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            Thought That I Heard You Laughing

          

        

      

    

    
      With streaks of white and yellow, the shipwreck sizzled in the pan. Wendigo Evans knocked the scrambled eggs about the skillet with little interest as he turned back to watch the semaphoric flames slide over the plate glass of Dimitros’ Taverna. Dimitros had gone over to whatever waited on the other side of the full-stop fifteen years and change ago, as Wendigo had reckoned it. Not much into contemplation, Wendigo had not allowed the loss to impact him more than wondering if George Anastos would let him keep his job. Dimitros had hired him straight out of prison. Wendigo had been happy enough to get the gig since his parole officer had wanted nothing more than to violate him.

      Something about Wendigo had irked John Baynard, his parole officer, and he wanted him back on The Farm. Never certain why, it was a question that never needed answering once he’d been hired by Dimitros. In the years that followed, Wendigo had heard many stories about the old man, Dimitros had to have been pushing sixty when he hired Wendigo, before and after his death. Many of them said he’d been in prison in Greece and wouldn’t shy away from hiring ex-cons if the vibe felt right. Dimitros was always on about the metaphysics of the vibe. Either that or his take on St. John of the Cross’ Dark Night of the Soul and how Catholics were all pussies in standing for the faith.

      Dimitros was Orthodox, but Wendigo, not having been raised with any particular faith by a Ginsbergian Howler with a strong bohemian heart-note, was never certain what this meant. It didn’t matter because Wendigo had been shipped off to Care when he was nine and his mother was banged-up for connections to the Weathermen. Though she’d got out ten years later Wendigo never again heard from Wilhelmina. If there’d been a problem with this, it was only that he never learned why he’d been named Wendigo. By middle school he had looked up his name: a cannibal monster or evil spirit seemed rough. Wilhelmina must have suffered at the hands of her father. Over the years, as Care and name took their toll, he embraced the taboos and went full dark side by fifteen.

      First, it was juvie; then county, and finally The Farm. As State penitentiaries went, it was not to have been so bad. Clyde Barrow might have had it rougher at Eastham, “the ham,” Prison Farm (Wendigo had not been raped more than once), but it wasn’t so easy either. Making parole, however, had been more an issue of overcrowding than it was Wendigo Evans parading his ass for staffers and guards, though he’d done this often enough, and once out he’d had enough of the outlaw life and taking the advice of inmates had made his way to Mission Peak. After checking in with Parole Officer Baynard, Wendigo had been given Dimitros’ name and address. Since then he’d been at the Taverna. Baynard rousted him several times at first but gave up when it looked as if the job had taken, but also because Dimitros had reported him to civilian oversight. Some suits had come by to take statements from Dimitros Anastos and staff but only glanced to where Wendigo was washing dishes.

      Over the years he’d moved from dishwasher to bussing; then on to waitstaff, and, finally, cook. The Greek cuisine gave way to mainstream American diner food and Dimitros’ Taverna was just one more greasy-spoon hanging on against the fast-food chains that had swallowed Americana by the end of the 70s. It survived because no one, in their right mind, would have opened a chain in this neighborhood by the late 80s. The Southside had become a cliché cautionary tale in the way of Detroit, but with less fanfare and the subsequent erotomania of spelunking the ruins of the once great city. As with Detroit, it appeared the Southside of Mission Peak was in permanent decline. Maybe America was still great, but that had stopped being the default position of anyone Wendigo had known since he was a kid. That wasn’t his problem though; Wendigo’s only worry was whether George (Dimitros’ son) would keep him on, but there was no one else that would do the cook’s job for what they were paying.

      So it had gone for the last fifteen years.

      Slamming the plate on the counter, Wendigo hit the bell with a callused hand. “Order, Beth.” A woman on the greenish side of forty, though fat the way only the despairing can be, wove through the wobbly, laminated tables with chairs that would have looked more at home in a backyard picnic than a diner. The metal chairs had gone ten years before and George replaced them with whatever cost the least: plastic lawn furniture. No matter, Bethany didn’t graze one, or the down-on-their-heels customers. All turned to the plate glass, watching not the reflected flames gliding over the glass but for many of them their home across the street. As Beth picked up the order and hurried off to serve the customers, she continued watching the fire. With no more orders, Wendigo slipped into the dining area. He lit a cigarette and watched the second floor fire in the Thule Hotel.

      Flicking the zippo closed he breathed easy as the smoke slipped from his lungs, fighting the urge to hack. For the last couple of years, the emphysema had been getting worse, he was trying to cut back, but at fifty-seven it was one of his last pleasures. Except for the occasional hooker, when he could rise to the cost of viagra, there’d not been much happening on the woman front for a long time. Even Beth had turned him down: minimum wage and an ex-con said it all. Made sense, but it was the only excuse he needed for not giving up the cigarettes. Wendigo scratched his belly, potty but not overly large for his age. He had given up liquor and beer a decade before and seldom took a puff (unless his arthritis was kicking up). “Here comes another truck,” a diner by the window said. They’d got the shipwreck. He lived in the Thule, but Wendigo could not remember his name. He’d only ever stopped in when picking up a coffee to go and then complained it wasn’t as good as Starbuck’s.

      It’d been explained, by Wendigo, that Starbuck’s wasn’t coffee, any more than e-cigarettes were cigarettes when you can get them in flavors like grape, apple, cotton candy, and bubble gum. How do you even try to avoid the accusation you were pandering to the kiddy market? Wendigo wasn’t certain but knew the corporations would; they’d have battalions of copywriters and lawyers working out that kink around the clock. When that failed? Send in the lobbyists. Wendigo was not the sharpest tack in any box, but he’d seen this repeatedly. Taking another drag on the cigarette, he stepped up to the door and looked down at the man who’d just spoken.

      Maybe a decade younger than Wendigo, he was portly and appeared to have embraced a gentle slide into penury.  The suit was nice but threadbare; the tie the same. He was shaved, but the hair needed a trimming, and his eyes were vacant orbs which spoke to a despair Wendigo had embraced after his first night in the Farm. This last had never left him, but he no longer noticed it in the way he once had. Instead of a thrum of panic, it was a gentle, pulsing hum behind his eyes. Always there; always whispering; always ignored. This hadn’t happened for the guy he was looking at. The panic was about to blow his dinner over the rest of the diners.

      Wendigo would have to clean that up.

      “Think this will put it out,” knuckles to his mouth. Wendigo looked at him but thought better of answering.

      “It’s the thing over there,” Beth said, an arm around the shoulders of an elderly hotel resident. Wendigo didn’t know her name either. It occurred he didn’t know the names of many of those in the diner this evening. Most had been driven out by the police when they’d shown up before the second fire, but when the second-floor room windows blew out with a muffled explosion and a gout of flame everyone else followed.

      The first group came out the sides and back of the building to avoid being interviewed. Many would have outstanding disagreements with the law and hoped to avoid becoming a person of interest once again. Seemed to Wendigo when you crossed over into that status you stayed there on a semi-permanent basis. Just an opinion; Wendigo had no shortage of these. When the sex tapered off these increased. The cook wasn’t sure why this was, but it seemed to hold true for himself and most of those he knew. Many of these were elsewhere this evening because of the heavy presence of Mission Peak PD. “Thing?” another called from the back of the diner, in a kitty-corner booth. Young, with an arm draped over his girlfriend, leaning in and looking frightened. This was better than a horror movie and free.

      Wendigo knew where this would be going if they could find a quiet place. “Murder,” Wendigo answered turning back to watch the new firetruck get ready to charge the Thule.

      “Not what I hear,” Beth said.

      “What then?” Wendigo asked.

      “Murder/Suicide,” another woman’s voice came from the front of the diner near the window. She was in her thirties and looked too healthy and well-dressed for the Southside, and far too clean for a Thulean. Beside her was a man, turned away. He had his legs bent back on the post of the stool he was sitting on; it creaked as he swiveled from side to side. Though not as well turned out as she, he still looked too good for the neighborhood.

      “Where d’you hear that?” Wendigo asked. Before the woman could answer someone from the other side of the diner, from the odd couple, interrupted.

      “They’re coming over.” The diners turned from the fire to the mass of police, fire trucks, and EMTs in front of the hotel. The lightbars, warning lights, and spinning cherries forced many to squint.

      “She’s right,” Beth’s voice rose as she pointed across the street. Several uniformed and plain-clothes police were stepping off the curb. Wendigo thought it possible they may have been going elsewhere, but there was little else open on the street, and what Thuleans had not flanked the emergency and police vehicles had come into Taverna: they could also get a beer here.

      The couple appearing out of place glanced at one another. No one else had noticed this, but years at The Farm had taught Wendigo to look for the micro-gestures. Noticing these made the difference between a trip to the cafeteria and the butterscotch pudding or a trip to the infirmary; maybe the morgue. When the police reached the middle of the road, and it was clear they were heading for the Taverna, the coiffed pair edged from the window to the front counter. Wendigo had watched this from the periphery, as he’d done in The Farm, and it was clear they didn’t want to stay, but could no longer get out the front without being stopped. Though the fear was not plain on their faces, it was struggling to contain itself.

      Uncertain why, Wendigo stepped away from the crowd, gathering near the door, and fell back to the counter. “You’d rather not speak with the police?”  The woman looked up from the stool: a sharp, appraising quality in the narrowed eyes. She was in her middle thirties, maybe late; better dressed than Wendigo had thought (the business suit she was wearing appeared tailored); her hair and eyes were black, and though the woman’s complexion might have once been creamy it was now an oily sallow. Not saying anything she rose, doing so her partner made to stand but she placed a manicured hand on his shoulder and he eased back.

      Still not saying anything, she waited for Wendigo. The silence became awkward and the police neared the curb. “This way,” leaning in; it appeared the woman wanted to lean away, but she held her ground and managed a nod. Wendigo knew what he looked like; had looked like for years. On the streets, mothers would move their children to keep themselves between Wendigo and them. Sometimes, when he considered rising to the cost of a car (used), he thought it best to stick with the advertising and go for the paneled van. The impulse never outlasted a quick scan of his bank balance and credit rating, but the draw to be as bad as he was taken to be never let Wendigo be.

      With diners crowding the door, no one noticed as the three circled the counter and stepped into the kitchen. The room had cooled since turning the grill off; that he’d left the air on full had helped. The smell of old grease and eggs were heavy in the room and the floor was slippery. Over a shoulder, Wendigo warned the pair to watch their step. Then they were standing beside the loading dock and he was holding the door, but not opening it. “Across the parking lot, there’s a small alley on the other side. You can follow that down to Liberty Avenue.”

      “What’s your name?” the woman asked.

      “Wendigo Evans,” opening the door; neither moved.

      “Why,” the man inquired in a reedy voice, “are you helping us?” He was in his late thirties or early forties with flecks of gray in his brown hair and chin strap goatee that ran from lip to the underside of his chin; his left eye wandered a few millimeters in either direction.

      “He’s helping us Bart…” the woman began.

      “But why, Helen…you think the law wants us, right?” turning to Wendigo.

      “Don’t know they do, but you two are certain they’ll be interested in the pair of you.” Wendigo gestured out the open door.

      Helen motioned Bartholomew through. “Wait by the alley.” Bartholomew hesitated, but with a hand in the middle of his back, Helen encouraged him through the door. Bartholomew stepped into the floods and disappeared into the darkness on the other side of the parking lot. When he’d gone, Helen turned back to Wendigo. “I’m Helen Bennett,” holding out a hand. Taking this, the grip was firmer than Wendigo had been expecting. “My associate is Bartholomew Winslow.”

      “I don’t want to know who you are,” voice dipping as he looked back into the kitchen.

      “The years hang heavy on you Wendigo, correct?” Helen’s left hand went to the back of his neck and rested there; he only knew it was there because of the coolness of her palm. The skin of the woman’s hand was also damp, but not clammy. Wendigo didn’t respond to the question; it seemed more of a statement, anyway. As he was considering pushing her out the door, she leaned in and kissed him. Her scent was floral with a hint of nervous sweat. What happened next he could not rightly say. His mind faded; then snapped back. At the same time, Helen released him and smiled. “A gift; come see me if you think I can do more for you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t see why we can’t use the elevator, Milton” wind heavy in the older man’s voice. Milton glanced down from the stairwell landing and was scrolling through the note app on his phone, the stylus in his left hand. Slipping this into the phone, Milton Palmer, a senior criminal detective on the Mission Peak PD, watched the older detective: Sefton Clobber. Sefton was in his mid-fifties, to Milton Palmer’s mid-forties; overweight in about every way that was measurable, with a belly that drooped over a straining belt; his hair was iron gray with eyes about the same shade. The elder detective’s face was on the frontier of puffy and bloated; with bags under his eyes so heavy they pulled the lower eyelid down near the center of this exposing the pink, moist interior. Sefton’s lower lip was fat, floppy, and seemed always to leak saliva, so he was continually licking this.

      The popular clichés of the police were all present in the mindset, action, and appearance of Sefton Clobber. All Milton wanted to do for his partner was to get him to his retirement goal of sixty. Whether Sefton would make it to the sixth floor seemed debatable. Having halted, Sefton took out a much used white handkerchief and mopped the sweat from his face. With the air having been shut off for so long, the summer heat was making itself felt: it had to be in the low nineties. Finished with the handkerchief, Sefton crammed this into his right hip pocket and pulled out a cigarette. “That’s a good idea,” Milton grumbled as he dropped the smartphone into the left breast pocket of his suit.

      Sefton shrugged and struck a stick match on the exposed cinderblock wall of the stairwell and puffed, between subsiding wheezes. Inhaling, Sefton leaned back on the lead pipe balustrade and it creaked. He looked back down the stairwell, over his shoulder, then up at Milton. “How much further?”

      “This is four,” pointing at the floor number on the landing beside the door. Sefton nodded and joined his partner. Although in his forties, Milton was everything his partner wasn’t: physically and psychologically. The detective was in good shape thanks to his diet and three-day-a-week gym routine; he’d never married and never had felt the need (though often felt the pressure). Milton’s hair was graying, but in a comforting way: from his temples, a flecking gray eased back toward his ears and vanished into the still largely brown hair. There were the beginnings of bags under his eyes, but these were small and only appeared when he’d not got enough sleep.

      Waiting for Sefton, Milton rubbed the back of his right hand where he carried a scar, covering most of the back of this, from a fire when he was seven years old. Though it no longer hurt he always knew of it; when stressed or frustrated he often rubbed this. Just now, he was both. The fire chief had said the fire on the second floor was arson. This could only mean someone had used the fire either to destroy forensic evidence or to create a diversion to escape without notice. Milton had suspected as much when the fire broke out, but there was nothing he could do once the fire had started but fall back on the procedure.

      The detectives had already interviewed the other tenants on the sixth floor and taken a brief look at the crime scene, but Milton got the feeling they would not learn much from anyone, and had his suspicions about the scene. That someone had set the fire said to him it was more than a simple murder/suicide. Setting a fire to avoid being put under suspicion seemed over the top and exposed whoever had done it to serious criminal charges.

      Milton was bothered by the whole business. Whereas, Sefton was only concerned with the end of their tour.
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        * * *

      

      Helen had let her hair down and was pulling it back into a tight bun while Bartholomew sniffed out the far end of the lane. She could hear him, even twenty-five feet away. On all fours, he was moving across the alley like a chimp. After a moment he rose, brushed his hands off, and turned back to Helen. Bartholomew shook his head and fingered his chin strap goatee. Though she couldn’t see this clearly, the alley had no lights and what light illuminated Bartholomew was coming from Liberty Avenue. On top of this, the heat was making her frequently daub her face. Helen Bennett was a northerner and hated coming to the Southwest, anywhere in the South, during the summer.

      For now, there was no choice. Whatever had gone wrong with the couple had done so fast. Because of this, they were drawn in from around the country to deal with the fallout. If the pair of them didn’t find out what had walked out of the fire, they’d be in trouble Helen had not seen for a long time, and this had never been focused on her. “No luck,” Bartholomew said, joining Helen as she was examining her phone. “Anyone else pick them up?” Helen shook her head and leaned back on one heel while extending the other foot. The sky was clear; stars bright; air heavy and dry. If she’d not been looking at more trouble than she’d ever known, Helen would have been enjoying herself.

      “What are we going to do?” Bartholomew asked.

      “We know the general direction, so we’ll have to separate and wait for the vehicle to burn out.”

      “May take time if they’re strong,” Bartholomew straightened his tied and tucked in his shirt.

      “Rare for that to happen accidentally.”

      “Would explain why we’re having trouble.”

      “Could be a lot of explanations for that.” Speaking the two moved toward Liberty Avenue.

      Even with the evening deepening, the road was loud with the intermittent roar of cars and intercity trucks that used this to connect to the interstate that skirted the edges of Mission Peak and headed southwest toward Tucson. The record heat wave in many parts of the country had killed many Americans. Neither Helen nor Bartholomew was in danger of this, but the weather was playing merry-hell with their temperaments. Bartholomew was snapping at Helen a great deal, and she was having trouble remaining undisturbed by his many foibles.

      Wiping the handkerchief over the back of her neck the pair came out on Liberty. “Unlikely they’d have crossed,” Bartholomew said.

      Liberty Avenue was six lanes across and the traffic though not constant at this time of the evening remained steady. “There,” Bartholomew called, and loped down the broad bike path running between the narrow sidewalk and Liberty. The path was in disrepair since no one on the Southside cycled for their health. If they had it was more likely they’d have been mugged or murdered. Mission wasn’t in the top ten most dangerous cities, but for the last few years it had been creeping up.

      “Walk, you’ll attract attention,” Helen called after him, and Bartholomew slowed to a swaggering swan, and looked nothing so much as a flaming queer cliché, which was only somewhat better than the recidivist crab Bartholomew had slipped into as he hurried toward whatever he’d seen.

      “What is it?” Helen was running as fast as the heels would allow her, but not so fast anyone on the road would think something was wrong. Coming up beside Bartholomew, she was sweating again and bent over where he kneeled. He’d his face buried in a jacket.

      “They were wearing this,” holding up the jacket. On the back of the cobalt blue jacket with reflective silver stripes and a blue caduceus were the block letters: EMT.
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        * * *

      

      On the sixth floor, outside the room stood the fire marshal and station captain. “Jamal,” Milton called from the far end of the corridor. Fire Marshal Jamal Henderson turned and seeing Milton, smiled. “We’re clear.” Though friends for the past ten years, this was Fire Department territory now and with station captain, Agustín Parra, standing beside him, Milton knew he needed to tread carefully. The edgy cooperation between the police and fire departments had been an ongoing issue before Milton or Sefton had joined the force. Each department remained jealous of their fiefdom and was not about to surrender more control than required. This often meant the departments were in conflict, though rarely openly, and for the moment they’d a mayor that preferred the Fire Department to the police, if only because the police had been having a rough go of it for the last several years.

      That the maligning had been unwarranted, didn’t change the fact the police cost more political capital than did the Fire Department. As a result, the mayor’s office was sympathetic to the Fire Department and sided with them over any open disputes. Because of this, the police had taken a conciliatory approach to the Fire Department, which had not always been reciprocated. “Yes,” Jamal answered, waving with his free arm. The left arm of both men was holding their helmets.

      “Captain Parra,” Milton smiled and held out a hand. Though Jamal and the detectives had been friends for years, Milton had only met Parra in passing. Word around the station had been he wasn’t well disposed toward the police, even though they went out on several calls to offer security from angry residents and rioters.

      The riots sweeping the country had not affected Mission Peak but there had been incidents. Milton had supposed demographics played a part in this, but he kept the opinion to himself. With race, the best thing to do was to avoid the topic, though this was becoming difficult.

      Parra took Milton’s hand and returned a polite, formal greeting and then excused himself to check on the second-floor fire. The captain took the elevator the officers had been denied access to. Sefton glanced at Milton, who shrugged. “It’s out?” Milton asked.

      “Yes,” Jamal answered and glanced back into the room where the two bodies were. “Funny thing though,” and stopped.

      “What?” Sefton asked.

      “The fire was set, and there was no effort made to disguise the fact.”

      “How so?” Milton had his phone out again.

      “Don’t record this,” Jamal said. Milton had been known throughout the city for recording interviews with suspects and sources.

      “Okay,” and Milton pulled the stylus, tapping on the note app.

      “Someone dowsed the furniture and bed with an accelerant, perhaps liquor, and tossed in a lit magazine. It was a hack job.”

      “They wanted to distract us?” Sefton asked.

      “Looks that way. What are you looking at here?” Jamal asked, leaning into the room. Milton was aware Jamal knew the police did not allow members of the Fire Department onto the scene of an active investigation.

      “Have a look,” Milton said and Jamal entered the room. The surviving lights were on.

      “Damn,” Jamal breathed, looking at the bottom of the bed.

      “Killed his wife; then turned the gun on himself,” Milton answered the look on Jamal’s face.

      “Murder/suicide?” Jamal asked. “Then why the fire?”

      “If this had been all we had, I would have been ready to call it, but the fire changes things,” Milton answered.

      “They’re connected?”

      “Appear to be.”

      “Linked cases: you’ll be wanting whatever forensics I come up with?” Milton nodded. “I’ll have copies sent to you when they are ready.” Jamal shook the detective's hand and left the room. The scene was a mess. Marvin Constantine, the husband, had used a 1911 Navy Colt when his wife, Darlene, had her back to him. The round entered back of her right ear and blew most of the left side of her face off. When she was dead, Marvin had sat on the end of the bed and put the barrel in his mouth, pointed upwards, and the round took out the upper part of his face and a good chunk of the upper cranium. There were hair, skin, bone, and brains splattered over, and still clinging to, the low ceiling.

      It wasn’t the first time for either Milton or Sefton, but the scene left them edgy. For Jamal, though hardened by years of dead bodies, it remained a great deal to take in, and he left as fast as possible. Milton turned to Sefton. “We’re missing an EMT.”

      “Who?” Sefton asked.

      “Miranda Kowalski,” Milton said, squatting next to Darlene Constantine, one hand on a knee while the other, with a pen, lifted the blood-matted hair from her face.

      “New?” Milton looked over a shoulder and nodded. “Like her for the fire?”

      “She’s the only one missing we know of. Could have been anyone; we must find her to be certain.” There followed a knock on the door. It was the forensics team. Milton and Sefton gave them the room and waited by the elevator.

      “The department wants this cleaned up, quickly,” Sefton said.

      “So I’ve been told; it’ll be the mayor’s office.” Sefton nodded as Milton spoke and doing so took out another cigarette.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Can’t push back against both the department and the mayor’s office.”

      “Let it go?” there was a hopeful note in Sefton’s voice.

      “Know this guy…”

      “You will get us in trouble…”

      “Someone other than the husband, or the husband alone, did this…why else the fire?” Sefton did not reply and Milton continued into the silence. “Name’s Paul Marat, and we need to have someone look into this that has nothing to lose.”

      “He’s that guy?”

      “From what I’ve heard, his career is circling the drain.”

      “Impossible to count how many ways this could go wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      “Has to be here,” Bartholomew said, swanning up the sidewalk on a small side street off Liberty. Low rise apartments and a few abandoned bungalows and split levels, the yards were overgrown or poorly tended. There was a burned out car down the street that had been there so long weeds were growing up around it and straight out of the tarmac.

      “In this neighborhood…” Helen didn’t finish, allowing her voice to trail off into what might have been a question. The pair, feeling out of place, moved cautiously down the street. If they’d felt out of place in Dimitros’ Taverna here, they were free-style targets.

      “You were right,” Helen said from beside Bartholomew who was squatting over Miranda Kowalski, fingering the smoking crater in her back. A blackened husk of spine was sticking out of the charred, still warm tissue and clothing. The woman was dead and seemed to have been so for several minutes.

      “Has to be close,” Bart’s voice slipping into a guttural rasp. Looking into the bushes beside the abandoned house there was a rustle, and he craned his head back, nostrils expanding preternaturally to snuffle the air. “Here.”

      “Where?” Helen asked, and he pointed to the rustle. Doing so a cat screeched and bolted from the bush. As it cleared the shrubbery and darted away from the couple staring after the animal, a tendril of something more smoke than flesh snapped as if propelled, from the leaves with another sharp rustle and struck the cat on its spine above the tail. Shrieking, it clawed at the overgrown grass once; then twice. Lifted with another howled the smoky tendril wrapped about it and the animal disappeared into the bush. Silence followed.

      “There,” Bartholomew chuckled.
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            Feels Like the Movies

          

        

      

    

    
      Sefton passed Milton a plain coffee venti. “Thanks, you sent out for this?” There were no Starbucks on the Southside. There were few chains on the Southside of any kind. Although there’d been a lot of chatter in old and new media about no-go zones most of the true no-go zones had little to do with faith and more to do with the economy and the culture of displacement. Sefton, as a consequence, sent to the Westside for the coffee. There were coffee shops in the neighborhood but most were closed by eleven and it was going on two. The guests of Thule Hotel, even those on the sixth floor, had been allowed back in their rooms. It was that or find accommodations for them, and the two detectives were already on thin ice: keeping the investigation open.

      Since ’08 the department had been running on a tight budget and every year there seemed to be less money to do more policing. Milton understood what was happening; liked to believe he understood what was going on, but he wasn’t certain. The Credit Crunch of ’08 had a lot to do with budgetary constraints, but recently he’d read more of this was the fault of retiring boomers and entitlements. Since Sefton was planning on retiring soon, he said nothing: but like many, Milton wondered if there’d be any entitlements left when he was ready to retire. Although he was saving, it never seemed to be enough. Even with the spike in home prices, because of the Chinese buying frenzy, there was no way to be certain if his home equity would be enough to carry him much further than his mid-seventies.

      Didn’t really matter how the senior detective cut it, budgets were stagnant or contracting and this meant fewer resources for departments and those that needed them most. Milton wasn’t interested in throwing stones in anyone’s direction, any more than he was prepared to point at politicians for not doing their job or finding money where there was none. The fact remained, the tax base was contracting and entitlement demands were growing. These were squeezing the Police Department and agitating the electorate; then magically you’ve got yourself political and civil unrest. Milton sighed and took a gulp of the cooling coffee. “Any news?” Sefton asked.

      “Chief Wassermann is coming down.” There followed a heavy silence from Sefton as he took several gulps from his coffee: both were after the caffeine and the plain was supposed to have the biggest jolt. Unlike Milton, Sefton had added four sugars to his. If there was a legal vice available, Sefton enjoyed it.

      A part of Milton wondered why he worried about his partner’s retirement: if Sefton lived to see six months in a recliner he’d be lucky. There was another part of Milton that wondered if this wasn’t the plan. Problem with plans was you had to have one to execute it. Sefton Clobber, however, had trouble planning as far ahead as dinner. Happenstance might be a plan; if you were Clobber it might pass for this.

      “When’s he expected?” Sefton asked. As he spoke, the first of the forensic team came out of the Thule’s grimy glass and aluminum doors. One door was missing the glass from the upper part of this and had a large piece of decaying cardboard stuffed in place of the glass and fixed with silver duct tape. In places, the tape was hanging free and flickering in the wind coming off the desert to the South. All of Mission Peak was surrounded by desert, except to the East where there was a small chain of mountains. The largest of these had been named Mission Peak by early settlers on their way to California and the town, later the city had been named after this.

      Unlike the settlers, the town never possessed the same religious spirit. It had been an early mining whistle-stop; then a minor rail-hub. Later, the interstate went in close-by and industry followed. Mission Peak had expanded into a growing concern by the late 60s but fell on hard times with Stagflation. As with most of the country, Mission Peak clawed its way out of that hole by the late 80s and prospered through 08 and the Mortgage Crisis, or the Credit Crunch (names for the crisis had been proliferating since the experts had found there was cash in explaining 08). The Southside had never quite recovered from Stagflation, but it too had done well under Reaganomics. When the Great Recession hit the Southside had gone from bad to worse, and, finally, to the no-go zone it was today.

      Police still patrolled the area, but cases beyond keeping the streets quiet were few. This was why the detectives knew what was coming when Chief Wassermann announced he was coming down. The only hope, and Milton thought it a faint one, was having enough evidence to implicate a third party and/or suggest a conspiracy. Conspiracies played well with Wassermann and he’d diverted resources for them.

      “When’s he expected?” Sefton repeated when Milton had not responded.

      “Not sure, but I believe his secretary was calling from the car.”

      “He’s coming to the Southside?” Milton nodded. “In deep doo-doo partner.” Milton didn’t respond, but for the chief to come down they, or he, had to be hip deep in suffering. Finding who he was looking for, Milton chucked the venti and ran to the hotel.

      “Well?” the woman was pulling down the hood from her white sanitary coveralls and removed her mask.

      “Hey, Milt.” Cathy Weldon was the only one to call Milton Palmer, Milt. They’d been friends for ten years, and he was the only one of her friends she kept after the divorce four years before. They’d dated after this but when Cathy realized Milton was not interested in marriage no matter what she offered she’d given the romance up, but not the friendship. Cathy was in her early forties and a little heavy. Her light brown hair was graying, and she didn’t disguise this with hair dye, but her eyes, a milk chocolate brown, were as vital as Milton had ever known them. It being two in the morning they were tired and gentle pouches appeared beneath these.

      “Well…” before he could finish there was the sound of distant sirens. “The Chief’s almost here, was there anyone else in the room?”

      Cathy stopped and waved the others by; then leaned in. “What have you done, Milton?” The lead forensic technician reverted to his full name whenever she was angry with or frightened for the detective. This time it sounded a bit of both.

      “Kept an investigation open I was to close.” Cathy shook her head. “Was there someone else in there during the murder?”

      “Not during, but after the wound in Darlene Constantine’s head has been…disturbed. That’s all I can say for now, but the clothing of both have been rifled and their IDs were taken.”

      “So, the murder was…”

      “All Marvin Constantine; that’s what the preliminary evidence suggests. The lab might tell a different story but for the moment it looks as if Marvin killed his wife; then turned the Colt on himself.” As Cathy finished the chief’s SUV and escort pulled up. Reporters were right behind this.

      The circus had come to Thule.

      In little more than half an hour the investigation had been shut down; Milton had an official reprimand to deal with, and the uniforms were packing up the vans, trucks, and cars. Chief Wassermann had not bought the third party or conspiracy narratives Milton attempted to spin with as much aid as Sefton could manage, but Sefton had never been good at thinking on his feet. Wassermann was not the hysterical sort, so there were no histrionics, but the boom had been lowered and in forty-five minutes all that remained in front of the hotel were Milton and Sefton. “This isn’t over,” Milton said, hands on his hips.
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        * * *

      

      The detective division of the MPPD (Mission Peak Police Department) occupied one-third of the second floor of a three-story building. Administration was on the third floor; holding cells were on the second with overflow cells in the basement; clerical and reception occupied the ground floor; the rest of the second-floor offices were for the uniformed divisions. The forensics lab was on the Eastside, two blocks from the state university. Detective Palmer and Clobber's desks were outside the glass-walled office of Chief Wassermann. The office was a hold-over from the 40s with a utilitarian graft from the mid-60s when the Great Society myth was emerging and American civilitas may already have been in free-fall. Elements of the office suggested a late 80s esthetic shuffle, but this was half-hearted and overwhelmed by the 40s and 60s decor.

      When Milton had first begun in the department, there were plans to take the money from the Tech-Boom 90s and apply it to either remodeling the building or constructing a new one. The plans never got beyond committee meetings before the mayor's office siphoned off the money for infrastructure development: sewers and power, mostly. These were never completed because of the earlier mayor’s penchant for cronyism and graft. She had only made parole the year before and was living in Boca Raton, on the monies never recovered from the off-shore accounts. Well-heeled, the north and northern Westside had their infrastructures completed. The Eastside remained unfinished, except for the university that had access to federal funds, and the Southside had never got further than political promises.

      They were stuck with buckling linoleum tiles; heavy, dilapidate aluminum desks, and rooftop air-con felt and heard on the second floor. Third-floor administration only ran it when there was the threat of a peasant revolt from the second and first floors. For now, there was only grumbling coming from the peons, but this had motivated third-floor gentry to invest in large fans and portable air-con units that shook so badly in their window mounts they’d, occasionally, shake-free and tumble into the walkway and parking lot below. There’d been two near misses over the last few years and this had triggered the office pool on when the first injury or death would occur.

      Milton had avoided the pool so far, but it was only a matter of time before he succumbed. Staring at one of the rumbling air-con units he was sipping an Americano and peeling a mandarin orange. Milton had just finished his breakfast, a small cup of plain yogurt, but remained peckish. The orange was his mid-afternoon snack, but now he’d have to settle for hot water with a shot of lemon juice.  Sefton was watching, and Milton knew his partner was already worrying what his temper would be like in the afternoon. If Milton didn’t have lunch, even a piece of fruit, he carped the rest of the day. Not saying anything, Sefton looked over Milton’s shoulder to the chief’s office. “Where’s Wassermann?” With a small wedge of orange in his mouth, Milton mashed this and swallowed pulp and juice.

      “On three, for committee meetings,” Milton answered slipping another wedge in his mouth and chasing this with a slug of Americano. The tart fruit followed by the bitter coffee made the inside of Milton’s mouth pucker and his throat closed against the confusion, but he willed the last open and the two slipped down.

      “He’s avoiding our meeting, that’s what he’s doing,” Sefton grumbled and looked back at the hall door.

      “Don’t worry, the desk will call before sending them up,” Milton answered.

      “I don’t know why we’re even having this meeting: they’re not family.”

      “As close to family as their sort come,” Milton swallowed the rest of the orange without the coffee chaser.

      “What sort are they…I read they were…”

      “Ghost hunters,” Milton finished. “They’ve worked on some reality programs, but most of their work has been consulting on Southwestern hauntings.”

      “They are real ghost hunters?” Sefton did not seem to get how odd the question was.

      “Several of the older mines and some Mission Peak districts, a few of the houses anyway, are rumored to be haunted. Marvin and Darlene were in town advising the Mission Ghost Society and, I’m told, in the past they’d worked with the Mission Peak Paranormal Society.”

      “Those are still around?” Sefton had turned back from the door.

      “Alive and well, as are the blue-haired mavin promoting them.”

      “Civilization has fallen.”

      “And yet, no one has noticed.” Sefton chuckled and shrugged.

      The landline rang as Sefton was still laughing. “Okay, send them up,” Milton spoke into the phone. Both stood and adjusted their ties; then attempted to look busy by studying thick files. When the office door opened, Sefton looked up and greeted the group. Escorting them to the office common area where there were old, hard-bottomed sofas, and several chairs they were joined by Milton holding three thick, sloppy file folders. The group was an odd collection of the low, middle, and high. The first were friends and associates of the couple and these were mostly psychics, mediums, and paranormal investigators with the usual eccentric fashion sense and odd behavior. Milton assumed one or two of these were self-medicated, while others had the sketchy look of grifters he’d been arresting on the Northside and Westside for a couple of decades.

      The next, those few middle-class metaphysicals that remained in the Lower Forty-Eight, were dressed as if they belonged in classrooms or lecture halls. A few of these may have been business types, often low-end retail shops that catered to the metaphysical crowd. All appeared to be part of one or more of the Social Justice movements, if only because this was the best way to feed their hunger for attention, virtue signaling, and self-flagellation. Many were White with a smattering of Latinos (principally the Bruja subculture). Fronting the group were the mavins from the Mission Peak Paranormal Society and the Mission Ghost Society. The latter group was not accompanied by lawyers but their husbands would have these on speed-dial if only to keep the peace at home and avoid any unpleasant understandings becoming public knowledge. Most of this Milton and Sefton already knew, having helped to quiet much of the whispering and to make sure those that needed to be got out of town had been.

      “Ms. Whebley, it’s good to see you again,” and Milton put the files down with a sound somewhere between a sigh and a grunt. Ms. Whebley was in her early fifties but well maintained and immaculately dressed in a tight-fitting pantsuit made all the rage by the Merkel crowd. Though Whebley was trim to the point of svelte.

      “And it is good, I hope, to see you again Detective Palmer,” tone arch.

      “You are here about the incident at the Thule?” motioning for her to sit on the nearest sofa. He then offered her something to drink, but Whebley turned this down.

      “We have been informed the investigation was suspended,” Whebley said.

      “Closed, I’m afraid,” Sefton offered with as much sympathy as Milton thought him capable.

      “But why?” a voice rose from the back of the group. This was female, they were all women.

      “The evidence points to murder/suicide,” Milton answered.

      “Seems a short investigation,” Whebley said.

      “The forensics came in this morning and the evidence points to the initial suspicion.”

      “You will want to speak with those that knew Marvin and Darlene…and for many years.”

      “As much as I would like to pursue the matter it will not be possible. Our budget will not allow it.”

      “We could take this up with the mayor’s office,” Whebley drew and fired.

      “We’ve already received notification from Chief Wassermann, the mayor’s office was the force behind closing the case.” Milton knew this would cause him more trouble, but there was something wrong with this case and he wanted to be sure he was not left holding the bag.

      “Our husbands…” a mavin spoke up.

      “Let me stop you right there,” Milton said holding up a hand. “I am with you, ladies, but the budget won’t allow it. This is wrong, I see that, but unless you have other evidence showing there was someone else in the room with the couple nothing can be done. Does anyone have any such evidence?” Silence followed. “Then our hands are tied.” The meeting went back and forth a while longer, but it became clear to the Societies the police would continue to hide behind their budget and contempt for those working to bridge the gap between this world and the next. The latter phrase had been used by one of the unidentified metaphysicals, along with the threat of going to the mayor’s staff.

      Milton agreed with the ladies and offered them his support as far as this went, but, speaking to Ms. Whebley, was sorry he could not be of more help. The group was in the process of decamping for City Hall, and Milton almost pitied the stalwarts that would have to parry the women’s determination, when Milton held Whebley back a moment for a quick word. “I know this is wrong, and that something else appears to be going on…don’t quote me because I will have to deny it.” Milton pulled out a wrinkled, creased business card and slipped this into Whebley’s hand. “I’ve worked with this man occasionally, he’s a reporter and an excellent investigator…if your group can afford it, I would recommend hiring him to look into the case. Whatever help I might offer, information or access, I will.” Ms. Whebley looked at the card and was about to ask another question when she was called from the door by one of the elder mavins.

      Smiling, Whebley thanked the detective and left. As the door closed behind the women, Milton slipped onto the sofa and sighed. “You did it, didn’t you?” Sefton asked standing before the rumbling hum of the air-con unit. He was tightening the bolts that held it in place while waiting for Milton to answer.

      “Something is wrong with that business in Thule; I don’t know what, but something is off.”

      “Paul’s a nutter,” Sefton set the wrench down next to the air-con and turned to Milton.

      “He is, but Marat will find out what’s wrong…if anything.”

      “Putting your sack on the block with this one.” Milton thought Sefton might be right; still, something was off about Thule.
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        * * *

      

      Wendigo stretched; then swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood in one fluid motion. His bones cracked and rippled as he did so, but it had been a long time since Wendigo had done anything fluidly. He paused at the window, drawing the blinds, and looked across the street at the Thule Hotel. For many years, he’d lived above Dimitros’ Taverna and had woken to this each morning. The left corner of the hotel, on the second floor, was covered in soot and the third-floor apartment windows and brick were also stained. The second-floor windows of the corner had been blown out by the fire and the tattered, burned remnants of the drapes fluttered in the wind.

      Even at 9 a.m., Wendigo had looked at the clock on the microwave, the heat was kissing the mid-eighties. Pausing with a hand on the grimy window, Wendigo looked back at the clock and realized he wasn’t squinting. He’d not known a time when he’d not had to squint. This was odd; from the kitchen table, the apartment was a bachelor, he took his glasses and put these on. The room, along with the microwave clock, went into an almost blurry soft-focus. Picking up a flyer that had been stuffed under his door the day before, Wendigo put on his reading glasses and the print was unreadable. Removing the glasses, the print snapped into focus.

      Dropping glasses and flyer on the rickety table, they clattered, Wendigo turned, still naked, back to the bed. The sheets stirred, and a hand rose from these, and the previous evening came back in pieces. Wendigo thought it had been a dream, but as Beth’s head rose above the sheets, he realized it hadn’t been. “What time’s it?” Her voice was filled with sleep. A foot, tiny for such a big woman, slipped from beneath the sheet. The heel was dry, cracked, and callused; a large corn bloomed on the small toe. These were inevitable for anyone who waited tables. On the calf following the foot out there were the beginnings of varicose veins and a trace of stubble. From across the room, Wendigo could see all of this, and only last evening he would have needed glasses to see Beth’s face.

      “Nine,” his hand dropped to his groin as he crossed the room. Beth didn’t notice what Wendigo was doing for a moment, but as her eyes cleared she smiled.

      “Again? How old did you say you were?” her tone surprised.

      “Fifty-seven,” Wendigo answered pulling the covers from Beth.

      Afterward, the pair lay in bed, panting: the smell of sex and stale sweat heavy in the room. “Think it’s safe for you to go home, Beth?”

      “You want me to leave?”

      “No, I’d rather you stayed, but I was wondering if it’s safe.”

      “He’ll have got bored and gone home.”

      “How long has this been going on?” Wendigo asked.

      “Off-and-on for six months: whenever Bill breaks up with someone.” Beth pushed up and swung her legs onto the floor. The bed legs ground into the linoleum. “Where’s the toilet?” Wendigo pointed to the only other room in the apartment. As Beth pushed up the frame groaned.

      As she made for the toilet, he felt himself stir into another erection. Fondling the member, he was rock solid again before the door closed. A gift, Wendigo thought. Come see me if you think I can do more for you. That’s what Helen had said. “No, couldn’t be that…Indian Summer more likely.” But when were you last hard like this? Wendigo was still in prison fantasizing about the new boy that was being pimped up and down the block. That was decades ago. The toilet flushed as he was drooping from fear of what was happening to him. Then there came the sound of the shower and Beth was singing. Wendigo threw together a quick bacon and eggs with toast and nuked hash browns.

      Over the meal, the couple discussed whether it would be okay for Beth to stay whenever Bill got it in his head to come round. Beth had guaranteed Wendigo he’d not regret it and squeezed his crotch; his response was immediate and after breakfast, they had another go; then a shower together. No matter how much his dry spell, almost ten years now, might have contributed to this spate of energy, there was no way he should have been hungry for this much sex. The only explanation was the kiss and whatever was in Helen’s lipstick. Had she been wearing lipstick? Wendigo didn’t remember the taste of any, but after the kiss, he’d lost focus. Yet, a moment later he remembered his mind sharpening, clearer than it had been in years.

      When Beth left, he sat at the table and lit a cigarette. On the first drag, he thought his throat and lungs were on fire, and Wendigo spent the next several minutes coughing. It was as though this had been his first cigarette, and that had to have been forty years before. Staring at the ashtray where he stubbed out the cigarette, Wendigo put the back of a hand to his mouth and cleared his throat. No matter what else he did, Wendigo had to find Helen Bennett.
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        * * *

      

      “Phone,” the voice called from the other room. Pulling the pillow over his head, he gently rolled over, so as not to disturb the pain radiating out from deep within his skull. Time passed, but he could still hear the cell from the nightstand. It was a soft flute, which meant someone not in his contacts. Hopefully, he could miss the call and the world would not end. If it did? He’d not have to worry about making the rent. That was still three weeks off; plenty of time. “Phone,” a voice at the door: rasping, wet, strident.

      “Fishwifery,” he groaned.

      “You’re making words up; you do that when the drink has you” the woman’s voice uncertain.

      “Answer the phone, Paul.”

      “Away with you, you mongering slattern,” unimpressed, the voice harrumphed. There was the thump of a foot on the floor as her weight was shifted; knowing what this meant, Paul rolled toward the nightstand. Doing so, he tossed the pillow. This bounced on the mattress; then onto the floor. There was a complaint from the side of the bed; from the corner of an eye, he saw Quotidian dash for the bedroom door and between Belinda’s parted legs.

      “Nice,” Belinda complained, “Quo,” they always called the tabby cat Quo, “won’t be right the rest of the day.”

      Holding the phone and squinting at the number through eyes still sealed with sleep, Paul cleared his throat. “Can’t see that’s any different from any other day,” rubbing his eyes, Paul Marat looked at Belinda. She was about five feet six inches tall, slender, drug slender (which was a nice way of suggesting borderline wasted), with small breasts, long black hair, a little oily, that hung down to the middle of her back and was in need of a trim. There was a dusting of black hair on her forearms and as she raised her arms to lift her hair off her back, there was thick black hair under these. Belinda ‘Boo’ Popovic, Paul had called her Boo when on their first date he’d accidentally frightened her by reaching out to hold a chair for her, would have shaved this but had stopped doing so when she’d moved in because that was what he wanted.

      Belinda never asked why, and Paul had never said. There was little point in explaining any of his preferences; they hardly made sense to him. However, since he carried the apartment, utilities, and food, Belinda didn’t complain. This didn’t mean she was incapable of complaining. Much of their time together, after the first few months which Paul took as the honeymoon period, she was complaining about one thing or another. Much of her time was spent grousing about how much he made or didn’t make; the rundown apartment and furniture; Paul’s inability to keep a job, but she’d known about this before moving in. They’d been dating when the blowup at the Chronicle had left him out of work and unemployable.

      Losing the job and the reasons had seemed all good fun to her. But when he couldn’t get another job at any old-media company and had to fall back on blogging and the occasional investigation gig, he wasn’t licensed so this kind of work was only available in the black-economy, Belinda no longer thought it such good fun. However, it was too late to walk away because she’d moved in and given up waitressing. Paul was never sure why she’d done this, but when Belinda suggested it he was all right with the idea. If he’d known what this would lead to, Paul would not have agreed so readily. Was any vagina worth this much grief? Belinda’s had to be because he did not kick her out. There were compensations, Belinda wasn’t foolish, and these had kept Paul from packing up and moving, even if she wouldn’t leave. There’d been fights where he’d suggested this and she’d refused; then showed why her leaving would be a bad idea.

      A few years before she’d stripped and Paul suspected more; Belinda was too good, professionally good, for this not to be the case. As with all gift horses he chose not to look for cavities. There were, it became clear, good reasons women ended up as dancers. There were also reasons journalists couldn’t get hired at even a county newspaper where the big news was whose prize livestock developed cancer or died mysteriously provoking an insurance investigation. The pair were well-matched and may have deserved one another. That said, Paul loved her; he was convinced of this much. At least, when sober and not fighting a hangover which had not been often over the past six months.

      Belinda stood in front of the window mounted a/c unit and arched her back. Paul smiled and watched her. Turning, she frowned. “Get the phone, Paul.”

      “Hello,” and he winked at Belinda. She rolled her eyes and strode out of the room with a flicking-hip gait.

      “Mr. Marat,” the woman’s voice was older and Paul assumed educated because she pronounced his name mah-rah rather than the usual way: mar-at or mur-at. It was a little thing, and he’d learned to live with the mangling in kindergarten, even by the teachers. Not this woman.

      “Yes,” moving the phone from one hand to the next and standing. Naked, he walked over to the a/c and rubbed himself.

      “I’m Ms. Leslie Whebley.”

      “What can I do for you, Leslie,” there followed an awkward pause before Leslie continued and it was clear to Paul she didn’t like people using her Christian name. Did anyone say that any more: Christian name? Wasn’t it all given name, now? Paul supposed it was, but as a lapsed Lutheran he didn’t know for sure and cared less.

      “I was given your name,” her voice stiff, deep, and rich, “by Detective Milton Palmer of the Mission…”

      “I know Milton,” Paul interrupted. “How is he?”

      “I suppose…look, that’s not why I called,” the voice was that of an older woman, but it didn’t sound old; not yet. She had to be in her fifties and fit. The unfit had a cadence that spoke to a circle struggling toward its apogee. This wasn’t in her tone.

      “Why d’you call then, Leslie?” throwing a sarcastic emphasis down on the last. Rubbing his face, Paul reminded himself to curb his tongue.

      “There’s been a murder/suicide in Mission Peak, and my group doesn’t believe the police have got it right. Detective Palmer doesn’t think so, either.”

      “Why he gave you my number?” Paul asked.

      “Yes; he said you are an excellent investigative journalist.”

      “I get paid these days.”

      “For what?” voice uncertain.

      “For investigating: seventy-five an hour, plus expenses.”

      “That seems…”

      “You feel the police have not done their job, right?” Whebley agreed. “Then you won’t be disappointed; I’ll come to Peak, spend a day or two poking about, and that should be enough to clear a few things up. After that, we can meet and decide whether the case merits more time. Agreed?” She did, and also agreed to transfer the fee to his bank account that morning. Hanging up, Paul smiled.

      “Well, Boo, looks like I made the rent,” Paul called from the bathroom.

      “Gods be praised,” Belinda was a pagan; Belinda was a lot of things, not many of these mentionable in polite society.
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      As with most towns, Mission Peak was populated by blasted, sandstone buildings, ranch-style houses were popular, and adobe knockoffs were everywhere. The faux-adobes normally were in the middle and upper-middle-class neighborhoods. Paul passed through these on the Westside and a few on the western end of the Northside. There was little enough to like about the housing, but he enjoyed them. There had been a time, three years ago when Paul and Boo had started dating and only months away from blowing up his career, that he was considering buying. The real-estate market was recovering, and the bank had green-lighted a loan. He couldn’t decide whether to go for ranch or adobe.

      Even then Paul knew of Belinda’s self-destructive tendencies, and this had not made her an ideal source of advice. So, he looked at properties alone. Having settled on the ranch, a few months later, the job, and most of his career, blew up. Paul was never certain why, but he kept stalling on where he wanted to settle and signing the papers. Even though Belinda had moved in, Paul had not told her of his plans. Belinda’s opinions changed daily, which made her advice even more problematic; on top of this, her periodic drug binges did not inspire confidence. She wasn’t addicted, and Paul was never certain why this had not happened but she could go without them for a few weeks or months at a time, though remaining inconstant and volatile.

      Paul convinced himself he had not gone to Belinda because he could not trust her opinion. There was more too it, however. Paul was not sure he wanted to stay with her. He loved her; he told himself this daily, or whenever she blew up, but part of him was unconvinced. Most times he was certain of his love for Boo, but there were moments, more frequent as his career prospects dwindled, he was not persuaded; not only of his love for her but hers for him. The reality of the relationship had crystalized when it became obvious his career would not bounce back; perhaps not at all. Distance had grown between the pair with this failure and Paul’s inability to shift into marketing or public relations: a natural move for those that wanted money or could not make a go of it in journalism.

      Whatever the case, here they were.

      It didn’t take much to trigger Paul’s analysis of his relationship; this time it was the ranch housing on the Northside.

      Whebley’s offices were somewhere in the middle of the Northside, which said much about her position. It had not hurt that Paul had looked her up online. Whebley was unmarried, but not a consonant-rich LGBTQ, fifty-three, attractive, but if the phone call was anything to go by given to a rigid formality which suggested a complex of psychopathologies. The next two days would not be easy, yet all Paul needed to tell himself was he’d made the rent with a little left over. Luckily, Boo only had access to the food account.

      Sometimes this money disappeared, but rarely. Still, the unexplained disappearances had taught Paul he could not trust Belinda with any real money, so he kept the other PINs out of her reach. There’d been arguments about this, but all Paul had to do was to remind her what happened with the food money; this was enough to end the argument though not her sullen silences. He’d learned to live with these.

      Pulling into the small parking lot of Whebley’s firm, Paul noticed it was not a partnership. She’d built the practice on her own and had never taken on partners. This said even more about how controlling and determined she was. He’d not wanted to work for her, but he was. Hopefully, the two days would get her what she wanted and he could be out of town before the weekend hit.

      Paul sailed by the reception and Whebley’s personal assistant with little trouble. He’d been expected, and all appointments had been canceled for the next two hours.

      As the assistant, a middle-aged woman in her mid-forties, with a strong handshake and a trim figure, no wedding band, however (the firm was her life), hair dyed a sedate brown, and bags just noticeable, led Paul into Whebley’s office. The room possessed a spartan elegance. Though not Greek there were several plaster busts about the room. One he recognized as Cicero and another as Julius Caesar. If there were two Romans more antithetical to one another Paul could not think of them. Cicero was the great defender of the Republic and Julius the man who swept the corruption away, only to usher in the bloody reign of the Caesars. Paul had to remind himself the other Mediterranean civilizations were no better.

      “Mr. Marat,” Leslie Whebley all smiles and gratitude. There was something wrong in both. “I am glad you have the time to look into this problem.”

      “Happy to; am looking forward to working with Detective Palmer again.” Taking the offered hand her grip was harsher than the PA’s.

      “The detective does not appear convinced something else was going on.” Whebley pointed to a chair before her large oak desk. On this was an iMac to the right of the work area and to the left of this was her iPhone and iPad: one sitting on top of the other; the phone tucked into the upper left corner of the tablet. Paul sighed as he sat.

      “No,” he rallied, “I’ve spoken with him and it is a matter of pressure from the mayor’s office and budgetary concerns. Since this is a private investigation we can pick up where the MPPD left off, and with the full cooperation of Detective Palmer.”

      “That’s not what the chief of police said, I was on the phone with him this morning and the mayor’s PA…she would not even put me through…told me the investigation is finished and that Palmer and Clobber, Palmer’s partner, have handed in their final report. Murder/Suicide is the finding, and I’m told the forensics back this up. That report will be filed today or tomorrow.”

      “That’s the official position, but I’m meeting with Detective Palmer, though not Detective Clobber, after we are finished. We will speak with the forensic pathologist to go over some anomalies in Darlene Constantine’s injuries. On top of this, is the death of an EMT connected with the site some distance away; near Liberty Avenue.”

      “They are dead?” Whebley leaned forward both hands flat on the desk. “That proves something is going on.”

      “It was not murder, not according to Palmer and the pathologist.” Paul leaned back in the chair and crossed his legs.

      “What was it then?” easing back in her chair; the disappointment visible. How little control Whebley had over her emotions surprised Paul.

      “It’s unclear to Detective Palmer what happened, that’s why we’re meeting with the pathologist. The department and the mayor’s office are concerned this may re-open the Constantine case and want it quickly resolved or disconnected.”

      “There’s concern this may re-open the case?” hope and calculation in the lawyer’s voice.

      “The Mayor's Office, through the chief of police, is determined to disconnect the cases or rule the EMT’s death accidental.”

      “I know powerful people…”

      “Yes, but that may cause more problems than it solves. Let’s deal with this quietly, if possible.” Whebley thought for a moment but agreed to give Paul the two days he asked for. When he left, Whebley was wound tighter than he found her. For someone in her profession this made little sense; unless there was a personal element to the story he’d not realized. Pulling from the parking lot, Paul needed to know what Whebley’s connection to the Constantines was and why she cared so much.
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        * * *

      

      “Paul,” Milton Palmer held out a hand, “how have you been?”

      “Good,” Paul, taking his hand, slipped into the booth. “Why here?” looking around the diner; he had to lean from the booth and crane his neck because they were sitting in the corner near the kitchen and restrooms.

      “I came in through the back so no one would see me. We’re mid-shift so there shouldn’t be anyone from the department.” Milton answered, looking out the window, and the detective dropped the blinds. “We need to keep our relationship quiet.”

      “Things that bad?”

      “Worse; Whebley and her paranormal mavins are kicking up a stink…”

      “Paranormal…what?” Paul’s voice spiking; Milton raised a hand to quiet him.

      “Mission Ghost Society (MGS) and Mission Peak Paranormal Society (MPPS) run by the wives of the rich and powerful…mostly, but the Societies attract a lot of the wrong sort.”

      “Wrong sort?”

      “Mediums, clairvoyants, channelers, mind-readers, magicians, mystics, and a whole grab bag of marginal types. Clobber calls them ghosties.”

      “What do you call them?”

      “Pain in…”

      “Yes, yes,” Paul finished, holding up his hands in defeat. “Whebley’s part of this; doesn’t seem the type?”

      “Leslie isn’t; think she’s leveraging the bored hausfraus of the rich and famous: locals, anyway.” Milton fiddled with the cup of coffee the waitress had brought. Raising this in both hands he blew on it, steam rising in a gentle twist. As his breath passed over the coffee, the ribbon split from the surface, disappearing in a vortex. Still too hot to drink, the detective set the cup down; keeping an eye on Paul. Seeing this, Paul tapped the nails of his left hand on the hard plastic of the table while his other hand played with the thick handle of the coffee mug. The mugs, as the diner, were a retro 50s esthetic; the waitresses were dressed in period costumes too. Every restaurant, diner, or coffee shop had to have a gimmick to last longer than a gnat’s heartbeat. Even then, they weren’t around much longer.

      The Copper, the name of the diner across the street from the main division of the MPPD, was a little over six months old but was already showing wear and tear around the edges. Not the diner, but the customers seemed bored with the gimmick and because of this, the mid-day traffic was thinner than it should have been: being opposite a police station. As Paul thought about the new information, he loosened the tie he’d worn for the meeting with Leslie Whebley; then took it off. Stuffing this into his worn canvas-khaki shoulder bag, holding his notebook, tablet, and phone (along with a ring notepad for people afraid of having their interviews recorded), Paul rubbed his face with two hands and looked back at Milton. It was this or a face-plant, but the meme’s day had passed.

      “Explains things about the meeting I had with Whebley,” Paul said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “She was anxious about getting the case reopened and was talking about leveraging the powerful people she knows: you know who she means?”

      “The husbands whose wives are members of the MGS and MPPS; they will attempt to do this if the pressure compromises their home lives…or, the wives threaten to raise inconvenient personal arrangements they have with their husbands.” The diner door opened with the ring of a silver bell attached to the frame above this. Both men looked around, and it was three teenagers that seemed to have split off from a group that had come to division HQ for a career day field trip.

      Paul suspected they’d split off because they looked guilty and were quieter than they should have been. There were three boys, all about seventeen, and two more girls of the same age. The group took up two tables at the far end of the diner. Even being quiet, the teenagers made more than enough noise to drown out Paul and Milton. “This story doesn’t seem to be much, then. A simple murder/suicide of a pair of marginal personalities entertaining the blue-haired contingent.” Paul said, taking a sip of coffee.

      “There are a few things that don’t add up…”

      “You still want to talk with the pathologist?” Paul asked. Milton shook his head, placing a folder on the table.

      “Too many people would see us out there; cops are always in and out of the forensic labs and I can’t afford to be seen feeding you information; nor can Dr. Shankar.”

      “How’s Hema?” Paul asked, looking out the window.

      “Don’t,” Milton’s voice flat and disapproving.

      “What?” looking back from the window; eyebrows raised.

      “Don’t even…” Milton’s voice trailed off, and a finger jammed from the top of an elbow resting on the table.

      “I’m only asking how she is.”

      “We’re up to our hips in crap and you want to…what about Boo?”

      “Boo…Boo is Boo.”

      “The disappointment can be crippling,” amusement in Milton’s tone; edged by sympathy.

      “She’s still with us, but for how long…” Paul trailed off.

      “Any more drama?”

      “Drama…oh, that thing?” Milton nodded. “Not lately, but if I’m away longer than a few days the texts and calls should get frantic.”

      “Why not bring her…” Milton was stopped from completing the thought by a hard snort of laughter.

      “Remember what happened last time I took her on a job?”

      “You mean that thing in Santa Fe?” nodding Paul ordered another coffee. “And you wanna drag Hema into that?”

      “What’s the file?” Paul asked, motioning toward the folder with his chin.

      “You have to promise to…” Milton began.

      “Okay, I’ll keep my distance from Hema. Can’t promise she’ll do the same.” Sighing, Milton slid the folder over.

      “Darlene Constantine’s injuries are odd,” Milton began as Paul opened the file and flipped through the pages. “The injuries are consistent with a Navy Colt, but it appears there was a secondary trauma from the temporal lobe, near the brainstem.”

      “What kind of trauma; another round?” Paul asked stopping at the photocopies of the head and brain.

      “No; it’s not in the report, but Hema said it looked as if something burst out of the brain after the initial injury. Whatever came out of the brain did so post-mortem.” Paul stopped and looked up.

      “Something came out…”

      “Hema said erupted, but didn’t put that in the report.” Milton ordered another coffee when Paul’s arrived. The waitress, named Bambi, took the order with a smile and bounced away in her cross-trainers and polyester faux 50s gear.

      “Okay, that’s strange,” flipping through the other pages.

      “Second half of the file is the EMT’s autopsy…name’s Miranda Kowalski.” Paul turned to her paperwork.

      “Shit,” holding up a photo of the body.

      “Put that down,” Milton hissed.

      “Something came out of her, no question about that.”

      “Yes, and it appears the two cases are connected. So, although Marvin killed his wife, then himself, something occurred in the room after the bodies were discovered. Hema believes Miranda, the EMT, was exposed to whatever it was.”

      “This is organic? Is it catching?” Paul looked about.

      “Hema found no sign of that, but it might, might, be some kind of parasite…could be something anomalous and unconnected.”

      “But Hema doesn’t believe so?”

      “She doesn’t know and won’t until there’s another case…and she’s given more resources,” Milton thanked Bambi and took the coffee she set before him. Paul leaned back and looked at the detective.

      “So I’m here…?”

      “To figure out if we’re in trouble.” This was more than a story; handled right there was a book here. Paul looked out the window and put a hand to his mouth to hide the smile. But parasites?
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        * * *

      

      The Mission Peak bus station was built, or rebuilt, on the Eastside of the city in the late 40s after a fire had taken the better part of the block. No source for the fire had been discovered, but the Fire Department suggested faulty wiring in an old textile mill left over from the war. No matter the cause, the entire neighborhood attracted several developers hoping to turn the ruins into a middle-class subdivision. They had to settle for working class and affordable housing. Having sliced their projected profits, the houses were built on the cheap and began to fall apart ten years later. The city attempted to go after the developers, but the firm had declared bankruptcy two years before and the partners had disappeared into South America where they continued to build substandard housing.

      Over the decades, individual homes were repaired or leveled and rebuilt to specs that were sounder, but tightly budgeted.

      The bus station hung on to life, but the city had renovators and remodelers working on the site half a dozen times. The result was an open concept, industrial wart that fit into the neighborhood but was little to brag about. Over the years, most Mission Peak governments were content to allow the bus station to quietly molder, since most traffic was via car or train. Those that used the bus station were drifters, students, and the lower orders; none of these ranked high with the city council. After the crisis of 08, the busses got more use, and the city was forced, again, to renovate the station.

      The restorations had been going on, in fits and starts, for the past three years. The scaffolding covering the outer shell of the building was rusted and blanketed with a patina of dust from the desert. Sheets of plastic, protecting the exposed structure, had torn loose and flapped in the wind. Occasionally, ragged membranes would tear loose and blow into the street where they were a nuisance and, sometimes, a hazard. This morning, a large chunk of plastic had torn loose and slapped up against the windshield of a cement truck. It was passing through the intersection, next to the station, and veered into oncoming traffic. There followed a multi-car accident and one fatality.

      For the past few hours, traffic police and city workers had been on site attempting to sort the mess out. By the time the first ambulance arrived, the news had torn through the neighborhood (already on a slow burn); this was the flashpoint the people had been looking for. An ad hoc demonstration, coalescing around the police tape, was threatening to turn ugly when the fatality hit social media. Placards emerged, and the displaced and angry converged from around the city, mostly from the south and east sides. Thrown into the mix was a chartered bus from Santa Fe of supporters of the dead couple, Marvin and Darlene Constantine. The bus carried followers and core members of the Community.

      Within the group, they never referred to themselves as mediums, clairvoyants, telepaths, fortune-tellers, magicians, or the like. They were always the Community.

      The Community had decamped, almost entirely, from Santa Fe to Mission Peak because two of their most famous and respected, Marvin and Darlene, had not simply died but were defamed by the MPPD and media. If these two could be brought low; there was little chance for the rest of them. The deaths were a political clarion, and so the Community stepped off their bus and into the near riot conditions of the Eastside. Willow had become the matriarch of the Community with the recent transition of her partner, Fenton Loos. The State had insisted upon referring to this in the crudest terms by issuing a death certificate. Willow was dressed in what could only be described as a faux-Arab costume with hand and face hennaed tattoos. Her father was Irish-American, but her mother was a Berber from northwest Africa.

      The couple had met when William, her father, had finished an exchange student stint in Spain and had not wanted to go home. Backpacking through Morocco they’d met in a small town and were married two months later. There had been rumors why the marriage was necessary, but neither her mother or father would speak of this. Willow believed she was the reason since she was born soon after the couple arrived in America. The marriage, even with the weight of the unwanted pregnancy, had been successful and only ended with her mother’s death five years before in a traffic accident. Since then, Willow had taken up with what she assumed the traditional dress of the Berbers. Preferring to use the proper name for the Berber, Willow referred to herself as an Amazighen-American. With some coloring of her mother, she was also fair in the manner of her ginger father (and some Amazighens). Of middling height, she was thick about the hips, but a beautiful woman.

      Many young men wanted to get next to her, but she wasn’t having anyone take the power she’d gained on Fenton’s transition and had only taken a few of the men as lovers. When their demands for power became too great, she gave them up and turned to the Community’s young women. As much as Willow did not want to admit it, the women were passive and happy enough to spend their time in the home taking care of Willow and her young son and daughter. They had all remained back in Santa Fe because this trip would be difficult enough without dealing with domestic drama.

      “What’s going on,” Willow asked in a graveled voice with what she took to be the best Amazighen impression she could muster. It sounded like Arabic-English that might have come straight from a 50s re-hash of the Arabian Nights. That it was insensitive and perhaps racist hadn’t occurred to Willow though this had been hinted at.

      “Some kind of demonstration,” a young man said, stretching behind her.

      “Good enough place to start our own,” and within twenty minutes the Community added their own North African drums and chants to the cacophony of voices.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s next, chocolate pudding and whipped cream?” Paul asked, staring at his phone.

      Back at Hotel Benton, a five-star business hotel on the Westside, Paul was stretched out on the queen-size bed. It had been a long time since he’d slept on anything this large. The last time was his trip to Thailand five years before. The paper sent him to write a piece on the demise of sex vacations and the rise of social media. In fact, the trip was his bonus for writing a piece on the Mexican and Southwestern drug connections. Paul also had to lay-low for a few weeks because of the politico-cartel dust-up that followed. In Bangkok, only two weeks later, Paul ran into a problem in Patpong and the city government. It had become necessary to get him out of the country, and the reporter was sent to cover the continuing opening of Myanmar to the West.

      For the next six weeks, he traveled the country reporting on festivals, tourist sites, cuisine, and rampaging monks. Again, he was out the door with the locals chomping at his heels. The reporter landed in what Paul thought was Calcutta but this had changed names ten years before to Kolkata. There was no story there, and he caught a flight to Goa and disappeared into the wasted hipster expat community for three months. The newspaper had to hire someone to find him; that took two weeks. What remained was delivered into rehab for three months. Though Paul never wanted to admit it, his life slipped sideways after this. It was in rehab that Paul met Belinda though they did not date for two years. When sober, which hadn’t been a persistent state since Goa, he wasn’t certain but the trouble hadn’t started earlier: why else write about the Mexican cartels in bed with politicos and corporate carnivores?

      No matter; Paul sighed and dropped the phone on the bed and pulled a mickey of scotch from a crumpled brown paper bag. The seal had been broken a few hours earlier, but there was still more than half a bottle left. Holding the whiskey by the middle of its slim waist he tilted his head back and took a long swallow. Still new to binge drinking, Paul shook as he forced his throat to chug the liquor. Lowering the bottle, he trembled, coughed, and staggered. Setting the mickey beside the television he grabbed the remote and turned on the news. The riot was on every station. Most stations were interested in reporting not on the accident or the cause of the demonstration (right-leaning media outlets called them riots and left-leaning demonstrations), but the arrest of Willow Loos and several members of her followers. Darlene and Marvin were still hot, so any tie-in with the murder/suicide would guarantee viewers.

      This was bad news for Paul because Whebley called earlier that she was attempting to set up a meeting with the Community through Ms. Loos’ people. Now she had been arrested, this seemed less likely to happen, which meant he would have to sort out Marvin and Darlene’s relationship with only the local members of the Community. Whebley had gone to great pains to make certain Paul knew to refer to Willow Loos and her followers as the Community. The group was already nervous about sharing their story with another reporter because this had not gone well in the past. Several times Whebley had reminded Paul he was working for her, and not a newspaper. On each occasion, he acknowledged his debt and responsibility but was more concerned about how to turn this into a true crime exposé.

      Eventually, Paul convinced Whebley he would treat the Community with respect when he wrote them up. That done he revisited the murder/suicide investigation before returning to Benton. Getting in, he was hit with the first of the news alerts and any hope of getting out of town disappeared. This brought with it a whole series of other problems: notably how much more could he squeeze from Whebley and her mavins; then there was Boo. She’d already sent Paul half a dozen texts, each one more anxious than the one before. It was a familiar routine. None of that was the problem now; now he was worried about Willow and how he would get access. Milton had already turned down a request for an interview and told him he would have to see if Whebley could arrange something. Whebley, however, had spent much of the day settling the frantic Community into digs on the lower Westside; then calming the jailed Willow Loos. The lawyer wanted to settle Willow in before speaking of an interview.

      All made perfect sense; then there was a knock on the door. “Oh, no,” Paul breathed, the words exiting as a long, sibilant sigh. Resting his forehead on the cool, painted metal of the door, above the peephole, there was another, insistent, knock.

      “Know you’re there Paul…come on, open.” The voice deep and husky without tripping into parody; there was, also, a northeastern twang in this which made it all the more attractive. Half-in-the-bag, it was working its magic and Paul stepped back. Flipping the lock, he swung the door open. “You look like shit,” a good-natured lilt in Hema’s voice.

      “Promised to stay away from you,” he mumbled as Hema Shankar brushed by.

      “Milton?” she asked from the middle of the room, turning on a heel. Not wearing stockings (in this heat, you’d have to be mad to) her legs were a dark chocolate brown, smooth, toned and a little chunky in the thigh, but this was muscle and not fat. Her breasts weren’t heavy, but they were substantial and strained against the white bra peeking out from under the black blouse that was unbuttoned lower than it should have been. Hema would have done this in the elevator. Typically, she tended toward the fashionable but with a conservative turn. The miniskirt was a step further than he remembered her taking. Hema’s face was round, but not plump; the nose small; the eyes large, round, and the pupils black. Speaking, Hema pulled her hair from its bun and shook this loose.

      “Why are you here?” ignorance Paul’s only refuge.

      “Shut the door,” she said looking about the room, “and where’s the…oh, there.” Walking across the room she kicked off her pumps and picked up the brown bag. Taking a pull on the whiskey, Hema lowered this and coughed. “Rough,” the back of a hand going to her mouth, hiding the crimson lipstick. Paul pushed the door closed, and they stood in the half-light of the room. “Not parasites, okay…not damn parasites.” Voice hardening.

      “Milton said…”

      “I know what he said, but I told him it wasn’t parasites,” Hema sat and bounced on the bed; leaning back she spread her legs.

      “What was it then,” sitting on the back of the sofa; “what could have done that kind of damage to Kowalski’s back…she’d a couple inches of spine sticking out of her.”

      “No idea; no one does. We’re bringing someone in from the state university and the CDC may be consulted…but there’s no evidence of parasitism. Know that’s disappointing for you bloggers.”

      “You read me?” Hema stood, and he noticed the toes were lacquered a deep red; she never wore nail polish that he remembered. Before Paul could stop her, Hema had leaped on him, legs wrapped about his waist and fingers knotted in his hair. Together they stumbled onto the edge of the sofa and rolled into the seat. Paul attempted to push Hema from him; he’d promised Milton; then there was Boo. This wouldn’t go down well at all, and he didn’t want to be cleaning up after her next sally into the void.

      It didn’t matter how hard he pushed her away; Hema clung to him and jammed her tongue between his teeth. Paul had made the effort; when Milton came after him, he could tell the detective it wasn’t his fault.
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      “Mayor Díaz,” Chief Wassermann’s voice weary, “there is little that can be done.” The chief of police was six-feet three-inches tall; physically fit and at fifty-seven this was taking him more time than he wished to invest. Retirement was looming, as it was for many of those he knew, and all he wanted to do was to reach that and go fishing. Running a hand over the back of a cuff, Aldous Wassermann picked at a loose thread poking from the edge of this. The thread came loose and Aldous dropped this on the beige carpeting of Mayor Henrietta Díaz’s office in City Hall. He’d been chief through two previous administrations and hoped to see at least one more before he was pushed out. Pushed out? Was he being pushed into retirement? Hard to say. His wife had wanted him out; had wanted Aldous out at fifty; then fifty-five, but he wasn’t ready. Claimed the benefits would be better if they waited.

      Money wasn’t the reason. What would he do? Aldous loved his wife, but being with Mary 24/7 wasn’t something he wanted to think about. Private security? An option many of his friends had taken up. There was more to it than what he would do with himself. What really worried Aldous, and he was only half aware of this, was where his next step would be. The answer seemed clear enough: Forest Lawn. Sure, he and Mary had both agreed on cremation but this didn’t change the fact he was looking at the end; this sooner, rather than later.

      Shot twice, once in the service and again when three years on the job in Los Angeles. After that, Mary pushed him to take the job in Mission Peak and to silence her he did. The choice made sense, and he rose quickly. A working knowledge of Spanish didn’t hurt; he had been considering Arabic but gave it up when he discovered it was not a common language for most new immigrants. Aldous was contemplating Mandarin or Russian but got no further than online research. The main problem with both languages was the closest place to study them was a two-hour drive, both ways. Maybe when he retired; there the word was again.

      “Are you listening?” the voice brittle and jumping an octave as it broke. Aldous had faded from the conversation, but, to be fair, they’d been having this conversation since those two had been found at Thule Hotel, and they were days into that bit of necro-theater.

      “We can’t muzzle the press,” Aldous answered, pulling the cuffs of his shirt down and turning to Mayor Díaz.

      “I’m not talking about muzzling anything,” pushing up from her desk. The mayor was of middling height; of part Mexican descent with some Pacific Islander, Asian, and a blend of Western European thrown in, but on her father’s side they’d been in the US for over a hundred years. Standing, Henrietta moved from the desk. Not a large woman, she had become stocky after forty, she was now forty-four, and no amount of exercise or diet changed this.

      This came from her mother’s side of the family, but Henrietta wasn’t giving in. William, her husband, wasn’t bothered by the weight, and though she took time to believe this she was coming around. She was wearing, though, a dress that didn’t hug her belly, where much of Henrietta’s anxiety was located. “What we are talking about is re-directing their interest.”

      “In what way?” Aldous loomed over the mayor as she stood about a yard from him. He tried not to dwarf her, but there was not much he could do to minimize his physical presence. This never appeared to bother her, but it made bringing her authority to bear problematic.

      “Take this business with the parasite; how did that get started?” Henrietta was wearing flats and rocked back on her heels.

      The chief smiled. “No one is certain where that came from, but it wasn’t Dr. Shankar…I’ve seen the reports and listened to the recording of the autopsy. She doesn’t once refer to parasitism or hint at it.”

      “Then where did it come from?” insistence in the brittle voice.

      “Probably the state of Kowalski’s body; not much of a leap to connect Marvin and Darlene to her.”

      “Who? Oh, yes…those two. We have to squash the rumor, and this is where the journalists are causing trouble.”

      “Only one has reported it, but he’s now a blogger.”

      “That Marat,” the mayor pronounced this mar-at, “and where did he get the information?”

      “EMTs or the hospital; could have been anyone.”

      “How’d a blogger get on to this so fast?”

      “Social media,” Aldous attempted to sound as certain of this as he could but suspected where he’d actually got hold of it. That had been the payback for closing the investigation. Still, he’d not be able to prove it.

      “That’s quick, and from a police investigation,” Mayor Díaz was not convinced.

      “There were many people involved in the Thule Incident,” what the mayor’s office was calling the business with the Constantines. “Would only take one of them; then there was the Fire Department,” Henrietta looked up at this, “you know as well as I,” Aldous hurried along, “they’d like nothing better than to stick it to the police.” The mayor harrumphed but did not answer.

      “After the Fire Department, there are the EMTs; ambulance team; hospital staff; nurses; doctors, and anyone at the hospital when the bodies came in. My money is on the EMTs who blame Kowalski’s death…”

      “Yes,” Henrietta broke in, “I know who they blame. That’s not my main concern.”

      “You have a main concern?” the chief’s black eyebrows rose, the only hair that had remained black.

      “I’ve many, but for the moment it is the connections that blogger has made: Leslie Whebley.”

      “Yes,” Aldous well knew the connections she possessed through the Mission Ghost Society and Mission Peak Paranormal Society.

      “What do you propose?”

      “There’s nothing we can do about the Societies without it blowing back on your office.”

      “And your department.”

      “Yes,” this wasn’t true, but pointing it out would not help. Henrietta was up for re-election in less than two years and she’d need the husbands of the women of the Societies. If they’d an ax to grind with her that would be when they’d do it.

      “If we want to go after the Societies we’d have to do it through Paul Marat, but this would have to be done carefully.”

      “Why?” Henrietta leaned back on her desk, arms folded; staring at the carpet. It needed a steam cleaning, but there was nothing in the budget for that until next year.

      “Marat,” pronouncing this mah-rah, “has been getting a lot of hits; so my people tell me.” The chief was referring to Detective Milton Palmer. The mayor said nothing and appeared to be waiting for the chief to offer the idea she knew he’d been saving.

      “We go at him through Detective Palmer,” Aldous said after a pause.

      “They have a relationship?”

      “Marat and Palmer have worked together on cases since before Marat was fired.”

      “The stories about that are true?” Henrietta looked up.

      “Broke his jaw and fractured a couple of ribs, according to Palmer.”

      “And he was never charged?”

      “Marat was said to have too much dirt on the candidate, but he lost his job and no one will touch him.”

      “Keep him away from me.”

      “He was drunk and Wilson was said to have gone after a friend of Marat’s.”

      “Fierce friend; still, keep him away.” The chief nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Slipping down the brick wall, Wendigo Evans held a cloth to the corner of his mouth and daubed this against the cut on the inside of his lower lip. The flow of blood was easing, and he tested his teeth with an index finger. None of those that remained were loose, which was odd since several were only days before. Before the Thule fire, a great deal had been different. The next day, with Bethany, he’d not thought too much of the changes, but that morning was light years away. If it had only been sexual stamina Wendigo would have taken the change and thanked the universe for one last go. The changes, however, didn’t stop there. A mind never of much use had sharpened, and Wendigo found himself smarter than he had any right to be.

      This led him to walk out in the middle of a shift at Dimitros’ Taverna. Why he’d done that remained unclear. That George Anastos was an asshole didn’t seem a good enough reason: he’d always been an ass. The money was always bad, but Wendigo was an ex-con and that he’d a job at all was a miracle. That miracle, however, died with George’s father, Dimitros, and the son kept him on only because he could pay him less than anyone else, and treat him like crap. When he walked out, George threatened to put the law on him, but his probation had ended years before. An officer might come round and roust him, but that would be nothing new. Every few months, still, a uniform would show up at his door. It was as though they’d nothing better to do.

      Moving his finger from the solid teeth, Wendigo reached toward the back molars he’d lost in prison. They were still missing, but the tissue had been painful for two days. As his finger moved over the shrunken gum, Wendigo understood why. A tooth was erupting from the gum. Shifting his finger to the other empty spaces, the same thing was happening there. Removing the finger, he wiped this on his jeans and pushed back up against the wall. Sex, fighting, a third set of teeth, strength, and now his knees no longer hurt when he squatted. This wasn’t good luck; something massive had changed. Wendigo knew this had to do with Helen Bennett, but he was not sure why…or how.

      Come see me…no choice about that now.

      This was how he’d got into a bar brawl in the Elephant Grill. On the Southside, questions from strangers didn’t go down well. The Grill didn’t like trouble; it being the last Blues Rock bar left on the Southside and one of the few places they didn’t have to sweep up the eyeballs every evening. Security was off-duty police officers and they knew what they could get away with. This evening they’d taken out whatever bad day they had on Wendigo. Didn’t matter, he knew by morning the swelling and bruises would be gone and the cut almost healed. Leaning on the wall, Wendigo looked up at a rumble and for the first time in weeks, the sky opened. It was a heavy rain, and with his face turned up Wendigo let it wash over him. Several streaks of lightning ran along the belly of the clouds; this illuminating them so the leaden gray snapped into view before disappearing.

      “Wendigo,” the voice familiar through the rain as it hammered on the metal fire escape above. Running a hand over his face he turned to this.

      “Bennett?” Wendigo’s voice thick. Hacking, he spat and pushed from the wall.

      “Yes,” the husky tone he remembered; she stepped forward. Doing so, a street lamp refracted through the clear plastic umbrella and dappled her face with shadows of raindrops before these slid down the umbrella and dripped onto the fractured sidewalk. Wendigo smiled and stepped up. Helen was no longer wearing a business suit, but a tank and a tight fitting skirt that went to mid-thigh and was cut high up the left side. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and the makeup was heavy where in the Taverna it had been almost nonexistent.

      “You are looking for me,” not a question and she reached out a hand as he staggered. “Okay there, Wendigo?”

      “What’s happening?” the bouts of dizziness came and went; each time they passed he felt younger, stronger, and clearer of mind.

      “You helped us out; thought I’d do the same.”

      “But what’s going on?”

      “I’ll be honest with you,” Wendigo waited, “I’m not sure. The same thing happened to me back in Barstow…Bart too,” referring to the man she’d been with in Dimitros’ Taverna.

      “Where is he?” looking about the street; turning she pointed to the corner. It was raining so hard Wendigo could only see headlights.

      “Who’s doing this…and how?” Wendigo asked as they walked toward the car.

      “You are joining us?” again not a question; Helen looked at him from the corner of an eye. Wendigo wasn’t certain, but he thought her right hand, the left was holding the umbrella, slipped to her hip.

      “I get more of this?” holding up his hands. The veins on the backs of these had deflated, and the skin was tighter than it had been since his late-thirties.

      “Yes,” hand hesitating at her hip.

      “You don’t have to worry,” motioning to Helen’s right hand, “I’ll do whatever you want if I can have more of this.”

      “Be careful with the promises; you don’t even know what we want.”

      Shaking his head and smiling, this threw rain against the taut plastic of the umbrella where it thudded. “Doesn’t matter; you’ve given me back my life and blew me outta the Taverna. So, whatever you need I’m your guy.” Wendigo thought the woman grinned, but he couldn’t be sure. The rain had become torrential, so he was squinting against this. The street lamps hardly pierced the rain and what light was getting through this did not make it through the umbrella. All he could see of Helen’s face was the faintest outline. Even with the rain, he could smell the floral tang of her perfume and the cue had the desired effect. There was little doubt in Wendigo’s mind that wherever she led, he would follow and whatever she wanted, he would give.

      At the car, she held the back door for him. Climbing in, Bartholomew threw a towel at Wendigo. As he dried his hair, Helen climbed in the front seat, beside Bartholomew. Wiping her face clean with one hand, she propped an elbow on the back of the seat and leaned over this.

      Bartholomew flipped on the interior light. The lipstick she wore was a deep red, and the eye shadow a frightening purple that swept out toward the corners of her eyes and beyond. There appeared to be glitter mixed in with this. “You were in the Grill?” meaning the Elephant Grill.

      “Yes, that’s why you were there?”

      “I was looking for you.” Bartholomew laughed as Wendigo spoke.

      “The same thing happened to me; you’ll get used to it.”

      “What?” the question wasn’t angry, so much as confused. Bartholomew pulled into the street as he spoke.

      “You were drawn to me; the change connects us. In time you’ll sense where Bart and the others are.”

      “Others?”

      “More every day, but Helen was first,” Bartholomew said.

      Helen smiled, “Don’t worry, it’ll all make sense soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      “I understand the story is hot, but how do they want to portray Marvin, Darlene, and the Community?” Willow asked taking another sip from her herbal tea. Paul picked up his cup and sniffed.

      “What is this?”

      “Linden,” a young woman said, sitting at the feet and to the side of Willow Loos, “it helps with stress, anxiety, nervousness, and headaches.”

      “I’m sorry, you are…” Paul trailed off.

      “Star,” the young woman said. It had to be something like that to fit in with the New Age design of the Indus Hotel: swollen with Native American tapestries; paintings; sculptures, incense sticks, and candles.

      At the front desk, there were lavender candles and sandalwood incense sticks burning; on Willow’s floor, there were more candles. What didn’t fit were the four young men on the floor, outside Willow’s suite. Paul had been detained there, searched, and held until he could be okayed by Star, Willow’s personal assistant. Though uncertain, Paul suspected the young men were armed. Willow was seated on the sofa when he came in. Laying over her lap was a light shawl with a burgundy paisley pattern and frail looking tassels covering its diamond edges. She’d the shawl, even though it was kissing one-hundred outside because the air had been set in the low seventies. Paul suspected the air had been set low so Willow could put the rig to best effect.

      The matriarch was wearing a full-length, loose-fitting dress, cut low to put her full breasts and skin to best effect. Around her shoulders and tucked under her arms was a canary yellow wrap that looked to be silk. Her hair had been covered by a shiny turban of the same burgundy color as dress and shawl. There was what appeared to be a faux-jewel pinned to the turban above a smooth forehead. Willow was being passed a cup of Linden herbal tea by another large young man, while two other, older, women were hovering about the entrance to the suite’s kitchenette. Lamps had been draped with light, earth-tone fabrics and the overhead lights had been turned off, so the suite had the look of a fortuneteller’s reading room.

      The earth-mother crossed with a Nineteenth Century Asian potentate feel was heavy in the room, and Paul had to wonder how much of the grift was conscious and how much random esthetic. He knew this was what the customers would expect, or need, and Willow and the Community simply played their part in the ritual. Still, the hoke was overbearing, and he wondered if she knew who and what she’d let in her front door. That said, the woman seemed far cannier than the esthetic gave her credit for, which suggested there was a self-consciousness at play that would shame Whebley’s Roman salutation.

      “I’m sorry,” Paul’s mind had drifted as he was taking in the suite.

      “How will your book present the Community?” Willow repeated.

      “At the moment there is only the blog, the link is on the card I gave you,” Star passed the card to Willow, “but there has been interest from several publishers.” Paul kept back the fact all interest came from true crime houses, and those leaning toward the sketchier side of true and closer to the factually pornographic. The Thule Incident, as some now referred to it, was still early days and Paul hoped to tweak the narrative to draw a broader audience and better publishers. It wasn’t the reputation of the publishers that concerned him, but the size of the advance and distribution deal.

      “We will be portrayed sympathetically?” Willow prodded.

      “Let me be honest, this is a murder/suicide of a famous ghost-hunting couple that appeared on several reality show programs over the last decade.”

      “That does not mean they were bad people,” Star chirped up, “Marvin and Darlene were very much in love.” Willow placed a hand on the back of Star’s head and the young woman lay her head in the matriarch’s lap and remained quiet.

      “I’ve been looking into their lives and that’s an accurate statement, but there were allegations and charges of violence…on both sides,” Paul hurried on.

      “They were misunderstood by the police,” Star said from Willow’s lap. Willow hushed her, and a tear ran from the corner of Star’s exposed eye and over the bridge of her nose. Wiping this away, Star hummed to herself as Willow stroked her hair.

      “Arrests and hospital photos of both suggest they gave as good as they got,” the strategy was slipping from Paul’s control.

      “Their relationship was on the fringes of what many would find acceptable,” Willow spoke, but with authority, and Paul saw why she’d replaced her late husband Fenton Loos. “They enjoyed role-playing and rough sex; that has always been the trouble with the Community: our sexuality, as our nature, is on the fringe. However, they were both happy with the marriage.” Though Paul knew of the argument, he wasn’t certain it was the case. It fit, however, with Willow’s Community. There were, still, no shortage of sources back in Santa Fe that were happy to offer questionable details on the Community and its members.

      “You can see how the facts will read, though?” Paul said.

      “Yes, but we would rely upon you to offer a context for their marriage and sexuality. Many will take away the wrong impression no matter what you or anyone else does, but there is no reason to glorify the misunderstanding. You understand, Mr. Marat?” Willow asked, pronouncing the last mar-rat.

      “Paul, please,” Willow smiled and nodded. “I can promise to put their relationship in the proper light, so others understand it was consensual, but…” he trailed off.

      “Your readers will believe the nastier parts and ignore a successful marriage.”

      “How long had they been married?” attempting to draw the conversation away from something he couldn’t control. Paul knew where the publisher would want him to take the book: one more bridge he’d have to burn for a story. What was his choice? After that business with Wilson, Paul knew he had to re-think his relationship with journalism if he wanted to stay in the business.

      This was the first time the thought had come directly at him. Though Paul had considered what kind of journalist, he would have to become, he had not considered yellow journalism until this moment. He didn’t like it, but a few days on this gig and he paid the rent and publishers were sniffing around with advances in their pockets. Sure enough, his guts crawled with the thought of what would be necessary to get the story in print, but he liked the money; Boo would be even more in favor of this. One advance would be a nice down payment on a ranch back home; the only problem was Boo would be in that wasting away a hit at a time. Paul knew what he’d to do about that, but was certain he didn’t have the spine for it. On top of this, there was Hema. A little older now, but she’d a job and was still beautiful. The crisis was on him, but, as always, he would avoid taking a decision.

      “Seven years,” Willow spoke into the silence.

      “They’d always been that way?” Paul asked.

      “Since before they were married; Marvin only married Darlene because she left him and wouldn’t come back without marriage.”

      “How long had they lived together?”

      “It was before my marriage, but I heard five years. Darlene was concerned about aging.”

      “Suppose the Community has worries similar to the rest of us.”

      “Has more to do with…” Willow trailed off. “Let’s stay focused.” Paul nodded. “You will be fair?”

      “Generous,” he answered.

      “I’d settle for fair. It doesn’t matter what we do; the mainstream media will tear us down and think nothing of it; as long as their ratings pop.”

      “That’s true; always been that way: circulation and ratings drive the mainstream media; not much different online. The Community may be more diverse and liberal, but most only want entertainment.” Willow, surprisingly, had agreed, and that was the interview. She’d promised Paul access to the Community in Mission Peak, and those back in Santa Fe. He was also guaranteed access to the Mission Ghost Society and Mission Peak Paranormal Society, through Whebley.

      Stepping from the elevator, still not convinced by his good luck, Paul’s humor collapsed seeing Milton Palmer and his partner Sefton Clobber sitting on the lobby sofa; behind them stood two patrol officers. Adjusting his shoulder bag as Milton stood, Paul smiled and held out a hand. Detective Milton Palmer took this; though returning the smile Paul knew the meeting was not accidental. “You’ve made the administration nervous with your posts,” Milton said. Releasing the detective’s hand, Paul smiled at Clobber, but the elder did not return this.

      “I’m being arrested?” not dropping the smile.

      “Questioned,” Milton answered.

      “For the moment,” Sefton Clobber continued. Paul and Sefton had met, through Milton, frequently, but the detective did not like reporters.

      “Questioned,” Milton repeated. “Give me your keys and I’ll drive your car…you can pick it up at the station when we’re through.” When Paul had surrendered the keys, the detective took his shoulder bag. “You’ll be given these back.” Sefton then searched Paul, taking his card wallet, cash, and what looked like an mp3 player. “What’s this?” Milton asked.

      “What…”

      “Don’t tell me mp3; I know you use your phone,” Milton warned.

      “Digital recorder,” Paul answered. Sefton smiled. “It’s encrypted.”

      “What’s the password?” Sefton took Paul by the upper arm.

      “No; I don’t think so,” Paul attempted to pull from the grip, but Sefton was stronger than he appeared.

      “Brute force?” Sefton asked turning to Milton.

      “We’d need a warrant; that means arrest,” Milton said putting the device in Paul’s bag. “You get this all back,” holding up the bag, “later.”

      “It’s recording now?” Sefton asked.

      “Voice activated?” Milton inquired. Paul nodded, no longer smiling.

      “Turn it off,” Sefton shook the reporter by the arm.

      “No, best I don’t,” looking down at the detective’s grip and attempting not to grimace.

      “Enough, Sefton,” Milton said and had the patrolmen take Paul to their car.

      Paul had been in the detective division several times in the past, but this was his first time in an interrogation room. The table was buffed metal with a restraints anchor. Though not cuffed that would be the only courtesy Milton might offer if acting on orders. Little more than a rectangular cubby the room held the table; a suspect’s chair and two others; in the upper left corner of the room was a video camera. Outside, as he was led in, Paul had seen the computer it was attached to. The walls were plastered and there were soft, insulated ceiling tiles in a low drop ceiling that was dusty and spotted with old stains; Paul assumed from drinks thrown by suspects.

      He’d been left in the interrogation room for half an hour. Milton and Sefton had been going through the playbook as if Paul were unaware of it. That alone was interesting. Was Paul being told something; if he was, then by whom? Didn’t matter; someone, somewhere, thought this would have the desired effect. Wasn’t Milton; not even Sefton would have taken this for a reasonable strategy. Both knew of his past. Chief Wassermann? No, he knew of the cartel incident; the thing with Wilson too. Paul cringed at the memory. All the more reason he’d no choice but to follow through with Marvin and Darlene.

      “All right,” Milton said throwing the door open and stepping in, “let’s see what we have here,” sitting with his back to the camera. Rolling his eyes, he thumbed backward, close against his chest, toward the camera. Paul attempted to look concerned; even frightened. The pantomime had an audience, or would, so Paul needed to make it work. Opening a thin manila folder Milton looked over a single form. Paul leaned forward and glanced at the heading.

      “I’m not being charged?”

      “Not yet,” Milton answered, running a finger down the paper.

      “That’s a complaint form,” Paul said. Closing the folder Milton laced his fingers and closed his eyes. Breathing, he opened these again and mouthed: play along.

      “I did nothing,” Paul putting as much feeling in this as possible, without going over-the-top.

      “One of your interview subjects said you forced your way into their apartment and when asked to leave refused…”

      “I didn’t…”

      “Then,” interrupting the reporter, “you threatened violence unless they told you about a fight they overheard between Mr. and Mrs. Constantine.”

      “Detective, I enter no one’s home unless invited…do you have evidence I’ve done this?”

      “We have a complaint,” waving the folder for the camera. He slammed this on the metal table and the room echoed.

      “You’ll need more than a complaint to charge me.” Paul allowing fear to creep into his voice.

      “The complaint is still being investigated. Why are you in Mission Peak?” Milton continued.

      “I’m reporting on the Constantine murder/suicide,” Paul drawing his voice back under control.

      “We have been looking for your credentials…”

      “I’m a blogger.”

      “A blogger? So you no longer work for a news organization…not even online?”

      “I’m new media.”

      “Like Vice?”

      “Haven’t sunk that…”

      “HuffPost?”

      “Wait, a bloody…”

      “Don’t get yourself…”

      “I’m independent,” Paul bit back; the anger no longer staged.

      “Another citizen journalist?” Milton’s voice calm.

      “Do you have charges to lay?”

      “Not at this time, but you are being watched…put another toe…”

      “Am I being held?”

      “We can…”

      “But you’re not, are you?” Paul’s voice rising.

      “Not at the moment.” Milton stood and held the door for Paul; then walked him from the building. Outside he pointed to his car. “You have pissed off Mayor Díaz, and the chief had to have you brought in.”

      “What’s this about?” Paul took the bag, throwing this over a shoulder.

      “Díaz is up for re-election and you’re threatening her through the society ladies.” Milton was referring to the mavins Whebley represented.

      “This has been about the blue-haired crowd?” Paul was surprised how quickly the murder had become political.

      “They’ve husbands who run the county.” Milton stubbed a toe against the concrete wall beside the steps and looked across the street. “Be careful you keep the ladies on your side, or Díaz may jam you up.”

      “If I do nothing, they can’t…”

      “Ultimately the charges would not stick, but they could have you arrested and that would kill the story since no one else is showing your level of interest.” Paul thanked the detective and crossed the street to where his car was parked in front of The Copper.
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      “Demon love?” Paul asked.

      “Daemon,” and the old woman spelled it. “Theirs was a garden of daemonic love.”

      “Daemon, that’s a helper spirit isn’t it?” Paul was scribbling notes on a pad even though their voices had activated the recorder.

      “What Darlene called their marriage,” the old woman shook her head. Hester Babbage was not simply old but defined an antique quality that superseded age and had long since consumed her beauty. The front of the dress plunged, on the loose, mottled tissue, and emerging from the wrinkled folds of flesh was the tattooed Hindu symbol: Aum. On Hester’s forehead was the flower of life. Both were old, but the latter appeared to have been re-inked multiple times.

      If the first tattoo had been professional, the re-inking appeared to have been done by Hester, and this when old. Her trembling hands, Paul saw these as she brought him a cup of stick coffee, could hardly stay in the lines. The effect was to turn the outline of the six petals, formed by overlapping circles, into a ragged and irregular curve.

      There was something off about the old woman, but Paul put that down to age. When he entered her room, the Community had placed Hester in a short-term boarding house near the Indus Hotel, where Willow and her closest followers were staying, he sensed it right away. Perhaps it was the fact she’d been at Woodstock, or claimed to have been, and had been forty at the time. This put Hester in her late eighties; she looked every year of it.

      Still, a forty-year-old woman at Woodstock getting the blessings of Brahmanic blotter-acid didn’t quite line-up with what Paul thought of as the last organic gasp of the counter-culture before the 70s, yuppies, and stagflation.

      The veins on the backs of her hands were bloated and loose; liver-spots interlaced to form chaotic patterns both random and significant. Beneath her loose dress, Hester was not wearing a bra, and the breasts swagged when she moved.

      Sitting on the bed, opposite Paul, who’d been given the only chair, she propped her hands on the cane and waited. “Darlene meant their marriage was bad?” Paul asked when it appeared Hester was not prepared to say more.

      “You’d think that, but it wasn’t what she meant.” Hester coughed, raising a trembling hand to her mouth. From the pocket of her baggy jeans, which she wore beneath the dress, with intricate needlework of more counter-culture mysticism Hester pulled a crumpled handkerchief and wiped her hand clean. The rattle in her lungs suggested she had developed a chest cold. At her age that could be fatal, so Paul was determined to get all he could from her.

      “Can I get you anything?” Paul asked. Hester shook her head.

      “Got this when that fool burned my room,” the croak in her voice passing.

      “In the Thule?” He’d been told by another of Willow’s people that Hester’s room at the hotel had been destroyed. Nodding, Hester cleared her throat.

      “Think her name was Kowalski.”

      “She was one of the EMTs called to the Thule by the police when they…” he trailed off.

      “That’s her,” Hester’s face twisted with pain. Seeing she was about to break into tears, Paul pushed forward.

      “Why did she come to your room?” focused, Hester scratched her head. Her long white hair was up in a loose bun; as she scratched this several strands came loose and fell over her left ear. Several white bristles stuck out from the ear, near the canal.

      “I’m not sure, but she tried to speak and didn’t seem able. The woman was walking funny…listing to her right, as if drunk. All I got from her were strangled, gagging noises.” Hester paused, raising a hand to her throat. “When Kowalski couldn’t speak she grabbed the bottle of whiskey Marvin had left me and sprayed the room; then threw a match on it.”

      “What happened?”

      “I ran, or hobbled, what else could I do? She was right behind me; Kowalski knocked me down as I ran for the stairs. The next I knew a fireman was helping me up.”

      “That’s the last you saw of Kowalski?”

      “Yes; Willow only told me of her death the other day.”

      “What,” returning to the Constantines, “did you do for the couple, and how long were you with them?”

      “Knew Darlene first; I was almost homeless, and she helped me find a shelter. When she and Marvin got big, but before the reality shows made them famous, she brought me in to do for them: light housework, cooking, a little PA work. I think she only needed another woman around.”

      “Why?”

      “Marvin didn’t want children. He was married twice before and had children by both women. Darlene said he didn’t want any more kids because they were why he’d got divorced. Think he was a man…wanted his freedom; children have a way of taking that.”

      Hester paused, running a hand down her cane; then looked out the small window of the bedsitter. “Think Darlene’s violence was her way of getting back at Marvin because he wouldn’t let her have children. You know…,” Hester hesitated, looking the reporter up and down before continuing. “Doesn’t matter anymore, they’re dead. Marvin forced her to have two abortions I know of; wouldn’t even go to the clinic with Darlene. Sent me instead; I can tell you, she hated him for that.”

      “Did you hate him?”

      “Yes, but I never liked him: even before. Marvin had a way of bullying Darlene and didn’t even know he was doing it. Men are like that.”

      Paul wondered if he’d been guilty of this with Hema and Boo. Although he attempted not to think about it, there was little doubt he had been as bad. Luckily, Boo didn’t want children and had been careful. “What,” pulling from the thought, “happened the night of the murder?”

      “Willow asked me, too; police; reporters, and many in the Community want to know. Everything seemed fine. Marvin and Darlene had been bickering about Mission Peak. She wanted to go back to Santa Fe, and he said there was more work to be done in the caves and mines. The Societies,” referring to the Mission Ghost Society and the Mission Peak Paranormal Society, “were convinced the mines and some old caves up on Mission Peak, the mountain, were haunted. They wanted them exorcized; I think they only wanted something to do to take their minds off what their husbands were getting up to.”

      “There was nothing odd in Marvin’s behavior?” attempting to refocus Hester.

      “Nothing unusual; Marvin was odd at the best of times though it was Darlene who was sensitive. The poor woman was far more normal than Marvin; all she wanted was a man that would love her and a quiet life somewhere. Got none of that with any of the men who’d used and tossed her. Then there was Marvin; used her as a whore, but didn’t throw her away. May have been better if he had.”

      “That night was like any other?” Paul pushed.

      “No, but Darlene was off. She was tired and limping; maybe they’d been at it again.” Hester’s head fell forward; then snapped back.

      “Is there anything else you could tell me about that night?” Paul asked, but there wasn’t. This had been the story he’d heard from everyone who’d known Marvin and Darlene; that alone was making the investigation difficult.

      Seeing he would not be getting any further with Hester, Paul thanked her and left.
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        * * *

      

      “What meeting?” Hema asked, putting on her pumps. Sitting on the bed, Paul had come out of the shower and she’d not done up her blouse. Forgetting the question, he stared; looking up Hema smiled and repeated the question. As he stepped closer, she ran the nails of her right hand up his inner thigh and Paul twisted away. Hema leaned back on the bed and crossing her legs flexed her right foot. She worked hard on her legs and the sculpted muscle of her calf was gently curved beneath the dark chocolate of her skin. With the towel before him, Paul stared at the calf. Hema repeated the question. Paul was less interested in the question than what was going on behind it.

      Hema was campaigning hard for the two of them, but she couldn’t come out and say it. Boo, for both, was complicated. Though Paul was not amoral, his capacity for empathy remained muted. Hema, though, possessed a radical sense of compassion. How or why she was attracted to him Paul could never figure out: slumming? Then why was she looking for more than what they’d shared? He was certain she was looking for more. Paul wanted to shut off Boo, but if he left her, there’d be another attempt he would have lain at his feet. What then? Hema would blame herself and the fallout from her overreaction would end them. What would Paul have then? The new career, but no one at home. Was that something to worry about? He supposed it was.

      Dropping the towel and turning from Hema, he pulled his boxers on; then his pants. She would have to push the relationship more than she had. Paul couldn’t because he was all Boo had. She worked (sometimes), but these weren’t jobs that would take her anywhere. If there’d been a time when she was beautiful that had passed and she was only twenty-seven. Though off drugs, one of many sabbaticals, leaving her would trigger a return. Paul wasn’t certain she’d survive the next surge, or if she’d get that far. There’d been attempts in the past and for less than walking away. Would he be bothered by the attempt? Not as much as by what it may do to his life. However, if he left Boo for Hema, there’d be another attempt and that would end the thing with Hema.

      What to do? It was a circle.

      “Agent wants to meet,” Paul said, buttoning up his shirt as Hema slipped on a form-fitting jacket.

      “Agent?” she asked, breathing out to button the jacket.

      “Literary agent who specializes in true crime.” Finished, Hema turned back, placing a hand on his shoulder Paul slipped his tie on.

      “You’ve been offered a book deal?” tone hovering between wonder and cynicism.

      “The Constantines are famous…well, infamous now…maybe before. I’m not sure; early days of research. Throw an old-fashioned murder/suicide on top and there’s a lot of interest.”

      “How do they know there’s a lot of interest?”

      “The blog’s heating up and social media is split on the topic. Looks like this could turn into another meme.”

      “Those never last long,” Hema said. “You can crank the book out fast enough?”

      “Won’t know until I find out what they want,” slipping on the summer jacket. Paul wouldn’t wear it long but needed it for the interviews he’d planned for the afternoon. Looking the part still counted. When he turned from the mirror, Hema had slung her shoulder bag on and was waiting by the bedroom door.

      “Are you coming back this evening; if you are I will cook,” a tang of anxiety in the voice.

      “Yes; unless I get picked up.” Paul had told her about being snatched at the Indus.

      “Think they’ll do that?”

      “Depends how frightened the mayor and city council get.” In the living room, he grabbed his shoes where he’d kicked them off the night before. Tying these, he looked up. “We should not be seen in public together.”

      “Why?” there was a tone in Hema’s voice in which he read shame and racial disquiet.

      “I’m not welcome here, and you work for the city.”

      “I’ll worry about that,” Hema’s voice firm.

      “No; I’ll do the worrying. For now, it’s best we keep this quiet…but Milton may know. Seems to know about these things before I do.” Hema smiled.

      “What?” standing, Paul did up his jacket.

      “I sometimes ask him about you; perhaps he’s worried we’ll do something stupid.”

      “No,” a sigh escaping, “he’s worried about me doing something unforgivable. Maybe Milton is right.” Hema stepped close, putting her arms about him.

      “We’ll figure it out.” Paul wasn’t certain, but he thought she meant Boo. Other than her, what was there to figure out? “Do you know what time tonight you can come over.”

      “I should be done before six; if something comes up, I’ll let you know.” Paul didn’t want to leave, but Hema needed to get to work. He’d have as soon spent the day in bed. This was the part of relationships he always preferred: early domesticity before rote set in. Maybe that was what was wrong with Boo. No, there was all the poison that came with their domestic drama he wanted free of.

      Normal was a long way off for Paul, but he remembered it. Hema had helped trigger the memory, and he wanted more. As they headed for the door, he felt at the jacket’s waist pocket and pulled out an empty mickey of Jack. Taking this, Hema smiled. “I’ll pick you up a bottle.”

      “No; think maybe I’ll take a break.” Hema kissed him.
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        * * *

      

      “Cassandra Hemmer?” Paul asked. The woman looked up and smiled. She had been bent over a book, her hand twisting the coffee mug before of her.

      “Yes…Paul?” She pushed back from the chair and this scraped across the hard, tile floor. No one looked up, but they were surrounded by other late morning customers. Starbucks always had customers, but this time of day was normally quiet. Today, though, it was full. Being the middle of the week that seemed odd. Paul nodded at the question and took a seat opposite her after Cassandra shook his hand. “I’ve been reading your blog,” pulling out her tablet from beneath the book. “You were arrested?”

      “Brought in for questioning; I’m told I’ve got the local government in a lather.”

      “I don’t understand,” eyebrows rising. As they did so, Cassandra’s forehead furrowed and the loose curls, that brushed her shoulders, trembled. She was in her early fifties and frumpy without being overweight. Her eyes were a facile gray and the hair, uncolored, was streaked with gray, but there was still plenty of light-brown mixed in with this. Her nose was small, but broad and turned up at the end.

      “The mayor is up for election; suppose the whole city council is, and this type of crime attracts the wrong attention.” Paul sipped at his plain coffee.

      “You didn’t put that in your blog…you should,” Cassandra said. Paul nodded, sitting his mug on the table with a light clink.

      “May need access to local government before this is over; planning on saving the juicy bits for the book…that’s why you’re here?” Cassandra smiled.

      “There’s a lot of interest in the Constantines, and with a political angle…” she trailed off.

      “Throw into that being rousted by the police…”

      “If you could only get arrested.” Cassandra was pointing a slim green stir stick at him, the end flattened by her teeth.

      “Working on it; if I keep up interviewing the Community…”

      “Community?” lust in the tone. “Cult?”

      “Not exactly, but the Constantines were part of what seems to be a group of New Agers out of Santa Fe and a big chunk of them have moved to Mission Peak for the duration of the investigation. They were part of a demonstration at the bus station that ended with several arrests.”

      “Saw none of that…” grabbing the tablet, again.

      “Like the local government, I’m holding that back for the book; if I post the facts, no one will speak to me.”

      Reaching into her briefcase, Cassandra placed a folder on the table. “I’d like to sign you up…we may even get a movie deal out of this.” Grinning, Paul flipped open the folder and read.
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        * * *

      

      Squatting against the side of the car, he looked over the hood. “Hasn’t felt this good…” stopping in mid-sentence, he sprang up.

      “Enough, already…if he’s not seen us by now your jack-rabbiting will let him know something’s up.” A hand pulled the first man back from the car and toward the alley behind it.

      “How much further…I don’t wanna wake up five tomorrow.” Flexing his fingers, he ran these over the back of his crown. “It’s gone,” a thrill in the voice.

      “What’s gone?” the second asked, staring at the first; then across the street at the condominium.

      “The bald spot. How’s that possible?” The second shrugged and turned back to the condo. “Come on…”

      “What?” the elder turned. There were flecks of gray in his brown hair as though he’d cross the frontier into his forties only a few years before. The chin strip goatee tightened and bulged as he bit his lip in frustration.

      “How much further back am I going?” running a hand through his hair.

      “You should be about done, but not even she knows how far back you’ll be taken. Can’t see you being of much use as a teenager.”

      “Wouldn’t mind that,” staring at two teenage girls on their way to school.

      “Concentrate, jackrabbit,” the second snarled, rubbing a hand over his goatee.

      “Here he is,” the first said, pushing back his hair one last time and sinking into the alley. “This is all she wants?” raising the SLR the goatee fired off two bursts.

      “Not alone,” the goatee said, taking another burst.

      “Don’t know her; looks rich.” The first said.

      “I’ve seen her with the cops…Palmer and Clobber.” Lowering the camera, the goatee looked at the first. “What?”

      “You sure?” voice quieting. As the first nodded, the goatee slipped the SLR back in its case and pulled the strap over his head; pushing the camera toward his back where it bounced against a small, black vinyl backpack.

      “Yeah, I’m sure. Think she’s important?” leaning from the shadow.

      “Connects him to the police; Palmer at least.”

      “Which is how he’s getting his information?”

      “Some of it, but the rest is the Community; they can’t seem to shut their traps…’specially Babbage.”

      “Want I should…”

      “Not yet; probably too late already…but we need to do something about this connection,” the goatee’s voice thoughtful.

      “Looks important, sure you wanna…”

      “Not sure; have to wait and see what she wants.”

      “Be a shame; look at her.” The goatee looked at the first and smiled.

      “There are lots of women out there.”

      “Not what I meant; she looks too rich to…people would notice.” The two cars pulled away in opposite directions.

      “Maybe they aren’t together,” the first said.

      “Don’t want it to look that way,” the goatee placed a hand on the first’s shoulder as he spoke. “We can use that,” looking down at his watch. “Gotta go; have to pick her up for the meeting.”
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        * * *

      

      “Caesar and Cicero,” Helen said. “Why’s that?”

      “Both,” Lesley Whebley spoke from beneath a hand she’d placed over her eyes, fingers massaging her temples, “have something to say about their time and the solutions available.”

      “Didn’t end well for Cicero, if I remember correctly,” Helen Bennett remarked.

      “Nor, Caesar,” Whebley said, raising her head. “Reminds me: the best survival strategy is not to take sides.”

      “But you are a lawyer; isn’t it all about sides?” Helen’s tone frosty and amused.

      “Lawyers offer a service, that’s all.”

      “Must read more of the law,” Helen returned to her seat across from Leslie Whebley.

      “They’re late,” glancing at her watch Helen looked up at the lawyer.

      “They’ve husbands, families, and social engagements; not all can come…I told you that.” Helen nodded, touching the hair above her right ear, to make certain this had not come loose from the bun. The intercom buzzed; the women had arrived. Not all, but enough for the meeting to begin. After the initial surprise of Helen Bennett and Bartholomew Winslow, the women were seated. Six had come; these were all high-ranking members of the Mission Ghost Society and Mission Peak Paranormal Society. Kathy Reichs, Wilhelmina Ackerson, Constance Cho (her husband was Korean), Priska Andris, Mariana Cortés, and Li Zhu filled the conference table. At one end, was Lesley Whebley and at the other Helen and Bartholomew.

      Introductions took a few minutes, with the mavins offering brief preambles after listening to Bartholomew and Helen introduce themselves without saying much about who they were and what they wanted. Membership in the Societies suggested open-mindedness or gullibility. What Helen would share with them, though, would be far beyond their brunch level eccentricities, but they had to get the chaos under control before this spilled out onto the streets. This, unfortunately, had already begun with the arrival of the Community and the reporter: Marat. The society women, however, that had come, represented the controlling committees; that would work in Helen’s favor.

      Though racially diverse, the committees represented what elites remained in city and county. Much of their wealth, Helen knew, originated from overseas factories and all had become wealthy from Globalization while most in the city, and the country, had their middle-class past stripped from them and now staggered from one paycheck to the next. It was a story that could have been told across the developed world. No one in Mission Peak cared about that: they were worried about keeping what little they had. The husbands of the mavins knew this, most of the mavins suspected as much, so keeping the peace was their primary concern. The women wanted this not to make a better world, but to be certain they held on to what they had and did not find a mob of torches and pitchforks storming their gated community.

      The committee members were eager to hear what Helen and Bartholomew had to say. What came out was what was going on: as best as Helen understood it. Although she had been the first to be offered the gift, this did not mean she understood what was in store for Mission Peak. Setting that aside, Helen threw as much fear at the ladies as possible. The reporter and the Community were standing in the way of a spiritual revolution that would usher in a new world of plenty for themselves and their families with the coming of their leader. Who was this? Zhu had brought the question up; Helen had expected this from the hardheaded Chinese. Doctor Roger Mirabilis was the answer. This was the first time, since her encounter in Barstow, she had said the name aloud. Not even Bartholomew had been given the name.

      Though shaken, Bartholomew had done his best not to show it.

      The committee ladies, however, looked from one to the other and back at Helen. All wanted to know who this Mirabilis fellow was, and what he would do for them their husbands couldn’t. Helen understood what it was she was asking. Why it had not occurred before troubled her. What the ladies were considering was shifting their alliance from their husbands and the country to this Roger Mirabilis who would make all the bad stuff go away and protect them and their families. Helen was certain these women didn’t care much for their husbands, who only wanted them for social occasions and offspring.

      What Helen could offer was nebulous, but she would show this in more detail if they would bring the Community and the press to heel. Helen had meant Paul Marat and Willow Loos, but there were others that would be brought into line by the silencing of these. The committee ladies were split, and the rupture ran across the two societies. It would have been neater if it had cleanly fractured the two societies: less a mess for Helen and Bartholomew. Still, the breaking of the committee members crippled their political pull and weakened their ability to interfere with what was coming. The thought did not comfort Helen since she was far from clear what this was.

      She thanked the ladies for their time and left them to debate the offer.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting at the Eastside bus station coffee shop, Belinda ‘Boo’ Popovic was looking out over the street and the three burned cars that had not been cleaned up since the riot. The news had said demonstration, but this didn’t look like a demonstration to Belinda. Wasn’t surprised though; she, along with the rest of the country, had stopped believing what she saw on television years before. Even the new media had been about as untrustworthy as the networks and cable trash but had the advantage of being entertaining. Paul was always on about the great degeneration of the institutions that had made America great, but she’d never thought they’d been all that great. What she meant was: she’d known none of the greatness.

      Paul always had a good comeback for this, but now, sitting in the coffee shop and staring out over the refuse of the riot, Belinda could not think what this was and cared less.

      She had got in about half an hour before and stopped for breakfast: this was a stale glazed donut and burned coffee. Paul hated these, but she’d been raised on them. Where Paul had accidentally slipped into a downward spiral after India, Belinda had been born to it. Burned coffee and stale donuts tasted like home cooking to her. Paul called it comfort food, but this was what her mother had given her each morning, before school, until the day she’d dropped out and left home. Belinda was certain a good part of the trouble that had always been in the relationship came from the fact Paul had known more and wanted it back. Belinda had never had more than the month’s rent and even then it was a challenge holding onto it.

      There was always something that needed doing. Sometimes, it was even necessary: car repair; a trip to the dentist (that without insurance was iffy); gynecologist (that hadn’t been a regular thing until Paul), and all the other things which never seemed essential until he’d stumbled upon her in rehab. Paul was, Belinda was certain, the only reason she was still drawing breath. Normally, she was grateful for this, but when they fought, which was often and she could not figure out why (but it had been that way in all her relationships: regardless of sex), she was certain life didn’t matter and that because she was convinced he would leave. Though not bright, Belinda knew enough to know he wanted out.

      Why hadn’t he left? That she was uncertain of. Perhaps he’d nowhere to go. As long as he was down in the shit with her, struggling to make the rent, Belinda was certain he’d not leave, and few enough women would be interested in a loser. From her perspective, he’d been a godsend, if only she believed in God, but the moment he got too much cash in the bank he’d leave. Belinda knew this in her bones, reason was only a way to prove it. She was certain everyone reasoned this way; anyone who didn’t was bent. Paul was bent, but Belinda was certain he was disguising the fact he felt the truth and proceeded from this with a mask of reason, facts, and probabilities.

      Never able to fathom how he moved from feeling to argument, Belinda lost the fights, until taking refuge in emotion and sex. In the beginning, this had been enough to keep him in line, but that had been failing her for about a year; maybe more. For a year she’d been certain of this, but not why. Then, about seven months back, she looked in the full-length mirror in their bathroom and saw the why of it. Her face was lined; there were blueish bags beneath her eyes; her left breast sagged; her belly was becoming potty, and her musculature gone.

      Since the mirror, Belinda had taken refuge in emotional outbursts and occasional violence. There’d been eruptions before, but they’d been rare and not committed to inflicting damage. Paul, though, was a big man and had no trouble dealing with the storms. For a while these attacks had ended in the sex Belinda had counted on, but for the last couple of months he’d throw her from him and left the apartment; not returning until the next day. That was still okay because he’d no money to go anywhere. Now, though, he’d not only made the rent, but he’d some to spare and had texted her about a book deal.

      The last had put her on the bus. Whatever else was happening in Mission Peak their relationship was ending; then what would be left her? The occasional waitressing gig? Probably not; even there you needed looks. When Belinda examined her reflection in the coffee shop window, it was clear she’d not get a job, even in a place like this. So it was custodial services for her. How long would she last at that? Belinda was barely holding on to sobriety, and the meetings Paul had forced her into never helped. What had worked, however, was him: not having to worry about being alone. That had kept her sober and straight: most of the time. If taken away, Belinda would be swallowed by the dragon in a matter of weeks.

      Several in the meetings had called their addiction a dragon. Didn’t matter what anyone called it, it was under their bed, waiting. She’d left it behind hoping to save what remained of her relationship with Paul before his new found wealth gave him ideas.

      Pulling the phone from her shoulder bag, Belinda opened this; then Cheat Tracker. She’d been using the app for a year. Belinda kept it buried deep in her phone’s app drawer fearing Paul may find it. For Belinda, it didn’t matter that Paul had never rooted through her phone looking for the betrayal she daily expected of him. What mattered was knowing where he was at all times. When not working, she’d spent the better part of each day tracking him. It had become a hobby, and this had developed into an obsession. Though careful not to let Paul know she was stalking him, things had reached a point where something had to be done.

      Opening the map app, Belinda smiled, Paul, represented as an inverted teardrop, was at rest in a coffee shop on the Westside. Throwing her backpack on, Belinda pulled her shoulder bag over her neck and grabbed a taxi.

      At the coffee shop, she’d the driver park across the street and waited for him to come out. How Belinda would explain finding him would be tricky. At the least, she’d have to come clean about Cheat Tracker; then what?

      When Paul came out alone, she breathed easy. Belinda was certain he’d been up to something when his phone had not been in his hotel all night. If she came clean about the app, he would have to explain where he’d been; then she’d have him by the balls. What to do at that point eluded her, but she was certain she’d be able to get him out of town and the book deal. No matter what, Belinda had to separate him from money and that deal meant a lot of money.

      When Paul came out of the shop, Belinda paid the driver and dashed across the street, throwing her bag on while dodging oncoming traffic. Not halfway across the road, the horns kicked up and Paul started at the noise. When he spotted her, Belinda saw him do a double take; then look back at the coffee shop. Had he been caught out? She looked over his shoulder; there were too many people to see who he was worried about. “Hi,” she panted. Belinda did not believe in exercise and her wind was not good; her half-a-pack a day had not helped, either.
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      The staff at the Benton Hotel, where Whebley put Paul up during his investigation of the Constantine Incident (how the murder/suicide was now being referred to in the press influenced by the local elites), heard the storm approaching before it broke. “What’s that?” the porter asked. A stout man in his early forties he was sitting on a circular couch with a conical backrest rubbing his left knee. The day before it had been clipped by the cleaning cart as a new maid, not over nineteen, was racing down the hall on the sixth floor attempting to get to her last room before the shift ended. Maria had been on probation for not finishing her work for the past two weeks. The other custodial staff had been complaining about her, and it had not helped she was too beautiful for the job.

      Rumors had been circulating Maria had been making money on the side. There was no proof of this, but she was having trouble getting her work done, and this left more work for the next shift and the rooms would not be available. Once the latter occurred the manager entered the conversation and she’d been given a chance to pick up her game before being let go. It’s doubtful Maria would have been cited if she’d finished the rooms: no matter what game she’d on the go. However, left undone the rooms were unavailable. The porter, Bob Letin, had been assigned to check up on her yesterday and had been clipped by the cart as she raced to get to her last room.

      There was no serious damage, but the kneecap Maria struck Bob injured years before, requiring extensive reconstructive surgery. As a porter he already put considerable strain on it; when struck by the cart this had further weakened the leg and Bob had been placed on light duty. He’d reported the incident at the end of shift and before changing into his street clothes he’d heard Maria had been fired. Though this had been the straw, the termination had been a long time coming since Maria was supposed to have been working management as well; there were even to have been kickbacks. Bob knew most of the rumors were only that, but what he knew of Maria and management’s favoritism this one may have been true.

      Most of the male staff hated her, but it was the women that tore her down every chance they got. Bob was never sure why this was but in his fifteen years at Benton, he’d seen it again and again. The younger and more beautiful the woman, the deeper the loathing; the more profound the exclusion until she was let go or quit. There was the added problem of male patrons who couldn’t quite believe someone so young and beautiful could not be on the game. Since Bob had started there’d been several incidents with the police, but most staff complaints had been handled internally. Sometimes, the patron had been asked to leave; more often they were required to compensate the woman, and she was put on another floor until the guest left. Weeks would pass, and she would then be transferred to another hotel in the chain. More often, though, the employee would be terminated.

      The latter infrequently resulted in a lawsuit, but these more often than not languished. Most staff were afraid of losing their position and if they spoke up they risked this and had difficulty finding another job. Although references were given, there remained ways to vet the terminated employee leaving these worthless. For every law passed to protect employees, employers would find a hack. This may have been what happened with Maria. Bob was sorry to see her go and even more unhappy he’d been the final cause. If Maria had been doing what she was supposed to have then she’d find work soon enough. Still, he was left sitting on the circular sofa with a taped, swollen knee.

      “What?” Harvey asked. The young man was only a year or two older than Maria and was being trained on the front desk. He was holding an icepack for the porter’s knee.

      “Thought I heard something,” Bob answered craning his neck back to the Benton’s front doors. These were all glass and polished brass. In the center were two revolving doors and from these, the reception area would get bursts of phantom noise and acoustic echoes from the driveway and canopy which together created an echo chamber where buses, cars, and limousines arrived from late morning to early evening in a non-stop procession of noise and fractious travelers. When there was no follow-up, both men turned from the doors.

      Taking the icepack, Bob placed this on his knee.

      Leaning back, the porter closed his eyes and there was a larger, sharper report. Both turned at this and Bob worried he would have to stand when a voice, raised to a shriek, exploded outside the front door. Now, staff and guests were looking toward the disruption. The still revolving door on the left shuddered then moved, and a man entered with his shoulders hunched forward and head ducked. He may have been in his early thirties, but appeared older. The door kept spinning; a woman bolted from this and flew at him. A fist landed hard between his shoulder blades; he stiffened and turned.

      “I have to get the key,” Paul said, a hand moving to where Belinda had struck him.

      “Don’t talk to me like that,” Belinda shrieked; everyone was staring. Either she didn’t notice or didn’t care. Paul did and made for the front desk. He was carrying her backpack, slung over his right shoulder, while she had her shoulder bag over her neck. Belinda pushed this to her back to keep both hands free. Every few steps she pushed him and he would stagger forward. Twice he turned but knew if he did anything that would put the law on them. Hotels had security and a general rule about when the police were to be called. Open violence between patrons would trigger the protocol.

      At the front desk, Paul asked for the room key and if there were any messages. There had not been, but Milton Palmer was by looking for him and left his card with a message on the back: call my home. The detective obviously needed to explain what was going on; if the visit had been official he’d have been with Detective Clobber. Thanking the receptionist, Paul took the key and moved toward the elevators. Several guests were waiting, but when the two got in the others didn’t follow, moving to wait for the next car. “What’s up with them?” Belinda asked.

      “Not wanting to get into an elevator with a squalling banshee seems a normal enough response.”

      “What? Ya makin’ up words again?” Slamming a fist into his right shoulder. There would be CCTV in the car, so Paul didn’t respond. On their floor, the couple exited the car and turned left. The floor was empty, but there would be more CCTV; the hotel was serious about security and protecting themselves from civil action. One thing Paul did with the better hotels was to research them online, so he understood what he was dealing with. In the room, Belinda pulled off her shoulder bag and rounded on Paul. Doing so, she was slapped and knocked to the floor.

      “Never behave like that in public,” his voice rising higher and harder than intended.

      Belinda shook her head but did not move. As she placed a hand to the injury Paul kicked her in the stomach. The air woofed from her and she gagged several times attempting to draw a breath. When she had, Belinda rolled on her back and stared at him. “I was worried about you…you were arrested.” Paul put a hand over his eyes, breathing heavily; then helped her up.
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        * * *

      

      Two blocks and change from the Eastside bus station, Paul sat in a rickety, chrome-aluminum chair. This was covered with a worn, split plastic seat from which a yellow-orange foam padding poked around the edges fastened to the interior wooden seat with faux-brass tacks – the coating had worn off most of these so the heads were a gray-black and greasy to the touch. The covering had been a Jackson Pollock-inspired print that may have matched the tables but most of this had been worn off by decades of backsides. The Formica tabletop was worn about the edges and where the plates had been placed. The diner, the place at one time had a name, but the sign had long ago been knocked off, was clean but had fallen on hard times, as much of the Eastside.

      Paul had ordered a black coffee and the waitress, a tired, taciturn woman in an angry mid-thirties, set this in front of him in a thick, ivory-ceramic mug with a small wafer chip missing from the top curved edge of the handle. Running a thumb over this he watched the bow-legged waitress in the burnt-orange polyester uniform, with a brownish-gray stain on the lower-right back hem, walk away. Tasting the coffee, it had the hard-edged, metallic, flavor of old beans; from the sugar dispenser he poured two spoonfuls worth in the coffee and stirred this. Paul was waiting for his appointment before ordering lunch, but was unsure he wanted to eat whatever came from the kitchen: he could hear the cook hacking through the door.

      Checking his watch, the appointment was fifteen minutes late. Paul stirred the coffee as a late-model beamer pulled into an empty spot across the street. This was busy with cars, delivery trucks, and semis using the road to bypass the core and connect with the interstate a few blocks beyond the bus station. Waiting, he watched a woman in her late-thirties climb out of this. The clothes, like the car, screamed money. “Mavin,” Paul whispered. The good news was there was no one else in the diner; whatever happened here would be between the two of them. Purposeful? Yeah, she’d not want anyone else learning of the meeting. Was there any front on which he wasn’t in trouble: Boo back at the Benton; the mayor’s office and MPPD; the Community anxious about police involvement; some kind of tail he’d picked up, and Hemmer wanting daily updates.

      It had been the better part of a week since Boo got to town and when he wasn’t investigating the Constantines, he was listening to her or Cassandra Hemmer, his agent, gripe about what was not happening. Belinda was tired of being shut up in the Benton and Cassandra needed some kind of break in the case to promote the blog and generate interest in a book deal. The murder/suicide was still grabbing a lot of local coverage but had fallen off the national radar. Unless something broke, soon, this would not be worth the time it would take to write the blog. Even the blog was getting fewer hits: and that with twice daily updates. Since there was little to report on the Constantines, Paul settled for blogging about the personalities surrounding them.

      Keeping his word, he had not treated the Community unfairly, but that was only because Paul needed their help digging into the deep background of the Constantines. If something didn’t happen, soon, he’d have to break the promise. On top of this, there was Whebley and the mavins, like the one dodging traffic, that was wondering why he was still here if there was nothing to investigate. With the Community in town, however, they had kept him at the Benton and were paying a daily stipend in case something might be uncovered, which they were supposed to get first. Paul also promised not to implicate any in the Societies, or their husbands, in the investigation. He would break that promise with the book; if he ever figured out what went wrong in a marriage, though eccentric, that appeared to be happy.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Marat,” the woman’s voice crisp.

      “Ms. Andris?” Paul asked.

      “Mrs. Andris, but call me Priska,” the accent was European, perhaps Southern-European. Priska would have to be the Greek; along with her husband. Having seen what was coming in Greece they’d got out, with most of their wealth intact and set up shop in LA; then Mission Peak. There was no clear reason given for this when Paul looked into the history of the mavins, but the suggestion was crime in the city was too much for Priska; fearing for her two children she pushed her husband to move them to Mission Peak. He now commuted between LA and Mission Peak. Normally, he was in LA for the better part of the month, only visiting his family once or twice during this time.

      Priska had black hair, with a few streaks of gray, and eyes to match; the latter bloodshot. She was curvy and heavy breasted but in good shape. Priska wore slacks and a light blouse through which she was sweating. In Mission, everyone sweated this time of year, but it was rare he saw the wealthy sweat. Without being asked she pulled out a chair and sat. “I have to hurry, my husband is coming in this afternoon and we have to meet him at the airport.”

      “Okay, let’s get down to it.” She ordered a coffee.

      “The wasteland is breaking down.” Holding the coffee as she spoke, Priska blew on this.

      “Wasteland?” Paul asked.

      “All this,” Priska’s voice rose in emphasis as she waved toward the street.

      “The world?” the fear in Priska’s tone worried Paul.

      “There are blasphemies, wonders, loose in the wasteland.”

      “Terrorism?”

      “You don’t believe me; you can’t.” Pausing, Priska rubbed her hands on her thighs; then placed these back on the table; either side of the coffee.

      “I want to believe, but what are these…blasphemies?”

      “We were raised Orthodox Christians back home,” meaning Greece, “but no one believed. The church fathers got much wrong, but not all of it.” Priska was talking to herself as she looked out the window.

      “Before you go, can you tell me what these wonders and blasphemies are?”

      “Look at this,” and Priska handed Paul a USB stick.

      “What’s this?”

      “All I could find on Helen Bennett, Bartholomew Winslow, and Wendigo Evans.” Drumming her long, manicured nails on the table, Priska looked to the counter. The waitress was at the back of the diner, making a new pot of coffee. Leaning close, Priska spoke in a near whisper. “You will want to take a close look at Wendigo; thought the information was wrong at first, but it wasn’t. Helen seemed mad; after the meeting, many thought she was…” stopping she took her bag and stood.

      “What meeting?” Paul asked.

      “At Whebley’s office…she’s part of it now.”

      Turning, Priska hurried from the diner. On the other side of his car, she stopped and turned back; Paul rose, dropping a couple bills on the table. Hesitating, Priska’s expression morphed from uneasy to terrified as her eyes bulged; then she backed into the street. A high pitched scream escaped her, but the mavin didn’t stop backing into traffic. There was something odd about the way she was moving: her arms and legs rose and fell in a stiff, puppeted manner. Cars were swerving to miss her and the heavy, guttural blare of horns was filling the street.

      The first and second cars missed the mavin; the third grazed Priska, and she was knocked across the center line where an oncoming bus struck her. Paul was not yet out the door when Priska Andris was pulled under with a final shriek.

      Though not possible from the side of the road, Paul was certain he heard Priska’s skull pop when the bus’s back tires ran over this. The street had been busy with traffic, from small city cars to tractor-trailers and everything in-between. The city bus had pulled over about thirty-yards beyond the ruined mavin. Stepping up to her, there was little of the woman left. If he had not seen her walk into traffic and not recognized the clothes Paul would not have been able to identify the mavin.

      She had gone face down into the street and it looked as if the double rear tires had traveled the length of her body. The right leg and torso had bounced back, but a thigh bone and parts of spine were poking out from the expensive clothing. Her head was where the real damage was. A one-time spherical skull was asymmetrically re-imagined, with a large chunk of scalp missing from the crown, while the brain had been forced out forehead and face where these had been ground into and erased by tarmac. One eye was laying two feet from the body while gray matter, along with blood, extended in a smear beyond the head a few feet.

      The devastation of Priska Andris had been total.

      The bus driver was throwing up at the side of the road while others had their phones out recording the aftermath and reactions. There may have been a window where Paul might have slipped away. Perhaps he could have got in the car and driven off and no one would be the wiser. Not now; now there was too much video; now he’d have been uploaded to countless sites. Most of these videos would be taken down (there were too many close-ups of the aftermath); before this could happen, however, the media would be reposted on sites that would welcome the content. Even if Paul had faded into the crowd, there was the fact of Andris and her connection to the Societies he worked for.

      If that weren’t enough, she was rich. You don’t witness the suspicious death of the wealthy and disappear. Do that and the law finds something to charge you with.

      Hearing the first sirens, Paul snapped from the reverie. Leaning against the Civic Sedan, he jammed his hands into his pockets, fighting the urge to vomit, and his right hand fell on the USB. Paul shifted into self-preservation mode. He could not have this on him when the police arrived. Opening the door, he stuffed the key under the rug, beneath the front seat where he cut a small stash a year before. Taking his phone, he returned to the accident and took as many photos and videos as he could, before uploading these to his cloud service; then deleting them from the device. That done, Paul put the phone in his bag and waited.

      The scene was chaos for the first half hour as more vehicles arrived and witnesses interviewed. By the time they’d got to the waitress she pointed in his direction. Paul’s name was taken and brief questions asked. When the investigators arrived, his name got punched into the system and the blogger was placed in the back of a patrol car. Though not yet in handcuffs it was only a matter of time. An hour later, detectives Palmer and Clobber arrived; he was taken into the no-name diner for an interview. Paul wasn’t certain, but it appeared as if Sefton Clobber was furious or beside himself with joy. Paul, perhaps, was being considered for a larger role than observer-in-chief. Though that of suspect was too much to hope for, there was loose talk of negligence.

      Milton Palmer attempted to calm Clobber and eventually persuaded him to take charge of the accident investigation. When the elder detective was gone, Milton warned Paul to say nothing until he’d legal representation. This meant waiting for the state to send him an attorney since his pocketbook would not allow him to hire one. When Palmer left, to help with crowd control, Paul told the detective Priska was supposed to pick her husband up at the airport. Milton thanked him and left. With enough presence of mind to do one last thing, before he shut up, Paul called Cassandra Hemmer and laid the details of what had happened out and what the meeting had been about.

      Hemmer was more interested in what was on the key then what was happening to Paul, but once she was convinced the key was safe, she told him not to worry. With this new information, she’d sort out a lawyer and might have good news by morning. Whatever happened, he would be spending a night in lockup. It wouldn’t be the first time, and unless they found evidence of his forcing Priska into traffic, there’d be nothing to hold him on. Once Paul hung up, however, Chief Wassermann arrived with the mayor’s PA. The accident had become political.

      Inside of fifteen minutes he’d been packed off to the detective division and spent the next three hours in lockup. Paul knew he was in trouble when placed in the holding cell alone; all other prisoners had been moved to the basement overflow cells. The mayor would want him alone; isolated so he might reflect on his guilt. That’s if Mayor Díaz was thinking ahead. Whebley had to know what had happened by now, and if she and the Societies were up to their necks in something nefarious they’d be scrambling, along with the mayor, to shift blame.

      If Paul didn’t make the perfect fall-guy he was near as they’d get.

      Tallying up those who’d want him right where he was or out of town, Paul’s situation was not looking good. All he had on his side were the facts and a salivating agent; Paul was unsure Hemmer’s cost-benefit analysis would stand up to what the mayor’s office and the pissed-off Societies could throw in his direction. Unless it was the light of day, the powerful could not withstand. It was a truism that power preferred to work in the dark.

      With this realization, Paul got his only visitor that day. Milton had told him Belinda had been by but was not being allowed to see him. He also told Paul she’d been chucked from the Benton, but he’d moved her to the Thule Hotel. There was a symmetry in this, but Paul was more concerned about Belinda’s condition. Hysterical was all Milton was certain of. Both hoped she’d remain in the Thule. The rest of the day and a good chunk of the evening was taken up by interviews and accusations. Though Paul’s story never changed that had not bothered the state attorney with political ambitions.

      The next morning, not expecting much, he was arraigned. Arriving in court, however, Hemmer and an expensive attorney were waiting for him. Though the judge was frustrated, he may have been feeling the heat from the husbands, there was no choice. With no charges, Paul was set free. Cassandra had found a true crime site and publisher that wanted to serialize the investigation, now the powerful had been forced into the light, and would publish the book if the story went in the direction expected. So, although Paul had lost the backing and love of Whebley’s Societies he’d picked up a publisher with deepish pockets.

      His career was again showing promise.
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        * * *

      

      The arraignment had taken place on the quiet, so when Paul was hustled out of the courtroom and into the hall of the courthouse, an early twentieth-century building of Scots-Irish descent: all redbrick with strategically placed bits of limestone on the outside and the interior appeared to have been redesigned in the 80s. Instead of bare redbrick and limestone, that had to have been shipped in from out-of-state, was glazed redbrick and mortar. Some sections of this had been painted over in a dusky ivory; overlaying this were bulletin boards and posters that punctuated the portraits of judges who had sat in the three courtrooms. The main one, from which Paul had been hustled, was on the first floor at the top of the granite steps leading to the portico.

      The main courtroom was the largest but had only been partially filled with spectators and journalists. Those journalists had chased Paul, Cassandra Hemmer, and the lawyers with questions, but in the hall, he was turned left. When they reached the third room on their right, the lead lawyer, a man in his early fifties, opened the door and fended off questions while the rest of the team took Paul into the room. Cassandra, speaking for Paul, fielded any further questions about the charges and laid the blame for these on the mayor’s office. Díaz would have to deal with the accusations in a short time, and Paul wondered how she would handle them.

      He was certain she’d have someone to lay the blame on, and they’d be on the MPPD. Paul hoped it wouldn’t be Milton, but he’d have got orders from above concerning this; who this was he’d no idea: one more thing he’d have to look into. “Sit here,” a young lawyer said. She was somewhere in her mid to late twenties; slender; on the tallish side, with a tight bun that elongated her black eyes into vague almonds. The woman’s hair was Latina black, but other than this all trace of her ethnicity was scrubbed.

      “What’s?” Paul began.

      “Wait,” the senior lawyer interrupted, holding up a hand as he closed the door. Outside he could hear Cassandra continue to lay blame for the arrest on the overzealous mayor’s office and threaten Mayor Díaz with action if this were to happen again.

      This continued for a few minutes. As the questions trailed off, and the reporters dispersed, Paul could see this through the frosted glass of what looked like a consultation or waiting room. Over the years he’d stood many times on the other side of such doors; now he was getting a chance to view the procedure from the other side.  When finished, Cassandra abandoned two lingering reporters. After she’d closed the door, Paul could see the distorted images turn away. Though he was certain neither would go far. “That was fun,” Cassandra said taking a seat at the head of the table near the door. Paul was seated at the other end of the old table with matching heavy wooden chairs.

      “I didn’t,” Paul began.

      “We know you didn’t,” the senior lawyer answered. He motioned to the young woman who’d seated Paul.

      “We’ve CCTV footage showing you were still inside the diner when Ms. Andris backed out into traffic. Almost certainly suicide.”

      “Didn’t look like…” Paul started.

      “It was,” Cassandra spoke up, “and that’s what you will say.” Paul nodded.

      “We want to make certain,” the senior lawyer continued, “you will not be facing any wrongful death suit from her family or either of the Societies. Whatever documentation you have concerning your relationship with Ms. Whebley you should give to us in case she attempts to avoid responsibility.” Agreeing to this, Paul leaned back in the chair and looked down the table at Cassandra.

      “What’s going on with the Societies?” Paul asked.

      “They have cut ties with you,” Cassandra began, placing a soft leather briefcase on the desk that had seen a lot of wear, “and it is feared Leslie Whebley may be preparing a civil suit.”

      “This is why we need all documentation you have.” The senior lawyer continued; Cassandra had not bothered to introduce any team members and it appeared she wasn’t going to. Part of Paul worried about that, but there were other problems needing to be dealt with first. “Did you record your meetings?” Paul smiled.

      “Copies of all meetings are on my computer…the police have it and pretty much everything else.”

      “Don’t worry,” the young, female lawyer said, “they will return your property.” She smiled, the tight grin lawyers have when smelling money or blood. “The police are being cooperative now you are properly represented.”

      As Paul relaxed, there was a flurry of noise from the reporters down the hall. A shriek erupted and Paul knew who it was. “You better get her in here before something gets said that shouldn’t be.”

      “Who is that?” Cassandra asked.

      “Belinda,” Paul explained who she was.

      “I thought Dr. Shankar was…” Cassandra trailed off. “Your life is as chaotic as I was told.”

      From outside there was another scrum of voices. Above these Paul could hear Belinda’s rising and falling. Then she was in the room, followed by Cassandra and close on her heels were the reporters. Not bothering to smooth over the encounter, Cassandra closed the door as Belinda ran to Paul. “We’ve gotta get out,” Belinda’s voice broken and thick.

      “Out? Where to?” Paul asked.

      “Home,” Belinda answered, brushing a loose bit of hair from her face and behind an ear. The blueish tint of the skin beneath her eyes was darker than usual which meant she was not sleeping.

      “We can’t; the job’s not done,” Paul answered, and Cassandra filled in the details of the new arrangement with Daemon House Publishing that would pay him to serialize the story on their site and if that went well would publish the book. Paul could see the panic rising in Belinda. When she demanded they leave town, Paul refused and her voice reached toward the upper register. In an attempt to strike him, Paul caught and twisted her arm back, forcing Belinda against the wall.

      There was a tentative knock on the door. Cassandra answered this and stepped in front of the open doorway, attempting to block whoever was outside. “Hema?” Paul asked. At this, Belinda twisted free and stepped back toward the tall windows overlooking the courtyard. Sighing, Cassandra moved aside. Hema looked from the agent to Paul; then saw Belinda. The two women stared at one another. Then Belinda erupted and flew at Paul; prepared for the attack, he pinned her to the table.

      When she calmed, Belinda told him to come home with her. Paul refused and Belinda went quiet, watching Hema step into the room and along the opposite side of the table. It appeared to Paul, Hema was attempting to maintain a neutral expression, but he was certain the two women were communicating. Belinda went limp. “Let me up.” With no choice he did, and the room edged from the pair. Looking from Hema to Paul, Belinda rubbed her wrist and stepped toward the door. “This isn’t over.”
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      “Leave off,” pulling his arm away and pushing down the bar.

      “Queer,” Belinda spat, taking a step forward and reaching into her back pocket.

      “Not a good idea,” Belinda turned to the voice. The bartender, a woman in her mid-thirties but that was a guess since little of the original woman was visible through the radical ink. The bartender’s skin was a cacophony of retro and tribal tats, along with a circular maze scar between her eyes, above which was tattooed a large third eye. Belinda, even through the haze of tequila, felt this follow her wherever she went. The pupil of the thing was a deep, royal blue with thin bloodshot veins snaking their way from the corners and transforming, midway across the sclera into razored bolts. Unable to take what vision remained from the eye, Belinda was ten shots into a hard night, she nodded and followed the woman’s arm pointing to the front of the bar.

      A bouncer was carding a young couple. “Don’t want to get Bob into this.” The bartender was yelling over the music. On the other side of the Elephant Grill, a Blues Rock band was hammering out a cover of an old Blues Traveler song, Run-Around. The Grill was one of those terminal 90s bars specializing in pop Blues Rock.

      “I get it,” and Belinda slumped over her empty shot glass. Picking this up, she waggled it at the bartender and the woman shook her head.

      “Draft is all I can give you.” Belinda would argue, but she wanted to stay. The idea of going back to Thule alone wasn’t appealing.

      She didn’t care what anyone said, the place creeped her out. Between the lingering stench of the fire and the murder/suicide two floors up, it was impossible to get any sleep. Besides, if she wanted to stay in town Belinda had to find someone to take her in. With only two nights left in the Thule before having to vacate and the grocery bank account tapped out, it was that or go home. Home wasn’t much of a choice since Paul was subletting the place on the first of the month. Either she got something going here, or she was screwed. The last pass had been clumsy and her heart wasn’t in it, but he had to have been in his fifties.

      If I can’t pull…the thought trailed-off as the bartender sat a draft in front of her.

      From her back pocket, Belinda pulled a bill and slid this across the bar. She’d tried to run a tab, but the bar didn’t do that, which meant she couldn’t slip out the bathroom window. Even if they’d run a tab it would not have helped, the toilet window was barred. Belinda was certain that wasn’t legal: Paul had done a piece about that kind of thing a year before. She thought it a year, but when the juice kicked in dates became chancy. Sighing, Belinda took the draft and change; then leaned back against the bar and watched the band as they finished their set. At least one amp was blown, and the others were on the way. The good news was the lead was young and passable. She attempted to catch his eye a few times, but he never made eye contact with anyone for more than a few seconds.

      “Don’t waste your time, he’s gay,” a voice from beside her. Turning it took a moment to focus, but when Belinda had she saw a man in his late twenties, maybe early thirties, dark brown hair, and eyes; fair complexion with smooth skin and a dusting of brownish-black hair on his forearms; he was of middling height. “You want another?” sliding a shot glass forward; he’d another in his hand. They clinked glasses and Belinda bolted the tequila. Placing the back of her hand, holding the shot glass, against her mouth she waited for the creamy burn to pass.

      “Are you sure,” she coughed.

      “Hit on me the other night.”

      No longer thinking of the lead singer, she smiled. “What’s your name?”

      “Belinda, but everyone calls me Boo.”

      “I’m Wendigo,” Belinda stepped close and smiled; she put as much come-hither into the grin as possible. Since Paul, she’d become rusty at clubbing. All he had ever required was that she fed his parochial fetishes. Everything she hated about Paul was coming out, and his idea of good sex was top of the list. Holding up the shot Belinda waggled this and pushed into Wendigo’s hip. The bartender frowned when he ordered another round, but set the glasses down.

      They did another three rounds and by the third, Wendigo had her in a back corner table. The crimson walls were closing in and Belinda was fighting nausea. Soon she’d have to make a dash for the toilet, but she did this so often it seemed the best measure for a good time. For now, she pushed back in the chair and tried to focus. “You live ‘round here?” even Belinda could hear how thick her words had become.

      “Upstairs, I work for the people who own the block.” Belinda squinted from a single eye while bracing one hand on the table and another on Wendigo’s knee.

      “Block?” and she slumped onto his shoulder, hand losing purchase on the knee.

      “Wanna see it?”

      “What?” Belinda asked.

      “My place?” Pushing up she staggered; then righted herself. With time becoming confused, what happened when the drink took hold, they were suddenly in the apartment. The whole floor was one room and was the cleanest thing she’d seen on the Southside. Wendigo had a hold of Belinda, helping her to remain standing.

      “Bed?” Then she was on this and Wendigo was tugging off her boots and pants.

      “Wanna join us?” the question came from far away. Belinda ignored it and tried to concentrate on the man between her legs. Placing a hand on the back of his head, Belinda moved her pelvis to his mouth.

      On the other side of the orgasm and sobering up fast, Wendigo was now inside and repeating the question. “What?”

      “Do you want to join us?” but it wasn’t Wendigo speaking. Belinda turned to the side of the bed where a woman sat in an overstuffed armchair. She repeated the question.

      “Who are you?” Belinda, half expecting something like this, smiled.

      “Helen,” she answered sitting on the bed. Still moving inside Belinda, Wendigo took her chin.

      “Be sure you want to hook-up; be certain you want that much revenge.”

      “Revenge?” Belinda asked.

      “Against your ex,” Wendigo was moving faster between her legs, but he felt a long way off, as though she were not quite inside her body. Helen was frowning at Wendigo.

      “Paul? If you’re gonna fuck-him-up then I want in,” Belinda’s voice was coming from a place that had long been empty. Suddenly, it was filling with a fierce, caustic hatred; with this, she was hammered back into the flesh and another orgasm.

      As Belinda gasped for air and pitched her hips up, attempting to push up with her feet while Wendigo pushed down, Helen leaned over. The kiss was soft and in this there followed a jolt part physical and part spiritual. Belinda’s spine filled with energy and her legs slipped back on the bed as another orgasm took her. In the distance, she could hear Wendigo scream; behind this, there was a laughter as something leathery snapped in the air. Was Wendigo screaming? If he was, he was also still driving into her as the orgasm was hammering at the walls of her mind. With the final orgasm, the room disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      “What?” Hema asked. She was sitting at the kitchen table, looking out the back window at the rock garden she’d been working on for the past six months.

      “Still in town,” Paul said.

      “Who…oh, Boo?” twisting round to look at him. As she did, Hema attempted to smooth her hair while sipping a coffee.

      “She’s moved out of the Thule but left a forwarding address.”

      “Why is she still here?” sitting the coffee on the granite breakfast table with a hard clink of ceramic. “Why did she leave a forwarding address?” Standing she wrapped the terry towel robe close and stepped up to Paul, who was leaning with his back against the granite countertop, placing a hand on either side of his chest.

      “Has to be for me,” Hema stood back and stared up at him, hands going to her hips.

      “What do you mean…”

      “Calm down, something like this had to happen.” Paul placed his hands on her shoulders; shaking these off she stepped back.

      “You’re finished with her; at the courthouse, Boo should have seen that.”

      “Boo sees nothing but what she wants to.” He picked up the coffee from the counter and leaned back against this. “She wants me to come after her.”

      “Are you going to…”

      “Don’t worry,” Paul stepped forward, “I’m not going there, or calling.”

      “She left a number?”

      “Shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Better you told me now than I find out later. You did just find out?” Paul opened the text app and passed the phone to Hema. With Belinda’s name was the new number and a message: call me. “This morning; when did you find out she left a forwarding address?”

      “After I got this, I called the Thule Hotel, and she’d left the address, it’s a couple of blocks from the hotel.”

      “Another hotel?” returning the phone to Paul.

      “I don’t think so,” opening the map app and passing the phone back.

      “Southside.”

      “Yes, above a bar called Elephant Grill.”

      “Apartment?”

      “Think so, but I’m not biting. Boo’s attempting to draw me in. She’ll have hooked-up with some guy…”

      “Looking like…”

      “I know, but she’d have to have found someone; after emptying the food account she’ll have no money.”

      “You are certain she doesn’t have your other PINs?”

      “She’s a borderline addict; been that way for years, so I made certain I kept everything I could from her, especially money. Still, I’ve changed my PINs.”

      “She knows you’re subletting?” Paul nodded.

      “Left a letter for her at the Thule, before she left, and I’ve called the building manager telling him I will be subletting.”

      “Sure you want to move in?” Paul smiled, loosening the terry towel cord. A hand slipped about her waist; giggling, Hema stepped into his arms and fumbled with his belt buckle.
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        * * *

      

      Milton sat in the back booth of The Copper diner across the street from the detective division and drummed his fingers on the table as he thumbed through the crime photos of the Constantine Incident; then opened those of Miranda Kowalski. Hema Shankar had sent the final report on the death and there did not appear to have been anything odd other than the EMT’s back had exploded. Finishing that, Milton opened the photos and reports of Priska Andris’ death. That was pretty much straightforward. Though he’d seen worse in his time on the MPPD none of the rich had gone via bus accident.

      Closing the app, Milton tossed the phone on the table. Rattling with an alert, a couple, three booths up, half turned. Ignoring the pair, he looked out the window. A light bell announced someone had stepped into the diner. Paul rounded the corner and smiled. “Hey, Milton,” Paul’s voice was low and tired, as he slipped into the seat across from the detective.

      “What’s up…we shouldn’t…” Milton looked over Paul’s shoulder.

      “I know,” Paul picked up the dangling pause, “but I’ve no idea where to start with this one.”

      “If anyone finds out we’re speaking…”

      “So, you pick the diner across the street from the station?”

      “Meeting anywhere else would look like we were hiding, and the city’s not so big this meeting won’t get back to administration.” Milton leaned back in the booth, placing a hand on the table.

      “How do you explain it away?”

      “Don’t…I’ll tell them you want to know something else; as long as I’ve something to report…not what you don’t want them to know, but anything that will keep them off our backs.”

      “Devious.”

      “Desperate,” the two men laughed.

      “What will you tell them?” Paul said.

      “What don’t you want the mayor’s office to know?” When Paul didn’t answer, the detective continued. “I brought you to town; gave you the Constantine Incident, which appears to be back of all this. All you need do is mention that and I’m finished; knowing Díaz she’ll not only fire me but will go after my pension.”

      “Wendigo Evans, ever heard of him?” Paul’s voice a whisper; Milton let go a low whistle.

      “That’s a name I’ve not heard in years; uncertain he’s still alive. What do you want to know?”

      “Not sure, Priska Andris wanted me to look into him…particularly.” Paul slipped a piece of paper across the table with Wendigo’s name on it.

      “Particularly? There were others?”

      “Helen Bennett and Bartholomew Winslow, but they’re from out of town. Wendigo’s local, however, I’ve not been able to find anything on him.”

      “The Societies are still helping you? I thought…”

      “Right, we’ve split, but something wasn’t sitting right with Andris; she was afraid.”

      “What of?” Milton tucked the paper into the breast pocket of his jacket.

      “A little of Bennett,” he was guessing at this, “but mostly Wendigo; there was something off about him, but Andris left before she could say what.”

      “That’s why she was killed?”

      “You think she was killed…I thought…” Paul trailed off.

      “The official line is suicide, but no one is buying that. Her husband is looking into it, but that won’t go anywhere. Díaz wants it to disappear; Wassermann has sent down word we’re not to speak of the death.” Milton sighed, stretching an arm along the back of the booth and examining his hand. “Saw the video of her backing out into traffic; she didn’t appear to be doing it on her own.”

      “How’s that possible?”

      “You saw the video?” Paul nodded. “Did that look like a woman attempting to kill herself?” shaking his head, the reporter looked away.

      “The response,” Milton continued, slapping his hand on the table, “of anyone who’s seen it. There are even a few boards with conspiracy threads on the death.”

      “I’ve seen them.”

      “You responsible?” Paul shook his head.

      “Got a job to protect.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “I was there, and I still can’t figure it out; her expression…and the screaming…” lowering his forehead into a hand.

      “Wendigo?” Paul nodded, not glancing up. “I’ll look into it,” sliding from the booth.
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        * * *

      

      The bodega had been in the neighborhood for a dozen years, but this was Hester’s first visit. The brickwork was painted a burnt-orange and the window trim and awnings a royal blue; there were two large ceramic pots outside, but there were no plants in these. However, the bottoms of the pots had several paper cups, wrappers, straws, and a variety of debris from the store and coffee shop up the street. Hester Babbage had been in Hélène’s Coffee a few times, but her ink and age made it an uncomfortable place, and the coffee kept her up for the better part of the night. Willow had persuaded her to stay with the flower and herbal teas and to take this in her room.

      Though not supposed to cook, even make tea, in her room, Willow had got her a hotplate, microwave, and mini-fridge for the place. Hester’s hips weren’t in good shape and the three flights up, the building didn’t have an elevator, were a hard slog on a bad day. She’d more of those since Darlene had been killed. Hester tried to tell herself this meant nothing, but in the back of her mind she was certain she was fading and it no longer mattered what Willow did, or what shamans were sent to pray for her; nor what medicine they gave her. Each morning there was less energy to get out of bed, and less purpose in each day.

      Often when not fielding visits from the young followers or healers, she watched her soaps and reality programs. Hester wasn’t sure why she watched these; perhaps they were something to keep her eyes busy between waking and sleeping. Since Darlene, there was nothing to do with her time and the Community didn’t want her to go out. If only Willow had taken her on; she could have picked up after her; made tea, and anything else the matriarch would have needed. Instead, Willow had that child, Star. Hester knew what was going on there. A smile opened the old woman’s face, she’d have been no good for that. Not for a long time had anyone wanted to see her naked, and for the last ten years, maybe twenty, people pretended she was invisible.

      Maybe she wasn’t.

      Stopping at the corner, she set down the cart holding her groceries and rubbed an arthritic wrist while waiting for the light to change. Even now, with a young woman on her right and a man on her left, neither acted as if she were there as they spoke over her head. Though neither were tall they could do this since her spine had curved a dozen years before. The healers had brought by an oak walking stick that had been carved by hand and prayed over, but Hester would not give in to the cane outside of the bedsit, that would be to give in and admit the truth. Facts might be fine for the young, but what good were they to her?

      Hester was convinced the facts did nothing for anyone, but the young were more in love with these, along with living forever. If they only knew, she smiled as the light turned and the man and woman stepped off the curb, closing on one another to hold hands. The cart thunked with a rattle into the gutter and the axle creaked as Hester pulled this behind her, smiling all the while. On the other side of the road, she had to struggle with getting the cart over the curb. No one offered to help; she was invisible. With a last pull, which took most of what strength Hester had in reserve, the cart trembled and flopped onto the sidewalk. It almost spilled, but Hester steadied this with her other hand; then began the last leg of the journey.

      Three houses from the corner she stopped and struggled with the cart up the front stairs; then those to her room. On the second floor landing, she caught her breath. Sitting on the steps, she wheezed and mopped her face with an old pocket square. Hester had the white-gray handkerchief for a good dozen years, perhaps from the time she first noticed her spine giving way. The square was threadbare, with small holes dotted about it where the threads had snapped, and there wasn’t much absorption left, but it kept the sweat from her eyes.

      Hester knew she needed a shower, but there was only one women’s shower and bathroom on the fourth floor and she didn’t like to use the former until late evening. The women would stare at her, unable to disguise their discomfort. There was more to their nausea than simple esthetics: inside the revulsion was fear. In not all that many years, they’d be where she was. What then? Like Hester, they’d be afraid to die; afraid of the pain, but mostly afraid of what came, or didn’t come, next. Next was a thing the women still planned for here: partners, careers, children, and grandchildren. If next was being an old woman living alone in a boarding house, smelling bad, and waiting to die, they’d not know what to do with that. Wouldn’t be certain they’d want to go through the bother of living if this was the result.

      Results were not something these women contemplated until taking a good look at Hester. A bitter smile opened the old woman’s face. This was something worth living for: reminding them what waited. Endings were messy and sordid: Hester had picked up the last word from Darlene. She’d been speaking of her marriage, but it was more applicable to Hester. What could she do about it? Little enough; occasionally Hester regretted Darlene had found and saved her. What would have happened would have been ugly, but the death would have been to the point and simple compared to what she now faced.

      Standing, Hester struggled with the cart up to the third floor, one step at a time. With each step the cart clunked with a wiry tremble; then another step, and another. On the third floor landing, Hester stopped and mopped her face again.

      The Community talked about nature a great deal, but their hospice center was designed with one thing in mind: to keep the dying alive as long as possible. They were also kept drugged and semi-conscious most of the time (for ease of care), but there was no interest in helping them pass over quickly and painlessly. Sure, there would be little pain because of the drug cocktails, but the humiliation factor was its own agony.

      What occurs when the young determine what should happen to the old; when the old are too frightened to face up to what was coming.

      From around her neck, Hester pulled a silver necklace. On this was a key; taking this in a trembling hand the key slipped home on the third attempt. Stuffing the chain back beneath her dress, Hester stepped inside the small room and closed the door. The light was on, she always left it on. Since Darlene, she couldn’t face the dark. At the fridge, she put away the fruit and small packages of hotdogs and eggs; then the instant coffee in the small cupboard, along with the cereal. Folding the cart with a twang of aluminum she opened the closet around the corner from the television at the end of her bed.

      There was what may have been an explosion of noise, but Hester couldn’t be sure.

      She was thrown back against the wall next to the door and understood little of what followed. Beyond her, there was a roaring and a pitiful screech. The last, Hester supposed, was her own voice in extremis, but that was far off and did not have much to do with her. There was little, any longer, that had much to do with her. Words then appeared to be coming through the vagaries of Hester’s own pain. “Shouldn’t have talked old girl. Would have let,” more screaming, “you sink into nothing and rot…woman, you smell bad,” more violence followed. Hester was certain she was being thrown about the room; then there was the smashing of glass and weightlessness.
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        * * *

      

      “Here,” the boy held up a coke.

      “What’s this?” the older man, maybe in his late thirties, perhaps forties, took the sweating can, holding this to the back of his neck.

      “Works that way, but it’s for drinking.” The boy, about fifteen, set his can on the sidewalk and took the man’s.

      “Is it always this hot?” running a handkerchief over his face and tenting the shirt.

      “Told you to wear the Egyptian cotton,” popping the can’s tab.

      “What’s wrong with this?”

      “Nothing, if this were Detroit and fall,” the boy brushed back his hair from his face and snapped his hand so the sweat struck the concrete with a thrum. His hair was brown as were his eyes; freckles ran over the bridge of his squat once broken nose.

      “Should be used to this,” wiping sweat from his almond eyes.

      “Thought you were from Boston?”

      “My people are from Vietnam.”

      “What gen are ya?” the boy stepped back; looking up at his partner who was spare inches taller.

      “Beside the point; we’re built for the heat,” taking a hit on the coke.

      “Can’t reckon why you ain’t got no idea ‘bout coke. Sure you’re from Boston?”

      “Am for the purposes of this,” running the handkerchief over his face and belching. “This won’t help, it’s too sweet.”

      “You ain’t American.”

      “Nor are you.”

      “Am too,” looking down the street.

      “Not for a long time,” pulling at the crotch of his khakis.

      “More American than you.”

      “None of us have been for a long time,” crumpling the soda and looking for a trash can. The kid took the can and tossed it behind the wrought iron railing they were leaning against.

      “Wherever I go and no matter how long I’m away, I’m always American.” The elder stared at the kid, shrugged and turned back across the street.

      “Took her a long time to get down the street.”

      “Old,” the young man said.

      “What?” turning at a horn.

      “Car, don’t panic.”

      “Wasn’t…”

      “Crap, you’ve gotta get right with cars; this will not work if you continue to gape at every beamer.”

      “What do you mean: old?”

      “Gramma is old; takes her kind a long time to do anything.” Nodding, the man looked at the boy.

      “Sure you’re American?”

      “Whad’ya mean.”

      “Too brown.”

      “You’re yellow.”

      “And I own it, but you are too brown to be American.”

      “Whad’ya mean?” anger in the voice.

      “Are you what they’d call a wetback?”

      “You gotta be careful with that kinda talk; there’s a lot of them around.”

      “Another bad word?” scratching his head.

      “Boston my ass,” the kid farted and belched at the same time.

      “I’ve been away…” there followed a crash and a scream; then a meaty, muffled crack.

      Staring at the street, the man looked at his hands; then back into the street. “That’s…”

      “Hester,” the kid stepping into the street as he spoke. Hester was laying in the middle of the road. Face down, a puddle of blood was gathering about the body.

      “They threw her; that would take a lot of strength.”

      “Our boy has…where are you going?” Looking up from the pool of blood.

      “They will be in there; we have to…” the kid shook his head.

      “Neighbors will be too; police soon enough. We cannot be interviewed.”

      “Got our IDs.”

      “We’re to stay outta the system and keep our heads down.”

      “But…” the kid held up a finger to his lips. The pair had been joined by others from the street and surrounding buildings. A woman screamed; someone pulled out a phone.

      Taking his partner by the arm, the kid stepped back onto the sidewalk and inched through the crowd; then disappeared down the street toward the bodega. “We’re missing…”

      “A chance at making the evening news.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wait,” taking the kid by the sleeve.

      “What, we are already late,” looking back across the street.

      “Not like that…you won’t get in.”

      “Oh, yeah…wait a second.” He stepped back into the alley they had emerged from. “Better?” Not any taller or thicker than he’d been, he was older with a thick scruff of beard and a few lines running down the cheeks. The eyes, though still brown, were hollow with bluish bags, the size of tiny reservoirs beneath these, that swagged and rippled when he smiled. The freckles were gone, and the nose was flatter and broader.

      “Better.”

      “Aren’t we supposed to be able…”

      “Don’t want to show off,” and the team stepped across the road.

      “In the back,” the waitress said, smiling.

      “She works for us?” the one-time kid asked.

      “One of us,” mopping his face. The a/c was making him shiver.

      “I’ll bring you a pitcher,” the waitress called from the bar. The kid’s partner smiled and nodded. The table was at the back of the Elephant Grill; all tables around this were empty while the rest of the bar was packed.

      “Can’t brag about your choice of venues,” Boston said. A woman looked up. She was mid-twenties; black, with cropped hair.

      “Bennett does not understand we’ve found them out; doesn’t even know we exist.”

      “That thing,” the former kid’s voice hard.

      “Mirabilis,” the woman said.

      “Calling itself Mirabilis?” Boston asked.

      “Roger Mirabilis,” she said. Boston looked at his feet, fighting a grin. “Sometimes Doctor Mirabilis,” Boston shook his head.

      “Mirabilis,” he muttered. “Never had much originality, even when…”

      “Yes, but let’s not broadcast,” the black woman said and pushed a chair out with her foot. “Sit.” They took seats on either side of her.

      “Fortunata,” Boston began; the woman turned to him.

      “We heard, but the middle of the street?” Boston and the boy nodded; the one-time kid wiped his leaking eyes.

      “Had to be the Doctor,” Boston said.

      “That what we’re calling it now?” the kid looked about. Fortunata thought about this.

      “May as well. Could have been the Doctor, but could have been Winslow, too.”

      “She’s recruiting,” Boston continued.

      “Upstairs?” the kid asked.

      “Not now; they’re somewhere up north with Whebley and the Societies,” Fortunata placed a hand on the thickened shoulder of the kid.

      “But she’ll be back,” the kid continued.

      “Evans lives up there, and he’s not her favorite any longer,” Boston observed.

      “There’s nothing certain about that,” Fortunata was running a finger up the sweating draft glass. “We’ve only third-hand rumors.”

      “Drunk?” the kid asked.

      “Among other things,” Fortunata answered, licking her finger and wrinkling her nose.

      “Something to look into,” Boston said, taking a sip from the beer.

      “Not closely; if the Doctor gets a hint we’re onto him…”

      “Pack up?” the kid asked.

      “Or moves before we, or he, are ready; that would be all kinds of trouble for Mission Peak.”

      “The town’s screwed no matter what, right?” Boston asked before bolting the draft.

      “Part of our job is to make certain that does not happen. No matter what,” Fortunata raised a finger that metronomed from Boston to the kid, “we have to make certain either Peak is left standing or whatever happens can be explained away.”

      “If the Doctor succeeds, there won’t…”

      “Then it will have to look like an earthquake, but it shouldn’t get that far.”

      “Wasteland freaks,” Boston growled, refilling his glass.

      Fortunata’s hand shot out and struck Boston hard in the shoulder, so the draft slopped over the table. He turned, setting the glass down, color draining from his face. “None of that,” Boston’s hand went to his shoulder. He apologized, while the kid stared at the table waiting for Fortunata to speak. “We cannot mention anything about home: nothing,” the voice spiking. The two nodded and looked around the bar.

      “Why are we here?” the kid asked.

      “To see if there are any more converts,” Fortunata answered.

      “But they’d not be here,” Boston said.

      “They aren’t and we didn’t expect they would be, but Evans is upstairs and the Doctor has used the place before.”

      “Desperate?” the kid asked.

      “Getting there,” Fortunata answered, pouring Boston a glass.
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      Paul dumped two packages of stick coffee into the mug and rubbed his face as the water boiled. Hema had an espresso machine, but it was a lot more work than it looked; that’s what he told himself. Truth was, with Belinda he’d got used to it. Though Paul never enjoyed the coffee, he adjusted to the chemical sweet taste, regardless of the blend. When researching, as he was this morning, the stick coffee helped him think. Was it comfort food? Probably, but that didn’t mean it was all in his head. Hema warned of the health risks. Since he’d moved in, she’d been more concerned about his health than she’d let on before. Though Hema had not mentioned marriage, it appeared this was where they were heading.

      Sitting the coffee next to his notebook on the stone kitchen table he slipped into the African Blackwood chair. Though uncomfortable, it didn’t matter since he had spent most of his time pacing and swearing at the computer. When Paul had lost the support of Leslie Whebley and the Societies, after the unexplained death of Priska Andris, he’d lost not only a source of financial support but access to the best source of information in the city. Other avenues had opened with the help of Daemon House Publishing, Cassandra Hemmer, and the Community. However, access to the Societies and police had been all but shut down. Research, even with the covert aid of Milton Palmer, became problematic.

      As he bent over the computer, Paul’s phone vibrated across the table top. Unplugging this, he checked the message. Swinging by in 15…be ready. As much as Milton didn’t like to admit it, he was a psychic, had to be. Seemed every time Paul hit a wall in the investigation Milton was there with a clue, a suspect, or an angle Paul had missed or was coming at from the wrong direction. So he was again. Luckily, he had showered after Hema had left for work; then dressed. The habit of being ready to head out on a story was hard to break. Anyway, he wanted to get out of the house. It had been two days now that he could not find any information on Wendigo Evans and all avenues surrounding the Societies had been closed off with Andris’ death.

      Paul had even been warned off by Whebley to leave the women of the Societies alone or she would have a restraining order issued. Even Cassandra suggested he give the Societies a pass for now, or until he’d been able to corroborate what they were up to now they’d broken with the Community and sided with the mysterious Mr. Mirabilis. Paul could not bring himself to utter the last aloud, but he’d written a post with the title. There was a stir from the Societies when Whebley called and attempted to find out who Mirabilis was, but the truth was Paul had discovered little more than the name and that was a source that Milton had put him onto. When he’d refused to give in Whebley had threatened a lawsuit, but he put her onto Daemon’s general council and that had shut her up. This wouldn’t last.

      He needed to shake the tree. Needed to do that soon before something else happened that put him in the middle of whatever the lawyers couldn’t get him out of. Someday, in this story, he worried that would happen. Every road in the murder/suicide he followed seemed to mire him deeper in the lowest and highest characters of Mission Peak. That would bring with it a price; he wasn’t certain, however, what that would be.

      The doorbell rang as Paul was putting his jacket on. No matter how he asked; no matter how angular or subtle the approach, Milton would not say where they were headed. Paul had wanted to take his car, but that would mean Milton would have had to give him an address: the detective was not prepared to do that. By the time he figured it out, they’d already crossed onto the Southside. For a while he suspected they were heading for the Thule Hotel, but they veered east of this. Two blocks later there could have been only one place they were headed, but stopped a block away. “Where now?” Paul asked, stepping from the car.

      “Through that,” he pointed to an alley.

      On the other side of the dank, filthy stretch filled with refuse, bins, and abandoned-everything they came out across the street from the Elephant Grill. “Do all roads lead to the Grill?” Milton nodded.

      “Seems to be the case,” putting a hand on his arm as Paul was preparing to cross the street. “We’re not going in.”

      “Then why are…”

      “To meet me,” a voice from behind. Turning he was staring at a slender black woman of middling height, cropped hair, and large eyes. Her skin was so dark the whites of her eyes were lighthouse lamps.

      “This is Fortunata,” Milton said. She held out a hand, Paul took this.

      “Sorry about the mystery,” the woman continued; Paul could not place her accent. It wasn’t any American he’d heard, though it might have had a Cajun echo.

      “Okay, but why here?”

      “You’ve been looking for someone?” Fortunata asked.

      “Several, actually,” Paul said.

      “We will put you on to one here,” Milton stared across the street.

      “Who are…”

      “They are, yeah,” Fortunata began and pointed toward the Grill, “coming out the door near the corner. See?”

      “Crap,” Paul pulled further into what shadow the alley offered in the mid-morning light.

      “You recognize the woman?” Fortunata asked. Paul nodded.

      “What happened?”

      “What do you mean?” Milton inquired.

      “You saw her; she was…” Paul trailed off.

      “Wasted?” Fortunata said. Paul nodded.

      “Last time I saw her she looked ten years older.” Paul continued. The pair had turned in their direction and were walking down the opposite side of the street. “Who’s the guy?”

      “Wendigo Evans,” Fortunata said as Paul raised his phone and took a picture of the couple. First, he took two burst photos; then switched to single shot, taking close-ups of both. Lowering the phone as the couple passed, still not taking notice of them.

      “He lives here?” Paul asked.

      “Yes,” Fortunata began, but hesitated turning to Milton. Paul looked at Milton as the couple reached the corner and disappeared around this. Milton appeared uncomfortable.

      “What?” Paul drawled the question.

      “How old do you think he is?” Milton asked.

      “Same thing that happened to Boo?” Paul replied.

      “Yes,” Fortunata stepped before Paul, “but more extreme.”

      “Late twenties,” answering Milton’s question, “maybe thirty.” The detective pulled out his phone. Tapping on an app he passed this to Paul. He stared at this; then scrolled down. “This is a gag, or you’ve got the wrong Wendigo Evans.”

      “Compare the phone pic with the one on your phone; then scroll to the bottom for an early photo…when he was first arrested.”

      Paul did this. “They’re the same.” Fortunata nodded as Milton took his phone back.

      “I’ll send you the file,” Milton said, tapping on the phone’s screen.

      “Son?” Paul stared at his phone as it chirped with an email alert.

      “Wendigo never married and there are no records of his having a child,” Milton answered. “I looked into it before bringing this to you. Still having trouble believing it myself.”

      “What does this mean…if he was born in 1960 that would make him…”

      “Yes,” Fortunata interrupted, “one benefit of taking up with Helen Bennett and Mr. Mirabilis.”

      “Mirabilis did this?” Paul asked.

      “It’s believed this was done by Helen, but Mr. Mirabilis gave her the ability. Her story is pretty much similar to Wendigo and Belinda’s; from what we’ve been able to learn.”

      “Helen’s as old…”

      “No,” Fortunata hurried on, “she had Fourth Stage cancer when the Doctor found her.”

      “Doctor?” Paul asked.

      “Doctor Roger Mirabilis; he’s sometimes called Mr. Mirabilis and sometimes Doctor.” Paul nodded, only half listening. Staring at the corner the pair had disappeared around he shook his head.

      “This can’t be happening.”
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        * * *

      

      “Coffee?” the waitress asked. Paul tapped his flask with a nail.

      “Jack, coffee on the side,” Paul answered.

      “I’ll have the same, and bring me a lunch menu,” Milton wasn’t looking at the woman, but at Paul. “Do you do refills?” pointing to the flask.

      “We’re not supposed to,” Milton placed his badge on the table. The waitress took the flask.

      “Same for me,” Fortunata said; like Milton, she was watching Paul.

      “You okay?” Milton asked.

      “Me? Think so. Hema’s been trying to get me to cut back on the drink.” Paul answered.

      “Believe she’d understand,” Milton said.

      “Don’t think she’d understand any of what we saw.” Paul looked out the window. The bottom half of this was frosted and outside were wrought-iron bars spaced about six inches apart. Beyond that, the afternoon was beginning, but the street was empty. The group had moved a few blocks from the Elephant Grill to have a coffee and a think. Paul had told himself he would not drink, but when they could only find a bar, he had to have one to stiffen his spine as his understanding of the universe wobbled.

      “Maybe,” Milton sounded less certain in his answer, “but, perhaps, you shouldn’t share the information…yet.”

      “What do you mean?” Paul turned from the window, looking from Milton to Fortunata.

      “It’s a bit to swallow, even with the evidence. That’s one thing, but you will want to check the information.” Milton answered. “I’m sure Daemon has an investigator.”

      “They’ll be able to confirm this?” Paul asked.

      “All a matter of public record; that’s not the problem,” Fortunata answered.

      “What is the problem?” Paul stared out over the bar. The waitress set the flask on the table along with the coffee and whiskey.

      “Do you want to bring in your publisher or agent?” Fortunata said.

      “She’s right,” Milton chipped in. “Bring them in and this hits the front page.”

      “No one would believe it; saw it and I’ve half convinced myself this is all a bad dream,” Paul answered. “But what’s your point?”

      “You say anything now, whatever is going on will slip underground or the timetable will be stepped up,” Fortunata answered.

      “Timetable?” Paul looked up from the table.

      “Something’s up; this sort of thing isn’t supposed to happen…right?” Milton asked turning to Fortunata.

      “Who are you?” Paul’s voice was louder than he’d intended and the bartender looked over. Apologizing, Paul looked from the barman to Fortunata.

      “All I can say is I represent a group that is attempting to figure out what Mirabilis and crew are up to.”

      “What does that mean? What group?” Paul asked.

      “Been there, myself,” Milton rubbed the edge of the table with his thumb and looked away.

      “We’d have not come forward if you two had not pushed at the Constantine murder/suicide. Bringing in locals never goes well.” Fortunata said.

      “For you?” Paul asked.

      “For anyone; especially the locals.” Paul wanted to ask what was meant by locals, but the larger part of him didn’t want to know.

      “What’s that mean?” Milton continued.

      “We’ve not had to deal with anything like this in a long time,” Fortunata began as Paul tossed back his whiskey then filled his glass from the flask. “This event appears to be unprecedented, or we don’t have records of it occurring.”

      “Wonderful,” Paul laughed before continuing, “you’ve records; this thing happens a lot?” Fortunata did not answer right away but sipped her coffee and placed her hands on either side of the cup; then looked up. Paul held his spoon; the thumb of his right hand pressing hard into its bowl.

      “We’ve records of many things; this, however, is unique,” Fortunata said.

      “I don’t like that word,” Milton said before ordering another round of whiskey for himself and Paul. “Unique means you’ve no clue what’s going on.”

      “We know what’s going on, but we don’t know how or why…maybe the why, but the how’s a mystery,” Fortunata said.

      “You will not tell us?” Paul asked, and the waitress returned with another whiskey and a lunch menu. When she had gone they continued.

      “I’ll tell you what I can; what I can should be enough for you to doubt me. Wish that wasn’t the case, but, well, materialism.” There was no humor in the tone; both men laughed.

      “My grip on reality isn’t what it was,” Paul refilled his glass from the flask. Fortunata glanced at the detective; Milton shrugged before speaking.

      “Rough few years.” Fortunata didn’t answer right away.

      “What I can tell you is if Mirabilis arrives in Mission Peak…”

      “Arrives, isn’t he here?” Milton asked.

      “There’s a perspective issue; technically Mirabilis is not here…not quite.” Fortunata answered.

      “What’s not quite?” Paul asked, emptying his glass and refilling this with what remained in the flask.

      “The Doctor is working through intermediaries; from what we’ve been able to gather.”

      “You’ve not yet spotted him?” Milton asked, calling the waitress over to refill the flask. When she left, he continued. “No more, the days only half over and I’m not sure what will happen next.” Paul nodded. Fortunata looked from one to the other before continuing.

      “No, we’ve located him a few times, after a fashion, but we’re keeping our distance until we know what he is up to.”

      “Thought you knew?” Paul asked.

      “Broad brush strokes, but we’re attempting to figure out where and how,” Fortunata said.

      “Why not simply pick him up or end him?” Paul pushed.

      “Not in my town: we’ve had enough killings. If more happens, we’ll be dealing with the FBI.” Milton leaned forward and pointed at Fortunata who blinked and smiled. “Do not kill him, understand?”

      “There is no killing Mirabilis, but there may be more killing before this is over. You’ve too many competing groups in town: the Societies, that appear to have sided with Mirabilis (which means they’ve taken the mayor’s office and city council with them; therefore, the police), the Community, Mirabilis’ crew and sycophants, the Circus…”

      “Circus?” Paul interrupted Fortunata.

      “My people call our group Fortunata’s Circus or the Circus. It’s over-the-top, but they only do this behind my back.”

      “Are there any others?” Milton asked.

      “There are peripheral groups that have been attracted by the break down in social cohesion; believe you call them social justice warriors and anarchists.”

      “We’ve already arrested several, but more appear to be arriving daily.”

      “Street theater,” Paul grumbled.

      “Pretty much,” Fortunata agreed, “but that doesn’t mean they will not cause trouble. What I’ve noticed, wherever they go so goes the media.”

      “They’re what worries me, because of the media.” Milton sipped at his coffee. “What concerns me about the FBI are the SJWs: wherever you find the latter, the former is not far behind.”

      “Neither,” Fortunata drummed her nails on the table, “will be able to stop what’s going on.”

      “Shouldn’t push the theory too far; cause too much trouble and the governor could call up the National Guard,” Milton observed.

      “Both sides will be finished before it gets that far,” Fortunata said.

      “Not what worries me: it’s the anarchists. You won’t be able to control them.”

      “We can’t be that close, Milton,” Paul said, pocketing the flask the waitress had returned.

      “Never seems you are, until they blow up the streets,” Paul leaned back and sighed as Milton spoke.

      “They’re a nuisance, at best. However, if Mirabilis, Helen Bennett, Bart Winslow, Wendigo, and Belinda (and whoever else they’re working with) get going that would be it for Mission Peak.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Milton asked.

      “We’ve to stop Helen and Bart,” Fortunata said.

      “What of Mirabilis?” Paul drummed the tabletop.

      “Stop those two, specifically Helen, and we stop Mirabilis…for the moment.”

      “He could come back?” Milton leaned forward, hand slapping the table.

      “Working that out on the other end,” Fortunata gestured for the detective to lower his voice.

      “What end?” Paul looked about.

      “That concerns neither of you.”

      “If,” Milton’s voice tight while he rubbed the hand that had struck the table, “you stop him on your end, Mirabilis cannot return?”

      “That’s the hope.”
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        * * *

      

      After the meeting, Milton dropped Paul off at Hema’s where he’d left his car. They attempted to figure out what Fortunata’s Circus would do, but neither had enough understanding of what was going on with Mirabilis, or even Wendigo and Belinda. Giving up, they rode in silence. Even when the detective let Paul out the two could say little more than goodbye. Watching Milton drive off, Paul looked at Hema’s place and debated about whether going in a good idea. Thinking better of it, he got into the Civic and headed west.

      Winding through one small street after another, Paul also crossed two larger avenues without turning onto these. He needed quiet, and part of him wanted to keep heading west until he hit the ocean where he’d find the closest international airport and grab the first flight for Goa. Paul would have preferred Thailand, but he was sure they’d not forgotten his last trip. The Thai police would stick him on the first US-bound plane there was. They’d the right, maybe the obligation; he’d gone over the top to put the whole Mexico thing behind him. Didn’t work, and he had to get out of the country before he was deported. Myanmar was a no go either, but India he’d not got on the wrong side of.

      Paul was certain this was little more than an accident. That accident he would spend what remained of his life living down. Sighing, he pulled over a block beyond Hester Babbage’s place. There was still a police presence outside her boarding house, and Milton said the room would remain sealed until they figured out what happened. If this was an example of Mirabilis, then it was unlikely the MPPD would find out much of anything. Milton would understand, Paul supposed, but beyond him, there were few that would step through the looking-glass. Which put the detective in a curious bind.

      Stepping out of the car, Paul looked around and wasn’t sure what to do next: not only about Mirabilis but for the day. He would not get any work done: there was no place he could begin this blog. Daemon were about true crime and not whatever this was. Nothing in their back catalog slipped into the paranormal or fantastic. So, how did he write the blog? Looking up the street, considering his next move, there was a coffee shop on the corner. Slinging his bag over a shoulder, Paul crossed the road. He needed to sober up before going back to Hema.

      The café had only a half a dozen tables and a street window for foot traffic. The place was called The Mastodon’s Tooth for no obvious reason. That was fine, all he needed was a place to clear his mind, and figure out the next move. First, though, he had to calm down. If he went to Hema’s like this she’d know something was up and wouldn’t quit until she’d it out of him. What could she do with the information but think him mad? What would happen if he persuaded Milton to share what occurred at the Elephant Grill, along with what Fortunata told him? Folie à deux? He didn’t want to have that conversation until he’d more evidence; even then Hema was a scientist.

      Sitting at the table with his coffee, Paul waited for this to cool while he scrolled down the news feed. There was something calming in getting caught up in the provincial rage of others. He was on his third or fourth troll when the message popped up. “Need to meet, Boo”.

      “Where?” Paul texted back.

      “You’re at The Mastodon’s Tooth?” He sighed.

      “When can you be here?”

      “Give me half an hour,” the message ended with a ghost emoticon.
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        * * *

      

      Paul had moved to the back wall of the Mastodon to wait for Belinda. Since she had changed and hooked up with Wendigo, he’d no idea what to expect. Still, he knew Belinda never had more than a tentative grip on her rage. Now they’d broken up he wasn’t sure but this would go badly. With a fresh latte, Paul propped his back against the canvas wallpaper between antique replicas of industrial photos celebrating the Rust Belt before the decay. Settling in, Paul sipped the coffee with its heavy cinnamon-froth helmet and two extra shots of sugar.

      Not over five minutes into a book on his phone and a shadow cut across the checkerboard tile. The shadow was gone almost as soon as it appeared and Paul looked up with the submariner alert from the speakers that had been sharing a middle-of-the-road pop-jazz playlist, one step up from muzak. “What would you like?” Paul asked Belinda.

      “You’ve already forgotten?”

      “Macchiato, right?” As Paul placed the order, Belinda slipped into the seat across from his. “You’ve changed.”

      “Like?” holding up her arms, the flaccid triceps now toned. Belinda’s skin was a china-white and the moles which had dotted this before were gone. Her face and eyes were clear; even the hair, that had been lanky and oily, was shiny with health and fuller than Paul remembered it.

      “You look…” trailing off.

      “Ten years younger,” Paul nodded. “The best thing that ever happened.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The break-up; wouldn’t have met him otherwise.”

      “Who?”

      “Wen,” Belinda sipped at the coffee the barista brought.

      “Who?”

      “You know who; yesterday you and your friends saw us.”

      “What…”

      “At the Grill; we both saw you. You with the black woman now? Is she why you dumped me?”

      “Not with her.”

      “But you are with someone; you could never go a day without someone to take care of you.” Belinda’s eyes were smiling along with her mouth, but there was steel behind this.

      “And you're with Wendigo Evans,” Paul answered the dig.

      “Let that slip, didn’t you,” setting the coffee down.

      “How long have you been with him?”

      “Not long.”

      “This,” motioning toward Belinda, “has to come at a price.”

      “Nothing so high I am not willing to pay, and there’s a bonus.” Paul leaned back against the wall, placing himself in profile to Belinda.

      “What’s that?” half turning.

      “I get to fuck with you,” pausing she tilted her head to the side, eyes sliding toward the front window and over the street, “and the world.”

      “The world’s to blame, for what?”

      “Do I need a reason to hate; have I ever?”

      “You sound happy.”

      “Suppose I am,” picking up her mug, “maybe not happy: content, focused, clear.”

      “They’ve not only changed you on the outside: inside too, right?” Paul asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You seem different.”

      “Certain it isn’t the new me?” holding up her arms.

      “Shaving too,” motioning to her armpits.

      “Not everyone is a freak,” lowering her hands and crossing these over her arms.

      “More’s the pity, but Wendigo’s got to be bent.” Belinda looked back at the name.

      “So it’s him; how’s that even possible?” Paul only got the question out when his eyes lit up with starbursts. There was screaming and something heavy landed on him as he tumbled through space.

      There was a sudden jar and the two bodies halted. Two or three more blows connected with his face before hands had grabbed him on either side of his head and were attempting to shatter his skull on the floor. With the same speed, the attack halted; shadows were passing over him, interrupted by bursts of bright light. Punctuating the staccato movements were voices…really more sounds; then an explosion of what might have been glass. An interlude followed before hands took him and he was being lifted. The first face he saw was Fortunata’s. “He’s still with us,” someone said from behind. Paul didn’t recognize the voice.
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        * * *

      

      More light: strips, slashes, angularities, bursts, ribbons. Behind this a gentle jostling; horns; engines; voices from a distance that emerged and fell away. “Ma…” the voice slipped away, but this one was closer.

      “Marat,” pronouncing this mah-rah, “you…” another gap and he raised a hand to the left side of his face. The skin was bloated and painful to the touch.

      “What happened?” voice slurry thick.

      “Said the wrong thing to your ex,” a familiar voice said from the front of the car. Attempting to push up on the seat, vertigo and nausea made him give it up.

      “You going to be sick?” another voice he did not recognize.

      “No,” the answer uncertain.

      “If you are, sing out and I’ll pull over,” same voice.

      “Uh-huh, Fortunata?” Paul asked.

      “It’s me,” and a hand took his.

      “Where we going…hospital?”

      “You don’t need a hospital; checked you out and you’re a little rough-and-ready, but good to go with some rest.” She paused here. “We don’t have time.”

      “So, where are we going?” releasing her hand, Paul pushed up through the pain and nausea. Shading his eyes against the late afternoon sunlight the pain was sharp and tore down the length of his spine.

      “You mention Wendigo to your ex?” Fortunata, again.

      “She mentioned him first; sort of.”

      “What’s sort of?”

      “Called him Wen,” Paul was attempting to examine the left side of his face in the rearview.

      “I see; well, they know we’re on to them,” Fortunata said.

      “Why we shouldn’t have brought in the locals,” the driver said.

      “So, where are we going?” Paul ignored the remark. “And it was Boo that did this?”

      “You mean Belinda, right?” Fortunata raised a hand to her head, resting this against the knuckles. Paul nodded.

      “It was; serious upgrade, right?” no humor in Paul’s voice. “How’s that possible? Intelligence, too.”

      “Mirabilis is well named…”

      “So he was working with the Cuma…” Fortunata’s other hand touched the driver’s right hand on the wheel. He went silent, but Paul could see him turn to look at him through the rearview.

      “Who?” Paul asked.

      “Non-local…trouble-maker,” Fortunata said.

      “None of my business?”

      “The more you know about our side of the equation, the riskier your position becomes. Now you’re a nuisance, if you ask questions about the other players you become dangerous to both sides…best you don’t ask.”

      “Should we call…” the driver bent his head toward Paul.

      “On their way…”

      “Best they’re…”

      “They are, but more with themselves than us,” Fortunata said.

      “Who are you talking about?” Paul asked. The driver and Fortunata exchanged glances.

      “Not our place to say.” Fortunata paused; then turned and lowered her chin on the front seat, looking at Paul. “If you can hang on a while longer,” pausing Fortunata turned to the driver, “how long?”

      “About ten minutes.”

      “Ten minutes and they can answer your questions.”

      “I have a choice?” Paul asked.

      “Yes, we could let you out, but Belinda got away, which means Mirabilis and his crew will be hunting you.”

      “You too?” Fortunata shook her head.

      “We’re not something anyone will want to interfere with: not yet.”

      “Let me guess: non-local?” Fortunata winked and pointed at him.

      In less than ten minutes they pulled into an apartment complex. The buildings were run down, but not derelict. “Eastside?” Paul asked as he attempted to open the back door: it was locked. Fortunata opened the door on her side and Paul slid over and stepped into the lot. There remained a residue of vertigo; bracing himself on the back of the car he waited for this to pass.

      “Yes,” Fortunata answered. “We’re over here.” The rugged redbrick structures looked as if they’d have been more at home in New England than the Southwest. The buildings were almost perfect boxes that hummed with window mounted a/c units rising from basement windows to the uppermost third floor.

      “Who are we meeting?” Paul asked.

      “Someone who can shed light on this business.”

      “The other guy,” pointing back at the car.

      “Not part of this. Only I’ve had contact.” Fortunata said, glancing over a shoulder.

      “They can tell me more than you?”

      “This end is none of our business; we’re only involved as far as we have to be. Mirabilis isn’t supposed to be playing it fast and loose over here, so…” Fortunata trailed off.

      “You’ve upped the stakes?” Paul asked.

      “Something along those lines.” Stopping at the front door of the building she turned, hands-on narrow hips. “This side is your business; the other is ours.”

      “Who…what…don’t tell me…none of my business?” Paul looked back at the car, still running. “You’re not staying?”

      “Introductions only.”

      “I left my car back at the…” Paul began.

      “It’s been returned to your place.”

      “The police.”

      “In-house problems are handled by us; no need to get your politicos caught up in something they’d not understand.”

      “Let’s get on with this,” Paul waved her forward.

      On the third floor landing, there was a door to their right and one to their left, Fortunata halted and stepped aside. “There,” pointing to the right, “are you ready?”

      “Go on, let’s get this over with.”

      “We’re not here to hurt you,” Fortunata stepped up to the door.

      “Whatever the Circus is here for, it isn’t to help.” Fortunata lowered her head and sighed. A woman in her late forties or early fifties opened the door and smiled. Looking past Fortunata her face collapsed.

      “He shouldn’t be here,” an Indian accent heavy in the voice.

      “Paul,” turning to face him, “this is Jamuna; she’s nice when not panicking.”

      “But he’s not to be part of this,” Jamuna said.

      “Too late, Mirabilis knows we’re on to him…he let slip about Wendigo Evans and his girlfriend tried to kill him.”

      “Not my girlfriend,” both women turned to him, “we broke up.” Paul fingered the side of his face; the pain was almost gone.

      “Come in,” Jamuna stepped aside, sighing.

      “She here?” Fortunata asked.

      “Yes; hope you love her,” looking at Paul.

      “What?”

      “Hey, Paul,” turning Hema was standing at the end of the hall leading to the living room. A door opened, on their right, into a kitchen; the smells reminded Paul of Goa.

      “What are you doing here?” Paul asked.

      “This is my gran…”

      “Who’s there,” an old woman’s voice called. There was the flimsy clank of metal, muffled by rubber feet on the floor and a walker appeared with an ancient woman hanging over this. Looking down the hall, toward Paul, she squinted. Releasing the walker, she reached for glasses dangling from a long croakie.

      “You are not…” the old woman’s voice thick as her eyes widened.

      “Supposed to be here. Get that…so what’s up?” Paul turned to Hema.

      “Grandmother…” Hema began.

      “Dakshi Bhat,” the old woman said. “Call me Dakshi, young man.”

      “Sure; about what’s going on?” Paul continued.

      “I’ve,” Dakshi took over from her granddaughter, “been working with the Circus since…long time now.” The walker clanged on the floor again and she was moving into the living room. Finding the recliner, Dakshi collapsed in this and stretched out. “When I learned you were in town, and that the two of you,” indicating Hema, “had been involved I had her make contact…to keep an eye on you. Didn’t think…what happens when you don’t listen to the Sight.” The heavy Indian accent made it difficult to follow what she was saying.

      “I wanted…” Hema began but trailed off as Paul turned to her.
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      Jamuna was stronger than she appeared; Paul was having trouble breaking her bear hug. As the pair staggered about the room Fortunata backed up to the drapes. Paul then went down on a knee and Jamuna overbalanced. Tumbling over his shoulders she fell on the floor and the back of her legs slammed into the coffee table, collapsing this. The impact sent the etched gold leaf and onyx tea service arcing through the air toward Fortunata as she turned from drawing back the heavy, embroidered drapes. In a fluid motion, Fortunata batted away the teapot, whose lid had come loose and was spewing scalding tea.

      Rising over Jamuna, Paul was bringing the heel of his shoe down on her face when he was pulled away. He looked down and the hands holding him this time were Fortunata’s. “There’s no time for this,” she whispered. Even as Fortunata spoke Jamuna was up and charging Paul; his foot took her in the chest and she was knocked backward. Bouncing off the arm of the sofa, near the kitchen door, she landed hard on the floor. “Enough,” Fortunata said. Twisting toward the wall she threw Paul from her arms and he landed face first against this.

      The same bright pain and dislocation followed as his knees buckled and he slid to the floor. Resting against the wall, he waited for self-possession to return. Placing a hand against the smooth surface, Paul pushed away and attempted to stand. A hand helped him up. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to throw you so hard.” Placing another hand on his forehead, cool and soft, the pain evaporated.

      “What did you do?” Paul’s hand going to his face.

      “Sped things up, as I did at the Mastodon’s Tooth.”

      Still touching his face, Paul tested his legs and turned to the sofa where Dakshi cradled Hema in her arms. Hema’s bun had come loose, and the hair had fallen over her face. From beneath this, a single black pupil stared at him; a tear ran from the corner of the eye. “Sit up,” Dakshi said. Hema did, turning her face from Paul.

      “Too ashamed to look at me?”

      “She was doing what she was supposed to,” Fortunata said.

      “More than she was supposed to,” Dakshi held Hema’s hand as she stood beside the sofa, her back to him. Pulling free, Hema disappeared into the kitchen.

      Paul straightened his tie and jacket; looked at the old woman. The heat in the apartment was intense even though the air conditioner, mounted in the corner window, was humming. “What do you mean?”

      “She,” Fortunata answered from the window where she’d moved next to the a/c and was adjusting the dial, “was only supposed to keep an eye on you. It was thought since you two had a history Hema would be the best one to find out what you knew.” Paul moved to a chair knocked over in the struggle, after he’d slapped Hema.  Setting this on the floor, he sat in it; the joints groaned.

      “That chair,” Dakshi pointed at Paul, “came from my mother; it’s one of the few pieces I brought from India. Please, be careful.” Paul didn’t look at her but turned to Fortunata. Pulling a pocket square from his inside breast pocket, Paul mopped the sweat from his face. Taking the jacket off he hung this on the back of the chair and tented his shirt.

      “Explains the heat,” Paul loosened his tie. Having done this, he tested his face again. “Neat trick. Where d’you pick it up, Fortunata?”

      “Different places.”

      “Naraka,” Dakshi said, looking at the young black woman.

      “No; that’s not where we are…” Fortunata trailed off.

      “No one believes you,” Dakshi looked back at Paul as she spoke.

      Fortunata did not respond to the dismissal but turned back to Paul. “Hema was not to have got close, and you weren’t to have moved in with her. No one saw that coming.”

      “No one?” the old woman’s voice sharp.

      “Hema claimed,” Fortunata’s voice conciliatory, a hand going to the back of her neck, “it was over.”

      “You believed her?” Dakshi spat the words.

      “There was no time not to. He,” motioning to Paul, “was already in town and had met with the detective.”

      “If you’d spoken with me…” the old woman began, but Fortunata cut her off.

      “There wasn’t time.” Dakshi stared at the far wall over Paul’s left shoulder.

      “Told myself it wouldn’t happen,” Hema said; the room turned to where she was standing, a facecloth covering her right cheek.

      “Here,” Fortunata said crossing the room. Hema lowered the cloth and Fortunata cupped the injured cheek. Paul had wanted to apologize, but couldn’t bring himself to. The room waited for Fortunata to finish. Done, she returned to the a/c.

      “Thought you’d be better with the heat,” Paul said.

      “Because I’m black.” Paul nodded. “That could be racist.”

      “Maybe, but that should not come as news. Still, not intended as such.”

      “This,” holding up her hands, “I picked up in the Congo.”

      “This?” Paul asked.

      “The body,” Hema answered, not looking at Paul.

      “That’s not your…” pausing, he looked about the room. “Possession?” Fortunata nodded.

      “I’m from the north.”

      “Now, that is racist,” Paul said.

      “What?” Fortunata asked.

      “Possessing the body of a woman from the developing world,” Fortunata sighed and crossed her arms.

      “She was the closest to hand when I popped out of the gate. Well, not the closest but the first one that didn’t explode.”

      “Explode?” Paul pushed from the chair.

      “Sometimes they burn up: the slow burns are the worst. Until the body has died, we cannot vacate. We’ve killed ourselves in some imaginative ways.”

      “You can possess anyone?” Paul asked.

      “Don’t worry, only the weak of mind or body. This woman was considering suicide…I just helped her along.”

      “Possession kills the host?”

      “Pushes the soul out.”

      “What happens then?”

      “They go on to whatever is next, based on their belief system.” Paul stared at Fortunata; then Dakshi.

      “She’s…”

      “Not lying,” Jamuna answered, sitting on the other end of the sofa from Dakshi, who had moved nearest her granddaughter.

      “What if we don’t believe…” Paul began.

      “Everyone believes in something,” Hema spoke up turning to look at Paul. “And if you don’t, you end up in your culture’s dominant belief system.”

      “But which place?” Paul asked.

      “Heaven or Hell?” Fortunata asked. Paul nodded. “Depends what you’ve done with your life.” Moving back toward the hall, Paul stopped and edged away from Hema who was reaching for him. “You’ll be joining us in the Underworld.”

      “There’s nowhere to go, Paul,” Hema said lowering her hand as he took another step away and into the hallway.

      “Mirabilis…” Paul began.

      “AWOL,” Fortunata said. “We want them back; have to get them back.”

      “We’re supposed to stop a demon?” Paul asked.

      “Not a demon,” Fortunata answered, taking a step forward. “I’m not either.”

      “Then what are the two of you?”

      “Infernals.”

      “What are infernals?”

      “Traditionally, they’ve been called the damned.”

      “And now what?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Dakshi broke in. “None of this matters. We’re here to stop Mirabilis from breaking through the gate they’ve found and doing what Fortunata has done,” motioning toward the infernal.

      “How can we stop…does Mirabilis have a gender?” Paul asked.

      “Not sure anyone does, hereabouts…but yes…male.” Fortunata answered.

      “So, how do we stop him from breaking through?” Paul asked.

      “You don’t,” Fortunata crossed the room, “we take care of that on our side, if possible, you have to find out where they’re breaking out on this end and who they intend to ride once here.”

      “How am I supposed to do this?” Paul asked.

      “There’s no need to be facetious,” Jamuna said, elbows on her knees; bent forward and staring at the ruined coffee table.

      “I’m not. What you lot want I’ve no idea where to begin. Wouldn’t you be further ahead going to others that have studied this?”

      “You’ve intersected with our world and your investigative skills will be useful. Besides,” Hema was warming up, “you’re a pit bull: once you get a hold of a story you don’t let go.” Stepping closer to Paul, he shied away; Hema lowered the hands reaching out for him.

      “Investigate,” Dakshi said from the sofa, as she was rising and Jamuna got the walker.

      “In the past, I would have known where to begin, but with this… It isn’t about finding a cartel boss; exposing politicians; reporting on war crimes, or even investigating sex vacations. Where do you begin with an investigation like this?” Paul asked.

      “Start like you would any investigation,” Fortunata said. “Who, what, where, when, and why: much of this you already know.”

      “Don’t know who Mirabilis is, and that’s where I’d begin.”

      “No one knows,” Fortunata said, stepping away from the a/c and into the cooling room.

      “Any guesses?”

      “Best reckoning is they are somewhere from the Wastelands; before that, there is no information and only wild speculation.”

      “No, here; any information about where they’re from. They are an infernal and not a demon?” Paul continued.

      “Yes,” Fortunata continued, moving to Paul, “they’re an infernal, but they’ve been in the underworld a long time.”

      “How long?”

      “Unclear, but thousands of years wouldn’t fall short.”

      “Is there anything human left in them?”

      “The Underworld doesn’t change humans all that much, but too much time in the Wastelands can alter humans in other ways.”

      “Such as?” Paul was looking at Hema, standing beside her grandmother as Dakshi tottered on the walker, straining to remain upright.

      “Broad topic, but the short answer is: who knows?”

      “It would help if I’d some kind of psychological frame to work from.”

      “Wants to destroy the world; does that help?” Fortunata placed her hands on her hips, extending a leg.

      “Who doesn’t; now, what do they really want?” Fortunata sighed and looked out the window.

      “To escape.”

      “Your Underworld…you mean Hell?”

      “No longer, there’s been a bit of a kerfuffle.” Dakshi looked up at Fortunata as she spoke. “He won’t help us unless we come clean about what’s going on,” Fortunata said to Dakshi.

      “But…” the old woman’s voice trailed off into a rattling cough, which continued until Hema gave her a glass of water. “It won’t help him find Mirabilis or the rest of it.”

      “We’re here now, so what kinda kerfuffle?” Paul looked from Dakshi to Hema; then Fortunata.

      “A revolt and it’s under new management, sort of,” Fortunata said.

      “What’s sort of?”

      “There’s been a revolution, but there is no clear winner as of now, though it appears to be calming down, last I was there,” Fortunata answered.

      “Right,” Paul drawled, “good…” and his voice trailed off. “Let’s get this show on the road. Need a ride home.” Hema shook her keys. Before leaving, Paul got contact numbers for Fortunata and Dakshi. Dakshi didn’t have a phone but used Jamuna’s.
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        * * *

      

      The drive back to Hema’s had been tense and silent. Paul ignored her and scrolled through the comments on his blog while attempting to figure out how he would explain the shift in the blog to Cassandra and how much of what was going on could he make Daemon House Publishing believe. The next post would be crucial, now Belinda had gone over and almost killed him. How would he explain that without the injuries? Then there was the wreckage at the Mastodon. Fortunata assured him her people were on top of it. Paying owner and staff off? Buy it outright? There was an interesting problem: what kind of money did they have behind them? Enough to counter the mavins who appeared to have slipped over to Mirabilis’ side?

      When the pair arrived at Hema’s the silence continued until they were inside. Hema heated water for tea; Paul was coming to prefer her teas, she’d a wide selection of Indian and East Asian, to his usual coffee. Given his stress levels had to be off the chart and hypertension a real possibility, this was a good thing. He was almost persuaded this wasn’t how hypertension worked, but Paul was not so certain how anything worked any longer, so one more narrative didn’t seem worth the time a refutation would take. While Hema prepared the tea, he waited in the living room trying to think. He couldn’t and returned to the phone, opening the novel he’d been reading.

      Paul had made it through only a few screens when Hema returned with another Indian tea service that looked the dead-spit of Dakshi’s. Hema’s grandmother had two sets and gave one to her granddaughter when she’d bought the condo. It was when Hema had taken the condo that the old woman had nagged Hema about marriage and great-grandchildren. Hema had skated over this part of her history with Dakshi, though spent more time on where she’d been taken in, when her aunts and uncles did not want her, by Dakshi. Hema danced over why she’d been turned away by her other relatives, but it seemed as though they were more traditional.

      From there Hema slipped into her life with Dakshi back east. The two of them moved to the Southwest when the cold had become too much for Dakshi and it was after this that she’d met Paul. Attempting to draw the conversation away from what he did not yet want to discuss, he moved on to how her grandmother had become connected with Fortunata and the Circus. The female line of the family had been sensitive for maybe fifteen centuries, much longer than there was a history of this. Fortunata claimed it was supposed to go back to the Gupta period, maybe the mid-Fifth Century. What this meant did not compare to what had happened when Fortunata showed up. The woman’s first appearance dated back six months, but then Fortunata disappeared and did not re-emerge until the deaths of Darlene and Marvin Constantine.

      Things picked up here.

      When the Circus’ lead showed up again, Paul was already on site and investigating the deaths with the help of Detective Milton Palmer. Hema accidentally let slip she knew, had dated, Paul in the past. When Fortunata learned of this, she took no time at all to throw Hema back in his path with the single goal of getting as close to Paul as possible and learning whatever he had discovered about the Constantines. It became plain he would find out more than any of the locals, but when Priska Andris had warned him about Mirabilis, there was little choice left, and when Belinda crossed over and attacked him, they had to move to save and draw Paul into the Circus.

      He wasn’t certain how he felt about the inclusion, Paul was still attempting to process what happened to Belinda and what she’d done. However, Hema’s betrayal had hit him hard. Both knew they were moving toward marriage, but this put that on pause. Paul’s decision to move to the Indus Hotel, where the Community was staying, had triggered a scene. Until he could trust her again, however, Paul was not prepared to remain at the condo. Hema understood he was serious once he packed. Paul promised this was not the end of them, but Hema did not appear convinced.
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        * * *

      

      “Didn’t think I’d hear from you again,” Hema said standing beside the table. Paul took her hand, and she leaned down to kiss this, there was the light smell of jasmine and lavender shower gel. “You still want this,” sitting in the chair opposite Paul, still holding his hand.

      “Yes, I do, but we have a way to go to get back to where we were before yesterday.”

      “Are you feeling, okay?”

      “Bit of a hangover; the revelations triggered a slip.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault, doing what you had to.” Hema smiled at this, but the gesture was fragile.

      “This whole business is not anything I wanted, and I came back to you not because they told me; I need you to believe that.” Hema took his hand in both of her eyes watering.

      “We have to talk…about a lot…but one other thing first.” Paul began.

      “I’m sorry…” her hands squeezed so hard he’d to steel his face.

      “No, I have to apologize. I hit you; I’ve never done that before. Okay, maybe once or twice but that was only with Boo, and to protect myself.”

      “It was my fault…”

      “That’s no excuse for hitting you; it won’t happen again.” Hema pulled Paul across the table to kiss him; the tears were flowing, and she excused herself. When she’d gone, Paul attempted to not look about the dining room where those in the surrounding tables were staring at him.

      Instead of looking up from the table he’d taken out his phone and scrolled through his emails and messages. There were several of the former from Cassandra reminding him to keep his receipts for Daemon House Publishing. The publisher had agreed to give him an expense account, but this was not extravagant. For the moment it covered the room at the Indus Hotel, three meals, and a moderate stipend. The blog would cover the rest while the details about the serialization were worked out. Paul had approached the shift in narrative brought about by Fortunata’s Circus, had even given the details to Cassandra (though not all), and this had amused the agent.

      Paul had been careful to let her know he did not believe them: it was fine writing about the fringe, but he would not sample the kool-aid. The publisher was okay with this as well; Daemon had been considering branching out into metaphysical crime and gothic subcultures. The Constantine Incident and fallout would give them the opportunity to experiment with the sub-genres. Yet, this was a risk. Because of this, his expense account was modest and any future offers would be determined by how well the readers responded to the shift. All were aware they’d lose readers, but if the blog was well marketed these would be replaced by a far more avid, if unstable, fan base. There would also be more online threats.

      As of now, Paul had only received a handful, by his reckoning half a dozen, but these would grow, as Daemon and Cassandra believed, once he shifted into metaphysical crime with gothic characters. Fortunata was seen by both as something close on to a shaman or Bruja (witch): the owner was of Mexican descent. It would not have helped to tell them she was Congolese unless they wanted to engage in some light race baiting. Luckily, the publisher wanted to keep away from that as much as possible, in fear of it backfiring on Hispanic communities throughout the Southwest. Paul wasn’t certain how long the progressive tack would last if sales fell off. There was a board of directors to answer to and anything interfering with profits would not last long.

      He’d been in the game long enough to know circulation and hits were the beginning and end of moral posturing.

      When Hema had returned, maybe ten minutes later, she’d put her face back together, but her eyes were still red. Smiling she slipped into her chair and took his hand again. Paul had to come clean about the new deal with Daemon concerning the Circus and she took it better than he’d expected when it was made clear Dakshi had been kept out of it. “What of Fortunata?” Hema asked.

      “She’s not really Fortunata; I’ve no idea who that poor woman was. Do you know?”

      “No, she never said and Dakshi never asked.”

      “Did you?”

      “I avoid Fortunata and the Circus as much as possible.”

      “Why? It is such a big part of Dakshi’s life.”

      “My parents, aunts and uncles too, were radical secularists: Dakshi was an embarrassment.”

      “Birth, life, death: that kind of secularist?” Hema nodded and holding one of his hands flipped through the menu with the other.

      “Yes; I want the steak, baked potato, and steamed asparagus.” Folding the menu, Hema grinned.

      “Sounds good,” and Paul ordered the meal, along with a burgundy. “How do you square secularism with Dakshi’s metaphysics?”

      “Try not to,” taking his hand in both hers.

      “Dakshi has been better to me than anyone in my family.”

      “What do you mean?” placing his free hand over Hema’s holding his left.

      “When my parents died…”

      “How?”

      “What?”

      “How’d they die?”

      “A car accident; while on holiday in Italy.”

      “Was it an accident?”

      “What do you mean, of course it was…”

      “With what’s been going on, I’m not sure.” Hema stopped and in the silence stared at the table.

      The wine arrived; Hema downed her glass in two gulps. Paul ordered another bottle after finishing his. “There was nothing to show, from what I was told by my uncle, it was otherwise.”

      “Your aunts and uncles refused to take you in?” Paul asked.

      “Yes, but they had children of their own.”

      “Only Dakshi was willing?”

      “She campaigned…” looking up from the table suspicion opened Hema’s eyes. “Dakshi always wanted because…”

      “Why?”

      “When she passes the Sight has to go somewhere.”

      “You were drafted?”

      “Yes, but Dakshi wouldn’t kill her daughter.”

      “Mayn’t have been Dakshi.”

      “Fortunata?”

      “Or someone else that’s made use of your family since the Gupta.”

      “How do you know…”

      “Don’t, but I don’t like convenient accidents. Never have, even before Priska puppeted into that oncoming bus.”

      “That’s possible?” Hema asked, as the steaks arrived, along with the second bottle. She held up her glass and Paul filled this once more.

      “Go easy, you’ve got work after this,” as Hema lowered her glass, she shook her head.

      “I’m taking personal time; called in before,” but sipped at the wine for the rest of the meal. “Someone else did that to my parents?” cutting into the steak.

      “Possible, if they needed you reared in the tradition.”

      “But I was already in middle school and as secular as mom and dad.”

      “Still, young enough to adapt. It’s only a theory.”

      “More than a theory; you’d not have brought it up otherwise.”

      “No,” Paul washed down his steak with a sip of wine before continuing, “not more than a theory, but after what has happened I’m uncertain but someone or other hasn’t made sure you are in play. Dakshi is old.”

      “Eighty-seven.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Eighty-seven, my grandmother is eighty-seven.”

      “There has to be concern she’ll pass soon after if not before, this is over.”

      “She’s strong; except her legs.”

      “The business with Fortunata and Mirabilis is stressful.” Hema placed her knife and fork on the plate; picking up the glass she stared at Paul.

      “You’re right; that means I’m a tool.”

      “Maybe.”

      “I don’t want to be a tool.” Paul took Hema’s free hand as she spoke.

      “We must make sure you aren’t.”

      “But if Dakshi…” not finishing the thought.

      “Try to make certain she does not pass.”

      “Someday she will; then I’m…”

      “There’s got to be a way around the business.”

      “The business has been going on since the Fifth Century.”
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        * * *

      

      “She’s here?” Willow Loos asked, sitting up and knocking her ashes over a billowing paisley gown.

      “The door.”

      “Why didn’t she call?” Star shrugged her shoulder while smoothing out her long black hair, still sticking out at odd angles. She’d been asleep beside Willow when a guard had woken them. “How’d she get up here…they’re supposed to call up before anyone gets on the floor.”

      “I don’t know,” Star’s voice shaking.

      “Put her on the sofa and give her…”

      “She’s with Dakshi and Jamuna.” Stopping as she slid from the side of the bed, paisley hiked up above her knees, Willow turned and narrowed her sky-blue eyes at Star.

      “She’s brought the Circus?”

      “If that’s the Circus.”

      “Don’t know who else is in the bloody thing but according to Whebley…”

      “Can we trust that woman?”

      “Who?” standing up and crushing out the blunt in the small aluminum ashtray on the nightstand beside her smartphone and sleeping mask with lace trim.

      “Whebley,” Star said, taking a hairbrush from the nightstand on the other side of the bed and running this through her long, thick hair; stopping occasionally as the stroke caught a knot. Coaxing this with a gentle flick of the brush, it continued through the hair to the dried, split ends which gave with a flurry of fuzzy-edgedness.

      “Not since she’s taken the Mission Ghost Society and Mission Peak Paranormal Society over to Mirabilis.”

      “Wasn’t that because of what happened to Priska Andris?” Willow stopped, turning to Star.

      “There was more going on there than Mirabilis’ display of power. Whebley wanted to make certain they’re on the winning side.” Willow said as she headed for the bathroom.

      “What is this?”

      “Don’t,” halting at the door, “let fear control you. We’ve more moves left before this Mirabilis does whatever it is they intend.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I know, but why is another matter.”

      “But…”

      “Go give them some tea…the Indian…and don’t let them see your fear.” Willow opened the door as Star dropped the brush on the bed. From inside the bathroom, the door closed, Willow called. “Put something on first.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry we did not call ahead,” Fortunata said, looking at her watch. It was afternoon.

      “You are always welcome,” Star said. She was in tight orange shorts beneath which she was not wearing underwear. Star was wearing a baggy tee shirt with the flaking letters of Bangor clinging to her heavy chest. Fortunata could see she wasn’t wearing a bra.

      “Did we wake you?” Jamuna asked from the sofa they’d been seated on.

      “No,” Star called from the kitchenette where she was running water for a kettle, “we were having a lie-in,” Fortunata smirked and looked sidelong at Jamuna; catching this Dakshi rolled her eyes.

      “They are fodder,” Dakshi said, leaning into Fortunata and across Jamuna’s lap.

      “Maybe, but we need allies, and the Community has deepish pockets,” Fortunata said.

      “Against the Societies with their political connections they won’t be of much use.” Dakshi didn’t hiss, but it came out close to this as she attempted to speak beneath her breath. For the next few minutes, the women waited as Star prepared the tea. Sitting the service on the coffee table, she served. When Star had finished, Willow Loos joined the group. Her hair was in a tight bun and she’d thrown on a little makeup; a pullover, and a pair of loose-fitting jeans with strategic tears in the knees and thready tears in the fronts and backs of her thighs. The brown was dramatic against the whitish-blue threads of the dark blue jeans.

      There was a mauve armchair to the right of the women and Willow curled up in this taking the offered cup of Darjeeling tea. Star sat on the floor beside the chair and the visitors looked from one to the other, out of the corners of their eyes, but said nothing. “What can we do for you?” Willow asked.

      “We’ve come to see you about Darlene and Marvin.” Fortunata began.

      “What of them?” Willow’s smile and voice cold.

      “You know of why they are dead?” Dakshi asked.

      “The marriage had become troubled.”

      “We are not here to listen to your lies,” Dakshi’s bluntness silencing the room. “I’m too old to deal with this,” and she made to pull herself up by the walker.

      “I’m sorry,” Fortunata put a hand on Dakshi’s arm and she slipped back into the sofa, “but you know why we’re here. Mirabilis.” For Fortunata the air was too thin; with the a/c in the low seventies, this put her on edge. The host was used to thick air and higher temperatures though Fortunata wasn’t. Willow placed a hand on the back of Star’s head and she leaned her head in, turning her face from the others. Jamuna turned from the submissive display and looked out the balcony window.

      “We’ve heard of Doctor Roger Mirabilis,” Willow said.

      “You’ve more than heard of him, Ms. Loos,” Fortunata replied.

      “I’m referred to as Matriarch or Mother.”

      “You lot are afraid to think of me,” Fortunata stood as she spoke and the bodyguards stepped forward from where they’d been standing, near the foyer. On their third step, reaching into their jackets they, as one, hesitated; then crumpled to the floor. The air didn’t thin so much as tighten. There was an almost audible hum in the room as though a blowfly were pushing against a screen looking for a way in. As swiftly as it had begun the tension eased; then vanished. Willow looked at the guards.

      “Are they…”

      “Unconscious; can’t be dropping bodies willy-nilly,” Fortunata answered.

      “Doesn’t seem to bother the Doctor, look at Mastodon’s Tooth,” Willow observed, turning from the guards.

      “That was Belinda Popovic. Mirabilis would have authorized nothing so blatant until he was prepared to move.” Dakshi said. Star had pulled back from the women but now peeked out from Willow’s hand that half-hid her face.

      “The reporter’s girlfriend?” Willow asked.

      “No longer,” Jamuna said from the end of the sofa. “There was an unpleasant breakup.”

      “I see,” Willow looked at Dakshi, who was concentrating on her tea, “and Mirabilis is not yet prepared to move?”

      “This business in town may have sped up their timetable?”

      “Remains to be seen,” Fortunata picked up, “but you’ve to choose which side of this argument you are coming down on.”

      “The Community doesn’t take sides,” Willow said.

      “You’ve been on our side from the beginning, which explains the break with the Societies.”

      “Fortunata,” Willow rose from the armchair and Star followed. “We are on the side of the Earth; we are pacifists; we love life, equity, and social justice.”

      “You’re on your own side, Willow; have been since you hooked up with old Loos, perhaps before that; it’s why you are here.”

      “We are not…” Fortunata raised a hand and Willow’s voice halted.

      “Don’t complain about where I’m from or who Mirabilis is…won’t help.”

      As Fortunata lowered her hand, Willow’s went to her throat, and she coughed; then took a deep breath. “I’m not here to harm you; could have done that from Dakshi’s.”

      “Why are you here?” Willow’s voice hoarse.

      “Here to tell you we, like you, want to stop Mirabilis,” Fortunata answered.

      “What then?” Willow’s voice strengthening.

      “I don’t understand?” Fortunata asked.

      “What will you do then?”

      “Leave; back home…much work to do back home.”

      “Naraka?” Star asked from the armchair.

      “The Underworld,” Fortunata said.

      “Hard to believe what any of you say: you’re all damned.” Willow continued.

      “You too, but that’s not why we’re here.”

      “I am not…”

      “Not why we are here…can we count on you and the Community?” Willow nodded.
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      Belinda stood in the arched doorway of the kitchen, listening. A hand with burgundy nails reached up under her tank and scratch at the injured bellybutton. Last night, in another of her fits, she ripped out her piercing. Wendigo had been treating the injury with antiseptic, but it was now almost healed. There was an intermittent ghost itch, and this triggered a burst of scratching.  Here, though, Belinda scratched the source of the itch in the upper bedrooms, so all she did was flick one of the manicured nails once then twice over the upper whorl of the protruding umbilical revenant; then looked over Wendigo’s head. “What’s that?” Belinda asked: no response. Raising her voice, she repeated the question.

      Jumping, Wendigo grabbed the gory bone handle of the carving knife and slipped on the floor. He went down on a knee. “Why are you yelling,” his voice reaching over the music.

      “That song, what is it?” stepping into the room and rounding the kitchen dining table, heading toward the counter next to the sink where a player was mounted in a small stereo dock.

      “On loop when I came in,” picking up the small remote, from beside the knife he’d sat back on the table, Wendigo lowered the volume.

      “What’s the song? I’ve heard it before,” a hand gliding down the side of the ivory white unit, leaving a blood-red slug trail.

      “God Only Knows, by the Beach Boys…remember it from when I was a kid.”

      “When did it come out?” Belinda knew how old he was; it was one of the first things they spoke of after Helen had left them in the apartment above the Elephant Grill while she dressed his torn back after the flogging.

      “1966, I believe.” Belinda dropped her knife, a tactical blade of about four inches. The machined handle rattled on the glass tabletop. For a moment she thought the glass would shatter, but the clatter gave way, so all that remained was the Beach Boys’…life would still go on.

      “What’s wrong, old man?” a hand ran down the side of his face, leaving the same bloody trail. Belinda slipped into his lap and kissed him. Wendigo stirred beneath her and she wiggled deeper as he groaned but turned away and picked up a bottle from the table. “What you got there?” taking the bottle from his hand. “Aberlour A’Bunadh…what the hell kinda name’s that? Whiskey?” Wendigo nodded; taking the bottle he threw back a long honey-brown shot. When he’d finished Belinda took the bottle and did the same. Lowering this, she grinned. “Orange, and what’s that sharp taste.”

      “Oak, I think.”

      “What kind of whiskey?”

      “Scotch; expensive, I believe.”

      “Everything in this dump is,” Belinda said, standing. Hiking up the miniskirt she was wearing nothing beneath this; as a final homage to the 60s, she hadn’t shaved. Landing hard on his groin he woofed out a bark of pain as she nuzzled an ear. “Didn’t do them any good though, did it?” Belinda motioned with her head to the ceiling.

      “But the kids,” Wendigo took another pull on the bottle.

      “Grow up,” taking the bottle. “This is good,” lowering it; wiping her mouth with the back of a bloody hand. Belinda ground into Wendigo.

      “Here?” motioning to the table.

      “Master bedroom.”

      “They’re still in the bed.”

      “You can move them, come on,” grabbing the Aberlour.

      

      “What’s wrong?” Belinda drew a nail down Wendigo’s spine. He didn’t answer but stared at the floor beside the bed. Reaching out with a foot he pushed the woman over by the shoulder and she gaped at nothing, a neat hole in the center of her forehead. The top and parts of the back of the skull were missing. She was in her mid-thirties; wearing form-fitting boxers and a wrinkled tee shirt reading Mission Peak Eagles.

      “One of her kids played little league,” Wendigo said.

      “Not anymore,” kneeling behind him and flicking a nipple.

      “I’m still not clear why we did this?”

      “Helen wants to shake things up, and…”

      “What?”

      “This was a request from a mavin.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Some disagreement about a call that cost the game.” Wendigo turned on the answer.

      “This, for a game?”

      “Soccer moms; not the first time something like this has happened. Won’t be the last, either…unless.”

      “Unless,” not needing more of an explanation.

      “Come on, wouldn’t kill you to pretend we’re having fun.” Wendigo reached round pulling Belinda onto his lap. Giggling she lay on her back as he cradled her head. They kissed and when Wendigo pulled back, Belinda slipped onto the floor on top of the ruined head of the soccer mom. Two feet beyond lay the woman’s husband. He was staring at the pair with one gray eye: the other was a ruined mass of jelly and gore. This was done by Belinda’s tactical blade.

      Down the hall were the children. Wendigo had remained in the bedroom, rifling the drawers. He found little that had made the slaughter worthwhile. When the screaming had begun from the children’s rooms, Wendigo pushed the door closed and hid in the bathroom. Only when the screaming stopped did he come out. Now Belinda was writhing on top of the dead mother: arms and legs spread wide. Reaching between her legs, Belinda fingered herself and moaned. Taking the cue, Wendigo dropped to his knees and push Belinda back to get her far enough up so he could go down on her. Doing so, he pushed against the shoulder of the dead husband.

      Reaching above her head, Belinda took one of his hands and sucked on the fingers as Wendigo stared up from between her legs. As he pushed deeper into the woman’s vulva, she writhed and bucked. Doing so they slowly slid across the carpeting and towards the dresser. With the husband pinned against this, Belinda could slide no further. Beneath Wendigo was the dead mother and as he ate Belinda, he ground his cock and balls into the woman’s face. The erection was grating over her exposed teeth and stray pubic hairs, caught in these, were torn loose. The jarring ping of the hair increased both Wendigo’s arousal and disgust.

      Belinda came two or three times in quick succession; on the last orgasm she reached down and pulled him on top of her. “Don’t be gentle,” the smell of Belinda’s breath hot and sour with whiskey; the peppermint bottom note of a breath mint behind this. Slamming into her, she yelped with that sound she made somewhere between pleasure and pain. Belinda chewed on his mouth in revenge and he could taste blood as it mixed with the whiskey, breath mint, and Belinda’s thick, tobacco-tinged, saliva. “Harder,” she barked as they kissed, “make it hurt.” Pushing up on his hands, Wendigo slammed between her legs; Belinda screamed between moans and the pair came close on one another.

      The lovers lay on and against the murdered couple, the woman had been pushed under the bed by Wendigo as he fought for purchase with his feet; a reddish-pink trail from her head wound staining the eggshell cream carpet. The husband’s blank eye stared at Wendigo, Belinda was obscuring the ruined twin with her hair that had pushed up in the grappling. This had typified their encounters as the relationship dug deeper into self-mortification. “I need a shower,” Belinda gasped as her breathing settled. Wendigo rolled off and out of her, coming to rest on the legs of the dead woman.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What is this?” Helen slammed the shower door back. The glass shattered and Wendigo was on her before he could stop himself.

      “Wenny, no!” Belinda shouted.

      “Get off,” and a knee came up catching Wendigo in the groin. Belinda stepped from the shower and knelt beside him.

      “I need that part,” Belinda said, rubbing his back.

      “That’s not why I gifted the pair of you.”

      “Maybe not, but we’re putting it to good use.”

      “Don’t be common,” Helen grabbed a towel lying on the floor and stepped from the bathroom, wiping the water from her face and light-gray cotton jacket. “Look at this mess,” calling from the other room. “You can’t wear those clothes out of this place.”

      “We’ve got a bag of fresh,” Belinda said coming out of the bathroom, drying her hair. There were a few more groans from the other room; then Wendigo appeared behind her.

      “You wanted to send a message: here it is,” he said waving a hand over the room.

      “What good is this sort of thing; they’ll see you’ve fucked on top of these,” Helen pointed to the bodies.

      “Killing a whole family,” Belinda said handing her towel to Wendigo so he could dry her back, “is one thing, but humiliating them like this sends a message that won’t be forgotten.”

      “Get a few pics and video, stay out of it yourselves, so we can post them,” Helen spoke as she moved to the bedroom door. “The MPPD will try to suppress the details because they’re monied: we need to make sure the nasty bits get out. Get video of the kids too…this should keep that cow off my back for a while.” Belinda was referring to Lesley Whebley.

      Waiting for Wendigo and Belinda to finish, Helen stepped into the hallway. Lighting a cigarette to mask the smell of sex, she walked down to the children’s rooms: hyperactive, monochrome Pollocks splashing the walls with gore, tissue, bone, and organs. Helen winced at the eyes and optic cables attached to the bulletin board with push-pins. Knowing who that was she worried what Mirabilis had set loose giving the gift to Belinda. If Wendigo was looking for a door that didn’t exist, Belinda had dug in like a tick. Back in the hallway, Helen sat on the stairs and in her right hand held a small, right-handed baseball glove with a smear of gore on the back and the faint scent of lanolin.

      “Finished,” Wendigo said. Putting the glove down, Helen stood.

      “The pics and videos?” Wendigo passed the phone to Helen, and she flipped through the pictures and watched the videos. “Had the sense to keep your mouths shut — good.” Passing the phone back to Wendigo, Helen flicked a long ash on the floor and looked around his shoulder.

      “Get another shower, both of you; then join me in the kitchen and bring your dirty clothes.”

      “What’s up?” Wendigo asked.

      “Another job.”

      “So soon? This is going to get the law busy.”

      “Can’t be helped, but after this things should be different.” Wendigo shrugged and turned back to the master bedroom.

      “Ready?” Helen asked as they stepped into the kitchen; she had a cup of coffee before her; while waiting she’d lit another cigarette. This was her second pack of the day; as it was going, she’d be on her third before it ended. With a saucer in front of her, she flicked the ash from the new cigarette into this, next to the one she’d just butted out.

      “Where should we put these?” Belinda asked, holding up a green garbage bag.

      “The clothes?”

      “Knives and guns too,” Wendigo answered, pouring a cup of coffee.

      “You wiped down the upstairs?”

      “Yes,” Belinda answered, taking the coffee from Wendigo and sitting across from Helen. “We’ll finish down here before we go.” Helen nodded, taking another drag on the cigarette. She drummed her nails on the tabletop.

      “Your ex?” Helen asked.

      “What about Paul?” Wendigo sat beside Belinda as he spoke, setting his coffee before him and putting his free arm around the back of her chair. Belinda placed a hand on his knee and smiled.

      “He’s become a problem.”

      “Just noticing that?” Belinda asked.

      “Yes, well…after that business at the Mastodon’s Tooth things make more sense,” another puff on the cigarette and before exhaling she took a sip of coffee. Doing so she exhaled the smoke through her nose.

      “If the Circus had not…” Belinda began.

      “You’d no orders to kill him; the Circus had no choice but to jump in. That exposed us to one another; now some kind of interaction is necessary.”

      “There’d have been a time when I…” Belinda trailed off.

      “What?” Helen asked.

      “When I’d not have known some of those words.”

      “The Gift,” Wendigo said.

      “The Gift,” Belinda repeated, drawing a thumb over his cheekbone.

      “Focus,” the pair turned back to Helen. “We have to respond to that business in the Tooth and deal with the connections he’s made in both Circus and Community: he’s even met with Dakshi and Fortunata.” Wendigo stopped, cup halfway to his mouth, and set this down with a sharp clack.

      “That’s who grabbed him?” he asked.

      “I’m still recovering from what Fortunata did,” Belinda rubbed her right shoulder. “How’d she get so strong?”

      “She’s the Doctor’s opposite.”

      “You mean…” Wendigo began.

      “The Underworld,” Helen answered.

      “Hell?” Belinda asked.

      “No longer; not from what I’ve been told.” Helen corrected.

      “I’m not sure how that works. How does Hell become the Underworld?” Wendigo asked.

      “I’ve no idea, but we’re not supposed to understand…unless you wish to ask the Doctor.” Wendigo shook his head. Belinda, brushing back a hank of smooth black hair, leaned in.

      “Yes, I would.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Take my chances.”

      “When the Doctor wants a meeting, they’ll let you know.”

      “Don’t tease, then.” Wendigo had lowered his arm onto the table, pulling away from Belinda. “Don’t worry, you don’t have to come, Wenny,” and Belinda hugged him.

      “What do you need us to do?” Wendigo asked.

      “Kill Paul Marat, and you can have anyone hanging about when you do.” Helen lit another cigarette. Standing she poured herself the last of the coffee; then sat back down. “Questions?” The pair stared at her, not speaking. “Well?”

      “He’s being protected by the Circus, isn’t he?” Wendigo stood as he spoke.

      “They are watching him,” Helen answered, leaning back in her chair.

      “You can’t expect us to step up behind him,” Belinda formed her hand into a gun, “and put one in his ear.”

      “Droll,” Wendigo chuckled.

      “Not alone; we’ve others that have been gifted and are being prepared,” Helen said, butting out her last cigarette. She’d finished only half of it and was regretting the gesture.

      “Gifted, that’s what we’re calling this?” and Wendigo rubbed his hands together before staring at them.

      “You’d rather be an old man, again?” Helen snapped.

      “If it means not meeting you lot, yes,” still looking at his hands.

      “No do-overs, Wenny,” a chide in Helen’s voice.

      “You can’t mean that?” Belinda twisted round and rose. “Wenny, remember what you were like; the place you worked; your life.”

      “It was bad, but not this bad,” motioning upwards with a thumb.

      “You can’t say you didn’t like it; know you did,” rubbing her hip against him.

      “Stuck with us, Wenny, best get used to it.” Helen rose and stepped toward the kitchen door. “Questions,” the pair shook their heads.
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        * * *

      

      “They’re here, mayor.” Chief Aldous Wassermann said lowering his phone and removing his reading glasses.

      “Both?” Henrietta Díaz asked. Aldous nodded and rechecked the text message.

      “Only the two.”

      “Not comforting; not after that…”

      “Mastodon’s Tooth?”

      “No, after that.”

      “The Kingston family?”

      “Yes; that business was sick.”

      “That Mirabilis fellow sending a message.”

      “Don’t say his name; you know what that Whebley creature said about using his name. If we refer to him, it is as Doctor.”

      “Creature?”

      “She isn’t right anymore…you saw her.”

      “Not sure what I saw.”

      “Just like Helen and Bartholomew.” The intercom buzzed, announcing their arrival.

      Henrietta rose from the desk and smoothed her charcoal gray pantsuit and pushed several stray hairs behind her right ear. “Good afternoon, Ms. Bennett,” Henrietta put on her best face.

      “Not in search of a husband,” taking the mayor’s hand. Bartholomew smiled from over her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry…”

      “Helen will do,” dropping the mayor’s hand she took the chief of police’s. Bartholomew took Díaz’s and the mayor almost winced at the grip. “We have a problem, no?” turning from Aldous Wassermann.

      “Problem? I have the Northside beating a path to my door; then there’s that business with the old woman,” referring to Hester Babbage, “this has to stop…and we need a scapegoat.”

      “Calm yourself,” Bartholomew smiled as he sidled up to the chief, “this has all got out of hand, and we can assure you our people were not involved.”

      “We’ve reports implicating your people, and video of you with them a few blocks from the Kingston residence,” Díaz had turned to Helen while skirting backward and around the desk.

      “They are a clever lot, and we’ve already spoken with Ms. Whebley, she’ll be joining us,” Díaz and Wassermann were both taken aback, “concerning this, and she’s communicated the information to the Societies and the Northside alderman. Your political problems have been resolved.”

      “Not twenty minutes ago, I was on the phone with the Kingston’s neighbors; they didn’t sound calmed by your communication. They didn’t mention contact with or knowledge of you at all.”

      “We’ve not been in direct contact, but are working through the office of Ms. Whebley; it may take time for the information to filter through the district.”

      “There’s no need to bring Lesley into this discussion; her function as liaison is irrelevant here,” the chief said moving away from Bartholomew, who smiled as he stepped to the other side of the room though still in front of the mayor’s desk. There were windows on either wall of the office and from the West, the hard sun covered the floor, in slashes, through the blinds.

      “She’s representing Doctor Mirabilis’ interests in this discussion,” Bartholomew said, still smiling. The grin was large and taut, so the teeth and gums were exposed. The teeth needed a whitening because of coffee and nicotine stains. There was something of the Steppenwolf about the incisors while the ends of the front two teeth appeared to be jagged. In the right corner of the mouth was a thin film of saliva which refused to break.

      “The Doctor has an interest in the crime wave?” the chief asked.

      “In making certain his good name is not maligned,” Helen returned.

      “The connection between the Kingston mass-murder…”

      “Mass-murder?” Helen’s voice cracked up an octave.

      “Four people were killed; that meets the requisite number to make a mass murder,” Helen’s smile was approaching the unnatural proportions of Bart’s.

      “How do you connect this to the Doctor?” Bartholomew asked.

      “She,” indicating Helen, “was captured on CCTV with those identified leaving the Kingston’s residence after the murders.”

      “We’ve already explained that was not me,” Helen said.

      “I’ve watched the videos and the man and woman you were seen with have been identified by residents as those leaving the Kingston’s residence,” the chief stepped into the argument and between the mayor’s desk and Bartholomew who’d been edging closer to this.

      There followed a knock on the door and the mayor’s PA stuck her head in. “Yes,” Díaz said.

      “Ms. Lesley Whebley is here,” a chink in the armor of the voice. Henrietta registered this, but her face remained impassive.

      “Show her in.” The PA left the door open and hurried to the other side of this as Leslie Whebley entered. She’d lost a significant amount of weight, and though she’d been trim before Leslie appeared to have lost the smallish of amount of spread she’d been at war with since her mid-forties. The lawyer pulled the door closed after herself.

      The effect was to give her a physique bordering on the muscular. What gray there had been in her hair was gone and Leslie appeared closer to thirty than her fifty-three years. Everything essential in the woman was changing or had changed. Her gray-brown eyes appeared clearer and more alert; the shoulder length dun hair had either been dyed or the streaks of gray were gone. Leslie’s narrow lips had been invaded by vertical wrinkles above these, but they too were erased. All of her features said she was not only looking better, but younger: by decades. “Hello, Leslie,” Henrietta said, stepping around the desk and holding out a hand. Taking this, the lawyer smiled at Henrietta; then Chief Wassermann.

      “Mayor Díaz; chief,” nodding at Aldous.

      “Come, Hen it has always been,” Henrietta continued.

      “Not when slandering my client.”

      “We’ve evidence…” Aldous began. Leslie flipped open her leather briefcase and handed a large manila envelope to the mayor.

      “What’s…”

      “Statements from the Kingston’s neighbors that they were coerced into identifying those on CCTV with Ms. Bennett as those seen exiting the crime scene.”

      “They were not…” Aldous stepped forward and behind Henrietta to examine the documents.

      “We have video,” Díaz said, passing the folder back to Aldous. Taking out his reading glasses he examined these.

      “I’ve seen the video; no one could identify anyone from those images.”

      “The neighbors will stand behind these statements?” Aldous asked, lowering the documents and glasses.

      “They will, but this needn’t go any further,” Lesley said, voice brightening.

      “If?” Henrietta asked. There was a quick movement from the corner of her eye as the mayor turned to Helen. “What…?” a hand going to the side of her face; coming back wet and red.

      “Finish it,” Helen barked.

      “What is happening…,” Henrietta didn’t complete the thought as she was tackled from the side. As this happened, Aldous was reaching for his service weapon. Helen spun around as he stepped up and the pointed toe of a pump took him in the groin. Woofing in pain, Aldous bent forward but did not fall until she brought a blackjack down on his head.

      This struck with a dull, muffled, cracking sound. Chief Wassermann crumpled to the floor; before he landed, Helen had struck him once more. When he was on the carpet, not moving, she pulled a folding tactical blade from her hip pocket and jabbed this into his neck three times, avoiding the arterial spray. Looking up, Helen saw that Bartholomew was holding Henrietta up by the back of her arms while Leslie drove her own blade up under the mayor’s sternum. Only half conscious, Henrietta grunted in pain; then was silent. Bartholomew let her go and she fell to the floor next to Chief Aldous Wassermann.

      “How do we get out of the building?” Leslie asked, panting.

      “Call the PA; should give us some time,” Bartholomew answered. With the PA lying beside the mayor, the lawyer stared at the trio.

      “Are you sure about this; they’ll be looking for all of us now…Wendigo and Belinda too?” Leslie asked.

      “Let the Doctor worry about that,” Helen answered, wiping her knife clean on the mayor’s charcoal gray jacket.

      “We will have to go into hiding,” Leslie continued. “Then there are the Societies.”

      “Served their purpose, anyway all key members have been gifted,” Bartholomew said. “Ready?” hand on the office door.
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        * * *

      

      “Last thing standing in our way, Wen,” Belinda chirped from the back of the van. She was adjusting the folded tarpaulin beneath her for maximum comfort, but this was too thin to be of much help. She was sweating, they were all sweating, as the temperature outside had cracked one-hundred again and it was supposed to reach one-twenty before the afternoon was over. It didn’t help they were all wearing black tactical gear. Helen, no longer trusting Wendigo, had put Belinda in charge of the operation, but hadn’t counted on her gothic esthetic. Belinda had been warned black would have been appropriate if this had been a night op, but she wanted the effect to be felt throughout the city: especially amongst her idea of the one-percenters.

      The heat aside, Belinda had been looking forward to this since Paul had left her for the Indian slut; Belinda’s populism was never far from the surface and it warmed her as it did most living on the fringes of the American plutocracy. There it all was on display, through television and a short drive north, but always beyond her grasp, and that of most. This was the price they’d pay, she thought. The price she’d make sure they’d all pay. For what Belinda wasn’t certain: exclusion was the best answer she could come up with. It was this frustrating combination of desire, fear, and rage that the anarchists, socialists, and agitators had fixed upon. Maybe this was the true nature of populism and its mirrored doppelgänger: the Far Right.

      Ultimately, it didn’t matter where you put the blame or what solutions you offered. The pressure cooker was preparing to explode and the energies this would release could well tear what remained of the bourgeois dream into ragged strips. This was fine with Belinda; since Helen had shown up, she supposed her one dream had a chance: watching the world burn.

      “What do you mean: the last thing standing in our way?” Wendigo asked, swiveling about in the passenger’s seat.

      “With the city government in chaos and the Feds not knowing which way to turn the last thing in our way is Marat,” Belinda answered checking her automatic. She’d wanted assault weapons but was only given handguns; didn’t understand why Helen was going this route, but neither she nor Bartholomew had been in an explaining mood.

      “Paul’s only one man,” Wendigo answered turning back to watch the condo across the street. “There’s the Circus too, and Fortunata: you know this, right? Would if you were…”

      “What?” voice rising, “finish the thought,” slipping the Beretta M9 back into the tactical vest holster.

      “Thinking clearly,” Wendigo said without turning.

      “Wen,” placing a hand on his bicep, he turned at the touch, “we’re together; this isn’t about getting back at…okay, yes, it is about getting back at Paul. That out of the way, there’s nothing standing between us.”

      “Yes,” turning back to the condo. Frowning, Belinda lowered her hand.

      “You’ve checked your gear?” she asked the others; all nodded. “Anything?” leaning forward between the two sitting in the front of the van, but not looking at Wendigo.

      “Marat’s in there, but it doesn’t look like Hema Shankar is. The car’s gone. Should we wait?” the driver asked.

      “Want both,” Belinda said.

      “Helen wants us to top Paul; said nothing about the pathologist. Hema will cause more trouble.”

      “After Helen and Bart killed the mayor and chief of police, I’m not sure that’s possible,” Belinda leaned back on her haunches and wiped the sweat from her face with a gloved hand. Her hair was tied back in a tight bun and she fiddled with the ear-mounted headset.

      “In my experience, there’s always a new level of trouble to get in,” Wendigo answered.

      “This isn’t the Farm,” referring to the prison Wendigo had been in. He didn’t respond, and the van was silent for the next half-hour.

      “Got something,” the driver said and Belinda pulled forward.

      “What?”

      “Car turned onto the street; think it’s Shankar’s,” the driver said.

      “Yes,” Belinda smiled and patted Wendigo on the shoulder, “let her get in and settle then we can go.” The car pulled into the broad driveway beside Paul’s Civic. Hema got out; then two others followed.

      “Who’re they?” the driver asked.

      “Just a minute,” and Belinda slipped off her gloves and pulled open a velcro pocket on the upper right side of her vest. From this, she pulled a pair of folding binoculars. “Mother-load,” tapping the headset. “Dakshi and Jamuna are with her.” There followed a silence and Belinda waited. “Good,” folding and putting the binoculars back in their pocket.

      “We’re to take out all four; that should put a crimp in Fortunata’s Circus.” Moving to the side of the van, she pulled the door open and stepped out on the sidewalk; the vehicle between her and the condos on the other side of the street. They’d have to move quickly; even if the middle of the day, there’d be someone to notice there were six armed people in tactical gear loitering on the quiet Westside street. Sending two of the team around back, Belinda gave them five minutes to get into place before leading the others across the street. Wendigo was beside her, she could always count on him to go through any door, but Belinda knew he’d had enough. Still, Wendigo was the one person left she could count on and that was all she needed to know.

      At the front door she twisted the knob, it was locked. That was Hema, had to be: Paul, back home, had a tendency to leave the door of their apartment unlocked. Stepping aside, two of the team took an enforcer battering ram to the front door. They were through this before the inside of the house could register what was happening. The front door had only gone silent when the shattering glass of the patio doors was heard. There were voices from the living-room. Belinda motioned for two team members to take this. In black masks, helmets, and tactical gear the two stepped into the hallway, while the rest waited.

      “Upstairs clear,” Wendigo said from her right.

      “Kitchen too,” another of the team taking the patio door continued. Belinda nodded. There was the bark of weapon’s fire from the living-room and one team member backed down the hall, covering his retreat.

      “What?” Belinda asked.

      “Two, maybe three…armed.”

      “The security alarm has been activated,” Wendigo said from the front door.

      “Let’s do this before security shows up.” Belinda stepped back down the hall.

      “But…” Wendigo began; however, Belinda was already halfway down the hall. Two of the team members were following when Wendigo ordered one of these to remain by the patio doors and another to take the front of the house. After this, he followed Belinda.

      Another team member was down when Wendigo rolled through the open doorway. Belinda was behind the couch returning fire when a second round struck the injured man in the head. “Shit,” Belinda barked and stood, emptying her magazine. Doing so, at least one round took Jamuna in the head as she peeked around another couch on the far side of the large living-room.

      “No,” Hema shouted and tried to crawl to her from behind a large, overstuffed armchair, but Paul grabbed and pulled her down. For the next several minutes they exchanged fire. When the first sirens were heard, Wendigo grabbed Belinda and pulled her from the room and back down the hallway.

      “Let me go,” shaking Wendigo loose. “We’ve got to…”

      “That’s,” motioning to the sirens, “police…next time.”

      “There won’t be another chance like this.”

      “They were ready for us; after that business at City Hall Fortunata must have known we’d try something like this.”

      “We can still…” but Belinda didn’t finish, allowing Wendigo to pull her out the back and to their backup vehicle parked on the next street.
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      “You can move for an old woman,” Paul said. Dakshi looked up from where she sat.

      “What?” the look on her face far away; breath irregular.

      “You moved fast, and without a walker.”

      “Hurts.”

      “When she moves fast, without help, it hurts,” Hema said from the window; she was peeking out onto the street from behind the dusty, heavy drapes.

      “But she can move.”

      “The Sight,” Hema again, “gives her the strength but there’s a price. It will take grandmother a few days to recover.” Paul nodded, handing Dakshi a bottle of water. She struggled with the cap; taking this, Paul opened the bottle and handed it back. The old woman tilted the bottle back with a shaking hand.

      “Anything?” Paul asked.

      “No sign, but I don’t think they’ll be looking for us here. Where are we anyway?” Hema asked.

      “Southside.”

      “Couldn’t miss that, but I thought I saw the countryside from the top of that last hill.” Hema released the drape grabbing another bottle of water from the six-pack Paul picked up at the motel convenience store.

      “Family run motel; their trade is truckers and tourists; few of the last in recent years.”

      “Why?” Hema sat next to Dakshi.

      “Southside's dangerous,” Hema nodded, putting an arm about her grandmother.

      “Dakshi?” no answer. “Dakshi?” The elder looked up, eyes unfocused.

      “She needs a doctor,” Paul pulled out his phone.

      “They might be able to find us with those,” Hema said, chin pointing at the cell.

      “Prepaid…we need to get Dakshi help.”

      “She’ll be fine in a few days…the Sight takes a little longer now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Doctors won’t be able to help. We went through this when grandmother took me in. When she’d get ill or exhausted, like this, I would try to take her to the emergency room, but she wouldn’t go: a day later she was fine. Takes longer now, another reason we’ve come west.” There was a knock at the door. Paul and Hema drew their weapons. Hema sat upright before Dakshi.

      Paul opened the door, holding the automatic’s muzzle against this and below the peephole. “Surprise,” Fortunata said, “brought a friend.” Reaching out, she pulled Cassandra Hemmer into view. The literary agent appeared terrified.

      “Best get inside; did you bring friends?” Paul asked as Fortunata stepped past him.

      “In the parking lot and both ends of the street. Nothing’s getting close without my people knowing.” Cassandra was frozen on the doorstep. Paul stepped back further to let her in, but she didn’t move. Taking her by the arm, Paul pulled her in. Cassandra moved stiffly; once in, she ran to the back of the room.

      “Smells,” wringing her oversized bag.

      “But it’s safe,” Paul said, leaning out the door. There was a car in the parking lot with two men in it. They were parked next to his Civic.

      “You will have to change cars,” Fortunata said, sitting on the other side of Dakshi. “You’ll take the one they’re in; there’s a small arsenal in the trunk.”

      “Thanks. Cassandra, any news on the legal front?”

      “There,” clearing her voice, “won’t be any charges: with the chief and mayor dead there’s little political will left.”

      “Bonus,” Paul clucked.

      “The federals are in meetings with Daemon House Publishing council, but it doesn’t look like they’ll be pursuing the issue…evidence points to a home invasion.”

      “You can tell them Belinda Popovic was leading the assault,” Paul continued.

      “Who?”

      “His ex-girlfriend,” Hema said.

      “That woman from the courthouse?” Paul nodded. “Thought she left town?”

      “Made some new friends.”

      “Who?”

      “The other side of the Constantine Incident.”

      “What do you mean?” Cassandra asked, sitting in a chair beside the doorway leading to the kitchenette.

      “There’s Fortunata’s side here, right?” Paul said and Cassandra nodded. “On the other side there are those working…” the agent held up a hand.

      “Better I don’t know.”

      “Why?” Hema asked.

      “So I don’t have to testify.”

      “You may need to know who’s working the other side of the street to avoid getting blindsided,” Fortunata said.

      “I’m a literary agent and Daemon won’t want to know about this, they’ll only want to avoid lawsuits.” She paused before continuing. “You will write off the home invasion?”

      “Yes,” Paul answered. “Don’t see how I can avoid it; the invasion will have to be all over the news.”

      “It’s already online,” Cassandra cautioned, “so give no interviews until you’ve written it up and posted a video of your account.”

      “Had not expected to become part of the story,” Paul complained.

      “Part of the story? You are the story,” Cassandra’s voice rising.

      “What do you mean?” Paul asked, standing beside Hema, a hand on the back of her head. Hema leaned against his hip and closed her eyes.

      “All of this has come back on you. The story may have started out about the Constantines but it has turned on you: Priska Andris, Belinda, this Mirabilis, Babbage’s death, Hema and Dakshi, the home invasion, and now the governor.”

      “Governor?” Hema asked, opening her eyes.

      “The death of the mayor and chief of police have touched off something at the capital.”

      “What kind of something?” Paul asked.

      “The governor is considering triggering the Guard,” Cassandra said.

      “Why? It’s not like the streets have exploded.” Paul answered.

      “It’s been a bad few years; the governor is hoping to stay ahead of the trouble by calling out the Guard.”

      “That will only attract more of the anarchists, or whatever we’re calling them today.” Hema lay Dakshi on the sofa and rose, taking Paul’s hand.

      “There's plenty in town and more are arriving. The hostels and flophouses are full; some are pitching tents in the Eastside parks. The MPPD has been moving these on, where possible, but there are too many and they are pushing back. So far no rioting has been reported, but it is only a matter of time.” Cassandra said.

      “So,” Paul sighed, “the Guard.” Cassandra nodded.

      “Uncertain; the governor’s advisors are cautioning against moving too fast for fear of how it will look to the electorate, but with the murder of Mayor Díaz and Chief Wassermann there seems little choice.”

      “What happens if the governor looses the Guard on Mission Peak?” Hema asked both arms about Paul’s waist.

      “We’ve seen what’s been happening about the country; no reason to believe it would be different here.”

      “Like Milwaukee and Charlotte?” Paul asked.

      “Maybe worse,” Cassandra answered as she stood, “maybe a lot worse because there’s so much more to be frightened of.”

      “Leaving?” Fortunata asked. Cassandra nodded and was out the door. “She’s right,” turning back to Paul and Hema. “This has the potential of coming unglued, and I’m unsure Doctor Mirabilis is not behind some of it.”

      “Nah,” Paul ground out the answer from behind clenched teeth, “we’ve done this to ourselves.”
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        * * *

      

      “When?” Hema asked throwing back the drapes. Dakshi winced against the light. “You’re too much in the dark, grandmother.”

      “Two or three days at most,” Paul answered squatting before the patched coffee table as he finished assembling the new walker. The last one had been damaged during Belinda’s assault. “Here you are,” pushing the table aside, Paul set the walker before Dakshi. “Give it a go.” Hema made to help her grandmother but was waved off. In one movement, with her hands on the rubber handles, Dakshi was up. Giving the walker a good shake, to make certain all the bits had been fastened tight, she took one step; then another.

      “Seems fine; looks expensive.”

      “Blog’s doing well; vlog hits are off the chart,” Paul answered, dropping the screwdriver back in the small toolbox he picked up that morning.

      “What’s that mean?” Dakshi asked, swiveling toward Paul.

      “He’s making money,” Hema answered.

      “Signed the book deal too and we’re negotiating a paperback deal.”

      “More money?” Dakshi asked. Paul nodded and the old woman smiled, looking from Hema to Paul; then back. Though he’d not have known it from looking at her, Paul was certain Hema was blushing.

      “Seem to be coming along well there, Dakshi,” Paul said.

      “The Sight’s working faster than it has in the past; think Fortunata may have something to do with that.”

      “Much the same with me,” Paul added. Fortunata’s help had sped up his own recovery from Belinda’s first attack.

      “That isn’t without a price,” Hema observed, stepping over to Paul and placing a hand on his upper chest.

      “We’d be doing this regardless,” Dakshi said and turned the walker toward the kitchen.

      “Where are you going?” Hema asked.

      “We need tea.”

      “I’ll make it.”

      “I can still take care of myself.”

      “Sit, I’ll get it ready,” Hema looked to Paul as she spoke and settled her grandmother on the sofa. When Hema had disappeared into the kitchen, Paul pulled up the coffee table before Hema and sat on this. The woman looked at him; then leaned back on the sofa, placing her hands on her lap. The sun shone into the room and, for the first time, Paul saw how shabby it was. Though Hema had a good job, maintaining her grandmother in a separate apartment was straining her income. That was if the old woman was taking money from her, by the look of the place, there was an argument to be made she was not.

      “With Jamuna gone…” Paul began.

      “No,” Dakshi interrupted in a quiet voice.

      “I’ve spoken with Hema…”

      “She’s wanted me to stay with her since we’ve moved out here; I’m perfectly…”

      “Not with Jamuna gone; not with Mirabilis’ people after us; not with all the craziness,” waving in the general direction of Mission Peak, “trying to grind the city underfoot.” Dakshi didn’t respond, looking at her hands; then out the window, squinting against the sharp light.

      “Are you going to marry Hema?”

      “I…well, we haven’t…”

      “Not interested in what you’ve discussed. What are you going to do?” a finger with a sharp, curling nail poked Paul in the chest. The attack hurt, but he didn’t raise a hand to the offended area. Instead, Paul leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and considered the question.

      “The world is coming apart…”

      “It’s always coming apart,” Dakshi chided. “If you want to see coming apart, you should have been in India during Partition.”

      “When the British left?” Paul asked; the old woman nodded. “How many died?”

      “No one is certain, but somewhere between 200,000 and 2,000,000 Indians.” Dakshi paused, seeming unwilling to go on.

      “I can’t understand that kind of violence.”

      “Most could not understand it when it happened; think they were lying, though, otherwise how could it have happened?” Dakshi took Paul’s hands in hers. “The point is, this is not the worst that’s been and it won’t be the last.”

      “Then what do we do; how can we live our lives, or plan a future with this kind of thing going on?” Dakshi leaned back, releasing Paul’s hands, and smiled; turning to look out the window.

      “You do; it’s that simple. Life doesn’t wait for you to be ready: be it with money or courage. The two of you have to get on with the business of living, or give it up.” Paul stood, listening to the rattle of cups, spoons, and teapot.

      “Yes,” Dakshi turned back and grinned. “But not until we’ve sorted this business out.”

      “I’m not sure,” still smiling but not as confidently, “Hema will wait that long.”

      “This business has to be reaching a crisis; Mission Peak won’t stand much more…then there’s the governor. Eventually, the Guard will be sicced on the city.” Paul said.

      “Won’t matter; this is too far along for even the Guard to stop.” Paul halted, he’d been pacing the living room, and turned back to Dakshi.

      “Endgame?”

      “If you mean Mirabilis is preparing to push through into this world? I believe so, but even Fortunata cannot be sure of the exact timetable or where they’ll break through; then there are details about who the Doctor intends to possess…no one knows anything with certainty, which is why Hema will be unwilling to wait for you to decide.”

      “You will not let this go?”

      “Know my granddaughter, she’s made of her mind on you. Paul, either you step up or she’ll leave you.”

      “Maybe that isn’t…”

      “Maybe what?” Hema was standing in the doorway holding the tea tray. Taking this, Paul set it on the coffee table and Hema poured her grandmother a cup; then one for Paul, and another for herself. Dakshi motioned for Hema to sit beside her; then looked at Paul. Squatting down before Hema, he took her hand; the other one was holding a cup of tea. As he did this, Dakshi set her cup on the table and took Hema’s.

      “This will not end anytime soon.” She put her free hand over Paul’s.

      “It never ends; for us, it never ends.”

      “The Sight?” Hema nodded.

      “This will be our lives…”

      “Sooner than you may think,” Dakshi said.

      “You are fine, grandmother.”

      “For the moment, but I’m old and I feel…”

      “No,” voice spiking as she tried to rise. Paul and Dakshi held her down.

      “If it weren’t for Mirabilis, I would say I’d see a hundred — easy. After that business at your place, I doubt I’ll see spring.” Dakshi’s hand went to the side of Hema’s face, brushing a hank of hair back behind an ear.

      “It’s not fair,” Hema pivoted to Dakshi and her hands pulled from Paul’s, “you are all I have.”

      “Not all,” Paul said.

      “You don’t trust me; when this is over…”

      “No,” taking her hands in his. “I’m not leaving.” Hema refused to look at him. Taking a breath, he pushed forward. “Marry me,” Paul’s voice little more than a whisper.

      “What?” Hema bolted up, knocking Paul onto the floor. “What?” voice rising. Kneeling, she took Paul by the shirt and pulled him up. “What did you say?”

      “Uh, will you marry me?”

      “Yes,” throwing herself on him. “When?”

      “Have to wait to sort out our current mess,” Dakshi said.

      “But you’ll move back in, right?”

      “Yes, but Dakshi will have to join us…this place…”

      “I’m fine here…”

      “No, grandmother, we’re family…”

      “Dakshi, you’ll not be safe here,” Paul said.

      “Yes, grandmother; there’s no choice.” Outflanked and having to admit the truth, Dakshi surrendered.
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        * * *

      

      “Where?” Fortunata asked.

      “What? Where what?” Paul’s voice thick.

      “You’re drinking again?” Fortunata continued.

      “We both were; little weed and molly.”

      “Drugs?”

      “Yeah,” rubbing his face, Paul leaned over the coffee and breathed. Sitting bolt upright he smiled and squinted against the morning sunlight behind the infernal. Not a demon; right, got that: not a demon…taking a sip from the hot Americano, “Celebrating.”

      “Celebrating what?” Fortunata prodded; Paul stared out the café window.

      “What?” taking a hesitant sip of coffee: still too hot. The tables were a rough hardwood that had been sanded and finished with a clear sealant dramatizing the grain, knots, and whorl. A rough tarpaulin material passed for a tablecloth and the utensils followed the esthetic: appearing to be reproductions of frontier cutlery. “Nice,” picking up a spoon and rubbing a finger over the handle and maker’s stamp, “how d’you find the place?”

      “Our people have been…” Fortunata stopped. Taking Paul’s hand, still holding the spoon, she looked him in the eye. He’d trouble focusing. “What were you celebrating?”

      “Your grip is strong.”

      “Focus, Paul. What were you celebrating?”

      “Our engagement…still have to get the ring…ouch, not so hard,” and Paul attempted to pull his arm free. On the third attempt, Fortunata let his forearm go and it flashed white; then to red and a pinkish outline of fingers.

      “Sorry,” he was rubbing the arm with his other hand. “Try to focus.”

      “I’m still a little drunk; stoned too…we only got to bed a few hours ago.”

      “You did it? In the middle of this, you thought it a good idea to get engaged?”

      “Didn’t want to, Fortunata. Dakshi believed Hema had decided upon me, but if I didn’t step up she’d leave.”

      Fortunata leaned back and stared at him. The whites of her eyes set off against the gentle shimmer of sweat covering her face; there were stains of this too on her white sleeveless blouse. Paul was in a space-gray tee shirt and jeans, but he was wearing Teva strapped sandals without socks. Still a creature of the North-East, Paul had never fully acclimated to the Southwest. Mirroring the infernal, he leaned back in the chair and stretched out his right leg; there was a gentle crack from his right knee.

      “But wasn’t she still digging her way out of that hole?” Fortunata asked.

      “Hole?”

      “She was working for us and didn’t…”

      “Yeah, well…” Paul trailed off.

      “Dakshi?”

      “Think it was more her than Hema.”

      “Was; she’s fading and would like to live long enough to see Hema give her a great-grandchild.”

      “Why?”

      “Dakshi’s other children and grandchildren have left the faith.”

      “Secularized?” Fortunata nodded. “Why should that matter?”

      “If any of the women were to wake up with the Sight, and they’d not been prepared, they’ll think they’ve gone mad; it’s happened before.”

      “Back when this all began?” Paul asked, another nod from Fortunata. “How’d they get chosen, back whenever?”

      “Their ancestor was the first to survive the gift.”

      “That’s it? The woman survived the gift?”

      “Survived, but went a little loopy I’m told.”

      “You don’t know?” Paul leaned in taking another sip from the coffee.

      “Wasn’t involved.”

      “Not involved? What were you doing?” Paul looked back out the window, running a hand over the back of his neck. Hangovers took him there first, and he felt a big one coming on.

      “Working in Dis for the Council.”

      “Council?”

      “Governing body of Hell, at the time.”

      “No longer?” clearing his throat.

      “We’ve had a parting of the ways in the Underworld.”

      “Hell, you mean?” Paul asked.

      “Used to be, but there’s been a revolution, of sorts, and the Old Ones…First Ones…I don’t quite know, but there’s been trouble between some new arrivals and those things in the Wastelands.”

      “What are they?”

      “Something from the earliest of the underworlds.”

      “Earliest of the underworlds?” Paul reached out and put a hand over Fortunata’s knotted fingers; she turned to him. “You okay?”

      “Yes; look, I know little about what’s happened with those things.” Paul assumed she meant what was out in the Wastelands. “But whatever happened they seem to have gone, some of them, into Purgatory and there have been rumors that a lot of shit has gone down there, which is why Mirabilis has found a way out.”

      “How does one lead to the other?” Paul put another hand over Fortunata’s steadying her.

      “The doors to Tartarus have been opened and Mirabilis has gained access to the Sybil of Cumae’s cave…apparently surviving it…”

      “Surviving the Sybil’s cave…who’s the Sybil?”

      “Doesn’t matter, and I’m not sure…she’s only been a myth for millennia, anyway. Thing is, she’s MIA, leaving her cave unguarded, and it seems, no one is certain because no one else will go into Tartarus to find out that Mirabilis has got through this and whatever traps she’s left behind to the gates of Horn and Ivory.”

      “This is bad because…” Paul prodded Fortunata when she appeared unwilling to continue.

      “In theory…”

      “Never liked theories…means you’ve not a clue.”

      “We don’t,” Fortunata twisted her empty cup.

      “Want another?” Paul asked; Fortunata nodded. “So, in theory, what?” placing the Latte before her with a sprinkle of cinnamon.

      “Mirabilis could bust out in his old body through one of them; I don’t know which, but most believe it’s been too long.”

      “Okay, it’s been too long; what’s that mean?”

      “Mirabilis needs to possess someone else.”

      “Already does that, I think?”

      “Yes,” Fortunata answered, sipping her Latte, “but Mirabilis remains tethered to the Underworld and his body there. However, if he passes through the correct gate, it will sever his ties to the Underworld and break with his etheric body.”

      “But the Doctor won’t have a body here?” Paul asked; he was losing the narrative thread amongst the twists Fortunata’s story was taking.

      “It’s assumed a body has been chosen, but we’ve not been able to find out who. Though, it was thought Belinda was the choice for a while.”

      “What?” Paul pushed back from the table, voice rising.

      “Don’t worry,” Fortunata put out a hand, “we’re pretty certain Mirabilis won’t take her because Belinda’s polluted her body with drugs.”

      “Didn’t think I’d ever be grateful for that.”

      “If it had only been so easy we could have…” Paul held up a hand.

      “No, best not say it. Know it would have been the easiest way, but I could not help with that.” Fortunata closed her mouth, paused; then continued.

      “We’re stuck with a problem.” Fortunata leaned forward, the light framing her from the East. “Who is Mirabilis planning on taking and where?”

      “The mountains?” Paul asked.

      “Seems so, but there are many caves up there; our people are concentrating on Mission Peak. Being the oldest with the most myths attached to it dating back to before the Europeans invaded…”

      “Watch the inflammatory language; there are people around here that would take offense.” Fortunata thought about that.

      “Well, the Native Americans have stories about Mission Peak dating back to their first inhabiting the land. Willow’s Community members are up there now, looking for weak spots that may be breached.”

      “They alone?”

      “No, I’ve sent several of the Circus with them.”

      “Helen, Bart, and Belinda have to know about this.”

      “Perhaps, but that’s why we’ve sent the Circus.”

      Fortunata finished her Latte and stood. “I understand why Hema wants to marry, after everything that’s happened, but you best understand what you are letting yourself in for.”

      “Do you?” Paul asked.

      “No, but I’m not marrying her.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve looked better; you’re not back on…” Cassandra Hemmer began.

      “No, we were celebrating; maybe too much,” Paul answered.

      “Hema?” He nodded. “You’re back with her?”

      “Never left.”

      “Shankar always part of the Circus?” Cassandra place her bag on the bar and slipped into the stool next to Paul. The hotel bar was one of the now exhausted industrial park designs that hadn’t yet been remodeled because there was no money, or management remained uncertain which way to go. The bar itself was a rough concrete cool to the touch. At this Paul was fiddling with another coffee. The hangover was now little more than a dull throb behind his eyes, while he felt like he was wading through glue most of the pain was gone.

      “For longer than you’d believe,” Paul finished his coffee and ordered another; while Cassandra ordered a coffee and cognac. When this came, she poured the cognac into the coffee and ordered a second brandy.

      “Don’t tell me, I don’t want to know.”

      “Perhaps best…,” Paul’s voice fading into a gauzy sigh. “I’ve moved back into the condo, and we’re engaged.”

      “That happened fast.”

      “Yes, end of the world and all.”

      “We’re heading that way?” Cassandra looked around the bar.

      “The Circus believes they can stop Mirabilis, but…”

      “Don’t want to know, that’s your business.”

      “You should know they’ve moved their search out of town to Mission Peak.”

      “The mountain?” Paul nodded.

      “That’s good news?” Cassandra continued.

      “Hope so, but you won’t want to go into why?”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “Dakshi’s moved in with us.”

      “How’s the old girl?”

      “Wouldn’t say anything to Hema but she appears to be fading.”

      “How old is Dakshi?” Cassandra asked.

      “Eighty-seven; you know; she was a teenager during the Indian Partition?”

      “What’s that?”

      “When the British left back in ’47, the country divided into India and Pakistan with Hindus in India and Muslims in Pakistan.”

      “I see,” there was no interest in Cassandra’s voice; the truth was there was little interest in anyone any longer, outside of India. Even Hema wasn’t much interested in the story, other than how their family lost several members during Partition. Without the help of the Circus, they might not have survived. No matter where Paul turned in the family’s history the Circus, under different names, turned up. Not in every generation, but they were never far from the center of family history.

      “Least we can take care of Dakshi,” Paul said.

      “Could put her in Care?”

      “Mentioned that to Hema, and she cried for hours. Still, the Circus has sent round a few elder-care nurses to help.”

      “She’s slipping away?”

      “No,” looking back to the bar’s entrance, “but she’s needing more help getting around and it’s no longer possible for Dakshi to take care of herself.”

      “Didn’t Jamuna do that already?”

      “She did the cooking and cleaning, but mostly was company.” Cassandra nodded; the conversation sank into a prolonged silence. “The Circus has sent a security team to the condo as well: don’t think Belinda will try anything again.”

      “Don’t know her well, but from what I’ve seen there’s no telling what she’ll do. There was a crazy in her eyes at the courthouse I’ve not seen before.”

      “Wish I could say the same, but it’s worse now: Boo’s found faith.”

      “Faith?”

      “Politics and faith are the same things; they’re something greater than oneself to believe in; to sacrifice for; to die for. Only, in this case, dying for Mirabilis doesn’t hold the same dread dying for an ideology would. Think this is how it goes, but…”

      “Don’t want to go there,” holding up a trembling hand. “I’ve read the latest posts; that’s enough.”

      “What do you think?” Paul asked.

      “Daemon likes it.”

      “Getting a lot of hits and the comments are nuts.”

      “Yes, I’m more interested in the comments than the blog; they tell me you struck something.”

      “I’m being stopped in the street.”

      “What do the readers say?”

      “They’re all a little odd…mostly demonstrators and anarchists.”

      “But do they like it?”

      “Often; some are pissed, they believe I’ve diverted readers from the country’s political problems, but most enjoy the stories. Don’t think they’d believe me if I told them it’s all true.”

      “Be careful, those who read blogs like yours have a problem with reality.”

      “I’m armed,” he opened his bag and inside was a Nine.

      “You’ve a permit?”

      “Detective Palmer helped me out.”

      “Isn’t it open carry here?”

      “Yeah, but many businesses are uncomfortable with that.” Cassandra nodded.

      “This is all getting too much,” Cassandra said as Paul zipped up the bag.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve gone from a simple murder/suicide,” brushing back a mass of curls that had fallen forward over her face, “to the end of the world.”

      “Not the end of the world, but something would…”

      “Read the blog. Keep that up and you’ll have the governor down on you.”

      “Which brings up a problem: Is Daemon going to continue supporting me, legally?”

      “Yes, as long as the blog continues to do well they are behind you.”

      “And Daemon’s no idea what’s going on?”

      Cassandra swiveled on the stool to face Paul. “They don’t believe what you’ve written, how could they? But Daemon doesn’t care: not unless you show up at their offices and claim it’s all real.”

      “Wouldn’t think of it, but they’ll be behind me if the governor becomes a problem?” Cassandra nodded.

      “This whole business has been picked up by the national media, though the demonstrations are their focus,” Cassandra said.

      “You mean riots?”

      “Careful with the labels: don’t think your fans would care for that description. Shouldn’t worry too much about the governor throwing the power of the state in your direction…it’s an election year.”

      “What happens after the election?” Paul asked.

      “This could go on that long?”

      “I don’t believe so, but the state could come after me then.”

      “Be across the state-line and you should be fine; besides, the culture wars we’re in should spit something up to distract the governor or Congress by then.”

      “Haven’t been paying much attention since this began; it’s getting worse?” Paul asked.

      “I’m not sure what bad is any longer, but it seems to be, yes.” A silence followed during which Paul almost ordered a beer, but he remembered he was trying to sober up; had even promised Hema he’d not drink for the day. “Why did you want to see me?”

      “Leaving town,” Cassandra said.

      “What? Why?”

      “Why? Look around: the riots, the killings — they’ve killed the mayor and chief of police, this thing with Mirabilis and Fortunata. There are many reasons to be somewhere else; besides, you don’t need me.”

      “Don’t know about that.”

      “Not here you don’t,” putting a hand on Paul’s arm. “There is one other thing we need to discuss.”

      “Yes,” looking from the loose and mottled skin on the back of her hand to Cassandra’s face. There was a mole on the upper right-hand corner of her eye and below the end of the eyebrow.

      “Since you shifted from crime and politics to the paranormal, there’s been interest from Hollywood.” Paul looked at Cassandra, not knowing what to say.

      “You’re serious?”

      “The agents are not interested in the politics, but the paranormal they can market if you can arrange a positive outcome for the good guys.”

      “Uncertain if there are any good guys.”

      “Humans; those trying to stop Mirabilis.”

      “Probably could; if not, optioning the book will be the least of our problems.”

      “Good, I’ll see about negotiating a deal based on our side winning. Here,” sliding a slip of paper over the bar, “these are the numbers for the agents interested. You can work out what they’re looking for and I’ll handle the cash end.”

      “How much are we talking about?”

      “Enough so you and Hema can start up again anywhere you want.”
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            Belinda’s Necrostalgia

          

        

      

    

    
      “Better leave,” voice scratching at Paul’s ear.

      “What?”

      “Wake up, friend; you’ve gotta get goin’.”

      “Only got here.”

      “You stay, there’ll be nothing for the cops to pick up; if they come at all.”

      “I’m only lookin’,” putting a hand to the side of his face Paul winced. Pulling this away, even in the black light, he could see blood on his fingers. “Shit.”

      “You’re in deep here, and you got no friends: best get goin’.”

      Still standing, Paul used his one hand to steady himself against the wall and the other to cradle his injured cheek. “Don’t come back,” the voice said, “you’re known here and I won’t be able to save you a second time.”

      “Right, just looking…”

      “Know who you’re lookin’ for, and it’s a mistake lookin’ down here. Got it?” Paul nodded. Doing so, another bout of vertigo, bathed in black light, wobbled and whirled. At the center of this was a face, but the features had whorled together counterclockwise. Fighting the urge to vomit, Paul turned back to the door and began climbing the stairs.

      Outside, he paused as the hot, desert air hit him; resting on the rusting railing, Paul jerked upright as this gave way with a grinding lurch of metal on concrete. Twisting away, the railing bent backward and trembled; the baling wire holding it in place had snapped at several points, so only a single, knotted twist kept the rail from collapsing into the window well of the club’s office. On the street, Paul could no longer hear the music, but he could feel the ground pulse with it. Taking out a handkerchief, he held this to his face, turning up the street to where he had parked two blocks away.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s it at?” asked a squat man in his thirties with early onset comb-over.

      “Next right; in the middle of the block,” the passenger said, not looking up from his phone. The car lurched right and there was a squelching squeal of rubber on tarmac. Bracing a hand on the dashboard to steady himself the passenger said nothing. “Up ahead, on the right.” The car pulled to an abrupt halt, and the hand braced itself again while tucking the phone into the hip pocket of his jeans. “Wait,” and he was out and down the stairs at a trot. The comb overlooked down the street; then into the rearview, drumming on the wheel.

      “Not there?” the driver asked as the passenger climbed in.

      “Too many questions and they got…”

      “They weren’t supposed to…crap…where’d he get to?” the driver asked. Shrugging, the passenger was back on the phone.

      “Hello? No, gone…overreacted. Can worry about that later…must be, but not sure where he parked. Yeah, yeah, that’s for later. Have any people close by?” He listened, while the comb-over continued to drum his fingers on the steering wheel. Reaching out, the passenger steadied the comb over’s fingers and pinched his face: don’t do that. Shrugging, the comb overturned back to the street. “No need, if we missed him again,” speaking back into the phone. Pausing, the passenger listened, moving the phone away from his ear. The voice was so loud the driver could almost make out what it was yelling from the other side of the car.

      “Right, got it, look for the car,” and he ended the call. “Supposed to drive about looking for the car.”

      “She coming?” pulling from the curb in a lurch, so the passenger had to steady himself against the dashboard.

      “Don’t know what she can do, he’s gone.”

      “You want to tell her that?” the driver shook his head, an impacted clump of the comb-over loosened with the gesture, this poked upwards toward the low roof. Reaching up the driver patted this back in place. “Try the next left.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” the passenger snapped back bracing for the turn, “because it’s not right.” The driver took a hard left.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait, did you see a Civic Sedan?” Belinda asked pulling her black hair up into a loose bun. The comb overlooked down the street and didn’t answer. Belinda looked in the opposite direction. There followed a heavy woof of air and the driver was sliding down the side of the car. “Told you to look for a 2013 Civic Sedan.”

      “He didn’t take the call,” the passenger said from beside Belinda, twisting his hip from her in case she might attempt the same again.

      “Saw a Sedan,” pausing he raised an arm and pointed behind them, “back two blocks.” Belinda’s phone chirped.

      “Three blocks east; heading north,” Belinda said turning back to her own car. “Get up and after it.” The driver nodded as his partner helped him up.
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        * * *

      

      “Left at the next corner,” Belinda said, pointing and looking up from her phone. The driver took the corner hard, and the rear fishtailed, biting into the edge of a concrete trash bin. Part of the concrete was ripped off, but the energy sent back into the car threw the tail back into the street. Struggling to keep control of the car, the driver pumped the brakes and wrenched the wheel; though not the best choice they got the car back under control and took the next right, another of Belinda’s commands.

      “This is further than reported,” the driver complained after another two blocks.

      “Paul knows we’re after him.”

      There followed the wrenching grind and shattering of metal, plastic, and glass around the next corner. Taking the turn harder than he should have, the driver threw the car up over the curb, tearing the passenger’s side along the glass storefronts and stone walls. Glass shattered, pedestrians scattered, amidst screams, and customers dove for the safety of store interiors. Pulling the wheel hard to the left the car thumped and rocked over the curb and the rear slammed hard into the gutter and tarmac. Belinda had braced herself against the roof and dashboard; the driver, however, lost his grip on the wheel and slammed into the roof. There was a thudding chunk as he struck this and was thrown halfway over the seat and into the back of the car.

      Belinda caught him with one hand by the belt while taking hold of the steering wheel with the other. Out of control, the car sped across the street. Back behind the wheel, the driver jammed the brakes as they hit the curb. The rapid deceleration threw Belinda into the windshield. Her back and shoulders slammed into this and when the car halted before a florist’s shop she was wedged between the dashboard and windshield, glaring at the driver. “Uh…” he began, as Belinda struck him in the nose; broken, it sprayed her with blood. Pushing from the dashboard, the passenger door opened and hands took Belinda by the boots.

      “I’ve got it,” sliding down over the wheel and onto the lap of the unconscious driver. Twisting round and pushing up she waggled across the seat and out the door. Adjusting her blouse and slacks she looked down the street and smiled: until she saw Paul laughing, even though laying on his stomach with his wrists zipped tied behind his back. “That was a great entrance, Boo-Boo.” Squatting down next to him, Belinda struck her ex so hard his head bounced off the tarmac.

      “Glad you liked it.”
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        * * *

      

      Running a finger along the sweaty brick, he pulled this away and rubbed a thumb over the residue. “What is this?” voice ringing off the walls and bouncing down the long passage; they were in its cul-de-sac. Both looked from the circular, conical brick room and down the passage. It was a passage and not a hall; they weren’t so much in a building as under it; way under if the tainted air was anything to go by.

      “Sweat, I think.” The second voice ringing.

      “Sweat,” raising it to his nose. “Damn,” holding the fingers at arm’s length, “that smells like an outhouse.”

      “You been in many?”

      “When I was a kid, my folks liked to go camping, and some grounds had the old-fashioned shitters.  Same smell; similar smell,” bringing the fingers closer to examine the sludge on the end of these, “chemical shit.”

      “You’re saying the walls are sweating shit?” The other looked over, wiping his hand clean on the leg of his pants.

      “No, but this place ain’t natural.”

      “We were brought here,” looking down at the man blindfolded and tied to a rickety kitchen chair in the middle of the conical room, “by Bennett and Winslow.”

      “What are you saying?” looking from the hurricane lamp he’d been holding up to the brick wall.

      “Think about who brought us here…”

      “And left us.”

      “That too.”

      “Don’t want us to leave.”

      “Said so,” circling around the seated figure, whose head twitched and moved attempting to follow the echoing footfalls.

      “Is it me or is she more pissed than usual?” stepping back into the room and holding the lamp up to take in the wall rising up to a soft cone roof. In the distance was the reverb of water dripping from the roof of the long corridor, with its many side passages, and onto the concrete floor. The water sounded as though it was striking a shallow puddle.

      “Helen’s pissed? How can you tell?” turning back and lowering the lamp.

      “You can’t?”

      “Try not to; looking into what she’s up to hasn’t ended well for some.”

      “Not sure about that: got away.”

      “For how long?”

      “Not down here, though, are they?”

      “Maybe someplace worse.”

      “Worse than this?” holding the lamp up to the roof of the room and looking over the head of the man tied to the chair. Chuckling, the prisoner tilted his head back and sent a sliver of sputum toward the room’s arched entrance. “Do that again and it’ll go bad for you.” Not answering, the prisoner turned his head away and exhaled. The speaking guard took a step forward.

      “Not what we’re supposed to be doing.”

      “What are we to do?”

      “Keep an eye on this one,” thumbing at the prisoner; there was no answer.
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        * * *

      

      “Who’s there?” the guard called; hand on the butt of his holstered automatic. The other circled around from behind the prisoner and stood on the other side of the doorway not touching the wall, but out of view of whatever was down the corridor. A clack of hard leather came from the passage; there was no answer. Each step came closer; then there seemed to be two sets of footfalls, but the cacophony of echoes, each feeding off the previous one, made it difficult to tell. There could have been an army; could be only a couple; might only be one. “We’re armed,” snapping open the holster, the sound hollow and crisp.

      “Relax will you, we’re back,” a voice from the corridor.

      “Bart?”

      “Yeah, Helen’s with me,” lowering his hand from the weapon the guard held up the lamp.

      “About time, we’ve been down here almost six hours.”

      “As you might imagine,” Bartholomew stepped into the lamplight; the chinstrap goatee emerging first then his face, bits of the upper part hidden by the beak of a Cubs cap, “things have got hectic topside since,” pointing his chinstrap at the prisoner. “How is he?”

      “Just fine,” the prisoner said, voice hoarse, and he coughed.

      “Needs water,” Bartholomew said.

      “Tries to bite us whenever we get close,” the door guard answered, holstering his weapon.

      “That true Marat,” picking up the water jug sitting a couple yards in front of Paul, “you turn into a biter?” Twisting his blindfolded face to better judge distance, Paul smiled. “Want some water?” shaking the jug. He shrugged and Bartholomew stepped up. The clacking sound of hard leather continued from the passageway. Helen stepped into the room as Paul was sucking on the jug’s narrow mouth, water running from the corners of his mouth.

      “Did he speak, at all?” Helen asked, daubing her face to avoid smearing the makeup.

      “When we’d not tell him where he was — no,” the first guard said. Another stepped up behind Helen.

      “Can you get him to talk, Belinda?” Helen Bennett asked over her shoulder. Not answering, Belinda stepped around Helen; doing so, Paul turned his head from the water. This chugged down the side of his neck, over his grimy shirt caked with whatever grit and slime covered the walls and floor.

      “Boo?”

      “Yes,” she leaned close. “Tell me,” standing back up, “why were you down south, when we’re all looking for you?”

      “Still love me? That’s sweet.” Belinda straddled him and cupped his groin.

      “Oww…hey, owwwww,” the moan rising to a shout; Belinda climbed off as Helen put a hand on her shoulder. Paul strained against the plastic zip strap cuffs.

      “We’ve had our problems, Boo, but Christ-almighty.”

      “Why were you down south?” Bartholomew asked; the smile not on his face but in the voice.

      “Trying to figure out who’s who, and what you’re up to…heard many strange stories,” Paul answered.

      “Fortunata; Dakshi; the granddaughter?” Helen asked. Paul smiled, but the pain weakened this.

      “They’re all Circus, no secret that.”

      “But why are you here?” Bartholomew asked.

      “So, we’re still on the Southside?” Paul continued. Helen looked at Bartholomew and he blushed.

      “Yes,” Helen said. “What are you doing here?”

      “No hidden agenda: I’m here to find out what you are up to and who’s working for you.” Mirabilis’ crew looked at one another. Paul broke out in a strained, unsteady laughter. “That’s what this is all about?”

      “It was a mistake coming down,” Belinda again.

      “Now you have me what’s next, and what is this place…smells like a urinal cake.”

      “Let’s see how much Dakshi and Hema want you back,” Bartholomew said.

      “Circus won’t let them trade for me; you know that’s who’s guarding them?” Helen nodded and looked away. “You didn’t think this through did you Boo, right?” Belinda looked away.

      “We’ve got you now, and the Circus has to be upset about that,” Helen, however, didn’t sound convinced by the argument.
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        * * *

      

      “Thought the heat didn’t bother you?” the woman asked. She was wearing a flak jacket with the word security stenciled on the front and back; the guard was of a middling height with black hair, cut short, and eyes of the same color.

      “Not the heat that’s making me sweat,” the young man pointed at the corner. The tail of a National Guard convoy was rumbling through the intersection.

      “Not for us; besides, we’re licensed.”

      “Won’t be of much use if martial law is declared.”

      “Wouldn’t do it on an election year,” the woman’s voice uncertain. The younger guard, not much over twenty, looked back up at the intersection where the last of the convoy passed.

      Stepping toward the gate, he leaned over this, adjusting the pull on his flak jacket and shook his head. They had helmets, but in the late morning sun they’d taken these off. His hair was short, brown, with sun-bleached tips where it was longer on the top and front. He was tall, a little over six-feet, with a wiry frame and a runner’s fluid motion. Even so, he was moving unevenly. “Don’t think it’d matter.”

      “Why?” voice distracted, but not bored. She was looking down the other end of the street as a car pulled up to the intersection. When it turned right, she looked back at her younger partner.

      “The anarchists.”

      “Anarchists? That’s what they’re calling themselves?”

      “Populists, then.”

      “I’m not sure what that means.”

      Turning from the gate, he smiled drawing the back of a forearm, with a black bandana tied around this, across his forehead and upper face. “No one knows what that means.”

      “What’s the news calling them now?”

      “Protesters.”

      “How many have to die before it’s a riot?”

      “Why no one watches old media,” snorting at this the woman brought her weapon, strapped to her flak jacket, up and swiveled to the intersection the Guard had passed through. Hearing the same sound, the young man turned, raising his. A black SUV pulled onto the street, followed by two others. Seeing this, the woman brought her binoculars up.

      “Circus approaching,” lowering the binoculars; the small convoy stopped in front of the condo. Nothing happened as the engines died, and the guards kept their weapons half-raised.

      When the back door of the middle vehicle cracked open, the sound of Mahler’s Fifth escaping, the guards rocked back a half step but the weapons did not come all the way up. Another guard, with security stenciled on their flak jacket stepped out, looking up and down the street. Doing so, the doors of the lead and follow vehicles opened and the front of the condo was filled with stencils. “This,” the young guard said, lowering his weapon and turning back to the woman, “has got to be worrying the neighbors.” He was looking across the street where someone was peeking out from behind heavy, burgundy drapes.

      “With the Guard in town, it can’t be the only thing worrying them.”

      “The Guard aren’t parked across the street,” speaking the younger turned back to the SUVs; nodding at a face he recognized. The gesture was returned. Then Fortunata stepped out. She was wearing a light cream pantsuit. The black of her skin a sharp contrast. The low sandal pumps clicked on the sidewalk as she approached the gate. A guard opened this and without breaking her stride, Fortunata continued past the younger and stopped at the door.

      “Any trouble?” Fortunata asked.

      “Nothing, just the National Guard; you were waiting for them to pass?” the guard asked. Fortunata nodded, a thick line of sweat running from her right temple and disappearing beneath her pronounced jaw. The blouse beneath the jacket was showing signs of perspiration.

      “They’ve not deployed, yet, but it won’t be long,” Fortunata said.

      “What then?” the younger guard asked from behind. “They don’t like private security.”

      “You’re licensed, so there’s not much they can do: as long as you stick to the protocols. Make certain you do,” turning to the younger.

      “Yes, ma’am,” stepping past the guard, Fortunata rang the bell. The door opened and Hema stuck her head out. Stepping back to allow Fortunata in, Hema hesitated.

      “Do you need anything…water?” the female guard shook her head and Hema closed the door after looking up and down the street.

      “What was that noise?” Hema asked. Fortuna stood in the foyer, looking around; then turned on a heel.

      “I could use a glass of water.” Hema frowned and headed for the kitchen. As Fortunata finished the water there was the clunking sound of Dakshi’s walker coming from the living room.

      “Grandmother is worried,” the walker was now in the hall. Since Dakshi had moved in, Hema had been leaving all the doors open so she could navigate from room to room. In the next couple of weeks, she was having a stair lift installed so Dakshi would have full access to the condo.

      “Hi, Dakshi,” Fortunata chirped.

      “What was that noise?” Dakshi’s voice rattling beneath a slurry of phlegm. Fortunata looked, from the corner of her eyes, at Hema; then back at Dakshi.

      “The National Guard has arrived.”

      “Lovely; ain’t that just grand,” and Hema flopped down in a chair she’d kicked out with a bare foot. Drumming her nails on the stone kitchen table she stared at Fortunata. “Any news?”

      “Paul?” Hema nodded as Dakshi thumped her walker across the floor, placing a hand on her granddaughter’s shoulder. Dakshi placed a hand over this before rising and helping her grandmother sit.

      “Not as yet.”

      “They have him,” Dakshi said.

      “You’ve seen?” Hema took her grandmother’s hand in hers.

      “No, but he would be here; he knows we worry.”

      “When did you last see him?” Fortunata pulled out a chair on the other side of the table and sat.

      “Yesterday, after lunch. He didn’t come home for dinner and I’ve not been able to get him on the phone,” Hema answered.

      “Could Paul have gone out of town?” Hema shook her head. “Did you fight?” and the old woman slapped a hand on the table; Fortunata turned to her. “It was a valid question.”

      “You know he’d have come home: where is he?” Dakshi asked. Fortunata took a breath and stared at the tabletop, a thumbnail scratching the dark gray of the surface.

      “No one’s seen him since yesterday, but there is a rumor he was heading south, looking into the whereabouts of Wendigo Evans.”

      “You knew, and you didn’t tell me,” Hema stopped at the back of the chair she was about to sit in, beside her grandmother.

      “We didn’t know. When you called last night I had people ask around and it seems he’d picked up the trail of Wendigo, and, well, you know Paul.” Hema stared at the table, clenching her right hand.

      “I do and I’ll…” trailing off she turned her head away.

      “What are we going to do about it?” Dakshi asked.

      “Don’t see we can do…”

      “What?” Hema turned back, wiping tears from her eyes.

      “Most of our people are tied up on the Peak, looking for where…”

      “You want our help?” Hema interrupted Fortunata, placing a hand on her grandmother’s. The elder’s hand was shaking; it had been doing this since the home invasion. Fortunata nodded. “Then find him.”

      “You’ve got nothing?” Fortunata looked at Dakshi, and the elder shook her head. “Being hidden?” Dakshi nodded and a hank of white hair slipped from a loose bun. Hema pushed this behind her ear.

      “We’ll do what we can…”

      “Not good enough,” Dakshi jerked her head up, “you find him or we won’t be here for you.”

      “But your line…”

      “Has done enough,” Hema snapped.
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        * * *

      

      The warehouse rang with the shot as it bounced off one wall and then the next. Squatting beneath the rusting hulk of a metal lathe, Wendigo looked up at the windows lining the factory floor. They were about eight feet off the ground, no exit there. Even if he could have reached them the bottoms of these were lined with toothy shards of glass covered in grime. Occasionally, a fleck of the westering sun would catch a fragment of the glass beneath the dirt and the light refracted. Edging over to the end of the lathe he looked down the cavernous factory floor, lined with lathes, punches, shaping benches, and all the other machines that had been used for making the automotive parts before the jobs had shifted south and east.

      They were down there; the moment he stuck his head out the pair of them would be on him again. Seemed there was only two; those two went nowhere alone any longer. Time was they could be found free of the other, but since things had picked up after Helen had turned him back in Dimitros’ Taverna the pair were never more than a few rooms apart. A foot scraped over grit further down the factory floor and rang in the empty air of the abandoned building. Bartholomew’s voice cursed and there was a quick movement across the aisle. Too late, Wendigo leaned out and let a round off. Blind, the shot ricocheted off a punch and buried into in a lead pipe running down the west side of the floor, running beneath the windows.

      “Step out,” Bartholomew called, voice booming in the hollow space. “Step out and we can get this over with.” Wendigo ran across the aisle and for the next row of rusted lathes. Two shots rang out, but both went as wide of the mark as his. Not answering, he hung against the other end of the machine and looked down the aisle. Twenty yards down, the toe of a pump poked out from the edge of another machine. He was about to take a shot at this when Helen broke cover and darted for the next row of lathes. Wendigo caught her halfway across this; she twisted right as the round took her in the upper right shoulder.

      Even as she spun from the impact, with a piercing shriek, Helen tried to fall half behind the machine. Almost making this, she was dragging herself in back of the machine when Wendigo stepped out and hit her in her upper right thigh with another round. Bartholomew broke cover at the same moment and fired. The round passed so close to Wendigo’s right cheek he felt the whirr of air; the next round grazed his left bicep. Landing with a scream behind the lathe, he grabbed his arm and snaked along the floor. “Wendigo,” Helen shouted, “still with us?” Not answering, he pushed from the floor and darted for the last row of lathes. Two more rounds bounced off the machine he crouched behind.

      With a last effort, the open door at the back of the factory floor was hanging loosely by a single hinge, Wendigo pushed through the pain in his arm and bolted. Even as he broke cover, Helen shrieked and emptied her automatic at the weaving figure. The rounds caught the floor, walls, and machines, one even took the last of the glass from the factory door, but all missed him. Down the hallway and out the back of the factory he could hear them close behind. Then he was over the vine-covered, sagging, and rusted chain link fence at the back of the empty parking lot. Two more rounds whizzed over his head and he was between the abandoned housing.
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        * * *

      

      “Save it, Willow,” Wendigo said, the knife pushing against her carotid.

      “I don’t…” the knife punctured the soft tissue and a trickle of blood ran from this. “Please…”

      “I want a meeting with her.”

      “Who?”

      “Fortunata,” the matriarch stiffened against his chest and her head attempted to turn, but the knife made this impossible.

      “She wants to…”

      “Yes, but tell her I’m willing to give her Helen, Bart, Belinda, and anyone else she wants.”

      “The Circus won’t believe you.”

      “Let me worry about that.” Releasing her, Willow fell against the opposite wall of the hallway and looked down at her guards. Both were dead: shot through the head.

      “My people at reception?” Willow asked.

      “There’s no one left alive down there.”

      “Why…”

      “They’d not have let me up or would have put the law on me. Will you contact her?” Willow nodded. Giving her his new number, Wendigo turned away.

      “That’s it?” Turning, Wendigo shrugged. Standing between the two dead hall guards, fingers still clutching her wounded neck, Willow watched Wendigo Evans call the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      “Bit over-the-top, Wendigo,” Fortunata said. She was wearing a charcoal gray pantsuit with matching sandal pumps. Red nails, a matte crimson, matching her lipstick drummed on the faded laminate tabletop. A pink tongue worried her front teeth; at the same time, her lips pursed. There was the smell of coffee coming from behind the lunch counter and the vague odor of cheap perfume and sweat weighing down the a/c air. The plate glass window sparked in the afternoon light.

      “There was no other way to get at Loos,” the Community matriarch was sitting across from Wendigo, a dressing covering her wound. Shrugging, she looked out the window.

      “Things have been going badly,” Fortunata answered.

      “For your people?” Fortunata inclined her chin. “Funny, thought it was the opposite.”

      “Mirabilis is worried?” Fortunata’s right eyebrow arching.

      “Never met him; think no one other than Helen and Bart has…unless you mean whatever poor bastard the Doctor is possessing?”

      “He’s been jumping around a lot?” Willow asked, turning back to the conversation.

      “The Doctor never stays long in any one place or body, not since you’ve shown up. Think he’s afraid of you.”  Fortunata smiled, but there was no humor in this.

      “Not really; I can inconvenience him by sending him back to the Underworld, but until we’ve located Mirabilis wherever he’s holed up there is little that may be done. Even then,” a sigh escaping, “the remedy would only be temporary.”

      “You can’t destroy him?” Willow grabbed the sides of the table with both hands, half rising from her chair. Fortunata motioned for her to sit.

      “No second death.”

      “What’s that mean?” Wendigo asked.

      “The Doctor has already died; there’s no second death in the Underworld. We can,” pausing here to examine her nails, “punish him, but we can’t unmake him.” Fortunata looked out the window. “Not that I’m aware of.” Wendigo wasn’t certain she was telling the truth, but there was nothing he could do. “So, what do you want?” turning back to Wendigo.

      “Change up,” he answered.

      “What do you mean?” Willow asked.

      “I can’t hide from the Doctor. Helen and Bart root me out wherever I go. Suppose it has somethin’ to do with what she did to me.”

      “It has,” Fortunata said.

      “Help me out and I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “We can disguise you, but what do we get?”

      “Will help you get Helen and Bart.”

      “What of Mirabilis?” Willow asked.

      “Told you: the Doctor keeps jumping.”

      “Eventually, he must settle on a host, before the final transfer.”

      “Whoever they are, yes.”

      “Then there’s Marat.”
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      “Whebley? You mean Leslie Whebley; she’s running what’s left of the Societies?” Fortunata asked. She was referring to the Mission Ghost Society and Mission Peak Paranormal Society. Wendigo, drawing a handkerchief over his face, nodded. This was creased and balled from being often jammed into his hip pocket wet and left to dry. Looking up and down the street, it was oddly quiet (since the Guard had shown up this was the case in much of Mission Peak). “Thought most of the Societies had left town?”

      “The ones that hadn’t taken Helen’s gift have, but the others belong to Mirabilis now, and are working under Helen and Bart.”

      “But not you?”

      “We’ve been over this.”

      “Hema will want to go over it again.” Not answering Wendigo looked up and down the street.

      As he got in the backseat, beside Fortunata, Wendigo twisted around and looked over his shoulder. “Seatbelt,” Fortunata said.

      “Where are the guards?” Wendigo fastened the belt.

      “Hema and Dakshi aren’t fond of the Circus.”

      “Burned a few bridges there?” Glancing down the street as a screeching tire interrupted the silence. Nothing happened and Wendigo took his hand from the dashboard. “Whebley now running the Societies?”

      “Wha…oh, yeah, they’ve contacts on the city council and at the state capital.”

      “You mean their husbands do?”

      “Same thing, but many of the husbands have accepted the gift. There was, also, the promise of the gift when their kids come of age.” Fortunata nodded and started the engine.

      “Mirabilis is using the children to leverage the parents?”

      “Yes, Hema understands I’m working for you?”

      “Hema’s been informed, but I’m not sure she understands. Can’t kill you though, right?”

      “Right,” but Fortunata wasn’t certain Wendigo believed this.

      “May test out the theory,” Fortunata turned the corner.
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        * * *

      

      “Let me do the talking,” the Circus guards approached the car as Fortunata opened the door and they lowered their weapons. “Stay behind security…” Fortunata hadn’t time to finish when the condo door opened and there was a piercing shriek. The guards wheeled but the impact of Hema knocked both a step back and before they could grab her, she was across the sidewalk, a French knife clenched above her head. Fortunata tried to clutch her arm as she passed, but only tore the fabric of her blouse and Hema kept going. Arcing the blade downwards as she reached Wendigo it never found its mark as he sidestepped this and caught her a blow in the middle of her back. Losing her balance, Hema stumbled forward, and the knife skittered beneath Fortunata’s car.

      The fall sloughed the skin from the base of her palms. Not reacting to this, she rolled onto her back to see Wendigo stepped back, arms lowered, behind Fortunata. “What did you bring that here for?” gesturing toward Wendigo and noticing the raw skin. “To finish the job on my grandmother?”

      “We need to talk,” Fortunata’s arms went up, palms outwards.

      “Get him out of here, and why haven’t you killed him?” pushing up from the tarmac and wincing at the pain. Flecking bits of grit from the raw, wet tissue, Hema wasn’t looking at either of them as she brushed passed and stepped between the guards. These were looking a Fortunata for instruction, but she motioned them aside, taking Wendigo by the forearm and following Hema.

      At the kitchen table, Dakshi was dressing the wound. “Keep him out of this room if you want our help,” Dakshi said, not looking up. Setting the antiseptic on the table she daubed Hema’s palms with a cotton ball.

      “We need to talk,” Fortunata motioned for Wendigo to remain in the hallway outside the swinging door. Kicking the doorstop beneath this, she left it open before sitting across from the women.

      “You’ve found Paul,” Hema looked at Fortunata, mouth tightening as Dakshi bandaged her hands.

      “We’re closing in,” hesitation in the voice.

      “He knows?” Dakshi asked.

      “Not exactly, but he may have a…look here,” drumming her nails on the table, “I know what Marat means to you.”

      “Don’t think you do,” Hema looked over at Fortunata. “Wouldn’t say anything like that if you did.”

      “We’ve more important problems. If Mirabilis breaks through and we’re not there, on both sides, to deal with…”

      “That’s not our problem,” Dakshi snapped. “You don’t bring back Paul our line ends here.” Finished with the dressing, Dakshi smiled taking hold of her granddaughter’s wrists. “Right?”

      “Either I get Paul back,” turning to Wendigo Hema flexed her hands, tightening her mouth against the pain, “or there’ll be no more children.”

      “There are others,” Fortunata said.

      “You know what happens if they’re not prepared,” Dakshi answered putting the cap back on the disinfectant; then rising to drop the bandage wrappings in the trash. Not using her walker, Dakshi’s gait was uncertain and her right leg had a pronounced hitch.

      “Not always,” Fortunata leaned back and turned to Wendigo, “but I take your meaning.” Dakshi, having dropped the wrappings in the trash, turned and took hold of the counter to steady herself. Jumping up, Hema took her grandmother by the arm, helping her back to the table.

      “I have not much time left,” Dakshi said, settling in the chair with a heavy sigh, “and soon the last prepared for this will be Hema. Without Paul, she’ll have no children then what? Unless,” placing a hand on Hema’s shoulder as she sat next to her grandmother, “this is your endgame.”

      “Endgame? There’s no endgame,” Fortunata motioned for Wendigo to step into the room. When he was halfway to the table, she stopped him.

      “I know,” Dakshi’s smile bitter and triumphant, “so where is he?”

      “Not altogether sure, but we’re all connected, that’s why I’ve been moving around. However,” the women turned to Wendigo as he spoke, “I’m more tuned in on Belinda because we’re, or were, together.”

      “No one says lovers anymore, why is that?” Dakshi asked.

      “I’m not sure it was like that; not sure it has been like that with anyone Boo’s been with for a long time.” Wendigo’s answer brought a smile to Hema’s face.

      “But you can locate her?” Hema asked.

      “If I can get within a few blocks I can zero in.”

      “How do you know where to look?” Fortunata asked.

      “Know where she likes to work, and given the arrival of the National Guard, Boo will stick to where Mirabilis has the strongest presence.”

      “Southside,” Fortunata said and Wendigo nodded.

      “Elephant Grill?” Hema asked.

      “No, that’s been blown since you lot showed up; there may be a few low-level recruiters in the place, but that would be about it. Boo favors the deeper south, near the outskirts; there’s an abandoned industrial park there where no one will hear her work.” Hema started at the last.

      “She wouldn’t,” Hema half rose from the chair. No one answered, and she slumped back down.

      “There’s a lot she’s been keeping locked away when it comes to Paul,” Wendigo said.

      “I can imagine; so what do we do?” Hema braced her head in a hand, while her other arm wrapped about her waist supporting the elbow.

      “Leave it to the Circus, we’ll…”

      “No, I’m coming along.” Hema interrupted Fortunata.

      “That may not be best.”

      “No, grandmother, I have to go; I can’t wait any longer…I can’t.”

      “There’ll be too many converts,” referring to those Helen had gifted, “for this to be a safe operation.” Fortunata insisted.

      “It’s useless arguing,” Dakshi’s voice resigned.

      “It is grandmother, I’m sorry,” Hema took Dakshi’s skeletal hand with its paper-thin skin and swollen veins. “I cannot wait around.”

      “If we’re heading south, we should have those that can move freely there,” Fortunata said and as she spoke Wendigo was edging back to the open door. “Do you know of anyone?” turning to the renegade, he froze.

      “Willow Loos’ people, she’s some from Mission and a few new converts. Don’t know how willing they’ll be.” Wendigo answered.

      “Doesn’t matter, they’re coming,” Fortunata said.

      “But they’re not trained,” Hema cautioned.

      “Neither are you, but we’re beyond that,” Fortunata pushed from the table.
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        * * *

      

      Wendigo pushed the automatic back into its armpit holster and adjusted the velcro strap. He had used leather holsters most of his criminal life and getting used to the lightweight fabric was taking time. He was half certain he’d no more get used to it than he had smartphones and social media. Leaning forward, he put a hand out, resting this on the edge of the dumpster, and placed a knee on the alley’s impacted earth. Halfway down this, he stared toward the street. “Anything?” Star asked, a hand reaching out and taking hold of the back of his collar. Standing, Wendigo stepped from behind the dumpster and paused. Running a hand through his hair he could feel this shake.

      “We’re good for now,” turning Wendigo helped the young woman up and Star tucked in close behind him.

      “What happened?”

      “Mirabilis had to know I’d come down.”

      “What do you mean?” stepping out from behind him, lifting her shin-length dress to examine her left knee; there was a small patch of scraped skin and a trickle of blood ran from this.

      “Should’ve put you in pants,” shifting to examine the injury.

      “I’ll be fine.” Taking out his handkerchief Wendigo folded this several times then tied it about the lower part of Star’s knee.

      “To keep the dirt off the wound until I can properly dress it.” Star placed a hand on the side of his head as he spoke and her thumb ran along the curve of his ear.

      “There,” patting her calf and standing, he again readjusted the armpit holster and looked down the alley, toward the road, without looking at Star. Her hand slipped beneath his jacket, twisting through a belt loop. As Wendigo stepped forward, toward the street, he pulled out his phone. “The rest of the team,” examining the text, “is two blocks east.” Halting at the entrance to the alley, Wendigo peer out onto this. No one was there and he stepped out, followed by Star.

      “The car?” Wendigo looked up the street and shook his head.

      “Best leave it; if Mirabilis hasn’t taken the car, they’ll be having it watched.”

      “It’ll have people looking for us,” Star said, tightening her grip on his arm.

      “Couple blocks and we can hook up with the others; streets should be busy enough they’ll not try anything.”

      “Hope you’re right,” and they stepped into the gutter and crossed.

      “There,” Wendigo pointed and a man in his late twenties who was waving at them.

      “Circus?” Star asked and squinted.

      “Should have worn your glasses,” Wendigo said.

      “I don’t…” Star trailed off when Wendigo stepped into the street; because she’d her fingers twisted into a belt loop, she was jerked forward. Stumbling against Wendigo, he halted and put an arm around her waist when she released him.

      “It’ll be fine.” Not replying, Star looked up and down the street as they crossed.

      “Glad to see you made it,” Wendigo looked to the end of the street as he spoke.

      “Anyone get picked up, Williams?” In his late twenties, Bob Williams was of better than middling height with cropped ginger hair but only had a few freckles hung about below his eyes and stretched over the bridge of a broken nose, the end of which was bulbous and bisected by a narrow depression running down the center. Bob’s eyes were a reddish-brown and the corners of the sclera were bloodshot.

      “Not everyone’s reported in but that doesn’t mean…”

      “Assume they’ve been picked up,” Wendigo interrupted Bob, “which means it’s only a matter of time before Mirabilis learns what we're up to.”

      “With all the Circus and Community teams,” nodding to Star, “hopping about down here they’ve got to have an inkling.”

      “Inkling is not knowing, but if they get around to thinking this through it’ll occur,” Wendigo said as they turned the corner to where three SUVs were parked. They were black with tinted windows. “This kind of thing gives us away,” Wendigo indicated the SUVs.

      “These saved our lives, while…” Bob began, opening the passenger door; Wendigo opened the back door and let Star in.

      “Yeah, can we hit the industrial park now?” Not answering, Bob told the driver to head south for the park.

      They drove in silence for about twenty minutes when Bob looked over a shoulder. “How’d they find us?”

      “Me, I suppose,” Wendigo said.

      “So soon; I know Mirabilis is supposed…”

      “No supposed; why I wasn’t keen on coming.”

      “Not sure Fortunata trusts you all…”

      “None of you trust me; no reason you should.”

      “What’s that mean?” Bob looked at Star, but she was staring out the window.

      “Means there’s no reason any of you should trust me; none that I should trust you, but we’re all here because there’s not much choice left if we’re to get Marat back.”

      “Don’t see why we should,” Star said, twisting from the window.

      “You know why,” Wendigo answered taking her hand, “and if we don’t get him back…”

      “We’ve already lost people; how many more do we have to lose?”

      “If Hema doesn’t get him back, Dakshi won’t help us and when the grandmother is gone, it means Hema won’t be onboard either,” Wendigo answered.

      “Isn’t there some way,” Bob put a hand to the dashboard as they took a hard right, “their participation could be coerced?”

      “Perhaps, but I suppose the boss may be worried about damaging the Sight or forcing the woman into servitude: counterproductive don’t you know.” Star leaned in close and put her head on Wendigo’s shoulder, while Bob looked out the window as the Southside glided by. For another fifteen minutes, the truck moved through the side streets: first in one direction and then in another to throw off those following.

      “Stop at the corner,” Wendigo pulled himself from the seat and holding onto the side of Bob’s headrest looked out the window.

      “What is it?” Bob asked, turning back again when Wendigo said no more.

      “He’s nervous,” Wendigo answered after a beat. “Knows what we’re looking for and…” his head jerked to the side as though he’d been slapped, “doesn’t like it,” a hand going to the left side of his face.

      “What’s wrong?” Star lifted her head from Wendigo’s shoulder.

      “Slammed the door,” rubbing his face. “We’re close. Take the next left and go straight until I tell you to stop.” The driver looked at Bob, who nodded.

      “You can sense this Marat fellow?” Bob Williams asked.

      “Not him, suppose Hema and Dakshi could but the boss put the kibosh on that (think Dakshi had a conversation with Hema), but I know when I get close to Belinda.” Turning his head to the side and tilting this, Wendigo leaned further forward and between the seats. “Next right,” voice distracted. The SUV turned hard and everyone held on. Wendigo pulled himself forward again and hung between the seats while Star held onto his arm and Bob watched him from the corner of an eye. “Pull up at the next corner.” The driver did, and they sat there a few minutes.

      “What?” Bob asked. Wendigo shook his head; then lowered this in a hand.

      “She’s close; can feel her.” Wendigo leaned back, closing his eyes. “Keep going straight another block; then turn left.”

      “You okay?” Star asked. Wendigo put a hand on hers.

      “Yes,” and the SUV turned left. Halfway down the street, he leaned forward again. “Pull over.” Opening his door, Wendigo stepped onto the sidewalk and looked over the empty parking lot of an abandoned warehouse. Weeds grew from the cracked tarmac and the wind rattled the rusting chain link, half of which had fallen from its poles, while the rest were held in place by thin twists of orange-brown wire. Stepping up to a section of the chain link, Wendigo wrenched this free and stepped into the lot, motioning for the others to stay where they were. Stopping, Wendigo turned back. “Get what’s left of the teams down here.”
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        * * *

      

      “You could not have gone for something more creative, Boo?” Paul said as she pulled the hood off his head and he looked about. Intact wire mesh, frosted, and dappled glass windows lined the walls about four feet from the ground. Even if he could make it that far getting through the reinforced glass before Popovic’s men could get him was unlikely. Shaking his head, sweat flew from his matted, greasy hair. Rubbing his chin on his shoulder the beard told him Belinda had had him the better part of a week. Paul was never certain what day it was or the time since he was moved from windowless cell to basement to what may have been an abandoned fallout shelter.

      Squinting against the light coming through the windows, Paul pulled against the zip-cuffs; the lock bit into his wrists. Wincing, he twisted round to look at the two men that stood behind him. They were in their mid-twenties, over six-feet tall, and as dangerous looking as he thought necessary. Turning from the guards he looked over the space. “Not a factory?” Paul asked.

      “No,” Belinda stood several feet in front of him, kicking a small stone forward with the tip of her boot. She was wearing black jeans, a dark navy tee shirt, over which she had a light flak jacket. An automatic was strapped to her side in an open-carry holster; in her right hand she held a tactical baton and inside this arm, attached to the belt were two magazines for the automatic. “Warehouse.”

      “Southside?” he asked. Belinda nodded. “Thought you were supposed to be smarter.”

      “What do you mean?” flicking the baton out with a hard snap of what might have been metal, but sounded like polymer. Closing this, she flicked it back open again; then repeated the gesture.

      “Southside warehouse is where they will look.”

      “Been looking, more than was expected.”

      “Who?”

      “Who do you think?” timbre ticking up in agitation.

      “I’d say the Circus, but Fortunata and I…”

      “What?” stepping forward and telescoping the baton on her hip.

      “Not her favorite.”

      “Someone’s.”

      “Not on about that, still? Thought you’d moved on with Wendigo?” There was a movement from behind and the sound of grit grinding into concrete. “What’d I say?” head twisting over a shoulder, but the guards had stepped back out of view.

      “What do you know of Wendigo?” Belinda was steps from Paul when she spoke. Looking up, her nose was not half a dozen inches from his. Though Belinda’s hair was cleaner than he remembered and she looked much younger than she’d a right too, there was something off. She smelled as if she’d not bathed for the better part of a week. There’d been, in the past, times when he’d found her lack of hygiene attractive, the truth was he found it disgusting but was drawn to the filth for the frame it put the relationship in, but Paul had moved on. He missed the rich spicy aroma of Hema when she’d not been wearing any lotions or perfume and after sex. As with Dakshi, Hema preferred Indian cuisine to North American, and he was adopting the same.

      “Know he’s shifted allegiance,” Belinda said. Wanting to smile Paul couldn’t manage it because the left side of his lower lip was split.

      “Allegiance, what would that old whore know about loyalty?”

      “You’d have something to teach him on that?” Not answering, Belinda took his head in her hands; then slammed her forehead into the bridge of his nose. Bursts of supernovas blinded Paul, and he sucked in a breath, attempting not to scream.

      “That’s enough.”

      “Who?” Paul spoke between tight lips. The act was involuntary and the injury on his lower lip broke open.

      “Hi, Paul.”

      “Helen, had to have been. Where’s your pit bull?” A hand rested on his shoulder and Bartholomew’s face leaned in.

      “Bart-man, how…ahhh.”

      “That looks nasty,” removing a finger from the split lip he’d ground this into. “Wanna make sure that doesn’t get infected.”

      “This is not helping,” another voice, from further behind Paul. Helen stepped back, as did Bartholomew.

      “Perhaps we should kill him,” Bartholomew said.

      “Just…” Paul began, wincing against the pain in his lower lip.

      “Not yet…” Belinda said.

      “Marat,” the other voice interrupted, closer now, “has his uses. We need to leverage the women.”

      “Can’t see they’re able to do anything without Fortunata’s okay,” Bartholomew suggested.

      “She’ll need them onside, so anything she may wish to do,” coming around and standing before Paul, “will be limited. The Guptas are still necessary.” A middle-aged man was looking down at him. He was in his late middle-years, perhaps Latin; his hair was iron-gray with heavy lines in the corners of his eyes, while the bags beneath these were bluish but not heavy. The voice, however, was pure North American.

      “Who are you?” Paul asked.

      “Doctor Roger Mirabilis,” Helen said from beneath a smile.

      “Oh, that’s really you; not what I expected.”

      “I’ve been moving about: bodies I mean,” Mirabilis said.

      “Understand you can burn through quite a few.”

      “Yes, can’t be any host and they need to be prepared.”

      “So, what are your plans?” Paul asked.

      “First, we have to deal with a betrayal,” Mirabilis looked at Helen as he spoke. “Wendigo has gone over to the Circus.” The warehouse had been full of the sound of feet, voices, and tension before he spoke. Afterward, the sound was sucked from the space and a weighty tension settled on Paul’s shoulders.

      “That,” Bartholomew trailed-off into silence.

      “He wants to survive and knows,” turning to Helen standing beside Bartholomew, “we will not stop looking for him.”

      “I can’t believe,” Belinda began, “but he never seemed all that committed, and after what Helen did for him. When will I learn?”

      “What?” Helen asked.

      “Never trust men, they all let you down,” Belinda answered.

      “What are we going to do? Winny was in deep,” Belinda continued.

      “He knows about Mission Peak…”

      “Not the details,” Mirabilis interrupted Helen. “We’re safe there, for now, and about ready for the final transfer.”

      “Still, if the Circus and Loos’ Community have joined forces that puts a fair amount of weight behind Fortunata,” Bartholomew said.

      “But we’ve our people, the police (most of these), the governor’s office, and the Societies,” Helen corrected.

      “The balance of power is shifting if they can poach from our people,” Belinda worried.

      “There,” and Mirabilis paused.

      “What is it?” Helen asked, stepping to the side of the Doctor.

      “Wendigo’s getting close,” turning to Belinda.

      “What? I haven’t; we haven’t…for a good time.”

      “Doesn’t matter; you two were connected long enough for him…why we discourage our people from…”

      “This kind of thing has happened before?” Belinda interrupted Helen.

      “Not for a long time, but there have been defectors on both sides; there’ll be others,” Mirabilis answered.

      “So, what do we do? Should I get transport for the prisoner?” a guard standing behind Paul asked. Mirabilis nodded, and the guard was on his phone. “They’ll be here in fifteen.” Mirabilis shook his head.

      “I’ve closed the door, but they’re close.”

      “What are you smiling at?” Belinda asked. Shaking his head, he lowered this. Though trying to laugh Paul halted as the pain from his split lip struck again. Sucking on this he looked up and shrugged. “What’s so funny?”

      “You,” releasing his lip and speaking carefully, “nothing changes with you: everyone’s to blame but yourself.” Mirabilis had moved off with Helen and Bartholomew; these were followed by the guards, so the pair were alone.

      “You left me, Paul; everyone leaves me.”

      “You’re an addict…”

      “Was an addict.”

      “Don’t fool yourself, you’ve traded up on addictions but you are as much a junky as you’ve always been.”

      “I don’t do…”

      “Mirabilis, Helen…even Wendigo are your new drugs and whatever this thing you’re all on about.”

      “Bringing the Doctor back.”

      “But what are you bringing back? Do you have any idea…and from where?” Paul asked.

      “Doesn’t matter. He’ll take care of us.” Belinda squatted down before him, placing her hands on either of his knees. “Could take care of you.”

      “Need no one to take care of me. Would be nice if the universe took a pass in trying to grind me under.”

      “You’ve always been right where you wanted to be: the cartels, that Asian thing, me, this,” raising her hands and motioning about the warehouse. “We are addicted to the edge, the pair of us; there’s no other reason we ended up together. Both of us want to destroy ourselves, but you’ve chosen the wrong side this time in attempting to save the place.”

      “And yours?” Paul asked.

      “Burn it, I suppose.”

      “Not sure?”

      “Does it matter? One thing ends and another begins. When’s that ever mattered to our kind?”

      “What do you mean?” Paul asked as Belinda ran her hands up the inside of his thighs, resting these on either side of his groin.

      “What’s the world done for us? We’re not rich; no careers; no families, and I’m not counting Hema and Dakshi; no future…not much of a past.”

      “Our choices have not always been the best, but we’re not married to them.” Paul moved under Belinda’s hands: she knew what she was doing; she always knew what she was doing.

      “For our kind that isn’t true,” taking hold of his waist above the hips and craning her neck toward his face. Her smell was sharp, but not as off-putting as it had been.

      “It is for me.” Paul looked away and toward Mirabilis. Belinda took his chin in a hand.

      “Let them sort their crap out. Paul, we belong together, now more than ever.”

      “Why?”

      “Always knew there was something missing between us. You were too smart, or I was too dumb.”

      “Wasn’t that, Boo…I don’t know what the problem was, but we only pulled each other under. You’re still doing that, but I’m out.” Letting his chin go, Belinda sighed, pushing herself up off his knees.

      Looking down at him, she turned and in the same motion threw out her leg connecting with his chest, knocking Paul to the ground. “We still need him,” Helen called over, motioning for Belinda to join them.

      “Get him off,” Mirabilis began but the last word died in his mouth.

      “Wha…” Helen began but never finished as the door opening onto the parking lot exploded inwards from the impact of an SUV. The truck veered left and fishtailed to a halt; even before it stopped two more followed. The doors of the first flew open and Detective Milton Palmer stepped out. He was wearing a tactical vest with an assault weapon attached to this. As he exited the vehicle, Milton sprayed the warehouse.

      One of Paul’s minders went down with the left side of his face sheared off by the explosive tipped rounds. Outside the SUV, Milton went down on a knee and waited for the others to join him. Wendigo had been in the same vehicle and circled around the truck, kneeling beside Milton. “Looks like you were right,” Milton said.

      “Told you, but where’s Mirabilis?” Wendigo moved weapon and head as one. Fortunata stepped up behind him, in a tactical vest, but she was wearing another of her Merkel inspired pantsuits beneath this; the spiked pumps rescuing the look. Her fashion sense complimented by the assault weapon she carried.

      “Where is he?” Fortunata asked over the weapons fire.

      “There,” another voice from behind the group, “where Popovic is running to…the chair.” The guard fired at Belinda as she ran toward Paul, catching her in the upper right arm. Stumbling forward with a scream, Belinda righted herself and grabbed her arm. Turning back, half over her shoulder, she let the arm go, reaching for her armpit holster. Pulling the automatic she was pointing this at Paul who stared up at her, not moving. There followed the hard hiccup of full-automatic weapons fire and the concrete spit up at Belinda’s feet. Shielding her face against the shards of concrete, she stumbled back with a grunt and turned to run.

      Fortunata turned and Star, in her knee-length loose-fitting skirt, was holding the weapon as it kicked up in her hands. Smiling, Fortunata heard a piercing bellow that swallowed the space of the warehouse while several of the reinforced windows snapped and one exploded as the bellow transformed into a shriek. Staggering back, Fortunata covered her ears and dropped the assault weapon, which dangled from her vest. As Fortunata dropped to a knee, Star released her weapon and bent over beneath the force of the shriek. Looking from under an elbow the center of the warehouse was filling with either dust, flecks of grit emerging from this, or a charcoal-gray smoke that lightened about the edges. “What…” Milton screamed over the roar, but the detective’s voice was swallowed.

      Pushing up from a knee, Fortunata stepped forward and into the cyclone. “Don’t,” Wendigo shouted and as he did so a black gelatinous tentacle whipped out from the cloud, from it hung what may have been strips of organs and soft tissue: pink, gray, and stretched bits of a chalky white semi-solid material. With the tentacle about to strike, Wendigo fired at this and rolled out of the way. Missing him, it connected with the SUV, sheering off roof and windows. As it swept forward, it looped down and around the vehicle, lifting this from the ground. Tossing the SUV back towards the door the trucks had broken through. Two of the Circus guards tried to dodge this but were crushed as the SUV rolled over them. Another three support personnel from Loos’ Community got out of the way.

      “Where is she?” Milton yelled as everyone pulled back from the cloud with the tentacles whipping from side to side.

      “Marat,” Wendigo shouted back. At that, a pillar of black and red matter erupted upwards and shattered the corrugated metal roof, throwing roofing and girders over the warehouse. Breaking out, the cloud rose with the massive organism it was disguising and disappeared not into the sky, but lurched over the side of the remnant roof and could be heard struggling down the side of the building. As the cloud dissipated in the center of the warehouse there remained Paul and Fortunata holding him under an arm, the zip strap gone and a rash of sloughed skin running down the side of his face. The air smelled of ozone and the remains of the warehouse appeared as if a tornado had ripped through it.

      “What was that?” Milton asked no one in particular as the silence returned and the tinnitus passed.

      “That,” Fortunata struggled with Paul forward, motioning for help, “was what Mirabilis looks like caught between our two worlds.”

      “What’s it look like when all one thing?” Milton asked, as two of Loos’ guards took the unconscious Paul.

      “No one’s sure; Mirabilis is that old,” hesitating, “and it’s believed they may be from one of the earliest underworlds, or so the myth goes.”

      “He’s alive?” Milton asked, pointing to Paul.

      “Yes, almost got taken along with Mirabilis but he’ll be okay.”

      “Taken where?” Wendigo asked looking at the ruined concrete where Mirabilis had been moments before. It appeared as if the creature had been trying to burrow through the concrete.

      “Somewhere else.”

      “The Underworld?” Star asked, coming up behind Wendigo.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Then where?” Wendigo prodded.

      “Somewhere between the two…I’m not sure what the place is. There aren’t even myths that have tried to explain it, but it might be a place some of the oldest parts of the Underworld have their origin in.”
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      “Ed Wood be damned; that was the worst movie I’ve ever seen,” Paul said as he leaned back in the car door. Clearing his throat, he spat the last of the vomit into the gray-green puddle between his feet. They were several blocks north of the warehouse and almost in the outer core of Mission Peak when Fortunata tried to heal him. The healing worked, but it triggered a violent round of vomiting that was expelling something other than the scant food Belinda and Helen had allowed him. “What is that?” pointing at a string of black bile lacing the aftermath. The inky string appeared to be moving. Fortunata leaned over and wrinkled her nose, driving a spiked heel into the bile’s center mass.

      Paul was certain he’d heard a tiny, tinny shriek; the strand buckled around the heel and stopped moving. “What was that?” pulling his feet, without shoes, from the expectorant. “Dead, right?” leaning over as Fortunata removed her foot to examine the remains.

      “Technically, it wasn’t alive. Not in the sense you’d understand it.” Fortunata said, scraping the heel of her pump across the tarmac, disgust on her face.

      “What was it, though?” Milton asked, leaning around Fortunata to get a better look. As she finished cleaning her heel, Fortunata stood, legs apart; arms folded over her chest.

      “When Mirabilis was struck this burst the vessel holding him.”

      “It's body?” Paul asked.

      “The body was the vessel, but it was not capable of holding Mirabilis for long; one reason crossing over has been so difficult: no human body can hold him unless it’s been properly prepared…and needs to be compatible, but I’m unclear what that means. This happened to Darlene, but Mirabilis was much more cautious upon exiting her body, not wanting to draw undue attention.”

      “What does properly prepared mean?” Milton asked, joined by Star and Wendigo. Paul looked up at Wendigo and smiled.

      “Thanks for the rescue.” Wendigo nodded, examining the vomit.

      “Mirabilis?” Fortunata answered it was.

      “You,” Paul stood, stepping around Fortunata and toward Wendigo, “know what that is?”

      “There have been rumors we are all infected; why it’s been so easy for Helen and Belinda to track us,” Wendigo answered.

      “No,” Fortunata said, turning to Wendigo and Paul, “you were infected with psychic leakage and it functions like a tag…permanent for the most part.”

      “Permanent?” Milton asked.

      “Will work here and in the Underworld,” Fortunata said.

      “There’s no chance…” Star took Wendigo’s arm but didn’t finish.

      “Oh, I see,” Fortunata was confused then understood what Star meant, “I don’t know. We’re all from the Underworld here; you mean the Celestial.”

      “Celestial?” Paul asked.

      “The Celestial Spheres…Paradise; he might still end up there. Not my area.”

      “Back to me, all right…what was that?” Paul pointed to the bile.

      “When Mirabilis broke from the body before it was sent back to the In-Between, it must have touched you and you were penetrated by some of its material,” Fortunata said.

      “Material? You mean their flesh?” Milton asked.

      “Not quite, that black thing we saw was its condition in the In-Between.”

      “You mean like purgatory?” Star asked.

      “No, that’s the ante-chamber to the Spheres; the In-Between is somewhere else. Someplace elemental and not fully understood in the Underworld. Now, if you could get a hold of God, they may be able…”

      “God,” Star stepped back, a hand going to her throat. “That…that…”

      “What’s wrong?” Wendigo put an arm around her shoulder.

      “It’s the first principle that makes everything we’ve experienced comprehensible,” Fortunata continued.

      “You’ve never met them?” Milton asked.

      “Not even a rumor, though there is a myth about them having gone walkabout.”

      “Not to be a pain, but…penetrated?” Paul stepped up to Fortunata, shouldering past Wendigo and Star.

      “It’s dead, and anything left inside you will pass with your next movement,” Fortunata said, looking at her watch. “We’d better get going, it’ll only be a matter of time before the police and Guard seal off the Southside…besides, Hema’s waiting.”

      “Hema,” Paul looked over to Fortunata, “is she okay?”

      “They’re both stressed,” Milton said, “but will be better when you are home.”

      “Think,” Star asked Wendigo as they climbed back in their SUV, “we got her?”

      “Belinda?” Star nodded. “Didn’t see a body.”

      “She could have been absorbed by that thing…maybe Helen and Bart too.” Wendigo hesitated.

      “I don’t think so; I’d have felt their absence, and it seems, can’t be certain, but it seems they’re still about; something humming in the background won’t let me be.” When Wendigo climbed into the back seat with Star, she hugged him.
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        * * *

      

      Dakshi picked up the pants with a fistful of paper towel and placed them in the plastic bag, along with what was left of Paul’s shirt and filthy underwear. “I’ve not smelt anything that bad since Partition,” she said to Fortunata.

      “Mirabilis had him for a week.”

      “Can I burn these?”

      “Don’t think that’s allowed any longer; hand those over and I’ll have the Circus take care of them.” Dakshi passed the bag to Fortunata. “We good?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The pair of you back?” Dakshi nodded.

      “Did we have much choice?”

      “Not much, but there were choices…none of them good, for either of us.” Fortunata knotted the bag and fitted her hand through the loop of the carry straps.

      “They’ll need time?” Fortunata motioned with her chin toward the bathroom. From this came the sound of the shower.

      “I’m not sure how Paul will deal with this, but Hema will take a while to get over it,” Dakshi said. “You mentioned about avoiding sex for the next few days?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you said…”

      “He’s clean, still it is best to quarantine victims after exposure.” Fortunata interrupted.

      “There have been survivors?”

      “No, but the thinking is it is best to keep them separate for a while. Even then, the favored approach is to destroy the body.”

      “You want to kill him?”

      “There’s no reason to go that far, but we don’t know what to expect from this. At the least, there’ll be a connection between the two.”

      “But you will kill Mirabilis when you get it?”

      “We will render it ineffectual; no one is certain killing it is possible, some argue it is not advisable.”

      “Why not, after all that thing is pure evil.”

      “We’re all from the Underworld, evil is a relative concept and at the moment…”

      “What?” Dakshi crossed her arms, leaning her hip against the dresser to steady herself.

      “You’re moving better.”

      “The therapy has been working.”

      “It’s temporary, at…”

      “What about the Underworld and evil?” Dakshi interrupted.

      “The concept is under review.” Fortunata looked out the bedroom window.

      “Evil is under review?”

      “No need to sound surprised, you’ve known what you’ve been dealing with all these years, and your ancestors.”

      “But you’ve never talked about evil in this way. Fortunata, you were always interested in keeping what goes on there as far away from humans and the world as possible.” Pushing off the dresser, Dakshi took hold of her walker and edged toward the bed. Reaching this, she sat down, as though the conversation had taken the better part of her energy.

      “There’s been a revolution of sorts and a debate has followed about what the Underworld is and should be.” Fortunata sat on a chair as she spoke. “Because of this, we’re hedging our bets and not destroying anything until we understand its place in the architecture and moral landscape of the Underworld.”

      “Mirabilis as part of the moral landscape?”

      “No, but they inhabit an ancient part of the Hadean infrastructure. Until we understand this better, we have been cautious. Besides, it is unclear this solves the problem of Mirabilis.”

      “Don’t like the sound of that…” the shower stopped. “We best give them some privacy.”

      “She knows…”

      “Yes, yes,” Dakshi struggled into her walker, “let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      “You smell much better,” Hema said, rubbing a towel through her hair as she sat on the bed.

      “Mostly human,” Paul said, examining the injuries in the bedroom mirror.

      “Fortunata says they should all heal: no scars. Maybe your lip.”

      “Not going to forget them,” fingering an injury Belinda had given him on the inside of his left thigh. Paul watched Hema as she continued drying her hair. She was naked, not even the terry towel robe she often wore about the bedroom. Leaning forward over the side of the bed, legs spread and her elbows on her knees, Hema rubbed her head with an oversized towel. Snapping her head up, the breast wobbled; Hema smiled and leaned back on the bed crossing her legs and pointing her toe at Paul’s pelvis.

      “We don’t have to wait…she said you were fine.”

      “Probably fine,” covering himself.

      “You’ve been gone a long time,” standing and dropping the towel on the floor, “I thought you were dead.” Pulling her hair over one shoulder Hema stepped between Paul’s arms, taking hold of his towel and tossing this over a shoulder. Cupping him, she smiled and slid her tongue over the cleft in his chin.

      “Give it a few days.”

      “She said you were fine,” Hema pulled in tighter and ground against him.

      “Fortunata also said I was the first one to survive the infection.”

      “See, you’re fine.”

      “I hope so,” Paul pulled free, circling around to the dresser where Hema had given him the bottom two drawers.

      They were talking about redoing the condo once the madness was over, but for the moment he was making do with a few drawers and a handful of hangers. Hema had felt bad about this but Paul reassured her. What he didn’t tell Hema was he’d not much more than what would fit in a drawer and a half along with maybe half-a-dozen hangers. That wouldn’t last much longer. He’d already got the advance on the book and Daemon House had taken over monetizing the blog. For the moment he’d been socking it away, but Paul knew he would need professional help to figure out what to do with it. Then there was the noise about optioning the book. If Boo only knew what she’d bailed on. The smile cracked his face as he pulled the boxers on.

      “It’s not funny, you almost died.” Hema pushed him back on the bed as he’d his second leg halfway through the shorts. If the bed had not been close he’d have fallen hard on the floor. As it was, Paul bounced and would have fallen off the end if Hema had not pinned him to the bed and kissed him so hard he could taste blood. Taking him by the shaft, Hema was guiding him in, when he rolled on top of her and pulled free.

      “Two days, that’s all,” Hema grabbed him by his flanks and dug her nails in. “Normally,” wincing, “I’d be grateful,” pulling free again.

      “I want children!” Shocked by the volume, Hema slapped a hand over her mouth and turned away. Kicking the shorts off, Paul knelt before her.

      “You’ll have them,” taking her hand. She pulled this free. “As soon as Fortunata gives the green light, we’ll get right on that.” Twisting about she took hold of his wrist and yanked him down with more force than he’d have credited.

      “You mean that?” he nodded. “Well?” holding up her left hand, pointing at her ring finger with the thumb.

      “Right now?”

      “You were almost killed.”

      “I don’t have a ring on me.”

      “First chance you get one…first chance.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay in there?” Fortunata knocked on the door. Paul pulled the door open as he was tucking in a light khaki shirt into olive green denim pants. He wasn’t wearing any socks but he held a pair of cotton forest green in his hand.

      “We’re almost dressed, Hema’s putting on her makeup,” motioning toward the bathroom.

      “She’s…”

      “The scream?”

      “We heard it in the kitchen.”

      “Children?” Fortunata nodded. “Took me by surprise too; need to pick up an engagement ring, pronto.”

      “We will be pressed for time…with the apocalypse and all.”

      “Cute, but no one said anything about End Times.”

      “Maybe not that, but this whole business is speeding up.”

      “Doesn’t matter, if I don’t get Hema a ring by the time you greenlight me she’s likely to end me.” Fortunata folded her arms and looked at the bathroom door. “You heard her.” Nodding, she turned back down the hall.

      “Meet us in the kitchen…need to talk about that cloud you got caught up in,” Fortunata spoke over a shoulder. Paul closed the door and pulled on his socks as he hopped toward the bed.

      “They’re waiting on us downstairs.”

      “Heard,” Hema called through the door. “Almost done,” Paul pulled out his phone and opened the book he was reading. Hema sang in the bathroom as if they were getting ready for dinner with friends. The whole business with Mirabilis and whatever that cloud was, he’d given her the highlights, seemed to have been forgotten. That wouldn’t last, though; if he didn’t show up with an engagement ring, and soon, he’d not have to wait on the apocalypse.

      “You’re here,” Wendigo said looking at his watch. Star elbowed him and he smiled. Hema ignored comment and man, going straight for the coffee.

      “We need to talk about the cloud,” Fortunata began, ignoring the tension. Dakshi was sitting as far down the stone kitchen table as she could from Mirabilis’ renegade. There were both Community and Circus operatives in the kitchen; more would be outside in a van and SUV, and down either end of the street there were two more teams. Paul flipped a chair around backward and straddled this. Hema set a black coffee in front of him, taking the empty chair on the far side of Paul and furthest from Wendigo.

      “What do you want to know?” Paul blew on the coffee.

      “What was it?” Wendigo asked.

      “Mirabilis torn out of his body after Star shot him…it,” Fortunata nodded toward the young woman. On the one side of her was Wendigo, she was leaning into him, and on the other was the impassive Willow Loos. She had made it known she was no happier about the arrangement of Star and the renegade than were Dakshi and Hema.

      “How big was the cloud?” Willow continued.

      “Big,” Paul answered.

      “Yes, but how…”

      “If you want to know these things you should have come along.” Fortunata interrupted.

      “Don’t speak to…” Fortunata turned to Willow. There was nothing particular in the glance, but Willow stopped in mid-sentence and the blood drained from her face. Willow’s eyes widened, the sclera bulged, and the pupils appeared fully blown.

      “Fortunata,” Paul began, trailing off. Willow’s head dropped forward and a hand slapped on the stone table to keep from falling.

      “Mother, are you all right?” Star asked, looking from Willow to Fortunata and back. Willow didn’t move; Fortunata pushed her chair out and got a glass of water.

      “Drink this,” Fortunata said, pulling Willow’s head back by a hank of hair. Willow drank the water in one gulp. “Don’t speak in that tone to me.”

      For much of the meeting, Willow remained silent, rarely looking up from the table. Sometimes wiping her mouth and nose with a hand; Paul was certain he saw a dab of blood on her fingers, but Willow hid these in a handkerchief.

      “Paul?” Fortunata called.

      “I’m sorry,” looking from Willow, “what?”

      “The cloud, what was in the cloud?” Considering the question, Paul looked sidelong at Hema.

      “You must tell me, soon or later,” Hema placed a hand on Paul’s forearm.

      “Pain,” he sighed.

      “Could you be more specific?” Wendigo asked.

      “Inside the cloud were bits of stone, grit, and dust…they were all tearing at us, but there were other things. These appeared to belong to Mirabilis or what was Mirabilis inside the body they were riding.”

      “What kinds of things?” Fortunata asked.

      “You don’t know?” Paul’s voice suspicious.

      “Whatever you were caught up in was unique. I’m not sure anyone has experienced what you have; if they have, no one’s written or spoken of it…here or in the Underworld.” Fortunata explained.

      “As with the infection?” Paul asked.

      “No, there’ve been several such instances, but you are unique,” Fortunata answered.

      “Unique?” Hema asked.

      “He survived the infection, no one else has.”

      “What kind of infection,” Wendigo interrupted with a drawling yawn, “are we talking about?”

      “Keeping you up?” Hema asked.

      “Terror does this to me; I’ll catch some sleep after the meeting,” Wendigo said. Dakshi looked as if she wanted to throw Hema’s coffee at him but turned away.

      “Something we’ve only seen in the Underworld after a rendering. If anyone comes into contact with the rendered bits of the punished they run the risk, if not strong, of being possessed by the bits…if exposed to enough or if the fragments are from a powerful organism.” Fortunata answered.

      “And I’m not possessed?” Paul asked. This stuttered the table and everyone turned to Fortunata.

      “No, no worries there…”

      “Then why can’t…” Hema caught herself before finishing.

      “Caution. Give it a few days…forty-eight hours and you’re free and clear. Meanwhile, I will stay here in case another cleansing is necessary.” Fortunata answered. Drumming the nails of her right hand on the table she pushed the chair back, stood, and stared out the kitchen window.

      “What?” Paul asked.

      “There’s something I’m not sure of,” Fortunata answered.

      “What specifically?” Hema pushed, drawing close to Paul.

      “There’s that tracker with Wendigo here,” the room looked sidelong at the renegade, “but there may be a deeper connection between Paul and Mirabilis…after the infection.”

      “What kind of connection are you suggesting?” Hema asked, an arm slipping around Paul’s shoulders.

      “Uncertain, but as powerful as that between Wendigo and Belinda,” Fortunata turned from the window and leaned against the counter.

      “She has to be dead,” Hema said.

      “No body,” a Circus operative corrected. “No Helen or Bart, either.”

      “They are not the problem,” Fortunata pulled the meeting back on point, “the problem is Paul’s connection to Mirabilis.”

      “What kind of connection are you suggesting?” Paul asked.

      “I’m not…”

      “What kind are you thinking?” Paul interrupted Fortunata.

      “At a minimum, they’ll be able to track you.”

      “At worst?” Dakshi asked.

      “Control?” Star whispered.

      “No, not control; if Paul were weaker that might have been possible, and he was touched only briefly.” Fortunata held out a hand, palm up, toward Paul and closed her eyes.

      “He’s clean.”

      “So, what kind of connection?” Hema half pushed from her chair, leaning over the table toward Fortunata.

      “Their minds may be connected, to be certain we must wait for Mirabilis to take another body. Once back in the world we’ll have a better…”

      “You may not have to wait so long,” Paul interrupted.

      “What?” Fortunata and Hema spoke in unison.

      “I thought I was imagining things in the shower,” Paul turned to Hema, easing her back in the chair. “There’s been a feeling, maybe an image…”

      “Of what?” Fortunata stepped forward placing her hands on the table.

      “Flashes of anger, confusion, and pain in that place it returns to when not riding…and it isn’t always humans Mirabilis rides here.” Paul said.

      “What else?” Fortunata asked, and Willow looked up and over.

      “Animals?” Willow asked. Paul nodded.

      “But not for long; it burns through them fast and Mirabilis can only ride the small ones in town without being picked up.”

      “How do you know that?” Fortunata turned to Willow.

      “Explains some animal spirits we’ve worshipped that seemed to be…human, I suppose.”

      “Animal spirits are animals?” Fortunata continued.

      “In the Amazon, there are those that have tried ayahuasca and said they’ve seen animal spirits…what if it was actually…”

      “That may be stretching it,” Paul said, “the plants it’s made from are powerful…”

      “Some have claimed to have contacts here,” Willow interrupted. “The Community didn’t want to say anything for fear of ridicule, but it makes sense now.”

      “Makes sense,” Paul continued, lowering his head into a hand, “what I’ve been getting impressions of are things Mirabilis has possessed: animals, humans, and it has even attempted machines but the process fried them.”

      “Well, what are we going to do?” Wendigo’s voice growing short.

      “Can you explain what the In-Between is?” Fortunata ignored the renegade.

      “If Mirabilis is back in the Underworld…” Paul began.

      “Not our part, my people would sense their presence.”

      “Then somewhere between there and here: looks like I would think Hell should look. The landscape is barren, rocky, with almost no plants, what there is, is stunted and brown-green…as if barely holding on to life.”

      “What are its intentions?” Willow asked.

      “To come back, and throw some serious pain down on the lot of us, but especially…”

      “Me?” Fortunata interrupted Paul. He shook his head.

      “Me.”

      “So you can track and sense what it is thinking…and feeling,” a smile, low and grim, open Fortunata’s mouth; behind the frosted red lipstick, her teeth were a brilliant white.

      “What do we do with the information?” Hema asked. “How do we disconnect them when this is over?” Fortunata turned to her and frowned.

      “I’m not sure the connection will ever be broken.”

      “It will always be with us?” Hema said, and a hand went to the back of Paul’s head, fingers twisting in his hair.

      “There’s no way to be certain what the situation will be once Mirabilis has been rendered…” Fortunata began.

      “If it is,” Paul corrected.

      “You send it back to the Underworld…”

      “Why wouldn’t Mirabilis simply return to that In-Between place of yours?” Dakshi asked.

      “If I can find Mirabilis, I’ll send it back to the Underworld,” Fortunata said.

      “Even then…I assume the Underworld is largish?” Dakshi asked.

      “Mirabilis will be tagged; once there my people will find it and Mirabilis will be unable to jump back here easily.”

      “But we have to find him,” Hema’s voice empty.

      “We’ve Paul,” Dakshi’s voice lighter than it had been since he’d got home, “and he’s got the beast.”

      “And we know Mirabilis is looking to break through on Mission Peak,” Fortunata was referring to the mountain outside town.

      “The Societies and what help they can muster will be all over it,” Paul said.

      “Not so much,” Milton Palmer began, “since Fortunata here has brought her government contacts into play.”

      “What?” Paul looked over at the detective sitting on the other side of Wendigo. Milton had not taken his eyes from Wendigo for the entire meeting.

      “The Guard is still in town but with the death of the mayor and the efforts of Fortunata here it looks like only some of the government controlled by the Societies and their families will be involved,” Milton said.

      “That’s still a lot of power on Mirabilis’ side,” Hema worried.

      “Less than it was; then there’s our side,” Milton continued and motioned around the room. “The Circus; Community; Wendigo here,” the detective sounded less certain of this, “Paul, Hema, and Dakshi; what local and federal authority Fortunata has behind her; then there’s Fortunata.”

      “Fighting chance?” Paul asked; the detective nodded.

      “But even then…” Star trailed off, putting a hand on top of Wendigo’s resting on the table.

      “What do you mean?” Fortunata asked, slipping back into her chair and leaning forward to look down the table at Star; then shifting her glance to Wendigo.

      “Nothing specific,” Wendigo said, taking a breath, “rumors.”

      “From?” Paul asked.

      “Those closest to Helen…mostly Bart, but even then, second and third hand.”

      “What were the rumors?” Paul moved forward in the chair and Hema moved with him, distaste on her face.

      “About things in what they were calling the Wastelands…didn’t know what they meant, but I have a better idea now.”

      “Wastelands?” Willow asked. As the conversation moved away from her she re-entered the discussion.

      “There’s a place, outside the Underworld and Hell,” Fortunata pushed back in her chair, pursing her lips, “surrounding it on all sides that is older than any of the iterations of the human Underworld. Some of the latest of these come from the earliest hominid periods of human history, but the oldest go back to Pangea, the single super-continent period of Earth history…perhaps three-hundred million years ago. Maybe longer, understand we have our own myths and speculative histories, not much more than conspiracy theories most times, as you do. In our case, though, these alternative histories reach deep into the history of the universe, some say universes, and several pre-date humans; some even pre-date the Earth.”

      “What’s in the Wastelands?” Paul asked.

      “No one’s certain about the deep Wastelands but on the outer Wastelands, nearest the Underworld, there are the ruins of older versions of civilization, not all of them human. There was a time, during the late Classical Underworld that these were investigated, but the Christian Hell did not bother with them because they were busy dealing with resistance from the Classical gods. Then there was the First Mover in the Celestial Spheres, afterward was the casting out of Lucifer and the emergence of the tripartite Underworld. The timelines are confused as these changed with new arrivals and new belief systems, but we were all preoccupied with the new system as it battled the old: Roman and Greek mostly, but there was also the Egyptian and Mesopotamian.”

      “So, if I got this right,” Paul continued, “you got busy with local politics and let the creature in the Wastelands sleep?”

      “Only it wasn’t sleeping,” Fortunata pushed forward and slapped the table, “it was working on the infernals, demons, and old gods slowly. As the Christian narrative weakened, we had infernals disappearing into the Wastelands. Some had become hermits in the caves beneath the old cities and listened to the whispers coming from the darker pits in these. Most went mad, but some returned, mostly whole, with stories of Old Ones, First Ones, and those things that existed before names, maybe language.”

      “This is what Mirabilis was in contact with?” Paul asked.

      “Perhaps, but there was another, now dead, that had followed these…even spent time in the outer Wastelands…maybe deeper, but no one is sure. They are said to have taken what they knew with them and the books they’d written on the Wastelands and its sciences or magicks were destroyed after they were beaten and broken at the Purgatory gate. It’s believed Mirabilis was one of their lieutenants and had escaped the purges by locating the In-Between…we’ve no other name for it because this place is new to us.”

      “Why didn’t they go to the Wastelands?” Hema asked.

      “Not safe any longer, now the new Underworld has sent expeditions in force with orders to root out and destroy any hermits, monks, or emerging orders. They also have instructions to kill whatever elder things they find out there, or to do whatever it is that killing or rendering comes closest to. So the Wastelands are no longer safe for Mirabilis.”

      “And the In-Between is?” Paul asked.

      “No, Mirabilis is here because either the In-Between is dangerous or not someplace you’d want to spend much time.” Wendigo blurted out.

      “That’s what the infernals have been hearing,” Fortunata said, not looking at Wendigo.

      “But why Earth?” Dakshi asked, running her hand over a Japa mala, Hindu prayer beads. Hema placed her free hand on her grandmother’s forearm. The old woman smiled, but there was fear in the effort.

      “This is the safest place, for the moment: what with the Underworld and Wastelands in a state of war…close enough to this.” Fortunata answered.

      “Still, I don’t see what Mirabilis’ intentions for Earth are?” Willow asked.

      “It would want to stay out of the way here; they know we are watching and sending any who find a way out of the Pit back to it as quickly as possible,” Fortunata replied.

      “This has been going on a lot?” Star asked. “Is that why…” but she trailed off when Willow Loos placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “Why what?” Paul asked.

      “There,” Willow sighed, “has been more spiritual activity in the last year around the country, and the world, then we’ve seen since Blavatsky was active in the mid-late Nineteenth Century.”

      “Bla…” Paul began.

      “Russian mystic-grifter,” Fortunata snapped, shaking her head. The answer brought Willow forward and half out of her chair before she thought better of the outburst.

      “There has been,” Wendigo began, “more traffic between the other side and here for some time, but there have been rumors that it’s not coming only from the Underworld.”

      “We’ve heard the same rumors, but we’ve no certain evidence on this,” Fortunata responded.

      “Where else?” Paul asked.

      “Referencing the Underworld of Fortunata, Purgatory, and the Celestial Spheres,” Wendigo said.

      “Heaven?” Milton asked. Wendigo nodded.

      “Fortunata’s Underworld?” Paul asked.

      “There are…others, but these are not involved.” Fortunata said.

      “What do you mean?” Hema leaned forward.

      “Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, Muslim, Jewish, Zoroastrian, and many others,” Dakshi answered.

      “Each has their own Hades?” Milton’s voice cracking upward.

      “Underworld, yes,” Fortunata corrected, “but they will not help us get on with what we need to.”

      “Mirabilis?” Paul asked and Fortunata nodded. “Sending it back?” She nodded again. “And I’m to root it out on Mission Peak?”

      “Between you and Wendigo; not the best solution, but the only one at hand,” Fortunata said. Star and Hema drew closer to their men.

      “Doesn’t Paul risk being drawn down with Mirabilis?” Hema asked.

      “That is something I’m certain I can prevent, but it is a risk. It will be Paul and myself that will have to confront the Doctor.” Fortunata said.

      “Thought it was you that was supposed to take care of this?” Milton’s voice regaining its control.

      “The affair may’ve altered when Paul was brushed by the infernal back in the warehouse,” Fortunata answered. “Can’t be certain,” she stood and poured herself a glass of water from the fridge behind Paul and Hema. “It’s possible, though, that Paul will have a part to play in this…maybe central.”

      “Send Mirabilis back?” Milton had trouble concealing his amusement.

      “Don’t think I’ve it in me?” Paul chuckled.

      “It’s not funny,” Hema’s voice broke over the laughter as she spun and slapped Paul. Hema’s hands flew to her mouth, and she stumbled out of the chair.

      “Hem,” Paul called as she ran from the room. “Hem,” he stood in the hall, watching her stumble up the stairs. “Are you sure about this?” turning back to Fortunata.

      “No,” shaking her head, “but you surviving the infection…it’s never happened before. Something unique is going on.”

      “Paul, go after her,” Dakshi said. He did, not knowing how he would smooth this bump over.
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      “I’ll catch up, Star,” Wendigo glanced down the street where Detective Milton Palmer was speaking with two uniformed officers.

      “Are you sure? He doesn’t trust us,” motioning with a chin.

      “Milton doesn’t, but there’s a good reason for that; no one inside trusts me. It’s,” Wendigo sighed, “going to be a long time before anyone trusts me.”

      “I do,” knocking her fist against his chest while mugging a smile.

      “Yes,” placing a hand against the side of her face, “but I believe that cost you a lot with Loos.”

      “She has a family; when she goes home, she’ll chuck me. Willow isn’t fooling anyone, and many have had enough. On the other side of this, she’ll be looking at some serious problems…now we know what those things being channeled are.”

      “What…really?” Wendigo looked from Milton and back down at Star.

      “The information is working its way through the Community.”

      “How…” Star smiled, “you didn’t?” the young woman looked away.

      “Loos was intending to make trouble for us; said so last night…if I didn’t break this off and come back to her.”

      “Best I never make you angry.”

      “You won’t,” Star kissed him on the cheek as the detective approached; then turned and walked into the condo.

      Watching her go, Milton smiled and shook his head. “You’re too old for her.” Running his fingers over the scarred right hand and wincing at a new laceration he picked up in the Southside warehouse.

      “I’m too old for anyone.”

      “Yes, you are. What did that witch do to you?” Milton asked.

      “Reversed the aging process; made me smarter,” Milton chuckled, “and created a connection with me, but it is stronger with Belinda.”

      “Popovic?” Wendigo nodded and mopped his face with a handkerchief.

      “How’s that work?”

      “Not a clue, and I don’t think Helen or Bart know either.”

      “But Helen did this to you?”

      “At Dimitros’ Taverna, the night you caught the Constantine murder/suicide.” Palmer rocked back on his heels and jammed a hand into his hip pocket. The action pulled his jacket back, exposing the police issue automatic.

      “All this, from that,” staring at the sidewalk, the detective’s voice drifting into disbelief.

      “And all this,” Wendigo held up his hands, “from a kiss.”

      “That’s how she does it?”

      “Different techniques for different people; sometimes it’s the touch of a hand; others it’s, I’m told, sex. Always there’s some kind of physical contact.”

      “No one else has broken free.”

      “Not mind control. The gift…that’s what we call it,” answering the question in a raised eyebrow, “backtracks aging, and ends illness. It’s said Helen was dying of cancer when the Doctor found her and gives some kind of ability: increased intelligence, psychic sensitivity, increased strength, accelerated healing, and it’s rumored it can alter a few of those in ways we do not speak of.”

      “What’s the cost?” Milton asked.

      “What?” Wendigo turned back to the detective.

      “There’s got to be a price? What is it?”

      “Hell, I suppose.”

      “You believe in Hell?”

      “After this business with Mirabilis and Fortunata you don’t?”

      “The Underworld, Purgatory, the Celestial Spheres?” Milton stepped down the walk, toward the condo’s front door. “I’m not sure; sorts out the problem of evil and what happens to good and bad children, but am having trouble getting there.”

      “You will,” following the detective down the path, “by the end of the day we’ll all be believers.” Holding the doorknob, Milton turned back to Wendigo.

      “Maybe, but it gives me no peace.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re the last,” Paul called from the living room hall. The kitchen was too small to hold everyone, so they’d moved. Paul, Hema, Dakshi, Willow Loos, Milton, Wendigo, Star, Fortunata, and about four teams of Community and Circus operatives filled the room. Milton hesitated in the hall before stepping in.

      “This is all of us?”

      “It’s enough once on the Peak, but there are a few more teams we will meet at the bottom of the Peak,” Fortunata said. “There’s been maneuvering by the Doctor’s people, perhaps Lesley Whebley and the Societies, so the police force and the Guard are not quite willing to step aside: our biggest problem is state politicians; federals are onside but they don’t have the pull in the governor’s office or the legislature we’d hoped for.”

      As Milton stepped into the room, Dakshi rose and poured him a cup of spice tea from one of the three tea services she had prepared for the meeting. “I should go, too,” handing the detective a cup and saucer.

      “Grandmother, we’ve spoken of this…” Hema began.

      “You’ve spoken; I’ve not agreed.”

      “It’s too risky…” Paul said but was cut off.

      “I’ll decide what’s too risky; at my age, I have the right.” Dakshi snapped and struck the floor with the rubber tipped feet of the walker. “I’m eighty-seven…make up my…” Not finishing, there was an abrupt movement from behind the sofa. A young Community operative had thrown his teacup aside and lunged over this, taking Dakshi by the throat and knocking the walker to the ground.

      “What…” Willow was off the other couch, but she was pulled away by her two bodyguards. The operative’s weapon was out and pressed to the old woman’s temple. Dakshi struggled, but couldn’t break free.

      “Give it up, Bhat,” the operative hissed. A psychic backwash came with the voice and Wendigo flinched. Fortunata’s faced registered distaste, but she stepped forward.

      “You cannot harm us.”

      “Stay away from the Peak, or we’ll drag you back with us next time,” turning to Paul, “both of you.”

      “Let her go,” Hema lunged for Dakshi, but Paul pulled her back.

      “Don’t come after us,” the operative shot Dakshi in the head. Releasing her, the old woman crumpled to the floor. The Community operative lowered his arms, and the automatic slipped to the floor. Smiling, the grin was confused, one side of this reaching ridiculously high while the other side had not moved beyond a rictus. Tilting his head to the side, he took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      “Cover,” Fortunata yelled and dove behind the chair she was standing before. Paul threw Hema behind theirs and was following her when there was a sickening, explosive squelch and he could feel the gelatinous impact of bits of the operative striking him on the back as he tumbled beside Hema.

      Even as Paul pulled himself up over the back of the reading chair, he knew what he would find. Parts of the young man were sprayed over the ceiling and walls, including furniture and those that had not moved fast enough. Milton, half crouched, was pulling fragments of the man from his neck and chest while others were spitting out bits. A woman was vomiting in the carpeted hallway. All that remained of the man was his feet and lower shins. One of these had fallen over and the other wobbled, a thick twist of sulfurous smoke rising from the leaking bone marrow. Even as Paul took this in he tried to hold back Hema but she broke from his arms and lunged toward her grandmother. “I,” Fortunata began but stopped, covering her mouth and nose, “didn’t think Mirabilis would have been willing to spend that much energy on something so petty.”

      Paul looked at her but had no words.
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        * * *

      

      “Millenarians,” Paul chuckled from the back of the SUV looking at the gate blocking the main road twisting up Mission Peak.

      “What?” Hema wiped her eyes, sitting up next to Paul.

      “End Time nutters holding the gate.” Looking to the front seat, Paul leaned between these. “Milton, how d’you know about the access road?”

      “When we learned,” he turned to the back seat, seeing Hema he took a package of tissues from the glove compartment, giving these to Paul, “we were coming up the Peak I went to City Hall and pulled all the maps I could find on the place.”

      “Could’ve used Google Maps,” Paul said, but Milton Palmer shook his head.

      “Tried, but they had nothing on the access road used by city maintenance vehicles, and I thought there had to be something for city workers to use: there was.”

      “And the Guard will sit there, along with the cops, when we kick Mirabilis’ door in?” Paul asked.

      “They’ll have to figure out what’s going on first, and there may be too much confusion to get a clear picture. I’m counting on there being enough time between when this starts and when they figure out what’s going on for us to finish.”

      “If there’s not?” Hema asked.

      “We’ve police who know what’s going on, not everything but enough, so they’ll keep the Guard busy.”

      “They’re gonna fire on the National Guard?” Paul wasn’t sure he heard this right.

      “No, they’ll roll up demanding access to the Peak because of complaints. This’ll give them time to inform us and they’ll come along so nothing gets out of hand.”

      The SUV took the first curve on the narrow road that wound up the Peak and the lights from the National Guard disappeared from sight. Paul leaned back in the truck and watched the dark, carved rock of the mountain roll by. Hema lifted his arm and pulled in tight against him. He shouldn’t have brought Hema, but after Dakshi there was no stopping her. If Paul had tried he was certain she’d have followed, putting all at greater risk. Fortunata was also convinced they’d need Hema’s sight now Dakshi was gone. It was unclear what kind of sight she’d have, but Fortunata seemed to think it would kick in when needed. There was little comfort in the observation; there was not much comfort in anything he thought might happen this evening.
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        * * *

      

      “Keep them back,” Belinda said.

      “What are you talking…” Bartholomew halted in mid-sentence and turned away. “Get them further up the hill, by the cave entrance.”

      “We may need them; you know that business with Dakshi will not work,” Helen answered looking down the Peak. “Look, that has to be Fortunata,” pointing from the cliff to six sets of lights winding up the mountain.

      “If we call the Guard and police you’ve hung on to,” Belinda said unholstering her automatic and checking the magazine, “and they see those,” pointing back to the shadows along the face of the Peak where there was a hard rustle of limbs and a thick, guttural mewling, “they’ll be gone and any help they’d be able to call on.”

      Helen stared over her shoulder and barked a command in a language Belinda didn’t understand. There was a quick movement and whatever was in the shadow climbed the mountain. Occasionally the moon emerged from a scud of cloud and the light caught a fragment of the movement. A slight, panicked cry emerged from the climbers as they pulled arms and eccentric fragments of bodies they didn’t want to be seen by others, and, perhaps, by themselves, deeper into the shadows. “That was a nasty trick,” Belinda said as the climbers disappeared behind bushes and trees jutting from the rock face.

      “No trick,” Bartholomew said. “They wanted power; now they have it.”

      “Isn’t what they meant; you screwed them over but good.”

      “We didn’t,” Helen said, stepping up next to Belinda with a night-scope. “If you want to blame someone, blame Lesley…was her idea.”

      “Why would she do something like that?” Belinda stepped from the edge of the cliff, staring up the sheer face of the mountain.

      “Have to ask her,” Bartholomew said, joining Helen. Not answering, Belinda opened the side door of the van and jumped in with Helen’s bodyguards.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait,” Hema said, sitting up and leaning between the seats.

      “What?” Milton asked.

      “There’s, I don’t know…something off.”

      “Should we stop?” Paul asked. There was a loud roar and a plume of billowing smoke followed this from the bend in the road and out over the city below. Small arms fire followed the miss and the SUVs, as one, pulled over and tight to the face of the mountain. The trucks emptied and everyone was grabbing for the assault weapons in the back of each vehicle.

      “What was that?” Hema asked.

      “I’ve not seen one before, but I think…” Milton began.

      “RPG,” Paul said, “saw a few used in Mexico.”

      “What’s happening?” Paul asked Wendigo as they reached the front of the convoy.

      “Resistance, but we can’t be close to the caves yet,” Wendigo said. “Can we?” Paul shook his head.

      “Mirabilis is up there, but we’re not close,” Paul answered.

      “You can feel it?” Hema asked.

      “Could feel it before we got on the Peak; something thick, slimy, and there’s…”

      “What?” Wendigo prodded.

      “It’s not possible, but I think I smell Mirabilis.”

      “What would that thing smell like?” Hema asked.

      “Something dead and left in the sun too long.”

      “Another reason I’m glad we skipped dinner,” Wendigo chuckled and Star ran up from the bend where two teams of Community operatives were returning fire.

      “They’re pulling back,” Star said.

      “Not much resistance,” Milton observed.

      “They’re only trying to slow us down,” Paul suggested.

      “No,” Hema drawled, “they’re testing our strength…maybe alerting the Guard.” She stepped to the cliff. “There’s a lot of movement at the gate.”

      “Milton, best call your people and see what they can do,” Paul said.

      “They should be able to keep them busy before they get orders to move; even then the MPPD will be eyes and ears the Guard would rather not have to worry about,” Milton said before ending the call.

      As the two men spoke, Star, followed at a distance by Wendigo, stepped to the cliff next to Hema. Passing Star the night-scope, Hema moved from the edge of the cliff. Placing a hand on Wendigo’s shoulder, Hema leaned in. “Think we should go on foot from here,” it wasn’t a question. “Contact…” Interrupting her, there was a movement up the cliff-face followed by the sound of dislodged rocks; then the better part of the mountain was on the move. Paul pulled Hema away from the rock face and down from where Star stood, now turning to look up. There was a screech; a dark shape disconnected from the landslide and sailed through the air.

      “Look…” but even as he yelled, pulling Hema away, the shape caught a fragment of moonlight. It was all arms or tentacles, and mouths with sharp white teeth protruding from these. Passing overhead, Wendigo turned to look up. With this, Star shrieked and there was the impact of what had to have been one of Mirabilis’ creations. There was a heavy thud and what sounded like the woofing of air from a dozen winded mouths. Even as Wendigo was on the move, they were rolling over the cliff. Hema screamed and turned away as Paul watch Wendigo kneel at the edge of the cliff and pick up what remained: a hand and lower forearm. There was nothing else, but a torn bit of gut and a trail of gore leading over the cliff.
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        * * *

      

      “Could have been anything,” Fortunata said as Milton dressed her calf.

      “How is it you can be hurt?” Wendigo asked.

      “Same way Mirabilis can be; we’ve human bodies and these are as susceptible to damage as yours…though they mend much faster.”

      “That thing,” Wendigo’s voice cracking, “wasn’t anything I’ve seen or heard of.”

      “Then it’s something unseen, so far.” Wendigo lunged at her, but two of Fortunata’s bodyguards stepped between them. “There’s a lot I’ve not seen before and that means In-Between.”

      “They’re from In-Between?” Paul asked.

      “Part would have to be; the other part would be human or some other animal.”

      “That’s lovely,” Milton said over a shoulder. “Only good news is that those vermin have been damn near killed.”

      “Who?” Willow asked. She was sitting on her pack, the assault weapon she’d been given by Star resting at her feet.

      “Helen and Bart,” Paul answered. Wendigo took notice of Mother for the first time since Star had been killed.

      “What’s wrong?” Wendigo asked.

      “I shouldn’t be here,” hugging herself.

      “You wanted to be part of this; this is part of it.” Fortunata bit back.

      “Maybe I should go down…” trailing off.

      “The National Guard is behind us, and not all that far by the sound of it,” Fortunata answered, standing up and testing the leg. “You do good work.”

      “Don’t put too much weight on that…you sure they are still coming?” Milton said.

      “Why?” Hema wondered, reloading her empty magazines.

      “What was all that noise?” Milton asked.

      “You think they were hit by one of those things?” Paul inquired.

      “We’ve been: twice,” Fortunata stepped toward the front of the column. The others followed. When they’d moved far enough away, Willow was helped up by the one bodyguard that was left her and struggled to put the heavy bag on. Her guard didn’t ask if he could carry it. Whatever Star had said appeared to have moved through the ranks faster than she’d expected.

      “Think I may’ve killed Bart,” Wendigo said.

      “Maybe, but he was still moving fast when he chased after Helen and Belinda,” Paul said. “I’m sure I hit Boo twice, but it didn’t even slow her down.”

      “Helen did more to her than me,” Wendigo struggled to remain focused, looking back down the road. “Think,” turning back to the group and trotting to catch up with Paul, “Helen had been working on Belinda when I wasn’t around…would explain why she seemed increasingly off.”

      “You think she’s becoming one of those things?” Paul asked.

      “I don’t know, but she was more distant after she and Helen had their meetings,” Wendigo said.

      “What does distant mean?”

      “In the beginning, she was emotional, committed, hungry for any human kindness, but that changed. She was still there; still didn’t want to be away from me more than necessary, but it seemed as if Belinda was more worried about what I was up to than missing me.” Wendigo answered. The column halted as they came to another bend. Paul squatted down, putting a hand to his head.

      “We’re getting close,” not looking up. There followed a short burst of weapons fire and a scream from the end of the column.

      “Keep going,” Fortunata called back. “Back there, see if you can help.” Two guards turned to the screams coming from the rear of the column. “Come on,” grabbing Paul by the collar and yanking him forward.

      Rounding the bend there was a parking lot, a small gift shop, and the entrance to the cave system honeycombing the mountain. This was, according to what online research Paul had done, the oldest part of the cave system but the last to be opened. First, the anthropologists had to be certain they’d extracted every bit of useful data before turning it over to the developers. That done, it had taken another three years for some bright bulb to figure out there was little left to monetize. This hadn’t stop Mayor Díaz from giving it a go. The gift shop with a small restaurant and a parking lot had been the first phase of Henrietta Díaz’s attempt to generate a revenue stream.

      Though the caves had opened about a year and a half ago, there never was much interest. There was no cave art; no artifacts not taken by the state college, and no lurid history to inspire the murder tourists. Díaz had complained on more than one occasion that if there had only been a massacre or two they’d make a killing on the place. Problem was, no one, in the age of social media, had figured out a scam that had even a prayer’s chance of holding up. This resulted in few tourists and the shop and restaurant had been operating at a loss since opening. Mission Peak had been considering closing it in the New Year when the Constantine Incident occurred and the city had turned on itself.

      Paul was certain this wasn’t how the employees left the place when they’d last closed up. It looked as if the event had occurred a few days before. The shop/restaurant had been gutted by fire, except the dining counter with a half-charred cash register. Bits of tables remained though these were overturned and what chairs had not melted were scattered over the remains of the dining room and out over the parking lot. There were three burned cars, still parked where their owners had left them.

      In the lot, there was a single, scorched cross-trainer, and a dried trail of gore leading away from this toward the rock face on the right side of the parking lot. This trail rose up the sheer rock and stopped at a tree that was growing out of the mountain. In the evergreen, there were the remains of what could have been three bodies. It was hard to be certain in the moonlight, but it appeared a larder. Above this, there was only dark stone and the thickening shadows as the clouds crossed over the face of the moon. “What happened here?” Paul asked.

      “That,” Fortunata said, pointing above the bush. The infernal’s voice rose to a shout as the moon came out and three of the things they saw take Star were crawling down the rock. It wasn’t even as if they were on a vertical face. The three curiosities tippled down the mountain as though running across the parking lot. The first round to make contact was from Wendigo sidearm. This staggered the creature. Raising its face, the thing released a long, piercing, nails-on-a-chalkboard howl.

      “That’s one of…” Wendigo’s voice trailed off, automatic sagging in his hand.

      “One of your mavins,” a voice came from the mouth of the cave. Wendigo turned.

      “Whebley?” Paul asked. The lawyer stepped into the moonlight.

      “Ugly in life…ugly in whatever this is,” waving at the three concatenations. Part insect, maybe a cross between a scorpion and a spider, and part reptilian with razor sharp claws allowing it to grip the rocks. The face of the screeching mavin had compound eyes and a jagged mouth with what looked like pincers coming out of this. A long, pinkish tongue lolled from the mouth and beneath the pincers.

      “What did you do to them?” Wendigo asked.

      “Wasn’t me; Helen suggested blending them with some of those things where the Doctor came from and this happened.”

      Wendigo looked back at the mavins that had paused on the wall and closer at the face of the one staring at the group. “Constance?” The screech erupted again, longer and louder.

      “Shouldn’t have done that,” and Lesley backed into the doorway covering the cave mouth. As she did, the mavin leaped from the rock face, spreading its arms and legs, heading straight for Wendigo. It exploded in midair, raining offal and gore over the group. Wendigo turned and Paul was holding an RPG launcher.

      “I never thought that was possible.” Even as he spoke the two remaining mavins sprang from the wall and onto the parking lot.

      The second landed amidst a group of Community operatives that had been protecting Mother. Rending these with claws and pincers the mavin scrabbled after Willow who shrieked and fled. Even though taking withering fire from all sides it pounced on Willow. Instead of tearing her apart, as the guards, the mavin lolled open its mouth, voiding a gelatinous substance, covering Mother’s face and shoulders. Having done this, it rolled off Willow and tried to crawl away.

      Paul fired another RPG, and the mavin exploded.

      Turning back to Willow he watched her scream beneath the phlegm as her tissue and skeletal structure buckled and dissolved. Wendigo, who’d been watching, stepped up and put two rounds in what remained of her center mass and another in the remnants of her skull. Holstering the weapon, he swiveled to Paul and shrugged. Turning, Wendigo followed Lesley Whebley. Paul stared at the remains of Willow Loos as she continued to dissolve.

      The third mavin disappeared into the cave after Lesley.

      “We have to finish this, Paul,” Hema said, taking his arm.

      “Yes,” voice hollow.

      “Get it together,” Milton slapped him on the shoulder. “You’ve seen worse in Mexico.”

      “No, I haven’t,” allowing himself to be drawn toward the door. From this, he could hear chanting, and there was no sense in being surprised by any of the clichés Mirabilis had pulled from their goodie bag.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s the noise?” a young woman asked as Belinda stumbled into the room, half carried by the onetime mavin, Li Zhu. The concatenation was followed by two smaller versions of herself. The room was more a chamber carved from the mountain, because of this it was simple enough for the fusion Li Zhu to pass from one chamber to the next. They’d be of little use in the city because of their size, except in the sewers. On the mountain, however, the former mavins were Mirabilis’ berserkers. Li’s children had been transformed by Mirabilis to keep the set. This had not gone to plan because Li’s husband and son had escaped, but Mirabilis promised they’d be returned.

      Li stared at Belinda, as the young woman edged from the chamber to find Helen, from large compound eyes on either side of her misshapen skull. The original eyes had erupted with several short antennae whose stubby tips waggled in the air. Mirabilis had told Belinda these functioned as a nose, even allowing Li to smell colors. What had been her nose, always small and pretty, was now two decaying slits. As the transformation continued, even Mirabilis was uncertain when this would end. Nor was it sure what sapient architecture and humanity were being replaced by from the Void.

      What Fortunata referred to as the In-Between, Mirabilis called the Void.

      Belinda was half certain the Doctor had no more idea of what that place was than anyone else. For some time, Belinda had been concerned with what the Doctor knew of the Void, but to elude infection, such as Li Zhu’s, she had kept her mouth shut. There was at least one other reason than self-preservation. Getting to cause Paul as much pain as he’d caused her was the first one, and her hand went to her injured armed. Li had dressed this as well as she could, but her arms were little more than vestigial and the thick spider legs were useless.

      Mirabilis had suggested she allow Li to use her regenerative excretions to heal this faster than Helen’s transformation would, but Belinda wasn’t certain what these excretions were. What she had seen was how the phlegm impacted the human body. This had been used to express the Doctor’s power and drive those still hesitating on the Southside into a quick conversion. The transformed mavins would have been of more value if they could have been openly viewed by the broader public, but since the Federals had moved into a place with the Guard and state police, there was no opportunity to deploy them. The mavins were powerful, Belinda suspected more powerful than Helen and Bartholomew separately (maybe combined), but even they had their limits.

      “How are you?” Belinda jumped at the voice.

      “Helen, what’s going on out there?”

      “The Circus has got as far as the gift shop and they’re having a go at Constance.” Helen motioned Li Zhu and her daughters out of the room. “Li’s made a mess of your arm,” unwinding the dressing. “That’s better,” tearing the end of the cloth and using this to bind it. Helen put a hand over this and a warmth spread through the upper arm and into her shoulder.

      “Paul’s out there?” turning to Helen.

      “Believe everyone is, but you needn’t worry; the Doctor will sort the fools out.” Whenever Helen said Doctor or Mirabilis Belinda heard master. She sensed the same inflection in herself. There was something wrong about that; something wrong about all of this.

      “Are you ready? You look ready.” Helen stepped back to examine Belinda.

      “Isn’t this hackneyed?” holding out the folds of the ivory gown. Perhaps it should have been silk or satin, but the cotton is soft, light, and breathes well in the heat.

      “Rituals,” the single word was supposed to take care of all objections. Perhaps it did; Belinda didn’t know, she’d not been raised with any kind of faith. She’d been less raised than shat upon the earth. Well, that was all right. Now, she’d do her own shitting. If things went as they should.

      “Where’s Bart?” Belinda asked.

      “Was injured and is resting up for the ceremony.”

      “When is it?”

      “I’m here to take you down,” running a comb through her hair. “Don’t worry,” placing cool hands on either shoulder. Belinda smiled at the reflection, but there wasn’t much conviction in this.

      “I’ll still be…”

      “Yes, there won’t be any fundamental change.”

      “And I’ll get to take care of Paul and Hema?”

      “Much better than on your own. Are you ready?” Belinda wasn’t, but she nodded. “Soon you’ll be more powerful than any of us can imagine.”

      “I’m the only one?” Belinda asked. Helen’s hands squeezed her shoulders.

      “Yes,” a smile came with the answer. Belinda turned and stepped toward the entrance of the chamber. On her second step, she stumbled.

      “Do the heels have to be so high?” All Helen could offer was a shrug.
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      “Well?” Paul looked back at the dissolving body of Willow Loos.

      “No one,” Milton said glancing over the Community and Circus operatives: they nodded.

      “All this and Mirabilis leaves the front door open?” Hema’s voice uncertain. Looking over at Fortunata the woman could only shrug while fidgeting with the dressing on her calf. The pant leg, torn open, rippled in the wind blowing in over the scorched, ruined rooftop of the gift shop exposing a toned, black calf. Fortunata was sucking on her lower lip as she tightened the dressing. Standing, she winced.

      “Okay there?” Paul asked. Fortunata nodded and limped toward the door covering the cave mouth.

      “They’re all down below; the ceremony is beginning.”

      “How do you know?” Milton trotted after Fortunata.

      “She knows,” Hema followed Paul as he fell in behind Milton. She was followed by Wendigo as he reloaded his RPG and adjusted the bandolier pack; bouncing over his tactical vest was his assault weapon. He also had two bandoliers crisscrossing his chest filled with magazines for the assault rifle. Wendigo was followed by the rest of the Community and Circus operatives. There was the sound of heavy truck engines in the distance. Fortunata stopped at the door and the others halted. Wendigo turned and looked back over the ruin of the mavin and the bubbling, hissing remains of Willow.

      “The Guard is close,” Wendigo jostled the RPG pack on his back to balance the load. Paul looked at him and smiled.

      “You intend to use that,” motioning toward the RPG with his chin, “in the cave?”

      “If we get into a space large enough, or…” trailing off he looked back at Willow. “I’m not going that way.” Paul didn’t answer, but the smile faded.

      “Most,” Fortunata began, rubbing the side of her face then checking the magazine of her assault weapon (she was not wearing a tactical vest), “are below us and a large chamber near the…interface I suppose you would call it.”

      “Interface?” Hema repeated.

      “The place where that thing in the warehouse will come through in what will be a semi-physical state,” Fortunata answered.

      “Why here?” Milton asked.

      “This is where the membrane is thinnest,” Fortunata responded.

      “No idea, right?” Milton punted.

      “Does it matter?” Hema snapped. “So, we going in?” Before Fortunata could answer, Wendigo kneed the door open. Stepping through there was only the sound of his boots on stone; then silence. Paul shook his head, looked at his feet a moment; then followed. Hema was next, followed by Fortunata; then Milton. The operatives looked one from the other; then listened to the Guard’s engines, they were close, before trailing after the group.

      “This is what they found?” Paul was looking at the roof of the cave. The vault was filled with glyphs and art that appeared to cover a period from archaic man to pomo-sapiens: stick figures to what Paul would have called meta-art.

      “No,” Milton stepped past him and into the brightly lit chamber, “I’ve seen photos of what was up here. There was no cave art.”

      “Then what is this?” Wendigo rested the launcher on his shoulder and turned about, taking in the art covering the vault and down the walls of the cave.

      “The history of the In-Between…” Fortunata trailed off; pointing toward the apex of the vault “There, in Greek: Kenós.”

      “Yes,” Paul held his hand up to his eyes, blocking the glare from the fluorescent lights hung from the cave roof, “Kenós, don’t know why I didn’t see that. Sharp little eyes you’ve got there, babe.” Fortunata lowered her hand and stared at him.  “How are any of us supposed to know what the word means?”

      “All Greek to us,” Milton had moved up beside the pair, squinting against the light.

      “Mirabilis wrote that,” Fortunata’s voice flat.

      “And you know that…” Milton had turned back to Fortunata.

      “Know their hand, and how many here would know Greek?” Paul looked to Hema as Fortunata spoke, and only got a shrug.

      “Right, what’s it mean?” Milton continued.

      “Empty…maybe void…could mean foolish…but here,” and she paused, turning back to the ceiling, “perhaps void…where Mirabilis came from. Suppose,” twisting back to Paul, “that’s what they call the In-Between.”

      Finished, she turned away from the group and advanced toward the other end of the circular chamber. Milton stepped up to Paul and leaned in. As he did so, Wendigo and Hema listened. “Maybe you don’t want to irritate the infernal…or is that demon?”

      “Infernal,” Hema corrected.

      “Keep forgetting, we’re not on the same side.” Paul was looking after the retreating Fortunata as the Circus operatives caught her up. One of these, after speaking to Fortunata, motioned for them to follow. “What happens on the other side of this?”

      “You’re wondering about this now?” Milton followed the infernal.

      “She still needs me and our children,” Hema looked to Paul. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

      “Then there’s the rest of us,” Wendigo Evans said to himself.

      “Don’t piss her off if you are heading down,” Milton adjusted a bandolier as he walked beside the ex-con.

      “Probably be more at home there, but good advice.” They picked up speed as the others pushed forward. Stopping at the first tunnel entrance, Paul looked into this. Fortunata had turned left and was waiting at the end of the corridor.

      “We have to keep heading down, don’t you think?” Paul closed his eyes.

      “I can feel Mirabilis, but I’m not sure how far away they are.”

      “What do you feel?” Hema placed a hand on his upper arm.

      “Same filthy, twisted thing as in the warehouse when Mirabilis was shot, and that cloud wrapped about the pair of us, but it’s not the same here.”

      “What is it like?” Fortunata’s tone tipped with frustration.

      “A distant unpleasant smell, or when you know you need a shower.” Fortunata looked at him. “Sorry, that’s all I got.” Turning into the next tunnel, dipping precipitously, the infernal was moving fast. The others followed, but the lights were placed at less frequent intervals and the walls of the cavern were more roughly carved as if this were an older part of the cave that most of those using the tunnels and chambers had avoided.

      Paul stopped at the next intersection and turned half away from the group. Wendigo and Fortunata were discussing which way to proceed because both tunnels moved deeper into the core. “Someone’s coming,” Paul whispered. When no one responded he repeated himself, louder. Fortunata held up a hand silencing Wendigo and joined Paul at the back of the group.

      “Boots,” the infernal turned to the others.

      “We may need them,” Wendigo had stepped further down the tunnel.

      “What?” Hema joined him on the other side of the intersection between the direct light of two fluorescent strips.

      “Listen.”

      “Paul,” Hema called in a loud whisper.

      “What?”

      “Voices?” Milton stepped further into the tunnel. “Suppose this is the way.”

      “There’s a lot of them; why so many?” Paul asked.

      “Mirabilis’ been recruiting throughout Mission,” Milton answered.

      “And the country,” Fortunata added, “Mission Peak was the last stop on a national tour.”

      “You mentioned nothing about a recruitment drive,” Paul rounded on Mirabilis, “and this is all we’ve got?” motioning to their group.

      “But we’re plucky,” the infernal answered stepping down the tunnel.

      “Whoa,” and Paul took Fortunata by an arm. The woman whirled, taking him by the throat. Pinned to the wall, toes scraping the floor, Paul gagged.

      “Don’t put your hands on me,” the hiss not quite human.

      “Put him down,” Hema stepped up to the pair, placing the muzzle of her weapon against the infernal’s left temple. Fortunata pushed Paul further up the wall. Hema pressed the barrel harder against the infernal’s temple and the black skin pinched under the force. “I’ll send you back to Hell, no matter how much we need you.” The Circus operatives moved closer, weapons raised.

      “Underworld,” Fortunata said, dropping Paul. “It’s the Underworld; Hell’s gone.”

      “How are we supposed to deal with all these people?” Milton helped Hema pick up Paul.

      “You have me; that’s more than enough,” Fortunata rubbed her temple and looked down the tunnel. “Our problems are this way,” calm returning to the voice. She turned down the tunnel, followed by Circus and Community operatives.

      “That will be a problem,” Paul coughed, massaging his throat.

      “What?” Wendigo asked.

      “Fortunata.”

      “Yah think? But we’ve made that bed…unless you’ve got any other ideas.” Wendigo was looking back up the tunnel and listening. “They’re getting closer,” speaking of the National Guard.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Paul adjusted his tactical vest that had ridden up when Fortunata pushed him against the wall. Wendigo turned down the tunnel, and the others followed. Fortunata had to have gone at a trot because she’d disappeared; then there was weapons fire and screaming.

      “Shit,” Paul breathed, stepping into a cavernous space. Hema was behind him.

      “That’s not…” but she trailed off; then screamed as another concatenation fell from the roof of the cave. It hadn’t fallen, however, but descended on webbing. Stumbling backward she ran into Milton, who pulled her back into the mouth of the tunnel while firing at the creature. There was a liquid movement in the backward steps of the fusion, but then it occurred to Milton it was not stepping back but oozing over the cave floor on legs that were now more tentacles. Its eyes were large and black, with no sclera. These had moved further away from what remained of its nose though still on the face they were closer to the sides of this than the front. There were no longer any ears, but holes where ears once had been.

      There was a rushing eruption of sound from Milton’s left as the sapient-squid collapsed. Turning, there was an explosive roar and body parts were flying up and out. “Yes,” Wendigo screamed as Paul was pulling another of the grenades from the renegade’s pack and passing it over Wendigo’s right shoulder.

      “Where’s Fortunata?” Paul yelled over the screams. The cavern was fuller than he thought possible: there had to have been hundreds of people mixed in with, like the sapient-squid, those that had once been human.

      “Somewhere near the platform,” Milton pointed to their left, against the cavern wall. Paul had noted the wall when he’d come in, but there had been no chance to focus on this because they were attacked.

      Now, though, he could see this, above a long, stone table. It was flat and not made of the same stone as the rest of the cave. Paul wasn’t certain it was stone, there was what appeared to be a rippling sheen to this. Even as he watched, a slender, stringy filament of inky liquid wound out through this and a violent series of ripples expanded outward from the penetrating metaphysic. He knew what it was; he knew immediately. A wave of nausea washed over him as the filament flicked and extended its reach out of what had to have been Fortunata’s interface. Dropping to a need, Paul had to fight to stop from vomiting and along with this was a desire to embrace the obscene metaphysic.

      “Paul,” Hema was shaking him. When he looked up, he saw Hema and behind her Lesley Whebley, the lawyer for the Societies was rushing from out of a knot of what might have been newly formed fusions of human and kenotic, In-Between, organisms. Raising his assault weapon he appeared to be pointing this at her. Hema’s face tightened with fear; Paul pushed her aside spraying the group as he did. Most of the rounds caught those on either side of the lawyer, but at least one took her in the upper bicep; grabbing this Lesley fell back and rolled away. Pulling Hema back behind him, Paul tried to track Lesley but more of the kenotics rushed around and over the lawyer.

      Paul and Hema were joined by Wendigo and Milton: the group sprayed the flood of bodies that surged toward them. Some of these were human, while others were infected with kenotic metaphysics and were beginning to either transform into one of a variety of concatenations or sprout eyes, antennae, or eccentric anthropoidal articulations similar to human or ape appendages. Artifacts were manifesting, resembling a cranial development that may have been borrowed from the great apes, specifically the forehead. As Paul put the various elements of Helen’s re-imagining of species within species, classes, and sub-classes together there came a loud explosion from the cavern entrance. This wasn’t another of Wendigo’s RPGs because he was standing beside Milton, to Paul’s left.

      The timbre of the explosion was wrong, too.

      “Guard,” Fortunata said blowing threw a knot of neo-kenotics that had their backs to the group and appeared to be focused on the altar and the kenotic interface. “Best get going?”

      “Going where…,” and the thought dangled incomplete as something was embraced by the filament of kenotic matter flicking and flickering above the table. Standing, Paul stepped past Fortunata and ignored the National Guard as they pushed into the chamber. “Who’s that…Boo?” voice rising.

      “Look out,” Milton shouted and Paul could feel the breeze of several rounds fly by the right side of his face. There followed a warm, salty splash of liquid over his face and neck. At the same time, he was being pulled back toward their group by Circus and Community operatives.

      “Focus,” Fortunata took hold of him by the tactical vest.

      “But that’s…”

      “Yes, I was surprised by that…suppose Helen was too…maybe even Belinda.”

      “What are we going to do?” Hema asked from behind Paul and Fortunata.

      “Stop Mirabilis, right?” Paul turned to Fortunata, who nodded.

      “You certain about this, Paul?” Milton had moved a step ahead and beside him was Wendigo.

      “Belinda may not have chosen this,” Hema had leaned in as she spoke. “And what of her drug use: isn’t she unclean?”

      “Suppose it doesn’t matter as much as I thought. If Belinda and Mirabilis become one, however, there’s no limit to the shit they’ll rain down on us.” Paul had taken up his weapon again and stepped forward. “Can you clear a hole?” looking to Fortunata, who smiled and waved a hand.

      Before them several of the humans and kenotics flew over the crowd while others were hammered into the stone floor, so only their stunned heads were protruding not quite dead, but not fully alive. Still others had been torn into shreds, spraying gouts of blood and gore in all directions. A few of those touched by the infernal’s energy were immolated and the ash was rising in the eddies of air moving over the heads of the worshippers. Proceeding through the followers of Mirabilis, Fortunata, again and again, flicked her right hand and an invisible energy flew from this rending the worshippers.

      The followers melted away as it became clear what Fortunata could do. From behind, Paul could see the followers were being decimated by the National Guard flooding into the cavern, and these accompanied by Milton’s MPPD in tactical gear. Paul wasn’t sure what emotions those young men and women were experiencing, but it was safe to say he was in less trouble from them than when they’d first began the Mission Peak climb. Looking back to the table, there was a clear view of this and the dais it rested on. Belinda was floating, arms and legs hanging lifelessly; her head too was lolling back with hair drifting in what appeared an anti-gravity bubble.

      “We have to hurry,” Fortunata called, “the transfer has begun.” Paul wasn’t certain how Fortunata knew this but pushed up behind her and fired to his left whenever any of the kenotics or followers rushed forward. On his right, and behind Fortunata, was Milton and Wendigo. Right behind him was Hema and coming up their rear were the Community and Circus operatives. A few of the latter were firing while others were tossing grenades. One had even fired an RPG into the crowd squeezing too close. The explosion scattered gore and body parts and the operative gave up a second attempt. Further back, the National Guard and MPPD were being pressed hard by the followers. Even though these had taken heavy losses, there was a determination to keep the Guard and MPPD from getting close enough to support Fortunata.

      At the foot of the dais, Paul stared up at the interface from which the black liquid filament emerged. Part of the liquid was translucent and other parts appeared scaly, so each time the tentacle shifted with the weight of Belinda the skin buckled and broke leaking a silvery, mother-of-pearl liquid that dripped from the filament and floated in the air in tiny globules. One of these grew a small eye, with lashes, that tracked Paul as he moved around the side of the dais and climbed up next to Belinda. As Paul reached her upper torso, the ocular globule popped and Belinda’s head turned to him.

      She opened her eyes, the black pupils covered by cataracts. Belinda smiled and tried to speak, but from her voice box emerged a dolorous lamentation, as if the wailing souls trapped in Kenós were moaning for succor. Reaching a hand forward, Paul was wrenched backward and stumbled into Milton and Wendigo. “Don’t touch her,” Fortunata snapped as she reached in her pocket. Belinda shrieked at the infernal and the kenotic filament grew several tentacles and these wrapped themselves around the woman’s waist and lashed at her face. From beneath the black skin, Paul could see pink flesh from which blood flowed. There was a scream from behind, and while grasping Belinda’s wrist several figures fell from the cavern roof.

      As Paul pulled away from the others, he looked up. If it hadn’t been terrifying, it would have been comical. Helen and Bartholomew, the latter seriously injured, were riding on the backs of what remained of the mavins. “Look out,” Milton shouted, but Fortunata wasn’t listening. She had pulled herself up next to Belinda and was wrestling with her to fix whatever she had in her hand to Belinda. Doing so, the mounted remnants of Mirabilis’ inner circle fell upon them. Several things happened at once. The liquid shimmer covering the cavern wall bubbled violently and several blacker filaments emerged dripping silvery, mother-of-pearl liquid from tears in their metaphysical tissue. As these burst from Kenós, a howling somewhere between a typhoon and a collective wail filled the cavern.

      The mass of followers pressing toward the dais fell back, covering their ears. While those on the dais were wrestling and exchanging gunfire with one another were caught up in a vortex of the silvery liquid covering the wall of the cavern. Paul was trying to brush the mercurial liquid from him when there was a violent wrenching and he was pushed to the periphery of consciousness. In the act of dislocation, he looked around for Hema and she was a few feet from him, screaming. Reaching out a hand, he caught hold of Hema’s and pulled her to him. Still, he could not hear her; then the couple were slammed hard onto the ground.

      Paul pushed up from the spongy surface, his hand sinking a couple inches into a loose loam with a sharp fecal odor. He brushed more of this from his face and turned to Hema, who was lying, unconscious, beside him.
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        * * *

      

      “Hem,” there was a sound on the other side of her and Paul reached for his assault weapon, still attached to his tactical vest. The loam, a few feet beyond was pulsing. Erupting from the earth a long tendril, not a tentacle, reached into the air and swung back and forth as if sniffing for good news. Not finding any, the tendril was retracted and slithered away beneath the earth leaving a gentle wake of soil behind it. Paul didn’t move until Hema stirred and he reached out for her face. “Hem, you okay…Hem?” She didn’t answer but groped for his hand. When he put his in hers she smiled and opened her eyes. These went from relief to terror in the time it took to focus.

      As Paul swung round, knowing it was too late, there was the flat cough of a weapon and the bulbous head of a pure kenotic exploded in a spray of mauve and yellow liquid. This covered Paul, and it took a moment to get it out of his eyes. “Okay, Paul?” Milton’s voice called from beyond Hema.

      “I think so,” running a hand over his eyes, “what was that?” Hema had taken a cloth and was getting the worst of this from his face.

      “I don’t know…I’ve no idea where we are,” Milton answered.

      “This is Kenós,” Fortunata said, stepping out from the thick vegetation to their right and beyond where Milton was standing, now joined by Wendigo and the Circus and Community operatives.

      “Look out,” Paul shouted, pushing Hema out of the way. It was too late. A long, black, shiny object erupted from Milton’s chest. As he was slipping to his knees, he stared at the obsidian object but said nothing. Helen was already turning to run when a round from Paul’s weapon caught her in the side of the head and the other side of this exploded, spraying the vegetation with blood and gore. The green, mauve, yellow, and black leaves and stems shook, as they did Wendigo trotted back to Paul and Hema, staring after the body of Milton. As Wendigo reached the others, Fortunata stepped out of the forest on the other side.

      “Keep back,” she said stepping forward. Fortunata was carrying another obsidian weapon: not quite a sword, but more than a knife. Tendrils whipped from the trembling leaves and stems and wrapped about Helen, dragging her toward the forest. Sitting up she screamed, tearing at the tendrils. Bartholomew jumped from the forest where Helen had emerged and tried to free her.

      “She should be…” Paul began.

      “Not here,” Fortunata said stepping toward Bartholomew, “here there’s no second death.” The infernal brought the blade down on Bartholomew’s neck and the head was struck from its shoulders. At this, the tendrils wrapped about Bartholomew’s body and head, dragging them after Helen, who was still screaming even as the tendrils pierced her.

      Others were reaching for Milton, but Fortunata struck these away with the obsidian weapon. “Pick Milton up, if you don’t want the same thing to happen to him.” Paul and Wendigo ran to their fallen friend.

      “Isn’t he dead?” Wendigo asked. Fortunata stepped back with what remained of their group.

      “Not if Kenós gets hold of him. This is another part of the Underworld and there’s no death here…but you can be…altered.”

      “What’s happening to them?” Hema motioned to where the vegetation rushed and from which piteous moans could be heard.

      “They are being absorbed, I believe…can’t be certain, but it won’t be good. So we have to take Milton back with us…unless,” and Fortunata motioned to the forest. Hema wrapped her arms around Milton.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s Belinda?” a Community operative asked as he, along with the remaining operatives (two were missing), joined the group.

      “Here…somewhere,” Fortunata said, passing Helen’s blade to Paul. “She will not want to let you get back; this,” meaning the obsidian blade, “is the only sure way to slow her and Mirabilis down.”

      “Not kill her?” Paul took the blade, letting the assault weapon dangle from his tactical vest.

      “Not here,” Fortunata answered.

      “Are we trapped?” Wendigo choked tracking the edges of the forest with his weapon, but half-looking at Paul’s blade.

      “No; we can still get back…” Fortunata began.

      “Did you tag her,” Hema interrupted. Fortunata shook her head.

      “Bloody wonderful, that is,” an operative groaned.

      Paul wasn’t sure who they were anymore, so covered in the filthy loam it was difficult to tell, but he thought the voice belonged to one of the Community operatives if only because those of the Circus almost never spoke. The air had a heavy, fetid tropical thickness to it, making it difficult to breathe. A mist hung about three feet off the ground and was thickening. “I’m breathing,” Paul said, a hand going to his chest; surprise in the voice. Fortunata looked at him as if she didn’t understand what he meant; then it occurred.

      “This place has many of the aspects of the world. As an example, everyone here as a central nervous system and can be hurt using this: wouldn’t be much of an underworld if this weren’t the case.”

      Fortunata had finished when an operative grunted falling to the ground, grasping at his back. Hema ran to him and as she did so the group was attacked by a hail of rocks. Withdrawing to the far side of the clearing there came laughter from the forest and the vegetation, bushes, and the lower tree boughs rustled. The infernal ordered them not to fire, conserving ammunition was important now they’d no hope of resupply. “Show yourself,” an operative called. The others stared at him, and he shrugged. There followed a strained, guttural laughter.

      “You’re not getting back, Fortunata,” the voice called from the edge of the forest; then stepped out. Paul hesitated when it did.

      “Lesley Whebley?”

      “What…” the operative began.

      “Mirabilis,” Fortunata answered.

      “No,” a ragged hand went to a face appearing to slough off on the right side exposing bits of muscle, tendon, and skull (along with teeth). “It was the forest,” something was moving in the exposed jaw and a small white object wriggled between the teeth; a diminutive flower bloomed from these. Paul thought it a flower until he looked more carefully and saw it was an eye with a crimson pupil. Below this, at the gum line of the teeth, a tiny mouth opened lined with razor sharp teeth and a diminutive shriek emerged from this. Lesley winced at the sound and put a hand to the flower, but pulled it away with a moan. The mouth had taken a piece out of her finger.

      One of the group put a round at Lesley’s feet and she lurched off around the corner of the path on the other side of the clearing. “This way,” Fortunata said, stepping toward the path then stopped, looking back at Milton’s body. From her pack, she pulled a long bag and had the operatives put the body in this. “It will keep him safe until we come back.” That done, Fortunata followed Lesley. The others fell in line and they walked for what Paul’s watch was calling half an hour, but he was not sure if its sense of time synced with that of Kenos’.

      They halted at a small pond fed by a fast-moving stream. Fortunata squatted down before this, dipping her handkerchief in the water and wiping her face clean of sweat and dirt. “We have to be…” the woman never got the sentence out when the calm surface of the water erupted and Mirabilis/Belinda leaped on the infernal’s back. Here Mirabilis appeared to be in a state of flux: halfway between matter, with competing concepts of structure and purpose…though with the essential appearance of Belinda, and the metaphysical material wrapped within a similar, but smaller, cloud as in the warehouse. Fortunata struggled under the weight and as Paul ran to help her Lesley, now more plant, or plant-thing, than human barred his way. Paul slashed at it and the woman, now bulky with foliage of her own, lumbered backward.

      Wendigo, Hema, and the remaining operatives fired at the woman. The body was staggered by the impact; then Hema stepped forward and splashed it with the contents of a water bottle. Wendigo struck a flare and threw this at Lesley. The flare bounced off her, but it was enough. The lawyer burst into flames and ran screaming down the path.

      From a smoky wreath of the Belinda/Mirabilis fusion emerged a face that was basically Belinda’s now a blueish-gray smoky, metallic color. Smooth, Paul thought, if he touched it. Then the eyes opened, and these had shiny silver pupils floating in large, silvery egg whites. As the face continued to emerge from the smoke, they could see from the top of the head grew tubular articulations where hair should have been. Each of these appendages was not a limb, however, but had tiny eyes and mouths that opened and closed. The mouths were lined with teeth and from between these, a tongue darted.

      “Gorgon,” Fortunata moaned; stepping back she raised the obsidian blade. Paul stepped up beside the infernal.

      “What is it?”

      “Something old…ancient; I’ve never seen one. No one has, I think.” The Gorgon’s mouth opened and the surrounding flesh buckled; then cracked. A scream so loud and piercing escaped this that Fortunata’s hands went to her ears, and she went down on a knee. Paul’s brain felt like a cold knife had been embedded between his eyes, but he pushed through the pain. While the Gorgon was focused on Fortunata, he swung to Belinda’s left and before it could react Paul was on its back, stabbing it in the neck. Several of the snakes sprouting from the front of her head tried to reach behind and bite him. However, their bodies were too short to reach Paul and those beneath him were pinned to the skull by his weight.

      “The tracker,” Paul shouted. Fortunata didn’t move but gaped at the Gorgon. “The tracker,” Paul screamed, “tag it!” Fortunata remained stock-still.

      Hema was on the move and taking the tracker from the infernal’s hand lunged at the Gorgon. The head, wreathed in snakes, darted at Hema on what appeared to be a serpentine neck. Twice Hema dodged the strike, and on the third time, Paul saw an opening and twisting round drove the obsidian blade deep into the extended neck three times. The head screeched and sought to shake Paul free.  Hema snapped open the tracker case and a gooey, silvery white worm, about three inches long moved and the end of it opened a sucker mouth: a leech. Taking this in mid-body, to avoid being touched by the mouth, Hema jammed the leech onto the Gorgon’s neck. It must have fastened onto her because the Gorgon forgot about Paul’s blade and turned back to Hema. She was already backing away, but by this time Fortunata was on the attack.

      The Gorgon attempted to strike the infernal several times, but Fortunata slashed it in the face with her obsidian blade each time it did. On the last attempt, the Gorgon screeched and clawed at her neck again. “Paul,” Fortunata called, “get off…now!” Paul could see the black-gray cloud was glowing from within and knew whatever that tracker was, it was working. Letting go in mid-buck he was thrown a few yards into the pond, but it was only a few feet deep and when he pushed up, he could see the body of the Gorgon had turned into a brilliant sun at its core. The light was so bright he covered his eyes and turned away. All the while, the Gorgon’s screaming was reaching a shattering pitch.

      Both scream and burning light disappeared at once and Paul turned back to the shore. Only Fortunata and Hema remained. As he stood, Hema waded out toward him; while Wendigo was rushing to catch Fortunata as she sank to a knee.
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        * * *

      

      “Seem to be fine,” the medic said.

      “Don’t feel fine,” Paul answered, looking around the parking lot. Parts of the mavins still littered this, but these were being tagged and bagged by three National Guards in hazmat suits. A gentle breeze was blowing over the ruin of the gift shop and the reek of burned wood and roofing tar filled his nose. Turning, he could see the body of Milton Palmer being loaded into an ambulance. Beyond this was Wendigo Evans and Hema, they were being examined by other medics.

      “Was it a cult?” the medic asked dressing one of the many small cuts Paul had received from the Gorgon.

      “What?”

      “Those people,” more of the surviving followers of Mirabilis were being led out in zip strap handcuffs. “They did this to you, and the detective,” motioning with his chin to the ambulance holding Milton’s body.

      “Yeah,” Paul looked over to Fortunata who was talking with the FBI and representatives from federal and state governments. It was all getting tied up into a neat package the guilty and indifferent could feed the media.

      “There, that should hold you; see your doctor as soon as possible and get a full check-up.” Nodding, Paul pulled his shirt on. Hema had half a dozen medics and a doctor that had been flown in surrounding her. Leaving her to them, he strolled across the road and stood on the far shoulder staring down at the lights of Mission Peak. “It’s over.”

      “No,” a woman’s voice.

      “What?” Paul turned and the woman, a forensic technician, stepped forward and took him by the throat. Staggering under the assault, his feet struggled to hold the edge of the cliff.

      Paul looked about for help, but there was a large fire engine hiding them from the others. “Not over,” the woman’s eyes were fulling blown and large as silver dollars. “The master is not dead.” Paul gathered what strength he’d left and struck her in the belly, but she smiled and tilted her head. “I can never die,” voice dropping an octave and a smile opening the face so wide the corners of the mouth tore. “We,” and here Paul heard Belinda’s voice, “will never stop, you…” the voice froze and the grip on Paul’s throat loosened. Pulling away and to the side, he looked at the woman, but her stare was vacant and human again. Staggering once, she stuck out a foot to steady herself and collapsed, a claw hammer sticking out of the back of her head. Wendigo was standing on the other side of her.

      “You okay?” rubbing his throat Paul nodded. “Mirabilis?” he nodded again.

      “Think Belinda and the Gorgon were mixed in there too.”

      “All checked out…” Hema began, rounding the fire engine. “What did you do?” looking from technician to Wendigo to Paul.

      “Mirabilis,” Wendigo said and Paul nodded.

      “Well,” Hema squatted and yanked the claw out of the woman’s head, “can’t let anyone find this.” Paul and Wendigo dragged the body to the edge of the cliff and dropped it over. Wiping the hammer, Hema handed this back to Wendigo wrapped in a rag she’d taken from the truck.

      “Lose this where it won’t be found.” Wendigo nodded and turned to go. “Come around tomorrow for lunch we have to talk about what’s next.” Wendigo agreed and left.

      “Next?” Paul asked leaning over the cliff. The body had disappeared into the darkness without a sound.

      “Yes, Fortunata was afraid something like this might happen, but I didn’t want to worry you.”

      “Something like?”

      “Followers.”

      “That sounded like the Gorgon, Mirabilis, and Belinda all rolled into one.”

      “Probably was.”

      “But isn’t the Underworld supposed to be taking care of Mirabilis?”

      “Still leaves the followers channeling what is left of the Doctor.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Maybe not as over as we’d hoped.” Stepping forward, Hema put her arms about his waist and kissed him.
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