested on his shoulder and steadied him, because he was wobbling. “I know what you’re feeling,” she said. “You’re confused. You’re sick with fear. But I bet you’re curious, too. Are you ready to see what’s on the other side of that door?”

			Donny put a hand on his chest and felt it heaving under his palm. “I . . . I . . .”

			“Oh, come on,” she said, grabbing his wrist with her gloved hand. “You don’t have a choice anyway. I can’t leave you here. And I’m not taking you back. Let’s face it: you didn’t look like a boy who had someplace better to be, up on that roof. But you can tell me that story later. Now, before we go in—” She turned his wrist so his palm faced up, and pressed her other fist inside. She had a ring on that hand that he hadn’t noticed, with a black insignia inlaid in gold. Donny felt the ring push into his flesh, and then a moment of tingly pain. He yanked his hand away and stared at his palm. The ring had left an impression of whitened flesh on his skin. 

			“What was that?” he asked, rubbing the spot with the thumb of his other hand. He thought he could massage the color back into it, but nothing changed: a symbol, an ornate fancy letter O with curling wings on either side, seemed to be there for good. “Did you just brand me?” 

			“Sorry, had to mark you as one of mine,” she said. “You wouldn’t last long without it. We have rules about unauthorized mortals wandering around. Actually, one rule: kill on sight. Now, enough with the preamble.” She walked to the door. There was an enormous brass knocker mounted in the center, and she slammed it into the iron band below with three resounding clangs.

			Donny held his breath for a moment and watched the dark door. Moments passed with only the sound of Angela’s toe impatiently tapping the stone floor. A little rectangle of metal near the top of the door slid open and created a peephole. “It’s me,” Angela said. “Would you kindly let us in?”

			Whoever was on the other side slammed the peephole shut. Then there came another noise as heavy things ground together. The door swung inward. Donny craned his neck to look through. A tall burly figure stood in the doorway, clad from head to toe in dented armor. If someone hadn’t just opened the door, Donny would have thought it was simply an oversize, oddly shaped suit of armor standing on display.

			Beyond the threshold was another, much shorter, tunnel. The opening at the far end was a rectangle with a rounded top. Like a tombstone, Donny thought with a shudder. The space beyond was orange-lit and, he was certain, immense. Angela stepped up beside him and slipped her arm inside his. “Come on, I’ll prop you up. It can make you dizzy the first time you lay eyes on it. I promise you, it’s not what you expect.”

			Donny gulped. What did he expect? Flames and creatures with pointy horns and pitchforks, he supposed. His joints felt weak, and tremors ran through his arms and legs. He might not have moved if Angela hadn’t tugged him along. 

			Donny stared as they approached the armored figure. It was easily eight feet tall, and strangely proportioned with long arms and a grotesquely thick chest. It was so still and silent that Donny nearly shrieked when a cheery high-pitched voice rang out from within the helmet. “Lovely to see you, Angela.”

			“And you, darling,” she replied. She stopped and smiled up at the hulking figure.

			“Who’s your little friend?”

			“Oh, just someone I bumped into topside.” She stared up, still grinning, and rocked on her heels. A long, strange, silent moment passed, and then finally she giggled and opened her red bag. “You thought I’d forgotten it, didn’t you?” She pulled out an extra-large pack of beef jerky, ripped the plastic wrap off, and held it up. The armored thing squealed with delight and lifted its visor. A long pale tongue shot out, stuck to the jerky, yanked it from ­Angela’s hand, and pulled it back in. Donny clapped a hand over his own mouth to stifle a shriek. 

			“Enjoy,” Angela said, and she tugged Donny along.

			“Mmm-hmmm,” said the armored thing, waving a metal glove and then slamming the door shut. 

			“Grunyon loves the jerky,” Angela said brightly. 

			Donny’s brain felt like it was rattling loose inside his skull. This must be what it’s like to go crazy, he thought. If Angela were to let go of his arm, he would simply fall over. The tombstone frame grew bigger with every step forward, and when he finally passed through the opening, Sulfur came into view. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand and then opened them again. What difference that would make, he wasn’t sure. Maybe the landscape would reorganize itself into something less surreal. But no. There it was again. 

			They had stepped through a wall of rock, onto the landing of a tall staircase. From there Donny had a view of an astonishing subterranean world. This was a cavern that dwarfed the grandest on earth and reached as far as he could see. Overhead arched a soaring ceiling that dripped with immense daggers of stone.

			His mind fired questions and sought the answers. How can the roof possibly stay up? Then he saw the many natural columns of stone, each thicker than a dozen skyscrapers, that rose thousands of feet and melded with the rock above. Where is the light coming from? He looked up and saw billowing orange clouds floating under the roof, pierced by the giant points of rock. But they weren’t the puffy vapors of the earthly sky. These were made of fire, burning from within like low-wattage stars. Is that a river I see? It certainly looked like a river, a glittering black ribbon that curled around the pillars and passed through what appeared to be ancient streets and towns. And what are all those . . . things down there? For that last question, there was no immediate answer—but roaming the land below were creatures of all shapes and sizes, some that looked human, some partly human, and some not at all human. 

			He couldn’t absorb it all fast enough, so he closed his eyes again. Without realizing it, he had dropped to his knees and sat back. Angela must have made the fall a ­gentle one. She knelt beside him now. “Take your time,” she said. “It’s certainly an eyeful. You can sit here as long as you like.”

			Donny decided to voice some of his questions. It took a while to remember how to talk properly. “Why . . . how . . .” He shook his head. Start again. “Shouldn’t it be hotter?”

			“It used to be,” Angela said. “Now it’s a pretty steady eighty-eight degrees. Like I told you, things are different.”

			“But . . . ,” Donny said. He kept his eyes shut but pointed up at the clouds of orange light. 

			“Oh, the clouds. They give light, not heat. One thing you’ll learn about Sulfur: there are many kinds of fire. It’s not just for burning.”

			Donny’s eyes felt wet. He smeared the tears away with his sleeve. Another question had popped into his head. It felt more like a fact, one he barely wanted her to confirm. But he needed to know. “Angela. Am I dead?”

			She chuckled. “I beg your pardon?”

			“I’m dead. Right? The fire killed me, and now I’m here.”

			He felt a punch on his shoulder, soft and playful. “Silly boy,” she said. “You’re alive and mostly well. I saved you because you looked like you had nowhere else to go, and because I could occasionally use the help of a mortal. A live one, that is. If I need a dead employee, I can find one down here anytime. Come on now, on your feet. I think the first stop for you is the doctor.”

			“Doctor?”

			“Yes, I assume you know what a doctor is. You’re coughing a lot, haven’t you noticed? I don’t think all that smoke was good for you. We have a very fine doctor here. He died not too long ago, so his medical knowledge is reasonably up-to-date.”

			Died not too long ago? “I think I’m losing my mind.”

			“Then we’ll find a dead psychiatrist next.” Everything seemed to amuse Angela. She tugged on his arm. “Come along, and don’t be so dramatic.” She led him down the stairs, keeping him steady. 

			The year before, Donny’s father had taken him on a trip to Europe, and they’d visited Athens and Rome. Donny had been amazed to touch the ruins and walk down steps that had been built two thousand years ago. As he descended these stairs carved of rock, his hand sliding along the marble banister, he had the same awestruck feeling. It was like those antiquities, but better preserved. Everything he saw had been there for a long, long time. 

			He looked out again to see what other wonders lay ahead, but something caught his eye. A thing streaked toward them, bounding apelike across the ground on powerful arms and legs. It was squat and ugly, shaped and colored like a horned toad. Points jutted from the top of its head, and a bristly mane ran down its back. The mouth was wide and dangerous-looking with a forked tongue hanging out and plastered to the side of its face from the force of its acceleration.

			Angela squealed, let go of Donny’s arm, dropped to her knees, and opened her arms wide. The thing plowed into her and knocked her on her back. Its short tail whipped furiously from side to side. “Arglbrgl!” she said, laughing, as the creature licked her face. “How’s my boy?”

			The thing shouted, “ARGL! ARGLBRGL!” Angela kissed the horns atop his head and scratched the back of his neck. 

			The creature turned and looked at Donny, apparently noticing him for the first time. He leaped off Angela and crouched in front of Donny. The flaps of his loose skin sprung outward into pointy bristles. With the speed of an airbag exploding from a steering wheel, the creature doubled in girth. His lips quivered, and spittle flew from his bared teeth. Donny’s eyes opened wide, because he was sure the thing was about to pounce and slash him to pieces.

			“Arglbrgl!” Angela laughed. “Calm yourself. This is Donny. He’s your friend now, you understand?”

			The thing—which was apparently named Arglbrgl—looked back at Angela. “GRGLBRGL?” he asked. He looked at Donny again. The bristles retracted and then sprung halfway out again, then settled for good as the creature deflated with a loud hisssss. Arglbrgl hopped in front of Donny, and Donny held his breath as he was sniffed from his feet to his chest, which was as high as the thing could reach. “BLRGRL,” Arglbrgl finally announced, and then hopped back to Angela’s side. 

			Donny finally remembered to breathe. He faked a smile and talked slowly through his teeth. “What . . . is . . . that?” 

			“He’s an imp, of course. You’ll meet all sorts down here, Donny. We’re just getting started.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Donny’s head swiveled and bobbed like a dashboard doll. There was insanity everywhere he looked: the friendly monster that had just joined them. The cliffs that towered on both sides. The immense, yawning canyon in the middle of it all that stretched for miles. Mountains that loomed, and maybe even smoldered, in the misty distance. 

			His legs wobbled, and Angela caught him by the arm. “Watch where you’re going, Cricket. Last time I checked, you mortals were easy to break. And breathe normally. You’re panting like a hyena.” 

			“It’s a little . . . overwhelming,” Donny said. 

			Angela linked arms with him and pointed with her other hand. “That’s where we’re heading. The Pillar Obscura. Focus on that.”

			Donny stared. The pillar was one of the titanic columns of rippling, twisting stone that reached from the ground to the roof, where the greatest stalactites above had merged with the greatest stalagmites below. A gently rising road had been inscribed in the exterior of the pillar. Along that spiraling ramp, niches, doors, windows, balconies, and statues had been carved into the stone, reaching several hundred feet high.

			A small city wreathed the base of the Pillar Obscura. It looked like a greatest hits of the world’s oldest structures: a Greek temple here, a stepped pyramid there, and domes, towers, arches, columns, and obelisks everywhere. Some oddly modern buildings made of brick, wood, or concrete were crammed between the antiquities, and telephone wires and power lines had been strung in disorderly fashion along the road and through the alleys. Road signs that looked like they had been pilfered from around the world were planted by the sides of the road, or hung on the building walls. 

			Strangely, a few sections of the city looked as if they’d been destroyed, reduced to heaps of broken stone. 

			“One of the pillar cities,” Angela said. “This is my home. And now it’s yours.”

			Donny followed her into the city, along a road of stone worn smooth over the ages. They passed others along the way. Donny didn’t know what to call them. Creatures? Monsters? People? Some looked human enough. Others, less so. Reptilian beings were everywhere, from monkey-size things to hulking brutes. Some called a greeting to Angela, either in words or in a subhuman grunt or growl, and she smiled or nodded or waved in return. They looked at Donny, too, as if he were an object of curiosity. Every time they did, he averted his eyes and stared at his own feet. He had that awful feeling of sensory overload again, making him dizzy, and was thankful when Angela steered him to the right, onto a short narrow path that led directly to one of those strangely contemporary places. This one looked like a quaint white cottage from some New England seaside village. A sign hung over the door: MEDICAL DOCTOR, MORTAL CARE. 

			“Let’s get you looked at,” Angela said. She opened the door, and a bell jingled as they stepped inside. 

			“Who’s that? What do you want?” a man said from down the hall. He stepped into view, a very human-­looking fellow in a shirt and tie, with salt-and-pepper hair and a sour, put-upon expression. When he saw Angela, his attitude transformed instantly. “Miss Obscura. Well, this is an honor!” He clapped his hands. “What can I do for you?”

			“Drop the act for one thing,” Angela said. “And for the next, please do whatever medical stuff you ought to do with this mortal. I’ll send someone to pick him up shortly.”

			“You’re leaving?” Donny felt his chest clench like a fist.

			“Don’t worry, Cricket,” Angela said. She pinched his cheek. “I’ll see you soon. Oh, and Doc?”

			The doctor straightened up and smiled too eagerly, at full attention. “Yes, Miss Obscura?”

			“You’re responsible for his wellness. And he is impor­tant to me. Understood?”

			The doctor’s head bobbed. “Certainly.”

			Angela left, moving briskly. The door closed behind her with another jingle. 

			The doctor let out a deep breath, and the smile evaporated. “Well, let’s get it over with. Follow me, please.” He led the way toward another room, and Donny heard him grumble to himself, “What have I done to deserve this?”

			Soon Donny was sitting on a paper-covered bench in a strange imitation of a doctor’s office. It had the trappings of modern medicine: a metal examining bench, a gleaming cabinet, and medicines and instruments on the shelves. But some of the light came from jars of blurry glass filled with balls of flame that swirled and pulsed like baseball-size stars. 

			“Anything I should know?” the doctor said. 

			Donny shrugged. “Like what, doctor . . . ?” 

			The doctor frowned. “Just call me Doc. I meant, what should I know about you? Your clothes reek of smoke. Am I supposed to guess what the problem is?” 

			“Oh. Yeah.” Just the memory of the fire triggered another cough from Donny, which took a minute to contain. “There was a fire. Angela saved me. But I ate a lot of smoke.”

			“Right,” Doc said. “Say aaah.” He took out a little scope and peered down Donny’s throat. “You’ll live. But you probably shouldn’t exert yourself for a couple of days.” He leaned close and stared at Donny’s forehead and cheeks. “You always this pale?”

			“What? I don’t know. I’m pale?”

			“Clammy, too. And your hands are shaking. Eyes look dilated. How about your pulse?” Doc put his hand on ­Donny’s wrist, and Donny gasped and pulled away. 

			“What?” said Doc, frowning down at him.

			“Your hand . . . it’s really cold.” Donny wrapped his other hand around his wrist. The doctor’s flesh had been like wax that had just came out of a refrigerator. He could still feel the oddly cold, almost plastic touch. 

			“Ah,” said Doc. “Yeah. I’m the first one to put a hand on you, aren’t I?”

			Donny remembered something Angela had said. He’d thought it was a joke: We have a very fine doctor here. He died not too long ago. . . .

			Donny leaned back, staring. “The first what?”

			Doc rolled his eyes. “The first . . . I don’t know. Resident. Inmate. Soul. Dead guy. You’d better get used to us. Now, do you mind if I finish up? Unfortunately, though I couldn’t care less, I’ve been given responsibility for your health.” He reached out again, pried Donny’s hand off his own wrist, and put two fingers on the pulse point below the thumb. An old clock ticked on the wall, and Doc counted silently while he stared at the second hand. Then came the blood pressure cuff, hugging Donny’s arm. Finally Doc set the cuff aside, folded his arms, and looked at Donny again with a frown.

			“You feel a little dizzy? Sick to your stomach? Weirded out? Not sure this is really happening?”

			Donny felt his eyes watering up. He squeezed them shut and nodded.

			“Look, it’s not exactly an unusual reaction. Sounds like you almost died in a fire. Next thing you know, you turn up in this freak show. Monsters, demons, giant caverns, dead people. That’s a lot to process. You have to stay calm.”

			Easy for you to say, Donny thought, but he just nodded again. None of what the doctor said was helping.

			“I mean it. You can’t really deal with another shock anytime soon. You might have a breakdown.”

			Donny finally opened his eyes and stared back. “It’s not like I asked for this.”

			Doc raised his hands. “Don’t bite my head off. I’m giving you the facts. Here’s some advice: if you feel panicky, take a long, slow breath. Inhale through your nose, hold it, and exhale even slower through your mouth. That’ll relax you. Got it?”

			Donny tried it. “Yes. I got it.”

			“Isn’t that nice? In the meantime, I got a bunch more questions for you.”

			“Okay.”

			“Are you on any medications, are you living with any diseases or disabilities, are there any health issues I need to monitor?”

			Donny shook his head. “I’m good.”

			“We’ll see.” Doc reached for a clipboard. A flurry of inquiries followed about childhood diseases, symptoms, aches and pains, bodily functions, and more. By the end Donny had said no a hundred times and felt a little better about his physical health. His mental health was another question. Twitchy was the best way to describe it. His nerves jangled, and it was hard to focus on anything the doctor said.

			Doc tossed the clipboard aside. “Now. Let’s talk about your diet.”

			“My diet?”

			“Great, you heard me correctly; we’ll skip the hearing test. Obscura isn’t your mother, and she’s not exactly an expert on human needs, so it’s up to you to eat well. I know how people your age eat when they’re left to their own devices, and it’s disgusting. That hole in your face is a mouth, not a garbage disposal. You need fruits and ­vegetables. And have . . .” Doc’s voice trailed off, and he looked toward the doorway. 

			A noise came from outside the room, down the hall. A hinge creaked and a door banged. There was a moist, squishy sound, and the clatter of a chair tipping over. “Are you kidding me? Obscura left the door open, didn’t she? And now they’ve gotten in again! I hate those things!”

			Whatever was out there, it was coming closer. Doc stepped into the hall and shouted, shaking his fist. “Get out of here, you idiots!” The sound grew louder, and amid the grotesque squelching noises, Donny thought he heard the high-pitched chittering of some strange animal. “Back outside! You’re making a mess!” screamed Doc, and he started kicking as a slithering flood of gray bodies engulfed his legs on either side. 

			They were worms, thousands of them, each as long as one of Donny’s arms, with spiked heads and slimy segmented bodies. They swept the doctor off his feet, and he disappeared into the wriggling mass with only his legs kicking above the surface. The worms flowed into the room and surrounded the table. 

			Donny started to shout for help, but it turned into a ­violent cough instead. Then his mind did the strangest thing. It surrendered. His brain tilted like a pinball machine. The room faded into a shrinking circle of vision. He knew he was fainting, and he aimed his falling body onto the length of the table, so he wouldn’t roll over and join Doc at the bottom of the mass of worms. But he was so dizzy that he didn’t aim very well. His shoulder slipped over the edge of the table, and the rest of him followed. He landed on top of the squirming mass, and felt bodies engulf him, wriggling between his limbs as he sank. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			He woke slowly, rolling from side to side and back to belly for a while. The bed was plush and comfortable, and pillows surrounded him. The sheets smelled fresh and clean. He was afraid to open his eyes, but when he did, it was to a surprisingly pleasant sight. He was inside a four-poster bed with a canopy overhead and plush white curtains all around.

			It wasn’t his bed, or his bedroom. That was for sure. It wasn’t any bed that he remembered, either. And this wasn’t a hospital. Other than that, he didn’t have a clue where he might be. 

			Donny sat up and rubbed his eyes. It felt like he’d slept for days. He had a vague recollection of running from home, getting caught in a fire, and finding himself in a bizarre underworld, delivered there by . . . what was her name? He could barely remember. His mind hadn’t woken up fully. He craved tea, soda, or anything with caffeine. 

			With curtains all around it was hard to figure out which way to get out, but then he saw a gap to his left. He reached over and pushed the curtain aside. A scream caught in his throat when he saw the monstrous face that was inches away. 

			“ARGLBRGL!” the creature bellowed. 

			Donny rolled over, covered the back of his head with a pillow, and pulled it tight on both sides. “No. No way. Just no.”

			“BRGLGRGL?” asked the thing. The imp, Donny remembered. It had all really happened. And that woman, or girl, who found him in the fire, what was her name? Right. Angela. This thing, this imp from the underworld, was her pet or whatever. It was real, all of it, every crazy bit of it. Even the worms! Thousands of slimy worms the size of baseball bats, him sliding into the middle of the wriggling mass, certain he’d be gnawed to the bone. 

			If it wasn’t real, he’d lost his mind for good. He didn’t know which option he preferred.

			“GRBRGLGRG!” cried the imp, hopping in place.

			“Riiight.” Donny crawled to the other side of the bed and opened the curtains there. He was greeted by a small, dark-haired, wide-eyed face and a piercing shriek. “Eeeeee!”
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