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R.F. KUANG

graduate, or apply successfuily for a tenure-track job in analytic

magick-Alice found it necessary to beg for his life back from

King Yama the h{ercifu1, Ruler of the Underworld.

This was no smal1 undertaking. Over the past month she

had become a self-taught expert in Tartarologl., which was not

one of her subfields. These days it was not anyone's subfield, as

Tartaroiogists rarely survi',zed to publish their work" Since Pro-

fessor Grimes's demise she had spent her every waking moment

reading every monograph, paper, and shred of correspondence

she could find on the journey to Hell and back. At least a dozen

scholars had made the trip and lived to credibly tel1 the ta1e, but

very few in the past century. A11 existing sources were unreliable

to different degrees and devilishly tricky to translate besides.

Dante's account was so distracted with spiteful potshots that the

reportage got lost within. T. S. Eiiot had supplied some of the

more recent and detailed landscape descriptions on record, but
'Ihe Waste Landwas so self:referential that its status as a sojourn-

er's account was under serious dispute. Orpheus's notes, already

in archaic Greek, were largely in shreds like the rest of him.
And Aeneas-well, that was all Roman propaganda. Possibly

there were more accounts in lesser-known ianguages-Alice
could have spent decades poring through the archives-but her

funding clock could not wait. Her progress revierv loomed at the

end of the term, and without a living and breathing advisor, the

best Alice could hope for was an extension of funding sufficient
to last until she transferred elsewhere and found a new advisor.

But she didn't want to transfer elsewhere, she wanted a

Cambridge degree. And she didn't want any advisor, she wanted
ProfessorJacob Grimes, department chair, Nobel Prize laureate,

and twice-elected president of the Royal Academy of Magick.
She wanted the golden recommendation letter that opened every

door. She wanted to be at the top of every pi1e. This meant Alice
had to go to Hel1, and she had to go toda,v"
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R,I. KUANG

"No, you don't."
"Tsu's Basic tansportative Pentagram, with Setiya's Modi-

fications," he said, which impressed Alice, since he'd only

glanced briefly at the ground, and from across the room besides.

"Ramanujan's Summation with implications for the Casimir EF
fect to establish a psychic link to the target. Eight bars for eight

courts." A grin split his face. 'Alice Law, you naughty girl. Youte

trying to go to Hell."
"We11, if you know that much," Alice sniped, "you know

there's only room for one of us."

Peter knelt, pushed his glasses up his nose, and with his own

stick of chalk quickly etched some alterations into the penta-

gram. This was also very rude-one should always ask before

altering another scholart work. But standards of etiquette did
not apply to Peter Murdoch. Peter moved through life with an

obliviousness that, again, was excused only by his genius. A1-

ice had witnessed Peter spill chocolate syrup all over the master

of the college's robes at high table with no more rebuke than a

shoulder clap and a laugh. When Peter erred it was cute. She had

herself once spent allof dinner in the bathroom hyperventilating
through her fingers because she'd knocked a bread basket onto

the floor.
"One becomes two." Peter waggled his fingers. 'Abracadabra.

Now there's room."

Alice double-checked his inscriptions and realized to her

dismay that his workwas perfect. She would have preferred he'd
made an error that left him limbless. And she would have truly
preferred that he did not then declare, "I'm coming with you."

"No, you arenlt."

Of all the people in Cambridge's Department of Analytic
Magick, Peter Murdoch was the last person with whom she

wanted to sojourn in the underworld. Perfect, brilliant, infuriating
Peter, who won the department's top prizes at every milestone-
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in logic and mathemrti
to be fair, but until she r

losing). Peterwas one of
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R.F. KUANG

iodine, matches, rope, bandages, and a hypothermia blanket.
She had a new, sparkling pack of Barkles' Chalk and every reli-
able map of Hell she could find in the university library carefully

reproduced in a laminated binder. (Alas, they all claimed differ-
ent topographies-she figured she would get somewhere high

up and choose a map when she arrived.) She had a switchblade

and two sharp hunting knives. And she had a volume of Proust,

in case at night she ever got bored. (To be honest she had never

gotten round to trying Proust, but Cambridge had made her the

kind of person who wanted to have read Proust, and she figured
Hell was a good place to start.) "I'm all set."

"You'll still need help puzzling through the courts," Peter

said. "Hell's very metaphysically tricky, you know. Anscombe

claims the constant spatial reorientations alone-"
Alice rolled her eyes. "Please dont insinuate I'm not clever

enough to go to He11."

"Do you have a copy of Cleary's?"

"Of course." Alice wouldnt forget Cleary's Ternplates. She

didnt forget anything.
"Have you cross-checked all twelve authoritative versions of

Orpheus's journey?"

"Of course I did Orpheus, it's the obvious place to start-"
"Do you know how to cross the Lethe?"
"Please, Murdoch."
"Do you know how to tame Cerberus?"

Alice hesitated. She knew this was a possible obstruction-
she'd seen the threat of Cerberus mentioned in a letter from
Dante to Bernardo Canaccio, only she hadnt seen it referenced

in any other materials she found, and the one book that might
have contained a clue-Vandick's Dante and tbe Literal Inferno-
was already missing from the stacks.

In fact, quite a few books she needed had kept disappearing

from the library these past few months, often checked out on the

very morning she'd gone

the medieval scholarship

haunted the stacks, antici
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R.F. KUANG

none of the straps lay outside the pentagram. "Then all that's left
is the incantation. Are you ready?"

"Hold on," said Peter. "You do know the price?"

Of course Alice knew. This was why scholars rarely ever

went to Hell. It wasn't that getting there was so very hard.Yott
only had to dig up all the right proofs and master them. It was

that a trip down below rarely justified the price.

"Half my remaining lifespan," she said. Entering Hell meant

crashing through borders between worlds, and this demanded

a kind of organic energy that mere chalk could not contain.

"Thirty years or so, gone. I know."

But she had hardly struggled with the choice. Would she

rather gradtate,produce brilliant research, and go out in ablaze

of glory? Or would she rather live out her natural lifespan, gray

haired and drooling, fading into irrelevance, consumed by re-

gret? Had not Achilles chosen to die in battle? She had met

professors emeriti at department receptions, those poor aphasic

props, and she did not think old age an attractive prospect. She

knew this choice would horrify anyone outside the academy.

But no one outside the academy could possibly understand. She

would sacrifice her firstborn for a professorial post. She would
sever a limb. She would give anything, so long as she sti1l had

her mind, so long as she could still think.
"I want to be a magician," she said. "It's all I've ever wanted."

"I know," said Peter" "Me too. And I-I need to do this. I
must."

A taut silence. Alice considered asking, but she knew Peter

would not tell her. Peter, when it came to the personal, was a

stone wall. How easily he vanished behind a placid smile.

"That's settled, then." Peter cleared his throat. "So maybe I'11

do the Latin, and you'll do the Greek and Chinese." He peered

down at a segment near his right toe. "Say, why isn't this in
Sanskrit?"

"I'm not comfortable.

was just like Peter. Con
asking for clarification- '
ences in Classical Chines

"Oh." Peter hummed

sure."

She rolled her eves. 
*l

"Right on."
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l0 R.F. KUANG

One might find it reckless, foolish even, for a magician to

leave his life in the hands of underpaid and overworked graduate

students. But for one thing, Professor Grimes's graduate students

were the best in the world. For another, even graduate students

at bottom-rate American institutions could identify the most

dangerous mistakes in a pentagram. And this was Cambridge.

After so many years of practice they stood out to any competent

scholar like glaring red flags: gaps in the outer circles, misspelled

words, false equivalencies, parentheses left unclosed. Anyone in
a sound state of mind could have done it.

But Alice was not in a sound state of mind that day.

She was of course underpaid and overworked, but this con-

dition was common among graduate students and no one cared

much about it. But she had also not slept properly in three

months. She'd drunk so much caffeine that the world shim-
mered, and her chalk trembled in her grip. She felt, as she often

did, that her body had no defined boundaries from the material

world; that if she stopped holding herself together as a subject,

she would dissolve like a sugar cube in tea. She was in no state

to work, and she had not been for avery long time. What Alice
needed most then was a nice long holiday and then perhaps in-
stitutionalization at some remote faciliry near the sea.

But missing lab was not an option. Professor Grimes had
not asked her to assist on a papff since last year, and though the
work was beneath her, and though coauthorship was out of the
question, Alice was desperate to get back in his good graces.

Anyhow, tired to the point of collapse was a default state.

The expectation was simply that, through some combination

of strong coffee and Legnbas Bread, one pushed through until
all deadlines were met and one could collapse into an indefinite
coma without consequence. Alice had spent most of graduate

school in this state, and it was not so bad.

But she was also angry that afternoon, and resentful, and

confused, and such a turl
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