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“Fifty thousand per year, per person, plus travel and equipment expenses,” Seng reads again. 
She scrubs her phone’s sides between her fingers. Her pretty brow creases.

The numbers are ridiculous. Personally, I’ve written them off as a scam, but it’s a scam that 
came with enough advance pay to fund our latest investigation. Might as well take the money and 
the excuse to ghost hunt somewhere we couldn’t normally spare the time for, then disappear.

“Not going to change if you keep looking at it,” Alf says. In lieu of stretching his legs, he tugs at
his striped vest. Pokes his glasses around. “Myra, how close are we?”

“Uh, I don’t know,” I answer. A quick flash of our five-person team in my rear-view mirror: 
there’s me, curvy and full-lipped in my jeans and jacket. Brown hair pinned back–grudglingly–
because it’s hard to drive with long wavy locks falling over my eyes and getting caught on my 
jacket. I’m a little more aware of my white privilege than usual. The Harrisville Paranormal 
Paladins have been so lucky at avoiding bigots it’s put us all on edge. “Do we want to be close?” I 
add, a question not unrelated to my unspoken thoughts.

If I have to knock some idiot’s head off, so be it. 
Alf Harris. Black and poised as any six-foot-eight man can be in a normal car. Locs held back 

in a bun with his neat goatee creasing into his strained smile. A former chaos magician, or so he 
says. I keep meaning to read into what chaos magic actually is, but Alf doesn’t practice it anymore,
and I’m easily distracted by other interests.

Evangelina Heredia sits between Alf and Seng. Venezuelan expatriate, gremlin, fellow trans 
woman, and the girl who handles the computers. Slim, black-haired and pretty. Nobody outside 
our friend group knows this side of her–bouncing in her seat, whispering oddball remarks about 
all every little landmark.

“That log,” she says, frowning at something already lost in the late afternoon shadows behind 
us, “looked like a tiny space rocket.”

Seng Sithu Nandar laughs. “We should turn around and check it out. Could be a disguised 
alien ship.” Short haired, average in height and build, Seng wears a similar working mom outfit to 
mine–aside from preferring cargo pants to my jeans. From Myanmar, she washed up in the States 



after her money ran out. She wound up with us because she didn’t know where else to start 
making connections.

“It wasn’t a very big log,” Evangelina says, a little dejected.
“Ah, see, that’s their strategy,” Seng taps her forehead. “We always assume the aliens will be 

human sized, or at least human proximal. You know, cat-sized, dog-sized. What if they’re tiny? 
Thousands and thousands of Army Man sized invaders.”

“I think that’s called story tension,” I put in. “I’m not getting scared of someone I can defeat by
stepping on them while I’m acting out fighting game combos.”

“Driver ants,” Devon Westers says calmly.
Black and trans masc, Devon sits beside me with one eye cracked open. The neat braids 

foresting the left side of his head bounce with a bump in the road. His hands rest easy inside his 
hoodie’s front pocket. Their muscles show only in the broad shoulders the hoodie sits on. If it 
comes down to it, Devon will be using his strength as much to haul us to safety as anything else: a 
good few years as a paramedic make them our saving grace if we really screw up.

“That’s different,” I say. “How many Army Men could you fit in a log that’s not very big? Like, a
thousand, maybe? Eight billion humans on this planet, that breaks down to one person in every 
eight million needing to take one step. Driver ants are way worse.”

“Driver ants are kind of a cheap pull,” Evangelina agrees. “But also, hey, for all you know the 
aliens have a bunch of tiny Gundams.”

I think on that. “Must we fight these wise and cultured beings? Can we not live in peace, or at 
least arrange some kind of mecha fighting league to resolve our differences?”

Evangelina smirks. “I will tell my masters I have discovered your greatest weakness.”
“False,” I shoot back. “Loving Gundam is my greatest strength.”
“What about your ass?” Seng asks.
“False dichotomy,” I answer. “My ass contains my love for Gundam. They are one and the 

same.”
“Advanced ass-et distribution,” Evangelina says, grinning. I grace her with a finger-gun over 

the shoulder. “Okay, though, but I am getting really hungry. Can we stop for fast food or 
something? I could go for a shake and some nuggies.”

“Chimken nunget,” we intone as a fivefold chorus. After the umpteenth old lady accused us of 
being a cult on social media, we had to lean into it a little. With aging memes.

“Maybe that place,” Devon says. They point to a road sign on the vine-entwined overpass 
ahead. It reads, “Cinder’s Pavilion – Last Exit.” Fork and knife symbols? Yep, that’s food.

“Last Exit?” I echo.
“Myra, that says next exit,” Devon chuckles.
“No, I’m telling you,” I crane up reflexively to stare just as we reach the overpass. I only have 

time to glimpse rough shapes, not reread the whole sign. Did it say next? “Alright, fuck it, we’re 
going to Cinder’s Pavilion and we’re going to ask the staff what their road sign says.”

“That’s not how that works, right?” Seng asks.
“That is absolutely not how it works,” Evangelina laughs. “Aw, Myra, you’re so mad!”
“Fuck you,” I mutter. I am scowling in a terrifying display of feminine dominance. I am 

definitely not starting to laugh. “Fuck you, I’m not mad.”
After everyone finishes wheezing in answer, I add, “You jerks are so lucky I love you, or I’d 

kick your asses really, really hard.” I make sure to take the turn especially sharp. Hey, sometimes 
it’s tough love. And as far as I know, none of my friends get motion sick.

“My brains,” Alf mutters. “I think they just phased out through my left ear.”
“Finally,” Devon says, “your himbo arc is complete.”
The easy southern twilight takes on a campfire’s soul. Red-orange rays filter through 



summer-lush trees. A perforated tunnel of leaves and fronds, curving slowly. “Is this highway 
compliant?” I murmur. “This seems more like a small town road.”

“Some obscure local provision, or a lot of money,” Seng says.
I nod. “Sound theory. Maybe we can ask.” I shift my gaze from her reflection to Evangeline’s. 

“Hey, high priestess of cartography. What’ve we got going?”
“Uh, some weird stuff,” Evangeline says. “The Oracle of Goo–gael thinks we’re driving due 

north into the Louisana forest, gonna dunk ourselves in Lake Pontchartrain in a minute here.” She 
shakes her head. “Never had that happen before. I guess one in a million glitches have to happen 
to somebody, right?”

“I think if we were driving offroad into a lake, we would know,” Seng says dryly.
“Devon, pass the hard copies?” Alf says. “I want to skim real quick.”
Beside me, Devon rattles the glove compartment open and plucks out our paper maps. Those 

are actually Devon’s. They insisted we should have them for any place we travel in case we wound
up somewhere without cell service, or something knocks our electronics out.

Alf twists right to avoid whapping Evangeline in the face and scrolls hurriedly. “Huh. Yep, I see
it. There’s a little bend and an area marked out here. Looks like Cinder’s Pavilion even has an 
entry on the hard maps. Place must be pretty established.”

“They’re on paper?” Evangeline groans. “This is some kind of wealthy getaway, isn’t it?”
“We were already headed to a wealthy getaway,” I point out.
“Yeah, but not one that still has living wealthy people in it,” she shoots back, pouting.
The road’s bend straightens out, or twists to bend downward rather than sideways, 

depending on your perspective. We look out across the parking lot toward a blushing dusk above 
an overgrown sweep of flowering grasses. I pick out the mossy remains of an old dark-rock wall, 
still solid enough to enclose the whole area until its edges fall off the slow-crumbling cliffs. Past 
low points in that precipice, I can just make out what has to be the Atlantic ocean. Jagged stone 
plinths like a vast dragon’s teeth break up the waves rolling over the near horizon.

It’s a good hundred yards away through trees, so I don’t worry that the restaurant crumbling 
into the depths while we’re in it. The elegant, swooping architecture ahead must be the Pavilion. 
Right now it’s just a mass of shapes and partitions shining in the twilight like a miniature 
mountain. I’m too focused on parking to process Cinder’s Pavilion as more than ‘big’ just yet. 
There’s surprisingly sparse parking given the size of the place. Maybe fifty spaces total. Most are 
empty. Instead of asphalt, each parking area has sandstone segments full of swirling pinks and 
reds and a crosshatching texture for tires to grip. As I slow down and take it all in, I see we passed
through a gate on the way in.

It has a glowing neon sign. How did I miss seeing that?! Anyway, looks like it reads the same 
on both sides: “Cinder’s Pavilion: Leave it all behind.”

Between us and the main building, there looks to be some kind of maze-park-thing. A bunch 
of walls made from sparkling minerals and sometimes metal, lots of it overgrown. Many paths 
lead inward through narrow gaps where I’d expect to see arches. Despite the gentle cream, reds, 
and golds of the stonework, it’s strikingly uncanny. Beyond them stand thick, dark-trunked oaks 
with unusual black leaves. They catch the dance of blue and pink lights that pour out of skylights 
in a peaked roof almost like a cathedral. I can just barely glimpse it from where we are now.

“Getting a little liminal space with it, I see,” Seng observes.
“Alright, this is boojie as fuck,” Evangeline says. “Turn the car around.”
Alf folds his arms. “Absolutely not. First, I like the atmosphere. Second, we can eat here if we 

damn well please.” He rubs his head. “I don’t know, Vanj. I don’t feel unsafe.”
“Anyone gives you trouble, you run behind me and I’ll pull their heads off,” I say. I get us 

slotted into a parking space in front of a bizarre abstract sculpture. It’s made of blades, morphing 



into flames, connected by thin metal rods, anchored in something like wrinkly flesh. “Besides,” I 
add, “I can’t just turn the car around.”

“I know how highway exits work,” Evangeline snipes. “I’m just saying, if we had to force some 
yuppie assholes off the road to make free, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”

“That would be pretty funny,” Devon says, “until the cops come after us.” He eases his seatbelt 
open with a firm, quiet press of their fingers and cracks his door. “C’mon, kid. Let’s see if they’ve 
got chicken nuggets for you.”

“They won’t,” she says. “This place is bleeding pretention all over me.”
I roll my eyes, shut the engine off, and step out to greet a soothing salt breeze. The wind picks

up a little while we make our way to the nearest open in the maze. Everyone quiets down while 
we take it in. Some walls are smooth, polished ‘til they’re near perfect mirrors—what kind of 
stone is that?--while others feature lots of intricate engravings. Zigzags, swirls, weird symbols, 
stylized creatures etched all over the place. 

It’s not a normal maze, either. It has plenty of right angles, but lots of the corners are obtuse 
or even acute, corridors running on diagonals and curves. Sometimes we come to half-corners 
that don’t actually change the path, but just into it far enoughto throw off my sense of direction. 
We go through a curving tunnel with a single amber light set into one wall. The curve means we 
can’t see one exit from the other. At the end we find an open space of black tiles with a gutter full 
of clear, burbling water. Something about the darkness behind its grating catches and holds my 
eye. I could swear the water’s not moving quite right.

Then someone with a light, musical voice clears their throat. The sound draws our attention 
to five hooded, robed figures sitting on a polygonal bench carved around a huge circular pedestal 
with grooves cut in its top and sides. Seems they’ve all got their skin painted. The one that gets 
our attention wears black robes with red skin. Next to them, there’s one with blue robes and pink 
skin, then one with orange robes and blue skin, another with purple and gold, then a last with 
emerald and white.

The robes are all the same style, with long drooping sleeves and veiled hoods covering the 
upper halves of their faces. There’s an opening at the back for prosthetic tails to poke out. Each 
has their tail draped around them on the bench.

“There are many paths through the maze, but no dead ends here,” says the one in black and 
red. “Just keep walking and sooner or later you’ll reach the center.”

“Uh… thanks,” I say, waving.
We continue on, passing through a lot more weird little nooks like that one. Finally, the other 

side opens before us: hundreds of graceful pillars supporting a multi-level outdoor dining and 
recreation area. I half to stare at the pillars, too: they’re a chaotic mashup of way too many styles. 
Some Greco-Roman, some Gothic, some Victorian, some swirling, some even carved to look 
exactly like tree trunks. The ceilings aren’t much better, divided into hundreds of different 
segments. Some are recessed and painted like old castles, others vaulted, some supported by 
thick wooden rafters, some forged from reinforced steel.

“Fuck, how many turns was that?” I ask, rubbing my eyes. “Eleven? Twelve?”
“I counted twelve,” Seng agrees.
Alf knuckles his chin, considering. “Thought I counted ten, but I did space out for a while after

we met those folks in robes, so I definitely could’ve missed a couple.”
“What are you all on?” Evangeline looks like she’s about to faint. She’s hyperventilating, 

sweating, and clearly spiraling into a full-on panic attack. “It was at least thirty! A-and we passed 
over that whole pond earlier and none of you even looked at it—did you not see the things in—“

“Whoa, whoa, Vanj,” Seng hugs her. “Easy, sweetheart. The whole place was full of those false 
corners, lots of odd turns. We’re probably just counting differently than you.”



“No, I didn’t count those!” Evangeline insists. “I’m telling you, I…” Then she scrunches up her 
brow. “… never mind. Stupid boojie fucking restaurant fucking with my head.” She leans into Seng 
as we walk through the pillars, hugging the older woman’s arm in silence.

Alf strokes his goatee while he contemplates the mind-boggling design flourishes of the place.
“There’s no way all this should work together.” 

“Yeah…” Seng folds her arms, pacing in circles and staring around. “I think that’s why it 
works.”

Here at the ground level, couches and lone chairs line recessed dips between many pools. I’m 
about to write the whole thing off as a refuge for rich assholes when I take a closer look: the pools
are murky and full of tendrils. Strange glints, like glitter or maybe powdered aluminum, billow up 
in answer to the movements of something in the depths.

Far past them, hidden beneath the ceilings of all these levels and pillars like the stalk of a 
mushroom beneath its cap, or the trunk of a pine tree between its branches, the steep sides of the 
inner sanctum look like the flanged head of a titanic mace. Or a cavern made from a mechanized 
ribcage. Muffled music thumps within. It must be a tower going straight up the center, connecting 
all these levels together.

Out here, it’s quiet apart from the lapping water and our own echoing footsteps. The wind 
moans. Someone clears her throat. I don’t know how I didn’t notice the short, pixie-faced blond 
girl behind a little podium off to the side. Must’ve been the pillars. Now that I pay attention, they 
do tend to line up in weird ways, creating lots of blind spots. Kind of like an artificial forest.

The new girl’s wearing a low-cut, slit-hemmed purple gown. Silver scrollwork picks out the 
stylized forms of humanoid figures in very, very suggestive poses. Judging by the podium, she’s 
the hostess. Judging by the knowing look she gives us, she knows she was chosen for her looks. I 
don’t normally respond this easily, but… something about the sheen the mood lighting raises on 
her breasts sets my heart thundering. The easy quirk of her lips, the glisten of purple lipstick, the 
way the lilac of her eyeshadow draws out the delicate shapes of her eyebrows.

Her scent, floral perfume and a hint of something raw, bodily, it hits almost too hard for such 
an open space. It drives up my nose and gets into my head, and all I can think of is filling my nose 
with it, nuzzling into the crook of her neck, biting the curves of those breasts. Visions of pinning 
her down, fucking her hard. A deep animal need to possess this creature, breed her—

“If you look at the Pavilion from directly overhead, the roofs create a mandala,” she says 
helpfully. Her voice rips me back to my senses. “A little extra, but that’s the boss lady for you.” Her 
eyes, striking violet, flick slyly to my jeans and the agonizingly obvious bulge I’ve sprung.

“You don’t have to be crazy to work here, but…?” Alf prompts. The spell’s broken. I shoot him 
a grateful look and take the opportunity to look around, playing it cool. 

I hope nobody else saw that. God, how embarrassing. I’ve never met this lady before and the 
first thing I think of is… stop. Put it out of your head, Myra.

The hostess snorts. “Oh, no, you absolutely have to be crazy to work here,” she responds. “I 
mean, y’know. As far as traditional ideas of sanity have any meaning in an era where…” She trails 
off. Clears her throat. “Sorry! I’ll just save that for the staff room later. What’s your pleasure, Sirs, 
Madams, and Gentlethems?”

I fold my arms. “Okay, I have to ask, how did you folks afford to build all this out here?”
“Blood, sweat, and tears,” the hostess answers brightly. “Mostly Cinder’s. We’re standing on 

what is, pretty much, an underground tower going down to bedrock . Everything around that 
tower is a bunch of tunnels and reservoirs full of saltwater, or full of nothing. Nowhere else within
three miles of us is stable enough to support any kind of buiding.”

“That, uh,” I eye my friends, who eye me back. “That doesn’t answer the question.”
“Wait ‘til you hear about the free room and board,” the hostess laughs. “Now, if you want our 



brothel services, that’s gonna cost you.”
“An arm and a leg?” Seng suggests.
“More like a portion of your soul,” the hostess says. Her tongue flicks out, begins to lick her 

lips, and then she all but yanks it back in. “Whoops! Sorry! Conditioned response.” She giggles 
behind her hand. “Just, y’know. Roleplay. I don’t always work the front desk.”

“Straight answers are nice sometimes,” Alf says.
“People pay a lot for sex,” the hostess says. “We use that and the money our in-house streamer

community makes to pay for the rest. Don’t read too much into it.” She smirks. “C’mon. Do you 
really need an explanation for every little thing? Though I guess I shouldn’t judge if that’s what 
makes you feel safe.”

Alf doesn’t answer immediately. He just peers at her. “No,” he finally says. “Think maybe I’m 
better taking what I can get.”

“We’ll take a table inside,” I say. “It’s, uh… interesting out here, but I feel like it’s gonna get a 
little nippy as the night grows long.” 

“True!” the hostess laughs. She gives us all another, more considerate look. “You all sure you 
wanna stick around? It’s pretty late in the day. Things get a lot crazier at the Pavilion the closer it 
gets to nightfall. And after dark…” Her eyes shine for a second. Then she clears her throat. “Well, 
you’re welcome if you like. Just thought I should warn ya, it can get pretty intense, and you don’t 
look like you’re used to this scene.” 

I shrug. “I’m sure we can handle it.” Then I undercut what’s left of my own cool by rushing to 
add, “Oh, and make it a corner booth, would you? One with plenty of space from everybody else.”

“Would you like a private room?” the hostess asks.
“That’d be great, assuming it’s that easy,” I say. “Uh… is it?”
“Of course! I wouldn’t have offered otherwise!” She takes a brisk turn, offering a glimpse at 

thicker thighs than I’d have expected from the cut of her gown, and leads the way along the 
serpentine path through many a pair of pillars.

“Does anything in this place move in a straight line?” Seng asks.
“Would you want it to?” the hostess asks. “We do prefer to keep it queer, if I hadn’t made that 

clear enough. Only lasers move in straight lines.” She grins over her shoulder, doe-eyes framed by 
a wave of golden hair. “We prefer things with a little more… impact.”

Of course I only notice the incredibly obvious holster on her right hip after she says that. I 
guess her arm might’ve been blocking it from my line of sight.

“Is that legal?” Seng asks.
“I will not be bound by laws that do not protect me,” the hostess snaps. The flare in her eyes 

draws my attention to their color. I’m pretty sure it was violet a moment ago. Now it’s a clashing, 
almost glowing pale red. She winces. “I’m sorry. That’s, um… I’ll just get you to your room and 
then be out of your hair.”

We wait for her to look forward before exchanging another round of glances. I raise an 
eyebrow at Alf. He grimaces, tilts his head back and forth, but ultimately nods toward the hostess. 
She’s walking faster now.

“Okay, that’s gothic as fuck,” Evangeline whispers upon seeing the doors leading in to the 
central tower. “At least they’re doing good stuff with the money.”

The door’s an off-kilter fusion of gothic and art deco: brass plates form ascending tieres of 
vertical panels leading to hollows where fanged bronze skulls leer out. There’s a hollow space in 
the doorway’s apex with a weird sawtooth socket. Little perforations speckle the socket’s walls. 
Something about them holds my eyes. I wish I could imagine what’s supposed to fill them...

“Hey, Miss?” I call. “Uh, also, sorry, but you never told us your name.”
“Hm?” She turns. “Oh, you’re right, I’m sorry. I’m Marlene.”



“Myra Callister,” I say, reflexively, as though I’m trying to start something. No, Myra, you giant 
raging lesbian, that’s not what you were… oh, whatever. “This hollow space over the door–what’s 
that for?”

“Ah, yes,” Marlene says. “That’s where the boss lady puts her personal symbol during special 
events. I guess you could call it a kind of family crest?”

“So, we’re not special enough to see it?” Seng asks.
“Oh, no, it’s just like I said. She only puts it up at certain times.” Marlene beckons. “Let’s move 

it along. I’m still on the clock. Gotta restrain my inner chatty blond.”
We trail over the threshold behind her . A slow synthwave beat swells louder with each step. 

Alcoves halfway up the walls hold statues that leer down upon us: gargoyles clawing the edges of 
their apertures, curvaceous demons frozen in the midst of running their fingers down the 
exaggerated lines of their bodies, chitinous many-armed creatures with eyeless perforated plates 
and jagged-toothed jaws for skulls.

“I’m guessing your boss knows exactly who her target demographic are?” Devon asks.
“Yep!” Marlene laughs. “She’s called this aesthetic ‘elderpunk’ once or twice. I can never get a 

read on whether she’s joking with that.”
“It’s a bit much for my taste,” Alf says.
Marlene shrugs. “I understand. There are times I just want some soft candlelight and old-

fashioned music, but, uh…” She swings her hips unconsciously. “Well, if I had to pick a place to 
point to and say ‘that’s the soul of home’, it’d be right in here. Oh!”

She spins to face us full on and halts. It takes her cleavage another fraction of a second to get 
the memo. “Our clientele is very otherkin-forward. Lots of furries, lots of folks in demon or fey 
cosplay, stuff like that. Don’t be obnoxious, okay? Don’t pull anyone’s tail or horns unless they tell 
you to, don’t put them on the spot and make them explain how real any of it is to them.”

“I don’t think any of us would ever do that,” Seng says, to a chorus of our agreement.
“Just making sure!” Marlene turns to the final doorway. “We’ve had bad experiences in the 

past.” She brushes the piece on her hip with fretful fingers.
I’m on the verge of mentioning that it took an awfully long time to walk from the front door to

the interior when we finally break through. Like a flipping switch, I wake up to the lyrics riding 
the synthetic rhythm over the speakers, the figures milling in lighting I have to call stark. Reds 
and oranges call to mind the crucibles of an iron foundry.

Neon radiance from carefully-carved hollows divides the space between sun-like glows and 
deep darkness. Mirrors and holographic displays in irregular shapes make it difficult to 
distinguish between the reflections of real people, and the decidedly non-humanoid forms 
cavorting in computer-generated images murky and artistic enough to blend with reality.

All told, it’s deliriously easy to lose track of the corners where the floors meet the walls and 
the walls meet the ceiling–to slip into perceiving the whole space as a shifting labyrinth of abyss 
studded by hovering inverted crosses and many-angled occult symbols.

If someone described this place to me, I’d have told them no one would ever want to eat at a 
venue like this. It’d be too much to take in. But the interior is packed.

“There were not enough cars for all these people outside,” Devon whispers in my ear.
“I know,” I whisper back. “What do you want me to do about that?”
“You, um,” Marlene says over her shoulder, turning to favor us with an eye that’s either 

glowing with red light or just reflecting one of the nearby neons, “you know others can still hear 
you, right? Not that you’re not allowed to whisper. I just thought you ought to be aware that this 
isn’t a film set. What the other patrons do or do not overhear will not be constrained by the script 
somebody wrote.”

“Weird comparison,” I say. “Point taken, though.”



It’s taken enough that none of us says another word until after Marlene leads us upstairs. The
stairway has a railing that looks like it was carved out of igneous rock, but touching it reveals that 
it’s definitely a metalwork installation. As we reach the first landing, the divide between the 
ceiling and the stairway walls ground me enough I can pick out something of a panorama 
containing bars, tables, booths. 

The second half of the stairs widen and split, one side continuing up while the other curves 
down, sharply, into an opening carved to looks exactly like the sides of an old lava tunnel. The 
stairs blend uncannily into it, seeming almost to melt and morph until they become naturally-
occuring divots in the stonework. My head’s spinning just trying to imagine how much labor it 
took to create an illusion like this.

The acoustics on the landing create an island of relative quiet. Quiet enough we can hear 
other sounds echoing up from that tunnel to meet us. Like screams in a waterpark, but more 
guttural. Speckled with moans. I swear I can almost smell fleshy, sweaty odors rolling out of it.

“What’s, uh… what’s that?” Evangeline asks.
“Oh!” Marlene laughs, grinning. “That’s the Bottomless Pit. Some days that feels like it’s trying

too hard, so I usually just call it the Pit. Our own personal slice of underground paradise. It’s 
where we do all our sex work and other kink-related activities.”

“Is it really bottomless?” I ask.
Marlene’s grin becomes a sly smirk. “You’re all welcome to head in and find out.” Again, she’s 

positioned just right that I can’t tell if the gleam in her eyes comes from the neons below, or 
something else… though, come to think of it, violet isn’t a natural human eye color. She must have 
some especially fancy contacts in.

“Think we’ll just head on up to eat,” Devon chimes in. The rest of us quickly agree.
Marlene leads us the rest of the way upstairs. We step off into a long hall with walls studded 

by panels of cyan circuitry, or runework, or circuitry imitating rune work, and one identical door 
after another with light of different colors spilling under the cracks beneath each.

I count: Marlene leads us to the thirteenth door. I stiffen. So does Alf.
Neither of us speaks up.
“Shall I mark this down as the Callister party?” Marlene asks. She gestures to a display next to

the door. “Up here in the private rooms your ordering is automated. Unless you’d like to request a 
personal waiter? We can arrange that.”

“Uh,” I look to my friends. “Should we just go under the group name?”
“Seems simpler,” Devon says.
I wait a few seconds but no one speaks up. Marlene’s still waiting patiently, which if anything 

makes me feel worse than if she were visibly trying to rush us. “Mark us down as the, uh,” I clear 
my throat. “As the Harrisville Paranormal Paladins.”

Something shifts in the eyes behind Marlene’s contact lenses. “Ah. Freelance exorcists?”
“No, no, just your standard paranormal investigators,” Alf says, a little too quickly. “Exorcism 

is a bit above our paygrade.”
Marlene purses her lips. We wait for her to say what’s on her mind. In the end she just enters 

our group’s title, flashes the same bright smile she gave us outside, and says, “Alright, the room is 
all yours! After you order you’ll be free to stay as long as you like. If you’d like to arrange an 
overnight stay, your table interfaces allow you to send for me or another staff member.”

She walks off downstairs, smooth as ever. We file into the room, use the controls to change 
the default hellish lighting to a much mellower afternoon gold, and take a while tracing the eerie 
scrollwork in the dark blue borders of the red-finished table with our fingers.

“So, uh,” Evangeline says, “should we book it? Is she gonna, like, call the cops on us now we’re 
in here by ourselves?”



“She’s not going to call the cops,” I say. “These folks seem weird and incredibly inefficient for a
restaurant venue, but I don’t get that vibe. I’m not saying I trust them, I just don’t distrust them in 
a way that says ‘they’re gonna have us thrown in jail on false charges.’”

“I only ask ‘cuz  I’m pretty sure I saw some girl downstairs using her tail to drink her martini,”
Evangeline presses. “I get that maybe some rich bitch could afford a really good cyber-tail, but… 
does it, like, not seem unlikely that a girl with that much money would be here instead of 
somewhere she could show it off?”

“Plenty of ways to create the illusion of a living tail,” Alf says. “And Marlene did ask us not to 
dig into the identity of the other patrons. I’m not saying she did it to mess with you, Vanj. I 
imagine the illusions are more for herself. The closest she can get to manifesting the reality she 
wants within the rules of the reality she’s living in.”

“There’s also the question of suggestibility,” Seng puts in. “If I can say one thing about this 
Cinder for sure, it’s that she has a keen eye for mythic imagery. This whole building, even the area 
around it, uses the same ritual progression as a temple. Lots of very subtle cues to make you more
open to belief in otherworldly forces.”

“Do you, uh, mind if we don’t discuss that angle, Seng?” Alf asks. “Not comfortable with it 
right now.”

“No trouble at all,” Seng says. “First drink’s on me?”
Alf chuckles. “You don’t have to go that far. Besides, room and board are free, remember?”
“Yeah, as batshit as that is.” I have to shake my head at the whole idea. “I mean, good on them 

for ducking capitalism where they can. I just don’t see how it works. And I know Marlene 
mentioned sex, but the profits from that by itself–”

“I know what I saw,” Evangeline interrupts, sudden and sharp. She hugs herself. We all look at
her in a dragging stretch of quiet, but she doesn’t say anything else.

We pull up the drink list and make our orders to ease the tension. I choose to try one of the 
house drinks, a caramel-infused whiskey. Seng springs for something made with honey brandy, 
cinnamon, and a cherry liqueur. Everyone else orders margaritas: strawberry for Evangeline, lime
for Devon and Alf. It’s only after I order mine that I realize this is the only drink I get to have, and 
maybe I should’ve picked something with a lower alcohol-to-volume ratio. I doubt very much that
anyone else will run out before I do.

We close our door and talk details for a couple of minutes: the possible identity of our 
mysterious benefactor. Our assignment to investigate “the old Lamar place” as we’ve already 
gotten used to calling it. We’re just about to launch into that when the waitress enters with our 
drinks. Seng trails off, staring. The rest of us can’t help but join her.

A large, pale-colored and crooked tendril extends from the back of the waitress’s head. The 
beginnings of a nobby bulb swell in the tendril’s middle. Under her dark brown hair, pale fuzzy 
tufts form crests on her tan skin like fog about the feet of invisible mountains. Her nose has many 
bumps pushing up under its skin, and her eyes are bloodshot. Discolored. Mushrooms, moss, and 
other fungal growth dapple her forearms and legs.

I find myself wishing she wore something other than a normal black apron, black shirt and 
black pants. The workaday clothing makes the rest so much more uncanny.

“Now that is impressive,” Alf says, thumbing his chin. “Excellent cosplay.”
“Thank you!” the waitress says, beaming. “That’s one explanation.” She draws closer. I smell 

something sickly-sweet. Half floral, half… other. As she speaks I get a good look at the inside of her
mouth.

Dark forms hang inside. Slicked by saliva. Like the roots of a tree, or…
“Maybe it’s not a costume, and I really have been infected by a fungus that’s slowly 

parasitizing my brain.” The waitress shifts her smile. It’s considering. Hungry. Her eyes twist into 



a paradox: gleaming with eager deadness. “Or… maybe I’m something else.”
“That’s not fair,” Devon says. “Marlene told us not to pry.”
“Oh, that rule is only for patrons,” our waitress says, placing Devon’s margarita in front of 

them. “I’m on the staff. You can ask me anything you like.” She backs away, hands clasped over her 
apron. “Go on.” Her grin stretches, and stretches, and stretches her cheeks.

“Ask me.”
No one says a word.
“I’ll be back with your food once you order,” she says. A half-turn. A sudden pivot back. “Oh, 

unless you have any special requests?” She taps her notepad. A single flesh-colored coil holds it to
her vest. “My name’s Araemar. You can ask for me later if you think of something.”

She winks and steps out. We agree by mutual silence not to speak of it again.
As it turns out, Evangeline gets her chicken nuggets after all–a whole heaping platter 

seasoned with garlic and parmesan with four cups of house sauce, not to mention that shake she 
wanted–a strawberry-cheesecake swirl. I opt for a burger with extra sides of both onion rings and
fries, and a chocolate shake of my own. Seng goes for a rich seafood pasta in a creamy, sweet 
sauce. Devon gets a steak, medium-rare, with a side of au gratin potatoes and seasoned asparagus
with bacon bits.

As for Alf, he orders five different appetizer plates–calamari rings, buffalo wings, crab 
rangoon, loaded nachos, and pretzel bites–as well as signing on for the party platter of mozzarella
sticks we all get to share.

“There’s no way this is good, right?” Evangeline asks. “This menu has way too much stuff on 
it. There’s no way the kitchen is actually good at all of it.”

We use the wait to finish our earlier talk: going over the details one last time. Once we get 
back on the road we’ll finish our journey to the favorite getaway of the Lamars, a once-notorious 
slave-owning family of Louisiana. They had an old manor deep in the Bayou, a place they called 
Bucolia. By now we’ve talked about the details enough I mostly tune them out, knowing it won’t 
really hit me until we’re at the site itself.

One thing’s absolutely sure: the old place is haunted to hell and back.
When Araemar returns with the mozzarella sticks twenty-five minutes after we order, they’re

nothing short of the best I’ve had in my life. Buttered and just a little crispy on the outside, soft 
and absolutely packed with the richest mozza I could ever have imagined, and blessed with a 
freshly-made pot of marinara so thick and tangy I’m tempted to drink it.

“Okay,” Evangeline says, holding up a finger. “They can do one thing right.”
Another fifteen minutes and Araemar returns with our main orders. My burger’s juicy, 

seared, blessed with the juiciest onions and crunchies pickles there ever were. The rings, golden-
brown breading and savory onions, pair perfectly with a garlic aioli. Herb-dusted fries… hell, even
the ketchup is artisanal. From the awestruck expressions of my friends, and the bites we shortly 
start sharing back and forth, I learn that everyone else’s food is just as good.

“This is… this is like the Platonic ideal of dining,” Alf says, staring at a calamari ring with tears
in his eyes. “Every bite exceeds every crazy hope I’ve ever had.”

That sums it up for everyone. I don’t know how it is anyone else has room for dessert–the 
portions are as generous as the quality–but we do. Evangeline decides to finish the night on the 
note she started with, going for an outrageously large slice of cheesecake on a chocolate-crunch 
crust, drizzled in strawberry sauce. I get the cannoli and all but melt into myself from the 
indulgence of cream, chocolate, and pastry. Alf keeps it simpler with a banana split while Seng 
and Devon have some kind of chocolate turtle thing with cake and ice cream inside its shell.

“Alright, I’ll say this much,” I sigh, easing back in my chair. “If Cinder is rich, I’m prepared to let
it slide a little bit. Her contributions to the people are appreciated.”



“I’m gonna die,” Alf groans. “Why did I think I could hold this much?”
Any further chatter dies when Marlene eases the door open and leans in. “You’re all welcome 

to head out in your own time. That said, if you have the time and the desire, Cinder would like to 
speak to you.” She cocks her head. “I’ll still be at the front for a bit if you’d like me to lead you to 
her. If not, or if you’d rather search for her? Either’s good.” She blows us a kiss. “Thank you so 
much for joining us. Safe journeys, seekers dear, wherever the causal winds may carry you.”

She dips out.
“This is some kind of cult,” Seng says, standing up. “I’m not terribly experienced in 

contemporary American vernacular, but that is cult speak.”
I rise, fast. “You’re very right, and we’re very gone..” We hurry out, dart down the stairs, rush 

between many figures who always seem to leer suddenly as they pass into the corners of my 
vision. We lose each other several times. Fall into nooks and crannies to exchange panicked texts 
while flinching at every glance or knowing smile from a patron. Some girl with horns takes it 
upon herself to lead us to the exit.

By the time we realize she could’ve led us somewhere else entirely, we’re back at the hallway 
with the gargoyles, the lustful demons, and the cosmic horrors.

“Let’s move out before someone decides to stop us,” Alf says. “This game is dangerous. 
Humans aren’t supposed to think about ourselves this way.”

“Yeah,” I agree, “it’s pretty dangerous.” I ball up my fists.
“Myra, do not,” Devon warns as we exit the front. “They carry. Marlene told us to our faces 

that she doesn’t care about the law. A woman like that decides she needs to gun you down, she’ll 
just do it. No warning, no hesitation.”

Marlene clears her throat. Sick to my stomach, I whirl around to see her leaning against the 
buttress nearest to the entrance. 

She plucks the cigarette from her mouth. “Sorry,” she says, “smoke break.” 
With her free hand, she slowly, carefully pulls her pistol from its holster–a gingerly grip, 

letting it dangle. She puckers her lips to take back the cigarette, eases a finger over the magazine 
release, and then after the mag falls into her hand she puts the safety on. Finally, she racks the 
slide back to eject the round in the chamber.

She slips the magazine into her cleavage before offering the pistol to me. “Here.”
“Did you actually just do that?” Seng looks impressed. “Isn’t that cold?”
“I have a high tolerance for discomfort,” Marlene says. “Anyway, it’s easy enough to warm up a

cold spot. Not so easy to deal with extreme heat.”
“You, uh,” I say, “you’re not worried about those bullets going off?” I take the gun.
“Nope,” Marlene says. “I’m a pretty cold bitch, if you hadn’t heard.” She taps ashes. “That was 

well put, Mr. Westers. If I believed the Paladins were a threat to any of my friends here, however, 
you would have been dead the moment I saw you.”

“Who exactly are you people?” I ask. “You’re talking pretty high and mighty for a lady I could 
break with one arm.”

“We’re Cinder’s people,” Marlene says. “Now, since I do want my USP back–if you check the 
receiver, you’ll note it was a gift from the boss lady–how about I lead you to her so you address 
your concerns?” She points. “Calmly. One adult to another. I understand that you’re worried. 
Cinder is…” she considers. “Cinder is a bad person, yeah. So are most of us. But she’s our bad 
person. I care about her. She’s trying to grow, and I want to see her succeed.”

“I find it difficult to believe that anyone who built a playground like this for herself is 
seriously invested in self-improvement,” Alf says. “Offense intended if taken.”

Marlene shrugs. “I said ‘growth,’ I didn’t say it was in moral fiber. Believe what you will. I 
meant it when I talked about this as a place ‘we’, the staff, run. Cinder doesn’t own it. She just got 



it off the ground, gathered us together, and handed the whole thing off. Her influence keeps a lot 
of things running around here, true, but that’s because we choose to keep her involved.”

“So why is her name still on everything?” Seng asks.
“This haven of ours is a gift from a dear friend,” Marlene says. “We like to remember that.”
I consider the silver-plated pistol in my hand. The inscription reads, “Gifted by one heart, 

aimed by another. Monsters look after our own.” -K
“Touching,” I say. I’m not able to sound as sarcastic as I meant to.
“Glad you agree,” Marlene says. She gestures. “Shall we?”
“Only if you lead the way,” I tell her. “And since when is Cinder spelled with a K?”
Marlene doesn’t answer that. She walks calmly through the gap between the five of us. She 

sets a diagonal course past the pools and couches–no longer so empty–and leads us out the 
northern side of the maze towards an odd little promontory jutting parallel to the main coast. 

A worn spindle-like spur of rock stands on the other side of an enormous pool set into the 
promontory. On the near side stands a figure of above-average height draped in silk robes of the 
deepest violet I’ve ever seen. Hooded, veiled. It’s almost the same outfit as the people we ran into 
while we were wandering the maze, except that her sleeves are cut short. She’s got black wraps 
from her elbows up her hands, and silver claws attached to her covered fingers. 

She faces westward towards the sunset. Its light ignites the four silver horns fastened to her 
head, each poking through its own hole in her hood.

Marlene brings us about halfway to Cinder, bows with a sweep of her hands to present her 
“boss lady,” then heads back to the Pavilion. We’re left standing on the flowering grass.

“We should’ve been able to see this spindle when we came in,” Alf mutters, pointing. “Look. 
We can see the off-ramp road from here, and a little of the edge of the parking lot. We drove 
through those trees. Didn’t see any of this.”

“Then we’ll ask Cinder how they created the illusion,” I answer. “No big deal.”
“I would actually like it if we stopped asking these questions.” Seng shifts her weight like she 

does when she feels trapped and uncomfortable. “I don’t think they’re helping. They feel… rude.”
“Yeah, well, I want answers,” Alf says. He gestures to me. “After you, My.”
“Right.” I fix my eyes on the purple wraith at the cliffside. The grass crinkles under my shoes. 

I’m aware of the size of my own body, but I thought I was past feeling it like this—like a lead suit 
I’m standing in, a pillar of inertia. Okay. Just start walking towards her. You’ve been forceful with 
Marlene already. No big deal. I can move forward whenever I want. I--

“Myra?” Evangeline asks in her tiniest, most terrified voice.
“Yeah, yeah, hold on!” I rub my shoulders. “I’m just thinking about what I want to say!”
Just walk forward… Myra, you useless pathetic baby, just walk forward. 
I don’t want to… I…
I glance back at my friends. They’re all staring at me. Waiting on me. I’m the one holding us 

back… “Fuck this!” The words burst out of me and I break into a sprint, pounding up the slight 
slope until I thunder into talking distance and stumble to a halt. I glance back again. Everyone’s 
just walking forward to catch up at a normal pace. It feels like it takes them hours while I stand a 
little ways behind Cinder, and my vision overflows with the sight of her robed, horned figured 
silhouetted against the setting sun.

It’s just positioning and some goofy outfits. That’s all it is. Don’t let them get to you, idiot.
“Those things look heavy,” Alf observes as he gets close, and I’m finally free.
“You have no idea, Mr. Harris,” Cinder answers. She speaks with an unfamiliar accent. Lots of 

rolling Rs, coming down hard on hard consonants, dragging out the soft ones.
Once again, the words tumble out of me on their own. “Must be a pain to get the hood on once

those horns are on your head.”



“Oh, on the contrary,” Cinder laughs, “I can detach them from the cap.” She taps the holes cut 
into the hood for the horns. “The cap has little sockets in it.” To illustrate, she grasps one of the 
horns and pulls it right off with a little click. The knots of tension in my shoulders and neck finally
begin to loosen.

“It doesn’t bother you to break the illusion?” Alf asks.
“Why should it?” Cinder shrugs, still keeping her front to the twilight ocean. “These prosthetic

flourishes are my compromise with physical reality. I’ve made peace with that. It can be a bit of a 
struggle some mornings to align the sockets with the holes in the hood, but that’s the worst that 
happens.” 

“We were also wondering why we didn’t see this rock tower on the way in,” Alf continues.
“Oh!” The ‘boss lady’ gestures to the distant approach. “I chose the geography of this place for

the way it plays tricks on the eye, and its dreamlike vistas. For myself and the other staff, it’s part 
of the charm. I know that from where we’re standing, it seems as though the spindle should be 
visible from the approach road, but the off-ramp actually runs into a shallow gully. It’s just deep 
enough that the greenery blocks the spindle from view until you’re too far in to see it.”

Alf shakes his head. “There’s no way! We should’ve been able to see it from the parking lot.”
“You’re sure?” Cinder draws her arms in. I can just make out one hand as she rests her chin on

it, head to the side. “You were driving straight into the sun, were you not? I imagine that would’ve 
drawn more of your attention.”

Alf and I exchange glances. She’s right. I can’t remember looking at anything but the view 
over the ocean, the Pavilion, and the parking lot. The more Cinder says, the less comforted I am. 
She’s lying to us somehow, I know she is!

“So…” Cinder says, angling her head down to watch the waves striking the beach far below. 
“The Harrisvill Paranormal Paladins. Rather like the name of a football team, yes?” Her cadences 
and tone fall somewhere between a seeress and a femme-fatale. That doesn’t help the annoyance I
feel at her ritual trappings.

“Look, lady, it’s cute that you expect us to be impressed because you got our team name from 
your staff.” I ctake a step closer. “But putting a busty blonde in a revealing dress isn’t going to 
distract me from the problems this place has.”

“Alright,” Cinder says. “I don’t own the Pavilion, so I can mandate nothing. But I will hear your 
concerns and put my weight behind them in presenting them to the staff.”

I look her up and down. She can’t be much more than five foot seven. The robes hug some 
very plush curves, but only around her hips and chest. A skinny girl with assets. Big deal.

“I doubt that’ll add up to much,” I say.
“You come well-armored by preconceptions, I see,” Cinder says dryly. “I can be quite weighty 

when I wish. I despise ghost hunters. The field’s ridden with voyeuristic oafs wracked by 
cognitive dissonance, seeking the paranormal not for its own sake, but hoping to film something 
that wins acclaim from mundane humans that would be just as pleased if you all starved to death. 
Small wonder you so seldom find anything.”

She turns, silks trailing, and breathes deeply. The skin beneath her hood is jet black, like 
obsidian. It shines like obsidian. It’s even reflective like obsidian. How much time does it take to 
get cosmetics like that applied every single day? When she opens her mouth to continue speaking,
there’s a violet light billowing out of the back. It silhouettes her teeth, every one sharped and 
blacked and shining like steel. “I see the pattern you wish to crush me into. I’ve told you the 
pattern I am tempted to crush you into. Shall we speak as one person to another, Myra Callister?”

Her scent sharpens. It must be something about the way the robe’s tailored. For all I know, 
she’s got tiny fans installed in it. She’d have to anyway in order to wear something that heavy in a 
southern summer. She smells like lavender and wood smoke and the heady scent of another 



woman, all so intense I could almost imagine I feel her body heat rolling off, and—no, not again!
It’s too late. My body betrays me with another sudden-onset erection.
Need to shove my cock down her throat and hold her nose shut, skull fucking her until she 

suffocates on cum and sweat and her own spit, need to hold this whore in my lap and pull her 
head back and fuck her until she cums so I can cut her throat at the moment of ectasy—

“Miss Callister?” Cinder prompts, breaking the spell. Lucidity brings with it a cold flash, 
dizziness… I feel sick. How could I think things like that? What is this place doing to me? The 
dizziness worsens, becomes ringing in my ears, and I shake my head. Focus. Don’t pass out!

Not here… not with my friends behind me.
“Uh…” I look to the other Paladins, all the fight taken out of me by the awful things I just 

imagined. Guilt and shame crushing me down. I rub my eyes, hoping to get the tears before Cinder
can see them, but I know she already must’ve. “May I start over?”

“You may,” Cinder says evenly. “The Pavilion must seem quite crazed to you. I am grateful 
you’ve made your tension explicit.”

And there goes the last of my temper. Cinder’s weirdness wins this round.
“So, uh,” I rub my nose, “I understand you have a thing you’re going for here. Just, the vibes 

your place and your people put out… they seem like they might put people at risk.”
“Oh, yes, the occultism,” Cinder says, nodding. “I’m afraid there’s little to be done. The 

Pavilion is as it must be to give us what we need. Much twists into psychological hazards for those
that don’t, well, vibe with it.”

“So, when you say ‘us,’” Alf says, “you mean who, exactly?”
“Queer otherkin of a monstrous persuasion, particularly trans beings,” Cinder answers. 

“Many of the Pavilion’s patrons are BIPOC, Mr. Harris, if that’s the concern you hint at.”
Alf cocks his head at Cinder. “How’s that lighting work?”
“Oh, this?” Cinder opens her mouth way too wide and sticks a finger down it. She taps on 

something out of sight past her uvulua, something that clunks like plastic. She withdraws the 
finger. “Some people have dye injected into their eyes to change the color, even at the risk of going
blind. I had LED displays implanted inside my throat.”

I hate everything about that explanation, so I hurry to change the subject. “How does anyone 
find you in the first place? Do they just follow the sign in?”

“The sign?” Cinder asks.
“The road sign,” I clarify. “The one that says Next Exit.” I try for a joke. “I guess you needed to 

change it after this wasn’t the Last Exit anymore?”
Cinder knuckles her chin. “The sign is supposed to say ‘Last Exit.’” She turns, pacing, seeming 

suddenly as though she’s only half here. She murmurs to herself. “How did that happen? Did the 
lines blur further? Or did the Earthward margins grow clearer, carving deeper into the between?”

The odd woman shakes herself. “Well, we’ll have to attend to that. I am not terribly pleased, 
but I’d rather make finding the Pavilion a longer trial for the people who need us than have it 
ruined altogether.” She gestures. “If all this seems indulgent, well… it is, admittedly. The resources 
we invest to buy luxury for a few could buy survival for many.”

“So why do it?” Devon asks.
Cinder shrugs. “We’re hedonists. Hard to have hedonism without excess.”
Alf taps his hip. “What… what am I supposed to say to that? What are any of us supposed to 

say to that?”
And we’re back on the warpath. “There’s a pandemic.” I advance on Cinder. “All over the 

country, fascism’s rising, people are sick, out of work, starving, losing their homes. And you’re 
spending… however much it takes, on a teenage clubbing fantasy.”

Her lip twists. “Would it mean anything if I told you the expenses which create this marvelous



sanctum, here, wouldn’t add up so generously elsewhere?”
I’m close enough now I feel her breath coming through her veil. Steady. Unbothered. “Not a 

damn thing.” Exchange rates. I can’t believe I’d started to like this awful excuse for a woman. 
“Then how’s this.” Cinder’s grin is too wide, and her black teeth shine so very sharp. “We’re 

the ones you discarded to cater to polite society. Too depraved, too ugly in our ways. Politically 
inconvenient. You have no right to demand succor from those you left to die.” She tilts her head. 
“Are we clear now on where we stand?”

Silence. Heaving breaths. Balled fists.
“I actually, uh,” Evangeline says, shocking us all. “I actually kinda like it.” She rubs her 

shoulder nervously. “Everybody’s talking survival all the time. Just lurching between one crisis 
and the next, you know? I just…” She flops her hands. “Stuff like the Pavilion is something to 
aspire to. We’re not just made of calories. Knowing that there are places where other trans folks 
get to actually live instead of just not dying… it does help.”

“I did consider lying to keep the peace,” Cinder says, as though remarking on the weather. 
“Claiming we did practical outreach. Should I just have told you what you wanted to hear?”

“You should act in such a way you don’t have to lie to others to avoid conflict,” Seng says.
Again, that awful grin. “So you’d all like the truth, then?” A freezing breeze finds its way 

underneath my jacket. “Go on. Ask for the truth. Just tell me to give you the magic words that will 
make all these worries go away. Ask for the words that explain everything.”

I can’t make those words pass my lips. There’s a cold sweat soaking me from the soles of my 
feet to my scalp, and I can’t make the words come out. I glance back at my friends, all equally 
stricken. All glaring at Cinder, but just as helpless to challenge her.

Cinder cants her shoulders, smile turning too sunny. For a second I swear I see embers 
floating out of her mouth, but I blink, I stare, and it’s just a trick of the twilight on her fangs… her 
teeth. Her ground-down human teeth. “Good! Behave yourselves, my doves. I’m getting very tired 
of telling you things. The next little outburst, I’ll move on to showing.” She claps her hands 
together. “Now, I believe we were having a nice, calm, civil conversation?”

I wipe my hands off on my jacket. “I am noticing a lot of ‘we’ talk when it comes to doing stuff 
at the Pavilion. If you’re not the one running the show, how are you part of that ‘we?’”

“I do not own or operate the Pavilion,” Cinder says. “I did not say I do not work here.” She 
holds up three fingers, ticking off on her silver clip-on claws. “I am a storyteller, both by personal 
writings and running tabletop campaigns. I serve as a witch, casting auguries by letting random 
chance give me signs and portents, along with more direct forms of magic. And of course,” she 
splays fingers on her chest, puffing up with evident pride, “I am a fan-favorite whore… sex worker,
I mean. Sub, domme, bottom, top—tell me what your pleasure is, and I’ll deliver it.”

Evangeline quietly slips behind Seng. “Oh,” she says, “that’s pretty neat…”
Cinder watches her with a brief, incredibly hungry smile. Then she shakes herself back to her 

senses. “How are we feeling? Any conflicts left to resolve?”
How can she even ask that? I glance to Alf. He was almost as fired up as me, he has to be… but 

he’s not. He’s quiet. Trying not to look at Cinder. Vanj is completely hidden behind Seng. Seng’s 
just staring at Cinder, too calm. And whatever Devon thinks, they’re not saying it.

“Yeah, uh,” I fuss with my hair. “Maybe just a pamphlet for people who show up and don’t 
already get the deal? It’s a lot.”

“You did consent,” Cinder points out. “Also, there is a pamphlet available upon request that 
explains the broad strokes, albeit using my most self-indulgent prose gothic. Did you ask for one?”

“Uh, no,” I admit. “No, we did not.”
Cinder palms one cheek and smiles wryly. “It sounds rather like your problems arose from 

trying too hard not out yourselves as newcomers. It’s a shame such stressful meetings will be 



your only memory of us. We’ll never meet again.”
“Oh, c’mon, you don’t know that,” Devon says.
“It’s a safe wager,” she answers them. “Shall I try a riskier prophesy before you go?”
Seng speaks up before any of us can object. “Why not?” she asks. “It’ll be fun.”
Of course our resident mythology nut wants us to get our own prophecy.
“Oh, fine,” Alf sighs. “Seng can have a little mysticism. As a treat.”
Seng, a thirty-five year old woman with more knowledge than most doctorate holders, just 

about vibrates as she says, “Yay…” How can she act that happy? What’s gotten into her? Maybe 
we’re playing along with this lady, but she was threatening us just minutes ago.

How can everyone just act like this is okay? How can we just move on like nothing happened?
“Do you think much about the souls of images, Miss Callister?” Cinder asks. Her voice scares 

me so bad my heart rate spikes again. “About how the appearance of one thing calls to others?”
“No.” It feels like a steel girder just slammed into something inside my head. “Things look like 

what they look like. Comparing them isn’t my style.”
“A well-reasoned perspective.” Cinder steps to the pool’s edges and reaches under her robes. 

“Let’s see what the ripples bring to the surface, shall we?” She waits for us to step up alongside 
her. Waits for the silence to settle. Waits until a sudden salt breeze stirs us.

Then she slips her hands inside her robes and lunges, throwing her arms back out in two long
casting sleeps. They meet with a resonant clap while little odds and ends topple into the pool–
odds, and ends, and evidently powder. Whatever’s in there, it’s not just water. It changes colors, 
turns smoky, bubbles and fizzes and crackles. Light displays roil under the surface. 

Alf responds with a long whistle. “Impressive setup.”
“I do try to please,” Cinder says. “Watch this.”
The liquid’s surface flattens suddenly, as though a glass sheet appeared right across the top. 

The clouds within billow, churn, and darken until they begin to form shapes.
“Pretty elaborate holograms,” Alf says.
“Aren’t they?” Cinder agrees. “I do so adore illusions. It’s so hard to tell a technologically-

driven one from a magically-driven one.” She frowns. “Is this becoming what I think it is? Oh. Oh, 
now that’s very surprising!”

The colors have become a bulky, treaded form. A tank with a sloped front and a stark, hulking
turret. I feel like I’ve seen this particular kind somewhere, but–

“A King Tiger,” Cinder remarks. “That’s… that’s never happened before! How on Earth am I to 
interpret that, I wonder?”

“That’s a tank,” Seng remarks, halfway between helpful and disappointed.
“Yes, that’s what I said,” Cinder says. “It’s a Panzerkampfwagen VI-B, also known as a 

KoH nigstiger. Literally, ‘King Tiger.’”
She leans one elbow on the other palm and rests her chin on it, peering down. “I would say… 

yes, that fits. The King Tiger presages sound plans undone by the unforeseen variable. A weapon 
one cannot wield swiftly enough to be useful as a weapon, the embrace of armor too heavy to 
move from hope for invulnerability. A show of strength assembled poorly and in haste, prone to 
bursting at the seams under pressure.”

“Signs and portents, like the olf-fashioned way?” Seng asks, seeming a little pained. “I’m sorry,
I just… I thought there would be more magic to this. There’s no mythology in some old tank.”

“No mythology?” Cinder echoes her. “Scions of the scornful deep, have you never visited a 
military history forum?” She gestures. “That is not just ‘some old tank’. That is an infamous Nazi 
war machine. An icon of fascism! You think there’s nothing occult about that?” She settles back to 
watch the image collapse.

“Symbols reflect the undercurrents of the eras that spawn them. It is folly to look to the 



symbols of eras utterly dead, and assume they will reveal anything meaningful about our own. We
need symbols that live in the same timeline we do. Only then do they reflect our own truths.”

“You’re trying too hard,” Alf says.
“No, I really don’t think she is,” Devon says. “You’re not just talking that way because it makes 

you sound mystical, are you? You’re using poetic language to get at ideas the way poetry does. 
Compress a lot into a little space.”

“Thank you, Mister Westers,” Cinder says. “It’s nice to feel understood. Now, what’s next?” She
quirks her lips. “Aha. A martial theme? No, that’s… oh, now that’s very interesting.” She gestures at
it, a weird, rib-sided submarine with a ball underneath. “I forget the name, but I do believe that’s 
the same submersible used to reach the bottom of the Marianas Trench for the first time.”

“Yeah, you’re right!” Evangeline says. “That’s totally the Trieste. It’s a bathyscape, though.”
“Don’t tell her that,” I groan. “She’s supposed to be the one with the info.”
“Would it not be more significant to conjure visions of something I am not familiar with?” 

Cinder asks. “Hm… yes… a descent under great pressure made for the purpose of discovery. That’s
quite an easy portent to read. Sadly not very meaningful, since we’ve already established that I 
know you are ghost hun–” She clears her throat, “paranormal investigators, so I could quite easily 
have planned this in advance.”

“Are we going for three?” Seng asks.
“That is usually how this shakes out, yes,” Cinder says. “Though, I swear I’m missing 

something about the Trieste appearing to us. Was there not something else about the dive?” She 
mutters into her fingers. “Never mind. You can all quite easily consider the symbols on your own 
time. You’ll need to, anyway. No true prophecy ends with the seeress.”

“Does not nearly every tale involving the Oracle of Delphi end in disaster because those who 
received the prophecies could not let them end with the seeress?” Seng asks.

“That’s because the Oracle of Delphi was a commercial enterprise and a sham,” Cinder says. 
“Not that I hold that against it. Mystical shams are fun, in their own way. Here comes the last sign.”
She claps her hands together and bounces eagerly while the clouds coalesce once more. Then the 
seeress grimaces. “Oh. Oh, that’s not a great omen. That’s terrible, actually.”

It’s a hulking, ominous structure with a single tower looming above a buttressed roof atop a 
tiered hall, almost like a school auditorium. Again, I feel like I’ve seen it before.

“What is that?” I ask.
“If I were casting an augury for myself, I would call this a fantastic sign,” Cinder says. “But 

your portents are not…” She grits her teeth. “Enough, no talking around this. That, dear guests, is 
the Chernobyl Sarcophagus. In combination with the other signs…” She shifts her weight from one
hip to the other and back again. “It warns of a frightful inheritance. Hubris delving into reaches 
where forces rule that flesh cannot fend off. A disaster that could have been thwarted, yet, now 
accomplished, cannot be undone–only contained. Perhaps atoned for.”

She clutches her chin. “We shouldn’t be seeing it like this. The Sarcophagus now lies under 
the New Safe Containment. To witness the old housing again, bared as once it stood… it suggests a
dreadful power thought nullified. One whose touch, once unveiled, will warp flesh and minds. 
Those that cannot grow into the changing will unravel–”

“Okay, look, Cinder, I think I’ve figured out what’s going on here,” I say. “This is all really 
impressive, and I do appreciate the fancy reception, but you could’ve just told us you’re our 
prospective employer. I don’t appreciate games very much when I don’t know I’m playing them. 
I’d like you to apologize for scaring my friends.”

Cinder’s mouth works. “I… no, that’s not correct at all. None of this is a game to us. It’s just the
way we like to exist. And though I’m glad to hear you all have an opportunity before you, I assure 
you, I did not provide it.”



“She just did a solid cold read, that’s all,” Alf says, clasping my shoulder. “Ease off. It’s not that 
hard for someone with practice–and Cinder clearly has practice–to guess that if a group of 
paranormal investigators are on a road trip far from home and they seem on edge, they’re 
probably going to visit a site that–”

“How the fuck did she know were coming, though?” I demand.
“Well…” Alf trails off.
“Even if you assume I could not have used the hour and a half you spent on your meal to 

cobble together a quick prophecy based on public information,” Cinder says, stepping between us,
“you’re missing the obvious possibility that I just picked these foretellings, and modern symbols 
to support them, because I frequently think about such themes.” She tugs her robes. “If your first 
response to anything I say that happens to have relevance for you is to assume I am toying with 
you, then it’s best we stop here and now.”

I eye her again. “Fine. But you’re on thin ice with me.”
Cinder receives that without emoting. Then she turns on her heel and walks off around the 

pool to approach the worn-down stony spindle. When she reaches it she just turns her side to it, 
leaning on it, and looks out at the ocean.

“Sure is a beautiful sunset out there,” Seng says.
“Yeah,” Alf agrees. “We never get to see ‘em like this on the East Coast.”
Wait a fucking second.
“We were driving through Louisiana,” I say. “An hour before we arrived here, we’d just crossed

the state border from Mississippi heading southwest on I-59 before switching to I-10 around 
Slidell. Take that west past New Orleans until we reach the offramp for LA-641. It’s not on maps 
or GPS, but there’s a dirt road we can find by going offroad to the northeast.”

“Yeah, that’s still the plan,” Alf says. “I don’t see why…” His face slackens. “Holy shit. This 
overlook isn’t physically possible.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Evangeline laughs. “Let’s cool it, okay, people?” She pulls her phone out. 
“Just gonna check this sucker and see what I can… oh. Uh, that’s more worrying.”

We gather around her. The little red location indicator on her phone bounces wildly back and 
forth. The personal navigation assistant at least gives us a surge of shitposty levity by saying “In 
seven miles–in two miles–in three–four–fifty-seven miles–turn right–turn left–” and we’re just 
starting to laugh about that when the PNA suddenly says, “I’m having some trouble plotting your 
route. Please confirm that you’re still among my intended user base, and if so, try again.”

Silence. The red marker jumps, pulling the flat-color map with it. A random selection of 
locations I’d rather assume have nothing in common. Brandenburger Tor. The Forbidden Palace. 
Some random place at the northern end of Russia of which the only words I catch are “Kola” and 
“Bore.”

“What the fuck,” Devon mutters.
The location hops continue, faster and faster. Mauna Loa Observatory is the last location I see 

clearly. Swift as three blinks now, the indicator shifts from somewhere near the Persian Gulf–I 
think that was the Persian Gulf?--a blip along the Irish coast, and then somewhere near the point 
where the Belarus-Ukraine border intersects with the Russian border. And then…

Then the map really goes haywire. Nonsensical overhead shots of celestial bodies with the 
marker dancing to random points between them. Anywhere from ten to twenty places in Earth’s 
orbit. Multiple points on our Moon. Mars, Venus, the moons of Jupiter, Pluto.

Further. Stars with nothing for names but alphanumeric scrawls.
Nebulae–the Pillars of Creation?--and then a final march across the Milky Way towards the 

galactic core. The top-down image of our galaxy shrinks pixel by pixel. Darkness eats the stars 
from the outside in, the dot barely outpacing the encroaching shadow.



Evangeline rams the phone into her pocket just before the marker reaches the center of our 
galaxy. We stand stock still for a long, long time.

“Could be I wasn’t careful enough with some of the sketchier websites I visited,” she finally 
says. “There might be, like, one person out there who would make a virus to do stuff like this. 
Unfiction bullshit.”

“So, uh...” Marlene says. We all but jump out of our skin and whirl to face her. The sun hangs 
heavy on the eastern–western–horizon. “I get that you’re all sick of me, but the maze is also kind 
of a fucker if you’re not familiar with it, especially in a bad mood. After I cooled off I figured I 
should come back and offer to lead you back to your car. Not trying to impose, just offering—”

“Don’t you fucking start!” I snarl. I rush to put myself between her and my friends. “I want a 
straight answer! What the hell is going on here?”

“We’re enjoying ourselves,” Marlene answers placidly. She clasps her hands before her. God 
damn it, she and Cinder both have the body language of Victorian headmistresses and it’s driving 
me up the wall. “It’s our space and we’ll do what we like here! Don’t like it? Then leave. Just leave. 
You came here of your own free will, and you are free to leave when you will it.” 

“Don’t you put this on us!” I roll my shoulders.
Marlene’s eyes narrow. “It is on you, though.”
By the time I realize it’s happening again, her scent’s getting sharp in my nose and my eyes 

are latching onto her curves, it’s too late. After two times already with no relief, my cock aches so 
hard against my jeans I’m legitimately terrified it’s about to split. The fear and the frustration and 
the unwilling arousal all tumble together. I want to ram my dick into her eyesockets while 
Marlene screams and whimpers and begs me to stop. Everything in me screams to lock her in a 
guillotine, rail her until she’s on the verge of blacking out, and then slam the release lever right 
when she’s broken and she’s starting to enjoy it.

And after that I’ll pull her corpse out of the machine, line up with the throat-hole in the 
spurting stump of her neck, and use her for a fleshlight until she starts to rot—

“STOP PUTTING THESE THINGS IN MY HEAD!” My own voice, this time, ragged and howling, 
my fingers clawing my scalp.

“Then just leave!” Marlene groans, clutching her head in turn. “You keep talking to me and 
then getting mad at me when you feel things about it!” She walks in circles, side to side, turning 
all directions like she’s looking for a doorway out of reality. “I only offered you the chance to meet 
Cinder ‘cuz she’d already said she wanted to. Just a courtesy, I didn’t seriously expect you to take 
me up on it! You’re the ones that keep choosing to stick around even though you hate us and 
everything we do. How is that not your fault? You… you tenderqueer assimilationist!”

I push into her and lean down. “Don’t call me that.”
Marlene leans up until her nose almost pushes into mine. “If you don’t like the tag, then take 

the collar off. You need to pick one—am I a delusional blowhard who needs to brought down to 
Earth, preferably by chokeslam, or am I true outsider with direct power over your mind? Look...” 
Marlene curls and uncurls her fingers, clawing her palms as she backs away. “You are not at fault 
for the things you think and feel in my presence. You are at fault for the things you say and do, 
such as choosing to put yourself in settings where I’m present.”

A lunging step brings her closer again. My poised fists snap up.
Marlene doesn’t notice, or if she does, she doesn’t care. “How many times do I have to say it? 

No one’s forcing you to stay here! You’re free to go any time you want!”
“You don’t have the right to toy with people like this!” I snap back.
“We’re not toying with you, you wretched child!” Marlene rages. “This is just how we like 

things! It’s not tangling you up on purpose, it’s not tangling you up because we hate you and we 
think it’s funny when you’re confused, it’s just! Not! For! You!”



The grasses atop the promontory catch the red-shifting light at uncanny angles. Their 
shadows disappear in the seams between one blade and the next, or fall so darkly that there’s 
only maroon shade-murk in the gaps. Is it just a divot on the ground that gives the strange 
haziness to Marlene’s shadow, just a wave in the grasses that creates points and protrusions from 
places on her silhouette where they shouldn’t be? Is it only the burning twilight making the red in
her eyes flow out and down over every inch of alabaster skin?

“I’m not scared of you–” I start to sneer.
“Oh,” Marlene grins. “Oh, yes, you are. But I’ll tell you what. It’s a GPS scrambler we use to 

protect our queer clientele from the Fash. It intercepts phone signals locally and reroutes them to 
receive data from our own computers, which send nonsense back. There you go, a mundane 
explanation. That’s what you really want, isn’t it? Nothing too overt. Nothing undeniable. You like  
it that way, don’t you? You like telling yourself you have the right to decide what’s really there, and
what’s just a manifestation of your own selfish little psyche. You own it all. You can do whatever 
you want, treat everything that’s not human like a hand-puppet in your play–”

I take a step forward and slug her right in the jaw. Aches explode all over my hand. Her head 
just sort of rolls along with the punch and then bobs back.

“My father hit a lot harder than that,” Marlene says. She brushes her hair back over one ear. A 
human ear’s tip could be that pointed. It’s very possible. “Enough. If you really want the truth, you
go to Cinder and you ask her.” She jabs her finger into my nose. I tremble, I grit my teeth, but I 
don’t push it away. “No more of your ‘straight answer’ bullshit. That’s subjective and you fucking 
know it. You walk up to her and say, ‘Cinder, tell us the truth.’ Otherwise, shut up.”

She holds out one steady hand and says very deliberately, “And give me my gun back.”
“Do not!” Alf snaps.
“You’d better!” Seng says. “This is… look, right or wrong, this is not a good place to steal from. 

Stealing does not mean here what it would elsewhere.”
Marlene glances to Seng. The setting sun’s firelight kiss in her hair and eyes grows brighter 

for a moment as the blonde gives a slow, respectful nod.
Slowly, deliberately, never taking my eyes off her, I pull the pistol out. Then I hurl it past 

Marlene with a whip of my hand–well, I try to. Her hand snaps up and grabs it just as it starts to 
pass above her left shoulder. She raises an eyebrow at me, turns on her heel while ramming the 
unloaded pistol back into its holster, and walks briskly back towards the Pavilion.

I’m so tempted to run after her, tackle her to the ground, and beat her senseless. I don’t know 
who she is or who the fuck she thinks she is, but I have never had someone speak to me like that. 
It somehow stings worse than outright transphobia. The way she assumed she knew me, that she 
could exchange a few words with me in some random fucking place and have a right to go on long 
self-important monologues about the nature of my being…

I make a turn of my own, breathing hard. I make a beeline for Cinder’s figure next to that 
stupid spindly little rock thing of hers.

“Myra, perhaps let’s not?” Alf says, jogging to catch up with me. “I don’t know about the 
supernatural angle, but a lot of what that… woman… said, it sounds like some of the underlying 
theory of chaos magic. The level of disconnect that practicing it can create from true empathy, 
from experiencing other people as people instead of puzzles to toy with and push into creating 
the desired effect–I’ve been there. These people could be really dangerous.”

“Of course they fucking are,” I growl. “They’re cis.”
I stomp up to Cinder. She turns to face me with that horrid, brilliant smile on her black lips.
“Tell me the truth!” I yell. Alf’s muttering something, putting his hands to my shoulder. I 

ignore him, feeling spittle speckle my lips. That just makes me angrier. “I want you tell me the 
fucking truth, Cinder! All of it!”



“Alright.” Cinder smiles, shrugs, and spreads her arms. “Firstly, everything I said to you was 
true, for the exact moment I said it. I willed it so.” She taps her horns, as relaxed and happy as 
though I wasn’t standing within arm’s reach ready to tear her head off. “Go on. Try taking one.”

I snatch at both of the upward pair and pull. They don’t budge. They don’t even rattle. They’re
cold and buzzing faintly under my fingers. I grunt, yell, and pull harder.

“W-wait!” Cinder babbles. “M-miss Callister, if you pull on my horns that hard, I—aahn!~”
She shakes and moans. Her arms snap straight out, claws—no! Fingers, damn her!--raking 

the air as spasms shoot through her. I pull, twisting her side to side, and she just keeps gasping 
louder in arousal. The horns get hot under my hands, heat that pours down my arms in lines of 
fire, pools in my chest, and finally hits my crotch in a simmering wave of forced desire. 

Under my hands, Cinder’s horns have turned glittering black, burning with purple radiance.
Something snaps. I tackle her to the ground while Cinder giggles and moans again in 

excitement. Her arms wind around my neck while I fumble at my jeans. I’m so hard, so enraged 
and humiliated and done with all of this—

Then Devon’s iron-hard hands seize my right arm while Seng latches onto my right. They haul
me away and hold me tight no matter how much I scream “Let me go! Let me fucking go!”

Cinder props herself up on her hands, still lying just out of reach in her very best pin-up pose.
“What have you done to me?!” I yell. 
Cinder grins, and laughs, and embers spill out of her mouth. She… she has to have popped 

some sort of pill, or ingested something that burns at very low temperatures! That has to be it! 
“I have shared my desires with you,” Cinder says. “We told you the truth from the start. This is

a sanctuary for queer monsters. Only you prevented yourself from taking those words at face 
value. We’ve designed this place to be a bridge, or I suppose it might be better to call it a point of 
equilibrium, between your mundane reality and our supernatural one. I am a paranormal entity 
drawn into your world as an infant. More specifically, I am—“

Everything turns into boiling acid and muscle tremors and the painful tear of my raging 
shriek up my throat and out of my lips. “YOU’RE A HUMAN IN A STUPID OUTFIT!”

As I tear free of my friends in a surge of berserk strength and lunge for Cinder, the last I see of
her is a sly, crooked smile. My hand clenches on the violet silk of her veil.

We five stand alone on the promontory. The sky is pitch black, so far past twilight it must be 
midnight, or even later. Next to us, Cinder’s augury pool bubbles: no longer full of water, but 
reeking black tar so hot my skin breaks out in sweat just being near it.

“If that’s what’s in the pool… good God, what did we eat?” Alf groans.
“Normal food! It’s all normal, everything is normal, none of this is happening!” I babble. I 

scrabble upright, tearing my hand out of its frozen reaching, and point wildly at nothing. “Sh-
she… that’s right! A network of fog generators and lights built a mile offshore, and mirrors, yeah, 
mirrors to create the illusion of natural sunlight, and she told someone to shut it all down if I 
went for her veil… no, no, hallucinogens!” I smack my fist into my palm. 

Too hard. It smarts, but… but it’s so good to finally pin that bitch down!
“That’s what she tossed into the pool earlier!” I nod, turning to the rest of the group, giving 

my biggest most reassuring grin. Why… why don’t they look reassured? “See, she dosed us with 
slow-acting hallucinogens, that’s why we’ve started to see things—”

“STOP IT!” Evangeline screams, scaring me silent. She repeats in a broken whimper. “Myra… 
please stop it. Please stop saying things. You’re not making it better.”

My mouth hangs open. “B-but…” I flap my arm, limply, at the ocean below. The waters lap 
slowly. So slowly. Everything’s so quiet. The whole time we’ve been here, there’s been wind, but 
now it’s all so still. Every breath, every rustle of our clothes, every crinkling step on the grass… all 
so loudly. Somewhere far, far off at sea, so far away it doesn’t illuminate the shore or even the 



waves that touch it, a blue-green light pulses beneath the surface. It dies away soon after, 
returning the primordial blackness to obscurity.

In the sky, an answering glimmer of minute pink rays reveals a tiny patch of clouds moving at 
impossible speed, coursing silently due south overhead. Then it, too, is gone. Alf takes a cleansing 
breath. That draws my attention to him, which draws my attention to what he’s looking at: the 
cliffsides stretching away from the promontory. Studded by all kinds of small caves. Some glow, 
purple. A many-segment, many-legged shape obscures the light from one of the far-off cave 
mouths. Scuttling upward. Scuttling towards the clifftops.

“We need to leave,” Devon says, very quiet.
“We needed to leave yesterday,” Alf agrees, shooting me a look. 
 I glance towards the Pavilion, hunched behind its ridiculous maze at the center of trees all lit 

inside by contorting violet lights. There is no wind, but their branches move… animatronics! It’s 
all just animatronics! I laugh, pointing, opening my mouth to tell everyone how stupid this is.

“Myra… for the love of whatever god or powers you cherish, enough,” Seng hisses. Her fingers
dig into my shoulder. “Stop making this worse. We’re already too far out of our depth.”

Why… why doesn’t she understand? Why don’t they understand that it’s all fake, that there’s 
nothing to be scared of here? I get lost in my head while we walk downhill from the promontory 
and Cinder’s stupid pool of tar. I get pulled out again when Devon grunts and lets out a hiss of 
breath. Their foot’s gone through the ground and into something glowing underneath it. 

“Fuck, it’s freezing,” Devon whispers.
I step up next to him, watching Alf and Seng help him out. Evangeline just hovers, hunched, 

small and afraid. There’s glowing pink goo clinging to Devon’s left shoe, and a small tunnel of the 
stuff just below the surface. He takes a seat on the grass, prying it off. While he does the rest of 
the goo bubbles, writhes, and stretches towards the sheen coating his shoe. Tendrils reaching up 
almost like it’s alive. I’ll give Cinder this, she’s put a lot of layers into this hoax. Enough to fool just 
about anyone else.

But I’m not anyone else. I’m Myra Callister, and I don’t fall for bullshit.
“It’s… it’s stimulated by an electrical current, or maybe it’s reacting with the chemicals in 

your shoe—” I trail off. Everyone’s glaring at me, except Evangeline, who won’t make eye contact. 
“I’m just trying to help,” I murmur.

“No, you’re not,” Alf mutters. He pulls off one of his shoes, removes a sock, and leans down to 
scrub the residue off of Devon’s foot. Then, with a grimace, he tosses the ruined sock into the goo. 
Tendrils reach up, grab it, and unravel it into strands. Devon’s discarded shoe has started to hiss 
and discolor where the goo touched it. More little pink tendrils wave from the darkening areas.

“I… uh…” I say, and then nothing.
Maybe… maybe it wouldn’t do that to human flesh. It’s got to be specially formulated so that it

only affects cloth. There’s no way we’re in actual danger, right? I want to bring it up. I just know 
that if we could talk about this, I could reassure my friends that it’s all nonsense. But they’re all 
steely-eyed and quiet, and even when I push a few little noises out, no one looks at me anymore.

Why do they want to believe in this so badly? Why are they letting Cinder fool them?
We pick our way past the grasses and the goo channels. Devon insists on sacrificing their 

other shoe to test the ground for weak spots. I do try to say that’s not necessary, but nobody 
listens. The cobbles of the nearest entrance to the maze rasp against the soles of my shoes. Voices 
and noises echo from the passageways ahead of us.

“Myraaaaaaa.” Marlene’s voice cuts through me in a freezing wave. It’s coming from behind. I 
go totally still, rigid, fixing my eyes forward on the approach to the maze. She said to stop talking 
to her if I didn’t want to deal with her presence, so that’s what I’m going to do. “Myra…” It’s the 
same voice. It’s not the same voice. There’s a rasp, a growl in it, and it makes every tiny hair stand 



up on end, all my pores prickle. That tickle… that tickle right at the tip of my…
“Stop…” I clamp a hand over my crotch. “Stop responding.”
“I see you chose the truth,” Marlene’s voice murmurs, so friendly and so wrong. “You think 

you can just take a choice like that back? Aww, baby, that’s not how this works.” She’s drawing 
closer behind me. But I won’t turn to look. Myra—Marlene—went back to the Pavilion and we 
never saw her come back out. She can’t be here. I’m just… I’m only… hearing things…

A single gust of wind. Total silence. Then the prickling up my neck, that feeling like weight of 
someone very close behind me. And two hands slide into the bottom of my sight, one over either 
shoulder. A long inhale. A pleased sigh. An exhalation of scalding breath across one of my ears. 
The thing slowly lowers its weight onto me. Shifting, bobbing, like we’re swimming together.

“I do wanna say I’m sorry, though,” Myra—Myra’s voice—Marlene’s voice!—coos. “Took some 
time to cool my head, talk things over with the girls. I’m sorry for losing my temper, and I’m sorry 
I called you uh… ugh… tenderqueer assimilationist.” The sensations lunge across my right 
shoulder, and I jerk my head away to the left. An impossibly hot breeze snakes into my right ear, 
somehow mimicking the rhythms of speech. “Oh, Mimes, won’t you look at me? I’m right here.”

“You’re not here.” I squeeze my eyes shut, talking through gritted teeth. Images bubble up in 
my mind as fast as I can slam them down. Marlene riding me, Marlene kissing me, Marlene 
clutching me, Marlene folding me in her wings—no. No, Myra can’t do that. Myra—Marlene—
doesn’t have wings, and she’s not here. This isn’t real. None of this can possibly be real.

“Sure I am!” Myrlena’s voice giggles. Again the sensations lunge. Hot breath against my left 
ear. I crane my head up to the right, away. “How else am supposed to say I’m sorry?” Sensations 
coiling up the right side of my face. Those aren’t fingers. Those aren’t fingers, and those aren’t 
claws, those aren’t claws tracing up my cheek, those aren’t claws unfolding to press their points 
into my scalp. “It didn’t sit right with me, parting from another trans gal on such ugly terms. What
do you say? Come back to the Pavilion with me. Let me take you down to the Pit.”

The claws aren’t pressing harder, because the claws aren’t here and she’s not real. The pain-
spikes spreading across the top of my head are just a garbled stress headache, maybe a migraine.

“You’re not real.” I swallow, hard. The pain’s causing involuntary responses. I’m getting hard 
again. Myra and Cinder must’ve conditioned me to associate stress and discomfort with arousal. 
That’s why I’m horny. “You’re not real, and Myra… Marlene can’t be trans. She’s too…”

“What am I, sweetheart?” Marlene’s voice breathes. There are no claws, and no blistering-hot 
arms wrapping around my chest and neck. There’s nothing pillowy and scalding pressing against 
the back of my neck, no chin resting atop my head.

“Marlene’s too perfect.” Tears slip out under my eyelids. “She looks too cis. Sounds too cis.”
“Awww, don’t be like that,” Marlene whispers. “I just submitted myself to more intensive 

transition practices than you, that’s all. Don’t let that come between us.” 
A scorching kiss presses the top of my head. I smell hair burning. Nerves catch fire, a chain 

reaction blistering down my body while I scream behind closed lips. This isn’t real this isn’t real 
this isn’t real! The aching in my cock isn’t real, the surges filling it up and spurting out of it over 
and over aren’t real… I’m not… Marlene’s claws… no… she… Marlene’s claws dig deeper as they 
carve down my cheeks. Her grip tightens, her kiss burns hotter, she moans into my scalp.

Hot blood spills, faster and thicker. Until she reaches my jawline, and traces, and the gouging 
ecstasy draws toward my neck. Then the claws slip out. Of course they slip out. They’re not real 
and this hallucination has limits. There are no claws tracing my carotid arteries, biting just deep 
enough to draw blood, exactly deep enough to trace the rubbery casings separating my blood 
from the night wind. Exactly deep enough to cut along the hollow tubes of me. Fangs punch 
through my skull and touch something inside that explodes in sparks.

Marlene suckles, drinking deep, and moans into me until I’m trapped in endless climax, no 



longer spurts but a continuous stream that’s begun to spill down the legs of my jeans.
Then the claws are gone. I slump to my knees, hips twitching. Drunken arousal keeps my cock

so hard it’s full of stabbing pains while wad after wad of cum shoots out, soaking my panties.
“So what’s it to be, Mimes?’ Marlene’s voice asks, once again shifting to my left ear. “Are you a 

glorified primate, adrift in a cosmos of terrible monsters that love you with all our sinful hearts? 
Or...” The sensations shift, moving behind me, moving towards my left ear. As they move, 
Marlene’s voice quickly quiets until it goes silent. “… is your mind a failing machine…” 

The rest of the words arrive in my head. Intrusive thoughts. My hallucination has hijacked my
inner monologue. Of course it did. It’s only a manifestation of me. My selfish little psyche. How 
else could it have known exactly what buttons to press?

… a lump of misfiring neurons and badly-mixed chemicals, the idea of Marlene’s voice 
whispers, your connection to physical reality so frail and easily broken that one bad day can put 
you right back here, with not-Marlene, who’s only a hallucination, but still hurts you?

“Y-you’re not real…” I whisper. “This isn’t happening…”
“That’s not a choice anymore, sweetheart,” Marlene laughs. “We’ve already won. You chose 

the truth. It’s too late to choose a life beyond horror. The only thing you still get to choose is… am I
a real monster, or a real symptom of your collapsing psyche?”Everything’s still, and silent, and I 
am burning up with feverish painful orgasm. 

I… I want to—
“Get the fuck away from her!” Devon shouts. The five of us are alone at the entrance to the 

maze, and Devon’s tearing their clothes for makeshift bandages as he rushes towards me. Alf, 
Seng, and Evangeline follow on their heels until they’re all clustered around me. Seng’s face is 
hard and still as she kneels down to help Devon. I slacken into their grip, letting them tug me back
and forth until I’m bandaged.

“I’m sorry for clawing my face like that.” I stare at the cobbles, ashamed. “W-why didn’t you all
stop me? I was at it for minutes, I—”

“That’s not possible,” Alf interrupts. “I just looked back a second before. You were just 
walking quietly. I looked back at the maze. A second later Devon yelled and that thing was—”

“Stop!” Seng interrupts. “Let’s just let Myra believe what she’s gonna believe, okay? It isn’t 
helping. Myra, sweetheart, listen to me.” Seng takes my face in her hands. “I’m not going to push 
you  right now. I just don’t want you to be blindsided when we talk about it in the future.”

“B-but I’m telling the truth!” I sob. “I mean… I have been this whole time, I…”
None of them will meet my gaze. The cold night air stings my cuts right up to the second 

Devon finishes bandaging me.
“C’mon. That’ll hold you for now.” Devon offers me their hand. Together, he and Seng pull me 

back to my feet. We stagger into the maze. We tumble through the corridors as the surge of 
energy brought by my hallucination burns out. Somehow, we wind up back at the same little 
alcove next to the gutter full of water. But it’s not full of water. It’s full of lava that burns a terrible 
bright blue. The same robed figures sit at the table. The one in blue robes, with pink skin, sits 
straighter and waves to us as we rush past.

“Have a safe trip!” they—she? Why am I so sure she’s a she–calls. “Tell all your friends!”
The wind is picking up, and the distant music’s pulse from the Pavilion has stopped, by the 

time we escape the maze again. We clatter to our car and I will not look at all the things filling up 
the other spaces, I will not look at the shapes moving around us in the darkness. It’s all make-
believe. All Cinder’s stupid wasteful games. It’s all bullshit.

“Let’s leave nice and fast,” I mutter. I fish my keys out of my pocket. Clatter them into the lock. 
My investigation instincts kick in. I glance around, studying the way the breezes shift the leaves. 
Looking for odd lulls, suggested shapes. See? Nothing there. These people watching us won’t fool 



me. Myra Callister doesn’t fall for bullshit. I pluck the door open, slide in, and key all the other 
locks. Everyone piles in within seconds.

“Hey.” Devon’s hand settles on my arm. “Let me drive, okay? We gotta get you out of here 
before I grab my first aid kit and give you some better bandages, but at least let me drive for now.”

“I…” I rub my eyes. “Yeah, I think that’d be best. Sorry.” 
I scramble out so we can swap. Blue light swells under the Pavilion’s peaked roof. A sound 

cuts through the glass and the engine’s grinding roar of awakening. A high, rolling, keening 
chorus of voices that can only be human cheering.

They can only be human.
“Go!” Alf yells, and Devon does–a slam on the pedal and a squeal of tires. Out of the parking 

lot, along the road towards the next ramp. Shapes gather and flickering glows dance in the rear 
window past the shadowed faces of my friends. I grit my teeth and stare at the way forward. The 
gas pedal under Devon’s foot sticks tight against the floor. Their face is calm, but they push harder
as though they can add their body’s force to the engine’s.

Clutching trees whip by. The road stretches on, and on, and on. Something thunders behind 
us. Galeforce winds whip sidelong over the road.

“There’s a pandemic on,” Devon says, their voice hollow, their eyes fixed rigidly on the road 
ahead. “There’s a pandemic on and it didn’t occur to me to remind everyone to wear our masks. 
I… I forgot my mask.”

“Stop thinking about it,” I whisper. “Just put it out of your head. It’s a bunch of rich assholes 
playing a sick game. Nothing new.”

“It’s not new things I’m worried about,” Seng says. I barely hear her over the car.
We hurtle back around the ramp and onto I-10–what should be I-10. Signs whip past above 

us. Too fast, too many, the names all wrong. In a few seconds I see Omaha Beach, some place 
called Ließem, Aquae Sextiae, Sendai… Shordag where? Saelvima-something? Ammoreon? “City of
Refuge” gives me a flicker of hope it’ll all start making sense, but the next says “Molgorrah” and I 
stop reading. Devon sees it too. He white-knuckles the wheel and hits the gas harder.

“Maybe we should go back?” Seng asks. “If we don’t like what we see… shouldn’t we go back? 
Try the other way, maybe–maybe we can strike a bargain—”

“We’re not going back,” I say. “The only way out is through. Stop looking at it. We keep going 
forward, we’ll make it out, simple as that.”

“What kind of names are these?” Devon mutters.
“Stop reading them!” I snap.
“What the fuck, what the fuck, what the fuck,” Alf mutters.
“It’s okay, Alf!” Evangeline says. “It’s okay! They just…” She licks her lips. “They just paid the 

Fed to let them do fucky stuff with the signs here…” She trails off. “Right, Myra?”
“It’s just some bullshit psy-op,” I say.
The blue light hangs on the horizon behind us. Swelling brighter and brighter while signs 

whip by faster, faster, faster, letters blurring into symbols blurring into madness.
I blink. A sign indicates the off-ramp to LA-641. The night behind us hangs heavy, dark, and 

unbroken. A hundred yards behind us, I see the headlights of another car.
“H-hey guys,” Evangeline laughs, manic, quaking in her seat. She punches the map in her 

hands with her finger. “I just double-checked, and Cinder’s Pavilion isn’t on here anywhere!”
“Evangeline, sweetheart,” Seng clutches Vanj’s shoulder. “Close your eyes, sit back, talk about 

a hyperfixation, okay? Anything that makes you happy. Fill your mind with that, and rest.”
I turn my eyes to the road. My shoulders begin to slacken. The cuts across my cheeks and 

head hurt like hell, but I’m clearheaded. My hands stop trembling in my lap. The whole awful 
night’s behind us, and we’ll never have to deal with any of them ever again. That’s what I’m 



thinking when a dark shape swoops through the headlights’ cone and passes by above our car 
with a rush of wind so hard it rattles the frame. We nearly swerve offroad while a blinding violet 
light blooms behind us. Devon actually yells in frustration while they wrestle us back on course.

My eyes, against my will, fix on the rearview mirror. A four-horned silhouette hovers, wings 
flapping to keep her aloft in the center of the mirror. The car keeps going faster, yet though she 
doesn’t move, she doesn’t fall behind. A purple arc of lightning follows the lashing spearhead atop 
her tail as it carves an infinity sign behind her. She poses, one arm out and down, one across her 
chest in a gesture of benediction—a gesture iluminated by the violet rays spilling from her slit-
eyes, and the violet fire pouring from her softly-smiling maw. 

The cold blue of the other car’s LEDs punches through the miasma of shadow surrounding 
the winged form. The light blinds me, and she’s gone.

“Just some bullshit,” I repeat.

~And the mythos forever unfolds~
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