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Introduction by David Niall Wilson
 

I’ve seen a lot of things written about collaboration, but I thought I’d share something a little more personal in this introduction.  I have, over time, been fortunate to be involved in a great number of collaborative efforts, with varying degrees of success, of course, but each and every one was a learning experience worth sharing. Most recently, I collaborated with International Best-selling author Steven Savile on a novel titled Hallowed Ground that I believe is one of the finest things I've ever written (or helped write).  In the back of this book you'll find the first chapter or that book, and links to buy it for your Kindle.

The story begins much further back in time than Hallowed Ground, however.  One of my longest standing collaborative relationships is with author Brian A. Hopkins, who I’ve worked with time and again to wonderful results.  Beyond what is included in this collect, we have a shared collection titled Spinning Webs & Telling Lies, all western themed stories including all of our stories involving a character named One Eyed Jack

I have written and worked with Brian for years, but if I had to choose a single instance where the work typified the blend of his style, and mine, it would have to be the story Virtue’s Mask. We’ve bonded over many a fine bit of prose in the past, the La Belle Dame stories, which I am certain have not seen their end, "Another Mile," "A Poem of Adrian Gray," two stories (so far) about a Scary Cowboy with a weird Eye – "One-Eyed Jack," and "Once Chance in Hell," and some others we have tossed about, worked over, not finished and shelved. Who knows what will be the end of it all? The point is, on "Virtue’s Mask," the shades of our selves we blend into the fiction were more apparent than normal.

In my own writing, until recently, anyway, the word research is four letters long and hated. I have always figured if I could write around a detail, I could avoid looking it up. If I got it wrong, but did so very skillfully, no one would really notice. I’m here to tell you – Brian would notice. He would also rewrite it, fix it, and lecture me on the nuances of every intriguing detail I’d missed. If I let him.

There are a couple of aspects that are the core of "Virtue’s Mask." One is a society so anal and repressed sexually, due to a fear of disease and governmental control, that physical contact is virtually unknown. The other is the instinct within a man that would make him willing to risk life itself to know that intimacy. I can both anticipate that sort of horror growing from within our own society, though possibly not to that extent – and feel the pain of that man.

We made the man a musician. I don’t remember which of us made that choice, but I believe it was Brian. He and I both attack the theme of musical creativity often, though I repeat it more than he does. I don’t know Brian’s musical background. I played in bad bands, sang through a lot of chemically induced nights and got lost in parking lots at concerts for years. I have written lyrics that have never been sung, have performed in ski-lodges in Spain and Karaoke clubs in Long Beach – I love music, and somehow it sticks to my writing like last week's lumpy potatoes to my guts.

Anyway, the protagonist is a musician, and he uses his creativity to lash out. I brought in Alice Cooper. Brian brought in more research. We batted it back and forth a bit, getting our boy closer and closer to both death – and his physical "encounter." We dug ditches and tossed him in. We wrote him – and ourselves – into a predicament that nearly stopped us cold. In fact, if I’d been writing it myself (which I wouldn’t have) – I would have had to backtrack and start over from some point where escape was possible. We needed a POINT to it all, a reason for what happened.

I will now tell you the point of this diatribe. Brian did not back up. Brian researched. He thought, and damned if he didn’t come up with an angle to slip into place and fill what we had left as a gaping plot hole with an element cooler than I could have imagined.

Brian does the research that brings us credibility. I don’t know what I ad…mood? A different twist on the characters? I think authors tend to write themselves into a few of their characters each time they write. Brian and I are BOTH in some of these . . . and that was a strange ride, all on its own.

With Patricia Lee Macomber I've written everything from a ghosted novel I can't name, to a Stargate Atlantis novel – Brimstone – and a number of very cool stories.  As in our lives, we are able to blend our muses effectively time and again.  We also tend to work well on themed stories.  In this book you'll find our take on Sherlock Holmes running head on into Lovecraft, and a longer piece where we made Edgar Allen Poe into a character and took a stab at rewriting his history – and his muse.  We will work together again, I have no doubt.  We've collaborated on construction, children, life, and words.  It's a work in progress that keeps me sane.

Brett Savory and I have also written a great number of stories together, most notably about a sentient stuffed pig, a boy named Johnson, and his possibly psychotic – possibly all made-up-in-his head family.  These stories are almost all born of puns, like "The Pig & the Pendulum," and "That's Some Pig," stolen from Charlotte's Web.  The stories were collected and published by Delirium Books in a pretty successful limited hardcover, and are now available – all of them, including some not in that original volume, in the Kindle book The Compleate Pigge.  Brett tends to drive me farther than I'd normally go toward the edges of things, while I tend to draw him back slightly from those same edges.  These stories are not for the faint of heart.  Our collaboration in this book is something different.  "Ribbons of Darkness over Me" was created from a story I'd written long, long before…and was not happy with.  We revised it – added some elements that did not exist before – and then we stole the title out of a Gordon Lightfoot Song.  I'm pretty happy with the result, though it never reaches the Donnie Darko weirdness of our Pig stories.  Brett has written a great number of very fine things in recent years, and has created a small publishing empire of his own.

Richard Rowand and I collaborated only one time, and long ago.  The story was a horror story.  Richard was more of a science fiction writer.  There were elements of it he thought I might handle better.  It was also very personal to him.  It involves a young man with a relative dying of cancer.  It involves horse-racing, and death.  It involves gambling and caring for others beyond sense – and life.  I think it's a very good story, and though he does not write these days, I am glad Richard allowed me to include the story in this volume.

Another very old friend, John B. Rosenman, is another I've collaborated with only once.  What we created is probably the story that fits this collection the least, thematically, but I wanted to include it anyway.  It's a science fiction romance titled "Within an Image, Dancing."  I'm not sure about this story.  It falls outside my comfort zone, and we revised it many times for many markets.  Not every collaboration goes smoothly.  John and I have very different styles, and that is not just to say our prose is different.  Our work habits are very different.  John writes very quickly.  He revises more than I do.  He works harder at every word.  While I'm convinced it's a worthy effort, I never felt the connection on this one that I do with some of the others I've collaborated with.  I'll leave it for readers to determine the merit.

Stephen Mark Rainey and I worked on our collaboration for the longest time between start and finish.  I sent him a partial I'd written, years back.  He wrote a little, I wrote a little, we poked it, and talked about it.  It sat for more years.  Finally I pulled it out and revised it and sent it to him again.  He wrote a little, and I finished it.  It has a lot of cool elements.  It's very Lovecraftian in nature, and there are scenes and pieces I absolutely love. 

In this case, the disconnect was time.  By the time we finished it, I doubt either of us had maintained that connection writers have with a work in progress.  We finished it…it may read like stories within stories.  It may be fine.  I think it's a good story, and that it maintains the feel we were after when we started.  Again – it is for reader's to determine how well it worked.

Finally there is "Deliver Us from Meeble," my collaboration with bestselling author Brian Keene.  This was also written a long time ago, and the circumstances were different from those of any other of my collaborative efforts.  For one thing – we had no idea who we were collaborating with at the time of the writing.  It was a project where an editor was facilitating collaborations between authors and only revealing after the project was finished who the collaborator was.  I feel like this worked well as a method because when you don't know who you might be trying to impress on the other end, it tends to up your game.  I know that Brian went on and included Meeble in other tales, and it made me smile.  He's been kind enough to allow me to include the story in this book.  I hope you'll enjoy it.

I suppose, if there are lessons that have been learned through all of this, they are simple ones.  If you decide to collaborate, be sure that either one person is distinctly in charge of the project, or that neither of you have any serious ego problems.  Work with people you are comfortable with.  Try to have a plan up front, because the difficulties of writing from the hip magnify with more minds applied to them, rather than shrinking.

My favored method is this.  One writer begins and sends their effort to the other.  The second writer begins revising from the first word, and continues at the end.  The first writer goes over all of it when he gets it back, and if he sees something he /she knows is changed, and does not feel should have been, he puts it back, to see if the second writer flags it again.  The result of this – though it gets slower and more ponderous near the end of a story, is a voice that is neither one writer's, nor the others.  It becomes a work neither would have or could have written exactly that same way.  That's the magic of collaboration.  The stories aren't inspired by a single muse – they are "intermusings," a joining of creative spirits.  I hope you'll enjoy those I've included here.
 

--David Niall Wilson








  

A Poem of Adrian, Grey
 

By David Niall Wilson & Brian A. Hopkins
 

He met her in the back room of the Weeping Violet.  He'd paid half a week's salary and a special dose of chemical stimulus for entry.  She was worth it, every penny.  Her hair draped over slender white shoulders like the satin vestments of a priest.  Her lips, nose, and ears were pierced and pierced again with slender hoops and intricate jeweled studs, and yet she shone through, blending to flesh, metal, and back again until she was one surreal image of dark desire and wanton abandon.  She pursed her lips, black lipstick with a gloss coating that caught the faint illumination of the club, petulantly beckoning to him.  Her voice was hypnotic, fascinating, and he basked lethargically in the heady depths of her deep green eyes, not really listening to her drone on and on about the music, or the club;  saying nothing — only concentrating on the moment.

Of course, the moment ended.  Such is the nature of moments.  He was compensated for the loss by the exquisite sensation of her body insinuating itself between his arm and his side, pressing close, and by the heady perfume of her — proximity.  He didn’t speak, only lent his arm to the embrace and pulled her closer.

"I’m a poet," she said.  Those words seeped through, even as others slipped in and out and away.  "I want to write you."

The novelty was his undoing.  They were up and moving, passing through ranks of leather, chains, makeup, and angst, pressing forward toward — what?  She wanted to write him.  Nonsense that etched itself in his mind with perfect clarity.  He drank in the envy of others as they passed, radiated contempt for their failure.  She pressed even closer, and blessedly, she did not speak.

For the briefest of moments, he regretted leaving.  He saw the brute at the door, the glazed look courtesy of his own chemical expertise.  He heard the pulsing sound of the music and felt the fresh air driving away the incense-soaked ambience of the Weeping Violet.  It might be months before he could afford to bribe his way inside again.

She pulled him closer and the images dissipated — leaving him to savor present tense and imminent pleasure.  She chewed at the black on her lips, lost in thoughts he could not decipher.  They walked in silence, she purposeful, he uncertain of their destination, but unconcerned with that particular lack of knowledge.

She wanted to write him.
 

Morning found her sampling the kitchen-made designer drugs stacked on their shelves outside the bathroom.  He studied the splendid contour of her ass as she bent to snort a pale blue line of his best, the way her small breasts seemed larger suspended beneath the supple arch of her spine, the way the tendons stretched rubber band tight across the backs of her knees.  He scratched beneath the covers at the encrusted remains of their passion, caked like dried paint in his pubic hair, and found that he was getting hard watching her.  For the moment, however, he preferred not to let on that he was awake.  He watched.  He wanted (and wasn’t wanting sometimes the very best of highs?).  And he wondered.

Who was she?  How had she come so suddenly into his life?

His eyes strayed to the wall on which she’d "written him."  The letters were small and incredibly precise, seeing as how they’d been written with her lipstick.  She’d used the same black lipstick that now marked his neck like cancerous bruises, like the damp, dark stain spread across the roof of his bedroom, compliments of a leaky faucet in the apartment above.  The poem was legible, even from across the room.
 

First Verse:
 

endless spirals

ending

Don Quixote tilting windmills

of loneliness and doubt

against a sunrise backdrop

of hope

sliding relentlessly

toward hopelessness
 

Pretty bleak stuff.  Was it him?  She’d said she wanted to write him.  Did she?  And what made her think she knew him that well after one night in which they’d spent more time grunting and moaning than actually talking?  What had made her think to write it there, where he couldn’t help but see and wonder over it?

She turned and caught him staring at the wall.  She wiped a smudge of blue from beneath one nostril without the slightest indication of guilt for having been at his stash.

"You didn’t tell me your name," he said, sitting up in the bed.  The sheets pooled in his lap and he was suddenly conscious of the erection there, concealed and yet made obvious beneath the tented sheet.

"I need to go," she said, reaching for the clothes scattered across the floor.

"Dante," he said, expecting but not receiving the usual raised eyebrow for his mother’s perversion for The Divine Comedy.  "My name’s Dante Penzant.  I wish you wouldn’t leave."

She paused with panties hooked over one dangling foot.  "You a drug dealer, Dante?"

"No."

She cocked an eye at the overloaded shelves.

"It’s a hobby," he confessed.  "I don’t sell them."

"Oh?"  She glanced around the elaborately furnished apartment.  The high-dollar entertainment center, a shadow of the truly expensive setup in the living room, but still out of the reach of most people.  The heavy oak furniture.  The paintings on the wall — originals, every one.  The thick and luxurious carpet.  The crystal light fixture suspended from the ceiling (where that dark stain served as the room’s only flaw).  The fine wine, now just an empty bottle, abandoned on the night stand.   Despite the skeptical tilt of her brow, he knew — how did he know? — that she believed him.

"I trade them for things."

She pulled her panties up and started on her black leather skirt.  "I don’t think we should see each other again."

"Why?"

Her blouse was draped over the bedside lamp.  When she reached for it, he caught her wrist.  "Why?" he repeated, his heart suddenly trip-hammering in his chest and his throat dry.

With a neat twist she pulled away from him.  He was reminded of a past summer’s interest in Tae Kwon Do; of the way they’d taught him to exploit the weak link between thumb and forefinger.  "Don’t ever grab me like that, Dante.  I can hurt you.  I can hurt you bad."  Though her eyes were threatening, the anticipated follow-up roundhouse kick didn’t come.

He almost made the mistake of laughing, but pinched it off.  "I’m sorry.  I just don’t want you to leave without telling me your name and when I can see you again."

"I don’t want to see you again.  I wrote you, and I don’t like the words I found."

He was momentarily at a loss, incapacitated by confusion.  She slipped on both her shoes, found several pieces of jewelry that had been cast off, and was on her way out when he finally sprang from the bed and blocked the door.  "The poem?  You mean that?" he asked, thumbing at the lipstick letters on his wall.
 

Second Verse:
 

solitary fortress

fortified by brief glimpses

synaptic images

of dreams half-feared

and desires

molten through indecision

to the soul
 

"You don’t like me because you don’t like the poem you wrote about me?"

"The poem is you," she said.

He frowned.  He wasn’t qualified as a critic.  Was it artsy to avoid punctuation and capital letters?  Wasn’t something supposed to rhyme?  Or was this what he’d heard called free verse?

Why was it suddenly so damned important to know?

And how the hell was it him?

She read his confusion.  "You live all alone, fearing tomorrow, fearing the mistakes you’ve made and the things you’ve overlooked.  You trade drugs for friendship, drugs for sex, drugs for anything you haven’t the money to buy."

He bit his lip, thought about letting her through the door.  Who the hell did she think she was?  She’d had nothing bad to say about his drugs a minute ago when she was at his stash.  But he was more intrigued than angry.  How the hell did she know these things?

"You’re Don Quixote tilting against impossible odds, because the demon you fear is just around the corner and the people who pay you to do what you do have waited too long.  The world will come crashing down around us all when the numbers roll over and you’re the only one who believes it.”

"Because you know that you can’t stop it."
 

Third Verse:
 

dangling carrot perfection

slides easily through

timorous groping talons of

self-imposed

inadequacy

chemical bandaged mind

driving drained and broken frame

buying time/love/nothing

until the 2000th time

a day is born

and truth and reality

merge-reform-destroy

and twist in endless spirals

ending
 

She slipped past him and through the door.  He heard the echo of her footsteps in the hall, the slamming of the front door.  He stumbled to the window in the living room and watched her hail a cab.  Watched as it swept her away on Fifth.  Behind him, in the bedroom, his computer came on and played a dirge, reminding him that it was time to get out of bed and go to work.  Reminding him that it was pointless and inevitable to go to work.  This week it was an investment firm whose clients could count on losing every penny they owned when the firm’s computers encountered the new millennium . . . unless he fixed their software.

The sun leeching between the buildings downtown was bloated and brown.  A sign of rain or maybe even snow.  A sign of impending winter.  Impending doom.
 

"How did you find me?"

He slid her bracelet across the table.  "You left this at my apartment."  Her name was engraved on the inside, all in lower case, like the poetry on his bedroom wall: Adrian.  He’d asked around at the Weeping Violet and several other clubs until someone connected the name with his description of her.  The bartender there had known someone who thought they knew someone who knew where she lived.  Three connections later, he’d finally gotten a phone number.  It had cost him most of the drugs he had in reserve, and he didn’t have the money to make more.  But he’d managed to get hold of her.

She’d agreed to meet him here — though it was growing late in the year for such places — at this sidewalk café.  A public place, as if she had something to fear from him.

"I had to see you again, Adrian."

"You should have listened to me.  You should have stayed away."

"It wasn’t my idea for you to write me, it was yours.  You come to me, turn my life on end, throw my problems in my face like you’ve lived with them all your life, then you disappear.  ‘We can’t see each other again.’  Bullshit!"

"Less than two years," she whispered.  Her eyes gave away nothing.  There was no intonation of emotion in the tones of her voice.  He felt her fear.

"Two years is enough time to do something." he countered.  "I can make a difference."

"You are tilting at windmills."

"What about you?  You’re writing about me tilting at windmills — lots of satisfaction in that."

"You aren’t the only one I’ve written."

"Yeah?  Well, have you written yourself?"

She stared at him.  Her eyes grew suddenly fearful, then returned to the blank, emotionless stare.  Things had been going poorly since he sat down, but suddenly Dante felt a slight advantage, and he pressed it.

"If things are so bad, why not write yourself?  If the words that are me are so repulsive to you, what are the words that are you?  Who are you?"

Her lip trembled, but he saw that he was getting through.  To where or what he couldn’t tell.  The tremble was working its way through her body — he’d have sworn she was vibrating.  A tear had formed at the edge of one eye, catching the sun’s light like a tiny prism, sending multi-hued beams to glitter across the surface of her face for an instant — then away.  She dabbed at the moisture with a napkin, afterward tucking the napkin away in her purse, as if she feared to leave something as vulnerable as a tear behind.

"Hold me."  She said it quickly and so softly, he wasn’t certain he’d heard her correctly.

He took her in his arms and she sank into him, burying her head against his chest.  He held her like that for a long moment, then pulled away to gaze into her eyes, savoring the sensation of her flesh against his own.  He rose, leaving money on the table, and they left in silence.  The chill in the air forced them closer.  The silence grew deeper and threatened to swallow them whole.
 

The steam rose around them, and the soap slid down his body, the soft press of her skin softened further by the lather.  When she slipped through the shower curtain, he hung back, reluctant to leave the warmth so soon.  He felt it draining the tension from him.   Images of the past few hours swam before his eyes as he closed them against the heat of the water.  He barely resisted the urge to touch himself.

The water swirled down and away, and he forced his mind back.  He twisted the knobs and pulled the curtain aside, groping for a towel.  He imagined her, naked, combing her long hair and staring at the words she’d written on his wall.  He imagined a great many things, but not the empty room he stepped into, the door to the hall still ajar and a slight breeze wafting through.

He stumbled to the bed.  She’d dressed and gone.  Nothing remained of her.  Nothing except . . .

On the table beside the bed, held down by a vial of yellow powder that he noted was half-empty, was the napkin from the cafe.  There were words scrawled on it, but he turned from them, moving toward the front window.  He looked into the night, stood naked in the glare of the street lights and stared through moonlight after nothing.  Gone.  Dripping and chilled through bone and soul, he picked up the napkin and began to read, the moisture from his fingers dampening the paper.
 

First verse:
 

muse’s curse

to see this clearly

so that every broken promise

lies on the surface

and wearing your insides out

with no shelter from the vacant wind

you fall farther in

. . . always farther in
 

Unlike the piece she’d written on his wall, this one appeared to be titled.  Scrawled at the bottom of the poem, rather than the top, was simply: grey.    But was it, he wondered a second later, really a title?  Or was it her signature?  He’d never asked for her last name, but she might be Grey.  Adrian Grey.

Muse’s curse?  He suddenly recalled mindless conversation (or so it had seemed to him) from the night before, he dosing off after whispering some empty flattery about how talented she was, how lucky that she could write such beautiful verse.

"It’s not a gift," she’d replied, her voice all but lost in the dark.  "It’s a curse."  He’d wanted to laugh at the absurdity of that remark, but his mind was already slipping away, succumbing to warmth and fatigue and a welcome night that promised her by his side.  He hadn’t heard the rest of it.  Not then.  Not consciously at least.  But it had been recorded in his mind, and it came back to him now.

"You don’t understand," she’d said.  "You don’t see what I see.  The beauty — the lives and loves — the very words fall short.  I close my mind and imagine lives dripping onto the paper through my pen, but I always fail, always fall short of the vision.  It always fades to grey."
 

Second verse:
 

grey-clouded eyes

that see reality

and much farther

that capture beauty

but fail to tell of it

that break every moment

over the back of one’s failures
 

"Once a thing is written, it goes grey.  The words become the reality.  The truth is lost.   Don’t you see?  What I write is a pale shadow of the truth I see — a failure.  The more I write, the more of myself I put into my writing, the more I lose.  Everything goes grey.  Eventually that’s all there is.  Grey.  Your world loses its color.  Your life loses its purpose.  You lose your heart . . . one word at a time.

"I’ve written you.  Doesn’t that scare you?  Don’t you feel it all fading — rearranging?  I can see it in your eyes, feel it, but . . ."  She bit her lip.   " If I write myself, what will happen?  You ask too much, Dante, but, God help me, I can’t refuse you.  What if I cease to exist?  What if I am replaced by a pale shadow, a shard of grey that the world will see as Adrian, but that will fall far short of what I’m meant to be?  What if you don’t even notice. . .?"
 

Third verse:
 

and all that you fear

all that you hide

all that you carry deep inside

isn’t enough

for you

for them

for the salvation of your soul
 

There, where she’d written the word soul, a tiny wrinkled circle of ink lay diffused and striated along the veins of the paper napkin . . . the spot where she’d collected that single tear.

Dante folded the napkin and clenched it in his fist, certain of nothing save the fact that he was rapidly losing his heart to this strange, too-serious girl.  He knew he had to find her — didn’t know why he was so frightened, or wouldn’t admit it.  His walls loomed about him, grey and colorless, broken by words in black lipstick.
 

He mixed the chemicals carefully, keeping his mind focused despite the urge to lose himself in the words on the wall — in the words on the napkin.  He had the vials color-coded, but was finding it difficult to follow his own instructions.  They seemed faded.  For the first time in years he had to hold each one close, reading the label carefully to be certain he didn’t botch the mix.  He blamed Adrian.  He blamed himself.  Blamed his lack of understanding and his foolish demands that she turn her talent on herself.  He flipped the top on his Zippo and brought the Bunsen burner to life, sifting three types of crystals into a tiny metal pan and adding a drop of sugar water.  He watched until it had melted together, watched it coalesce, and pulled it away from the heat, setting it aside and moving on to the next mixture.

He needed to catch up on his supply, needed enough reserve to be certain he could find her without being stopped at some closed door.  The drugs were his keys to the city, and behind one of those locks she waited.  Blinking on his computer monitor, in mocking silence at his back, the screen-saver countdown to the millennium ticked away slowly.  He needed to work, but desired more to find her.   He needed to finish the damned mix before his shaking hands wasted it in flames.  Nothing seemed to work.  Focus was illusive.

Trent Reznor banged at the back of his skull with a voice raspy and clear:  Without you, everything falls apart. . .  The last of the mix slid into the now bubbling solution, and he lifted it carefully from the flame, moving it quickly to the dish where it would cool, where the crystals would form.  He needed it as much for his own nerves now, as for his search.  The damned screen-saver was so loud — How could he possibly hear that?

He gritted his teeth, snuffed the flame, and staggered to his bedroom to change.  He would have to cut and chop the crystals, would have to pour them into the little capsules.  All in the name of chemical bliss.  All hail better life through modern chemistry!  He slipped into tight black pants, a ragged, time-worn t-shirt with an LSD molecule on the front in neon green, ran his hand back through hair long past helping, and took a deep breath.  She was out there.  She needed him.  That was his mantra.

He pulled the napkin from his pocket with shaking hands and held it up, sweat-coated fingers tearing at the edges of it as he tried to read through salty tears of  frustration.
 

First verse:
 

muse’s curse

to see     clear

so that every broken       

lies on the     
 

He held it closer, thinking it was blurred, that he’d be able to read it.  The paper was moist and torn, and his shaking hands nearly ripped it in two as he concentrated, trying to remember, trying to put back what had been lost.  Muses curse — to see . . .  to see what clearly?
 

and wearing your insides out

with no shelter from the vacant wind

you fall farther in

. . . always farther in
 

He folded the napkin carefully, putting it in his pocket.  It was just getting dark, and the Weeping Violet would be opening soon . . .
 

The brute at the door was the same he’d slipped past before, so many nights in his past that it was hard to reconcile it with the moment at hand.  He remembered well enough the chemical key to this door, and was inside within a matter of minutes, far too much given for what had been received, unless one counted the price of the poem disintegrating in his pocket.  He was certain the cost wouldn’t matter at all, however, if he didn’t find her.

Making his way to the central bar, he ordered in a daze, something green and cold, ice melting and cracking in its depths.  He sipped it once, shuddered, set it on the bar and spun in a slow circle, searching the shadowed booths and alcoves, sifting through the twisting, twining bodies on the dance floor.  There.  Between the dancers.  A fleeting glimpse: wide, vacant eyes, hair wild and unkempt, dressed in black, as if in mourning.

He left the drink on the bar and hit the dance floor at a run, pushing through and jostling several couples from their chemically induced visions long enough to earn a quick curse, or an elbow in the ribs.   He staggered through the far side of the writhing mass of arms and legs, pierced flesh and altered minds, regaining his balance with a lurch, just in time to see her duck into a booth near the very back of the room.

He slid soundlessly in across from her, watching her search a half-empty glass of wine with lowered eyes.  His hand slipped into his pocket, dragged free the napkin and slid it across the table to her.  He realized with a shiver that in his haste, he’d pushed it across a spot of condensation.

"What did it say?" he asked, voice strained.

She did not look up, but her gaze swung slowly to the napkin.  He saw her shoulders tense, saw her shudder just once before growing very still.  He pressed it closer to her, leaning down to follow her gaze.  There was a dry napkin sitting near the back of the booth, and he grabbed it frantically, slapping it down beside the first.

"Fix it," he demanded.  "I messed it up. . ."  His words trailed off, but hers did not fill the vacuum left by his inability to explain what was happening.  The poem shouldn’t matter.  That the words were fading should be trivial.  They were only words, with no more power than what was lent them by the reader.  Adrian was sobbing softly, her shoulders shaking, staring at the napkin.  Dante leaned close again.

"Adrian," he whispered.   "What . . . ?"

And he saw.  The words were smeared in an alcohol-scented smudge on the table between them.

"No."  His voice no more than a whisper.  "God . . . no."

She looked up then, her eyes lost, empty.  What color were they?  He remembered other eyes: green, deep, powerful.  Had they been hers?  Did he remember her at all?  The eyes that regarded him were now were a smokey grey.  Perhaps it was the lighting.  It could have been the heavy fog of cigarette smoke permeating the bar.  It could have been. . .

"Fix it!"  He was pleading now, hands trembling on the napkin.  "Adrian, please, write it again."

She looked up, with those eyes so shallow and grey and dead.  She looked up and said very softly, "I can’t."

The second line was smeared beyond recognition.  The third had the words every and promise.  The fourth . . . "Fuck!" he growled.  "It’s just a poem.  Just a poem.  I can write this.  I can write this stupid poem."  He stared at the napkin, reached frantically to his pocket, then to another.  No pen.

He rose, clutching the soggy paper in his fist and lurching toward the bar.  He slammed through dancers and servers alike, coming within inches of smacking his face into the back of one man’s head.  He needed a pen, pencil. . .marker.  Anything.  He moved toward the bar, stopped on the edge of the dance floor, wheeling and snatching the pen from a waitress’ tray and lurching back toward the table.

Which table?  His eyes scanned the shadowed bar, but he could not make out Adrian’s face.  He crossed the dance floor again, the waitress’ high pitched whine boring through his thoughts–ignored, but even as he drew closer to where they’d sat, where he knew. . .thought. . .they’d sat, he did not see her.

"Fuck. . ." his words trailed off as huge, ham-like hands, fueled by his own chemicals, gripped his shoulder and yanked.  He saw angry faces, heard the waitress’ whine grow louder and more petulant, managed a soft curse before he was propelled across the floor, head smacking painfully into the wall.  His sight didn’t clear until he was stumbling down the stairs to the street, falling in a heap.  His hand still clutched the pen, and the wadded, crumpled napkin.  He stared at both numbly.  The paper was a dingy shade of grey in the dim lamplight.
 

Dante stared at the endless rows of characters and codes on his computer screen, squinting to keep them in focus through the chemical fuzz that had kept him upright for so many days . . . so many lifetimes.  He was typing with just two fingers, the fragments of Adrian’s napkin clutched in either hand.  The digital clock in the upper corner of the screen ticked away, winding down, endless spirals, ending.   His fingers moved mechanically.  He knew the programming languages, the subroutines, the codes that could save a world if only he were Legion — if only he remembered why it mattered.  His fingers tapped away rhythmically, and the beat of the music returned to him . . . the sight of her moving through the crowd at the Weeping Violet . . . the empty, vacant hole that ate away at his insides now that she was gone.  He knew he could track her down, could find her again – thought he could.  That last glimpse, colorless eyes and expressionless face.  He could not face what he might find.

Her words were so much ink, pulped, faded into the palm of his hands.  A single word remained, indelible, despite his mangling of the rest.  Grey.  That, and nothing more.  His fingers flew.  His thoughts melted slowly to shades without color or form.

Behind him, coming from an unknown leak in the plumbing of the apartment above his, water flowed down the surface of the wall where her black lipstick reflected absolutely nothing.  The letters began to run, to mingle, to blacken his carpet at the base of the wall, leaving vague shadow-images of her words to stain the white wall.

The words on the computer screen blurred.  His fingers slowed.  The clock ticked:

Ending.








  

The Purloined Prose
 

By Patricia Lee Macomber & David Niall Wilson
 

The Swan.  To most the name conjured images of pristine white feathers, a graceful neck, motion so fluid it mocked the very water in which the bird itself swam.  To Edgar, it was an oasis, a hideout, and his temple.  He sat at the worn oak and brass altar, folded over a chalice so fogged from age that the light barely penetrated it.  His thoughts were turned inward, though his ears were trained on the conversation four stools down.  He had no idea he was sitting at the bar with a dead man.

Flickering gaslights dueled with the shadows, chased them across timeworn and tattered walls until they threatened not to exist at all, and then retreated as long dark fingers reached toward the tenuous threads of illumination and threatened to choke the life from them.  Edgar's hand trembled, poised over a scrap of paper on which he scribbled hasty words, some of them his own, some gleaned from the hushed conversation that floated to him from the others.  The barman drew near, though he regarded Edgar not at all, and Edgar, the scribbler of stolen words, turned on his stool and put his shoulder and arm between the barman and the paper.

"It has to be a heart, don't you see."  The words were slurred and punctuated with spittle but the small, ferret-like man was adamant.

His friend, a large, hulking fellow in a dark coat, his hat slumped in a shapeless mass on the bar at his side, shrugged and downed the rest of his drink in one great gulp.  "You are the wordsmith, not I.  But I'll tell you this: You'd have a much better time of it if you actually wrote down some of your grand ideas instead of hammering me with them night after night."

"Ah, but I have!" the smaller man said with a wink, patting his jacket with one hand.  Something crinkled beneath the pressure of his hand.  He finished his drink and set the glass down with a clunk.  "Every last one.  And you'll be laughing out the other side of your face when you see them published, my friend."  He slapped the big man on the back and withdrew from the stool, letting his body settle carefully onto his legs and drawing in a large breath to steel himself against the effects of gravity.

"Yes, yes!  So you keep saying," the big man retorted, eyeing his tottering companion with a mixture of amusement and concern.  "Only if you are more adept at writing than you are at walking, though.  Now, let’s be on our way."

The smaller man nodded.  "And while we walk, I shall finish the tale of the heart."

Edgar watched as they made their way to the door, weaving among tables and chairs, dodging other drunken patrons and tilting inward until their shoulders nearly touched.  He watched their backs as the door opened, and then slid his eyes around to the barman's pockmarked face.  He pressed his hand to the bar for a moment, and then slid it into his pocket, the paper tucked neatly into his fist.  He pushed the paper to the bottom and a wrinkled bill was neatly substituted.  It was more than the drink had cost; a tidy tip left for the barman's keen inattention.

Edgar’s mind whirled in a bourbon fog, but the small man’s words had imbedded themselves deeply in his mind, and they helped him to focus.  Written down – all the stories—written down.

Edgar glanced down the bar and stared at the empty stools the two had vacated, then turned to follow them out of the bar.  The words he’d collected rubbed against one another on the crumpled paper in his pocket.  Edgar could almost hear their soft scraping, trying to get free and not quite managing it.

The man had talked about the beating of a heart – loudly, like a clock, like a drumbeat pounding behind plaster walls.  Edgar never sat too close to the two men, so he never got entire stories—only the words.  Stolen words.  Now darkness had seeped in that threatened to blot those out as well.  If they were written down, he was too late.  If the words had been captured and structured, what was left for him?

The sun was long gone from the sky, and without The Swan’s dim light to do battle with them, the shadows closed in tight.  It was chilly.  Edgar pulled his jacket up, turning the collar so that it wrapped about his neck and broke the wind.  He kept his eyes to the ground, watching for potholes in the street, and he walked as quickly as the bourbon would allow.  As he walked, his footsteps on the cobbled street found the rhythm of his heart.  His pulse grew louder, rushing in his ears, and he stopped, closed his eyes, and tried to gather his thoughts.

He needed to get home.  He still had enough oil left in his lamp to write for a few hours, until his bleary eyes could no longer sustain their own weight and the darkness claimed him.  His head pounded with the deep resonance of a phantom heart.   Edgar turned down an alley that cut off from the shadows of the street into even deeper darkness, and staggered toward his rooms .

Halfway down the alley’s length, he caught sight of something lying in his path.  It was too far from the walls to be garbage, unless some children had come by and toppled it as a prank.  Edgar slowed warily, swinging his gaze to either side as he approached.  Then he stopped and stood still as a stone, and the pounding that had threatened to blank his mind grew louder still, pressing up into his throat and, thankfully, choking off a scream.

It was a body, and, as he stepped closer in fascination, he saw that it was a familiar body.  The small, ferret-like man lay face down in the dirt.  His arms were flung out to the side, not as if to catch himself when he fell, but in reaction to something.  That something glittered in the dim light, and Edgar saw that it was the blade of a very long, very thin dagger.  The hilt stood out from the man’s back like a planted cross, and blood ran down the sides of the body to pool on the alley floor.

Then Edgar saw the manuscript, and he forgot the body.  The words whispered softly to him, and a stray breeze caught the top corner of one page and threatened to spirit it away.  The man’s head rested on a pillow of words.  Blood had splattered on the paper, and the pool beneath the body seeped upward, encroaching on the white, word-speckled pages.

Edgar took a last glance around and saw no one.  He leaned down, lifted the man's head by its greasy hair, and yanked the pages free.  He released his grip and watched as the head fell back with a soft, wet thud.  A low, wet moan bubbled over the man's thin lips and Edgar drew in a quick gulp of air.  It was the last sound Edgar heard as his heartbeat sped and roared.  He ran off down the alley, tucking the papers beneath his jacket and fighting to clear the image of that knife, stark and final, pinning the small man’s jacket to his spine.

Back in his rooms, Edgar slammed the door behind him and collapsed against its worn wooden surface with a groan.  He clutched his coat, and the sheaf of papers, tightly to his chest.  The room was sparsely furnished with no more than a bed, a chair, and a small desk upon which rested a stack of clean paper, his ink well and a quill.   Edgar made his way across the darkened room, banging his shin smartly on the foot of the bed and crying out softly.  He knew better than to make too much noise and risk awakening the other tenants of the building.  Grouchy old men flanked him, and down the hall was an old woman with hearing so keen she would sometimes complain that the scratching of his quill on the paper was too loud.

He’d filed away her words.  He’d filed away the images, as well.  He could see her, lying awake, late into the night, her eyes wide open and glaring at the wall that separated them, flinching at each stroke of ink on his paper and dreaming of ways to make him stop.

Edgar flipped the thumb switch on the gas lamp and urged the flame higher, chasing the shadows back into their corners and illuminating the surface of the desk.  There was enough fuel for a few hour's work and no more.  He couldn't afford to waste a single minute.

He pulled the papers out of his coat and dropped into the chair, smoothing the top sheet out with the palms of his hands.  He bent over the page and read, his head cocked to one side and resting on the heel of his hand.  The fingers of that hand tugged at his hair as he read, his face trapped between amazement and revulsion.

The tales were wondrous, but the words were lacking.  Edgar himself could never have concocted such frightening images from his own limited experience, but the man who’d written these pages had an equal inability to distill the images into words.

Now, Edgar reflected, he lacked even the ability to sit on his barstool and speak the words for another’s benefit.  Pity.

Edgar fingered his quill and scowled at the pages.  Some of them were spattered with the man's blood, entire words obscured by the thickening goo.  Edgar shuddered and tried to read more quickly.

When he had read every word, he sat back in his chair and stared off through the one window in his apartment distractedly.  Edgar knew he could do better.  He could bring these tales to life.  He could bring them to the world.

He glanced at the lamp and saw that the reading had cost him nearly half of his oil.  He turned the wick down just a touch, hoping to preserve a few extra minutes of light. Edgar carefully stacked the dead man’s pages and glanced around the room.  The lack of furnishings also provided a decided lack of good places to hide things.  His impatience got the better of him, and he rose, lifted the corner of his mattress, and slipped the manuscript beneath it.  He knew he’d have to find a better place eventually, on the off chance they traced his steps from the alley, but for now this would have to do.

He returned to the desk and slid a fresh sheet of paper into the pool of flickering light.  He unstoppered his ink, poured a small amount into the well, and tapped the tip of a battered quill against the surface of the desk to clear it.

The dead man’s words whirled through his mind.  So many images beckoned to him that it was difficult to sort them, or his thoughts, coherently.  He decided to go with what was clearest in his mind, and that would be the events of the evening, what he’d heard in the bar.  He dismissed the image of the dagger-hilt cross and the small man’s back and he began to write.

"The Tale of the Heart."

Edgar stared at the words he’d written, and then frowned.  With a quick flourish he dragged the quill through the title and wrote another beside it.

"The Tell-tale Heart."   He smiled at the subtle re-arrangement and wished, just for a moment, that he could grab the small man from the past, drag him to the desk and show him.   It wasn’t just the words – it was the way they were used – the art was in their arrangement.

As the flame guttered, threatening to blow out every time he moved, Edgar dipped his quill again, and continued to write.

Morning found him sprawled across the desk, his head resting on the paper and the quill still in his hand.  The ink had dried on the tip and the lamp had gone out.  As he righted himself, his stiff back crying out in protest, he recalled just when that lamp had betrayed him.

One story done, the next begun.  The lamp had given up its last before he'd had a chance to finish.  Edgar had plowed ahead, willing his brain to fight through the sleepless fog and finish that second story in the dark.  His hand rested on the desk still, awaiting further orders.

No, he could recall no more than a bird, a man and a chair.  His brain spun its wheels, trying to wrap itself around that fragmented memory.  The lone window admitted a small square of sunlight, which fell upon the paper, taking the place of the lamplight.  Edgar smiled a smile that was not his own and chuckled.  He cleared the detritus from the pen and began to write.  His smile widened with each word.

He wrote through breakfast and lunch, ignoring all but one cry for his body to relieve itself of the day's doings.  He wrote straight up until two, when he slammed down the quill and gathered together the pages, which now comprised four stories.

He had to eat.  He knew he had to rest, and he had other work to do.  He stared at the pages grasped tightly in his hands, and frowned.

It wasn’t odd for him to drop by the offices of the printer late, and he considered whether, along with the criticism that lay half complete on the desk, buried under the pages, and the blood, he should submit one of the stories.  He itched to see them printed, to see the typeset words on better paper than the poor stuff he scribbled on, but.

There was the other man.  The stories were changed; there was no doubt of that.  The words were Edgar’s.  Still – there was the matter of the heart.  There were the images, the blood-soaked, too-vivid images, not the least of which was the recurring visage of the small man, gesticulating wildly at his friend and spouting his ideas like a madman.  What if that friend read the papers?  What if that friend, even though he’d never so much as turned in Edgar’s direction, knew who he was, and had seen him scribbling the stolen words, night after night.  If that man were looking for his friend’s killer – or, worse yet, if that man was his friend’s killer – what would he do when he read that story?

Edgar’s brow broke out in a cold sweat, and he brushed his sleeve across it.   He gathered together the sheaf of bloodstained papers and ordered them as neatly as he could, then glanced around the room.  There was so little furniture that, under close scrutiny, he saw the close resemblance to a cell.  He moved to the bed, lifted the hard mattress, and tucked the papers carefully beneath it.   Then, with the stories tucked neatly under his jacket, he headed out of his room and down the stairs.

The sunlight assaulted him, brighter somehow when unhampered by glass.  Nevertheless, he lowered his head, squinted shut his eyes, and trudged up the street toward the printers, trying to pry his mind from thoughts of the stories brushing up against him through the linen of his shirt, or the soft moan the man had uttered when his head struck the alley floor.
 

That night, Edgar dreamed.

He dreamed of New York City.  He sat in a chair, facing an older man – an editor.  He wasn’t sure how he knew this, but he did.

Edgar sat nervously in his chair.  He fussed with the pleats of his pants and slicked back his hair, watching the broad-shouldered man in the expensive suit read his stories.  They were his stories now and no other's.  The only man who could say otherwise was cold and stiff.  Besides, while the ideas had not been born in Edgar’s imagination, the words certainly had.  That made the stories his and thus the fame would be his, as well.

The man read on, eyes widening at one word and narrowing at another.  Edgar found it impossible to gauge the man's true response – his vision was oddly vague.  Sounds were louder than he could ever remember.  As he read, he put each finished page down on the desk face up, in order.  Edgar thought of how this stack would mount up, of how he would have to re-order the pages when the man was done.  He wondered which story the man was reading, and why his eyebrows went up and down – why his lips pursed, then frowned, and then went back to a fine hard slit.  Edgar fidgeted with his shoe and frowned.

And then he saw it.

The top page on the stack, the one the editor had just set down, had a small red mark on the upper left corner.  It was not a fingerprint, for surely he had seen the man grasp the page by the top right corner.  Edgar frowned and looked more closely.

The bottom page in the man's hand sprouted a red spot of its own.  It blossomed before Edgar's eyes and grew larger as he read.  Edgar swallowed and looked away, blinking three times in quick succession.  When he looked back, the red spot was still there and it had grown larger.

More spots broke out on the pages in the editor's hands.  Still more popped up on the stack upon the desk.  Edgar twitched inside, his stomach tying itself into a huge knot and his eye beginning to spasm.  The editor’s expression continued to shift through emotions, following the words on the page, but his hands dripped with blood.  His fingers smeared the pages, and a steady drip had begun at the edge of the desk, falling from where blood pooled beneath the pages.

Edgar could barely breathe, and that drip became louder.  He watched each droplet form, release from the congealed miasma on the desktop, then fall, quivering through the air to PLOP into the puddle beneath the desk.

Then the editor scanned the final page and looked up.  He grinned at Edgar.  It was the big man. The man who’d been with the smaller one in the bar – and he was smiling.  His smile widened impossibly and the teeth it revealed were long, sharp, and hungry.

Edgar screamed.

He sat up with a start.  He was shaking and drenched in sweat.  It was still dark, and the soft glow from the gaslights shone through the windows, illuminating galaxies of dust motes as they danced in the darkness.  Then he heard the PLOP and his heart nearly stopped.
 

Edgar had made tea, and though it would be hours before the city would awaken, he could no longer sleep.  He had managed to stop the leak in his sink with an old rag, but the echo of that last PLOP gave him no peace.  He still felt clammy from the sweat-drenched nightmare, and he sat at his desk, pen in hand, brooding.

He was trying to pen a criticism of the latest work by Mr. Charles Dickens, whom he admired, but the words would not come to him.  Not those words.  The others would not leave him alone, but Edgar had to eat, and he knew he could not sell the stories.  Not yet.

"Who is he?" he muttered.

The image of the big man, shaking his head in bafflement at the end of the bar as his friend spewed forth those amazing images in a constant stream, came to Edgar again and again.  He tried to remember details.  Had the man’s hands been calloused?  Had he ever come into the tavern with any particular item in his hand that might give a clue to his profession, or his home?  Had Edgar ever heard their names?

Bleary eyed, he returned to the work at hand.  He had a deadline, and if he missed another, he would no longer have to worry about finding the words at all, because he would be finding a job – and a home – instead.  As the sun rose slowly over the city, the scratching of his quill ticked off the moments on the clock, first hesitantly, and then in a steady stream.
 

It was three days later when he finally saw the man, alone at the end of the bar in The Swan.  Edgar watched him carefully, trying not to be obvious.  He wanted to walk over, offer his hand, and ask where the man’s friend was.  Get it out in the open.  Instead, he watched as the man morosely nursed a half-pint and stared at the mirrored wall behind the bar in silence.

It was like being in the theatre and watching a play enacted with one of the main characters missing.  The big man’s hat sat, just as it always had, on the bar at his side.  The stool beside him was pressed tightly against the wood base of the bar, empty with the aspect of having been empty for a very, very long time.  The barman brought pint after pint, but the two men exchanged no pleasantries, and none of the regulars dropped by to ask questions, or offer condolence.

Edgar drew forth a small sheet of paper from his pocket and placed it on the bar beside his own drink, but when he took his pen in hand, there was no urge to write.  The room was filled with subtle sound, low-pitched conversations and clinking glass, the clatter of carriage wheels on the street outside, and the cries of merchants as they closed their shops and carted their wares off the main thoroughfare.

No words.  There was nothing for him to borrow, nothing to steal.  The empty barstool mocked him.  He began to hallucinate forms and movements in the clump of felt the big man called a hat, and each winking crystal goblet signaled to him, and then ignored him when he turned to see.

Then it started.  Edgar turned his gaze to the blank sheet of paper, and was horrified to see that it had a spatter of blood near the upper right corner.  Had he grabbed this from the wrong sheaf of paper?  Had it soaked from his desk somehow, or been shaken free of his clothing after he left the alley?

But no, it was fresh, wasn’t it?  It was too red to be dried on the paper, and it was spreading.  Edgar glanced up to see if the barman had noticed, but he had not.  No one had seen – yet.  No one knew.

Edgar glanced down the bar at the big man, and as he did so, he felt something on his palm.  Alarmed, he glanced down again and gasped, unable to contain the exclamation.  The blood had pooled, not soaking into the paper, but leaking out of it.  There was a gelatinous globe of deep, red blood quivering atop the paper.  It had sprung an inner leak along one side and the trickle that ran out across the bar was what had touched Edgar’s hand.

He glanced up again wildly.  The barman had begun to walk toward him, and Edgar’s heart pounded.  He found that he couldn’t breathe, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw that the big man at the end of the bar had spun in his seat and had fixed him with a cold stare.  When the man slowly rose, Edgar could take no more.  He leaped back from his stool, toppling his beer, and spun crazily, nearly veering into a table and two men playing chess on his way out.
 

Shaking his head, the barman swiped his cloth across the counter and mopped up the spilled pint, cursing under his breath and vowing to charge the odd little man who’d spilled it double the next time he came in.
 

Edgar crashed out into the growing twilight and lit off for home.  Everywhere he looked things were tinged in red.  There was no sound of pursuit, but how far behind could they be?

He reached his rooms and slammed in through the door.  The hinges complained, and the knob jiggled wildly about from the sudden fury of his entrance.  He shut it just as quickly and ran to the bedside.  He grasped the edge of the old mattress and pulled it upward.  The pages were still neatly pressed beneath mattress and frame and Edgar let go an audible sigh of relief.  Then he grabbed the stack and sorted it roughly.  He pulled free those pages from which he had already written and set them aside in a rough stack.  As he turned away, the mattress fell back into place with a solid thud.

He crossed to the old fireplace by the door, the room's one ounce of charm.  It was sweltering outside, but tonight, the fireplace would add its own heat to the already jungle-like summer night.

Edgar set match to paper and sat back on his haunches, watching as the papers went up in a swift puff of smoke.  Cheap paper, it had been, as rough and feeble as any he had seen.  And now it curled and charred and wasted away to ashes.

Just before the blackened edges spread inward, Edgar caught sight of a small stain on the bottom of one page.  Blood.  Black devoured red and the stain disappeared as quickly as it had appeared.  Then another arose on the blackening surface.  And another.  Another.

"No," Edgar mumbled into his right fist.  "No, no…"

He  rubbed the palms of his hands into his eyes until the pressure nearly made him pass out.

He came slowly back to his senses as evening’s shadows lengthened to night.  He had not, he realized, bought more oil for his lamp.  There was a stationery shop around the corner he knew to keep late hours, and to carry small jars of oil.  He might make it there and back if he hurried.  The flash of flame in the fireplace had long since died away.

Edgar glanced into the ashes on the hearth, but there was no sign of blood, or dampness of any kind.  Only the bone-dust of words.  Turning away, he slipped out into the night.

He walked through the moonlight, his head bent low and eyes on his shoes.  As luck would have it, the stationery shop was open and the gentleman with the tight mustache and careless hair admitted him long enough to purchase one small bottle of oil.  He clutched it tightly to his chest and turned toward home, letting the light of the moon guide him.

By the time he reached his own door once more, he felt immensely better.  Surely the words would flow and his review would be complete.  No more purloined stories or nonsense about bleeding paper.

Once the lamp was refueled and the match struck, the shadows receded and all that remained of the day's madness was a tangy odor of smoke that teased at his nostrils and made him think of fat Christmas sausages.  Edgar settled into his chair, took up his quill, and began to read what little he'd written already.  Still, his eyes shot to the stack of stories on the back corner of his desk.  They were hard to avoid and even harder to remember.

He reached out toward the pages, meaning to just glance at the top page for just a moment, and then paused.  He had the distinct and terrifying impression that there was something behind him, something just begging him to turn and see it.  He resisted; he tried to force his mind back to the business at hand.  The sensation was too strong, and Edgar turned.

A red stain crept out from beneath the mattress and sheet.  It gathered at the bottom of the sheet, and then traced a thin line to the bottom of the bed frame.

Drip!  One drop hit the floor, and then another, and the stain worked steadily out from some deep pool of red within, seeping through the aged material until it had spread out to cover the bottom corner of the mattress and formed a large, dark puddle on the floor.

"No!  Nonononooooo…" Edgar shut his eyes.  He ground his teeth until the sound of it deafened him, and he fought the growing tide of terror for control of his mind.

It’s not real, he thought.  It’s all in your head, man – there is no blood

He turned and faced the desk once more, reaching as calmly as he could manage for the quill.  The steady drip of the blood at his back was deafening, and he wondered if the woman who could hear the sound of his quill on paper in the early hours of the morning could not hear this as well.  Perhaps she was out now, calling the constable to report the dripping sound

"Not so quick as dripping water, it weren’t, sir," she’d say, "but thick-like.  Like blood, not so much a drip as a bleeding cut.  I heard it through his WALLS."

The dripping was so loud it shook the room, and Edgar dragged himself back from the terror, realizing as he did that the shaking was nothing more than his own nervous tremors.  He stared at his hand and thought about the man in the bar and his large friend.  He tried to picture them in his mind, only now he couldn't recall if the man had actually been there at all.  Perhaps only the larger man had been there.  Maybe Edgar had never seen a body in the alley at all, only papers and pages and stories.  Maybe none of it had ever happened at all.  Maybe there was no pile of stories on his desk, only a stack of empty pages he’d lined up in his own delirium.

He looked back over his shoulder and whimpered.  The stain had grown and the puddle beneath was making its way across the floor, spreading into a lake of blood and stretching out to reach for him with glistening red rivulets for talons.

With a cry, Edgar brought the quill down on his free hand.  There was a flash of sudden, intense pain, and he felt the kiss of ink and blood as they mixed.  With a quick suck of dry air, he glanced sharply over his shoulder at the bed.  The blood was gone.  He laughed, and the tinny sound echoed off the walls and died slowly.

There never had been any blood.  And he had never stolen any stories.  The large man at the bar had been alone, and the small man with the face of a ferret and a million stories in his head was a figment of Edgar’s own imagination.  Like a mantra, he set those thoughts running over and over in his mind.

Yes, that's it, he thought.  It was my own psyche fighting to bring the stories to the surface.  My own personal Cyrano.

He looked down and blinked at the droplet of blood oozing from the wound on the back of his hand.  The tip of the quill had punctured his skin, and the edges of the cut were growing dark and curling in on themselves.  Edgar smiled to himself and began to hum.  He couldn’t have done that to his hand.  It was another product of his imagination.

An even smaller droplet of blood clung to the pen and ran into the ink channel.  As he set it to the paper, the blood soaked in and stained it, first a bright red, then pink and finally purple as it flowed away and the ink ruled once more.

Edgar screamed and leaped from his chair, knocking it to the floor and shaking the desk so hard that the lamp nearly toppled in a mass of flames.  He righted it with shaking hands before it had a chance to spill the precious oil.  Then he stood in the middle of the room, face buried in his hands, shaking harder than he thought possible.

Slowly, he peeked between the fingers of his hands at the words on the page.  They were still stained that accusing red.  He turned his hand over, and saw that the small oozing droplet was spreading across his wrist.  Eyes wide and vacant, he turned to the bed.  More than anything in his life he wanted to see clean, white sheets.  He wanted to see a slight lump where the mattress rested on the sheaf of stories. Blood dripping from his fingers to stain the floor, he knew that he would not.

The corner of the mattress was a clotted mass of blood.  It was blackened at the seam, but the drip was still brilliant red, trickling across the floor and showing no sign of slowing.  Soon it would trickle under the door and out into the street beyond, and someone would see it.  He turned back to the desk.

He glanced briefly at the review where it languished, unfinished and insignificant in the shadow of the pages he’d written the night before.  Stolen words.  The pile of paper was so pregnant with indefinable dread that he expected the corner of it to be soaked with dark ink and bleeding on to the desk.

His hand began to throb, and Edgar walked into his small kitchen and ran cold water over it, washing away the blood and gritting his teeth against the bite of cold water on his suddenly fevered skin.

He wrapped a linen napkin around his hand, covering the wound, and walked to the bed.  As he drew near, the room grew hazy, and he stopped.  The second he stood still, his sight cleared, and the steady drip resumed.  Before he could lose his courage, Edgar leaned in close and gripped the sodden corner of the mattress firmly.  As his fingers closed, he closed his eyes as well and gritted his teeth against the sensation.

It never came.  The mattress was as dry and hard as it had been the first day he’d laid eyes on it, and Edgar’s eyes snapped open as he stared, his heart trip-hammering in his chest.  No blood.  He lifted the mattress and took the sheaf of papers into his trembling hands.

Feverishly, he thumbed through the pages, removed the top ten and replaced the rest beneath the mattress.  He strode to his desk, brushed aside the unfinished review almost absently, and dropped into the chair.  There was no sound of dripping blood from behind him.  He did not look to see what state the corner of the mattress might be in.  He read, and then reread the words, letting them sink into his mind.  As he did so, he worried at them, teased them and poked them into a slightly different shape, a more proper tale.  It was a tale of obsession, wine, and revenge, and it made his tongue tingle for just a taste of the vine, but he ignored it.

Straightening his desk, his hand still throbbing with pain, Edgar pulled a blank page from the stack on his desk, and as the lamp flickered and danced, casting its laughing shadows mockingly into the corners of the room, he wrote.  He concentrated on the words, and on the paper.  The room faded to the background, and it wasn’t until two hours later, when he heard an angry banging on his wall, that he looked up from his work.

The hour was very late.  The oil he’d managed to purchase was low, and there were only a very few hours until he would be expected to turn in his review.  He stared at the paper, pressed to the desk beneath his cramped fingers.  There was page after page of writing, neat and ordered, and he barely remembered writing it.  He had vague images, and there was something about Amontillado whirling through his thoughts, but…

He straightened the pages and added them to the stack of those he’d already written.  Bleary eyed, he reached for his review, and for the next hour or so, conscious of every slight scratch of his quill on the page, he worked, glancing nervously at the wall separating him from the old harpy with the bat’s ears.  He finished with barely enough time for two hours rest, and without even glancing at the corner of the mattress; he fell across it into a fitful, dazed sleep.
 

The Swan was crowded, and it was difficult to get a good line of sight down the bar.  Edgar sat, hunched over a glass of sherry, and glared at the two empty seats across the room.  There had been no sign of the large man, and Edgar’s hands, wrapped tightly around the stem and body of his glass, trembled.  In his pocket he had a single sheet of the small man’s manuscript, and on the bar before him, paper and pen.  He had written nothing, no captured or stolen phrases.

He was watchful now.  At the first sign of the blood, he knew he’d have to write.  If he concentrated on the manuscript page in his pocket, went over the story in his head, and wrote the result, everything would be fine.  Everything would be dry, free of blood, and they would not stare at him.  Their voices would remain muted and distant and impersonal, and they would not accuse him.

An image of the alley surfaced, the man’s bloody head leaking onto the pile of paper and he shuddered.  He wondered, briefly, if he put the papers back where he’d found them, if the man would rematerialize slowly, blood first, to cover his words, but somehow he knew it was not that simple – and never would be again.

Edgar sipped his Amontillado and thought of the pages, piled and waiting, on his desk.  He had more work to do – a criticism and an essay – but first the blood would take its price, and there were many, many pages of the little man’s manuscript left to finish.  He shuddered again, and downed his drink, signaling the barman for another.

What he feared the most was the bottom of that pile.  What would happen when he dropped the last of the manuscript into his fire and watched the blood flow and dry and crackle to dust?  When all the stolen words were translated, and the stories piled in a heap on his desk, would they bleed?  Would he have to start again, and again, drying it all away through the tip of his quill, or would it be set to rest?

His eyes were slightly sunken, and his pallor had become unhealthy, and even paler than was his wont.  No one took notice, though they stared at him more closely when he turned in his work at the paper, or when he bought food, oil, or ink.  His plan was to write slowly, a little every night, stretching the dead man’s words out across the years to come.   If he was never without a sheet of paper, and one of the pages of the ferret-man’s manuscript, then if and when the blood began, or he was afraid that someone was noticing something, he could translate a few words, or re-read the story at hand.

He was half afraid that if the manuscript brought enough blood, since he’d joined his own to it through the quill, that it would draw him down to his death.

The barman brought his drink, and Edgar cupped it between his palms without looking up.  He took a long pull on the sweet, chilled wine and turned to glance down at the empty seats once more.  He started, nearly spilling his drink.  There was something on the bar, something indistinct and shapeless, but familiar.  He shook and drank again, and as he did, he watched.  The big man’s hat.  It lay in its usual shapeless mass on the bar.  There was no sign of its owner, but something dark was pooled beneath it.

Edgar shoved his drink away violently, nearly tipping it.  He scrabbled for his quill and drew a small bottle of ink from his breast pocket.  Opening it and dipping the quill, he began to write with feverish intensity.  Outside, the bells on the city clock had begun to ring maddeningly, and though he knew they went on for moments only, the echoing sound lingered.  He twisted the sound into something the ferret man had said, something from the page in his pocket.

"The bells, bells bells bells…."

At the end of the bar, where the evening sunlight cast Edgar’s shadow down the bar, the lumpy mass that had been a hat dissolved to nothing, and the barman rubbed the smooth, polished surface of the ball unseeing.  There was no sound but the loud, insistent scratching of a quill.






  

A Wreath of Clouds
 

By David Niall Wilson & Stephen Mark Rainey
 

The old mansion looked down over the New England cliffs with empty eyes shuttered against the whistling wind that endlessly battered its ramparts. Even in daylight, the house crouched defensively on its perch, hiding its face from observers below; in the dark, it was a lightless silhouette, but still distinguishable as black against black. No one in town had seen the interior of the house in countless years, nor did anyone know the name or manner of its occupant, though it certainly had one. It was a puzzle to be whispered over at twilight, a story to frighten the children into their beds at an early hour. A mystery.

Daniel Schell had lately taken to peering at the house from the window above his desk, admiring its sharp outline against the perpetually cloudy sky beyond the mountain. Schell was a professor of art history, classical architecture being his specialty; but he'd taken a semester off from teaching at his New York University to research a book on early American mansions and homesteads in the New England and Mid-Atlantic states. He'd seen everything from the famous castles of the Vanderbilts to the tiniest Colonial churches in little backwoods communities; places the rest of the world had forgotten. They existed in a proliferation that few of his urban peers would have ever dreamed.

It was the smallest of communities that appealed to him most. After so many wearying years in Manhattan and Long Island, he'd welcomed a retreat to this little corner of Maine, not far from Bar Harbor, where he’d found the necessary peace of mind to write. A couple of churches in town harkened back to the days when the State was still a part of the Colony of Massachusetts, and it was during his investigation of them that he realized how deeply the little community appealed to him.

Schell felt particularly frustrated, with two deadly dull pages of detailed exposition grinning arrogantly at him from his computer monitor, daring him to proceed. He was tired, more bone-weary than any waking soul should be, and his eyes were beginning to lose their focus from too many hours of staring at the glowing CRT.

In his distraction, a different glow caught him by surprise, something apart from the light of his monitor—something outside his window. Once he’d registered its presence, he had to wonder how long it had been there; a few minutes, maybe, or even quite a few minutes? He had no idea. He'd been lost in never-never land.

An odd luminescence radiated from the sides of the old house on the mountain, or from behind it, outlining the building against the darkness of the sky. He'd seen a similar effect in the occasional flash of lightning, but lightning was a fleeting thing; this glow was not going away. He blinked several times and shook his head in an effort to clear his vision, but it was there, and it was growing brighter.

A fire? he wondered. There was nothing on the other side of that house but a sheer drop to the ocean below. A ship at sea? It would have to be damned big blaze to put off such a glare. He frowned; the light didn't flicker the way a fire would. He trifled momentarily with the notion of phoning the police to report it; but unless somebody else called in with a similar report, they'd likely pass him off as a crank. And, oddly, while a number of pedestrians passed back and forth below this third floor window, none of them seemed to share his fascination with the phenomenon.

This, he thought, was something he wanted to check out himself. He thought maybe the fresh air would clear his head, and he was getting nothing done where he sat. He headed downstairs, grabbed a jacket from his front closet and stepped out into the cool autumn air.

The absence of moonlight emphasized the distant gleam rising from the mountain behind the old house, stirring in him a sense of mystery. He slipped quickly behind the wheel of his old Dodge and cranked the engine before he had a chance to change his mind. There was nothing like an adventure to kick-start stagnant creativity.

He hadn't driven up the old road to the mountain since he'd first moved out from the city.  From the look of the asphalt and the overgrown weeds that lined it, few others had felt the urge in recent days. Even the county and state, as if sensing that there was little necessity for maintenance, had avoided the place. The surface of the road was pitted and uneven, with potholes as deep as Dutch ovens pocking its surface.

Schell wound in and around them, moving slowly and watching the road. The last thing he needed was for his "adventure" to end in a flat tire, or a wrong turn off into the weeds.

It slid over the mountain, moving slowly toward him. It didn't undulate, or steam, or wisp in the wind. It rose and lit the place up like some kind of searchlight gone awry. Strange, he thought, as bright as the light was, no one else in town had come out to investigate. Not even a stray police cruiser on the road. Surely, someone else had seen it; half the mountain was bright as day. There was no way they could miss it at the Gray Whale Tavern, just a couple of miles down the shoreline!

The car suddenly bucked as it hit a deep pothole, and in the headlights, he saw that the road all but disappeared in a tangle of dead limbs and bracken. If he were to continue, he'd have to do so on foot. A moment's consideration and he decided that, as much as he'd been in the mood for adventure, he didn't care to hike the remaining mile or so on his own. He stopped, shifted into reverse and backed carefully around the offending pothole, finally finding an open enough space to turn the car around. He had a harrowing moment when the tires spun impotently in a deep rut, but they caught, and with a sigh of relief, he guided the car back in the direction he'd come, only a little sorry he hadn't been able to complete his mission of discovery.

A sudden spot of brilliance in his rear view mirror snared his attention, and he took his eyes off the road for a few seconds too long. The road curved, the Dart didn’t follow; it dove off the shoulder and into the ditch.  He slammed on the brakes, and the car thudded to a halt with its nose half-buried in dirt and loose rock. He tried desperately to back out, but the car gave a single, tired lurch and the engine died.  A quick burst of steam slipped from beneath the hood and the Dodge's spirit departed for a better land.

"Christ."

His thoughts shifted from the car’s predicament to his own when the odd, glowing light suddenly bathed the dashboard.  He twisted his head to look out the rear window. The road and the surrounding trees were drenched in silver, as if the light of the moon had increased to the magnitude of the sun. His heart hammered into overdrive as the cold light washed over his car, over his body, its source apparently directly overhead, out of his line of vision. He heard nothing, yet a crackling, vibrating energy charged the air the hairs on his arms and the back of his neck stood out rigidly. The light gleamed on the crumpled hood of the car, and Schell expected the object casting it to appear through the window at any moment.

But before whatever-it-was could slide into view, the light abruptly vanished.  A thick darkness settled over the woods and the car—a darkness so unexpected that the change didn't register in Schell's mind for several seconds, his eyes still focusing on a brilliant but shapeless afterimage.

When his eyes grew accustomed to the absence of light, Schell began to consider the depth of the situation he'd gotten himself into. It was a long way back home, on a dark deserted road, and something he couldn't identify or understand lurked somewhere nearby. He shivered and scanned the shadows.

He pushed the car door open—reluctantly, and searched the sky through a latticework of tree limbs. Few stars broke through the hazy cloud cover, and all around him the black, twisted pillars of tree trunks rose like a barricade against what scant light the night sky might provide.

"Not happy," he muttered, "not happy at all." He struggled out of the car and found his footing precarious on the loose gravel. He had to figure out what to do next.  His car was going nowhere.  Could he make the long, cold walk home, alone in the darkness?  If no one had already shown up on the road, it wasn't likely anyone would for the rest of the night. With no cell phone or even a CB in his car, he couldn't very well call for help.

The house at the top of the hill was much closer than home, or even the main road into town. Whoever lived up there almost certainly would have a phone, and might be able to provide a reasonable explanation for the phenomenon he'd witnessed.  Barring all that, maybe they had hot coffee.

He wandered up the road a hundred yards or so and studied the deadfall that had forced him to turn around. Surely, if somebody lived up there, they’d keep this road clear? The old road wasn't necessarily the only way up to the place, but it would certainly be the most direct. He kicked a tangle of thick limbs out of the road, and climbed over a section of fallen tree that extended halfway across the road. On a whim, he studied the break in the trunk, confirmed that it had fallen, not been cut. He hummed a few bars of "Suspicious Minds."

He climbed steadily, scanning the sky and the towering trees on either side of the road. Whatever the light had been, wherever it had come from, it did not seem to be making an encore performance. After he'd gone another few hundred yards, he turned to look back the way he'd come. In the darkness, he could no longer see his car, or even the deadfall.

The road grew steeper, and around a bend Schell saw the angled roof of the old mansion jut into the sky like an onyx blade against a black velvet curtain. It wasn't far now, and as he drew nearer, he saw that the house wasn’t totally dark; on the lower floor, a single window glowed dimly.  He hoped whoever was inside had a phone so that he could call someone to pick him up.

He ran through his possible saviors, and found the list lacking. He could try Karen, whom he'd met at the town's sole nightspot; they'd gotten to know each other well in recent months, and even slept together a couple of times. She was one of the few people he knew who shared any interest at all in his creative ventures, and who might listen to his reasons for coming up here without telling him bluntly that he had mulch for brains.  He didn’t know if her understanding would extend to midnight mountain drives.  There were a couple of others, but those were even less likely to show sympathy.

The road veered to the left and sloped down toward the cliff, beyond which the wide, black expanse of the ocean met the horizon. He heard the faint sound of breakers in the distance, and the air tasted salty. A long gravel driveway led up to the house.  It was a Tudor-style home, three stories high.  Several chimneys rose above the rooftop. The only light was in the window he'd seen before. The windows of the upper floors were shuttered, and probably had been for years. This close, Schell wasn't sure he wanted to approach the front door.

Looking back toward town, he saw the lights from his neighborhood, though he couldn't make out his own apartment building. Out at sea he saw no ships. He sighed. If this had happened to anyone else, he'd say they were a damned fool and deserved what they got. He turned down the driveway toward the house, his footsteps seeming ominously loud now that he was possibly within earshot of an unknown someone.

Even in the dark, he could tell that the facade of the house was badly weathered and probably hadn't seen a coat of paint in decades. The roof was missing shingles, and no smoke poured from any of the chimneys. The flagstones leading up to the front door were cracked, some little more than rubble. But the lawn, what little he could see of it, appeared to have been mowed sometime before summer's end, and the holly bushes on either side of the front porch had been trimmed back so that the entry wasn't blocked.

He stepped up to the door, took a deep breath, knocked, and waited. He scanned the sky, the woods, the ocean; inexplicably, he felt that if the strange light were going to reappear, it would do so shortly—almost as if it were in some way a sentient extension of this house; a lure, or a guardian. Or both.

He was just about ready to give up and head down the mountain on foot when he heard a movement on the other side of the door.  The door opened slowly to reveal a shadowy figure, framed by the soft glow of a lamp from behind him. A pair of bright eyes regarded him curiously, but the figure did not speak.

"Hello," Schell said uncertainly. "I had an accident on the road and I was wondering if I might use your telephone."

"You saw it, then. I knew someone would see it. What's your name, son?"

"Daniel. Daniel Schell."

"Please come inside."

Schell did as directed, unsure of how to respond to the man's odd comments. If he'd seen that light, everyone must have seen it. Vision wasn't something one could turn on or off at will.

As he followed his host's retreating form, he took in the furnishings of the old place. It was a vision of seedy opulence. The tapestries that hung on the walls, the thick carpets clotted with dust and the varnished railings and trim spoke of wealth he'd seldom experienced so close at hand, and yet it felt tainted. Nothing appeared to have been touched for years—perhaps a century. There was no evidence of the old man's presence, beyond the small circle of light that flowed from the small oil lamp; no evidence of habitation by anyone.

As they moved further in, however, it was obvious that, though he didn’t use the entire place, the man had lived in the house for some time. In the spacious great room, Schell saw a rustic fireplace, huge, full-wall bookshelves, and an imposing, dusty chandelier. The entire room was littered with thick, leather-bound books, vials and bottles, and paper. There were papers everywhere, wadded up, piled, and filed—surely more than double what Schell had filled in the six years of his professional writing career. He was about to ask about those papers when his host opened a door and motioned for him to enter.

This was the kitchen, and Schell's mood changed drastically when he saw the steaming teapot on the stove. The pleasant aroma of flowers and herbs wafted across the room to him, and there was another lamp on one of the counter tops. He flashed on the glowing light, but this was far too dim, and he realized they were so far inside the old place that he wouldn’t have been able to see this room from the outside. Still, the hospitable atmosphere made the house less formidable, and when the old man turned to him with two ceramic cups in his hand, a little wry grin splitting his face, the room seemed suddenly homey, and he began to wonder just what it had been that he’d feared.

"Forgive my bad manners. My name is Radu Murgocci," the man said, handing Schell one of the cups.

"Thank you," Schell said, accepting the tea, casting aside any unseemly thoughts of being drugged and buried in some lightless cellar, never to be seen again. He accepted the old man's offer to take a seat at the little table next to the wall. Murgocci's voice was deep, with a trace of Eastern European accent. The old man had a full head of iron gray hair, pale skin, and a face deeply creased. "I wasn't sure if anyone lived up here," Schell said. “I can see your house from my window. And tonight, that light—"

"So you came to see if you could discover what it was. I know. This is the first time you've ever seen it?"

"Yes."

"I have seen it here on two previous occasions. The last was two years ago. Each time it is the same—it appears first out at sea, then moves toward the cliff, and down the mountainside. And then it disappears, but something remains behind. One can feel it, if one is receptive."

"What do you mean? Do you know what it is?"

Murgocci shook his head noncommittally, and then peered deeply into Schell's eyes. "Did you see the source of the light?"

"No, I only saw it pass over the trees. I nearly got caught it in when my car ran into the ditch…"

The old man looked disappointed. "You encountered no one on the way, is this not so? As if it appeared to you and you alone, no?"

Schell nodded, bewildered but vaguely excited by the man's insight. "So it seemed."

"Based on my experience, I can tell you that few others, if any, saw it. It chooses who will witness its arrival."

"Can't you tell me what it is?"

"No."

Schell waited, hoping Murgocci would elaborate; but the old man merely sipped his tea and looked toward the window.

"Have patience," Murgocci said, after a few moments. "Your journey here will not go unrewarded."

"You obviously know more than you're telling me."

Murgocci chuckled softly. "It is true; my first experience with this apparition was over fifty years ago. I lived in Romania then, in a small place called Viziru, near the Brailu marshes at the mouth of the Danube. This was during World War II, and the long arm of the Third Reich had clawed its way into our town.  The region is rich with oil. The war itself meant little to us, but for the German presence. One day I happened to encounter an officer of the Wehrmacht. He was very, very drunk, this man, and from the little German I understood, I gathered he was on the run from someone—or something. I thought perhaps he was a deserter; conditions for the German army were quite terrible in our country, so far from their main lines of supply. However, this man appeared frightened of something that had nothing to do with the war. I recall his name. It was Prinn. Gunther Prinn."

Murgocci eyed Schell as if waiting for a sign that the name held some significance for him. When none came, the old man continued. "You are of German lineage, no? Perhaps a Von Schellenberg at one time? No? Of course, you are much too young to know anything of the war first-hand. Anyway, this man Prinn claimed to have seen a blazing 'wreath of clouds' while he was in the Transylvanian Alps; a light such as you saw tonight, one that pursued him, but was unseen by most others around him."

"But you saw it."

Murgocci nodded. "I saw it. It crept down from the mountains and along the earth, swallowing the darkness, and except for Oberleutnant Prinn and myself, no one else could claim to witness the event. It advanced to the edge of the nearby marshes, where it disappeared—much as it did tonight. And shortly thereafter, as if I must tell you, Gunther Prinn vanished from the face of the earth."

"But of course."

The old man chuckled. "And what do you suppose I should come to find in my possession but the man's diary." Murgocci’s eyes gleamed conspiratorially. "If the Wehrmacht ever knew I had availed myself of this officer's belongings before they declared him missing in action, I would have been shot. I could not read German at the time, and still I am not fluent. However, I had portions of the journal translated, and I can tell you that our man Prinn was possessed of some fascinating convictions."

Schell leaned forward, his attention captured by the old man's story, but at the edge of his senses, something stirred, some little noise or movement, something that diverted his focus for a moment. Murgocci noted his distraction and a thoughtful frown creased his face.

"This 'wreath', as he called it," Murgocci said softly, "had also appeared to him on at least one previous occasion. He believed it to be a 'shadow', brilliant as it might be, of something else, something moving about in realms ordinarily closed to us. He was in possession of certain arcane writings, some of which he named in his diary—many of which I have tracked down over the years. Such things have always been of interest to me, even before my encounter with Oberleutnant Prinn, for in my part of the world, history is rich with legends, and the underpinnings of society are very different than what you have in this country. There is a much deeper appreciation for antiquity, a faith in things beyond the mundane; even today, old traditions linger in every village—indeed, in every heart—that cannot be overcome by the forward rush of the world. Perhaps you understand what I am saying to you, eh?"

"I think I do," Schell said quietly.

"Herr Prinn's presence in Romania was not purely coincidence. He had requested his assignment there. His ancestors were no strangers to ancient mysteries; a number of them passed on writings of their experiences with forces that we would consider unknown, or unknowable. Those old stories no doubt stirred his curiosity."

Again, something diverted Schell's attention from Murgocci’s story. A faint sound, he thought, a low rumble, seemingly coming from somewhere within the house. He glanced at the doorway through which they'd entered; beyond it, the hallway disappeared into complete darkness. He felt as if he sat within a bright, tiny sphere amid a lightless chasm which might or might not harbor something beyond his comprehension.

He noticed that Murgocci craned his neck to peer past him, his eyes widening slightly, but otherwise inscrutable.

"Something is different here," Schell said softly. "What's going on?"

"Perhaps tonight one or both of us shall learn what became of Oberleutnant Prinn," Murgocci said. "I believe that the light is a message bearer; and tonight, the message has finally arrived."

Schell felt a slight chill. Surely, the warm atmosphere of the room, the delicious tea, and Murgocci’s low, almost hypnotic voice had made him entirely too credulous of an old timer's appreciation for homegrown fantasy. But the light he'd seen could not be denied—despite his eyes being among the apparent few to witness it. And what was the sound in the house, the trace of movement he was sure he'd sensed only a few moments before?

The old man rose from his seat, shuffled to the door, and peered into the dark hall. Unsure whether to rise and follow or wait for his host to seat himself again, Schell took a long swallow of his tea, finishing the cup. Murgocci stepped into the darkness. The floorboards groaned sorrowfully beneath his weight. As if in response, a very low, barely audible rumble shook the walls of the house, and this time Schell saw that the rack of teacups on the wall quivered noticeably with the sound.

"A visitor indeed." Murgocci’s voice drifted from the darkness, seeming much farther away than he actually was.

Now, Schell rose and went to the door, finding that the old man had become only a vague silhouette beyond the pool of light spilling from the kitchen door. "What is that?" Schell whispered after him. "You know what that is, don't you?"

Murgocci turned, his face a pale gray oval in the darkness. "No. Not what. Nor why, specifically, it has come. But I have waited for it for many years. It is truly interesting that I am not to experience this moment alone. Your arrival is surely by design, not happenstance."

"That's crazy," Schell said, shaking his head.

He looked around the kitchen, finally remembering he'd wanted to call Karen—anyone—to come and take him home. He didn't see a telephone, and he didn't recall having passed one as Murgocci led him through the house. "Mr. Murgocci, do you have a phone?"

No reply came from the darkened hall. Schell peered in the direction the old man had gone. No light, no trace of movement—other than a repetition of that faint, indeterminate stirring that seemed to come from somewhere within the house, but still far away.

"Mr. Murgocci?"

Nothing. Surely, the old man couldn't have already traveled beyond the range of Schell's voice. He stepped into the hall, keeping one hand on the wall for guidance. The light from the kitchen seemed weak and unsteady, incapable of penetrating the black barrier ahead of him. Taking a deep breath, he stepped into the void, and the wall he used for support fell into emptiness beneath his hand. He stood still.  The air grew cold and his stomach rose to his throat, giving him the impression of having suddenly fallen into outer space. In a raspy voice, he called one more time: "Mr. Murgocci!"

Silence. He looked back toward the kitchen, at the dim but comforting light he'd just left. No point in going back, he thought, intuition telling him that doing so would just postpone whatever discovery might await him. He shuffled further into the darkness, finding that his feet trod not upon the thick carpet he expected to find, but on a hard, unyielding surface that didn't echo his footsteps. The sweet smell of the kitchen was replaced by something tainted with salt and mildew, as if the ocean air had seeped in through the walls and stagnated.

He had no cigarette lighter or matches to break the darkness. He thought there should be a door to the right, through which he hoped to be able to glimpse the lamp that illuminated the window he'd first seen from outside. As he went further, keeping his arms in front of him, his footsteps short and cautious, he encountered neither the furniture he anticipated, nor a hint of illumination anywhere else in the house—or even through any un-shuttered windows on this level.

Behind him, no glow from the kitchen remained. This was the darkness of the underground, of a place totally sealed from light and life. And in the silence, he again heard a slight rumbling sound from above and around him.  A deep vibration shook the walls of the house. Realizing how futile the effort, he nonetheless called out again, "Mr. Murgocci!" And was rewarded by the silence he expected.

Anxiety had given way to a claustrophobic terror now, a sensation of being enclosed in a small lightless bubble surrounded by tons of earth. A few more faltering steps led him to a spot so cold that he broke into gooseflesh and all the hair on his body rose to rigid attention. To consider what might be happening to him was the worst mistake he could possibly make at the moment; all he could do was keep moving, try to find light—and some way out of here.

A step forward brought his hand in contact with a cool, unyielding surface. Grateful to find something—anything—that could help guide him, he traced his way along the wall, and his fingers touched a coarse, flat panel that felt like tree bark. He knew he could not be touching any wall within the old man's house; whatever this was, it seemed to be something that grew here, something that had replaced the whole interior of the aging building he'd entered only a short time ago.

He arbitrarily chose to turn right, and felt his way along the now rough wall, praying with each step that he'd see a light in the distance, some sign that he was not completely lost and alone. He thought the vibrating sound seemed to be gradually increasing in volume, and while the idea of discovering its source filled him with a vague dread; it also gave him a direction, a sense of purpose. In his heart, he felt certain that if he stopped moving, the darkness would merely smother him with its infinite patience, waiting mockingly while he slowly died of thirst and starvation.

And then, somewhere ahead, a faint glimmer of light; a dim suggestion of brilliance in some unfathomable distance, the silvery hue of the light he'd first seen creeping over the old mansion from his apartment window. The rumbling sound seemed louder in that direction, luring him onward, still chilling him with its unknown meaning.

Suddenly, his hands no longer felt the coarse surface that had guided him. He reached out and encountered only emptiness, and for a moment, a stab of panic nearly sent him back the way he'd come, if only to regain the stabilizing presence of the wall. Something, either resolve or the deeper fear of being stranded forever in the darkness goaded him onward toward the small splotch of color in the black sea ahead. The volume of the vibration increased noticeably now, and he could only pray that, one way or the other, this terrible journey through the void was about to come to an end.

As he proceeded, he struggled with each step, though the floor felt smooth and level whenever he stood still. The light now seemed to be above him, shining down from within a tall tower, and he walked an ascending spiral.  Every step carried him in quantum bounds farther from the familiar world he'd left the moment he set foot in Murgocci’s house.

Something lived here.

Something resided in this labyrinth of solid night. Schell had come here because it had beckoned him—hadn’t it? Murgocci had told him as much; his presence here was by design, not by chance. What could possibly have drawn him here, wherever here was, and for what purpose?

The darkness before him shattered, like a wall of onyx.  The shards tumbled into space; and the vast panorama that opened before him nearly caused him to shudder and fall. Vertigo assailed him, for he now stood on a precipice above an endless expanse of luminous webbing, a blue-tinged pattern of spokes and spirals that stretched to a vanishing point in some unimaginable distance, within which cyclones of pale light whirled and gyrated like ethereal dancers on a blazing ballroom floor. The rumbling sound issued from somewhere out there, its source still unidentifiable, but plainly within the pattern.

This, he knew had to be the source of what the old man had called the "shadow:" the light that had manifested itself to him, and to Murgocci, and to Gunther Prinn all those many years ago.

"God damn, you're big," Schell muttered, somehow finding breath still in his lungs. Indeed, he felt he was gazing upon some organic galaxy that crawled through an infinite pit of darkness, empty of stars, empty of everything that should have occupied normal space. This thing—like a mandala, he thought—was the sole potentate in this realm of everything that should not exist.

As he watched, something took form in the distant heart of the web, something that spun and roared and tore itself free from the clinging electric filaments that entrapped it. Schell saw an arrowhead-shaped object emerge from the pattern and slowly drift toward him.  Surely, he thought, the web-thing that stretched away light-years into the distance could not possibly have actually noticed him. . .and called to him in some way? He felt so insignificant that the notion was ludicrous.

He was beyond fear. Whatever this apparition was, he knew instinctively that it lay beyond the province of man's morality; whatever its intentions, it was not subject to any definition of "good" or "evil" he might impose upon it. It simply was, and it was coming.

"You found it! By God, you have found it!" a familiar voice cried.

Schell turned, and just behind him, features lit by the ghostly glow of the web, Murgocci stood gazing at him with a gleam of triumph in his old eyes. "It's you," Schell said, otherwise at a loss for words. "What in God's name is this?"

"That, my boy is the question of a lifetime," Murgocci replied.  "Or perhaps of several lifetimes.  Can you feel it?  The call?"

Schell did feel it.  He couldn’t have put into words exactly what it was, but he felt it straight through to some inner core—some essential central point of his being.  He turned his gaze from the old man to the whirling void.  The arrowhead had begun to glisten, as though its sides were liquid—or metal, polished to an impossible sheen.  It was drawing nearer, and what had begun as a distant roar was fast becoming a pulsing cacophony of sound.

He didn’t turn, but he sensed Murgocci stepping up beside him.

"I don’t get the sensation I found anything," he said softly.  "It found me."

"It found the two of us, my boy, just as I knew it would – just as I dreamed.  I’ve waited for this moment a very long time."

Schell still didn’t turn, but he shook his head slowly.

"If I hadn’t come, it would not be here."

The arrowhead shaped light whirled once, like the needle of some great cosmic compass.

"You’re wrong, my boy," Murgocci said.  "It’s my time."

Schell thought about arguing, and then the thought drifted away.  The pettiness of the dispute rendered it meaningless.  The glow from the drifting arrow increased in brilliance, and it floated nearer.  As it came, the tip swung gently from side to side.  It was a tentative motion…a seeking motion.

Murgocci stepped forward.  Schell saw the man from the corner of his eye, but ignored him.  It didn’t matter.  The arrow slipped to the side, swung back and hesitated, inches from Murgocci’s chest.  The man took in a deep breath, leaned forward, and pressed into the growing illumination.

"Yes," the old man cried.  "Oh yes"

The light grew brighter.  It pulsed, receded slightly, and the pulsed again.  It grew to a brilliant flash that eliminated the world.  Murgocci stepped forward – Schell saw this as a dark silhouette against incredible brilliance.  The motion lasted all of a second, and was swallowed.

Murgocci screamed.  The sound registered in Schell’s mind, but he had no concentration to spare.  The brilliant blue-white light of the arrow shifted slowly.  Starting at the tip, directly in front of where Murgocci had stood moments before, a brilliant crimson rippled out, following the outline of the arrow slowly.  Schell watched in fascination as the outline rippled outward, rounded the contours of the arrow and joined on the far edges.  The light shimmered pink, just for a moment, and then returned to its blue-white brilliance.

A line of light shot out from the center of the arrow’s tip.  Schell stood very still and gasped as something pierced his chest – his heart – and drew taught.  He arched his back, but stood his ground.  Images coursed down that glittering conduit.  They filled his mind and blanked out all other thought.  He felt the house beneath him, felt the mountain beneath that, and the ocean, licking at the base of the cliff.  He felt the seemingly limitless expanse of the sky above him, and for the first time felt the weight of that – the immensity.

He turned.  A second strand of light shot out, and he gasped, staggering forward.  It shot through his shoulder blade and into his chest.  It felt like white hot barbs digging into his flesh, but he leaned into the pain and concentrated.

What he saw was not the dark passageways of the house, or the road beyond.  He didn’t see the waves crashing into the rocks below, but instead, an alien landscape spread out before him.  On one level, he knew the two images were one and the same.  He moved steadily forward, felt himself descending stairs he could not see and sensed walls that were nowhere to be seen.  The stone foundation of the building called out to him, and he followed the inner pathways intuitively.  He felt the swing of the pendulous, arrow-shaped entity at his back, but he had no time to think about it, or worry about it.  He had a purpose.

What must have been the stairs to the basement dropped away beneath his feet, and he followed them slowly, watching his footing.  The dual sense of being in a house and in some place far removed from any earthly house in the same instant ate at his balance, and his sanity.  Murgocci’s words returned to him, and he thought of other places, far away.  He reached the base of the steps, and in that instant felt as though his feet touched the lower reaches of a German stronghold, and the pit of an African volcano.  There were other places, other visions, but they would not come into focus, and the twin shards of ice shooting through him robbed him of his concentration.

He brought his hands to his chest and felt something protruding on either side.  They were like spikes, cold and painful to the touch.  He gripped one in each hand and took a deep breath.  He closed his eyes and saw tall mountains in the distance.  He saw a blood-red sky and a giant, glowing eye that saw everything and anything beneath it.  He felt that gaze in the lines of force piercing his torso.  He screamed and tore them free.  In that moment, willing every bit of himself into the act, he dropped to his knees and drove the spikes into the ground, felt them strike and sink in deep, felt energy stream in and through him, and felt the power of that connection drive him up and back.

Schell cried out.  His mind crackled with white-hot energy.  Sight and sound were removed in a flash of inhuman brilliance.  He saw towers, rising to a scarlet sky.  He saw the giant orb of that eye, glaring at him over the peaks of mountains that could not, and did not exist. The sound of his cry faded, echoed, disappeared and the brilliant flash of light faded to black.
 

Daniel Schell awoke with beams of brilliant morning sunlight crossing his eyes and pain pounding in his head.  He sat up too quickly, and found he couldn’t maintain his balance.  When he fell back, he struck his head, and the pain shot through him like a white-hot wave.  He lay still, and then, very slowly sat up.  He sat on a stone floor.  Above him a grated window through what appeared to be a stone foundation directed brilliant sunlight directly into his face.

His memory leaked back slowly, and he realized that he was in the basement of the old mansion on the hill.  He turned and glanced at the floor.  There was no sign of the spikes he so clearly remembered driving into the floor.  He saw, just for a second, a flicker of strangely colored light.  It might have been sunlight on dust motes; it might have been nothing at all, but he didn’t let his hands pass through where the lines of light would have glowed.

Daniel stood slowly, hesitated until he had his balance, and then made his way to the stairs.  He climbed up to the first floor.  The lower windows were covered by blinds and thick shades.  He stepped to the front door, opened it, and stared out into a beautiful, sunlit morning.  The road wound down and away toward where he knew his car was stuck in the ditch, and to the town below.  He thought about his apartment, and his desk.  He thought about the manuscript lying on his desk and tried to remember why it was important.

Behind him the stairs stretched up to the library and the labyrinthine halls.  He thought about Murgocci.  He tried to remember the man’s face, his voice, but the memory wouldn’t come.  He saw that last brilliant flash of light, and the dark silhouette, stepping into nothingness.  Murgocci had been relegated to a faded memory.  Everything had changed.

Daniel climbed up the stairs and turned toward the rear of the old home.  He hadn’t been given a tour, but somehow he knew where he was going.  He climbed to the top floor and came to a thick wooden door at the end of a dark hall.  The door was polished wood with an antique crystal knob.  It was locked by an over-sized skeleton key that protruded on the inside.  Daniel turned it without hesitation and opened the door.

Beyond that portal, a small deck overlooked the crashing waves below.  He hadn’t realized until that moment just how close up against the cliff the mansion had been built.  Salt spray rose and sprinkled over his face.  The sun glittered off the waves.  There was no sign of anything odd or out of place, and yet, he felt a tug deep in his chest.  He hears whispered voices in the crashing waves.  He scanned the blue, cloudless sky, but he didn’t see the seagulls; he tried to pierce it all and find the searching gaze of that huge, all-seeing eye, but there was no trace.  It wasn’t time.

Eventually, he stepped inside and closed the doors.  He wondered how long it would take to move his things up the mountain.  He wondered if he could get the windows opened up, and the road cleared.  He thought of the library below, and wondered what he’d find in all of Murgocci’s books.  Even as he wondered all of those things, one overriding thought pulsed just beneath the surface.  He wondered when the light would come again…and when it did, he wondered if he’d be ready.








  

Moon Like a Gambler's Face
 

By Richard Rowand & David Niall Wilson
 

"Not me," my Uncle Louis said.

I remember him saying that.  He said, "Not me," as if he were saying it for everyone else in the small bedroom in the apartment on Cherry Lane; but he was the only one who said it out loud.  "Not me."

My Aunt Ada had just pulled the covers back from over Uncle Phil to let us see how thin he had gotten.  My mother looked away.  My grandmother covered her open mouth.  Uncle Louis stared like he was mad—his eyes bulged and his ruddy face got redder. "Not me."

I just looked, taking it all in with my young eyes.  I was the favorite nephew, there so Uncle Phil could see me one last time.

But Uncle Phil was as good as dead.  His strong and full-fleshed body was like a shrink-wrapped skeleton.  He was naked except for a very large diaper.  A tube came out of the side of the white swaddle, snaked across the starched white sheet and ran over the side of the bed to a plastic bag clipped to the mattress.

We had our quick look and Aunt Ada pulled the covers back down, tucking them as though about the child she'd never had.

White, I remember everything as being white.  White sheets, white blankets, white pillows . . . white Uncle Phil all shriveled in the middle of the bed.

Aunt Ada, with her pursed lips, didn't consider, I think, dignity.  She knew that she deserved sympathy, and wanted it.  She lived with this tragedy every day, while my Uncle Phil slid slowly, ever so slowly, from his mountain of life to death.  Like an avalanche shot by a camera, one frame at a time, my uncle slid down to death. As young as I was, I didn't understand so many things.  I saw the horror for a moment, and that's how long it lasted—a moment.  I remembered him in his stiff brown hat, returning from the races, green racing form and pencil poking out of the pocket of his jacket.  I remembered the silver dollars he pulled from my ear each week, the ones I called big nickels.  I remembered the stories of the races and the strange and wonderful names of the horses as he described the thunder of hooves, the jockeys perched on the backs of the mounds of muscle, the roars and cheers and moans of the crowds as Fairy's Tail nosed out Ain't She Grand.

And I remembered the way Aunt Ada adored him.  Oh, you wouldn't maybe know it at first, the way they joshed each other.  But when he turned to hang his hat on the coat tree, you could see it in her eyes.  When he pursed his mouth around a forkful of mashed potatoes, swallowed and said, "Just the right amount of lumps.  Just the way I like 'em," you could see the joy in her eyes at having pleased him.

When we had our last look at him before he died, I thought of those memories, not the figure on the bed.  For me he was either already dead, or somewhere else.  I did wonder, though, where Aunt Ada slept at night.

Two years later my Uncle Louis squeezed his panel truck into the garage next to his curio store.  He closed the garage door, got two quarts of warm beer from the box where he kept them hid, and got back in the truck.  He kept the motor running, had the radio tuned to a country western station that twanged out nasal tunes about cheating hearts and honky tonks, and took long pulls from both of the bottles in turn as the air in the garage turned on him.

They said he had just found out that he had cancer.

"Not me," I bet he said, "No, sir, not me."
 

Funny how the mind works.  I'd loved both of those old uncles of mine, grand uncles, actually, but I had been young.  My mother married again and we moved away, only to return years later.  And I saw the old places with different eyes.  My Uncle Phil's house had been torn and Aunt Ada had moved to California.  Uncle Louis' place was now in what was considered a bad part of town.

So I never thought too much about them in the thirty years that followed.  I saw them again, though, going gently into their good nights when the doctor gave me my own bad news.  The pain in my side was more than pain, was to be the death of me.

From that day on I saw my Uncle Phil's cadaverous face in the mirror each day.  I was drawn and pale and thinning as though in training for my own funeral.

Radiation and the chemo weighted my steps.  I found myself more complacent than usual.  Ginny had left me before it had all started.  Though she felt guilty at not being with me, I won't have to worry about her lifting the covers and showing the tubes. . . when it comes to that.  I won't have to worry where she sleeps.

I think I might take Uncle Louis' route.  He drove into death with both hands on the bottles.  He didn't lose his dignity, like Uncle Phil.  They say that when they found Uncle Louis, he had a smile on his face, as though he'd just won a bet at the track—not the longshot, but enough to know he'd won.

The doctors say I have a fighting chance if I keep up with the treatments.  What they may not realize is that I really don't care anymore.  Sooner or later I'll end up dead.  I wonder why I should fight something that's going to beat me eventually anyway?  I don't know.
 

So I go in the late afternoon to Garden Memorial Park.  It's a sad thing that filled cemeteries have an unkempt look.  Perpetual care is a lost cause.  Tough weeds have found the nooks where they can grow.  The grave stones are weathered and chipped by time and the derelict mowers.  The last time I was here I saw a grounds keeper whizzing away behind a granite angel.  The angel's expression was of disgust, as if it were trying to fly from the blasphemy—but it was frozen by my look.  The grounds keeper ignored me, zipped up and walked off whistling a rock song.

I should have come earlier, I guess.  It was getting dark sooner than I expected.  Shadows were edging like stalking rats across the grass.  I was winded; traffic sounds faded.  I walked among the graves until I reached my Uncles'.  I've been here twice since I've started treatment—I don't know why.  There's a calmness. . . .

My uncles are buried back to back near a locust tree in the very southernmost part of the cemetery.  It stands above their gravestones like a skeletal sentinel, shadows like groping fingers sliding into other shadows.  I can feel the chill of the evening breeze drying the sweat on my back and tickling at what's left of my hair.  I shiver.  It didn't seem so cold when I first arrived.  The sun, as if in salute to death's slow possession of my body, was being swallowed by the earth—was almost gone.

Leaves rustle all about me, scuttling in haste from relentless talons of air.  They almost sound like the footsteps of the dead.  For a moment my heartbeat speeds.  It is not until the whispering voices begin to break loose from the whistling breeze, catching at me with broken sentences and half-discernible phrases, that I realize I am no longer alone.  The sun is gone. The wind is cold, I'm dying, and I can't even find solitude in a graveyard at night.  I turn to scan the area, searching for the source of the voices, preparing to avoid them if possible. But I see no one . . . only graves, clumps of wild weeds, and the dark shapes of trees and large shrubs.  With a shrug that does nothing to shake the chill from my heart, I turn back to the my uncles' graves, to two sets of eyes.  Gasping in fear, I feel myself beginning to shake.

They are as I remember them . . . not decayed, but misty white and poorly coalesced.  Their eyes are the brightest, clearest points.  As I stare first at one, then the other, they seem to solidify, stepping from fog and memory to stand beneath the locust tree regarding me in silence.

My throat constricts, not allowing passage to the scream that wells from my chest.  I stagger back a step, raising my hand in a quick, warding gesture, but I can’t make a sound.  I know that I should be running, tearing out as fast as I can.   My legs disagree.  As the blood begins to rush through me, released from its shock, Uncle Phil speaks, and I am caught in a waking nightmare.

"Hello, Sammy," he says, eyes gleaming.

He is still wearing his sheet, and I am glad that Aunt Ada is not here to lift it.  I remember only too well "how thin he'd gotten."  He follows my eyes and a crooked grin splits his face.  I wish for him to have his hat, at least, but the wish causes no change.

"Uncle Phil?"  I ask stupidly.  Perhaps I am dead too.  No, I'm alive, but a type of deadness has fallen over me. . . I find their presence, at first so chilling, makes me more uneasy than afraid.  What have I to fear—Death?  He will have me soon enough.

My Uncle Phil turns to Uncle Louis, still grinning, and the flushed face of Uncle Louis grins back.

"He always was a smart one," Uncle Louis says, ignoring me completely. "Not a fool, like others I've known."  His glare is pointed and sharp, aimed at Uncle Phil. "I bet he's only thinking of how, by now, wondering which way is best to go."

He turns his eyes to me, his grin that of a jackal.  "The truck was a good idea," he says, eyes hollow and deep.  "There was no pain."

"Not a future, either," Uncle Phil pipes in quietly.  His voice is not as forceful . . . not as sure.  He sounds as though he is defending something. "Surely a chance at life is worth some pain?"

"Is it?"  Louis' voice is biting and cold.  "Was it, I should say?"

Uncle Phil gives no answer, but the struggle continues silently behind his eyes.

Uncle Louis' presence is as striking in comparison to that of Uncle Phil as are his words.  He stands, hands in his pockets, flannel shirt rumpled and bib overalls faded.  He left life in better form, stronger.  But he'd left so soon . . .

"Your choice, Sammy," Uncle Phil says, face serious.  "Your life.  We made our own choices, good or ill."

"And you chose ill," Uncle Louis chimes in, "very ill, for a very long time, and for the same prize I won with a gallon of gas and two quarts of luke-warm beer.  Some choice."

"Radiation treatments were new then, chancy things," Uncle Phil replies, an old familiar light returning to his eyes.  "I've always been one to take chances, Louis.  I bet on life.  You might have been stronger—might have lived to your eighties.  No way to know, now.  You took a sure thing—no odds."

I feel other eyes around me, but the shadows seem solid.  The glow of the rising moon creeps into corners and around gravestones, furtively chasing the darkness.  There is no glimmer of eyes or rustle of feet betraying any presence beyond that already manifested, but my shoulders cramp with a cold beyond cold. A shiver transits my spine and lodges at the nape of my neck.  As my eyes return to my Uncles, I find that they are both staring at me.

"Sammy," Uncle Phil speaks again, "we want your help."

There is no help for dead men.  The thought flashes through my mind, but his voice goes on.

"We have made our choices.  Death, in both cases, was the winner . . . but who can say which of us did better?"

"My choice won't solve that for you," I answer, wondering if I'm insane and babbling to silent graves.  "Death will get me, as he got you both, regardless of what I choose."

"True," Louis agrees, "but we have something a bit different in mind."

I see that Uncle Phil holds a yellow sheet of paper in his gnarled, bony hand.  It flaps like a thing alive in the passing of the breeze.  My memory is sharper than I thought—it is a racing sheet.

The wind has risen—clouds of dust swirl and whip about my feet, dancing into the air and obscuring even the pale illumination of the moon.  My mind rebels, trying to put my feet in motion, to back away—or to run.  I cannot.  Gritty whirlwinds seem to surround me—my movements are slow, as though through molasses.  I want very much to cry out —

I hear sounds . . . odd, detached sounds.  They are not the sounds of a cemetery.  I hear heavy, shuffling steps.  The dust begins to clear, and ice coats my veins. Dark, looming shapes rise to my right and left, massive structures that . . . bleachers.  They are like bleachers, and they are full.

Rustling skeletons in each and every seat with wisps of hair on skulls; tattered, rotted clothes hanging and moving in the wind; pieces of dried flesh mottling yellowed bone—some lean forward and I see that the seat backs are tombstones—all waiting, expectant.

This, then, is madness.  I am going mad.

A whinny, a snort—I'm sure that's what I hear, sounds at my shoulder.  I spin, looking up into bottomless, soulless eyes.  They spiral to darkness, grabbing at me, tugging at my heart.  Then he turns away, reluctantly, I think, and I stagger back, released for the moment.

"Sammy," Uncle Phil's voice comes from my left, and I turn again.  He is sitting atop a huge gray stallion, his white sheet blending into the silver mane.  Beside him, on a magnificent roan mount, Uncle Louis smiles down at me sardonically.

"Phil's idea," he says.  "Climb aboard."

There are two other horses there now, or were they there all along?  A moaning sigh of anticipation seems to ripple through the stillness of the stands.  Eyes again attack my back.  The shivering in my bones is nearly uncontrollable.  One of the horses is pure white—almost ethereal.  I feel myself drawn to it, though I've never been near such a gigantic frightening animal before.

Oh, God, what is happening here?  What is going on?  I'm dreaming.  I'm already dead, and this is my first stop in Hell.  No . . . it's real enough, I think.

The stirrup is too high, but my white horse is close to a slab of granite that I can step on.  I do, and swing my leg over.   I'm on.  The white prances in anticipation.

"Uncle Louis," I say, holding the horse's mane and trying to stay on, "I don't understand what's happening.  I'm dreaming, right?  I don't understand."

The black horse snorts.  Its rider is ready.  He sits, hunched in his black-on-black silks, elbows and knees tucked in.  My white rocks back and forth, stamping the ground.  The rider on the black glances over at me and nods, smiling.  I think of Robert Redford's smile when Butch tells him to kill the big guy if he loses the fight.  A mock salute, a nod and a smile.

"Phil's always been a gambling man," says Uncle Louis.  "He made a bet."

"What kind of bet?"

"Well, if Phil wins, you get to go and try all those new therapies—the chemo, the radiation and such.  No sure thing, but a chance.  If I win, you have to find your own way to join us.  You know, like I did in the truck."

He stops talking and takes a long pull from the quart in his left hand.

I feel a pain lance through my side, just under the ribs.  I wince.

"Go on," I say.

Uncle Phil is carefully tucking his sheets around himself.  His bony white arms almost glow in the moonlight.  His lips are thin and drawn across his teeth.  Uncle Louis' horse shifts weight from one front leg to the other.

We're on a dirt track now.  The wind has shifted and died down somewhat.  The crowd is rumbling.

"If you win, Sammy, you're cured.  You get to leave here like you never had the Big C.  You'll be fit, you'll be normal, you'll be looking forward to a long, long life."  He smiles in anticipation, nodding.  "I might even have gambled on this one myself."

"What if he wins," I ask, glancing over at the black.

Uncle Louis turns away, taking a drink from his other bottle.  "I'd rather not think about that, if you don't mind."

The moon, like a gambler's face, is sucked behind a cloud.  My gaze flickers between my uncles and Death on his horse as we wait.  The mounts are nervous.

"By the way," says Uncle Phil," my horse's name's Go For Broke.  I picked him.  Had the fastest time ever at Belmont.  Louis picked Sunday Kept . . . and he picked your horse:  White Lie."

"So what did White Lie do?"  I ask.

"Great lineage—from Secretariat and Cool White Diamond."

"But what kind of record?"

"Well, they expected great things . . . but there was a stable fire."

I still have to think this is a dream.  I can't—I refuse to believe this is really happening.

Our horses line up on what is now a track, stones as fence.  My Uncle Phil is as grim and determined as ever.  I catch the black rider staring at me, his pale face as cold as the moon.  I avoid his dark eyes, and he looks away.

"What about the black horse?"  I ask.

"Lucifer's Lackey," mumbles Uncle Louis.  He takes a swig from the bottle in his left hand and tosses it.  It hits a granite vase filled with dead flowers and smashes.  He chugs from the quart in his right and throws it over his shoulder.  It hits the ground with a soft thud.

It seems the moon is our only living spectator, and I can't tell who he's pulling for.  The skeletal faces in the crowd are silent, leaning forward, watching, waiting.  I ignore them as best I can.  My mouth is dry.  White Lie trembles between my legs.

"Remember now:  weight in the stirrups, ass up a bit, lean into the turns.  Okay?"

"Okay, Uncle Louis."

I'm sweating in the cold wind that blows across the track, the graveyard.

Uncle Louis spits to the side.

Uncle Phil is grim and cadaverous, wrapped in his sheets as he settles his seat.

I'm scared out of my mind that this is not a dream.

Death grins at me.

And we're off. . .
 

I don't know where the sound comes from.  Perhaps the moon is announcing—perhaps one of the dead.  I don't know, and there is no time to consider it.  Wind whips at my face, ripping the tears from my eyes, flapping the thinning strands of my hair in wild, whip-like circles.  I cannot even see who is winning . . .

"And out of the gate, it's Lucifer's Lackey by three.  Closing in is Go For Broke, at the rail it's Sunday Kept, and bringing up the rear, only five back from the lead, is White Lie."

I feel detached.  I can hear the announcements, but cannot correlate them to the reality of the rippling muscles beneath me and the wind washing over me.  The crowd is a blur, black and white like an out-of-focus t.v.   My mind drifts to memory as the announcer goes on, a nasal, mechanical voice repeating phrases learned from years of use . . .

"Inching up on the inside, it's Sunday Kept, moving in on the leaders.  Lucifer's Lackey still out in front, challenged now by Go For Broke.  White Lie moves to the rail and moves in, coming to only three lengths off the leader.  At the quarter it’s a quick 21 and 3/5. . ."
 

I remember finding an old tractor tire on the next block over from where we lived.  It wasn't long after Uncle Phil had died.  I found this tire that was almost as tall as me, and I rolled it back home.

Now, I don't remember a lot of details about that tire or that time of my life.  I don't recall the smell of the rubber or what kind of tread the tire had.  I can't quite picture my house or backyard.  I remember, though, wedging that tire into the fence so that it stood upright.  I pretended sometimes that it was a black horse named Midnight, and I was a cowboy named Buck Jones.

More often than not that tire was a tall black racehorse I called Frantic Liberty.

Even in the dead of summer I would wear long sleeve shirts so that I could more closely pretend I was wearing silks.  I had a switch made of elm that I kept hidden inside the tire.

We ran the same race over and over and over, Frantic Liberty and I.  Over and over because I never won.  I thought it was so important because I pretended that Uncle Phil was betting on us.  We never won . . . and one day the tire was gone . . .
 

"Coming midway into the turn, White Lie makes a move on the outside, edging Go For Broke and closing on the leaders, Lucifer's Lackey and Sunday Kept, neck and neck coming into the three-quarter point at an amazing 1:23:2/5.  Go For Broke, dropping to trail, is four lengths off the lead.  White Lie, still moving up, comes within a length as they reach the final stretch and run for home."

I feel a sudden anger.   Thus far I've let my uncles run the show, allowed myself to be led.  The wind stings my eyes and may cheeks burn with a kind of cold heat.  Gripping the reins tighter, I lean forward, pressing into the white mane and clamping down with my knees.  I urge the horse to speed up, to run like the wind, to run past my uncles, past the pale specter at their side, out of the madness.  I feel corded muscle bunch and spring, as though my own thought had held it in check, and we catapult forward.  The announcer's voice picks up—excitement ripples through the air.

"And there he goes!  White Lie, moving up the rail, edges Sunday Kept and pulls neck and neck with the leader, Lucifer's Lackey.  Sunday Kept drops back three off the lead, and Go For Broke trails as they come down the final stretch.  They're nose to nose, it's going to be close . . . and it's White Lie by a nose, by a neck . . . White Lie!  White Lie is your winner . . ."

. . . and we're back.

My clothes are soaked with sweat; and, with the chill air, I shiver.

There's a satisfied, relieved look on Uncle Phil's face as he stands there by his tombstone with his eyes closed.  He's nodding ever so slowly.  He's won.  He's pleased.  He bet on a winner, and it was a longshot.

Uncle Louis sits on his own marker.  From somewhere he has another two quarts of beer.  He laughs softly and takes a monstrous swig from one of the brown bottles.

"What a race," he says.  "What a glorious, grand race.  Best I've ever seen.  Have you ever seen such a race?"

I look around.  A dry leaf slaps me in the face as it blows by.

Death stands to the side, glaring.  He's taller now.  His silks are a hooded robe.  The moon adds gleaming highlights to the folds.

"Damn!"  says Uncle Phil.

"What?" I ask.  "What is it?"

"Damn!"

I look over at Uncle Louis.  He's stopped laughing.

"Death cheats," he says, and takes another quick swallow.  One of his arms is gone.  An ear disappears, his hair fades out.

The same thing is happening to Uncle Phil.  First a hand, a nose, an arm.  His sad smile goes as his face and body lose form—fading away.

"Uncle Phil?"  He's gone.

"Do what you can, Sammy," says Uncle Louis as a gust of wind carries his voice, the last remnant of him, away.  The moon watches.

I turn to death and look him in the eye.

"Are you going to cheat me too?"  I ask.  "I didn't even make the bet, but I beat you fairly.  I won your damned race."

Death stares back at me.  He grows larger again, looming.

There's a shadow, and I look up as a dark cloud obscures the moon.

Death opens his robes as if to enfold me.  The dark cloth ripples.  Blackness is everywhere around me.  The night closes in.  I hear the sound of thousands of flapping wings beating the air, taking flight . . .
 

He's gone.  I'm alone and the cemetery is almost still.  I hear a few nervous birds twitter from their hidden branches . . . but he's gone.

I'm alone.  I'm alive in a graveyard at night.  My uncles' graves are undisturbed except for bits of broken brown glass scattered about among the dry grass.

I smile in spite of myself, feeling good, as I turn and leave.






  

La Belle Dame Sans Merci
 

By Brian A. Hopkins and David Niall Wilson
 

I was loathe to leave the warm puddle of Chastekind's blood, but the rising sun was painting his corpse in stripes that had assumed the lavender hue of the bedroom blinds.  It was morning, and I was human again.

In his shower I washed away his sticky sweet blood, suffering the proximity of the water for the sheer delight of it pounding on my breasts, running in steaming rivulets down my flanks.  Chastekind had been a damn good lover.  It made one wonder why he'd found the need to turn to men for attention.  I didn't bother wondering why he'd also found the need to slit their throats after sex.  I'd learned long ago that there was no probing the dark minds of psychopaths.

I thought he might try to slit my throat—actually hoped he would try.  There'd been a moment there, when he was diligently thrusting at me from behind . . . but no, dear old Chastekind had been the perfect lady's man, gentle and considerate, more than adequately attentive.  I think he even held back his orgasm, waiting for mine.

Which meant the poor son of a bitch hadn't even gotten his.

Before leaving his penthouse, I studied his corpse.  He didn't look so dangerous with his intestines trailing out across the floor, his abdomen gaping like a ravaged sarcophagi, and that silly second grin.  Pity we couldn't have made love again.  I suspect he would have been better the second or third time around.

I ran my finger through his blood for one last taste.  Delicious.  He'd had champagne with his lobster last night.  Hot butter and warm French bread.

New Orleans had been good to me.  Chastekind was the second serial killer in four months.  But it was time to move on.  The police are as apt to track down a serial killer's killer as anyone else's.
 

Martin Zolotow knelt beside the cooling pool of blood and viscera, resisting the morbid urge to search through it, thinking that there was something wrong.  It took him less than a minute to decide what that something was.  The copious puddle was too uniform, too neat, as if someone had poured the entire mess from a bucket rather than dragged it from the victim and out across the bedroom carpet.  His gaze shifted up from the mess to the naked prostitute hanging on the wall.

God, but this was starting out to be one motherfucker of a day.

Martin's new partner was struggling to retain his breakfast.  Knees protesting, Martin rose and exchanged a glance with him, pretended not to notice the retching and grey-green hue.  "Maybe you should talk to some of the hookers out in the hall, Tony.  I'm worried some of them will run before we get a chance to question them."

Tony Saucier swallowed.  From the look on his face, some of his breakfast had come up.  "I dunno, Marty.  I should be helping you look for clues and –“

Martin clapped him on the shoulder, using the gesture to maneuver the younger man out into the small apartment's living room.  "You've been watching too much television, Tony.  Forensics finds all the clues.  Paperwork and legwork, those are our stock and trade."

Besides which, it'd be years before Tony could tell a clue from his dick, and he'd probably never develop that special detective sense which was Martin's calling card.  How could he?  Tony's brain wasn't wired backward.  At least that was how Martin thought of it.

His condition wasn't unique, just rare.  Rare enough that dyslexia specialists had studied him more than once.  He was born with mixed cerebral dominance, left-handed and right-eyed, the imaginative and logical halves of his brain carefully balanced.  The specialists couldn't understand why he didn't exhibit difficulties with reading, writing, and spelling, conditions normally predicted by such a brain-wiring diagram.

The cross-wiring affected him in other ways.  His depth perception and balance weren't all they could be.  Airplanes and rollercoaster rides were a guarantee of nausea.  Television gave him headaches.  He frequently suffered memory lapses; memory holes, he called them.  Sometimes he'd arrive at work in the morning with no recollection of getting out of bed and driving in.

He'd once had trouble remembering a lot of things, but he'd solved the problem by memorizing countless poems: Browning, Shelley, Emily Dickinson.  He was especially fond of John Keats.  He thought that by memorizing the poems, he'd forced a certain structure on his brain, analogous to formatting a new computer disk.  One could write something on a new disk—the magnetic media was there—but it couldn't be recalled because there was no format for finding the data.

More than his twenty years’ experience with the San Valencez Police Department, the cross-wiring gave him a unique perspective on crime scenes like this, crime scenes where things didn't quite add up.  California coughed up more than her share of them.

"I dunno," Tony repeated, but he'd taken a furtive glance at the rousted hookers crowded outside the apartment, peering around the corner of the door in their teddies and underwear.  Some of the grey in his face surrendered to a healthier blush.

"Go on, get the fuck outta here."

Tony went.  But as he slipped out the door, Chief Grodin slipped in.

"Chief —"

"Third one, Zolo!  What the fuck are you doing, playing with yourself?  Why haven't you found this bastard?  Christ on a stick, this is number three!  Do you know what that means?"

"I —"

"The media's gonna have a fuckin' field day, that's what it means.  Number three's when they always give the bastard some cheesy name."  Grodin surveyed the spartan apartment, probably wondering where the corpse was.  Martin, cut off twice already, bit his lip and decided not to say anything else that wasn't in response to a direct question.

"So, come on, man!  What've you got?"

"Same M.O. as the other two.  Somebody wrapped the prostitute's mouth in duct tape, nailed her to the bedroom wall, and —"

"Show me."

Martin led him into the bedroom.

"Christ on a stick!"  Martin and two forensic techs working the room frowned, but the chief was oblivious to the connection between his vernacular and the victim's situation.  "Anybody I.D. her yet?"

"No.  Yes.  I mean, I know who she is from my days in vice."  It went further than knowing who she was.  Years ago, Vicki Marsh had been one of his informants.  As prostitutes go, Vicki was one class act.  He'd slept with her more than once himself.  She eventually connected with higher paying clientele and quit selling him information.  For months afterward he'd missed her, more so for her company than any information she'd had to sell.  Unbidden, a verse from Keats ran through his head:
 

And when I feel, fair creature of an hour,

That I shall never look upon thee more,

Never have relish in the faery power

Of unreflecting love;—then on the shore

Of the wide world I stand alone, and think

Till love and fame to nothingness do sink.
 

"Same weapon used?" Grodin asked.

"No one's calling it a weapon, Chief."  Grodin glared, but Martin pretended not to notice.  The chief didn't like being corrected.  "Preliminary examination says the same instrument was used.  It's about fourteen inches long, very sharp, and the tip is hooked."

Grodin knelt so he could look up between the dead woman's blood-streaked thighs.  For a horrifying second, Martin was certain Grodin would probe her with one of his fingers.  "Hard to believe you could pull all that out through here."  He examined the nails in her wrists and ankles.  "I don't understand how the other hookers could keep from hearing these being pounded in."

"Pneumatic gun," Martin explained.

"So your killer comes over, pays the lady a hundred bucks, and asks her if she minds if he brings along a compressor and nail gun?  Your lady friend might have been into some kinky stuff, Zolo, but —"

"Professional nail guns cycle their own air, Chief.  You don't need —"

"I still don't see the son of a bitch walking in like Wyatt Earp with the damn thing swinging on his hip."

"I —"

Grodin jabbed a finger at Martin's chest.  "I don't give a fuck, Zolo.  You find this crazy bastard before he kills again.  Understand?"  Then Precinct Chief Grodin was out the door and gone, the fingers of Martin and the two techs saluting his back.

"What a cocksucker."

"But he's right," Martin muttered.  Nothing added up.
 

Even from out in the hall I could smell Vicki Marsh's blood.  Sweet.  Heady.  Its aroma clung to the back of my throat like a fine wine.  Being so close to my time, it made me dizzy.  I was unprepared when the young detective cornered me and started asking questions.

"Kat," I told him.  "With a K."

Pheromones make men do strange things.  The detective, Saucier he said his name was, accepted that I had no last name.  "Do you live in the building?"

"I'm staying here."

"Did you know the deceased?"

"No."

He was really quite attractive.  The way he kept looking up from his note pad, sweeping not just my face, but every inch of my body, said he was equally attracted to me.  Of course, the pheromones gave him little choice.  Warmth, spreading like familiar fire through my body, told me I didn't have much time.  Vicki Marsh's killer was out there somewhere and I needed to find him.

"Let's go, Tony," called the older detective.

"Just a sec, Marty."  Tony gave me a coy half-smile.  "Look, sometimes we have to follow up with more questions and —"

"Do you want my phone number, Detective?"

He blinked.  "Uh, yeah.  Strictly business though. . ."

Inventing a number, I whispered it in his ear, nipping at his lobe.  "Call me."

Tony joined his partner, looking back over his shoulder twice on the way.  The older detective caught him by the sleeve and started for the elevators.  As they walked away, his voice dropped low enough to mimic tact, yet remained loud enough that it appeared I was meant to hear him.  Or perhaps not; my senses are often hypersensitive when my time is near.

"For crying out loud, Tony," chastised the older detective, "she's a hooker.  Fuck her if you want, but don't go all dreamy eyed over her!"

But he looked back at me too.  There was something in the way he sized me up that I didn't like.  He was a dangerous one.  I'd have to watch out for him.  The younger one, though, he might be fun.
 

It was after nine when Martin shuffled into the precinct office.  Tony looked up from behind his paper and said, "You look like shit, Marty."

"Good morning to you too," Martin muttered, dropping into the worn seat behind his desk.  He didn't need Tony telling him how he looked.  He'd checked the rearview mirror before leaving the parking lot.  The face that had peered back at him belonged to a Martin Zolotow ten or twenty years down the line.  It was like looking through a window and finding your father looking back from the other side.

There was a cup of cold coffee and a hardening donut on his desk that Tony'd left.  Pushing the donut away, Martin took a long swallow of cold coffee.  It was fast becoming a morning ritual.  If he could keep from grimacing at Tony's coffee, awful even when it was hot, he could mask any other emotions that might reveal there was something beneath the legendary Zolo stone face.

"Have you seen the morning paper yet?" Tony asked.

"No."

"Just as well.  No sense making your morning any worse than it already is.  Grodin's looking for you.  Said something about you coming in on time for a change."

"Grodin can kiss my ass.  I've been working."

Tony arched a critical eyebrow.

"Your friend, the hooker—Kat was it?  She lied to you."

Tony surprised him.  "I know.  She doesn't live in that building and the phone number she gave me was bogus.  I spoke with the landlord this morning.  How did you know?"

"I have my sources," Martin said.  He'd intended it to come out sounding mysterious, but it sounded petty.  It sounded exactly like what it was: withholding information from one's partner.  But how could he tell Tony he'd learned it from the prostitute he'd been up with all night?

Tony said nothing.  But it was obvious from the look on his face that a small rift in trust had just developed between them.

"Yesterday, when we were leaving," Martin said quickly, hoping to cover up, "I noticed she was fully dressed, carrying her purse, and had a coat over her arm.  The other tenants had all been roused by our officers stomping about.  She hardly looked like someone who'd stepped out of her apartment to see what was going on.  I asked around.  None of the local hookers knew anything about her."

"She's not a hooker," said Tony.

The statement came out sounding too much like a protest to Martin.  Don't get attached to her, he wanted to warn the younger man, but he kept his mouth shut.  "What prompted you to follow up on her?"

Tony blushed.

"I see," said Martin, and he might have said more, but Grodin's door opened at that moment.

"Duck," Tony advised, but it was too late.

"Zolo, in my office.  Now!"

Martin swallowed the last of his coffee, nearly grimacing at the clammy grounds that had been hiding on the bottom of the cup.  "Can't imagine what he wants."

"My guess would be that he's read this."  Tony tossed him the newspaper.
 

"Johnny the Cross?"  I might have smiled if it hadn't been for the photograph accompanying the article.  Vicki had been taken off the wall, but the coroner hadn't quite gotten her into the body bag when the photographer managed to slip past the cops and snap his shot.  In newsprint black and white, Vicki was ghostly pale.  Her blood was dark as midnight.
 

The body of a young woman identified as Vicki Marsh was found today, dead in her East Broadway apartment.  The body was severely mutilated, and had been crucified to the wall.  Police speculate that the killer used a professional nail gun to perpetrate this last ghastly act before disappearing without a trace.  Marsh, a known prostitute, is the third victim in a string of such grisly murders in the last two weeks . . .

I scanned the rest of the article, but there was nothing in it that was of any help to me.  I already knew more than the police were releasing, thanks to having been in the right place at the right time, but I was still drawing a blank.

My last kill was nearly four weeks ago.  I needed to find this Johnny the Cross soon, or someone else might suffer.  Throwing the paper down on the motel room's ratty desk, I paced like a caged animal.

It was time to take more direct action.  I'd spent the last two weeks, ever since I'd read about the first killing and my senses had warned me of what was to come, walking the streets.  I'd covered a lot of miles and attracted more than my usual share of gratuitous offers, but the killer had passed me by.  The only thing the three victims seemed to have in common was that they lived on the lower east side and were hookers.

I was beginning to feel trapped.  The closer it got to my time, the more difficult catching the killer would be.  That damn detective had gotten to me, despite my best efforts to put him out of my mind.  Something about him called out to me, to my hunger.  Hell, not something; plain and simple, it was his youthful, good looks.  It had been nearly a month since Chastekind . . .

Something had to happen soon.  Impulsively, I reached for the phone and dialed information.  I gave the operator the name I'd copied from the manager's apartment door in the complex where Vicki Marsh had been murdered.  Johnny hunted hookers.  If I wanted to find him, I needed to mingle with the hookers, live where they lived.

"Hello?"  The voice at the other end of the line was not a friendly one.  It was a wary, insecure baritone.

"My name is Kat.  I was told you might have a furnished apartment for a . . . working girl."

"I got a room," the voice cut in quickly.  "Two hundred a week and ten percent of your business, hon.  You pay the electric and the phone—if you want one—and the water's on me.  First and last month up front.  Take it or leave it."

"I'll take it.  Can I move in today?"

"Suit yourself.  But don't forget your money."

Things in California were so direct and to the point.  I hung up and started gathering my things, smiling.  At least I was doing something.  Leaving the key by the phone, I left the hotel with purposeful strides, wearing the outfit I'd planned for that night: short red mini-skirt, six inch stiletto pumps, fishnets—the works.  My long dark hair was swept back over one shoulder.  Dressed to kill.  I was smiling as I moved down the cracked, dirty sidewalk and into the teeming masses of the downtown crowds.  The sidewalk zombies parted before me, stirring in my wake, to stare, to lust, to crave what they thought they'd be willing to die for.  Stupid mortals.
 

Tony wasn't certain what drew him back to the crime scene; a hunch, he supposed.  He didn't want to admit to himself that his real reason had long black hair and more than likely nothing to do with the case at hand.

The place was just as seedy as he remembered it—maybe more so.  He had more concentration to spare it without a naked body nailed to the wall.  It had been easy enough to get the key to the room.  The manager obviously wanted as little to do with the police as possible.

He scanned the room quickly, aware that if there had been anything to find, forensics had it in a little baggy back at the station.  It didn't matter.  His mind told him there was something he was missing, and what else did he have to do but look for it?

The chalk outline of the body clung to the wall like some sort of weirded-out religious symbol, and the too-small blood-stain was still visible, soaked thoroughly into the floor. Nothing new.  He made a quick circuit of the main room, then wandered slowly through the bedroom, kitchen, and small bathroom. Nothing.

The apartment looked like exactly what it was: a prostitute's office.  Vicki Marsh probably didn't consider this shitty little apartment her home.  Home was somewhere else.  The three bedroom, two car garage, white-picket-fenced house her parents owned in the suburbs.  The brownstone her Prince Charming would one day buy her.  The penthouse she'd buy when she'd saved enough money turning tricks. . .

With the exception of some really tacky, oil paintings in the living room, there was nothing personal in the apartment.  Even Vicki's clothes looked faked, as if they'd all been bought for show rather than comfort.

Shit, he thought, cursing his own hard-headedness.  This is a fucking waste of time!

He turned and headed back out into the hall, hands jammed tightly into his pockets.  Slamming the door closed behind him, he nearly ran over the woman unlocking the next apartment.

"Excuse me, I —"

It was her.  He stopped cold, partly in shock and partly in appreciation.  She was even more gorgeous than he remembered, decked out in a short skirt and heels.

"Detective Saucier," she said, smiling seductively. "I was wondering when I'd see you again."

Something about her made the hair on his arms and scalp stand on end.  It was all that he could do not to take a step forward and embrace her.  Was it some kind of perfume?  Damn!

"I . . I thought you didn't live here," he finally managed to stammer.  "The landlord said . . ."

"Technically," she said, pushing her door open, "I only told you I was staying here.  But now I live here.  Will you come in?"

He knew he shouldn't.  He had a job to do, and those long, supple legs and wide cat eyes hadn't a damn thing to do with it. But . . . he followed her in silence.

"I would like to ask you a few questions," he said lamely, a pretense of keeping their encounter on a professional level.

She was having none of it.  As he turned to shut the door behind them, she moved up behind him, close behind him.  "You must be a very brave man, Detective Saucier, chasing around all over town after serial killers . . . very scary."

Lost in her voice and the softness of her embrace, he found it difficult to believe that anything frightened her.  Christ, she frightened him.

"I should go," he said weakly, making no move to do so. "I'm still on duty, and Marty will be looking for me."

"Your partner is a big man," she almost purred, running her tongue up the side of his neck.  "He can handle himself."

Shit, he thought, and wrenched himself free.  "I'm sorry, Miss . . . Kat?  It's just not the right time."  He was backing away fast, almost certain that if she got her hands on him again the battle would be lost.  "I really have to get back to work.  Maybe some other time—tonight?"

She looked hot, and she looked mad, and he wanted her more than he'd ever wanted a woman in his life.  He could see the sheen of sweat coating her arms and dampening the strands of hair along her throat.  She seemed to almost be panting.  Christ, he thought.  She is un-fucking-believable!

He turned, flipping the door open and staggering down the hall.  Her voice floated out after him, teasing him.  "Tonight it'll be then.  Nine o'clock.  Don't let me down, Detective."

"Tony."  He croaked out as he went.  "My name is Tony."

Then he was out in the fresher air of the street, and his whirling thoughts began to settle.  He glanced at his watch and saw that he had exactly fifteen minutes to meet Martin downtown. "What the hell was I thinking?" he asked himself. "I must be losing my mind over all this.  Give me some finger paints and lock me away in a padded room somewhere."

And then he realized what forensics had missed in Vicki Marsh's room.
 

It's reached the point where I can't control it.  A week, two, maybe even three after a kill and I could probably go so far as to sleep with Tony Saucier and not harm a hair on his head.  Four weeks though. . .

So strong was my desire to have him, I could taste the blood flowing just beneath the surface of his skin.  The warmth of his body when I molded myself against his back was like a kindred fire.

I almost followed him out of the building, but it had begun to rain.  My old enemy whispered on the sidewalks, gurgled through the rain gutters, hissed against the windowpane.  Come outside and play, Katherine.  Come outside and die.  Jesus, it never rains in Southern California—isn't that what they say?

Please let the rain end before nine.
 

When Tony met Martin for lunch, he was carrying a painting wrapped in rain-drenched newspaper.  Martin glanced at the clock hanging over the counter.  "You're late."

Tony shrugged.  "Buy me a new watch for Christmas, Marty."

"I'd have to teach you to tell time first.  What's this?  You collecting art now?"

"This is what is commonly referred to as a clue."

"How's that?"

"First I want you to note the artist's signature here in the corner."

As Tony pulled away the newspaper to reveal the painting, Martin frowned.  He didn't need to see the artist's signature.  He recognized the painting.  Vicki Marsh had been painting her wretched abstracts when Martin had been calling on her.  She'd told him once that painting served as a catharsis for her fears.  "It's from Marsh's apartment," Martin acknowledged, "but how is it a clue?"

"You have no appreciation for modern art, Marty.  It's an abstract."

"It's a colorful piece of garbage."

Tony shook his head.  "Use your imagination.

"I don't —"  But he did.  The silver cylinder down front could be a metal bucket, stainless steel perhaps.  The flesh-toned, tapering limbs radiating out from the center of the painting could be a woman's legs.  The hunched white blur standing to one side, a doctor . . . the crimson mess running from the painting's dead center . . .

"Got it?" Tony asked.

Martin knew the fact that he did was written plainly on his face.  He wiped at his lips and tried to recover his shields.  He was slipping.  What with Grodin riding his ass and women he knew turning up eviscerated . . .

The painting was definitely a clue.  It fit.  The abortion-like M.O.  The neat pile of viscera, as if it had first been scraped into a bucket.  It fit like a glove.

"You okay, Marty?"

He didn't know Vicki'd had an abortion.  It must have terrified her, else why the painting?  God, he hoped the child hadn't been his.

"Marty?"

"This afternoon you find out where the local prostitutes go for abortions."

"First thing after lunch."

"And we find out if the other victims had abortions."

"Okay."  Tony caught his partner by the forearm.  "You should tell me everything, partner."

Martin's beeper went off.  He checked the message window.  "Shit.  It's Grodin."  Leaving the meal he'd long since lost interest in, Martin went to use the phone.  He was only on the phone for a minute.  When he returned to the table, his face was ashen and he looked as if he might bolt and run.

"What is it?" Tony asked.

"Johnny the Cross struck again."

"Shit!  So soon?  We'd better—wait.  What aren't you telling me, Marty?  What's wrong?"

Martin looked away, his eyes glazed with terror and confusion.  There comes a time, he knew, when the shields aren't enough.  There comes a time when you have to talk to someone or drown in it.  "The victim . . . a prostitute . . . I was with her all night."
 

Martin Zolotow's mind was whirling at breakneck speed, even as he forced himself to drive safely through the downpour.  His memories of the previous night were still vivid, still warm —

Except he could not remember leaving.

As they approached the seedy live-in motel where Tanya had lived, he felt those memories moving on a collision course with cold reality.  He knew full well what they would find; in the logical forefront of his mind the image was already set.  It was in the recesses of his mind, the shadows, that he could not equate Tanya with the naked, crucified nightmare he was about to face.

"Christ, Zolo," Tony was saying, "How long were you there?  When did you leave?"

Martin didn't answer.  Tony was a good kid, probably make a good detective one day as well, but he was a new partner.  Martin wanted to get all the facts straight in his own mind before he answered anyone's questions.  This was a sticky business, and he could see no way out of it that wasn't wading straight through the muck.

He'd been with Tanya the entire night—and awake for most of it.  They'd had a bottle of wine, and . . . best not to think about the rest.  He thought maybe he'd left for his own apartment on the other side of town at about 8:00 AM.  If so, he would have had just enough time to change his clothes, run a comb through his hair, and get down to the station—an hour late—where his memory hole ended.

The rest of the day was clear to him.  Grodin had chewed on his ass about the newspaper story, their lack of clues, paperwork that should have been done last night and wasn't . . . basically every and any thing the old bastard could dream up that might remotely be Martin's fault.  Tony'd asked to go over Marsh's apartment one more time while Martin had spent the morning going over file after file of possible suspects, combing through the evidence and lab reports from the three earlier murders.  Then he'd met Tony for lunch.

They parked outside the security perimeter and pushed their way past the lab boys and patrolmen.  Despite the rain, there was a good-sized crowd of spectators milling about as well, but the blue-shirts were doing a pretty good job of keeping them back and out of the way.  The reporters were out in force too.  Cursing, Martin and Tony lowered their eyes and raised their arms to fend off the onslaught of questions and popping flash-bulbs.

The smell of blood hit them as soon as they neared the door to the room.  Martin's mind was walking the hall again the night before, hoping—no, fucking praying—that it was all a macabre joke, that Tanya would be laying inside, kicked back on the bed with that cynical smile of hers and a Marlboro light dangling from her lips.

No such luck.

She hung just as the last one had, and the one before, and the one before, with one exception.  This time the killer had taken her long, lustrous hair, knotting it and pulling it above her head, and had driven a nail through the knot.  Her eyes were staring straight at them when they came through the door.  Tony averted his own eyes quickly, but Martin was caught in that accusatory gaze.

Blood had dripped from her lips, running in a tattooed river down her throat to trickle across the still firm flesh of her breasts.  He remembered how they'd felt, remembered the taste of those lips.  He remembered those eyes, full of expressive humor and companionship.

"Zolo, snap out of it, man!"

He felt Tony's hand on his shoulder, and he shook himself free of the daze.  His mind was a void.  All he could think was that that was the second time Tony'd used his nickname.  He'd hoped to remain "Marty" to his new partner.  Zolo was someone else.  Zolo was a young detective who'd been able to out think the criminals.  A crime fighter who was always one step ahead.

"Zolo?"

He couldn't think, couldn't even begin to put it in gear enough to do this.  Not now.  Not so soon.

"Take over for a while, Tony," he managed to grate.  "I'm gonna check out some things.  I'll see you back at the station."

He turned and went out into the rain.  The faces he passed, the photographers, the crowd, all were a blur.  Too much all at once—he had to get away.  As he was pulling away, he saw Tony standing in the doorway, staring after him and probably wondering just how the hell he was supposed to meet him at the station if the car was gone.
 

"I think the key is the abortions," Tony told Grodin in his office.  "All of the victims—even Tanya Jordan, the latest—had an abortion.  What's more, they'd all been to the same doctor, Stuart Neff.  When I couldn't find Zolo I went and talked to Neff myself."

"And you haven't seen Zolo since he left you at the crime scene?"

"I'm sure he's following up on Tanya Jordan's murder and —"

"Christ on a stick, Saucier!" Grodin exploded.  "Wise up and deal straight with me, son, or I'll have your badge so fucking fast. . ."

"Chief, I —"

"Did you know that Zolo spent last night with this Tanya Jordan?"

How far was covering for your partner supposed to go?  Loyalty and trust between two people, decided Tony, takes time.  They'd only been partners for three weeks.  How much did he really know about Zolotow?

"Okay, so you knew.  I can read it on your face.  As of this moment, you're both off the case."

"Chief!"

"Where's Zolo?"

"I honestly don't know."

"Shit."  Grodin pushed back from his desk and began to pace the room.  "If we know he was with her last night, so do the news people.  To top it off one of the guys in vice says Zolo also had a thing going with Vicki Marsh."

"He's not the killer, Chief."

"The coroner puts the time of death at between eight and nine this morning.  Zolo didn't show up here until after nine."  Grodin gripped the back of his chair.  "I'm gonna' have to put out an all-points for him."

"Fine, but leave me on the case, Chief.  I know I can crack this from the abortion angle."

"Did you get Neff's records?  The next victim, or maybe even the killer, is probably among those he's performed abortions on."

"Neff's office was broken into several months ago and his records were stolen—I'd say that's how the killer got his shopping list.  Neff's making a list of all the women he's operated on whom he suspects to be prostitutes.  He promised me that list tonight."

"You follow up on that then, but let me tell you one thing."  The chief leaned across the desk and stuck a finger in Tony's face.  "If you hear from Zolotow, you tell him to get his ass in here pronto.  I want some answers out of him and, goddammit, I want them now!"
 

At Six o'clock the rain was still coming down.  I'd nearly worn a rut in the natty carpet pacing before the apartment's single window.  Tony'd arrive in three hours and my careful plans and expectations for dinner were fast washing away with the vile water running down the pane.

We'd have to stay in.  There was wine and cheese in the fridge.  A loaf of French bread I'd picked up yesterday on the way over from the hotel.

I knew that I should call him and cancel.  Being alone in the apartment with him could only lead to one thing.

Three hours.

It seemed like an eternity.
 

Everything was wrong—warped.  The world, once black and white and solid patterns Martin could read, was now a shifting, unsteady pool of muck, sucking him down.  Vicki.  Tanya.  Their faces kept flashing on the road ahead of him like some sort of psychic overlays.  Their eyes were bright, accusing.

Suddenly his off-kilter, cross-fucking wired brain, which he'd always considered his biggest asset, despite its drawbacks, was mocking him.  He was no killer—was he?  Was it possible, without being aware of it on a normal level, that he was somehow responsible for all this?  If he could look into his memory holes would he find himself the killer?  His hands trembled on the wheel, and he swerved to his right, just in time to avoid an approaching city bus.

"Christ," he spat, "I've got to get off this fucking road." He had nowhere to go, no one to turn to for help.  He had the crazy, tantalizing urge to go down town and find another woman.  Any woman, it didn't matter.  He could push the madness aside, lose himself in her flesh—not think at all.

Right, he thought, shaking his head to clear it.  Then she ends up dead too, and you go to jail.  Brilliant, Zolo.  The pride of the fucking force, that's you.

He pulled into the parking lot of a seedy, deserted-looking bar and got out.  He knew he shouldn't be there, driving a city vehicle, on-duty, but he had to do something.  His mind was on a crazy rampage through his memories, memories of more women than he could count, more nights than he could remember.  Something had to click, some barely remembered fact that would straighten the whole fucking mess out for him, give him the clue he needed to put his own mind to rest.

He entered the bar, ordered a shot of straight bourbon over ice and a beer.  The place was empty except for the bartender and a Mexican with a mop.

Think, Zolo, think!

His options, and there seemed damned few of them, spun through his mind in an unending, circular procession.  He could go back to the station house.  That was the most logical thing, but somehow he couldn't face it.  He knew they were probably already looking for him.  Plenty of people had known about him and Tanya, other girls, even the manager of the seedy hotel.  Hell, he'd seen that guy enough times to be on his Christmas card list.  There would be questions, maybe even a suspension.  At the very least, he would be off the case, and he needed this one, needed it worse than anything he'd ever needed in his long life.

Of course he wasn't the killer.  He didn't own a nail gun.  He'd never so much as slapped a woman in his life.  God, he loved women!  All women!  But with these gaps in his memory, how was he to prove his innocence?

He was on his third beer and as many shots when the door opened.  He looked up quickly—had they found him so soon?  So easily?

It was Tony.  He was alone, and the expression on his face was grim—not friendly, but not threatening, either.  Cards were on the table; how would the kid deal?  God knew Martin hadn't dealt straight with him.

"Hi, Zolo."  Tony took the stool next to him, but not looking at him, looking down at his clenched hands on the bar, knuckles white.  "You're off the case."

"I figured as much."

"Grodin wants you to come in.  They know about you and the hooker . . . I didn't tell them, but they know."

"Yeah, I kind of figured that, too."  Martin answered carefully, wondering where this was leading.

"You should have trusted me, Zolo.  You should have fucking trusted me."

"You turning me in?"  There.  Out in the open, cards on the table.

"No."

"How'd you find me?"

The frown on the kid's face said it'd been a pretty sure bet that he'd find Zolo in one of the seedy bars just off prostitute lane.  You're getting damned predictable in your old age, Zolo.

"I don't think you did it," Tony said in lieu of an answer, "and I need your help."

Martin stared at the younger detective for a long moment, feeling relieved, and very small.  "You found something?"

"Maybe."  Slight hesitation.

"We were right on the abortion angle, weren't we?"

"I talked to the doctor," Tony said, "strange old coot by the name of Stuart Neff.  He's putting together a list of all the other ladies of the evening he's seen over the past year or so.  He's supposed to have it for me tonight.  Think you could pick it up?"

"I'm off the case, remember?"  Zolo watched his partner carefully.  "Grodin will have your ass if he finds out.  And where the hell are you going to be?  Hot date?"

"Maybe."  But Tony's blush gave him away.

Martin frowned.  "You be careful, Tony.  La belle dame sans merci hath thee in thrall."

"What?"

"John Keats:
 

I saw pale kings, and princes too,

 Pale warriors, death-pale were they all;

Who cry'd—'La belle Dame sans merci

 Hath thee in thrall!'"
 

"Poetry?  You're too weird, Zolo."

"Yeah, just be careful like I told you.  Meanwhile, I'll get the list.  Maybe some names will be familiar.  You got an address for this Neff?  A number?"

Tony handed over a sheet of paper without a word.  There was no hesitation evident on his features now, but Martin had to wonder: did his partner have any doubts?  Was there a slight suspicion that he might be handing Neff's address over to the very killer Neff could help identify?  There was no other explanation: the kid was learning to use his instincts.  Martin was beginning to develop a grudging and very deep respect for this rookie detective . . . maybe he'd work out after all.

"Use my car," Tony told him.  "They'll be looking for yours."  They exchanged car keys.

"Thanks, Tony.  I owe you one.  Where can I find you if something breaks?"

This time there was hesitation, but it was obvious that it was due to embarrassment, not lack of trust.  Martin couldn't help but smile.  "It's the same building where they found Vicki Marsh," Tony said finally.  "Room 3-C."

There followed a moment of nervous silence between them in which Tony studied the stains on the bar and Martin searched for something else to say.  He'd warned the kid to be careful.  He didn't want to see Tony make the same mistakes he'd made, the endless string of nights with women whose primary concern was getting paid up front.  But what could he do if Tony was determined to go?  Martin had been there himself.

Finally, Tony cleared his throat and rose from his bar stool.  "I need to go."

"Thanks, Tony."

"Yeah.  The key to my apartment's there with my car keys.  Why don't you swing by and get yourself cleaned up.  You smell like a brewery."

And then he was gone, slipping out into the rain and a damp fog that swirled and eddied around the closing bar door.  Martin had a sudden premonition then, a spark of cross-wired neurons that screamed for him to go after the kid.

"Get you another drink?" asked the bartender, interrupting the sudden intuition.  As fast as it had formed, the anxiety was gone, slipping into the bourbon and beer stupor clouding his brain.

"No," Martin answered, getting up from the stool.  "I think I've had enough."
 

Tony came early, bearing flowers and wine, a nervous smile, and eyes that searched out every corner of the cheap apartment before they tentatively met mine.

"I've been thinking about you all afternoon," he stammered awkwardly.

"Good," I whispered, taking the flowers and setting them aside.  Vile, sweet smelling things, roses or peonies or some such—I'd never bothered to learn the difference.  I much preferred the smells he was carrying on himself: the rain and weather veiled with cheap aftershave and pensive apprehension; the scent of flesh and blood and bone and sweat that hung in every molecule of air we shared; life and sustenance.  To my heightened senses, it transcended smell and taste, became an existential element my starving soul sipped like fine wine.  I slid in close to him, pressing hunger-hardened nipples through the thin veneer of my silk blouse to touch the chilled cloak of rain water clinging to his jacket.  I kissed him, tasting the rain on his face, the saliva on his tongue.

"Where would you like to go for dinner?" he asked when I finished that kiss.  His face was flushed, the question an obvious cover up for the sheer shock of the passion of that one kiss, that brief introduction to the night that lay before us.

"I thought we'd eat in."

"But I wanted to take you out."  And I could see that what he wanted was to show me off, to be seen with me on his arm.  The envious stares.  The guarded whispers and curses as men wondered what he had that they didn't, what it was about him that attracted a woman like me.  The contemptuous glares of lesser women as they mouthed words like slut, bitch, and whore.

"It's the rain," I explained.  "I hate it."

"That's silly.  It's just rain.  It's just water."

"To you maybe."

He glanced at the window, at the rain falling on the far side of the glass.  Then he scowled and studied me very carefully, as if he thought I was attempting some obscure joke.  "I don't understand.  Why does it scare you?"

"Old memories.  Bad memories.  One day maybe I'll tell you about them, but now just hold me."

"You're trembling," he said as his arms wrapped around me.

"I'm starving."

"Then we should eat."

"No.  It's you I'm hungry for, Tony."

He lowered his head and I kissed him hard, biting his lip so that it bled.  He cried out at the sudden pain, but I wrapped my arms about his head, gripped his damp hair, and held on as he tried to pull back.  I sucked and the blood from his lip ran salty sweet down my throat, a trail of fire marking its passage.  His hands found my breasts through the blouse, cupped and stroked, tugged at my knotted nipples.  He was fumbling with the buttons when I reached down and ripped it open, near climbing his body as I brought them up to his mouth.  As he sucked, I felt his legs tremble.

"Bedroom," I whispered in his ear.

But he was already pulling my skirt up around my waist, surprised and delighted in finding that I wore no panties.  His hand discovered how wet I was.  How hot.  A finger probed, caressed, set me to moaning in his ear.

"Take me to the bedroom.  The floor . . . too hard."

He didn't seem to hear.  His mouth trailed down my stomach, past the skirt.  I responded to his mouth, pressing back with unbridled urgency.  "Tony," I moaned, "I want you to fuck me.  God, I want you to fuck me all night long . . . but take me to the goddamn bedroom first!"  I pulled him back then, spun him away and half across the room.

The look on his face said he was shocked at how strong I was.  I knew where the strength was coming from.  I could hear it growling in my back-brain.  I could smell it in the musky odor rising from my body.  I knew then what I'd known all along but had been unwilling to admit.  I couldn't control it.

Tony wiped at his mouth.  "Sorry, I —"

I tugged the skirt down, pulled my ruined blouse across my flushed breasts.  "Maybe you should go."

"What?"

"Just go, Tony."

"But I . . . we . . . I mean, Jesus, Kat, look at me.  I'm trembling.  I want you so bad I —"

My kiss cut off the rest of his sentence.  There was still some blood on his lip.  He swept me off my feet and carried me into the bedroom.  On the bed he removed my clothing; then, standing over me, he discarded his own.  God but he was beautiful!

As we slipped between the sheets, his hands and mouth working their subtle magic, immortal memories awoke.  The beast extended its claws and crawled from the shadows of my mind with a deep-throated growl that reverberated like thunder in my skull.  The claws slipped through grey matter like it was hot butter, seating themselves deep, hooking unmercifully in the control centers of my brain.

I was no longer in charge of the evening.
 

Martin admired his partner's neat, orderly apartment.  Nothing in his own life was neat.  His place always looked like it had been recently burgled.  Clothing, books, and paper strewn about madly; everything left wherever he'd last used it.  Tony's apartment, while small, was tastefully furnished and shone with an almost spartan cleanliness.  Another step closer to knowing the man, Martin thought.

Stripping off his clothes, he turned the water in the shower up as hot as he could stand, then one more notch, and stepped in, gritting his teeth.  Somehow he felt the need for cleansing, as if he could wash away the past few days and watch them swirl down the drain with the grime.

He was soon showered, toweled, and dressed again, drinking a beer he'd found in Tony's refrigerator.  Heineken.  It figured: no Schlitz or PBR here.  Wouldn't fit the motif.

Neff answered after the third ring, a crotchety, absent- minded cackle of a voice.  An instant image of the man flashed into Martin's mind, a bent, grey-haired old codger with a constant frown chiseled among the lines of his face.

"Yes, Detective, I have the list.  Very distressing, all of this murder and violence.  Very distressing indeed.  Such nice young ladies, I mean, all things considered.  Such a shame."

"Yeah," Martin replied, "distressing . . . no doubt.  Then I can come and pick this list up in, say, an hour?"

"So late?  Well, if you must, I suppose you must.  Can't have any more of my patients killed, now can I?  Such a year. Court cases, murder . . ."

"Court cases?"  Martin felt an itch in the back of his mind, a memory that wouldn't quite surface.  "What court cases?"

"Very disturbing, quite a mess, in all the papers," the old man went on.  "The man was obviously crazy, out of his mind, I'm sure.  Blaming me for his son's indiscretion—asking me to break my oath."

"What are you talking about?" Martin asked, trying to remain patient, the memory he sought still just out of reach.

"He got a young woman pregnant—the son, I mean.  When she declined his offer of marriage, the boy killed himself.  Quite a mess that, jumped from a building if my memory is clear.  The father wanted to find his grandchild, but it was too late, of course.  He took me to court to try and find out who the mother would have been, but of course I didn't tell him.  Couldn't do it, ethics and all."

Martin had heard enough.  The facts were clicking back into focus.  He remembered the case, all right.  He'd watched it on the news, or the tail end of it.  He had a quick flash of a tall, stocky man with a dull, unimaginative face and an expression of stern, righteous anger carved on stone-like features.  "I'll be there as quickly as I can for your list," Martin said, already rising to head for the door.

"I'll see you then, detective," the doctor was saying, but Martin didn't hear this last.  He'd already hung up the phone and headed for the door.  The wheels were turning, and he only needed a couple more pieces to fit it all together.  For the first time in days, he felt like himself again.

As he hit the streets, the relentlessly pouring clouds parted, revealing a pale moon, fat and ghostly on the horizon, a bloated primordial god.  Martin knew all about the crazies that come out to worship that god.  Civilization might have removed the stone altars, but sacrifices were still being made.

He thought of Tony's date then, remembered the fire in her eyes when he'd looked back at her that night outside Vicki's apartment.  Another verse from Keats' "La Belle Dame Sans Merci" ran through his mind:
 

I met a lady in the meads

Full beautiful, a faery's child;

Her hair was long, her foot was light,

And her eyes were wild.
 

The moment the beast seized control, I became a third party in the bedroom.  A silent voyeur.  A concerned bystander with no means of reaching the lovers tangled in sheets and sweat on the bed.

The beast guided him in and he proceeded to pound and thrust with single-minded fervor.  Her legs went around his waist, muscles strained and taut as she struggled to draw him deeper into her body.  He seemed oblivious to the red welts her nails left across his back.  There were no cries of pain like the one he'd uttered when I bit his lip.

It lasted less than five minutes, then his back arched and he gasped.  She clung to him and they both came up off the bed, he on hands and knees and she clinging underneath.  Shuddering, she climaxed as well, her cries syncopated with little fits of laughter.

The change came over her quickly, an instantaneous metamorphosis from Kat to cat.  Because Tony fucked with his eyes open, he saw it all.  I watched from the sidelines.  Reflected amid the fear in his eyes, I saw the beast.  She was sleek and black, sensuously beautiful.  Her eyes were dark crescents, impossibly black, rivaled in hue by nothing save maybe her luxurious hide.  Her teeth gleamed like slivers cut from the moon, the glistening canines long enough to reach the very heart of a man, strong enough to crush skulls.

Tony tried to pull away, but the hands that had already been tearing at his back had become vicious claws that hooked deep into the muscle and sinew across his shoulders.  Her jaws clamped around his throat, holding him in place.  If he pulled away, he'd rip out his jugular.  Her hind legs hooked in the meat of his hips and, though he struggled, she clung to him, riding out several more orgasms, her long black tail thrashing back and forth between his legs.

Finally, she released his hips.  Her legs slipped between their bodies, batting aside his still throbbing erection.  That he'd maintained it throughout the transformation hinted at some darker beast within Tony Saucier.  One waits there in all of us.  There are no good and evil, no black and white, only shades of grey.  Some of us carry little beasts, minor cruelties that amount to little in the end.  Some carry darker demons that wait the right moment to belittle and backstab, to torture and destroy, to ride those with lesser demons like a dog rides a bitch.  I carry a monster from hell.

The beast's feet dug at the soft part of Tony's belly, having difficulty finding a foothold as he struggled.  But find it she did.  Then, with one mighty kick, she opened him up, spilling blood and viscera out across the bed and herself.  He screamed, but it was short lived as her jaws clamped down.  The crunch of his neck was like the sound of a trampled aluminum can.  Blood sprayed, spotting her velvet muzzle and laid-back ears.  His eyes glazed over and frothy red bubbles blossomed and gurgled from his lips.

Then Tony managed an incredible feat.  He tore away from the beast.  Tumbling from the bed in a shower of blood and intestines, he scrambled across the floor toward the pile of clothing where lay his shoulder harness and revolver.  He made it as far as the pile, almost managed to draw the gun, but then she was upon him.  She drove him to the floor beneath her.  Her claws and teeth ripped the flesh from his back in a shower that painted the walls.  I saw gleaming pink scapula, articulated vertebrae, and the graceful splines of ribs before she flopped him over and went to work on the front.

When it was over, she lay supine in the shattered shell that had been his chest, her sandpaper tongue rasping across the raw red edges of his ravaged throat, her stomach bloated with preferred morsels from his abdomen.  The corner where he lay was one giant Rorschach pattern, a red, red rose blooming across the floor and up the walls.

The beast purred with content.

I came back with the horrible pain that always accompanies the reversion to humanity.  Bones crackling, flesh stretching and reshaping to fit the new form, I shuddered and spasmed amid the carnage for five or six minutes until the beautiful woman Tony'd wanted more than anything lay blood-drenched and sated, naked and alone.

In the shower I washed away the blood, tried to imagine my guilt spiraling down the drain with it.  Immortality at a price.  A hunger that had to be fed.  I'm not responsible, I told myself.  I haven't a choice.  But the blood running from the walls whispered otherwise.

There were rivers.  There was the sea.  There was a stronger god who'd wanted me for centuries.  The shower spray invoked his unpronounceable name and invited me to plug the tub and lay back.  That's all it would take.

After the shower, I wrapped myself in a towel and went to find the bottle Tony'd brought.  I walked through the bedroom looking to neither side, refusing to focus on anything but the doorway to the living room.  I closed off the bedroom behind me and was crossing to the wine bottle sitting there with those damn imputing flowers, when someone pounded on the apartment door.
 

Doctor Neff lived in a large, Victorian style home set well back from the road and surrounded by a high, wrought-iron fence.  Martin scowled as he pressed the security buzzer and was admitted to the grounds.  He's not doing too bad for an abortionist, he thought.  He wondered briefly how many of the young ladies the good doctor had "helped" had been treated off the record.  It didn't matter.  He left the car at the curb in front and ran through the downpour to the front door.

It opened before he could reach up to ring the bell, and a thin, twitchy little man stood there, a sheaf of papers in his hand.  "Detective Zolotow?  I'm Stuart Neff.  I believe this is the list you wanted?"

The man was nervous, scared even.  Now what? Martin wondered.  "Is there something wrong, Doctor?"

"No, oh no, I'm sorry.  It's just that, well, in my business and all, well . . . I'm sure you understand?"

What a pathetic worm, Martin thought, all the time maintaining his plastic, servant-of-the-people smile.  "Of course I understand.  You just give me that list, and I'll be on my way.  Thank you for your help, Doctor."

"Oh, think nothing of it," the man almost twittered, relief flooding his features.  "I hate to rush and all, but I have my work—patients, you know . . ."

I know, Martin thought bitterly, I know just about too fucking well.  "Listen, I hate to hold you up, but you said something earlier on the phone about this guy who blamed you for his son's death."

"Yes?"

"You don't happen to know the guy's name?"

"Sure.  It was in all the papers.  British sounding name, though the guy had a typical west coast accent.  Let's see . . . Underhill.  No, wait.  Underhall, that was it."

"And do you by any chance remember what he did for a living?"

"I believe he was in construction, Detective.  Some sort of carpentry work.  Why?"

Not trusting himself to speak, Martin spun on his heel and got back into Tony's car, driving quickly back out the gate.  He had the killer now.  He had all the pieces except for connecting the victims to the list that had been stolen from Neff.

As he sped away, he felt the weight of Neff's place drain away from him.  It had reeked of corruption, and he'd wanted nothing more than to just be away.  Vicki and Tanya and who knows how many other women he'd been with had been to see that worm . . . had opened their legs and allowed him to rip —

"Shit," he muttered.  He pulled into the first diner he saw, parked and went in to order coffee.  All he needed was to find the victims on this list and he'd have enough to make an arrest.  Johnny the Cross, a.k.a. Underhall, had to be stopped—before he made another kill.

The coffee was old, burned, and bitter, but he sipped it anyway.  The list was more extensive than he'd anticipated, and there was an inordinate amount of familiar names—familiar places.  He skimmed quickly, ticking off each victim's name as he came across it.

He almost passed it—right there in black and white—that fucking building.  Room 3-C.  Tony was probably in that room right now, but Nadine, the girl on the list, was not.  Martin had taken her to the bus station himself, nearly six months ago, taken her to the bus station and sent her home to her mother and father with a big, wet kiss.

Martin slammed down the rest of the coffee, threw a bill on the table without even looking to make sure it was a one, and headed for the street.  As he was pulling away, the rain lessened to a slow drizzle, misting the road and wrapping rainbows about the streetlights.
 

I opened the door, just a crack to peek through.  "Who is it?" I asked tersely.

"Ma'am?" came a muffled voice from outside.  "Ma'am, they tell me a fellow can come here for a good time—you know, a date?"

"Jesus," I cursed under my breath.  Two hours earlier and he might have saved Tony's life.  "I'm not available just now," I said quietly, pushing the door closed.  "Maybe you could come back —"

The foot that slipped into the crack of the door was encased in one of the oldest, filthiest boots I'd ever seen.  As it wedged in place, a hand followed, gripping the edge of the door and preventing me from slamming it.

"I'd really appreciate a little of your time," the voice went on, less controlled. Something in the air, I don't know if it was a scent or just an intuitive instinct, told me that this was no ordinary John.  I thought perhaps I caught the scent of sawdust, white pine and birch dust mixed with rain and sweat.  Before I could sort it out, he pushed the door in and slipped past, standing just inside and staring at me with dark seething.

He was wearing a long rain coat with a hood, the kind construction workers wear.  It was dripping wet with rain water.  Rain water that ran in volatile streams to puddle at his feet where it spread across the carpet, inching toward me.  I backed up a step.  As it inched closer, I wondered who'd brought who to my door.  Had he brought the rain or had the rain brought him?  In one hand he carried a blue gym bag.  It clanged metallically when he dropped it to the floor.

"Look, I told you, I'm not available.  I'm not even dressed.  I need my beauty sleep, you know.  Now suppose you get out of here; or should I call the cops?"

Then he hit me, and not the vicious, put-the-bitch-in-her-place kind of slap men reserve for women.  It was a bare knuckle punch, a barroom brawl of a haymaker that shattered my nose and slammed me to the floor.  I started to cry out, but bit it back.  With Tony's body in the next room I couldn't afford much noise.  I tried to get to my knees, letting out a moan of pain.  I was still drained from the transformation, and he was no weakling.  With more fascination than fear, I watched as blood from my nose spotted the carpet.

"Whore," he grated, moving in again and swinging a boot out at my head that I barely managed to avoid.  "Damned baby-killing whore."  I heard the rasp of the gym bag's zipper as he took something out of it.  He reached down and grabbed me by the throat, pulling me back to my feet, and I just let him do it.  I needed to rebuild my energy.  One thing about being immortal, you feel the pain, but the edge is gone from the fear.  He would be mine; it was just a matter of time and enduring the torture.

His grip was unmercifully tight.  He held me up on my toes, nearly lifting me from the ground, mumbling more of those catchy one liners about babies and whores.  I felt the towel slip free and drop at my feet.  He hurled me against the wall and for a moment things went dark, but in the center of that darkness shone something silver.

As the periphery of my vision spun and refused to focus, that silver cylinder in the center remained painfully clear.  It was a metal bucket, visible through the open throat of the gym bag.  There was a screech that at first I didn't recognize.  I knew what the sound was only when the duct tape went around my mouth.  My vision came back in time to see him raise what looked like a weapon from a B-grade science fiction flick.  I saw him bring it up, press it against my wrist, and then came real pain.  Searing, nerve-rending pain like I've never felt.  The gun left a nail head buried obscenely in the dimpled center of my wrist.  I pulled, but it was no use, the nail was buried deep in the wall behind me.

"Your studs are on twenty-four inch centers, whore," he grated.  He tapped his temple.  "These are things I know.  Things of importance.  Things that society values.  Society abhors you and your kind."

My own opinion must have been written in my eyes.

"You think I'm crazy.  No.  I am society's redeemer.  I am their god, their savior.  I gave my only son that whores like you would no longer be suffered to live, that your kind would flush no more sons into the sewers of this city."

He touched my face ever so gently, the tips of his fingers brushing my cheek above the tape but avoiding the blood running from my nose and dripping from my chin.  His hand trailed down my neck, over my collar bone and came to rest on my breast.  "Such beauty and yet such evil.  You beget life only to destroy it, and thereby condemn us all for allowing your existence."  I was wondering if he intended to rape me, when he raised the nail gun again.

I bit back the pain and tried to rake at his eyes with my free hand, but my strength still wasn't back.  The beast was sleeping off its kill, complacently silent, blissfully ignorant of the pain its host was suffering.  The madman grabbed my other arm and extended it, slamming it home with the same brutal force he'd used on the first.  As the nail sank through flesh and paneling, drywall and stud, I focused inward, attempting something I'd never tried before.  I went looking for the beast.

"Pray for your immortal soul, woman."

As he reached for my leg, and I wound up for a kick, another knock came at the door, and he stopped, poised like a statue.  He glanced briefly at me, as if to verify that I couldn't cry out with duct tape wrapped about my head, then he raised the gun and aimed it at the door as if it shot bullets rather than sixteen penny nails.
 

Martin pounded again.  "Tony?  Dammit, Tony, open up!  It's important."

He waited several minutes, but no one came to the door.  They were probably still out.  Tony hadn't believed she was a hooker.  The kid probably figured he needed to wine and dine her to get her in the sack.

Despite Martin's ruckus, the hall remained empty.  This was a building that had heard more than its share of shouts and door-pounding.  Its tenants knew to stay inside and let curiosity draw them out after all the screaming and shooting was done and the police had arrived.

Pacing before the door, Martin considered how much trouble he was already in.  Charges of illegal entry and unlawful search would be more coffin nails for Internal Affairs to use.

"Screw it," he said, and kicked in the door.

He stepped inside quickly, shutting the door behind him before any of the neighbors caught him in the act.  When he turned from the door he found himself confronted by a rain coated maniac with a leveled weapon and, hanging on the wall, the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen, disrobed.  Tony'd had good reason to want her so badly.

Phuft!

"Agh!" Martin fell back against the door as pain lanced through his chest.

Phuft!  Phuft!  Phuft!  The nail gun coughed like a silenced nine millimeter.  Martin went to his knees, turning to take the shots in his back, protecting his face with his arms.  Daggers of pain went off in his shoulders, biceps and forearm.  He drew his revolver from under his arm and raised it to fire, but pain lanced through his hand and the revolver thumped to the carpet.  Looking down, Martin found a head of galvanized iron standing up from his knuckles.

The nail gun coughed several more times, each phuft! bringing a stab of pain as the deadly missile burrowed in flesh.  Martin screamed and surged to his feet, anger overriding the extreme pain of the nails embedded in his muscles.  "You son of a bitch!"  He lunged across the room and slammed into the carpenter, driving him back into the wall to Kat's left.

Underhall was a big man, nearly as big as Martin himself.  When the two men fell back from the wall so did a sheet of paneling and a cloud of drywall dust.  They went down in a tangle of grappling hands and wildly thrown punches.  The nail gun thumped to the floor to one side and, for the moment, was out of the fight.  Martin's attempt to get hold of Underhall was hampered by the slick raincoat.  Underhall reached under his raincoat and there was a sudden flash of steel.  Something wickedly sharp and hooked caught Martin across the cheek.  He spun away, blood and saliva whipping away from his face in a bright shower.  He tried to catch himself against a battered sofa, but missed.  Then Underhall was on him again.

Too late, Martin saw the barrel of the nail gun come to rest against his shoulder.  Underhall had managed to retrieve his primary weapon, returning the abortion tool to its hiding place beneath the raincoat.  There was a ka-chink! that sounded no more deadly than a stapler and a nail sank to its head in flesh and bone.  Martin bellowed and tried to get away, but nausea and extreme pain had robbed all the strength from his legs.  His right arm flopped useless at his side and there were half a dozen areas that burned like hellfire.  He was unable to counter when Underhall raised the gun and brought it down with brutal strength across his head.

A microsecond later Martin was aware of nothing except the fact that the apartment's carpet stank.  He experienced the strangest sensation, the feeling that his head had been disconnected.  Though he could see blood seeping from the gash above his right eye, running across his nose and out into the carpet, he couldn't feel it.  Not even when the vision in that eye faded to red and went out as the eye filled with blood.

With his good eye, he watched Underhall stoop before him and sensed, more than felt, the barrel of the nail gun when it came to rest against his forehead.
 

It was dark and incredibly dry where the beast lived.  The air took my breath, left me croupy and cotton-mouthed, blanched the tissue of my eyes until it was hard to focus.  The confining corridors of its lair smelled of death and dust, memories decaying like week-old kills in the shadow-coifed fissures that marred the walls, untouchable things mummified in the desiccated rafters above.  Ancient sorrows whispered in the cobwebs.  Recently voiced screams trembled through the uneven ground beneath my feet.

There was no color.  Only shades of grey.  Good and evil and that place where we store our darkest secrets.  That corner of the mind where no one's ever invited in.  It was there the beast went to sleep.  There within me.  Curled round childhood terrors and adult superstition, the beast dreamed its nightmares of pleasure and pain, mingling the two until they were indecipherably the same.  Teasing the one with the other, until the emotions themselves lost their identity.

But I had come for once to tease it.

To pull its tail and invite it out.

As it rose from the shadows, its cruel jaws were twisted in a feral smile that said it had known this day would come, that it had been waiting all those centuries for this moment.  And, more, that we would never be the same because we'd never be separate again.  No longer would the beast slink out once a month demanding a kill.  Henceforth we'd walk together among the mortals . . . among the sheep.

And our days would be ones of red, red glory.
 

It was a snarl that stopped Underhall from driving a nail through Martin's brain.  He turned to look and, over the carpenter's shoulder, Martin saw too.  What hung on the wall was no longer a woman, but a cat larger and blacker than any leopard.  What hung on the wall could not have been contained with a score of nails, let alone two.

She ripped herself free, landing cat-like and silent on the blood-spotted carpet.  With a shake of her head she discarded the torn strip of duct tape.  Her teeth shone impossibly white against the absolute black of her muzzle.  Her eyes were darker yet, holes in the fabric of Martin's shattered reality.  Underhall raised the nail gun to shoot her, but somewhere between his brain and his finger the order to pull the trigger got lost.  Eyes glazed with shock and terror, the carpenter was still pointing his weapon when she leaped past Martin and drove him to the floor.

What happened next was quick and brutal and reminded Martin of nothing so much as a National Geographic episode with some predatory cat shaking a tiny deer by the throat.  The only exception here was that the prey was a man.  As the animal's jaws closed vicious about his head and it shook him about, he had no more substance than a rag doll.  Martin scrambled for his revolver, crawling on his knees and one good arm.  From across the room he heard Underhall's skull collapse, a sound to end all sounds, even Underhall's screaming.  When Martin turned and looked back, she was shredding the body, her great claws rending the flesh from the bones, pulling up ribs like they were tree roots, scattering organs like the stuffing from a mistreated teddy bear.

Martin raised the .38, cocked the hammer and sighted best he could without his second hand to steady it.  When she heard the hammer go back, she raised her bloody face from the cavity of Underhall's chest and stared.

For several long minutes they remained that way: he with his back against the wall, the gun wavering in his grasp; she poised over the gruesome mess of the killer.  In her eyes he saw the merciless, beautiful woman, la belle dame sans merci, that he'd first seen that night in the hall.  But she was more than that.  More than the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen.  His mind pulled one of its tricks, digested one random fact and several others, tied them together to make a case in his head.  Underhall wasn't the first serial killer she'd stalked.  Her last had been in New Orleans.  Martin had read the file over the police net.  And before that, a string of others.

But, whatever she was, she'd just saved his life.  He couldn't kill her.  How might Keats have put it?
 

Alas! thou this wilt never do:

Thou art an enchantress too,

And wilt surely never spill

Blood of those whose eyes can kill.
 

He lowered the gun, leaned over, and opened the apartment door.  She remained a moment longer, her midnight eyes unwavering as she studied him.  A slow strand of crimson drool trailed from one gleaming incisor.  Then she sprang through the door and was gone, the musky breeze of her passing darker than any other secret he hoarded.

Martin holstered the .38 and looked about for a phone.  There wasn't one in this room.  Perhaps in the next.  He crawled to the bedroom door and flung it open.

His cry of anguish was heard several floors above and below room 3-C.
 

I most vividly remember the way he looked back at me that time in the hallway outside Vicki Marsh's apartment.  I think he knew even then that there was something dangerous about me, just as I knew there was something dangerous about him.  I can picture him warning Tony to stay away from me, all the while conjuring up a plan that would see him in my bed.

I knew about him and his ladies.  The beast likes a lady's man.  The beast would have liked you, Martin Zolotow.

But the beast is gone.  Or not—depending on how you look at it.  I'm not sure which of us is in control of this new Katherine.  I think she's her own woman.

I know she's hungry.

But she's not fooling herself.  Not for one minute.  You're out there, Zolotow.  And you know what to watch for.  You let me go because I saved your life, but then you found Tony in the back room.  All deals are off now, aren't they?

Too bad.  I think you'd have been magnificent in bed.








  

La Belle Dame Sans Regrets
 

By Brian A. Hopkins and David Niall Wilson
 

As the two detectives closed the door behind him, Martin Zolotow accepted the offered seat without a word.  The seat wasn’t offered as a courtesy.  It was a show of power.  It was intentionally lower than the desk and the Lieutenant who sat behind it.  The two detectives stood, ominously present in Zolotow’s peripheral vision.   One was Hispanic; the other was so white, so buzz-cut, so completely Aryan, that he looked like a former poster child for the Nazi regime.

"Detective Zolotow, I’ve reviewed your file, and I must admit . . . I’m impressed."

Zolotow didn’t have to ask how San Antonio’s P.D. had access to his records from San Valencez.  Lieutenant Sieber’s desk was clean but for a blotter, a phone, and a shiny new Pentium PC.  The co-ax cable screwed into the rear of the machine spoke of network access and information accessibility.  Zolotow’s own relationship with the computer was kind of a love-hate thing.  At the moment, he hated them.  His medical record was probably in there as well.

Leaning forward to rest his elbows on the Lieutenant’s desk, Zolotow said, "If you’ve reviewed my file, then you know I’m on an extended leave of absence."

Sieber nodded, opened his mouth to speak —

"And you’re wondering why I’m on your turf, sticking my nose into your case, and asking to see a tape which the media doesn’t even know exists."

Sieber leaned back in his chair as if to offset Zolotow’s leaning forward, as if to place more distance between them.  It didn’t smell like retreat though; more like a gauging of distance, an adjustment to achieve optimum striking distance.  A slight smile crossed Sieber’s face and Zolotow had the impression that the young Texan was enjoying the confrontation.  Maybe he even respected Zolotow’s directness.  Sieber glanced up at one of the detectives.  "Gun?"

The Hispanic thumped Zolotow’s Beretta down on the desk, sans magazine which he tossed over to Sieber.

Sieber’s smile widened.  "You’re not licensed to carry this in Texas, Detective Zolotow."  With his thumb, he began to eject the cartridges into the trash can beside his desk.  "Even if you were, your records indicate that your official sidearm is a .38 revolver, not a 92FS."

Zolotow rubbed at the stubble on his chin.  He’d been about to shave when the two detectives had knocked on the door of his hotel room.  "If you’ve read my file, Lieutenant, then you know why I’m here, and who I’m after.  I put six thirty-eights in her in Corpus Christi three months ago; she walked away.  While I doubt that fifteen nine millimeters are going to make up the difference, I thought, what the hell, it can’t hurt."

The Lieutenant’s smile didn’t waver.  "She being the cat woman who killed your partner?"  One of the detectives sniggered.  Sieber glanced over at the computer screen.  "Tony Saucier?"  The last nine millimeter round clanked into the metal trash can and Sieber tossed the empty magazine on the desk with the Beretta.

Zolotow bit his lip and said nothing.  He didn’t have to point out the facts; the file was on the computer screen.  Tony had been killed by a large animal, no doubt of that, and there was no better explanation than his own on the board.

Sieber wiped at the corners of his mouth and the smile was suddenly gone.  "How did you learn about the tape?"

"How I learned about the tape isn’t important."

"It is to me."

"What’s important, Lieutenant, is what is happening in your city.  You have a serial killer on the loose."

"We have two murders which we’re not even sure are connected," Sieber interjected.  "The M.O.s are similar, but not necessarily the same."

Zolotow saw no reason to argue the point.  He tried another approach.  "You have another killer who preys on serial killers bound to show up here soon, if she’s not here already —"

"Cat woman," the white detective whispered to the other.

"— and now you’ve got some sort of cult sacrificing black panthers to who knows what pagan god.  Do you want this bleeding all over your precious tourist business on the Riverwalk, or do you want my help?"

"Leopard."

"Huh?"

"The zoo officials said it was a leopard."

"What’s the fucking difference?"

Sieber frowned.  "What makes you think the incident at the zoo has anything to do with the two killings we’ve had on the Riverwalk?"

Zolotow leaned back and rubbed at his eyes.  God, but he was tired.  Boston.  Kansas City. Miami.  San Bernardino.  Then, of all places, Cat Creek, Montana (which should have been a joke, but she’d left three dead there).  Corpus Christi next, where he’d come so fucking close to catching her that he’d actually saved the life of the child molester she’d been about to slaughter.  Then Biloxi, Mississippi, where there was now one less patron of dockside gambling.  Then here.  All in the last year.  He’d been in so many hotels that he’d had to start writing himself notes, otherwise he’d forget where he was going at the end of the day.  He considered himself fortunate that she had, thus far, confined her efforts to the States.

"Look."  Sieber suddenly sounded sympathetic.  "I’ve seen your psychiatric records, Zolotow.  Maybe you need to retire.  Get some help or something."

Zolotow took a deep breath, cursed for the hundredth time the entries that some shrink in San Valencez had made in his records, and silently recited the words from Tennyson’s "Ulysses" which gave him the most strength at times like these:
 

We are not now that strength which in old days

Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are —

One equal temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.
 

The poetry was his defense against the jumbled neurons in his cross-wired brain.  Mixed cerebral dominance, they called it.  It affected his depth perception, his short term memory, his balance . . . his performance.  Since the incidents in San Valencez, it had gotten worse.  There were mornings when he literally had to check the hotel stationery to remember what city he was in.

Still, some memories were unshakable.  The image of Tony in a pool of blood was so clear in his mind that it might have occurred only yesterday.  But there were times when he wondered if he’d manufactured those memories.  The shrinks said he had a problem.  What if they were right?  What if he had invented all of it?  What if there was no Katherine, no Kat, no leopard with eyes of black glass and teeth like slivers of the moon?

"Well?"

"What I need, Lieutenant, is to see that tape.  If what I’ve been told is correct, if what is on that tape is what I think it is, then someone else is hunting her.  Someone besides me.  Whether that helps or hinders my investigation, I don’t know, but I do know that there are going to be more dead.  More like Tony.  More like the three brothers in Montana whose only crime was that they liked to get a little rough with some hookers in Billings.  More like the innocent guy who got in her way in Biloxi, never mind the bastard who was killing women and leaving them on the beach for the crabs.  More like —"

Sieber held up his hands.  "And what makes you such an expert, Zolotow?"

Zolotow thumped the back of the computer monitor.  "You’re the one with  the computer records.  You know I’ve been following her for more than a year now.  No rest.  No pay.  I’ve spent a fortune of my own money hiring private dicks to research her past.  I know when she killed her first serial killer—a guy from Mississippi named Damon Thomas who butchered six women, including his wife, before he met up with Kat."  He glared back over his shoulder at the two detectives.  "That’s Kat with a ‘K,’ boys.  Short for Katherine.

"I know some of what she did before she decided serial killers were her preferred prey, all the way back to a string of murders in Salem in the eighteen hundreds.  Given time and money —" He didn’t add that he was almost out of the latter.   "— I think I could trace her activities back even further.  What surprises the hell out of me is that you don’t care to see the pattern, the string of serial killer killings spread across the country.  Much easier to dismiss me as a lunatic."

"No one disputes the obvious string of vigilante activities," Sieber countered.  "It’s the supernatural element you’ve tacked onto the case that no one believes, Detective Zolotow.  A cat woman who’s been around since the eighteen hundreds?  If you’re not a lunatic, then you must see why we have our doubts."

Zolotow thrust a finger across the desk.  "Someone else believes it, Sieber.  Someone killed that panther—pardon me, leopard.  Someone wants her as bad as I do . . . and they want her dead."

Sieber pursed his lips, considering.  Finally, he reached out and pushed the handgun across the desk.  "You’re not only out of your jurisdiction, but on a leave of absence, Detective.  Store that firearm when you get back to your room.  If my men catch you carrying it, you’ll be arrested."  He glanced up at the waiting detectives and it was obvious that the meeting was over.

Zolotow snapped the empty magazine into the Beretta and thrust the weapon into the holster beneath his left arm.  "What about the video tape?"

Sieber keyed something on his computer.  "Understand this: we consider the incident at the zoo to be completely unrelated to both this Katherine person you’re hunting and the two murders downtown."

Zolotow said nothing.

"For that reason, I’ll consider your request a matter of professional interest expressed by a law enforcement official passing through.  I’ll let you view the tape.  On one condition:  I want you to tell me how you became aware of its existence."

Zolotow sighed.  "I can’t reveal my source."

Sieber shrugged.  "Then we have nothing further to discuss.  I suggest you enjoy some of the finer, uh, attractions our city has to offer."  A sideways glance at the computer screen, a knowing leer, and Zolotow knew what piece of information Sieber had found in his file.

He got the hell out of there.
 

The tape arrived that afternoon.  The bellhop who brought it up from the front desk said it had been dropped off earlier by person or persons unknown.  It was sealed in a plain manila envelope, with no note inside, and nothing but his name and room number on the outside.  Correction:  the outside did not bear his full name, but rather the nickname he’d been known by for twenty-years at the San Valencez Police Department.

Zolo.

A call to the front desk got a VCR sent up to his room.

The tape was amateurish.  Black and white, with no sound.  The focus was terrible, and there were enough crooked angles to set his head pounding.  The original might have been better, but he doubted it was better by much.  There appeared to be three perpetrators, two handling the cat and one behind the camera.  The two he could see wore dark ski masks and trench coats that flapped in the wind like ceremonial robes.  The leopard was securely tied, its mouth so tightly wrapped in duct tape that Zolotow wondered how it could still breathe.

They held it, suspended between two lengths of rope, over the zoo’s dolphin pool, swinging it back and forth and screaming at it.  He thought then how stupid they were.  If it had been Kat, instead of some innocent animal raised on corn-fed beef at the zoo, she’d have torn free of the ropes and ripped them to shreds.  Chains, that’s what would be needed to contain Katherine.  Strong chains.

There was no sound, but he caught one word repeated often enough that he could read their lips.

Change.

They were yelling at the cat to change into something it was not.

Finally, after they’d doused the leopard several times—even going so far as to let it sink to the limit of the tethers—and still nothing happened, they dragged it back out on the cement.  One of the men drew a large caliber revolver and shot it in the head.  The briefly opened trench coat afforded Zolotow the glimpse of a white business shirt and a tie.  The second perpetrator used a large knife to open up the feline, then commenced to pull out organs and intestines.  A black puddle ran across the cement and darkened the water of the dolphin pool.

They didn’t find what they were looking for.

When they were done, they kicked the carcass into the pool, yelled and fired the gun several times at things off camera.  The camera careened wildly as it was thrown, showing first the night sky, then the glistening black streaks on the cement, then the water.  It continued to work for several seconds as it sank—Zolotow thought he saw a dolphin streak past—then the camera went out.

He rewound the tape, watched it again. And again, making notes because he rarely trusted his memory these days.  The gunman favored his left knee.  The one with the knife was left-handed.  The camera operator once shot a view of his feet.  He was wearing expensive loafers.

The tape prompted more questions, answered none.  What had made the three men think the leopard at the zoo was Katherine?  How did they know about her?  Why go to all the trouble to get her near water . . . Was there a weakness there that he didn’t know about?   Who had sent him, first, the anonymous, handwritten tip that the tape existed and then the tape itself?

He was still pondering these questions when the girl he’d called from the escort service showed up at his door.  When he let her in, she eyed the VCR and smiled.  "Dirty movies?"  She ran a crimson nail through the stubble on his chin.  "Long as you understand, Sport, I charge by the hour."
 

Zolo was in the city.  I could sense it, could feel his presence as he must have felt mine.  He’d been on my trail long enough to become my shadow, and shadows are known to share premonitions and precognitions.  Somehow knowing he was there gave me an odd sense of comfort.  The last time I’d actually seen his face, in that apartment in San Valencez with sixteenpenny nails riddling his body and his arm a worthless, dangling length of flesh, something had passed between us.  It was the second such exchange we’d had, and though I knew the danger he represented, the fear of discovery was not as strong as the odd communion.

I knew that none of the others would believe him. They might see the pattern he laid out for them.  They might understand that someone was traversing their great nation, putting killers and rapists into early graves with mechanical regularity, but they would never believe what he knew as fact.  They would never admit the existence of the beast.  Only I, and in a small way, Zolo, were intimate with that hovering darkness.

I had a dual mission in the city, though I was uncertain how it would pan out.  The killer I sought was not easy prey, and the hunt had been complicated still further by the invasion of those who thought to hunt me.  It was not the first time, nor, I knew, would it be the last, that someone had thought to end my existence.  I had no idea who they were, or where they’d gotten their information, but they were out there, waiting—seeking.

They knew about the water.  The reports in the papers had been sketchy, but it was clear that they’d taken the cat to water, and that meant that at least some of what they knew was correct.  I needed to know the source of that information.  The crazy notion had surfaced in my head that, if I could get my hands on my own history, or the history of the dark thing that shared my being, I might be able to gain a bit more control.

I slipped into a short, clingy dress and smoothed the long, dark locks of hair over my shoulders.  It was time for work.  Even an existence such as mine requires financing. The hunger was growing, and though I had some measure of control, I knew I couldn’t let it get to the point it had in San Valencez.  I wasn’t in the mood for innocent blood, the darker kind was so much sweeter.  I locked the door carefully behind me, and headed for the streets.  Several blocks down, the blinking neon sign called to me through the growing dusk.
 

Kitty Kat Klub . . . Lap and Table Dancing Nightly.
 

Smiling, I licked my lips and entered the shadows.
 

Zolotow had asked for a tall, slender woman with long, dark hair.  Most of the images that could reach him now resembled Kat in some fashion.  The girl the service sent over was no exception.  She was a bit rougher around the edges, a bit less appealing with the cigarette dangling angrily from one corner of her mouth and the cynical glint in her eyes, but the body was nearly right.  He could still see the fishnet stockings and those long, lithe legs . . . could still imagine the scent of her . . . almost magical . . . flowing across that dingy hotel room toward him.  The girl sprawled across his bed was not Kat, but in his mind, she would do.  For now.

She was a slow riser, lying tangled and vulnerable in sheets stiff with more than the hotel’s laundry starch.  He’d paid for the entire night—his appetite was rarely satisfied with anything less.  Like every hooker he’d ever met, even the high class ones who worked through escort services instead of off the streets, she’d been more than happy to stay the night.  A working girl might turn four or five tricks a night, but she’ll gladly take the guarantee of three times her normal fee for the safety of an entire night with a single John.  Hookers were something Martin Zolotow knew.

Though, at the moment, the name of this particular one escaped him.

He wanted to wake her, but she looked too innocent in his bed, the smooth length of one thigh revealed in the light coming in from the veranda, one little-girl breast exposed above the bed sheet.  How many moments like this did she have?  How often did she feel safe?  He searched his mind for suitable verse, and came up with a sonnet by Samuel Daniel:
 

Care-charmer Sleep, son of the sable Night,

Brother to Death, in silent darkness born,

Relieve my anguish, and restore the light;

With dark forgetting of my cares return.
 

He took in every detail of the hooker’s sleeping form.  Her resemblance to his mental image of Kat was uncanny, but was his basis for the comparison fact or fiction?  He almost reached out and shook her awake to ask her, Why are you doing this to me?, but he caught himself.  This wasn’t Katherine.  This was Janet.  Janet, whom the escort service had sent over last night.  Keats’ La Belle Dame Sans Merci had yet to show her hand in San Antonio.

The hooker’s name is Janet.  I am at the Emily Morgan in San Antonio, Texas.

From the veranda he could look down on the ancient oaks behind the Alamo and the northern end of the U-shaped Crockett Hotel.  The Marriott dominated the view further south, but he could make out the convention center arena and, of course, the Tower of the Americas.

Brain cells recalibrated, he thought he might be ready to face the day.  He decided he would let Janet sleep as late as she wanted.  He called room service and ordered breakfast for two, then switched on the television.

It was all over the morning news.  There’d been another murder on the Riverwalk.  The body had been found behind the Hilton Palacio Del Rio, thrown from one of the balconies overlooking the river, just a mile from where Zolotow was presently sitting in the hotel.

The media had decided it was time to give the killer a name.

"Zolo?  What is it, baby?"

He turned to find Janet sitting up in bed, the sheets gathered around her waist.  "Nothing, Janet."  He pushed several tousled strands of hair out of her face.  "I was just watching the news.  Sorry, I didn’t mean to have it up so loud."  But he hadn’t had it up loud at all.  He suspected it was the sheer tension in the air that had awoken her.

"That’s okay," she purred, slipping from the bed. "I really need to be going anyway."

"I ordered breakfast."

She slipped her dress over her head and dug her shoes out from under the bed spread.  "Most important meal of the day, right?"

"That’s right."  He tried to remember what he had ordered.  Couldn’t.

"Sorry, babe.  I don’t do breakfast."

He watched her stuff her pantyhose into her handbag, then pause by the mirror to arrange her hair and check her face.  "Can I see you again?  Tonight?"

She turned away from the mirror and kissed him.  "I’m dancing tonight, Zolo.  Don’t even get off until three . . .  and I’ll be beat."

He knew what she meant by dancing and he knew what the better girls could turn in a night.  He suspected she was definitely one of the better girls.  There was no way he was going to be able to talk her out of going.  "Maybe I could come by?"

She smiled wickedly.  "You bring a car, and maybe we could go out into the parking lot on a break.  Okay?"  She pulled a card from her purse and tucked it into the waist band of his boxers.  "I start at eight.  Breaks at ten and twelve."  She snapped the purse shut and turned for the door, then paused to look back at the television.  "Voodoo Killer?"

"Yeah.  How the hell do they come up with this shit?"

"They probably watch too much T.V.," she said, then opened the door.  "Oh, and Zolo?"

"Yeah?"

"It’s Janice.  Not Janet."  The door snapped shut behind her.
 

The plastic tape was the same color they used to secure crime scenes in San Valencez, but Zolotow had never stood on the far side of it.  Until now, he’d never realized the frustration that displacement could bring.  He could see the blue shirts moving about on the other side of the line, but the real work, the things that were his realm, far beyond the lines, back where the uniforms were suits, or undercover disguises, that world was denied him.  Where he stood there were no forensics experts to insult, no rookies to ridicule, and no facts.  He edged up closer to the line, eliciting a sharp stare and a frown from a young man in a uniform so tight, so sharply creased that it could have sliced cheese.  A boy.  A rookie with no idea what was going on behind him, less of an idea, even, than Zolotow himself already had.

The authorities had taped off a considerable stretch of Riverwalk, from water’s edge to the base of the Hilton.  Anyone wanting to pass this way would have to backtrack and take one of the stone walkways or Market Street over to the north side of the river.  Durty Nelly’s Irish Pub, located in the basement of the Hilton, had been included within the perimeter of that tape.  The proprietor was standing in his doorway, arms folded and face twisted in a scowl, wondering perhaps if the police business would be complete before the noon crowds left their conventions and seminars and hit the Riverwalk for lunch and booze.  Though his obvious interest was when he could reopen, the proprietor’s gaze kept shifting distastefully from the floral-shaped, brick-colored stain on the concrete to the Hilton balconies overhead.  Zolotow looked up  himself.  Another five feet—something that could have easily been achieved by a jumper, but not a lifeless body—and the victim would have hit the water.  The water wasn’t deep, only a couple feet, and might not have meant life or death for the victim, but it would have certainly made the cleanup easier.

Zolotow spotted the Hispanic detective who’d been in Sieber’s office and took a chance.  Garcia, he thought the man’s name was.  "Excuse me," he called out.

The detective looked at him, then looked again, realizing who he was, and headed straight for him.

"What the fuck are you doing here, Zolotow?" he barked.  "The Lieutenant told you to butt out.  What don’t you understand about that?"

Zolotow ignored the caustic words.  What the man was carrying in his hands had captured his full attention.  It was an evidence bag, inside which there was a small stone jar.  The jar was carved with intricate designs, and the top was sealed with a thin bead of wax.

"You know what that is, Detective Garcia?" he asked, looking up quickly.

"It’s Garza, and I told you to butt out," the man repeated, his face growing redder.

"Fine.  I just thought you might want to know what you’ve found, is all."

Zolotow started to walk away, but Garza called after him.  "Espera!"  And then, softer, as if embarrassed that he’d lapsed into Spanish.  "Wait.  What do you know about this thing?"

"I’ll make you a deal," Zolotow said, spinning on his heel to face the Detective.  "You tell Sieber to bring me in and show me what you’ve got, and I’ll tell you everything I know.  For instance, that’s a soul jar, a voodoo charm.  Houngans—witch doctors—trap souls in them and use them to gain control."

"How do you know that?"

Zolotow left the detective staring at his back, heading east along the Riverwalk.  The sight of the govi had stirred memories he’d rather have left buried, memories that refused to be overpowered by the smell of fajitas wafting from the Republic of Texas restaurant or the annoying Mariachi music from a bar called the Naked Iguana.  Beams of sunlight filtering down through the ancient oaks and the Spanish decor buildings that leaned out over the river fed the sudden rush of images that flooded his mind.

He’d been in the hills above Los Angeles.  The Marleys had dug in deep, but LAPD and other officers on loan, Zolotow included, had managed to rout them.  Not soon enough—not before they’d sacrificed thirteen children to Papa Gede and some lesser loa.  Zolotow’s assignment had included becoming something of an expert in Haitian voodoo—not the common, religious belief of the people, but the dark, bloody, fear-soaked brand of the Houngan.  It was something he’d as soon forget.  If Sieber cared to look,  it was all there in his police records—buried perhaps under the recent layers of psychiatric crap, but there all the same.

Why did it have to be voodoo?

Despite the appeal of the Riverwalk, he found little to distract him.  He had several margaritas, sampling from the dozens of restaurants on either side of the river.  He was appalled to find that the far end of the Riverwalk, around the bend from long-standing haunts like Dick’s Last Resort and The Bayous, had been taken over by establishments that seemed somehow less appropriate.  There was now a County Line Barbecue (He’d once been to the original in Oklahoma City), the trendy, en vogue Planet Hollywood, and even a Hard Rock Cafe.  Disoriented and depressed, he returned to his hotel room.  He was sitting there, alone, pouring a tumbler of scotch, when the phone rang.

"Zolotow?"

"Yeah."

"Sieber.  Get your butt in here, and you’d better be ready to be helpful, you fuck stick, or I’m going to run you in and mail the key all the way home to San Valencez."

The line went dead and, for the first time in days, Zolotow smiled.  Just like home.
 

It was apparent from the moment they uncovered the shrouded body in the morgue that this was not a random killing.  The girl was beautiful, tall with long dark hair that fell in a soft cascade over her breasts.  For a moment, Zolotow thought he’d seen a ghost.  The woman was the image of Kat . . . or the image of his own memory of her.  He closed his eyes, focusing, trying to be certain his ass-backward brain wasn’t somehow projecting the image.
 

She walks in beauty, like the night,

Of cloudless climes and starry skies;

And all that’s best of dark and bright,

Meet in her aspect, and her eyes.
 

Byron could not have done better had he known her—and perhaps, Zolotow thought grimly, he had.  He reached out and pulled the sheet back over the girl’s face.

"Twenty-three years old," Garza intoned, reading from a preliminary report.  "Cause of death, strangulation.  The body was sexually assaulted, trussed up in baling wire . . . do you need me to read all this?"

Zolotow shook his head.  He knew all he needed to know except who, and why.

The second detective, Bennet he’d said his name was, lit up a cigarette.  He continued to study Zolotow closely, like he was looking for a reason to bust him.  Zolotow had already been frisked, to make certain he wasn’t packing the Beretta.  They had no way of knowing he’d stowed it in the glove box of the rental car just outside.  Garza had lightened up afterward, but Bennet obviously resented Zolotow’s involvement.  Zolotow understood him perfectly.  He’d been there.  In another time, or another place, Zolotow could have gotten along with these guys.  It was unfortunate, but Garza and Bennet were hardly what was important here.

Zolotow had made one of his renowned intuitive leaps and decided that whoever was killing these girls was doing it to lure Kat to San Antonio.  Though he had no way of knowing this for certain, he felt that they’d succeeded.  She was here.  Somewhere.  This girl’s death was a result of a natural resemblance to Kat.  The baling wire was proof enough that they’d expected her to . . . what was that popular word for change?  Metamorphosis?  No, shorter. Morph, that was it.  The guy who’d done this, like the guys at the zoo, had expected her to morph, to become the cat.

Another question—how could he be so certain that the guys at the zoo and the serial killer weren’t one and the same?  The answer—he couldn’t, but his gut feeling was that they weren’t.  The key was the voodoo.  He had seen the video tape, and there had been no voodoo elements at the zoo.  Those guys had been pretty straight forward.  Of course, he couldn’t tell Garza and Bennet all this.  It would be a waste of time, and the small amount of cooperation he’d won for himself by identifying the soul jar might be lost.

"Was the jar the only thing you found?" he asked, turning his back on the sheet-shrouded corpse.

"Not quite," Garza replied.  "We found these with the jar on the balcony from which she was thrown."

Garza held up two more baggies.  One held the remnants of several candles, deep green in color.  The other held a rum bottle, nearly empty.  It wasn’t Bacardi, either, but the real thing—straight off the boats from Jamaica.  Zolotow had seen the brand before.  They sold it in a couple of the occult specialty shops in San Valencez.  He told them as much.

"The candles and the soul jar indicate your killer is into voodoo, Detective."   Even the media had picked up on that much.  "And not just your corner drugstore, pocket handbook kind, but the real thing.  The rum bottle confirms it.  Your lab’ll find it’s laced with hot peppers.  It’s called tempe. Whatever reason they had for killing this girl," he pointed a thumb over his shoulder without turning to look again, "it wasn’t just for sex.  They’re after something, and I’d say from the number of killings so far, they haven’t found it yet."

Bennet just stared at him.  Distrust swam in the detective’s eyes, but he kept his silence.  Zolotow was glad.  The image of the dead girl was strobing in his mind, supplanting the guy’s face at eerie intervals.  He knew it was time to get the fuck out of there.

"I’ll give you a call when the Lieutenant okays you to visit the crime scene," Garza said slowly, cautiously.  It seemed he was also aware of Bennet’s resentment and didn’t want to set him off.  "You keep your nose out of trouble until then."

"No problem," Zolotow answered.  "I’m not feeling so good, anyway."  He left the morgue and walked back to the street.  He knew Sieber wasn’t keeping him around for the voodoo knowledge.  That stuff would have turned up in any routine investigation of such a killing.   Zolotow didn’t really expect to be allowed on the crime scene, but he wasn’t going to be sent packing either.  It might be interesting, at the very least, to find out just what the Lieutenant did think he could offer.

It was time for another scotch.
 

The strip joint was on the north side of town, just off 410, near the airport.  Zolotow could have probably found it without the address on Janice’s card.  In his experience, strip joints were always located near the airport, as if people flew in specifically to see a little T & A.  Because he’d had plenty to drink already, because he didn’t want to hassle with interstate traffic, because he hoped to spend the night curled up next to Janice, he took a cab, leaving the rental car in the basement garage at the Emily Morgan.  (The Beretta, though, was back in place, tucked up under his left arm.  He’d also strapped a Walther PPK to his right ankle.)  Traffic turned out to be light—proof that he was in San Antonio and not someplace like L.A. or Washington D.C.  He arrived earlier than he’d planned, a good twenty minutes earlier than Janice’s ten o’clock break.

Just in time, in fact, to see her dance.

The joint was like a hundred others he’d frequented.  Smaller than some.  Larger than others.  There were four active stages.  The women dancing on stage, as well as those circulating the tables for drinks, lap dances, and deals of a more intimate nature, were all beautiful.  He was impressed.  The place was understandably packed.

Because he’d only given the card the most cursory glance and then handed it to the cab driver, the club’s name had stopped him in his tracks when he first looked up and saw it blazing in crimson neon.  The Kitty Kat Klub.  It sent shivers up his spine to see her name in lights.  He decided then and there that he’d lost it, that he was one total dumbass of a detective.  If there was one place in town, he thought, where he could guarantee her not being, this was it.

Janice was down to a G-string and fluorescent blue halter top by the time Zolotow found a seat.  She was moving to the rhythm of a song Zolotow quickly decided was  called "Sweet Dreams are Made of These," simply because the band repeated that line over and over within the rhythmic pounding of the sparse lyrics.  The music hardly mattered.  Janice could tease with the best of them.  He watched her wring every iota of angst-ridden lust out of the guys before she gave up the halter top.  In return, her panties were overflowing with bills, very few of them bearing Washington’s dole visage.  She worked the pole, the mirror, the floor, even the rafters at one point, and she worked the customers.  Bending over, she revealed that tiny strip of material wedged up between her legs, so small and yet covering so much.  She stroked her oiled thighs, massaged her breasts, slapped her ass, and used every trick in the book short of putting her red high heels behind her ears.

Zolotow found himself strangely immune to it all.

The lights were beginning to work on his mind, strobing in visions of Tony spread open like a gutted flower on the mirrored back wall of the stage.  Janice was suddenly Kat, crouched over Tony’s body, his blood running thick and slow from her chin, down across her firm young breasts.  Then it seemed that in every inky corner there crouched an ebony feline, fangs and claws glistening silver wet.  He broke out in a sweat.  The pounding in his head, which had at first synchronized itself to the rhythm of Janice’s chosen music, was now a thundering discord so that he was alternately pummeled from within and without.  When the waitress asked him what he wanted from the bar, it was all he could do to croak, "Scotch."

Then the music was over and Janice came down off the stage, playfully turning the hands that stroked her flanks and snapped at her G-string, giving each of them a smile that said she’d be back just for them.  She came through the howling mob, straight for his table, and placed herself in his lap.  "Hi, lover.  Slip me some money so the boss doesn’t get his shorts in a knot."

He slipped her a bill without looking at it, overpowered by the smell and proximity of her on top of the unexpected visions.

"Jesus, Zolo!  Take it back, hon, it’s a fucking c-note."

"It’ll be yours tonight anyway," he mumbled, starting to pull himself together.  His drink arrived and he passed the girl a bill, checking to make sure it was a five.  He took a heavy hit off the scotch and felt worlds better.

Janice stuffed the hundred into his shirt pocket.  "Club takes are split equally, baby.  Give it to me later when I don’t have to share it with the others."

He knew that.  Goddamn it, he knew that.  He tucked a twenty into the front of her panties, letting his fingers slip briefly through her soft pubic hairs.  I may be going broke, he thought, but I’m going out in style.

"I’ve been watching for you all night."  She squirmed her buttocks against his crotch, but didn’t seem to find what she was looking for.  "My dancing didn’t do it for you?"

He stroked her thigh, loving the feel of the oil she’d rubbed on before going on stage, loving the smoothness, the firmness, the feel of youth. Was that what he sought in all these women?  The youth that he was losing?  "Sorry.  I just walked in near the end of it.  You know what you do for me."

"Yeah, we’ll see about that."  She checked his watch.  "I got ten minutes more working the room, then I’m off for thirty.  Did you drive?"

"Sorry, babe.  I took a cab."

"Zolo!"

Until that moment, he’d completely forgotten her invitation to a parking lot quickie.  "I thought I’d stay until closing," he lied.  "That way we could leave together."

"Oh, baby, I’m going to be so tired."

He had a sudden flash, the image of her asleep that morning in his hotel room.  "S’okay," he said.  "You can sleep.  I’ll just watch."

She kissed him.  "You’re too sweet."  Then the music started up and a buxom blonde took the stage.  The D.J. introduced her, appropriately, as Candy.  "Oh, man, you gotta watch Candy.  She’s fucking fantastic."  She shifted again on his lap, found the position she was looking for, and whispered in his ear, "You’re gonna love this."

Candy was good.  Candy worked the room like it had no limits.  If she’d been accepting them, guys would have been writing checks for their life savings and maxing out their VISA and American Express cards.  It’s not that Janice hadn’t been good.  It was just that Candy was better.  Watching her, Zolotow felt himself growing hard.  Janice felt it too.  "You dirty old man," she chided, and then she began to work his lap with her buttocks, shifting herself up and down the length of his erection.

"Janice —"

"Quiet, baby.  Nobody’s watching us.  Every eye in the joint’s on Candy."

She was right about that.

He watched Candy, imagined her long, blond hair spilling over his face.  He imagined the feel of her breasts in his hands, nipples firm against his palms.  He imagined the musky smell of her cunt and a moment later realized he wasn’t imagining it.  What he was smelling was Janice.  Candy was turning her on as well.

Too soon, the music died and Candy ducked out through the back, disdaining to work the room like many of the top girls Zolotow had seen across the country.  Zolotow was left with a throbbing in his groin, unsatisfied.  Janice leaned back and kissed him over her shoulder, arching her back so that he could see her breasts.  Her nipples were knotted with lust.  "Next girl’s new," she said, licking at his lips, "we’ll both have to see if she’s any good."

Zolotow didn’t care what she looked like, as long as Janice didn’t stop moving in his lap.

"Settle down, guys!" the announcer yelled.  "Candy’ll be back, hotter than ever.  Right now I need you to make our new girl feel welcome.  Give it up for Kat!"

Zolotow’s heart stopped and dropped to the pit of his stomach.  It was her.  It was honest to fucking God her.  When she took the stage, his erection lurched against Janice’s backside.

Janice laughed.  "Oh, baby, I think this kitty’s got your number."
 

Somehow I wasn’t at all surprised to see him sitting there.  It was the girl on his lap that struck me as odd.  Her resemblance to me was uncanny.  Oh, Zolo, I thought, what demons are you nursing, darling?  Have you come to kill me or make love to me?  Was Tony’s death not enough to satisfy your curiosity about the beast?

Of course he recognized me immediately.  I saw his free hand slip under his jacket—his other hand was clamped between the girl’s legs, captive to whatever demons she was working out for herself.  I tensed for a moment, but he didn’t pull out whatever gun he’d concealed there.  Instead he just held it while his eyes clouded over with lust and the stripper who looked like me moved on his lap.

I let my eyes go feline, flashing him warning and invitation at once.  He saw the change, and his back arched.  His right hand came out from under the jacket and I thought for a second he was pulling the gun, but he only gripped the stripper’s shoulder and pulled her down hard against him.

I let my eyes slip away from his, turning toward the men who crowded the brass rail at the edge of the stage.  Pheromones.  Body movements as old as time, as indigenous as their own hormones.  Lust in a gesture.  Desire in a glance.  They were mine.  Every fucking one of them.  I knew I was overdoing it, but after all, it was a special occasion.
 

She danced to the strangest music, hardly the sort of thing you expected to hear at a strip club.  "It’s a band called Tool," Janice told Zolotow.  "God, why would anyone pick something so weird to strip to?"  Strange, yes, but as Kat moved and undressed, Janice began to pant, pressing against him as urgently as he was pressing against her.
 

There’s a shadow just behind me

Shrouding every step I take

Making every promise empty

Pointing every finger at me

Waiting like a stalking butler. . .
 

Something was wrong.  The crowd was mesmerized—God, every cock in the room must be about to explode—but there was no money flowing.  Kat danced and every eye followed her, but the half-folded green bills remained clenched in the hands of the onlookers.

Janice’s head fell back against Zolotow’s chest.  Her body quivered and her breath hissed through clenched teeth.  The cheeks of her ass were clenched so tight that Zolotow actually felt as if he was in her, as if there weren’t three layers of cloth between them.  As her buttocks trembled with orgasm, he felt himself surging forward.  Heat and passion swelled from the center of him, focused there where he was pressed against Janice, but intended for the animal beauty on the stage.
 

I am just a worthless liar

I am just an imbecile

I will only complicate you

Trust in me and fall as well

I will find a center in you

I will chew it up and leave

I will work to elevate you

Just enough to bring you down

Trust me, trust me, trust me. . .
 

Guitars screamed and someone screamed with them.  The room erupted in chaos.  A bouncer took one of the patrons to the ground, pounding him several times in the back of the head to keep him off the stage.  From somewhere there came the sound of shattering glass.  Zolotow heard none of it as his orgasm surged forth.

"Zolo!  You’re hurting me!"

There were blue bruises rising where he’d gripped her shoulders.  It took a great deal of effort to pull his hands free.  When he did, she sprang from his lap.  He was trembling.  His vision was blurred.  When he tried to stand, his legs wanted to fold.

"What the hell’s wrong with you?" Janice screamed.  "You nearly broke my fucking shoulders! God, what’s wrong with this whole fucking joint?  The guys are going apeshit and that stupid bitch didn’t even collect any money."

"Where. . .?" Zolotow croaked.

"What?"

"Where the fuck did she go?" he yelled, shoving her aside.

"Christ, Zolo, lighten up!  She’s probably backstage."

The room was in turmoil.  The D.J. was trying to restore order, but half the crowd was screaming for more of Kat and the other half was trashing the place.  Zolotow sprang up on the stage, wincing at the press of his erection against his trousers, fighting his rising embarrassment over the warm, wet spot he felt.

A bouncer interceded between him and a hidden door at the rear of the stage.  Zolotow used an old jujitsu trick, faking a trip that laid him out on the floor beside the bouncer.  But as he fell, his left leg hooked the bouncer’s ankle and his right foot shot out against the bouncer’s captured knee. There was a sickening crunch!  The bouncer went down with a howl of agony and Zolotow was up and through the doorway.

There were screams as he burst into the dressing room with the Beretta drawn.  He swept the room with the gun, nearly squeezing the trigger at every dark-haired girl.  He recognized they weren’t Kat most quickly by the fear on their faces.  She wouldn’t be afraid of him.

She was nowhere to be seen.

"Where’d she go?" he screamed at them.  They were too busy cowering and screaming to answer.  Janice came in behind him and he turned the gun on her.  "Where?"

"Shit, Zolo, the back door’s right there."

He hit the safety bar with his hip, slamming the door out against the side of the building.  Sweeping the alley with the pistol, he stepped out through the doorway.  There was a dumpster, a car, several cardboard boxes.  No Kat.  There was movement from within the car, hidden by the yellow glare of the single sodium vapor light in the alley.  He took a step toward the vehicle and it seemed, suddenly, that his brain had finally exploded.

He hit the curb face first and rolled, coming to a halt against a pair of legs.  Somewhere a car door opened.  A boot whipped out and the Beretta skated away from his dead fingers.  He tried to move, but nothing worked.  Janice joined the figure standing over him and it occurred to him from out of nowhere that he’d never once told her his nickname was Zolo.  Martin Zolotow, he’d said.  She hadn’t called him Martin or Marty.  She’d called him Zolo.

Janice’s face seemed to bring her companion’s into focus.

Bennet.

"You didn’t kill the son of bitch, did you?" asked someone from the side.  Zolotow didn’t recognize the voice, but then he wasn’t sure his hearing was even working properly.  Mostly he just heard a loud buzzing.  He tried to turn his head, but his neck wouldn’t work.  Bennet had clubbed him good.

"He’s no good to me dead," added the unknown voice.

"He ain’t dead," Bennet said, kicking Zolotow roughly in the ribs.

"Hey, you said you wouldn’t hurt him!"

Bennet turned to regard Janice.  "And you said you’d bring him out to the parking lot at ten.  Stupid cunt."

"He didn’t drive," Janice explained.  "What was I supposed to do?"

"Improvise," Bennet told her.  Suddenly he grabbed her by the hair.  "But the best thing you coulda’ done, bitch, was stay the fuck away from us.  Now you know too fucking much."  From within his jacket he pulled a large knife.  Zolotow couldn’t be sure, but he thought he recognized it from the zoo video.  Left-handed.  The bastard was left-handed!  Bennet yanked Janice’s head back by the hair, exposing her delicate neck, and casually, almost tenderly, ran the length of the blade across her throat.

Blood splashed across Zolotow’s face.  He managed to scream incoherently as Bennet eased the thrashing prostitute to the curb.

"What a fucking waste," said the voice from the side.

Someone kicked Zolotow in the head and everything went black.
 

When Zolotow woke, his first thought was of Heaven.  He’d read the tabloids, seen the video takes.  Death was supposed to be followed by visions of a great white light.  A tunnel.  Warmth and comfort and an overwhelming feeling that everything would be alright.  Then the pain hit, and his image of paradise was shot to hell.  He nearly blacked out again as lances of ice slammed through his brain.

"He’s coming to."

The words sank in, but it was a long, frightening moment before a name and a face surfaced from his memory.  Bennet.  There was no mistaking that arrogant twang.  Zolotow thanked whatever dark gods were looking after him that his mind wasn’t sputtering out on him.  If he could place that name, then he could think, and that was all that was left to him at the moment.

He squeezed his eyes shut painfully, then allowed them to open again, more slowly.  It didn’t help much.  The light was directed into his eyes.  Once he managed a pained semi-focus on the room surrounding him, he was able to make out the outlines of three figures, but no details.  He was seated in a straight-backed, wooden chair, tied securely in place with nylon cord.  Whoever had tied him knew their stuff.  There was no chance of working himself free.  The Beretta was gone.  It felt like the PPK was still in place, but there was no way to reach it. Two lamps—photographic equipment, he guessed—were directed into his eyes.

"Welcome back to the living, Detective Zolotow," a sibilant, whispery voice proclaimed.  The sound insinuated itself into Zolotow’s mind; not loud, but powerful.  He recognized the voice as belonging to the man who’d been concerned that Bennet would kill him in the alley.  Now that he’d heard it twice, he detected a faint, subdued, European accent.  French maybe.

"Who are you," Zolotow managed to grate, "and why didn’t you just kill me and be done with it?"

"I think you know the answer to your second question," the voice chided.  Zolotow was able to pin it to the tallest of the three silhouettes.  The guy had be at least six foot eight.  "She’s near, and I’m afraid I must have her.  You will lead me to her, and perhaps I will let you live."

There wasn’t much point in playing dumb, but Zolotow was fighting for time to order his thoughts.  "I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about."

"You always chase dancers through back alleys with your gun drawn, asshole?"  Bennet’s voice again.

Most of it came back to him then.  The club.  The alley.  Janice.  Oh, God, Janice.  Eyes narrowed, he focused on the form which he now recognized to be Bennet.  "You’re a dead man, Bennet."

Bennet laughed, stepped around in front of the light and hit him, hard.

Zolotow spat blood and blinked at the darkness pressing in from the edges of his vision.  When he spoke again, his voice was very soft.  "I’m going to take that fucking knife of yours —"

A backhanded blow slammed his head over the back of the chair.

"— and shove it so far up your ass that you’ll be tasting your own shit on the tip of it."

Bennet drew back his hand to hit him again.

"Enough!" commanded the tall man.

"Son of a bitch doesn’t know when to shut up," Bennet spit.

"Dead," Zolotow hissed.  "You’re fucking dead, Bennet."

"We’ll see about that."

"You will have to forgive my associate," said the tall man.  "Mr. Bennet can be a bit hot-headed. You’ll find things much easier if you cease your charade."  French, definitely French.  "I have little time for it, and I assure you, I know all about you and Katherine.  I’ve been following you both for a long time."

"If you know about her, why follow me?" Zolotow asked, genuinely curious, despite the pain and the rage.

"You’ve proven remarkably intuitive, Detective Zolotow.  I haven’t always been as successful in tracking her.  In fact, I lost her completely several years ago.  It was only your investigations that tipped me off and put me back on her trail.  One of your PIs, you see, was also working for me."

Things were falling into place.  "You guys—probably Bennet—gave me the zoo tape."

"Of course."

"You killed all those girls —"

"Nonsense.  Oh, I’m sure Bennet would do it if I asked him to.  He has no qualms about murder.  I assure you, though, that the Voodoo Killer is nothing more than an interesting coincidence.  Without him, we would have had to manufacture our own serial killer to lure her in, or go through all this messiness in another city.  And of course, in another city it wouldn’t have been nearly as convenient —" He patted Bennet’s shoulder.  "— without agents on the force."

Agents, Zolotow thought.  Plural.  "Then the only murder you’ve ordered is Janice’s," he said.  "I want to have all this straight when I put it on the warrant."

Bennet laughed.  So did the third man, still hidden in the shadows, the first sound that he’d made.  Until that moment, Zolotow had assumed it was Garza, especially when the Frenchman had indicated there was more than one policeman involved, but the laugh didn’t sound like the Hispanic.

"I don’t think you’ll be arresting anyone, asshole," Bennet remarked.

"Oh, not you," Zolotow replied.  "Certainly not you, Bennet."

"Okay, let’s cut the small talk," said the Frenchman.  "You know that she’s here in San Antonio, Zolotow.  You’re going to tell us how we can find her.  I thought we had all the time in the world, but Bennet here says the police have a lead on the Voodoo Killer.  Once they catch him, Kat will move on and I’ll have to track her down all over again.  You, my whore-loving friend, are my ace in the hole.

"If you don’t start talking, I’m going to instruct Bennet to work on you with his knife."

"And I’ll start somewhere really intimate," Bennet added.  "Like your balls."  He pulled the knife from under his sports coat, a wickedly curved, serrated monstrosity, like any of a dozen blades made famous by Hollywood icons like Stallone, for sale in any mall.

Zolotow ignored Bennet.  "And you want her because . . .?  You’ll pardon my candor, Stilts, but you don’t seem like the type to lose sleep over the deaths of a few citizens here and there, regardless of their chosen profession."

"She has something that is mine," answered the Frenchman.  Zolotow detected a deep note of . . . Longing?  Pain?  "Something that has been in my family for a very long time.  I would like to have it back."

Zolotow digested this, filing the information, his inner gears already clicking, merging bits and pieces of the puzzle.  Questions were beginning to form in his brain, and he was thinking of pushing his luck, when the room went suddenly black.  The light had been unbearably bright—the darkness swallowed them whole.

In the lightless void, sound was magnified.  He concentrated, struggling helplessly against his bonds.  There were several grunts, a curse—Bennet.  The next sound he heard chilled him straight through to the center of his heart.  A scream ripped through the room.  Not a normal scream of fear, or of pain, but a primal, guttural yowl that set his hair on end and stopped his struggles cold.  He went rigid in the chair, fighting to penetrate the shadows, to get a glimpse of what was happening.

There was a quick scuffle, a crash, and a moan. Then a sound like flesh impacting on something solid.  Suddenly she was behind him, and he nearly fainted at the proximity—the heady scent of her.  Despite the danger of his situation, despite the bonds and the men holding him captive, he felt himself reacting to her, felt the erection struggling against the bonds of his clothing.  The ropes suddenly dissolved, sliced away.  He felt soft fur brush against him, felt the quick, sandpaper-moist touch of—her tongue?  Then he was free, and another scream erupted to his right.

Staggering from the chair, Zolotow stumbled forward.  He found a wall and worked his way along it.  He came against an indentation, scrambled about and found a door handle.  He grabbed the handle and pushed.  Nothing.  It was locked.  Pulling back, knowing his throbbing brain would never forgive him, he rammed the door with all his strength.  The wood gave with a splintering crash, and he fell outward into a dim alley.  It was still night, but barely.  He could make out the orange beginnings of dawn painting the rooftops of surrounding warehouses.  He rolled to his feet, clutched at the brick wall along one side of the alley, and lurched forward, heading for the nearest street.  Behind him, the sounds were fading.  He heard someone empty all six rounds from a revolver, heard another crash, then he was on the street and moving away as rapidly as his wobbling legs would take him.

He never heard her approach, but seconds later, as he was about to stumble in front of a city bus, she was there.  She insinuated herself beneath his arm, holding him upright with amazing strength and leading him further down the street.  Somehow she managed to hail a cab and get him inside it, sliding in behind him and giving the driver quick directions.

There were sounds on the street.  Pursuit?  It didn’t matter.  The cab pulled away from the curb, and Zolotow checked out for a minute.  She had him now.  There was nothing he could do about it.  He laid his head back, and she pulled it onto her shoulder, stroking his hair gently, possessively.

The cab driver looked at them in the mirror.  "You two need a hospital?"

"Just take us to Renaissance Plaza like I told you," she said, and though there was doubt in the driver’s eyes, he obeyed without question.  His eyes even left the rearview.

Zolotow took a deep breath.  From her directions, he could tell they were still on the north side of town, not more than a few miles from the strip joint where the evening’s nightmare had begun.  "You saved my life," he told her.  It did not escape his mind that this was actually the second time she had done so.

She shrugged against him.  "Just another chapter in a conflict that started long before I met you," she whispered.

"Are they. . .?"

"Dead?"  She wiped at the blood on his face.  "No.  Two are down, but not seriously injured."

She was wearing some sort of short robe which gaped open in the front, revealing her cleavage and six inches of washboard abdomen.  There was a lot of blood and, as his eyes panned down to her legs, he realized some of it was still flowing, that not all the blood on her came from her victims.  He suddenly realized she was leaning on him as much as he was leaning on her.

"You’re hurt."

"The Frenchman.  He’s a wild shot in the dark.  How he missed the two cops I’ll never know."

So the other man in the shadows had been Garza.  "You should have killed them," he said, only slightly surprised at his own vigilante attitude.

"At the moment, you were more important."  She pulled aside the robe, revealing a dark triangle of pubic hair, sculpted hips, and her side.  There was a bullet hole in her side.  She twisted enough so that he could see the matching hole in the back.  "Clean through.  I took it while changing."

He thought he understood that statement all too clearly.  She had made herself vulnerable for his sake, thinking he would not have been approachable in her other form.  "But I shot you in Corpus Christi —"

"You shot . . . the other.  The Frenchman shot me . . . while I was changing."

A weakness then.  Like the water thing perhaps.  She must not be thinking clearly or she would never have given him that insight.  And what of this other?  Were she and the cat not one and the same?

The cab driver turned into a parking lot, heading for the steps of an office building.  "We’ll get out here," Kat told him.  "Stop in the parking lot."

When the cab came to a halt, Zolotow dug the hundred dollar bill out of his shirt pocket and passed it over the seat.  "You never saw anything.  Understand?"

The driver glanced at the bill and nodded vigorously.

When the driver was gone, Kat led the way to a black Geo Metro, passing Zolotow the keys.  He was impressed that she’d been smart enough to leave a rental here rather than at the warehouse.  If the cab driver wasn’t bought off with the hundred, at least the trail would end here.  "You drive," she said weakly.  "I think I’m going to pass out.  I’ve got a room at the Embassy Suites . . . across from Lincoln Center."

Given the late hour and the lack of traffic, it was only five minutes away.  She fell against him and he had to help her into the car.  "Maybe I should get you to a hospital," he suggested.

She laughed.  "The first thing they’d do is take a blood test, and then all hell would break out."  She stroked his cheek.  "I’ll be fine, Zolo, darling.  It’s yourself you should be worried about."
 

Zolo carried me from the parking garage to the elevator and up to my room.  I’d forgotten how strong he was.  The year he’d spent on my trail, a year of airports and hotels and a hundred seedy bars, had burned off whatever fat he’d once carried.  His large frame was nothing but muscle and bone now.  I was amazed that he could put aside his own mortal aches and pains, possibly even a concussion, to take care of me.  The night must have been a tremendous ordeal for him, mentally as well as physically, but he shrugged it off easily.

We were both covered with blood.  His.  Mine.  Blood from the Frenchman and the two cops.  Blood from the stripper they’d murdered.  I’d lost more than I realized.  I was weak and dizzy, slipping back and forth through the dark shadows encroaching on my vision.  Much of that first hour together I’ve lost.  What I’ve retained is, at best, sketchy.  I remember him taking me into the bathroom, checking my wound.

"You need a hospital," he said again.  He applied a compress of hand towels to both entry and exit wounds.

"Don’t worry.  My healing powers are remarkable, Zolo."

"There’s infection to worry about," he said.  "A wound like that can kill you just from lead poisoning."

"It’s alright.  Really.  If it’ll make you feel better to be doing something, there’s a complimentary sewing kit in the desk drawer over there.  You can sew me up."

I meant it as a joke, but he took me seriously.  I remember thinking that the tiny pain of the needle puncturing my flesh seemed incredibly negligible.  I remember watching how steady his hands were as he threaded the needle, how gentle his fingers were as he drew the lips of the wound together.  I passed out sitting there on the toilet while he reinvented stitches.

I regained consciousness sometime later in a panic.  There was water cascading down around my neck, pouring in deadly rivulets over my bare breasts.  I could feel it pooling around my ankles, sucking at my feet with ancient hunger.  I screamed and struck out, but Zolo held me tight against him and told me everything was okay.  It was just the shower.  I was naked.  My bloody robe lay on the bathroom floor with several bloody towels and a pile of his own clothing.  He was as naked as I was.  I could feel his heart beating against my breasts.  I could feel the blood pounding through his arms where he held me.  I could feel the press of his erection against my thigh.

The filth and blood streamed off our bodies, swirling round the tub to disappear down the drain.  The water took what it could, gurgling and chuckling and wishing for more.

"You’re afraid of the water," he said.

I put my head back on his shoulder and said nothing.

"Why?"

"I wish that I knew," I whispered.

"How can you not know?"

I trembled.  "The water wants me.  That’s all I know."

"The water wants you?  Katherine, that makes no sense."

I leaned into the spray, letting it pound first my breasts and then my neck.  I closed my eyes, leaned back my head, and opened my mouth.  At first, nothing.  Then, sensing the advantage, defying the laws of physics, the water diverging around my neck began to advance.  Up past my windpipe.  Up over my chin.  Past my bottom lip.  My teeth.  And then it was filling my mouth.  My nose.

I hadn’t moved.

Zolo pulled me back, turned me to face him with my back to the spray.  "That’s impossible!"

"Impossible, my dear Zolo, is what I’m all about."

"But . . . how?  Why?"

I put my head back on his shoulder and didn’t bother trying to answer him.  He decided to try a different line of questioning.

"Who is the Frenchman?  What does he want?"

"He has many names.  Moyset. Jacques Rollet.  Pierre Labourat.  He is le Meneur des Loups, the leader of the wolves.  He thinks I’m a witch, a loup-garou, and once he sought to bring me back into the fold, to have me bear his children, but now all he wants is my death."

"Loup-garou?’

"Werewolf."

Silence reigned for several minutes and I could imagine him trying to make sense of it all. Had I said werecat, it might have made some sense to him.  Hell, it might even begin to make some sense to me.  Faced with knowing what I was, he didn’t make the usual argument: that there was no such thing as werewolves.  I didn’t have to tell him about Pierre Burgot, Gilles Garnier, the Comte de Saint-Pol, the Beast of Gévaudan, Philibert Montot, the Gandillon family, the Tailor of Chalons, Michel Verdun, Jean Grenier, or any of the others from France.  People think of Hungary when they hear of werewolves, but I know better.  Werewolves eat escargot and drink fine wine.

Between 1520 and 1630 alone, some 30,000 individuals in France were tried as werewolves.

"He said you had something of his."

"That may be, but I don’t remember."

"What do you remember?"

I raised my head from his shoulder and kissed him long and deep.  "I remember wanting you from the first moment I saw you."
 

It seemed to Zolotow that he’d had the same erection for hours.  When she knelt in the shower and took him in her mouth, he thought he would explode  immediately, but she took him in slowly, tenderly, her hand clamped tight about the base of his erection while her mouth worked up and down its length.  She brought him to the very brink of orgasm, but she didn’t allow him to fall over that edge.

The shower was growing cold.  She turned off the water, took him by the hand, and led him to the bedroom where she pushed him back on the bed and straddled him.

As she slid down, sheathing his engorged cock in her moist warmth, Zolotow let his hand slip back beneath the pillows to make sure the PPK was still there.  When she’d fainted in the bathroom, he had taken a few seconds to hide it under the pillows, uncertain where this night would end.  The image of Tony after such a night wouldn’t leave him in peace.

She rode him, her hair hanging wild and wet in her face, her eyes catching the morning sun where it bled through the blinds and lending it a special, unholy glow.  He lay there, quivering and moaning, and she slipped up and down his cock, engulfing him—hot and wet and impossibly exotic.  With one hand under the pillow wrapped around the handle of the Walther PPK, he arched his back and cried out, squirting his seed deep within her as he fought to match his final thrust to her rhythm.

Afterward, she lay at his side, stroking the semen and wetness from his quivering penis, rubbing herself against his thigh.  He rolled her over on her back and took her nipple between his teeth, suckled and kissed while his hand slid down her velvet belly to the wet spot between her legs.  They stroked each other, panting like animals.  His fingers probed the depths of her for several minutes until her hand, which had been pressing his face against her firm breasts, pushed his head down.  His tongue trailed across her abdomen, lingered to tease her navel and then her pubic hair, and finally sought out the cleft between his fingers.  She tasted of animal and musk, of his semen and her feminine juices, of sex and violence and woman and beast, of earth and sky and all in between.

She pushed him back several minutes later and rolled to her knees.  "I think you’re ready again," she gasped and thrust her backside into the air.  He got up behind her and plunged himself into her warmth.  Rhythm ate at his reality until it was his reality.  He forgot about the gun.  He forgot about the beast.  There was only the rhythm, the backbeat of her desire, and the syncopated hammering of their hearts.  Again and again and again he thrust himself into her; nothing else in the world mattered as much as the sheer pleasure of merging to become one with this woman. He closed his eyes and gripped her sweet ass and let total fulfillment have its way with him.

When he first felt the fur under his hands he wanted to stop.  He wanted to open his eyes and to pull away, but something within him, a beast to match her own, a demon which knew nothing but the pleasure of being in her, refused.  He felt the tail suddenly thrashing against his chest.  He heard a growl that was more lust that rage.  He pumped.  And he pumped.  And as his own orgasm built within him, he thought that every ounce of sanity was rushing for his loins where it would explode and leave nothing behind but this wild beast that was clawing its way free from his soul.

She kicked him off.  He collapsed on the bed, and for the briefest of moments he experienced a rationale thought.  His hand slipped under the pillow and he actually entertained the thought of drawing the PPK and blowing her (its?) brains out.  Too slow.  She climbed onto him, and as her jaws clamped around his throat, she slid back over his throbbing erection.  Her rear legs came up and he could feel her claws, poised over the taut skin that protected his viscera.  He knew that with one kick she could open him up like an autumn buck.  Balanced there, she rode him once more, her front paws on either side of his face, her tail tickling his testicles.

He thought then that he was surely a dead man.  Any second now and the jaws would close, crushing the life from him, or the taut muscles of her legs would release their energy, spilling his guts out across the white sheets.  He wanted to pull out the PPK, but knew that it was useless against her.  He wanted to pull out his cock, but being in her was the greatest feeling he’d ever known.  He continued to thrust back at her with every ounce of his strength.  As the two of them pounded towards climax together, he opened his eyes and found her own eyes just inches away.  No longer the eyes of Katherine.  But of Kat.

And he came for the third time that day.

With his third partner.

They lay there for several tense moments, quivering against one another.  His hand was still wrapped around the handle of the Walther PPK.  Her jaws were still clamped around his throat.  Then she opened her mouth, rasped her tongue across the marks she’d left on his throat, and leaped away.  She was gone so fast, across the room and into the bloody bathroom that he could not have shot her if he’d wanted to.  The door slammed behind her and he was left, spread-eagled on the bed, uncertain whether he should follow or run like hell.  A second later, she began crying out in pain from the bathroom, and he ran to the door to demand what was wrong.  Screams and scuffling were all the answer he got.  He tried the door.  It was locked.

"Katherine, open up!"

Another scream.

He threw his shoulder against the door and it shattered inward.  She lay against the tub, neither Katherine nor Kat, but something in between.  He stood there in the splintered doorway and watched her change back.  Watching, he found himself mumbling prayers from a mostly forgotten childhood, to a God he’d long ago quit believing existed, debating all the while whether he shouldn’t run back into the bedroom for the gun.  This was the moment of weakness she had mentioned.  This was the moment he had sought for the last year.  This was the one moment when he could exact revenge for his dead partner, Tony Saucier.

When the moment had finally passed, he knelt on the bloody bathroom tiles and gathered her into his arms.
 

There was a time, years ago, when I stood on a bridge over a river in South Mississippi and contemplated my own demise.  The blood of those I could remember having slain was a weight I could no longer bear.  And I knew, beyond everything I had forgotten about who and what I was, that the number of victims I could remember was but a tiny percentage of the total lives I’d taken.  I decided then and there to let the river have me.  To throw myself into the roiling, eager turmoil building at that exact spot where I would hit.

What good was life if I had to live it at the expense of these mortals, if the urge to kill overwhelmed me on a regular basis?  I couldn’t control it.  I couldn’t even map it other than to say that it might be tied to the moon or it might be tied to a body cycle, the way most women have their periods, or it might just come around like an appetite.  I could kill.  I could suffer.  Or I could surrender to the only power I knew ancient and strong enough to destroy me.

A serial killer interrupted my suicide.  He became my next victim.  In some strange, dark fashion, his blood was sweeter than any I’d known.  It was as if all the lives he had taken, all the blood that he had let, had been stored there within him, waiting for my hunger.  It was like killing over and over, only in an incredibly satisfying, euphoric single episode.

In a way, his death became my rebirth.  I left that riverbank vowing that there’d be no more regrets.  I left with the belief that, though there might occasionally be innocents like Tony Saucier, for the most part I could confine my activities to those who deserved to die.  I left thinking I could do mankind something of a service, while at the same time ensuring my own survival.  I told myself the few lambs I slaughtered as I picked the wolves from their midst were a small price to pay, that the greater scales of life and death would balance with the number of victims who never became victims.

I told myself that it was okay to live that way.  To never get close to anyone.  To never care.  To never want.  To never love.

I never anticipated Martin Zolotow.
 

In the cab ride back to his own hotel that afternoon, Zolotow tried to sort out the confusion in his mind.  He knew that the woman he had made love to was not entirely human.  He could still feel the marks on his throat where she had held him at death’s door.  He wanted to think that it had been a Mexican standoff of sorts, him with his hand on the gun under the pillow, but he knew he was only kidding himself.  She had held his life in her hands and he’d been powerless, at that moment, to stop her.  He knew from experience that the .380 from the Walther would have hardly slowed her down.  The moment when he’d had a chance to kill her, he’d let slip by, choosing instead to comfort and hold her through her painful return to human form.  Why one change was so instantaneous and painless, while the other was so drawn out and excruciating, he couldn’t say, nor had he the courage to ask, but he suspected it had to do with which of them, Katherine or Kat, was being asked to relinquish control.

He tried to visualize her as something horrible.  As the beast that had torn Tony to shreds.  As the monster that he’d tracked across the country for the last year.  But the image that hung in his memory, the image that dogged every mental step he made, was of her sleeping there when he left, not unlike Janice just the day before, the covers slipping off her supple form, the sunlight painting her in shadow and slumber.  He had paused there at the door just before leaving the room to plant the image in his mind.   Please don’t let this fade, he thought.

It was then that he’d noticed her wound, puckered pink and angry there beneath his makeshift stitches.  Scar tissue.  Fresh and irritated.  But healed.

He was trying to decide how to fit that miracle in with everything else as he rode the elevator up to his room at the Emily Morgan.  As a result, he didn’t realize there were others in the room until the door had closed behind him and Lieutenant Sieber put the muzzle of a gun against the back of his neck.  Garza came out of the bathroom with his gun likewise drawn.

"You’re under arrest," Garza started in.  "You have the right —"

"I have the right to see you and Bennet fry for killing that innocent girl!" Zolotow interjected.  "Sieber, your detectives are dirty!"

Sieber shoved him against the wall.  "Hands up on the wall, Zolotow.  You know the drill."

"You’re not listening to me, Sieber.  I said that Bennet and —"

There was a fresh bandage stretching from Sieber’s elbow to his wrist.  Zolotow suddenly realized he’d only ever seen the man behind a desk.  And the third silhouette had certainly not resembled the stocky Mexican.  There was an almost audible click as the pieces fell together like a crazed jigsaw puzzle in his mind.

"Garza, listen to me, man.  Sieber and Bennet —"

"Shut up," Sieber ordered, emphasizing the point with a sharp jab to the back of the neck with his pistol.  "Garza, read him his rights."

"Garza, just answer me this," Zolotow gasped.  "What did Sieber tell you happened to his arm?"

Garza shrugged.  "Some kind of accident working in his yard.  What’s that got to do with —"

"Does Sieber limp?  Does he favor his left leg?"

"Who gives a fuck," Sieber muttered.  He suddenly turned and shot Garza.  The sound in the small hotel room was deafening.  Zolotow flinched, certain that he was the one who had been shot.  As Garza went down, Sieber brought the gun back around to cover Zolotow.  The moment when Zolotow might have jumped him had passed.

"You want to be an asshole," Sieber said, aiming the gun at a point just above the bridge of Zolotow’s nose, "we can play it that way, Zolo.  You might want to check out what gun I just used though."

It was Zolotow’s missing Beretta.

"Pity about Garza.  You are truly a fucking psycho, Zolo.  I know Bennet’ll be all broke up.  He really loved that beaner."

"Somehow I doubt it," Garza suddenly said from the floor.

Sieber spun and got off another shot, but all he took out was the ashtray on the end table behind where Garza lay.  Garza’s shot took out Sieber’s throat.  Sieber went down gurgling and spewing blood.  While Zolotow went to check on Garza, Sieber thrashed about and made a sound like a wet balloon losing air.

Zolotow pried Garza’s hand away from the wound.  He’d taken the shot high in the left shoulder.  It had missed the bone and, like Katherine’s gunshot wound, had gone straight through.

"Chingado, I kept telling the Lieutenant to get out from behind that fucking desk and get in some target practice."

Sieber croaked something that sounded like "cocksucker."

"You should probably apply some pressure to his neck or something," Garza added.

"Yeah, something like that," Zolotow acknowledged, but he made no move to cross to the thrashing Lieutenant.

"Him and Bennet used to call me things like wetback and greaser anytime they thought I wasn’t listening."  Sieber spasmed one last time and then went still.  Garza gave him a bloody finger.  "Hell, maybe the pendejos knew I was listening all along." Zolotow staggered to the small table by the bed and picked up the phone, cursing under his breath.  His head was pounding like an entire drum and bugle corps was marching through it, he could barely focus his eyes from lack of sleep, and now he had a dead cop in his room.

He banged out nine-one-one and got an ambulance on its way, then turned to Garza, who had managed to pull himself to a sitting position against the foot of the bed.  Quickly, Zolotow told him the events of the previous evening at the strip joint and the warehouse.

"Bennet said he had evidence connecting you to the Voodoo Killer," Garza offered.

"What kind of evidence?"

Garza shrugged, wincing in pain.  "Dunno.  Something to do with the rum.  We got a lead on the killer from the shop where he bought the stuff.  Bennet’s got a team out now trying to apprehend him."

"Knowing Bennet, he’ll bring the guy in in a body bag."

"Sí, that’s his style."  Garza slipped sideways to the floor.  "You might want to call and hurry up that ambulance, Zolo.  I think . . . I’m going to pass out."

"Great," Zolotow muttered.  "Leave me sitting here with a dead cop.  That ought to go over real well."  He stood and paced for several seconds.  Then he knelt in front of the bleeding homicide detective.  "I can’t stay here," he said, watching for a reaction.

Garza nodded grimly.

"I owe you two, then," Zolotow said.

"No problem," Garza grated.  He passed over a set of car keys.  "Brown Chevy Lumina in the parking garage.  City tags.  Case file’s on the front seat.  You’ll need it to find the perp’s address.  They’ll be coordinating the raid on the radio."  He grit his teeth as if from a sudden onslaught of pain.  In the distance, there came the sound of several sirens.  "You find Bennet—I’ll see to bagging this cavron myself."  The detective turned to Sieber and smiled.  "I don’t think he’ll be telling any more Mexican jokes."
 

I was still sleeping when he entered my room—still healing.  If I’d been at full strength, I’d have sensed him in the hall, but I was out.  Zolo had depleted what strength I’d managed to replenish, and my mind was still unable to grasp the fact that he and I had done what we’d done and he’d lived to tell the tale.  Another breakthrough.  Another mystery.

The first thing I smelled was incense—not burning, but worked into the scent of sweat and the warmth of blood.  Incense wafting from the serious user.  I managed to rise to a crouch before the first dart hit me in the right side.  As I turned to snarl at the door, a second caught me in the midriff, and things began to swirl.  A third . . . I don’t even remember where it hit me.  I was gone to dreamland, and even the beast didn’t seem eager to wake and set things straight.
 

Similar to other police operations Zolotow had witnessed, San Antonio’s finest were using an open channel to coordinate their movements.  The home they’d staked out and were now closing in on was west of the city, out past the monkey cages at the Southwest Foundation for Biomedical Research, just this side of Sea World, in a middle class suburban area known as Westlakes.  It was far enough away that Zolotow stood no chance of arriving before they kicked in the door, even with Garza’s magnetic bubble flashing from the roof of the Chevy and the siren clearing the way.

He was forced to sit and listen as he sped west on Ninety, wondering all the while why he wasn’t hearing Bennet’s voice.

"Ayala here.  Rear guard in position."

"Uh, this is Jones.  I’ve got the, uh, sliding glass doors in my scope.  Kitchen’s clear."  Sniper, Zolotow labeled that one.

"A-Team, where are you?" squawked a decidedly older voice.

Nothing.

"Jesse?  What the hell are you guys doing out there?"

There came a squelch and the sound of a baby crying.  "Sorry, Henry, civilians on the sidewalk.  Trying to get them cleared away now."

"Christ," responded the older voice—Henry.  "If the bastard’s looking out his front window he’s going to see you, numbnuts."

"Can’t be helped," Jesse replied.

Several minutes of silence followed while Zolotow pondered their ineptness.  First priority is always securing the streets and walkways around the target.  Any rookie knew that.

"A-Team in position," Jesse finally reported.

"Call it," Henry ordered.

"Rear Guard in position."

"We’ve got the west side covered."  A new voice.

"East is cool."  Another.

"Let’s do it.  Crack the door, but don’t enter.  Let’s see if he wants to play nice."

A-Team rogered that and Zolotow pictured them out front, two guys with a battering ram taking down the front door, others with flack vests and shotguns flanked to either side.

"Door down."  Jesse.

"Shit, what’s that?"  A new voice.

"Sounds like some kind of recording," Jesse answered.  "Boss, see if you can pick this up."

It came over the radio, a singsong chanting with the vocal clarity of a parrot being strangled.  It was Haitian créole.  Zolotow, with that odd duality of his cross-wired brain, heard both the native tongue and his approximated mental translation, juxtaposed like the twisted pages of a tattered book opened in his brain.
 

Prié poú tou les morts:|Pray for all the dead:

poú les morts ‘bandonné nan gran bois,|for the dead abandoned in the great wood,

poú les morts ‘bandonné nan gran dlo,|for the dead abandoned in the great water,

poú les morts ‘bandonné nan gran plaine. . .|for the dead abandoned in the great plain. . 
 

Something rolled over in the back of Zolotow’s mind and he scrambled for the radio.  Keying the mic, he yelled, "Stay out of there!  It’s a trap!  Stay out of the house!"

"Fuck that juju music," Henry replied, seemingly oblivious to Zolotow’s interruption.  "A-Team take the living room.  Rear Guard, take down that back door and proceed with extreme caution.  A-Team will flush him toward you."
 

poú les morts tué pa’ couteau,|for the dead killed by the knife,

poú les morts tué pa’ épée,|for the dead killed by the sword,

poú tou les morts, au nom de Mait’|for all the dead, in the name of Maître

Cafou et de Legba;|Carrefour and of Legba;

poú tou generation paternelle et maternelle,|for all generations, paternal and maternal,

ancêtre et ancetére, Afrique et Afrique. . .|ancestor and ancestress, Africa and Africa. . .
 

"Stay out!" Zolotow screamed.

It was a Houngan summoning, a call for Papa Legba who keeps the way to the otherworld and for Maître Carrefour because he is the crossroads where all things meet.  Whether one wanted to believe the simple chant held any power or not wasn’t the issue.  The madman who’d made the tape did, and Zolotow could feel the poised jaws of the trap as surely as if it were situated about his own throat.

"Somebody answer me, goddamit!" Zolotow yelled into the radio.

Why weren’t they answering?  Papa Legba was raising his staff, the poteau milan of a temple down which the loa would come for blood. Zolotow reached to adjust the radio and noticed the dangling end of the severed mic cord.
 

au nom de Mait’ Cafou, Legba,|in the name of Maître Carrefour, Legba,

Baltaza, Miror. . .|Balthasal, Mirior. . .
 

In the rearview mirror, he found Bennet’s eyes.
 

I dreamed of strange, chanting voices.  I dreamed of the incense, burning this time, filling the air with its cloying odor.  My world reverberated to the incessant pounding of deep, bass drums.  The darkness held shifting shadows—barely seen and never stationary.  Eyes watched me, hands reached out to touch me, to brush shy fingertips over my flesh.  In my dreams, I allowed this.

I awoke in rage.

My senses were immediately assaulted by the damp, overpowering scent of water—muddy, sucking water.  I cringed from that smell, trying to move away from it, and that is how I discovered my bonds.  I was tied, taut lengths of nylon suspending me in the air, one for each of my limbs.  I hung face down, parallel to the shadow-shrouded ground.  I was naked.  Firelight danced about me eerily, occasionally hitting the ground and reflecting back a damp, dark surface that gleamed like a pool of blood, but I could not seem to locate the fire itself.  I could feel the drumbeats of my dreams pounding through me and it almost seemed as if I were not entirely awake.  Drugs, I realized.  The darts.

Out of one mess and into another. I’d concentrated so hard on the Frenchman that I’d forgotten he wasn’t the only danger.

As I began to exhibit signs of life, they emerged from the darkness.  First one, then another, until I was the focal point of a leaping, dancing, convulsing ring of dark flesh.  They too were naked, their dark bodies painted in identical patterns of red and white graffiti.  No words were spoken—at least no words that I could understand—but monotonous, chanting voices floated out of the shadows, and the dancers insinuated themselves into that sound, into the rhythm of the drums.

I believed I could break the bonds that held me.  I also knew that, though I was greatly outnumbered, I was more than a match for the dancers.  The beast was there in the shadows of my mind and it would only take a thought to bring it forth.  But there was something else.  The air was heavy with it—the shadows pulsed with it.  The longer they chanted, the wilder their dance became, the more I sensed it.  Something old—powerful.  Something I had no knowledge of, but that knew me.  Something from my past?  Maybe I could have gotten away, then, early in the ceremony, but I couldn’t bring myself to miss a chance at piecing together more of my dark heritage.  Like they  say, curiosity and cats.

And there was that poised dampness, thick in the air, a hovering threat.

The chanting was interrupted suddenly by a cry from one of the dancers.  He screamed, clutching at his hair and falling to his knees.  He threw back his head, his eyes pointed to the sky, and he repeated the scream.  The others danced on, ignoring his outburst, drawing the sound of his voice into the chant and making it one with the sound—the spell of the moment.

And suddenly there was only the one naked, black man.  Kneeling alone, as he’d been all along.

When he raised his head and stared at me, his eyes were pale, empty sockets.  He  smiled, licking his lips, and rose unsteadily, as if adjusting to his own limbs.  Turning, he made his way out of my line of vision, returning moments later.  He had three cigars hanging from his lips, all burning.  On his head, a battered top hat was canted to one side, and in his right hand he clutched a bottle.  The scent of rum made its way to my fogged mind—and something else.  Rum and . . . peppers?

The flickering flames coalesced and became nothing more than reflected shafts of light filtered through some skylight above, tossed and twisted by the gnarled branches of a massive oak.

My mind was pulling itself back together.  I tensed, ready to spring into action.

He moved toward me, the jerkiness gone from his step.  It was replaced by cocky assurance.  His eyes—still dead-white—seemed to glow.  He took a huge swallow of the rum without a flinch.  Smiling even wider, he opened his mouth and screamed a single word.

"Change!"
 

Bennet put the muzzle of a .357 against the sore spot on the back of Zolotow’s head.  "Take the next exit and head south past Lackland."

"What about them?" Zolotow asked, nodding toward the radio.

"You don’t get it, do you, Zolo?  What makes you think I give a fuck about those guys?"

"Right.  Silly me.  Forgot who I was talking to."

On the radio, Jesse reported that his A-Team had secured the living room.  They’d located a tape player and switched off the weird chanting.  The Rear Guard reported that the kitchen was also secure.

Then the channel was overcome with screams.

"Jesse?"  It was Henry, the guy directing the whole fiasco.  "What the hell’s going on in there?"

Nothing but screams and curses.  Someone bellowed, "Darts!  Fucking darts!"

"Darts?  Someone tell me what’s going on?"  Nothing.  "East and West sides," Henry ordered, "enter through the fucking windows.  Find out what’s going on in there."

"Texicans," Bennet interjected, "dumbest motherfuckers you ever seen."

Jesse: "It’s all right, Boss.  It’s just some kinda booby trap.  Darts, just darts.  Vests caught most of them and—Oh, God, Hernandez is going into convulsions!"

"Interbreed with them stupid wetbacks long enough and this is what you get."

Jesse: "His goddamn eyes are popping out of his skull!  I can’t hold him still.  Madre de Dios, he bit off his tongue!  Someone get an ambulance!  Franco?  Oh, man, Franco’s down too!"

Someone else screamed that something had taken his leg off below the knee.

Someone reported that a section of floor had opened up, dropping several men into a pit.  The guy called for a light and when he got it, all he could do was sob and call on Jesus.

There came the sound of a small explosion.

More screams.

Jesse quit answering Henry’s demands for information.  From the team that had entered through the kitchen, nothing.  The teams flanking from the east and west reported heavy smoke.  They couldn’t see.  Henry ordered them out.  Half of them didn’t make it.  The half that did were coughing up blood.

A few seconds later, a major explosion.

And nothing.

"Gotta give that Voodoo Killer some credit," Bennet sniggered.  "He throws one hell of a surprise party."
 

Tensed, ready to spring into motion but unwilling to be commanded, I waited.

"Smart bitch," he hissed, snake-like.  He turned away and walked into the darkness.  A second later the place was flooded with brilliant light.  It was a barn.  The floor was sopping mud.  The four walls, each of which held one of the tethers supporting my weight, appeared to be made of magically levitated water.  When my eyes adjusted to the sudden light, however, the nature of his trap became clear, and I knew why I had felt death poised all around me.

The walls were sheets of crudely framed glass panes holding back tons of water.  Water leaked from the silicon seams, running in hungry rivulets down the surface of the condensation-beaded glass, pooling in the mud.  The back walls of the crudely fashioned aquariums were plastic tarps set against the real walls of the barn.  The only opening was the closed barn door, just beyond my captor.  I could tear free and be out that door easily, ripping his throat open in passing, but there was something else.  Where the ropes anchored to the surface of the glass there were wires and electronics and tiny bundles of plastique, spidering out in a web-like pattern from floor to ceiling.

"You see the charges?  Yes, you see them.  Struggle.  Pull against your bonds.  And you set off the charges."  He walked over and stood under me.  "Don’t worry about me.  They’re only little charges.  The most I’d suffer is a few shards of glass."

He ran a dirty finger down the length of my thigh.  "But you, my bagay e’ffrayique, you will die, won’t you?  You, my most terrifying demon, you are no swimmer."  He laughed shrilly.  "While you were unconscious, I offered you to the water, and do you know what it told me?"  He danced around my suspended body, little clots of mud flying from his feet, flecking the glass.  "The water told me you were an abomination, possessed of an incredible loa whose power could be mine if I were brave enough to perform the renvoi."

"Speak English," I told him.  I was surprised to discover how difficult it was to talk.  I was scared.  More scared than I’d ever been.

"I’ve been looking for you for quite some time.  The other women were false idols, loupgarous whose essence was but a mauvis air, less substantial than my own powers.  The water didn’t want them, so I raped and killed them all and left them downtown so the police would have something to do.

"But you. . ."  He licked his lips.  "You are a bocor’s wet dream."

After that he went back to sucking his evil smelling cigars as if the time for conversation was at an end.  He brought out a bucket and set it beneath me.  He traced diagrams in the mud with ashes.  He did some more chanting and dancing, this time with a rattle wrapped in snake bones and beads.  There was a small blade set in the handle of the rattle and before I knew what he intended, he’d reached up between my legs and sliced open both thighs.  Blood immediately flowed to the bucket in a steady stream.  As I watched my life draining away, he dipped his hands in the bucket and smeared my blood across his face and in his mouth.

Could I be bled to death?

I honestly didn’t know.
 

Bennet had him switch the radio to the dispatch frequency and they listened to the chaos from that end while Zolotow drove south on Military Drive.  There was one promising call, that of the ambulance reporting that they had Garza and were enroute to the hospital.  Garza was reported to be unconscious, but stable.

"When you reach Zarzamora, turn south."

"Where are we going?" Zolotow asked.

Your friend," Bennet answered, "Mister Voodoo Killer—his real name’s William Gates.  Ha!  Bill Gates, just like that millionaire computer geek, ain’t that a riot?  Except this guy’s a nigger.  Rich nigger, though, has his own law office in Seguin.  Probably chases ambulances.  Anyway, he’s got a ranch south of town.  I kinda’ neglected to tell anyone else about it.  My guess is he’s holed up there."

"Why take me there?"

Bennet thumped him with the barrel of the revolver, irritating that same spot further.  "One thing I’ve hated about you from the start, Zolo.  You ask too many fucking questions."

"Sieber’s dead, you know?"

"Who gives a shit?"

"Garza knows everything."

"The Frenchman’ll pay me enough to get a new identity somewhere else.  I’ve been thinking about Switzerland.  You ever seen the women they got there?"  On the radio, the dispatcher began to demand that Bennet report in.  "Gee, what do you think they want me for?"

Zolotow stopped for the light at Zarzamora and briefly debated jumping from the car.  Bennet, he knew, would have no qualms about putting a .357 between his shoulder blades.  In his haste he’d neglected to retrieve his Beretta, but the PPK was still strapped to his ankle.  He considered the odds that he could get out of the car and get the PPK out before Bennet shot him.  When the light went green, Zolotow turned right.

"We’re going to Gates’ place to find your lady friend," Bennet volunteered.  "She and I need to trade blade tips—whatever that was she used to open up Sieber’s arm is a wicked mother.  I want to see if she can howl that loud with my gun in her mouth.  I’m supposed to take the bitch alive, but the more I think about it, the more I think I’ll just rape her and then put a few bullets in her head . . . not necessarily in that order."

"Don’t count on it," Zolotow said under his breath.

"I got a bullet with your name on it too, chum.  Leave you and that nigger there so I can claim I solved the case—just in case you’re pulling my leg about Garza knowing his ass from a hole in the wall."

"And the Frenchman?"

"I’ll meet up with him later.  Now shut up and drive.  And keep your speed down,  Zolotow, you’re starting to make me nervous."

"One more question."

"Ah, stuff your one more question, Zolo.  You’re pissing me off, hear?"

"What makes you think you’ll find Katherine at this ranch?"

Bennet laughed.  "Garza didn’t tell you everything, eh?"

"How do you know she’ll be there?"

"Turn left up here."  The city had fallen behind them and they were now driving through a rural area.  The road was lined with farmhouses, spotted here and there with trendy new suburban neighborhoods.

"How do you know?"

Bennet snickered.

Zolotow pushed the accelerator down and the car lurched forward.

"What the fuck do think you’re doing?"  Bennet rapped his ear painfully with the gun.

The speedometer needle whipped past vertical, heading toward sixty miles an hour.

"I swear I’ll splatter your fucking brains all over the dashboard, Zolo!  Slow this motherfucker down before we get pulled over!"

"Answer my question!"

"Fuck you."  Bennet cocked the revolver and pressed the muzzle against the base of Zolotow’s neck.  "Better buckle up, sweetheart, we’re fixing to hit a ditch or two."

"Answer the question."

"Night, night, Zolo."

Gritting his teeth, Zolotow held the steering wheel in a knuckle-white grip and waited for the shot.  Seconds ticked past like hours.

"Shit.  Slow down.  I’ll answer the fucking question," Bennet surrendered.  Zolotow heard him ease the hammer down on the revolver as he backed off the throttle.  "This morning we found the owner of that strip joint with his head caved in.  Gates must have heard about the bitch at the club—hell, the whole freaky scene was all over the news.  We figure the club owner talked plenty before Gates beat him to death, but he didn’t have to say much.  He had a phone number for your friend, a number at the Embassy Suites.  By the time we got there she was long gone.  Gates’ fingerprints were on the door to her room.

"Happy now?"

Their speed had dropped back down to the speed limit, but Zolotow’s hands were clutched just as tightly around the wheel.  Bennet suddenly reached into the front seat with twelve inches of polished steel and slashed it brutally across the back of Zolotow’s hand and forearm.  The flesh fell open in an eight inch long gash.  Blood sprayed out in his lap.  Zolotow bellowed and bit through his bottom lip.

"That’s for fucking with me," Bennet hissed from the back seat.  "Next time I cut off one of your ears."  He gestured with the knife.  "See that dirt road coming up on the left?  You want to turn in there.  Gates owns a farmhouse about a mile down."

Zolotow spotted the turn off.  The dirt road was bordered by deep ditches and thick cornfields.  A sign facing the main drag proclaimed it to be a dead end.

"See it?" Bennet asked when it became obvious that Zolotow wasn’t slowing down for the turn.

"Yeah, I see it," Zolotow answered as he rolled the steering wheel all the way over.  The Chevy careened out of control in a tight spin.  Bennet cursed as he was thrown across the backseat and up against the passenger-side door.  The Chevy took out the yellow dead end sign, hit the ditch, and rolled in a cacophony of crunching metal and murdered glass.  One quick tumble and the car rolled back upright with heavy cornstalks slapping its sides.  Glass from the shattered windshield was everywhere.  Zolotow tasted blood in his mouth.  More was gushing from a gash above his right eye.

Throwing his weight against the door, Zolotow was suddenly out and rolling, crashing through mud and coarse stalks.  Behind him, Bennet cursed vehemently and spilled from the opposite side of the car.  A quick backward glance showed him virtually untouched, his hair just slightly out of a place and a crazed look in his already maniacal eyes.  As Zolotow fled through the corn, the .357 barked six times.  Bullets whispered through the corn.  One of them passed through Zolotow’s right bicep, the same arm Bennet had already sliced open, another burned a furrow along his left hip.  Zolotow angled to the right, away from the road, zigzagging through the rows of corn.  Each time he heard Bennet behind him, he angled away, clutching his arm against his chest in an effort to minimize the blood trail, trying his best not to crush stalks as he jumped furrows.

The sun was setting and the rows of corn were besieged with long, undulating shadows.  Zolotow insinuated himself into those shadows, ignoring the pain that yelled for attention from every quadrant of his body, ignoring the fatigue that seized his muscles, ignoring the jack-hammer going off in his head.

Just about the time he decided that he’d lost Bennet, Zolotow burst unexpectedly out of the cornfield and into the open.  Before him stood a large barn and, beyond the barn, a small ranch-style home.
 

From my point of view we were at something of an impasse.  I wasn’t convinced that I couldn’t make it through the barn door before the full force of the water hit me.  Still, one thing I had learned about traps over the years is that when they seem focused toward a single avenue of escape, that is generally the last place one should run.  Also, the drugs made me uneasy about my abilities and reluctant to turn over control to the beast.  But the decision would be moot if I didn’t free myself soon.  Blood was still flowing steadily from my thighs, contributing to the drug-induced weakness.  I wasn’t far from a do or die decision.

Ultimately, one thing stopped me.

His first word to me had been "change."  For some reason, a reason I couldn’t even begin to comprehend, he needed to face the Beast.  Not Katherine.  He was bleeding me, but somehow I knew it wouldn’t prove enough for his purposes.  He needed more than human blood in his bucket.  He needed something from my other self—the blood of the beast, perhaps.  But he had to also know I was running out of choices; if he didn’t get what he wanted, he might be quite content to stand there and watch me die.

Then the odds shifted a bit—almost imperceptibly. He was caught up in his moment, half himself and half whatever beast was inhaling cigars like fresh air and guzzling rum like water.  I could sense the power of that other, could feel it drifting in and out of control as he swaggered about, watching me, looking at me from every angle.  Every couple minutes he would spit a bit of the rum out and say something vile—prefaced or followed by that single command.  "Change!"  Whatever it was that gripped him, it didn’t enhance his senses.  I heard the steps outside, silent for a man—awkward, plodding steps to my heightened senses.  Somehow I sensed, as well, that it was not someone he was expecting.

The footsteps approached the barn quickly, and suddenly the Voodoo Killer stopped, growing tense, concentrating.  Now I was sure the intrusion wasn’t a part of his plans.  He snarled, tossed the bottle aside, and sprang toward the door, savagely jerking it open.

Several things happened at once.  The scent of Zolo’s sweat, still mixed with my own cheap perfume, wafted through the incense.  But with it came another smell, the smell of another man.  I couldn’t place it at first, but it was familiar.  For a second Zolo stood framed in the doorway.  I cried out to him to duck, to run—anything—an incoherent scream that told me how truly weak I was.  Zolo leaped to the side, and a shot rang out.  It couldn’t have come from as close as my captor, and it was in that instant that the scent clicked in my fog-shrouded mind.  Bennet.

Bennet’s shot punched a neat hole in the glass behind me and a long streamer of water jetted out, arcing across the barn toward me.  The stream strained against the limits of physics and the impetus of whatever pressure forced it through the hole in the glass, moving closer with each passing second.  The balance of the water strained against the glass and spider web cracks screeched out from the bullet hole to the edges of the pane.

I nearly went, then.  I would have if I hadn’t been so mesmerized by the queer dilation of time which had allowed me to watch each of those cracks grow in the glass, which was allowing me to watch, even yet, as that streamer of water inched across the length of the barn and reached for my feet.

Bennet came charging for the open doorway, straight for the Voodoo Killer who stood staring with mouth open and eyes wide, shocked and affronted that his ceremonies were being violated.  Bennet would have come straight through the door, but Zolo leaped back from the shadows, shouldering the Voodoo Killer aside and slamming the heavy barn door on Bennet.

Bennet cursed and his gun barked.  Three shots splintered through the door.  One ricocheted off the metal cross bar brackets and went up through the ceiling.  One struck Zolo in the side with a fleshy slap.  The third took off the Voodoo Killer’s left thumb (I actually saw the black digit splash into the mud at his feet) and then sank into my thigh.

Very little blood leaked from the bullet hole in my thigh, and I realized I might have waited too fucking long after all.
 

Zolotow could only recall one other time when he’d hurt this bad and in this many places.  Oddly enough, Katherine had been there that time too.  In fact, she’d also been tied up on that other occasion.

He wanted to fall.  Both legs tried to go out from under him as he experienced that sick, dizzy feeling that always comes with the realization that one’s been shot.  What kept him up was knowing that Bennet would be coming through the door as soon as he realized Bill Gates wasn’t returning fire.  Instead of falling, Zolotow lunged against the door, heedless of the fact that other bullets were likely to be passing through the wood at any second, heedless of Gates standing to one side.  Ignoring pain, ignoring dangers fore and aft, Zolotow slammed home the iron bolt on the inside of the door.

"Zolo!" Katherine screamed.

Gates came at him with a ceremonial rattle hung with snake vertebrae and beads, tipped with a small but deadly blade.  Asson was the Haitian word for the houngan implement.  Zolotow categorized it even as he dodged to the side to avoid having his throat ripped open.  The barn door shivered with a tremendous crash and Bennet bellowed from outside, "This is the police, Gates!  Open the fucking door!"  Gates was momentarily taken aback by the shout.  In that instant, Zolotow chopped down on his wrist, knocking the asson from his hand.  Two fast, straight punches to the face and the black lawyer stumbled backward.  As he raised his hands to protect his face, Zolotow swung again and struck the bloody stump of his thumb.  Gates howled and went down on his knees, whereupon Zolotow put a boot in his face.  Gates went over backward in the mud and lay there whimpering.

"Zolo, get me down from here," Katherine cried out.

"Just a sec, babe."  He went down on one knee and clawed the Walther from its ankle holster.  When he tried to stand, his legs refused to cooperate.  For a long minute, he knelt there in the mud, feeling warm blood running from half a dozen wounds, feeling his remaining strength dropping in increments timed to the beating of his heart and the pounding in his head.

The barn door shuddered again and one of the screws holding the bolt to the old wood shot out and plopped into the mud.

"Zolo!"

Bennet hadn’t fired through the door again, which Zolotow took to mean he was concerned about running out of ammunition.  Bennet had emptied the revolver in the cornfield and had probably only been carrying one speed loader.  If Zolotow was right, Bennet only had two shots left.  The door shuddered again.  Zolotow considered shooting through it, but doubted the little .380 caliber rounds would penetrate the way Bennet’s .357's had.

"Zolo . . . the water.  Get me down from here!"

He turned and saw the jet of water for the first time.  In fact, for the first time, he took in the whole trap that Gates had designed.  The stream created by Bennet’s first round had arched an impossible ten feet across the room and was now splashing across Katherine’s calves.  From there, the water, which should have simply run off and joined the mud on the floor, was inching up the back of Katherine’s legs.

Zolotow picked up the asson and surged to his feet.  He went to Katherine’s legs and was about to slice through the ropes when he realized the weight of her swinging down on her arm restraints would surely set off those charges.  "Shit!" he growled, running to the glass on either side of her.

The barn door shuddered again and the bolt’s clasp swung loose on its last screw, letting the door gap open several inches.  Bennet’s fingers wrapped themselves around the edge of the door.

Gates’ plastique charges were wired rather simply.  There were no fail-safes, no collapsing circuits, no tricks.  Zolotow cut the detonator wire from the ropes on the right side. As he turned to cross the room, he saw Bennet’s hand straining at the edge of the barn door.

"Garza said to say ‘hi,’" he yelled.  He took aim with the PPK and squeezed off a shot.  Bennet bellowed as the bullet punched a hole through his hand.

Stumbling in what was intended to be a sprint, Zolotow crossed to the other side of the barn, kicking over the bucket of blood in passing.  He was cutting the detonator wires to that side, when Bennet forced the door open.  It swung back, striking Gates and for the moment concealing him behind it.  Zolotow turned and half raised his pistol, but Bennet already had the .357 raised and sighted in his blood-drenched hands.

"End of the line, Zolo.  Say goodnight to the lady."
 

Where it waits, there are no bars, no chains, no restraints of any kind.  I often wonder what keeps the beast there, what allows me the small measure of control I seem to have gained over it in this last year or two.  I don’t understand it.  Equal parts of me loathe it and appreciate it for what it is.  There are times when it almost seems we’re of one mind, like the night Zolo made love to me—to us.  And there are times when the beast has a mind all its own, a mind craving blood and death and something more, something darker than death, something as tangible in my victim’s entrails as urea and bile.  It’s that darker taste which I’ve found only in the blood of those who have, like me, slaughtered others for pleasure.  Bennet’s blood would taste as sweet.  Bennet’s blood would leave the beast sated and full for some time.

Changing, I tore free of the restraints on my arms.  There were no explosions; Zolo had disconnected the detonators on both sides.  My weight fell forward and would have set off the charges connected to the lines on my feet, but I was moving in a hyperactive reality where time had become both impotent and unlimited.  Doubling at the waist, I reached back, extending four inches of razor-sharp talons which slipped through the nylon ropes at my ankles like they were no more substantial than cobwebs.  To my heightened time-sense, it seemed as if the ropes falling free behind me drifted almost lethargically to the ground.

Like all cats, I landed on my feet.  My legs as they struck the ground were compressed energy and they propelled me at Bennet.

He was fast.  I’ll give him that.  He swung his gun from Zolo to me and the big revolver belched flames and lead.  It staggered me.  Until that very moment I hadn’t been ready to admit just how weak I was.  The bullet exploded against my shoulder blade, shattering bone and spraying blood, chunks of flesh, and scraps of hide.  The foreleg went out from under me and for a moment I plowed into the mud.  As I was coming up on three legs, he fired again.  His second shot caught me in the chest and sat me back on my haunches.

Time and energy.  Two relatively simple things.  They were all I needed to regenerate.  But if he fired again, I wouldn’t have the luxury of either.

I watched as he squeezed the trigger.  Watched as the hammer rose and made its descent.  Flinched as it fell against the firing pin and emitted nothing more than a sharp, insignificant click.

Zolo’s gun barked and Bennet stumbled back against the open door, blood springing from the shirt sleeve of his gun arm.  The empty revolver slipped from his fingers and splashed into the mud.  Zolo fired again and a chunk of bone jumped from Bennet’s right knee.  "Fuck!" Bennet screamed.  Before Bennet could drop, the gun barked again and there was a small hole in his other thigh.

Bennet went to his knees in the mud.  "Christ, Zolo, hold your fire.  I’m done, man.  I’m finished."

"I’m not," Zolo hissed.  He crossed the room, glancing just once at me.  In his eyes I saw something as dark as the beast, something ancient and powerful.  It was like looking in a mirror.  There was no mercy there.  No remorse.  Only hatred and a cold, bitter recognition.  He, too, had recognized the unholy communion between us.  He recognized it and he knew what he’d become.

He also knew he was far past the point of no return.

He shot Bennet again in the legs, in both arms, unmercifully pumping round after round from the little automatic into the detective’s extremities.

"Go ahead and arrest me!" Bennet screeched.

"Fuck that," Zolo replied.  He leaned close, pressing the muzzle of the pistol against Bennet’s temple.  "I told you I was going to kill you, Bennet."

There was a flash of polished steel as Bennet brought the big knife out from under his jacket and thrust it at Zolo’s chest.  Zolo caught the weak thrust easily and took the knife away.

"You read my mind," Zolo whispered.  "That’s exactly what I was looking for."  Tossing aside his pistol, he pulled Bennet’s head back by the hair, stretching out his neck until Bennet’s Adam’s apple stood out like a regulation baseball.

"Please," Bennet croaked.

Part of me wanted to cry out and stop him, but the greater part of me only laughed.

"Remember the hooker," Zolo asked.  "Remember Janice? This is for her."  The blade drew a line from earlobe to earlobe.  Blood sprayed.

Zolo, my love, what have I done to you?
 

There’s a point where every man snaps back from the brink, where he realizes that the moment in which he has gone too far has passed.  For Martin Zolotow that moment came as Bennet’s blood gushed out and spilled hotly down his muddy pants leg, as the detective’s neck sagged open in an oozing, red parody of a grin, as his final gasps for air hissed through that gaping wound.  When the light faded from Bennet’s eyes, the last of Zolotow’s energy and anger went with it.

What have I become? Zolotow asked as Bennet’s weight went dead, leaving the detective hanging lifeless by a handful of hair.

"Please don’t kill me, too," begged Gates from where he cowered behind the barn door.  In the shadows, his eyes were as wide and white as china saucers.

Zolotow looked back to where Kat sat in the mud, quivering and bleeding.  He tried to see through the animal to the woman he loved, but all he could see was the beast, a huge black leopard, panting through jaws that could crush skulls.

What had he done?
 

I saw it all in his eyes.

He looked at me and I saw that he knew what his love for me had cost him.  In the year that he’d spent chasing me, in the hours that he’d spent in my bed, in the rush to save me no matter what the cost, he had sold his soul to the devil.  He had traded his honor, his sense of right and wrong, his commitment to justice, for the path that I had  chosen, the path of the ruthless vigilante.

I saw him realize just exactly what he had lost.

But I saw something else, something which he, at that moment, couldn’t possibly have even realized himself.  I saw that it didn’t matter.  That he still wanted me more than truth and honor, more than justice and humanity and maybe even the blood of innocents . . . more than anything.

I had taken the man and destroyed everything good about him.  In time, he would be ruined.  And, worse, he would know what he had traded and what he had traded it for.

I couldn’t take him there.

I loved him too much.

My shoulder was already partially healed, brittle new bone and tender tissue knitting the ravaged path left by Bennet’s bullet.  Rising to my feet, I tested its strength, growling deep in my throat as pain shot through me.  My head swam with dizziness and my limbs trembled.  I was incredibly weak, weaker than I could recall ever having been in my life.

The Voodoo Killer saw me getting up and he knew.  "Keep it away from me!" he screamed.

"Katherine?"  There was disbelief in his voice.  He wanted to think that it was over.

I needed to feed.  I needed the blood of this murdering psychopath, the dark, psychic energy of him and all his victims.  And more, I needed to show Zolo a thing or two.

I love you, Martin Zolotow, but I love the man you were meant to be, not the monster that I would make of you.

This will show you just exactly what you would trade your humanity for.
 

Zolotow shouted for her to stop as she sprang across the room, batting aside the intervening barn door to fall upon Gates.  As the savage jaws closed on Gates’ throat and the silver talons tore the very ribs from his breast, Zolotow’s mind did one of its flash tricks.

For an instant, it wasn’t Bill Gates she was ravaging.  It was Tony Saucier.

Tony screamed and flailed at the black monster on his chest.  Blood sprayed in a crimson jet from his throat.  The cat’s paws raked open his abdomen, prying aside gleaming white bones, spilling organs and blood out in the mud.  Tony screamed for Zolotow to help him, for God to save him, for someone, anyone, to stop the horror.  As the cat released Tony’s neck and thrust its head into the cavity of his chest to feed on his heart, Zolotow let Bennet’s lifeless body fall free.  He stumbled back, his legs ready to drop him in the mud.

She’d killed Tony.

She’d ripped his fucking throat open.

She’d torn the insides from the young detective and eaten his goddamn heart.

Zolotow hadn’t been there.  He’d let his partner down.  And now, to top it off, he’d slept with the murdering monster and would let her go free.

God, what had he become?

Gates was done screaming.  His thrashing had deteriorated to one spasmodically twitching leg and a hand half-raised in a futile claw.  The beast had its head buried in the corpse, feeding noisily.

Zolotow saw his Walther PPK there in the mud where he’d dropped it, but he knew the gun wouldn’t hurt her.  He lunged for the back wall of the barn where the ropes that had held her legs were stretched out in the mud, still attached by wire to the detonators and the plastique spread across the glass.  She heard him scrambling through the mud and raised her bloody face from the feast, but by then it was too late.  He already had the ropes in his hands.
 

When he pulled the ropes, there was more sadness in his eyes than anything else.  I think he wanted to feel triumph or satisfaction, or just the assurance that he was doing the right thing.  But all I saw, all I think he felt, was an incredible, weary sadness.

The charges on the back wall went first, spraying water and shards of glass.  Zolo was standing too close.  The blast threw him face first into the mud, bits and pieces of glass burying themselves in his back.  From the back wall, the wiring carried the detonation sequence around to the side walls, and they went too.  I rushed through this chaos and leaped through the onslaught of cascading water, shattered glass, and collapsing wood frames at the back wall.  The water crashed around me with a vengeance, clawing at my face like something alive. But I had taken it by surprise.  I passed through the falling wave unharmed.  The focus of the trap was the door; that’s where I was supposed to have run.

Where the plastic sheeting lay against the back wall there was a square indentation which I’d noted earlier.  I went through it, punching through the plastic and the glass window it had concealed.  My freshly-knit shoulder snapped when I hit the ground outside, but I was full of energy, high on the blood and the flesh and the psychic energy I’d taken from the Voodoo Killer.  I healed almost instantly.

There was no moon.  The cornstalks cloaked a darkness to match my own coat.  As I slipped into their umbrage, I bid the only man I’d ever loved a silent farewell.  I hoped that he would forgive me.  I hoped that he would forget me.
 

Zolotow licked at the salt on the rim of the glass and then took a long pull on the straw.  It seemed like centuries ago that he’d searched the Riverwalk for the perfect Margarita.  Now he knew that such a delight could not be bought.  It could only be had for free, here on Hector Garza’s front porch.

"More?" Garza asked, extending the pitcher.

"Does a bear shit in the woods?" Zolotow replied, extending his empty glass.

Garza did the honors, then set the pitcher aside so he could transfer his own drink from the arm he still carried in a sling.  "Drink enough of these," he said, "and nothing hurts anymore."

Zolotow smiled.  That statement was almost true.

"Will you follow her?" asked the Hispanic.

Zolotow had been wondering the same thing.  When he tried to think of her now, what came to mind was a Shakespearean sonnet.  It bothered him that he could only remember the first four lines and the last four, the intervening six having been lost somewhere in his jumbled and backwards brain.
 

My love is such a fever, longing still

For that which longer nurseth the disease,

Feeding on that which doth preserve the ill,

The uncertain sickly appetite to please.
 

He wasn’t sure what it meant, his losing pieces of prose he had fought so hard to memorize in his youth.  Maybe it meant he didn’t need them anymore.  Maybe he’d found a cure of sorts, somewhere there on the darker side of reason, there where he’d encountered the beast within himself.

He still loved her.  He was certain of that.  But he was equally certain that she was not all that his cross-wired mind had made her out to be.
 

My thoughts and my discourse as madmen’s are,

At random from the truth vainly express’d;

For I have sworn thee fair and thought thee bright,

Who are as black as hell, as dark as night.
 

"Zolo?"

"No," he whispered.  Then, again, louder, "No.  I won’t be following her anymore."  He probed tenderly at his side where the doctors had just two days before dug out Bennet’s bullet. It ached.  So did a hundred other places, including those not so obvious.  "I think it’s time I went back to San Valencez and tried to put my life back together.  If the department there will take me back."

"Muy Bien, amigo."  Garza took a long pull at his drink.  "As Martha Stewart would say, ‘this is a good thing.’  I think you have thrown away enough of your life.  And if those pendejos in California don’t want you, there’s always San Antonio."  He extended his drink for a toast.  "I think we’d make a hell of a team."








  

Ribbons of Darkness over Me
 

By Brett A. Savory & David Niall Wilson
 

Edmond Curit sat with his chin propped up on his fist, watching Abner cycle through the maze. Abner's nose and whiskers wiggled, his tail slithering behind him like a fat little snake. Edmond's eyes were on the rat but his thoughts were turning, spinning out of control with his new discovery. He could hardly wait to break the news to the world.

As a graduate student at the University of San Valencez, California, Edmond had been fascinated by the concept of biochemical electronics. He'd spent long hours in the lab, analyzing, categorizing, and wondering at the many minute signals detectable in a living organism. Then, quite by accident, he'd stumbled across a means of varying these signals in laboratory animals through a pattern of electromagnetic fields alternated at extremely high frequency. The results were astonishing, though at first, disappointing as well.

His research had shown distinct differences in the patterns of signals from a healthy nervous system and that of a diseased one. Many of his early experiments failed and the rats just died. But eventually, using a system of cavity tuned oscillators of tiny proportion, he manufactured the first Balancer—the basis of what would become his life's work. It was a dual hookup—one sick animal, one healthy one, and a balanced modulator between; a cavity resonant circuit capable of picking out the signals from both nervous systems and mixing them, producing a third signal that was fed back to both animals. He hoped to be able to take the sick rat, hook it together with the healthy one, and combine the levels of their signals, and thus their health. This would allow both, through the normal processes of their immune systems, to overcome a smaller amount of disease.

Initially, the process proved everything that he had hoped it would. Both animals, in repeated tests, were dizzy for a short time, then recovered. Many of the induced illnesses were fatal, and in critical stages, yet the animals had been cured. It was not until late in his experiments at the college that he discovered that the process had other effects as well…

Little Abner had lived above Curit's bookshelf for several years and was a maze expert. Edmond could sit and watch him run through the maze for hours, as he was doing now, fascinated by the level of intelligence the rat exhibited. Every time he got to the end of the maze and started gnawing on the cheese, Abner would turn around and look straight at Edmond, as if to say, Look, daddy, I did it again. Aren’t you proud of me?

And the strange thing was, Edmond was proud of him. He'd taught other rats and mice to scamper through mazes and get at the cheese, but none had been so adept as Abner. None so . . . sentient about the whole process.

Used in several conditioning exercises, Abner had memorized labyrinth after labyrinth of wooden slats, water traps, and Habitrail units, all in the search of food. Abner was a pampered, fat, and very healthy pet.

Whiskers, on the other hand, was not so lucky. His cage was located in a dark corner of one of the university’s laboratories. He was not involved in any particular experiment, nor was he a favorite among the technicians.

Whiskers had been discovered by one of the cleaning crew, laying on one side in his cage and breathing much too rapidly. The food in his bowl had a small growth of mold on it, and his water was brackish and foul. That was his condition when they first brought him to Curit. The equipment had been set for days, awaiting further tests, and Edmond was quick to light it off. Abner, perky nose twitching and bright eyes peering down on them with curiosity, was also there. With trembling hands, hurried by the urgency of Whiskers' condition, Edmond hooked the electrodes in place, turning up the intensity on his monitor and gluing his eyes to the pulsing waveforms that immediately sprang into view. Carefully, but as quickly as precision would allow, he applied the signals to the balancer, monitoring the output and noting both frequency and amplitude. He applied the combined signal back to the animals and waited, breathless.

At first nothing spectacular happened. Abner's eyes dulled slightly, his nose twitched less. Whiskers began to breathe easier, more regularly.

Switching off the balancer, Edmond carefully placed the two in an observation pen on the table. After securing all of his equipment, he came back, meaning to take the two to his room for overnight monitoring. When he looked into the pen he stopped, dropping his notepad and pencil in shock.

The small pen he'd left the rats in was one that Abner knew well, but Abner was sitting exactly where Curit had left him. The rat glanced up, twitching his nose sleepily, as if in greeting. Whiskers, however, who had never even seen a maze, was at the far end of the twisting, winding trail, sitting in the pile of food and eating contentedly.

"What?" Curit stumbled forward in astonishment. Placing Whiskers back at the beginning of the maze, he rearranged it in a slight variation that, though unfamiliar, would be well within Abner's ability to solve. Before his eyes, almost in unison, the two rats scampered into the tunnel together. In moments they sat, side by side, gnawing on the pellets of food.

Flopping his trembling frame into a nearby chair, Edmond could only stare at the two as they ate, overwhelmed by the possibilities. Whiskers was cured, there was no doubt of that. His actions were now those of a healthy animal. The process, in that respect, was performing as he had hoped. This was far from the first case, but no side effects had previously been noted, certainly nothing as remarkable as this.

And so the second phase, the secret phase, of Edmond's work with the Balancer had begun. He had continued experimenting with the curing of disease after that night—that had been his original purpose, and it was an admirable one. His other discovery he reserved for his own private investigation. The implications and possibilities were incredible. He kept silent about his discovery, not out of greed, or an inflated ego, but because he was a man of vision. Not all of the visions were good ones. If his discovery meant what he believed it did, it must be kept from government hands at all cost. The government, he'd come to realize, had two uses for science; two ways of looking at it. There were money makers and weapons, nothing else. Edmond wished to contribute to neither.

Now, still watching Abner run back and forth through the intricate maze, he sat, triumphant, his work finally bearing fruit that could be shared, his creation finally doing the good that he had wished for it.

He'd spent long hours perfecting a filter that he hoped would serve to block the transfer of personality, of thought—when his process was in use—yet allow the patterns of normality to be maintained to a degree that would still allow for a physical cure. So far it had worked, but he didn't know what he would do if one day a patient should turn to the relatives of the man in the next bed and begin to converse as though they were old friends. For now it was enough that the process was working. It seemed that he'd covered all of the bases, rendered the process safe and successful.

He drowned his fears in the praise of the others. Who could say what might be next? Could mental illness be eradicated? Were retardation and autism now a thing of the past?

He leaned back in his chair, smiling, turning away from Abner's adventures in the maze for the first time in hours. He swiveled and flicked on the TV/VCR combo he had set up in the corner of the lab and watched the videotape they'd made of his experiments, their voices babbling excitedly and sharing his dream.

Yes, for now that would be enough.
 

Calvin Konklin was not a genius. Intelligent, yes, clever with his hands, yes, but by no means a genius. He knew this, and he lived with it, but sometimes it was different. Sometimes, when the blackness swam in from either side of him, sliding from the furthest periphery of his vision to claim him, he knew that it was Genius, trying to come to him. He could sense it, could feel it reaching for him in those moments when his mind was drifting, thoughts neither here, nor there, but somewhere in between.            

There had been a time when the blackness only came in furtive glimpses. Calvin would sense it, wrench his head around as fast as he could, as though it were physically there, and he could catch it sneaking up on him. Other times he'd wait in ambush, hoping it would steal up on him and he could surprise it, claiming the darkness as his own. It had occurred to him that anyone watching his actions would find them strange, but Calvin was used to that. He'd never really fit in with others.  Now he had a chance to be someone. The shadows had become deeper of late, sometimes creeping so close he didn't even need to turn his head to see it.

The past couple of days, as the shadow had grown clearer, he'd sensed that it was evolving as well. He'd caught little flecks of iridescent gold and diaphanous blue streaks, little trails of deep green, all flitting against the dark background that held his Genius. Calvin wasn't sure how he knew that the encroaching black tide of multi-colored anomalies was Genius, but he did. He knew it deep down in his heart; had known from the first moment they'd crept into his vision.

Tall, slender, and pale, brown hair curling every which way and laying as if pasted to his temples, Calvin had been assistant to more than a few geniuses. All of them were famous now, Calvin was still an assistant. It was all, he had long since concluded, one big joke that the universe was playing at his expense, one big, multi-act play designed to make him out a fool. The universe knew that Calvin wanted to be famous, and it mocked him.

Never mind that his pay for being Head Laboratory Assistant for this project was in a very respectable tax bracket, or that his wife, the one person who believed he was a genius, was beautiful and loved him deeply; he was always one step away from what he really desired—fame.

Calvin adjusted the controls before him slightly, watching the meters carefully. Of all the projects that he'd seen, the wonders he'd been a part of, even his own cynical mind was awed by the "Curit Process". The concept itself, once developed, was relatively simple; even the components were inexpensive and common. The results, however, and all of the possibilities they presented, were nothing short of miraculous.

Since they'd moved into Calvin's particular area of expertise, the consolidation of the data on which all of their work would rest, he'd seen apparently terminal illness regress and disappear, viscious animals calmed—miracles. Each time he watched, fascinated, as the subjects of their experiments rose form death beds, wobbly at first, then nosing around for pellets of food, as though the reaper had never raised his scythe, as though awakening from a deep sleep.

It was some consolation that he, his name, would be associated with this work. Not enough to ease his discontent, but something, nonetheless. He was, after all, only the Head Lab Assistant, one step—one long step—from Associate.

As Calvin mulled this all over for the hundredth time, the shadows crept in slowly. Sweat broke out on his forehead. A thunderstorm was brewing outside; he could smell the rain from the open window, and could feel the breeze drying the sweat on his brow. He closed his eyes tightly, but when he reopened them, he saw that the twirling colors were dancing closer than they ever had before. Flitting about, each twining with the others like odd, ethereal lovers. His eyes watered. It was hard to keep them open with the pungent aroma of the storm breaking outside wafting over him and the breeze that now blew in harshly against his face, but he knew that if he blinked, the peripheral images would disappear and he would have to wait for the black tide to reach him again.

He concentrated, willing his eyes to remain open wide, the mental overload of the encroaching and steadily multiplying ribbons of color stealing the strength from his legs. He fell back, his ass hitting the floor hard, leg twisted at an odd angle, not caring; forcing his gaze to focus on the Genius that flooded from the shadows, accented by the flashing of lightning and the deep yellow-green light of the storm.

Calvin's leg screamed for attention, but he ignored it, intent on keeping his eyelids open long enough to see what he'd always been meant to see. His destiny.

A crack of thunder rent the crisp air and Calvin screamed.

There was something else in the blackness of the Genius. And now Calvin couldn't close his eyes, even if he'd wanted to. The storm swelled to a sudden crescendo—raindrops pummeling the windows, lightning flashing like a strobe light, and his ears roaring with a continuous roll of deafening thunder. He heard a soft, beeping sound from somewhere very far away, but he could not grasp it. Something was seeping into Calvin Konklin's mind, something black and slithering. All the beautiful gold, blue, red, and green anomalies were gone, and there was nothing in the Genius now but the blackness, and the  something  working its way between Calvin’s off-kilter synapses. His mind conjured an image—DNA broken down to geometric figures and the Genius, diverting diametrical portions to the convexo-concave slats that made up his nervous system, clicking itself into place, sending violent shudders throughout his body. His eyes started to roll back in his head and drool pooled in the corners of his mouth.

It's . . . finally . . . come, he thought.

Then he heard the beeping sound again, this time much clearer. He tried to focus on it, but the blackness was consuming his thoughts, and he could not concentrate. The final bits of the Genius—or rather the thing that was in the Genius—were securing themselves in his brain and locking onto his nerves.

The beeping grew deafening, and Calvin’s eyes rolled down to their normal position slowly. He could see a flashing red light on the instrument panel of the equipment above him.

The storm had settled, and the drool that had accumulated in his mouth slopped over the rim of his lips, unheeded, as Calvin got shakily to his feet, nursing his sprained ankle.

Leaning on the desk next to the lab equipment, Calvin was finally able to see what the beeping and flashing was about. A small LED was lit on the monitor screen and a flashing red message followed:
 

THT FILTER FAULT

REPLACE FLTHT 12 BEFORE CONTINUING
 

Calvin blinked a few times, at first not understanding, then he realized what the error message meant. And knew, too, that it didn't matter in the slightest. It was just the filter.

Instinctively, he flipped the bypass on the fault monitor and pressed the Enter key on his keyboard to restart the process. Nothing happened. The fault remained on his screen, and the equipment remained silent. Calvin frowned. It was just a filter, the bypass should have been automatic. He pressed the switch again. Nothing.

His mind clearing suddenly, Calvin sat down and began to rapidly stroke in a sequence of codes, searching for the FLTHT filter. The experiment was nearly complete, and he didn’t want to have to admit he’d not been paying attention to the gauges. The filter did not show up on a maintenance scan, and he banged the keyboard in frustration. He couldn’t bypass it.

Then it hit him. He could bypass the alarm system that had been triggered by the failure. It was an unauthorized modification of the system, but to re-do the entire experiment would waste days. He flicked the authorization code in and bypassed the alarm. The balancer came alive again, signals blending and re-forming. He smiled. The signals were very similar to those he'd seen before the fault, but there was more—a sort of transient pulse line of odd signals was riding on the steady sine-wave created by the two animals.

Both dogs Calvin was using for this experiment eyed him suspiciously. He didn't know how'd they'd reacted to his Transformation on the floor of the lab. Now, with the balancer humming and clicking away again, they’d become eerily silent, just staring at Calvin with hooded eyes, waiting for him to do something. And Calvin was waiting, too; waiting for his Genius to somehow evidence itself.

Calvin sat back, shaking, his heartbeat and mind calming somewhat. The sweat had turned cold, on his brow, and his head ached behind his eyes. It felt full of water; heavy and sloshing about when he moved.

That was when the first tinge of fear laced itself around his heart and began to squeeze.

What's in my head now? He thought, stupidly. What have I allowed into my fucking head?

The storm had subsided to a faint drizzle, barely audible over the soft but insistent thrumming of the Balancer. Calvin's headache throbbed in time.

The thread of fear that wound itself around his heart was tightening its grip, but there was no time to think about it right now. He was already running behind in this experiment, and Curit would want results. He stood slowly, using the edge of the desk for support, and hobbled to the Balancer's instrument panel. The process now complete, he watched, waiting for the dogs to awaken.

Bartholomew—Bart, for short—was a meek, mild-mannered Beagle who, though friendly and cute, had been deemed too old by families seeking to adopt pets. Amadeus, Bart’s partner in the experiment, was a Doberman. His previous owner's favorite game had been fetch—fetch the cat, fetch the neighbor's dog. The game had ended after the first round of fetch the mailman. Now both animals, saved from the "merciful" end required of their kind by state facilities, were a part of the Curit team-exhibits in the showcase of miracles.

The idea was to see if Amadeus' temper could be controlled, nullified by a dose of Bart's good cheer. As they awakened it was almost immediately clear that in this respect, at least, the experiment was a success. Whatever the THT filters were, they were not necessary for the balancing to take place. When the dogs had been brought into the lab, two technicians had been needed to strap Amadeus in place. It seemed he couldn't decide whether to snack on Bart or go for a fuller meal—Calvin, for instance. Now, though they were still groggy from the anesthetic, one would have expected the larger dog to resume its efforts. Both dogs were in plain sight of one another, and of Calvin. Rather than getting upset, the big Doberman sniffed quietly at the straps holding him and looked up at Calvin with the best Doberman doing an impression of a Beagle that Calvin had ever seen, tongue hanging out nearly to the table beneath him.

"Good boy, Bart," Calvin said absently, the blackness in his head sloshing around with the words. Both dogs cocked their heads when he spoke, barking almost in unison.

Calvin frowned, concentrating.

Then, remembering a trick that Amadeus had been drilled in by his neo-Nazi ex-owner, Calvin called out, "Amadeus, pose!" The loud words caused a sudden violent sloshing in Calvin’s head, followed by a sliver of pain that bolted through both eyes. He cried out. As the pain receded slowly, he saw that both dogs had become still as statues at the command Calvin had given them, their eyes gleaming.

They're the same dog, now. . . he thought disjointedly.

Calvin's head felt fit to burst. He could feel the . . . whatever it was,  still struggling to fit itself into the lattice work of his brain; and could also feel it pushing outward against his skull, feeling along the bone with sandpaper hands.

He unfurled the tight fists he'd made when the last spear of pain had ripped through his head, and pounded the sides of his cranium with open hands. "What the fuck is in there!?" he said, accenting the words with each smack. "Jesus Christ, what did I do to myself?"

The dogs continued to stare at Calvin, motionless.

The pain having relented, at least enough to let him think, Calvin's mind started to race.

Maybe that was it,
he thought, still holding his aching head in his hands, trying to combat the sloshing by holding his head steady, THT—thought filter?

The implications were as clear to Calvin as they had been to Edmond Curit. Of course it must be a secret, the government would pay dearly for such a machine. Curit must have planned to deal under the table. It would be much more valuable that way. Calvin slowly lowered his hands from his head and punched codes quickly into the keyboard, erasing the last ten minutes that the computer had recorded and eliminating the evidence of his tampering with the alarm. No machine was going to fuck this up for him.

He returned his attention to the dogs. If the two were kept apart, perhaps nobody would notice. He'd just accidentally give one of them an overdose of anesthetic, and no one would be the wiser.

Hurrying so he would not have to think about what he was doing, he hobbled to the cabinet, praying that another jolt of pain wouldn't tear through him and collapse him before he could finish what he had to do here. Opening the cabinet door, he removed a large vial of anesthetic and a syringe. He carefully measured out what he needed, replaced the vial, and approached Bart.

When he was just about to the table where the dogs’ cages were, he felt the stuff inside his head suddenly freeze. He screamed in agony and dropped to his knees, the syringe falling uselessly from his hand, clattering to the floor and rolling under the desk beside the instrument panel.

Inside Calvin Konklin's head, a brightness like nothing he'd ever experienced erupted like an exploding iceberg. Blood ran in streams from both his ears, and he clamped his hands there to try to stop it, but it just kept coming, flowing down his hands and between his fingers in crimson rivulets.

"Fucking . . . Jeeeesuuusssss!!!"

The dogs watched quietly as Calvin's forehead cracked horizontally over his eyebrows like a fault line in an earthquake. Blood cascaded down his face in a sheet, and he fell forward onto the floor with a thick squelch.

He was twitching now, eyes once again rolled back in his head.

"Bloody . . . fuck . . . ing . . . wha . . . what's—"

His legs flailed out, kicking the desk and office chair.

"—inside my—"

A gobbet of blood rose up through his throat and got stuck in his gullet. He choked on it, spluttered, then spat it out onto the floor in front of him. Stringy spittle linked the lump of blood to his mouth where it sat quivering a few inches in front of his face.

". . . head. . .?"

He saw the chunk of congealed blood moving toward his face. It spread itself like a pancake into a thin sheet and latched onto Calvin's face, then sank into his pores, taking the blood that had poured down from the fissure in his forehead in with it as it receded..

That was when the thing inside Calvin's head gained ascension.

Calvin rose mechanically to his feet, eyes vapid; his mind nothing but small, round chunks of jelly in his head, no longer obeying his commands explicitly. He went over to the dogs' cages, a raging hunger clawing at him from deep within his skull. Something in there wanted what the dogs had pulsing through their veins. Not blood, but something just as precious to life. It was their Genius. Their own particular brand of the black stuff. Calvin could see the red and blue ribbons drawing eccentric circles in and around the dogs' pleading eyes. As he approached their cages, they began to whine and shift their weight from side to side.

He unlocked Bart's cage, reached in—easily avoiding the dog's feeble attempt to bite his hand—and grabbed Bart’s left front paw. He let his fingers spider-walk up Bart’s leg, teasing along tendons and fur, and when his touch reached the animal’s shoulder, he dug in his nails . . . hard. He was not thinking about pain, or cruelty. Colored ribbons danced before his eyes, deep black called and pulsed within his soul. He dragged the nails down, claw-like, ignoring Bart’s sudden yelp of pain, watching the hot red blood as it splashed down, droplets striking his white lab coat. He pulled his fingers free, fascinated, gaze locked to the pooling, dripping blood, searching for the multi-colored anomalies of the Genius as the dog sat whining and squirming in the ever-expanding puddle.

Amadeus watched from the other cage, shivering and whining along with Bart, as if he knew that he would be next.
 

McLaughlin watched the man across the desk from him carefully. Something in the way his eyes just sort of sat there like black lumps of coal in his head was disconcerting, and made it very hard to trust him.

But The Clinic would definitely have to deal with him. What Konklin offered was so vital that it could not be ignored. That didn’t mean McLaughlin had to trust him. Few people ever earned McLaughlin's trust; that was one reason that he held his particular position. Operations such as this left no room for distraction or mistakes. Discovery alone would be enough to cause a scandal that would pale Watergate and Iran-Contra into insignificance. It was, he knew, a matter of morals as opposed to cold reality. Someone stood around every corner waiting for the fates to toss out a hole card—some ace that would give them control of the game. Big Mac McLaughlin, and The Clinic, stood in their paths—in theory.

Over the years he'd seen several crises averted, others had been only diverted, none had toppled the pillars of American Democracy. That was the goal—preservation of power, stability. Discoveries such as "The Curit Process" inevitably drew The Clinic's attention. Unfortunately it was also nearly inevitable that one such as Konklin would become their link. It was a shame, but if they didn't deal, someone else would. The logistics of reality made that inevitable.

"So," he said, watching closely for Konklin's reaction, shivering at the huge scar that spread across the man's forehead and wondering what the hell could have caused it, "what you're saying is that you've stumbled across an aspect of Dr. Curit's process that you believe should not fall into the wrong hands? Would you like to elaborate?"

The corners of Calvin's lips rose in the parody of a smile—there was no humor in his eyes. "I believe so, yes," he replied, every word measured.

The director of The Clinic tried on a smile that didn't fit. He braced himself for the answer to the question he was about to pose. "Um . . . might I inquire, with no intention of being rude, of course—purely out of curiosity, you understand—"

"Where I got my scar, right?" Calvin finished for him, the smile finally touching his eyes . . . which was even worse.

McLaughlin swallowed and his throat clicked, dry as sand. This wasn't right at all. McLaughlin was supposed to be the intimidating one here.

"Well, yes, that's right."

"Swing hit me in the forehead when I was a kid," Calvin said, deadpan.

"Oh. . ."

There was an uncomfortable silence between them now. Uncomfortable for McLaughlin anyway; it didn't seem to bother Konklin at all. The research assistant let a dry chuckle escape his lips, and for the third time in as many minutes, McLaughlin felt his skin ripple, trying to crawl inside itself. He leaned back in his leather chair and ran his fingers through his greying hair, taking a deep breath to reassert his control in this situation. He needed that control if he was going to make this deal.

"So," he started again, with as much confidence in his voice as he could muster, “What happened?”

Konklin blinked twice, as if trying to comprehend the question, his brow furrowing in concentration. Then, as quickly as the smile had disappeared, it returned and he began. "It was an accident, actually, a failed module. Without the THT filter in place, it seems that the Balancer transfers thought patterns as well as health—memory even. I suppose I needn't elaborate the implications to one such as yourself?"

Of course, this was true. McLaughlin's mind was off like a shot. "But Curit," he pressed, "why didn't he ever mention it? Surely if he installed this filter, he must have known full well why he did so."

"The doctor," Calvin answered, the first hint of emotion finally creeping its way into his voice, "has very narrow views concerning our government. He apparently did not trust them to use it with good judgment. I am not certain, after more careful consideration, that I blame him."

"Not thinking of backing out of our agreement, I hope," McLaughlin said. It came out more like a question than the subtle threat he had intended. He shifted around in his seat, his back sweating, fiddling with his thumbs. Why was he so damned nervous?

Calvin shook his head, slowly. "No," he replied, "of course not. I want to do everything I can, of course. It's just that I'm concerned about the possible evil this could bring about. In the wrong hands, as I've said, the potential for destruction is phenomenal."

That, McLaughlin surmised, qualified as a gross understatement of the facts. Espionage would take on aspects previously undreamed of. No political secret would ever again be safe. On one point he and Konklin agreed: in the hands of a normal government agency it would very likely lead to mass destruction.

"Then we will settle this as quickly as possible," McLaughlin said slowly, still trying to fathom what exactly it was that so troublesome about Konklin's face, his demeanor. "My organization will set up a laboratory for your use; assistants will be provided. All you need to do is recreate the Balancer, minus the THT filter, or whatever you called it, and a private account will be opened in your name. I believe $1,000,000 was the figure requested?"

Calvin nodded. The two shook and, standing up to see the strange man out of his office, McLaughlin wiped his hands on his pants as he walked Konklin to the door.

When McLaughlin had opened the door and said his goodbyes, Calvin turned around to face him. "I'm only selling you this because of the money, you know." Up this close, McLaughlin could see all too clearly the black eyes—the inert lumps of ash—in Konklin's head. For the briefest of moments it appeared as though something stirred in their depths. And as Konklin walked out the door, McLaughlin shivered again for what would be the last time in his life.
 

"What do you mean, ‘it doesn't work’?" McLaughlin asked, eyes darting up to pierce Calvin's, cutting through them in search of deception, pinning him tight-lipped in position like a captured insect . . . but not for long. Calvin shifted his stance a little, facing more towards the stocky Clinic agent, his eyes hardening into little orbs of black steel. McLaughlin swallowed hard and continued, determined not to be driven down again by Konklin's stern gaze. "You assured us, Mr. Konklin, that your plans were genuine and complete. What do you suppose my superiors will think of this? Perhaps you'd like it to get back to your superior, Dr.Curit, that you might be allowing secrets to leak out? I assure you, we will have no trouble in covering our own tracks."

After a moment, Calvin cleared his throat and replied. "I told you the truth. Curit must have expected this, installed safeguards." His eyes flicked over to the corner of the room. "The plans I stole build a device similar to the Balancer, but it fails in the final stage, something has been removed." Calvin's eyes flicked again to the corner of the room, and this time rested a little bit longer at the freezer positioned there, humming softly in the dimly lit laboratory.

"Well," McLaughlin's face betrayed no emotion, but his tone was chill and final, or so he hoped. He was about to make a threat that he wasn't so sure he should be making. "I suggest that you apply yourself to the problem, and that you solve it. Your daughter is how old, five? I believe she would just be getting off of the school bus now. Third and—"

Calvin suddenly reached out his right hand and caught McLaughlin's jaw with it. Calvin's eyes began to shimmer as McLaughlin stared straight into them, mesmerized. Calvin began to squeeze and McLaughlin began to scream. He tried bringing his hands up from his sides; tried to ball his fingers into fists, but they wouldn't obey him. McLaughlin could feel his jawbone start to crack and he squeezed his eyes shut, tears springing from the slits and running down his cheeks.

Then, just when McLaughlin thought he was going to hear his jawbone break into bits, Calvin relaxed his grip. McLaughlin opened his eyes a crack, and watched as something—little ribbons of color—swam through Calvin's eyes. McLaughlin sucked in a quick breath and watched the little ribbons intertwine themselves in Konklin’s pupils, through his iris, back to the pupils again, then venturing out momentarily into the whites, only to return again to the black cores. A wistful little dance through the window of the soul.

Calvin walked forward slowly, pushing McLaughlin back and lifting the agent’s chin up higher and higher as he went, so that by the time he reached the doorway that led down into the equipment storage area, McLaughlin was no longer looking at Calvin's eyes, but at the ceiling, his neck straining back on itself, tendons creaking and stars exploding to fill his vision.

With his free hand, Calvin reached around the stumbling form of the Clinic agent, twisted the doorknob and opened the door toward him. He brought McLaughlin's face around to meet his gaze a final time. If he’d had the chance, McLaughlin would have shrieked.

The three-inch crack over Calvin's eyebrows had opened up again and blood was pouring down his face once more; his eyes had gone pure black, losing all the playful little ribbons to the total pitch of their former playground.

Then McLaughlin was flying backwards, head over heels down the stairs, bashing his face off of the first stair he made contact with, then pinwheeling his arms, trying to find purchase on one of the banisters. He failed, and with a sickening thud, the back of his head made contact with the concrete floor at the bottom.
 

When McLaughlin came to, he could feel the lump on the back of his head pounding along with his heartbeat, his nose crooked and bleeding from the painful face plant.

He lifted his head and, blinking his eyes to clear them, saw Calvin Konklin—or whatever the man had become—at the top of the stairs, grinning wolfishly and standing beside a large freezer that had been tipped onto its side.

McLaughlin's mind swirled and he shook his head as vigorously as he could considering the pain, bringing a fresh wave of nausea as he attempted to erase the image, praying it would change when next he looked up.

It didn't.

Konklin still leered down at him, and this time the freezer was teetering on the edge of the top step. McLaughlin watched in silent horror as two little black slugs broke the skin beneath Konklin's cheeks and scampered down his face, burrowing their way back into his blood-drenched neck, little whispers of blue and gold trailing out from behind their wriggling tails.

"What the fuck—" McLaughlin said, trying to move, to get farther away from Konklin's leering visage. He couldn’t. McLaughlin looked down at his arms and, for the first time, realized his position.

He was standing, swaying back and forth, three steps from the bottom of the stairs. His wrists were strapped to either bannister. Steadying himself, he yanked on them hard, but neither the metal bannisters, nor the thick rope that secured his wrists gave under his assault.

He panicked, his breath rasping, yanking wildly at the ropes and crying out softly as each effort drove the bonds more tightly over his flesh. The realization of what was going to happen to him slammed home, and his eyes bulged suddenly in his face as though inflated from behind with an air pump.

"Ohfuckingjesuschristyoubastardyoufucking—"

"Shhhhh," was all Calvin had to say to stop McLaughlin's rambling. "You threatened my girl," the more human part of Calvin began. "And besides, I need what's inside you. I need your Genius."

His mind jumping from one thing to the next, trying to figure out what Konklin was babbling about, and the words not making sense. McLaughlin breathed in deeply, trying to get some semblance of a grip on himself, realizing that if he didn't try to reason with whatever was up there tottering that freezer, he was going to be dead in a matter of moments.

Latching onto his earlier threat, he dug his mind's nails into the thought, making it come clear in his overwrought brain.

"If . . . If you kill me, Konklin, you'll never know where your girl is," he said, his words coming in quick succession. "You didn't think I'd carry out the kidnaping myself, did you?" He tried to laugh cruelly, confidently, but it came out all wrong—like a question; his heart beating a tattoo in his chest again.

"Either you'll tell me or you won't; it's not my primary concern anymore," Calvin said in answer.

The retort shocked McLaughlin rigid. "What do you mean, not your primary concern!? It's your daughter, for Christ's sake!" He saw his last hope for life fluttering away, like a discarded newspaper, but tried not to let his fear show.

The human part of Calvin—what was left—was trying desperately to fight the words coming out of his mouth; was trying to pull the hand that rested lightly on the side of the freezer away, but it was a losing battle. There simply wasn't enough of him left. Whatever had entered him was fully in control now, and he could feel his very soul slipping away, being sucked into the inky blackness that he had so eagerly invited in.

"I have no time for this," Calvin said, the words dropping like bricks out of his mouth. The hand on the freezer started to push.

"Oh Jesus, no!" McLaughlin yelped, struggling with his bonds anew, seeing that his bluff hadn't worked.

Then the bit of the true Calvin that still remained tried the only thing he had left to try.

He started to think of the colors.

The colors that he'd seen in the blackness before the thing that came after consumed them. The rich golds, ruby reds, deep blues, and forest greens. He pictured them as best he could in the musty, dank corner of his skull that he'd been relegated to. Even now, just trying to perform the simple task of conjuring images in his mind was wearing him down quickly. The whatever-it-was in his head had sensed what he was trying to do. His perceptions had shifted, and he now suspected that what he was fighting was not Genius at all, but some sort of foul side effect of running Curit's Balancer without the filter. Before the darkness could transfer what he’d desired, it had been caught, distorted and amplified beyond his control.

The hand on the freezer continued to push and McLaughlin was screaming like a woman now. Calvin redoubled his efforts and the translucent ribbons of hues flitted about in his corner of his skull, finally venturing into the void of the greater blackness that owned his body. He pushed at the vile, pitch black thing, opening up some room around the tiny space that was still Calvin, giving him the area to generate more of the colors.

Then the freezer tipped. . .

Deep within his mind, Calvin shrieked, but the black thing that held sway over his facial muscles grinned and winked at McLaughlin as the freezer shot down the staircase smoothly, hitting the agent squarely in the chest. It slammed into him, rocking him back, his arms popping from their sockets. For a moment it seemed they would tear, that the freezer would slam straight through him, parting flesh and bone and sinew, but he held. He sagged back, the weight of the freezer rocking into his ruined frame, a huge gout of blood slipping up his throat to stain the white porcelain. Calvin stared down at the shattered corpse in silence. The only sound was the blood dripping softly onto the stairs and the concrete floor below.

The Konklin-thing walked down the stairs slowly. He stopped at the freezer, leaning over it, adding his weight to the balance and feeling what remained of McLaughlin strain. The colors swam through the pooling blood, and it picked at them randomly, each touch winding them tighter, little spools of ribbon that seeped through his skin and disappeared, devoured.

Inside Calvin Konklin's head the colors blinked out one by one, like candles being snuffed by the wind.
 

Edmond Curit gazed into the face of insanity.

Seated across the desk from him, pistol leveled between his eyes, sat Calvin; young Calvin Konklin, his Head Assistant. Something was very wrong. Calvin's face was the color of slate, his eyes black and somehow ashen-looking, a large scar cut across his forehead. Despite all this, the finger that rested on the trigger was steady.

"Can we talk, Calvin?" He asked, trying to hide the fear in his voice. "If something is wrong . . . is it money? Please, I want to help."

"Thought you were pretty clever, didn't you?" Calvin's deadpan gave no indication that he had heard his captive. The words seemed very distant, lost. "THT filters, incomplete plans. You saw them all coming, didn't you?"

"I don't know what you mean," Curit said, heart sinking.

"Sure you do," Calvin leveled the gun between Curit's eyes, "I've seen the Balancer work without the filter. Marvelous," Calvin said, his voice dropping several octaves as he leaned forward in his chair, "Simply marvelous."

There was something terribly wrong with Calvin. Curit could see it in the man’s eyes. Things seemed to be moving around just beneath the surface of the skin on his face. Little pockets of flesh shifted position on his forehead as he spoke. Curit just sat, sweating, wondering what in God's name this thing was sitting before him.

"But why do you suppose," Calvin continued, "a genius like yourself, caught in the spotlight of glory, would want to keep such a secret, such a miracle, from the people?"

Dropping all pretense in the hopes of reasoning with this man, Curit replied, "You must see, Calvin, surely you must. They will take it, warp it, kill with it. Such power does not belong in the hands of men; the healing is enough."

"Maybe, maybe not." The scar over Calvin's brow suddenly opened up a crack and blood seeped down his brow. "Now it's too late, though. I've sold you out. I made my own Balancer, you see. Trusted your plans. They're very interested by what it can do. Very. Seems something was missing in my version, though. What do you suppose it is, a circuit card? Another filter? Why don't you just tell me?"

Curit had barely been listening, fascinated by the bleeding wound that was coating Calvin's face with a crimson sheet while he obliviously talked right through it.

"I . . . I can't," Curit said, trying to take his eyes from the wound and the gun and the eyes and the blood. Jesus, what the hell is going on?

"I can't do that, Calvin," he reiterated. "Why did you go to them, why not to me?" Curit had chosen a point on the wall over Calvin's left shoulder on which to concentrate, willing his mind from what he was seeing. "We could have talked, shared the research. God, I wanted to share it. How would you like to hold a miracle in your mind and be unable to tell anyone about it?"

"All unimportant. And much too late," Calvin cut in. "I figured you wouldn't talk; planned for it. Hold out your arm, please."

Curit's eyes snapped back to Calvin to see the syringe in the madman's hand. He backed up in his chair involuntarily, scanning the room for an escape that wasn't there. "What are you going to do, Calvin?" he asked, voice finally wavering as the terror rose to consume him. "What's in that needle?"

"Anesthetic. Nothing harmful." The thing that had been Calvin Konklin grinned and bared its teeth; less a smile than a show of strength. The original desires that had brought this blackness, this malignant filth to Calvin Konklin, were now speaking up, demanding to be heard. "I just need to be sure you'll cooperate. If you and I were to both be hooked up to your Balancer—THT filter removed—I'd know how to fix my version of the balancer . . . I'd get all the money, all the fame, and I'd get all your Genius in the barg—"

The real Calvin bucked in the Konklin-thing's mind, stopping the voice mid-sentence. He'd conjured the colors again, clandestinely, in his claustrophobic little corner, patiently forming them over the past couple of hours. He’d carefully woven them to a solid tapestry in his mind's mind. Now, in one fantastic jolt, he had released them, and they made the blood flow from the scar in his head even faster, some of the red-black, fetid ichor slopping into his lap.

Curit mumbled something under his breath and started to stand up, fear evaporating into the instinctual need to just get away.

Calvin pumped a slug into the Doctor’s right thigh.

Curit screamed and clutched his leg, slumping back down into the leather chair with a moan, his hand clamped over the wound tightly.

"You're not going anywhere," the Konklin-thing said, nervousness creeping into its voice as it felt the colors growing in strength and number.

I know that my little girl will die if McLaughlin wasn't bluffing, the real Calvin thought, buoyed by his mini-victory, and creating more and brighter ribbons in the seeping blackness in his head, but I'm not gonna let. . .

Another plethora of ribbons burst into Konklin's head, forcing little black slugs out the sides of his neck. They erupted through the flesh and hit the floor with a wet thumping noise, then slithering away between the floorboards.

. . .this motherfucker kill anyone else!

Calvin's body doubled over and he bashed his head on the desk in front of him. Blood flecks speckled Curit's face, but he didn't notice. What he was seeing, coupled with the throbbing, excruciating pain of the gunshot wound, was clouding his thoughts.

"Get . . . the rat," the thing bubbled through the blood on the desk. The ribbons had begun to cavort now like Calvin had first seen them that day in the lab, twisting around and through each other. He was gaining the upper hand.

"What?" Curit managed, through parched lips.

The thing was trying to cough out another one of those blood clots, to come back in through Calvin's face, reasserting itself into power, but Calvin was fighting it now with the ribbons. More of them fluttered about everywhere in his head and they were now visible through his eyes. They danced in his pupils as before, but this time they weren't going to be consumed; this time, Calvin was fighting with them.

"Get . . . Abner. . ." More blood gushed from the reopened scar on Konklin's forehead, pooling across the desk. He didn't know what physiological changes the malevolent thing had wrought throughout his system, but he couldn't bank on them. At this rate of blood loss, he wasn't going to live much longer. He had to make it clear to Curit to get the rat.

With all his remaining strength and the strength of the ribbons, he lifted his bloody face up to Curit, eyes imploring, and said, "Send it back where it came from, Curit. Get Abner and . . . fucking send it back!"

Finally, Curit understood. As the thing flopped its bloody head back onto the desk, Curit hobbled around to where the rat sat atop his bookshelf, nosing around in his shavings while all hell broke loose across the room.

Leaning all his weight on his good leg and sucking air in through his teeth, he reached up and lifted Abner's cage from the shelf. Abner looked at his friend and wiggled his nose, oblivious to the bubbling, convulsing thing bleeding to death below.

McLaughlin staggered over to the Balancer across the room and set Abner's cage down on the first metal table. He opened up the cage and removed the rat.

More little slug-things vacated Calvin’s head, busting out around the eye sockets, scurrying out of his mouth, and cracking the top of his skull to jump from him like rats from a sinking ship. The core of the diseased beast was firmly entrenched in Calvin's psyche and had no place to go, but the bits and pieces that could wrench free were not so stable.

Calvin wrenched his body up to a standing position, and began lurching toward the second metal table. A low growling slid roughly from his throat and the blood clotted there threatened to dislodge itself. It would not help the blackness though, unless it was able to topple the body, and Calvin wasn't about to let that happen.

Beginning to feel more than a little woozy from blood loss and the pain in his leg, Curit attached the Balancer's electrodes to Abner's torso, the rat's beady eyes still showing no hint of concern over what was about to happen. He sat, contentedly cleaning one of his paws to pass the time.

More ribbons, more colors. The blackness was coalescing, rising for a final strike and Calvin laid helplessly on his back, his head lolling to the side.

"Come . . . on, Curit!" Calvin hissed.

Curit picked up his pace as best he could, turning dials and switching switches on the Balancer, making sure to disengage the THT filter. He glanced over at Calvin where he lay on the table, blood still seeping slowly from the wound in his head. He saw the lump in Calvin’s throat begin to move upward toward his chin. Calvin tried squeezing out a few more words of warning, but the lump was too close now, and was cutting off the sound. Only Calvin's eyes were able to convey any sort of message. And they were turned on Curit, wide, staring black orbs with little lights dancing deep within.

Curit ignored the throbbing in his leg as best he could and hobbled around to Calvin's table, attaching the electrodes to the man-thing’s blood-soaked chest.

The lump in Calvin's throat was close to busting out through his mouth now, and Curit had no idea what would happen if whatever it was in there got out, so he gritted his teeth and dove across Abner's table, flicking the switch to start the Balancer.

The machine thrummed to life, and as he watched, pulling himself painfully up off the floor, the lump in Calvin's throat peeked over the top of his teeth and popped, sending more blood flying through the air. The lights in Calvin's eyes doubled, then trebled as the machine's humming increased, reaching its quiet crescendo.

Then, one by one, the lights began winking out.
 

The body of Calvin Konklin lay inert on the table, blood-soaked; his chest neither rising nor falling.

Abner sat hunched over, still cleaning his paws, colorful little ribbons dancing about in his oil drop eyes.

Edmond Curit blinked his eyes a few times, trying to get the rid of the blackness that had begun to seep into his peripheral vision.








  

Death Did Not Become Him
 

By Patricia Lee Macomber & David Niall Wilson
 

It has been many years since the events I now record took place, and even now, running through them in my mind, I’m uncertain if I should continue.  There is a question of privacy involved, to be certain.  There is more.  I fancy that when all is said and done, these words will one day find their way into the hands of others.  Still, my purpose over the years has never been to further my own reputation, and certainly I’ve been brutally honest when it comes to others.

Let me begin by mentioning the most glaring oddity of all.  In this case, when my friend Mr. Sherlock Holmes admitted his newest client to 221 Baker Street, it was none other than myself, half-crazed and shaking like a scared dog.

Upon my arrival, the clock in the church tower chimed eleven.  It was later than I had thought, and far too cold for a sane man to be about.  All but one light was out in Holmes' flat and I assumed him to be asleep.  It did not matter.  The burden of that night was too much to bear alone, and at the very least I needed the comfort of my old friend’s solid intellect.

I paced, until my shoes threatened to wear ruts in the sidewalk.  I wanted desperately to turn around and return to my own home, have a brisk shot of brandy and slide between the cool sheets of my bed.  What I most emphatically did not want was to see my relationship with Holmes tainted by the appearance of insanity.  Still, there was nothing for it but to plunge ahead, and I finally dashed for the door in desperation, wanting to reach it before my traitorous feet turned away yet again.  Before I could raise my hand to the door knocker, the door swung inward, and I found myself stumbling to a clumsy halt, staring into the grinning countenance of Mr. Sherlock Holmes.

"Do come in, Watson," Holmes said with a twinkle in his eye that set my cheeks burning with embarrassment.  "Another few paces and you’ll wear the leather from your soles."  As he took in my own expression, Holmes grew more serious, and he closed the door quickly behind us, taking my coat.

"I'm terribly sorry about the hour, Holmes," I blurted, "But the matter simply can't wait."

"I gathered from the odd slant of your hat and the mismatching of buttons that this was a matter of some importance," he replied.  He turned and disappeared into his study, and I hurried to catch up with him.  When I reached the dimly lit room, he was already in his chair, legs stretched out before him and his fingers pressed together under his chin.  "So tell me what brings you out so late on a cold night."

"I've come to offer you a new client, Holmes."

"But you've come alone.  Who, then, would your client be?"

I watched him for a moment, steepling his fingers and staring at me, eyes twinkling.  I knew he had already deduced my reply, but I made it anyway.  "It is I, Holmes.  This time, it is I who seeks your aid."

The skin around his eyes drew taut and his lips pursed.  "Very well, Watson.  Why don't you sit down, take a brandy, and tell me your story."

I sat back, closed my eyes, and let the events of the evening flow back into my consciousness, telling the tale as best I could.  I knew any detail I left out, or forgot, might prove the one thing Holmes needed to see through it all as nonsense, so I was careful.  The brandy helped.  This is the tale I told.
 

It was but a few hours ago when a knock came at my door.  It was later than I was accustomed to accepting callers.  I immediately assumed it to be you, Holmes.  Who else would call on me at such an hour?  My heart quickened at the thought of adventure, and I hastened to open the door.

The man who met my gaze was gaunt, tall and weathered as if he’d spent long years on the deck of a ship, or working a farm.  His complexion was dark, and his coat clung to him like a shroud.  I could make out two others standing directly behind him in the gloom.

"Dr. Watson," he asked, his voice sharp and edgy.

"You have me at a disadvantage," I countered.  "I’m Watson, and you are?  My God, man, do you know the time?"

"I am well aware of the time," the man answered.  "My business with you cannot wait."

The man held forth a sheet of paper, pressing it toward my nose as if I could read it in the dark.  "Did you sign this?" he asked sharply.

"I can’t see what it is from here," I said. "Step inside Mr. . ."

"Jepson," he said, stepping hurriedly through the doorway.  "Aaron Jepson.  My companions are Mr. Sebastian Jeffries and . . .well, read the paper, and you may see who else accompanies me."

I knew I should have told the man to return by daylight, but I’d invited them in, and the deed was done.  I glanced at the other two, who remained silent.  The first was a white haired old chap with ruddy features and wide, bulging eyes.  His cheeks were overly full, making his lip drape oddly downward.  I didn’t know him.  The third wore a dark coat, as did Jepson, and a hat pulled down to hide the features of his face.

I glanced back to the paper and began to read.  It was a death certificate.  I had signed it only a week before, pronouncing one Michael Adcott dead of a knife to the back.  Mr. Adcott had been out too late in the wrong part of town, and apparently someone had fancied his wallet a bit more than he himself.

"What has this to do with any of you?"  I asked bluntly.

"Mr. Jeffries," the first man explained, "is my solicitor.  I should say, he is my cousin’s solicitor.  I’m not certain if you would have been told, but there was a sizeable investment - a tontine - involved in the death.  Michael was one of only two surviving members of the tontine, and upon the declaration of his death, the courts moved to deliver the tontine’s assets to a Mr. Emil Laroche.

"I knew of no tontine," I said, "but I see no way I can help you in such a matter.  Mr. Adcott died, and as I understand such arrangements, that would indicate that the courts were in the right."

"So you say," Jepson said, "and yet, you would be - for the second time this week - mistaken."

I blinked at him.  "Mistaken?  How . . ."

Jepson held up a hand, then turned to his third companion.

"Michael?"

My heart nearly stopped.  The man removed his hat slowly, staring at me through eyes I’d seen glazed and closed so few days in the past.  He didn’t seem to see me, not really, and yet he reacted to Jepson’s words with perfect understanding. The dazed, haunted expression of those eyes burned into my mind, and I had to shake my head to clear the sensation of – something – something dark and deep.  Something wrong.

"This is quite impossible," I stated.  "There is no way this can be the same Michael Adcott that I examined earlier in the week.  That man had sustained a direct stab wound to the back, penetrating a lung, and he lay dead in the street at least an hour before I arrived on the scene.  There was a constable on the spot, Johnston was his name."

"And yet," Jepson said, holding up one hand to silence me, "Michael Adcott stands and breathes before you, a very alive, and suddenly destitute man.  Only your intervention, Dr. Watson, can prevent a horrid miscarriage of justice."

This was a strange situation, to be certain, but I fancy that I’ve acquitted myself well in any number of odd happenings over the years.  Without hesitation, I stepped closer and stared at the man before me.  He wavered back and forth, as if his legs barely held him upright, and I squinted, trying to find some fault between my memory of the dead man, and he who’d disturbed my evening.

"Impossible," I muttered, stepping back.  "Preposterous."

Jepson eyed me coldly.  "And yet, a fact that is difficult to deny, I suspect," he said shortly.

At this, the plump man, who’d remained silent until that moment, stepped forward, fumbling a monocle from his breast pocket and perching it on the bridge of his nose with a palsied hand.  The lens teetered, and I was nearly certain it would drop from its perch before he could steady it, but miraculously the man got it under control.  He lifted a small sheaf of papers, bringing them closer so he could glance at them through the lens.

"It would seem," he spoke, the words slow and forced, "that we have a situation before us requiring the utmost in haste and discretion."

"You would be Mr. Jeffries," I stated, not waiting for an answer.  "I would expect, sir, that of all gathered here you would be first to note the absurdity of the claim lain before me.  Dead men do not pry themselves from the grave, no matter the fiscal windfall it might provide themselves or others.  This man cannot be Michael Adcott."

Jeffries glanced up from his papers quickly, nearly sending the monocle flying.  "I assure you, Dr. Watson, that he is.  I have served the Adcotts for the past twenty years as solicitor, and I know my client when he stands before me."

"Which would lead me to believe, sir, that you have mistakenly pronounced  Mr. Adcott dead."  Jepson folded his hands in front of him and peered down his nose at me.

I must say that I would rather admit to an error in judgment than to the possibility of the walking dead.  All evidence and proof aside, I needed them gone just then.

"Return here tomorrow at four sharp and I'll have the answers you seek," I told them, shoving the papers at Jepson and marching them forward.
 

Holmes had grown contemplative, his eyes were focused, but not, I think, on any point in the reality we shared.  Leaning forward in my chair, hands on my knees, I gazed at him anxiously and finished.

"With the house again empty and my heart still beating a savage rhythm in my chest, I could think of only one thing to do, and that was bring the matter to you."

Holmes eyes shifted, and he rose suddenly.  "And well you did, my dear Watson, well you did indeed."

He was already walking toward the door, wearing an uncharacteristically distracted expression.

"I must see to some things, Watson," he said suddenly.  "And you must rest, old friend.  When the sun has risen a little higher in the sky, we shall see what we can find."

"But, have you no thoughts on this matter?" I cried.

"Thoughts are often all that we have, Watson.  There is nothing that I can say for certain, but I do have – thoughts.  That is for tomorrow.  Go and get some rest."

With that, he opened the door, and I could think of nothing to say or do, other than to stumble out into the night and off toward home, wondering if my old friend now thought me daft.  The sky had already stained a deep, blood-red with the sunrise.
 

Jepson glanced furtively to either side, then slipped through a massive wooden door and into the depths of the squat, monolithic building beyond.  The exterior was dingy brick, even the soot and grime seemed soiled, and there was an oily sheen to the place, gleaming sickly in the early morning light.

He carried a case under one arm, and he’d come on foot.  No coach waited outside that door, nor did any spot his entry.  There had been precious little traffic through those doors in recent years, and what there was, men tended to ignore.  Such knowledge was best left to others, or to no one at all.  It was a dark place, and the screams of those who’d entered and never been freed echoed through the air surrounding the place like a hum of electricity.  So it seemed to some.

The Asylum of St. Elian had been closed for reasons never released to the public.  There were rumors of dark experiments, of torture and sin, but they were not often repeated, and usually died before reaching the level of a good story.  There was nothing good in the building, and if it hadn’t required actual contact with the place, most would have been happy to wield one of the hammers that brought it down.

Jepson had found no trouble at all in renting a portion of the fading edifice, and with Jeffries handling the legalities and paperwork, had managed to do so with near anonymity, the solicitor having been granted the right to sign on Jepson’s behalf.  The laboratory of St. Elian’s, and the ward nearest that foul place, had come under Jepson’s control easily and without contest.  Even the homeless and the drunks had avoided the place.  It was empty and lifeless as a tomb, and that suited Aaron Jepson just fine.

Now he made his way down the dark main corridor and fumbled a large skeleton key from one pocket of his jacket, balancing the leather case precariously under one arm.  He’d cleaned up as much as was possible – or necessary – but the old lock ground it’s metal tumblers together in a sound near to disbelief at the intrusion of his key.  St. Elians hadn’t welcomed him gladly.

Once inside, Jepson wasted no time.  He moved about the room, bringing the dim lights to life and placing the wooden case carefully on a bench just inside the door.  The laboratory was much as he’d found it.  There had been a great deal of equipment left behind when the building closed, and none had felt the urge to return and clear it away.  The thought of the use it might have seen was enough to slap away even the greediest of fingers.  Jepson had carted in, late at night and under cloak of the deep London fog, the last remaining bits of what he’d dragged from his father’s home – his inheritance.

Despite the hum and glow of the lamps, shadows clung like swamp lichen to every surface and bit of furniture.  Jepson shivered, then, irritated with himself, drew forth a box of matches and lit the large oil lamp on the table beside his case.  Turning up the wick, he watched as the flame licked upward, flared, and settled.  Standing in the pool of light this created, he felt a little of the spell of the unease lifting and drew a deep breath.

There was little time, and there was no room for delays, or hesitation.  Jepson flipped open the case and stared down at the contents.  The interior was lined in rich velvet.  In slots manufactured to accommodate their exact shape and size, a line of six vials rested.  The first three were empty.  In the next two slots, a greenish liquid roiled.  It was not quiescent, as it should have been, sitting still on the table.  It swirled and curled toward the edges of the vial, reaching up the sides and falling back down – as if trying to escape.  The third and last of the vials contained a flat red powder.  Jepson stared for a few moments longer, as if mesmerized.

Then, as if recovering his senses, he reached for the next full vial and drew it forth, along with the third vial, containing the powder.

With one deft movement of his thumbs, he uncapped both vials.  Inside the first, green, liquid and light, the solution ceased its movement.  He tilted the second, angling the lip of it toward the first, tapping gently, mentally ticking off grains of the powder.  The green liquid devoured it, changing color slightly, then regaining its normal appearance almost as though the powder had been – digested. He re-capped both vials, and returned the sandy substance to its place in the wooden case.

To the right of the case, further along the bench, sat an open carton.  Jepson carefully laid the vial down beside the box and reached inside, drawing forth a small leather bag.  It might have been easier to work had he unpacked his things, but there was something about the old laboratory, and the asylum walls surrounding it, that made even Jepson want to avoid deeper connection with the place than was absolutely necessary.  The less he unpacked, the less he’d have to pack when his work was done.

Jepson opened the bag and pulled out a small kit.  The kit contained a syringe, a bottle of alcohol, and a small pouch of glittering blades and tools.  He grabbed the syringe, which sported a hideously long needle, picked up the vials once again, and turned toward the door.

At that precise moment, a low moan echoed through the corridors beyond that door, and Jepson froze.  The sound was deep, rolling up from the stone bowels of the asylum and rising to a banshee wail that reverberated and echoed back onto itself, forming waves of sound without rhythm or reason.  The sound was drenched in pain.

Jepson staggered, bringing one hand to his brow to brush away the sweat and nearly poking out his own eye with the syringe.  He cried out, ducking away from this own hand, and cursed softly.

"Damn you," he said softly.  "It’s too soon.  I should have hours."  He stared at the doorway, and the dark, shadowed hall beyond.  "I should have hours," he whispered.

The moans rose again, louder than before, and there was a deep metallic clang.  He could almost believe the solid stone floor shook.

Under his breath, Aaron Jepson began to pray.  He prayed in the ancient Hebrew, the words he’d committed to memory, the charm his father had brought to him from the mind and faith of his grandfather and his grandfather’s father.  He thought of the ancient, torn shred of canvas, soiled and worn, the spidery lettering etched into that cloth.  With his eyes closed, he could see those letters burning brightly – as if they had a life of their own.  He could sense the madness behind the verse, could almost see the wild, skewed eyes.  He had heard them described so many times they seemed part of his own memory, and not that of his father’s father.

Jepson spoke slowly and very softly, trying not to blend his voice with that other – that horrible, hate-filled sound.

Entering the hall, he took a single deep breath, released some of the pressure he was putting on the vial before he crushed it in his hand, puncturing his skin.  Fresh sweat broke out on his brow at the thought of that green, glowing slime slipping into his veins.  He had a sudden image of the case in the laboratory behind him, the vials and the thick velvet.  This led to further memories, journals and stories - stories that would be impossible to believe - were the proof not waiting one floor down in a stone room barred with iron.

Jepson shook it off and stepped into the hallway, moving quickly and purposefully toward the sound.  Nothing mattered but the vial in his hand, the syringe that would empty it, and the words.  He had to speak the words, had to repeat them from memory, just as he’d learned them, or it would all be for nothing.   The madness that echoed through the halls would become his own, and the money . . . all that money.

There were dim lights strung along the hall, leading down a wide stone stair, and into the shadows below.  Jespon took the steps at a trot, ignoring the sounds, which had grown to a constant shriek of madness and a grinding rattle of metal.  As he went, he grasped the syringe tightly and plunged it into the lid of the vial.  His footsteps grew quicker, and the heaving of his breath threatened to steal the words from his lips, but he couldn’t wait any longer.  It had to be now, and it had to be quick.

He hit the bottom step, stumbled, righted himself and hurried down the hall.  The sounds were close now, immediate and maddening.  To his right, barred doorways loomed, cells that had lain empty for long years, their iron doors latched and rusted.  He passed the first two cells without a glance, but as he came abreast of the third, he slowed, backing toward the center of the hall.  Fingers gripped the bars of that third cell, long and sinewy – strong.  The bars shook again.

Jepson took a step closer, raising the syringe like a dagger over his head.  The words flowed from his lips, but he had no more control of them now than he did of the tremble in his wrist, or the rubbery sensation that threatened to deny him use of his legs.  He slipped toward the barred door, and suddenly a face slammed into it, too-wide eyes glaring at him, framed in wild, unkempt hair. The skin was sallow and pale and the bars shook harder than they had before, threatening to tear loose from the stone of the walls.

With a cry, Jepson plunged the syringe down and slammed it into the flesh of one of the arms groping through the bars, fingers wide to seek his throat.  He felt the needle bite and brought his free hand down on the plunger, jamming it home with a grunt and stepping back, leaving the needle deeply imbedded in its target, watching in horror as the arm was jerked inward, catching the syringe on the bar and snapping it off near the center of the too-long needle.  Green liquid glittered in the air, splashing the walls and floor in droplets that glowed and hissed.  Jepson stepped back further with a gasp.  His heart slammed too quickly - too violently - in his chest, and he feared it would stop.  He couldn’t get breath to slip past the knot in his throat, and only the intervention of the wall at his back prevented his toppling to the stone floor.

The screams tore through the air at inhuman volume.  Jepson slapped his palms to his ears and closed his eyes. Nothing could have blocked that sound, but he muted it, and, blessedly, within moments the sounds began to fade.  The screams receded slowly to wails, the wails to moans.  Jepson’s eyes snapped open wide, and he pushed off the wall, moving toward the bars of the cell.  His voice rose instantly, returning to his chant, bringing the ancient Hebrew to life through his voice, and trying to imagine that he was in control of the situation.

He stepped closer.  The light was very dim, and the bony wrists and yellowed, skinny arms no longer groped between the bars.  In fact, the cell’s occupant had retreated to the far wall and slid down to a sitting position on the floor, knees drawn up and head back.

Jepson spoke more clearly, enunciating carefully.  There was no reaction within the darkened cell.  No motion, no sound.  Jepson grew calmer, gaining confidence, and he stepped to within an inch of the bars, staring down fixedly at the man cowering against the back wall.  The final words of the chant tumbled from his lips, resonant and strong.  For just an instant, as the hall fell silent, Michael Adcott raised his head, staring into the eyes of his captor.  The captive man’s eyes blazed with something beyond insanity, beyond rage or pain.

But only for a second.  Then those eyes were dead.  Blank.  Nothing more reflected in their dull black depths but the dim light of the torches in the hall.  Jepson watched a moment longer, letting his breathing catch a normal rhythm and straightening his jacket, running one hand back through sweat-soaked hair.

Reaching into one pocket, Jepson retrieved a ring of keys and inserted a large iron skeleton key into the cell’s huge old lock.

"Come along then," he said, his voice cracking once, then steadying again.  "Come along Michael.  We have work to do, and I’ve had enough nonsense for one day."

Adcott didn’t move.  Not until Jepson’s fingers gripped his upper arm and tugged.  Then, with slow, mechanical movements, he levered himself from the floor, leaned against the wall for support, and found his feet.  The man did not turn to Jepson, nor did he answer.  When Jepson turned toward the door of the cell, Adcott followed as if drawn in the other man’s wake.
 

It was nearly three o’clock by the time Holmes made his way to the door of my flat.  He stood outside the door, and when I invited him in, he shook his head impatiently.

"Your coat, Watson, and hurry.  Timing is crucial, and we have several places to be before evening."

I didn’t hesitate.  Long years as Holmes’ companion have removed several layers of my natural hesitation.  There were only two choices, follow as best I could, or be left behind and miss whatever was to come.  My coat over one arm, my hat in the other hand, I slipped out the door, and Holmes pulled it tight behind me.

Just as I was turning to go, I saw him bend at the waist, reaching down to run a finger along one of the cracks in the sidewalk.  Straightening, he removed a bit of paper from his pocket and carefully folded whatever he’d scraped from the ground inside.  I thought to ask what he was doing, then thought better of it.  All in it’s time, he’d say.  Why force the words?

There was a carriage waiting at the curb, and Holmes slipped inside.  I followed, and without a word from Holmes, the driver was off.  I should have liked to have asked where we were bound, but experience told me the words would be wasted.  Holmes had the predatory, hunter’s gleam in his eye I’d seen so many times before, and I knew he’d speak to me only when he was ready.  I contented myself with slipping into my coat and leaning back to watch the streets as we passed.

The carriage headed into the center of the city, and it was only a short time before we pulled to the curb.  A quick glance out the window confirmed my suspicions.  We had pulled up in front of the morgue.

"Why have we come here?" I asked in surprise.  "I’ve told you the man was in my flat, alive and standing as you, or I."

"If, indeed, the man you saw was the same Michael Adcott you pronounced dead," Holmes replied, exiting the coach and motioning the driver to wait, "then I would expect without doubt to find that body here.  The fact you met a man you believe might be Adcott does not mean the Adcott for whom you signed the death warrant is not dead."

He fell silent then, leaving me to follow the trail of his thoughts to their obvious  conclusions.  A brother?  A close cousin?  Why hadn’t it occurred to me?  My ears were burning with the sudden realization I’d acted the fool, but I followed Holmes into the morgue entrance nevertheless.  What had I been thinking?  That dead men walk?

It was late in the day, and it was unlikely that many would be walking the halls of that dark place, but Holmes entered with familiarity and confidence.  There was nothing to do but to follow.
 

It took a good bit of cajoling on Holmes' part, but the clerk behind the desk, a dour little man with too-thick glasses and a perpetual frown that creased his brow with deep wrinkles, finally agreed to escort us to where the body of Michael Adcott had been stored.  The body was, he assured us, right where it had been left, tagged and recorded.

"I sent you a report earlier this very day, Mr.Holmes, did you not get my message?  Do you think he’s up and walked away then?" the man asked.  His voice was grave, but now there was a twinkle in his eye that had not been present as he argued with Holmes at the front desk.  "They do that, you know.  One day here, the next up and gone, and  days later wives and mothers, daughters and friend are here, telling how they’ve met the corpse on the road and asking after the remains.  Sometimes, they’re just not there."

I didn’t much appreciate the clerk’s levity, but Holmes paid the man no mind at all.

"You saw the man, then," Holmes asked, watching the man’s face with keen interest.  "You verified the information you sent personally?"

The old man cackled.  "If he’s in my book, Mr. Holmes, he’s in my morgue.  There are papers that must be filled out to remove a corpse, and permissions to be granted.  No such papers have passed my desk for the late Mr. Adcott, and if there are no papers, there is no reason to look.  He is here."

"Then let us wish him Godspeed on the road to the next world," Holmes replied.  "Let us see Mr. Adcott for ourselves, and then we shall see what we can make of the rest of this business."

Unfortunately for my own sanity, the remains of the late Mr. Michael Adcott were indeed missing from their slab.  No note, no papers of explanation or permission.  The numbers and documentation lay neatly in place, but no body accompanied them.  The small man was less talkative now, and a sight less sure of himself.

"Perhaps he’s been moved?" I suggested.

The man shook his head, not turning to meet my gaze, only staring at the empty spot where a dead man should be.  "There were no papers.  No one moves without paperwork.  No one."

"And yet," Holmes observed mildly, "Mr. Adcott seems to have been in the mood for an afternoon stroll."

"Shall we search for him?" I asked, ready to button up my sleeves and get to the task at hand.

"There’s no time," Holmes said, his expression shifting in an instant to the old, familiar intensity of the hunt.  "I didn’t really expect he would be here, but without knowing..." He trailed off, and I followed him out the door.  Without a word he was back in the cab and holding the door impatiently, as I made to enter.

At just that moment, there was a cry from down the street, and I turned, startled.  A young man darted from around the corner of the morgue, tousled hair waving about a roguish face and a scrap of paper clutched tightly in grubby fingers.  I recognized him at once, as did Holmes, who rose and exited the carriage, calling to the driver to hold.

"Mr. Holmes," Wiggins cried, coming to a halt and holding out the paper.  "We’ve found him, sir, as you asked."

Holmes didn’t say a word, but took the paper from the boy’s hand, eyes blazing.  He read quickly, then folded the paper and slipped it into one of the pockets of his coat.  "The others are posted?" Holmes asked quickly.

Wiggins nodded.  "He’ll not slip past, sir.  Count on it."

"I do," Holmes replied, almost smiling.  Shillings changed hands and Holmes had turned away and re-entered the carriage before I could ask what was written on the paper, or who the "irregulars" were watching.

I knew better than to ask.   I’d seen that expression on Holmes' face too many times.  He was on the trail of something, and until that thing was in his grasp, he’d not share it with anyone.  Best to keep to his side, watch his back, and wait until he was ready to speak.  The carriage took off without a word from Holmes, and I realized suddenly that he’d already anticipated our next stop. Either the note Wiggins had brought him had confirmed his suspicions, or it was related to another matter.

I watched out the curtained window as we passed deeper into the city, trying not to think of the scrap of paper in Holmes’ pocket, or the pallid face of Michael Adcott, staring at me from heavily lidded eyes.
 

Jepson walked briskly down the street, hands pressed deeply into the pockets of his coat.  At his heel, Michael Adcott followed more slowly, his gait forced and clumsy.  Jepson paid his companion no mind.  They had to meet Jeffries at the court before the last of the judges left chambers, and that left little time indeed.  Time was slipping through his fingers too quickly, and things he’d expected to have accomplished had evaded him.

The Doctor - Watson was his name – was a problem.  The man should have seen what was obvious, feared what was less so, and signed off on the paperwork by now.  Without that signature, they would be forced to let a court decide Michael’s state, and at the very least, he’d be found unfit to speak on his own behalf.  That wouldn’t do.  Michael Adcott would not be speaking to anyone, and that was another problem.

For the moment, things were under control.  The serum – alone – was not enough.  That much had been clear in the sketchy notes that had been included with the case that lay waiting in the laboratory at St. Elian’s.  Only fate – a bottle of wine – and a loose tongue had given Aaron Jepson the information he needed.

"There was a time," his father had said, head drooping toward the table and fingers loosely gripping his wine glass, "when we had ways to deal with our problems.  There are things we know," the old man had glanced up to see that his son knew the "we" in question.  "We have always harbored our secrets, Aaron.  There was a time when we kept them less guarded – when a Rabbi could walk the streets with the respect of those around him.  They knew.  I know."

Several glasses of wine later, and a lot of cajoling and flattery on Aaron’s part, and those secrets had begun to surface.  Men from clay.  The Kabbalah.  Patterns of words and form, rhythm and breath that emulated the formation of the first man.  A mad Arab poet who spoke as if he were in another place and time and stared into distances that were not there.  Those words, copied onto the canvas corner of a tent and guarded, studied – shifted over the years and re-combined.  Alhazred, the man had been called, and though he’d been mad, he’d been a prophet, as well – a prophet of power.  At first the notion had seemed ludicrous.  A clay monster controlled by he who gave them life, born of the proper words, the proper earth - the prayers - the faith of the Rabbi, and the vision of a madman.

Sworn to secrecy, Aaron had left his father’s home and set out to find a use for his new secret.  Money wasn’t everything, he reminded himself often, but no money was certainly something to be avoided.  Money was power, and if you were not the one with the power, you were under that man’s thumb.  Aaron Jepson would feel the pad of no man’s thumb.

A chance encounter had landed the wooden case in his hands, won from a drunken, reeling fool at poker.  The man had wagered it against a five pound note, holding it close to his chest and announcing drunkenly that the secrets to life itself were contained within, and that this being the case, it certainly qualified as collateral against a five pound note.  The case had been found floating, he claimed, off the shore of the island of Eucrasia after the explosion that destroyed its culture and its ruler.  It had been handed from man to man since, and nothing was known of its contents save that they came from the laboratory of one Dr. Caresco Surhomme.  Jepson, who knew of Caresco’s work, had agreed impatiently, the four threes in his hand itching to be slapped to the tabletop, and he’d walked away with all the other man’s money, and the wooden box.  He could still hear the fellow’s words, echoing in his mind.

"You’ll find more than you bargain for in there.  I’m glad to be rid of it.  God bears a very heavy burden my friend - don’t be too quick to shoulder it."

It had taken years of poring over correspondence and articles, diatribes about and against Caresco and fictions written about the man and his work, to realize what it was that he possessed.  It had taken another five years to analyze the serum and attribute it to one small corner of Caresco’s work.  The reversal of aging.  The shaving away of the ravages of time.  Taken to the extreme, and with certain additions of Jepson’s own device, reversing the process of death.

Jepson shook his head to dislodge the memories of what had come before.  More important to see to the needs of the moment.  He led Michael around a corner and disappeared into the fog.  Jeffries would know what to do, and they would have to set about whatever it was with haste.  Both the serum, and the incantations and amulets his father had reluctantly provided him, were proving less stable than he’d anticipated.  The row in the cell earlier had been a near miss that Jepson didn’t want repeated.
 

The Asylum brooded over the street beneath, giving off a sensation of density, immovable and old as time.  When the carriage stopped in front of that place, and Holmes stepped out, tipping the driver, I was sure he must have lost his mind.  The Asylum of St. Elian had been deserted since I was a young man, still pursuing the degrees and education that would lead me to a career in medicine.  The stories I’d heard had seemed laughable enough at the time, but faced with the reality of the place, they came back to me full force, flickering across the years of my memory with chilling speed.

Holmes didn’t hesitate.  He moved from carriage to door with purposeful steps, reached up and rapped his knuckles against the door sharply.  I stared at him, then at the building before us.  I would have bet my last pound that no one had passed through that door in ten years.  Holmes knocked again, then turned to me with a purpose.

"No one seems to be about, Watson.  We must hurry."

"Hurry where?" I inquired.

Holmes was already trying the door.  It was, of course, locked, but I noted with amazement and some alarm that Holmes had pulled a small tool from his pocket and inserted one end into the lock.  A few deft movements of wrist and finger, and I heard the sound of tumblers sliding into place.  The latch gave way, and Holmes pulled the door open, slipping inside.  There was nothing to do but to follow him into the shadows, and to pray that most of what I’d heard back at university was the hogwash it had seemed.  The heavy door closed behind us with a loud CLICK.  Holmes fiddled with it for a moment, then turned away.

"Locked," he whispered.

There was no light, but Holmes moved quickly and easily, making his way to the first set of doors to his left.  He pulled out a box of matches, lighting one and holding it up as we entered the room.  It was a crude, antiquated sort of laboratory.  On one of the benches, a few crates lay open, packing material and other items strewn about as if opened and gone through quickly and without much care.

I moved up beside Holmes, glancing over his shoulder as the light from the first match flickered, then died.  The quick glimpse had been enough.

"Medical equipment," I said softly.

"As I suspected," Holmes replied, turning to the other bench.  He lit another match, and this time he slipped along the wall and found the light switch, flicking the power to on.

"Someone will see," I hissed.

My friend ignored me, and, with a quick turn about the room, I realized my error.  There were no windows.  We were encircled in stone as surely as if entombed.  The light was dim, but Holmes made use of it quickly, making his way to a wooden case flung open on one of the bench tops.

The case held two vials, and I saw that Holmes had looked past the greenish, glowing liquid and the other – full of something that looked like sand.  He plucked it from the case and held it to the dim light.  Then he removed the folded paper he’d brought away from the doorstep of my flat and opened it.  He held the two objects together, and I saw that what was on the paper was a bit of clay.   Red clay, unlike anything near the city.  The dust, or sand in the vial had the same reddish hue.

"Watson, have you heard of a man named Caresco?"

I started violently, nearly toppling into the nearest of the benches.  "Caresco Surhomme?" "Caresco is dead." I replied, a bit more calmly.  "His island was buried in volcanic ash.  That Caresco?"

Holmes held up a hand, and I fell silent.  The greenish contents of those vials had taken on a new reality for me.  I had heard of Caresco and his hellish experiments, and I knew the end he’d reached.  Playing God with the human anatomy, enslaving the mind.  Seeking a cure for death and time.

"I know of Caresco, as well," Holmes assured me.  "I was fairly certain his work was tied up in this, but there is more - something vital that we are missing."

He returned the card to the case and began pacing the room, rooting through the remaining cases and tossing paperwork and equipment aside without a thought.  Clearly, he had no intention of trying to keep our illegal entry a secret.  Holmes turned and lifted the vial in his hand so that I could see it more closely.

"Clay?" he asked.  I didn’t believe that he expected an answer, so I remained silent as he replaced the vial and continued to stare into the case.

Then, just as I was certain he would turn in disgust and leave that accursed place, Holmes laid hand on a small leather-bound volume.  Pulling it nearer to the light, he flipped open the covers, which had nothing upon them but a few characters rendered in Hebrew.  Holmes’ brow furrowed, and he flipped the pages rapidly, grunting under his breath.

I glanced over his shoulder as he flipped through the pages.  The script was coarse, and though I’m no linguist, I saw what seemed to be alternating lines of Hebrew and some antiquated form of Arabic.  There were notes scribbled in the margins.  I could make out none of it, but Holmes seemed to be devouring it all.

"There’s no time to waste, Watson," he said at last, replacing the book where he’d found it and tidying up the room just enough so that a cursory glance would show no evidence of our presence.  "We must hide ourselves."

We moved none too soon.  Holmes had just switched off the lights, and dragged me down the hall and through another door when we heard the grate of an iron key turning slowly in the lock.  We could just make out the cursing voice of Aaron Jepson through the solid wood, growing louder as he pushed the door inward and stepped inside.

"I curse the day I first laid eyes on you," he was saying.

There were two sets of footsteps, and I guessed that the second set must belong to Michael Adcott.  There was no answer to Jepson’s ranting diatribe, but the echo of shuffling feet followed his hard, sharp strides into the hall.  The door closed once more, and Jepson moved into the laboratory, shoving things about roughly.  I held my breath, but he seemed to notice nothing amiss.

"I suppose there’s nothing to do but to put you back in your cell and go in search of Watson," he said at last.  "There is more than one way to get a paper signed, and if Jeffries can’t straighten this out without the good doctor’s input, then input he shall have."

Only silence was his answer, and the two sets of footsteps moved closer to us once again, passing into the hall and by our door, moving into the gloomy interior of the old asylum.  Holmes hesitated only for a moment, then followed.  I trailed behind, moving a bit more slowly, dragging the tips of the fingers of my right hand along the wall beside us as we went.  I didn’t want a chance misstep to alert Jepson to our presence.  Indeed, I had no idea what Holmes planned to do, and I wanted to be as ready as possible for any circumstance.

We followed the pair down into the bowels of that wretched structure, and at last I felt Holmes’ hand on my arm, and came to a stop.  Just ahead, around a final corner, there was a stationary glow, as if a torch, or a lantern were being held.  I could still hear Jepson’s muttering voice, and I heard, as well, the clatter of keys on a ring.  Holmes was moving ahead again, very slowly now, and I followed, keeping well back, not wanting to cause my companion to stumble.

Jepson’s words came into clearer focus.  He was agitated to a state that his voice quavered.  If I’d been seeing him in my office, I’d have prescribed a stiff brandy, and a few hours rest, but Jepson was as far from being prepared to rest as a man could be.

"I’ll find him, don’t you worry," he was saying.  "I’ll make him sign those papers, show him the error of his ways.  He saw you, plain as the nose on his face, walking about.  Alive.  No reason he shouldn’t sign, and by the Gods he will."

There was more.  His lips never ceased their motion, the words flowing in an endless stream.  There was the solid CLICK of a key turning in a lock, and the creaking of rusted hinge, followed by the shuffling of feet.  I started to inch forward, not wanting to miss a word of what was being said, but I felt Holmes’ hand gripping my shoulder tightly, and I grew still.

He leaned in close and whispered into my ear.  "Something is afoot, Watson.  Listen!"

I did – and there were two voices.  The second, far from coherent, began as a low moan, shivering up from some deep darkness I could not equate with human consciousness.  I heard the scrape of shoes on the stone floor, but they weren’t measured steps.  The sound was random and wild, quickly drowned out by the wailing voice.  It rose from a moan to a banshee screech so rapidly that I was physically stunned by the blast of sound.  There was a crash, and a loud cry, followed by a volley of crazed curses.

"Now, Watson," Holmes hissed.  "We must hurry."

Without looking back, Holmes rounded the corner and stopped.  I came up short behind him and stared over his shoulder.

Aaron Jepson was shoving Michael Adcott toward the door of the cell frantically, cursing with each breath, fighting to avoid the other’s flailing arms.  Adcott’s hands were clasped to his head, fingers twined in his thin, wispy hair, ripping, then gripping again, and ripping more, tufts drifting about the two in a slow-motion counterpoint to their struggle.

"Get in that cell, damn you," Jepson screeched.

Adcott either didn’t hear the words, or ignored them.  Backpedaling, he rammed Jepson into the stone wall, spun to the side and began slamming his own head into the stone with such force it made me sick to watch.  Jepson, momentarily stunned, took a step toward Adcott, then seemed to think better of it.  He reached into a pocket and pulled out a wrinkled sheet of paper.  With trembling voice, he began to read, or, at least I believe he was reading.  The words were unfamiliar to me, and his entire frame was shaking with such frustrated rage that he couldn’t hold the paper still enough to read.

Adcott stilled, just for a moment.  The man turned toward Jepson, who stood between Holmes, myself, and Adcott, providing a face-on view.  To the day of my own death – may it be more lasting and complete than poor Michael’s – I will never shake the image of those eyes from my mind.  They flared with inner light so intense that I could imagine worlds within, arms flailing and voices crying out for salvation.  Those eyes were windows straight to hell, and in that second, they burned full force into the soul of Aaron Jepson.

Jepson began to back away.  He tried to continue the chant, but the words failed him, and his voice faltered, then fell silent.  Adcott was moving with quick purposeful strides that slipped from a walk to a full sprint in seconds, propelling his slight frame with alarming speed toward his tormentor.  The madness of moments before had blossomed into an intense concentration of anger.

"My god," I whispered.

Adcott hit Jepson at a full run.  One of Michael’s hands gripped the other man by the throat and drove him backward into the stone with a sickening crunch.  Jepson tried to speak, but no words or air made it past the iron grip at his throat.  His legs buckled, and as Adcott continued to drive forward, squeezing ever harder, Aaron Jepson fell to his knees, eyes bulging.

In a voice so clear and pure that it washed over the scene like the water of a mountain stream on a flame, Adcott spoke.  He spoke three short words, and as he spoke them, Jepson struggled a final time, eyes widening further, if that was possible, and then went absolutely limp, the life crushed from his body.

Adcott staggered back.  The effort of concentration had drained him, and the otherworldly rage and strength with which he’d propelled himself vanished.  He turned, noticing us for the first time, and raised a hand toward Holmes, as if asking for something.  Seconds later, I saw Michael Adcott die for the second time in a single week, and I nearly fainted away on the spot.

Holmes had me by the arm and headed toward the door before I had my wits fully about me, and we were out and into the waiting carriage without a word, closing and locking the doors of St. Elian’s behind us firmly.  Holmes stared out into the night, and I collapsed into the seat and my own thoughts as the carriage hurried into the fog.
 

We were seated in Holmes’ study, sipping Brandy and watching the fire that very night.  Holmes was staring into the flames, not offering any explanations, and at last I’d had all I could stand of it.

"Holmes," I said, "back in that laboratory, you said there was something we were missing.  I’m familiar with Caresco’s work, and the abominations he is purported to have created.  I have heard that he managed to reverse aging in some subjects, though at the cost of the mind – this is beyond me.  I never heard that he had cheated death, and in any case, Adcott showed none of the madness reported of the earlier experiments.  A great number of very learned men have pored over the bits and pieces that remain of his notes - they found the research to be an abomination, and the process beyond repair.  Was Jepson a mad genius?"

"He was not," Holmes replied, turning to me at last, steepling his fingers and taking a long breath.  "Aaron Jepson was a Jew."

I stared at my friend, wondering if something in the night’s business had addled his brains.  He returned my gaze with his usual frank, half-amused expression firmly in place.  I waited, and, finally, cracked.

"What in the world," I asked slowly, "can that possibly have to do with this mess?"

For the first time since we’d left that accursed asylum, Holmes smiled.

"How much do you know of Jewish history?" he asked.  I shrugged, and he continued.  "There are legends," he said.  "Legends that trail back to the Holy Land  itself, and that are known to only a select few.  When you first spoke to me, I was nearly certain that Adcott must have a twin that no one had been aware of, or a cousin who bore a striking resemblance to the dead man that they were trying to pass off as Adcott to win the funds form the Tontine.  There were obvious answers, but very quickly, the obvious answers caved in, one by one.”

"I then began to explore the less obvious, and there was something that bothered me from the start.  Jepson’s name.  I knew it was familiar to me, but Aaron is hardly an uncommon name, nor is Jepson, so I set out to see if I could find what it was that itched at my mind.

"My search led me to the local temple, and the Rabbi, an old friend, was very helpful.  He remembered the name of Aaron Jepson immediately, but the Jepson he remembered had been dead for many years.  Jepson was a Rabbi, or had been.  He migrated to London about fifty years ago and made a home here, but even among his fellows he was shunned.  Rabbi Jepson had spent years in the Arabian Desert, studying and fasting.  He came away from that study – changed.  He had scrolls and teachings that were unfamiliar to the others already settled here, scrolls dealing with legendary creatures and the Kabbalah.  Scrolls dealing with the golem.  It is reported that he had a scrap of cloth that contained verses from Alhazred himself, inscribed in blood.  Bits of a larger work."

"The Necronomicon?" I asked dubiously.  "That work has long been passed off as legend.  And what in the world is a Golem, Holmes, and what has it to do with Michael Adcott?"

"The Golem was an instrument of revenge," Holmes continued. "It was a creature formed of clay and brought to life by the will, faith and rage of a Rabbi.  It would serve the purpose of that rage, and only the Rabbi himself could control it."

"And Adcott?" I asked, not certain I wanted the answer.  "He was no man of clay."

"No," Holmes agreed.  "He was a man brought to a sort of hellish, painful un-life by the science of Caresco Surhomme and the diabolical research of Aaron Jepson.  It was the incantations, and the clay, Watson, clay from another place - another time.  Clay inherited from Jepson’s father, Aaron Jepson Senior - Rabbi Jepson.  The substance in that sixth vial was the very clay of which I speak.  When I found a bit of it on your doorstep, I was intrigued.  When I saw the vial, I was certain.

"Through the power invested in the clay, Jepson was able to exercise enough control of Adcott’s re-animated form to lead it about in public.  You’ll recall that Adcott never spoke, not at your first meeting, nor at any time thereafter."

"But he did," I said at last.  "He spoke, right at the end.  What do you suppose he  said, and what enabled him to do what he did?"

"He spoke in Hebrew," Holmes answered at once.  "The words were very clear, and I suspect, appropriate.  I believe that Adcott’s soul managed to make use of the same power that the elder Jepson would have used to animate clay.  He used his will, and his faith, and he spoke the only words that could bring him peace.”

"He said ‘It is done.’"

I stared at Holmes for a long time, watching for doubt, or belief, anything in those wise eyes that would prove a clue to the mind beyond, but he had turned his gaze to the fire once again, and grown silent.

"I wonder," I said, rising and retrieving my coat, suddenly very tired and ready for my own home, and my bed, "who got the money."

Holmes didn’t look up as I departed, but I sensed the smile in his answer.

"To the living go the spoils, Watson.  Always to the living."

Shaking my head, I opened the door and made my way into the late evening fog.








  

Within an Image, Dancing
 

By David Niall & John B. Rosenman
 

She danced on mist-silvered air, twining beams of translucent light with strands of long, ebony hair.  Her features shimmered, ethereal, captivating my senses as she molded sound to form with effortless grace.  The music undulated in the background, eerie harmonies chasing one another in ever-strengthening beauty.  I couldn't pull my eyes free.  My hands gripped my knees to the point of pain.  Still, I could not free my eyes.

The LED display on my monitor crept slowly through the secondary stages.  My breathing stopped.  My pulse slowed, and for some reason I felt dizzy.  Then it was gone, and I mouthed words of silent prayer, shivering in anticipation.  A few more seconds, two more banks of data, and it would transfer.  I wanted to glance over at Llana, to trace the lines of her face and measure her concentration, but it was impossible.  I could only watch the crystal.

There should have been no reason to worry, no reason to expect failure, but somehow this image was different.  Llana was one of the most talented imagers of the century.  Her globes adorned mantles and shelves in only the richest and most prestigious homes, the lobbies of palatial office buildings and magnificent cathedrals.  She'd even had two accepted to the Universal Museum of Art before reaching her thirtieth year, an unprecedented honor.  The LEDs faltered, holding steady in the upper reaches of the red secondary stage, then dropping like a shot.  The dancing image and music wavered, then disappeared, and I found myself crying out in dismay.

"No!"

Mist flooded the globe as it returned to its static state.  All external input died.  Ripping the headphones from my ears, I spun to Llana, myriad questions bidding for the use of my tongue.  All of them were choked to silence by the sight of her--my heart wrenched with a sudden pang of guilt.

"What is it?" I asked, quickly rushing to her side.  "What happened?  She . . . it was beautiful!"

"I know, Chelisa," she gasped.  Her eyes seemed unfocused, as if she were looking beyond me.  "I don't know who she is.  I . . ."

Her entire body began to tremble.  Unprepared for such an outburst, I did the first thing that came to my mind, what I had been thinking of doing for years.  I sat beside her and pulled her close.  I was uncertain how she would react, frightened that she would push me away, but she laid her head against my breast and cried.  It was several long moments before she was again capable of speech.

"I . . . I had it," she said finally, sitting back suddenly, as though only just realizing the intimacy of the moment, the vulnerability.  "I had her, and I lost her.  I can't explain it.  It seemed so clear, so complete--more vivid than any image I've created--but I can't hold it.  There is something painful."

I listened, my mind whirling.  I had known Llana for several years and never before seen her this way.  Vulnerability had always seemed my own personal weakness.  Except for my feelings for her, she knew as much of the workings of my mind, the fears, frustrations, and dreams I lived with, as I did.  All I knew of her were the sketchy details of long association and a few slightly drunken conversations.  She was a mystery as much as I was an open book.  That was part of her allure for me, part of the reason I spent my time helping to record her works for the universe.  The rest was that I loved and desired her.

Century Station was my second assignment since relocation from my homeworld.  For Llana it was the only stop.  Imagers are rare, especially with her level of talent.  She came young and was locked into her position, even as a child.  The Confederation of Planets was very clear on such matters.  They send people where they want them, and if they find individuals with lucrative talents, then those people become pampered slaves--torn, if need be, from their own families.

I myself come from an aqueous world, eighty percent water.  Storms ravaged Vara constantly, making life a continuous war with the elements.  The Confederation, though, deemed the risks worthwhile.  There were huge deposits of plutonium to be mined.  What were a few colonists' lives in the pursuit of energy?

Llana was a different story.  They'd discovered her ability when she was barely three and swiftly separated her from her parents.  She'd come to Century Station soon after and did not even remember her homeworld.  She'd grown up knowing only the laboratories, the enclosed gardens, video terminals, and sheltered experiences of the imagers.  Imaging was among the few artistic pursuits the Confederation still supported.  Image globes were a valuable commodity, one they gladly exploited.  Tiny crystals of Dendrite had been the first such globes, having been discovered on Centus in the 22nd century.

Besides producing hard, clear crystal, Dendrite had the property of photo memory upon contact with light.  When the first explorers had reached Centus, they'd been amazed by the crystals, which were alive with centuries of captured images, a fairyland of multi-colored fascination.  Once these crystals were taken to colonized worlds, other images could be impressed upon them.  They were then encased in clear acrylic and shipped off for sale.  One could, in those days, buy a perfect three-dimensional scene from their homeworld--for a steep price, of course.  These images soon became a fad, spreading swiftly throughout the colonies.

Later they found that the crystals could also be affected by electronic impulses.  A videotaped image could be digitized, holographed into a small glass sphere, and implanted effectively in a crystal.  In time, someone invented the dream tape, which digitized a person's own mental images and even the inner, imaginative music that accompanied them, and projected them into the crystals. It was not easy, though.  The images and music had to be clear.  This required great concentration and vivid imagination.  Only a few could sustain an image or harmony long enough for the computer to access it.

Thus, the imagers were born, along with the first dream crystal, which consists of a small bouquet of exotic, non-existent flowers.  Today, this crystal resides in the Universal Museum of Art, along with Llana's creations.

Llana had become a part of Century Station, much as the station had become a part of her.  She knew every corner, every hidden recess.  Her art required it.  She had to fill her mind with details, many of which were gleaned from videotapes, or even from antiquated descriptions in printed books.  To create an image, she had to know it in the deepest depths of her own mind.  That was the root of her mystery.  Llana lived very often amid the matrix of her own thoughts.  As only a friend, I was not privileged to travel there.

"The irony of imaging," she once confided, "is that it requires a mixture of mysticism and science to work.  Creating an image is a feat of deep concentration.  I've learned, through my studies, that the original civilizations from which the Confederation rose knew these arts.  I've even found exercises to strengthen my abilities, all taught by people that science long ago dismissed as dreamers and charlatans.  Science can make the crystals possible, but the power of the creative mind is what makes them art."

My mind drifted back to the present.

"Who do you suppose she can be?" Llana was asking, her face a tapestry of anguish and pain.  "I'm sure this is significant, different from my other images.  I have never studied music or dance of this type.  Where would such an image rise from?"

"You've never seen anything like her?" I asked, envying the phantom woman she'd conjured, and wishing it were my image.  Turning over some possibilities, I discarded them rapidly.  "Could she be someone you used to know?"

"No," she said, eyes not really seeing me.  She seemed to be searching within her mind, even now, chasing the lost image.  "I don't know where she came from, but I've got to keep trying to catch her.  I have to know . . ."

I felt a momentary twinge of jealousy, closely followed by guilt.  I had always harbored dreams of my own regarding Llana, and her feelings toward me, though I'd thought she'd seen only men.  When it came to images, I had created some pretty vivid ones myself, though I'd never have transmitted them to a crystal, even if I could.  Llana's obsession with this woman was depressing, even though I knew (hoped?) she wasn't any real threat.  After all, she was probably purely imaginary.  Still, she made the void that I saw as my future loom even larger and more empty.

I had never felt fulfilled as a technician, but my fantasies of Llana had filled that void nicely.  Now this woman was threatening to remove that comfort as well. Taking a chance, I moved closer again, timidly returning my arms to her shoulders.

She started, looking at me strangely, but did not move away.

"Do you think I'm going crazy?" she asked.  "I mean, they're just images, right?"

I didn't answer, but I pulled her closer, holding my breath and bracing myself for rejection.

There was no mistaking the look that now filled her eyes.  Rising, she took my hands in her own, drawing me up to stand tightly against her.  Then she kissed me till I almost swooned with joy and pleasure.

"All these years," she murmured, pressing her taller body against me, "I wanted you so much, but I never knew.  I thought you saw me only as an imager, or preferred men.  I never for a moment thought that you cared."

"Never cared?"  I shook my head in amazement, thinking of all the time we'd wasted, all the pointless yearning that I--and she too--had endured.  "But I never saw anyone else.  You must have known that.  How could you be so . . ."

"Obtuse?  I guess being an imager is the only thing I'm good at."  She bent and stopped my next words with her mouth, then drew back, troubled again.  "Perhaps we will get her tomorrow, Chelisa.  Will you stay with me until then?  I . . . I don't feel much like being alone."

Melting into her embrace, my vision, I allowed her to steer me around my control panel, which I quickly reached out and secured, and on out the door.  My skin flushed, my heart racing, I shut off the lights in the control room in passing and walked, pressed as firmly to Llana's side as possible, to the lift that would take us to her quarters.  I thanked whatever creator was responsible for Century Station's long, long nights.

Later, half-drunk with her kisses and lovemaking, with the wonder of a body so similar to and yet different from my own, I felt her pull me close.  Kissing her breast, I lay my head upon its softness.  We embraced sleep together.  For the first time in years, I had no need to dream.
 

With a quick smile, one more full of pent-up nerves than any I'd ever seen cross her features, Llana lifted the sensors to her temples.  My heart slowed as she settled back into a relaxed position, then accelerated as I recalled the exhilarating pace she could bring it to.  It all seemed so full of meaning now, so much deeper.  Before, I had cared for her, secretly, and had been upset by the loss of her image, but it had not seemed so all-encompassing in its importance.  Now, knowing that she cared for me as well, and knowing how deeply her failure to capture this image was affecting her, I found myself nearly frantic with worry and impatience.

It took slightly longer than usual for the soft blue light to flash, signaling that Llana's thoughts were at rest.  I flipped on the holo-globe and watched as the familiar misty haze filled it.  Almost immediately, colors and shapes began to swirl in and out of the wisping clouds, slowly taking a more solid form.  Sounds hissed through the speakers, digitized and arranged from the patterns forming in Llana's mind.  They grew more melodic, less confused, with each passing second.  I fought off a rush of dizziness that was more intense than what I'd felt earlier, not wanting anything to interfere with my efficiency in this crucial procedure.  Determined, I kept my eyes trained on the globe.

Then she was there.  I flicked the switches that would begin the compilation of data necessary to capture her, to draw her forth from wherever she haunted Llana's mind.  The LEDs moved steadily upward, clearing the preliminary stages without pause.  As the display began the long climb through the red, I stole a quick glance to the couch, to check on Llana.  Standard procedure forbade any interference on my part unless Llana's safety was threatened.  And judging from her appearance, it was!

Her brow was beaded with sweat.  Her lips quivered.  She gripped the armrests so tightly that her skin was colorless, and I feared she would snap them loose.  Every ounce of energy she possessed was riveted to that image, centered on completing it.  It seemed, almost, as if the effort were painful, though it should not have been.

I shot my eyes back to the globe, knowing I should stop it, that Llana was under too much strain.  But she was there again, Llana's precious vision which meant so much to her.  Breathtaking in her beauty, she danced flawlessly to the haunting strains of the strange music.  It seemed, now that I was searching, that I could read the expression of her face--sorrow, and possibly love.  There were tears on her cheeks, flying off in scattered droplets as she flung herself about.  Again I was entranced, though pierced by a bolt of jealousy I could not resist.  Had this woman's lips kissed Llana's as mine had?  Had she caressed my lover's body and intertwined her limbs with hers?   Had she . . .

Desperately I blotted out my thoughts and stole a glance at the meters.  I saw them flicker at the top of the red, hesitantly, then the green began to grow bright.  She was in!

I snatched at the controls, locking the image in memory, and immediately began the transfer to the Dendrite crystal.  This done, I rose quickly, turning to Llana with a smile of joy.  It died in a flash of horror.  She was still sweating, limbs jerking convulsively, coated in sweat.  I ran to her side, ripping the sensors from her head and drawing her close.  I reached up quickly to sound the alert for the medical team, then turned my eyes and attention to her trembling form.  I slapped her once, watching her eyes for a reaction, and got nothing.  I slapped her again, harder, and called out her name.  After moments that seemed eternities, her eyes fluttered weakly, and she slumped against me, sobbing helplessly into the warmth of my breast.

Behind us, unobserved, the crystal worked its magic.  The woman danced her dance, the music played from the computer's digitized recording, trapped for all time.  The attendants found us just like that, me sitting, arms nearly numb from supporting Llana's weight, and Llana in deep slumber, exhausted by the effort of her creation.

They pried her from my arms, laying her back on the couch, and sounded another alert for assistance.

"What happened?" demanded a tall, stern-faced security attendant.  "It's your job to see that no harm comes to the imager."  He looked down at Llana, then at me, and something happened in his face.  I remembered that he had been interested in Llana but that she had resisted his overtures.  "What went wrong?" he said.  "What did you do?"

I couldn't speak, not then, and certainly not to him.  I pointed, shifting his gaze to the crystal.  He did not repeat his question or speak at all.  He stared, entranced, as I had been, his voice lost in the awe-inspiring beauty of Llana's vision.

Stumbling to my feet, I followed the others, followed Llana.  I knew my actions had very likely won me an immediate transfer.  I had, after all, ignored procedures.

Even the wishes of the imager were not to be allowed to create a dangerous situation.  I had not stopped Llana, even after I saw her struggle--her pain.  I had seen Llana's eyes when she lost her the first time.  The price of giving Llana her vision was not too high.  They had taken her to the emergency care unit.  Though she appeared only to be sleeping, the symptoms of mental exhaustion are subtle.

Negative reactions were common, could even be permanently damaging.  I tried to enter the room, to go to her side, but another attendant barred my way.

"You've done enough harm," he grated.  "This woman may never create another image."

I reeled away, stunned.  Such an outcome had not occurred to me at all.  The implications, considering Llana's fame and talent, were staggering.  Still, though it was probably selfish, I could not find room in my heart to worry over their damned crystals, or even to properly worry for Llana.  The realization washed through me like a wave of ice; I had found my dream, and now I was almost certainly not only losing it, but to be punished for it as well.

The passageway between medical and my own compartment was a teary blur.  My arms banged painfully on the walls and hatches. I ignored everything and everyone I passed, clawing my way through the doorway and slamming it tightly behind me.  I collapsed against it, sliding to the floor where I lay until sleep brought troubled dreams to re-animate my numbed mind.  I don't know how long I was there.

The opening of the hatch startled me into wakefulness, causing me to slip the rest of the way down onto the cold metal deck.  I looked up in alarm.  It was not, as I had feared, the Director, or one of the stiff-necked, military attendants.  Llana stood there, staring down at me with a strange smile on her lips.  In her hand, carefully cradled, she held the crystal.  The computer-generated music, of course, was absent, but the woman danced, suspended in the clear beauty of the Dendrite and rivaling it with her own.

Helping me to my feet, as I stared first at her, and then the crystal in amazement, Llana led me farther into my room, closing the door behind her.

"I . . . I don't understand," I stammered.  "Are you okay?  The attendant . . ."

"Don't worry about them," she smiled, pulling me down to sit very close to her on my bunk.  She held up the crystal again, gazing into it with misty eyes.

"I've found her secret, Chelisa," she said softly.  "You and I, we captured her. Now my memories have cleared.  She's beautiful, don't you think?"

I was too dazed to do more than mumble my assent.  I was torn, again, between my rival in the crystal and the warm depths of her eyes.  "Who is she?"  I whispered fearfully.  "Do you know her?"

"I do," she stated calmly.  "Chelisa, meet my mother."

Her eyes won.  I was lost in them, caught in the wonder of it.  "But," I said, "how do you know?"

"The dance is not the only memory that has returned to me," he smiled.  "It was just the strongest.  The others have followed, now that I can watch her without the need for such deep concentration.  It's her, all right.  I still don't know where she is, or who my father was, but it is something.  I feel--part of something.  And then there's you."

Her last words caught me by surprise.  "Surely you know, Llana," I said, "that what I've done is inexcusable?  I should have cut you off, should have looked after your safety first.  At the very least, they'll transfer me to some God-forsaken asteroid.  I . . ."

She stopped me with a kiss that shocked me yet again.  She seemed not even to be listening.

Pulling back, but only slightly, she said, "True, Chelisa, your days as a tech on the imaging machines are over.  Regulations, you know.  Also true that your next assignment will be far away--somewhere where you can do no further harm."

Now I pulled back, hurt rushing to my eyes, but she continued.  "Of course, I have a bit of pull around here, considering my reputation.  I have used it to request your, uh, temporary transfer . . . to my quarters.  Unless, of course, you object, we are to be companions."

Companions?  I waited for her to continue.

   "Of course," she went on, supporting me on one strong arm, much as I had held her earlier, "your designation had to be changed.  There are regulations against techs and imagers fraternizing, and they need your open position to be filled.

I've had the computer readout--modified.  You are now a Temporary Professional Pleasure Companion."

I straightened, puzzled by the word 'temporary,' which she had used before.   "You didn't!" I cried, smiling despite my outrage.  "I, I've had no such training!"

"I vouched for your, uh, natural abilities," she smiled, placing the crystal carefully on the nightstand and turning to me.  When she spoke next, her voice was sad.  "But I suspect that we won't have much time--three or four weeks at most.  You see, I believe that soon the Confederation will make you leave."

"Make me leave?"  I tried to laugh but couldn't.  "But why?  If I'm your companion . . ."

Gently, she stroked my cheek.  "I said, my temporary companion."

I hesitated.  "Llana, what do you mean?  Why can't I be your permanent companion?"

She sighed.  "Oh Chelisa.  Soon, you're going to be so much more than that."  She nodded at the globe.  "Look at her face."

"What?"  Confused, I did as she asked.  "What do you expect me to see, Llana?  It's just your mother."

I started to turn back but she stopped me.  "Look closely at her face, Chelisa, and tell me what you see."

Mystified, I obeyed.  But what was the point?  It was just a face, that's all, the beautiful face of the woman who had borne her.

Then it changed.  Blinking, I saw that there was another, fainter face superimposed upon it.  It was . . .

My face.

I caught my breath.  "You did that?"

"No," she whispered, her breath at my ear.  "You did, and you did it unconsciously without sensors, too.  It must have been the intensity of your feelings for me, and, I suspect, your fear that I was attracted romantically to this woman.  For the first time, Chelisa, you were more than just a technician.  I think you're on your way to being an imager yourself.  And judging from your first effort, even a better one than I am."

I thought of the dizziness I'd felt at both our recent sessions.  "It can't be," I said.  "It's impossible."

"Is it?"  She smiled sadly at the image.  One moment it was her mother, the next it was me.  "There are so few imagers," she said, "and even fewer with my ability.  We know so little as it is about the gift.  Who is to say that under the right conditions over a prolonged period of time, that this couldn't happen between people with a strong rapport who cared intensely about each other?  Who can say that I didn't awaken and channel your latent talent?"

I trembled, seeing my own face in the globe as I joyfully danced.  "But I don't want it."  I spun to her, suddenly realizing the full implications and that she had been trying to soften the blow ever since we'd sat down.  "They'll make me leave if they find out, and I'll never see you again!  We must keep it a secret so I can stay with you!"

Llana kissed my forehead.  "A developing talent like yours needs to be nurtured and trained so that one day you can create fully-realized images and music to surround them with.  Besides, having such a gift is something that's hard to hide, especially when the evidence was obviously created simultaneously by two different minds."  She gently stroked my hair.  "They have seen it, Chelisa, and a specialist has already been dispatched here to handle your case.  She's expected to arrive in three weeks."

Despite my pain, I found myself wondering what it would be like to be an imager  myself, to be the one who actually created the visions.  Might there not be realms and opportunities waiting for me that I had never dreamed of?  Might there not even be fulfillment and satisfaction that transcended Llana?

No!  I recoiled from the thought, which should have been unthinkable.  Llana had been the absolute center of my life for so long, the only thing that really counted.  I had never actually been happy as a technician.  It had seemed mechanical, somehow separate from me.  Indeed, the only satisfaction I had drawn from it had been through my association with Llana.  Now, though, for the first time I glimpsed something new--something unexpected.  It both scared and terrified me.  I did not want to think that there could ever be something even as remotely important to me as Llana, especially since I had just learned that she actually loved me in return.  I raised my fingers and touched her cheek, her lips.

"Maybe . . . if you're right, and I do become an imager, I'll be good enough to see you again.  Isn't that possible?  Llana, if we both want it, we can use our influence to be reunited.  After all, they wouldn't want two imagers to be unhappy, would they?"

Llana nuzzled my fingers with her lips.  "Anything's possible.  After all, it's a big universe."

Yes, I thought, it is.  And who knows, there might even be room in it for a new dream.  Not just Llana, but my being an imager, and sharing it with her.  Perhaps one day, if I had faith . . .

Managing a smile, I let Llana pull me down on the bed, feeling bittersweet comfort in the wonders of her arms, which I must soon leave.  Why had this happened? Could there be some purpose behind it?  As she kissed me, I uttered a silent prayer that there was and closed my eyes.  Even so, I still saw her.

The woman with two faces danced a dance of re-birth, of renewed dreams . . . of a new and uncertain life to come.  She was very beautiful.








  

That Extra Mile
 

By David Niall Wilson and Brian A. Hopkins
 

The road ahead shimmered in the heat, warping Scott's vision with myopic waves and shifting perceptions.  He brushed sweat from the corner of his eye.  Four miles already.  Two more to go.  A mile further than he'd ever gone, and on this scorcher of a day no less.

Three months earlier, if anyone had told Scott Danning he'd be four miles into a six mile run and smiling about it, he'd have laughed in their face.  What had started as a dare from his athletic wife Jean had become a fast addiction.  He'd never been very athletic, might have even been considered a wuss by many.  They might like him—he was an extremely affable fellow—but they'd never pick him first for their ball team.

Now he religiously did four miles a day at lunch time, often skipping his meal entirely.  He couldn't remember a time when he'd ever felt better.  His waist had begun to trim down and overall he'd dropped fifteen pounds.

Christ, he thought as he rounded the final curve and began the last long stretch of road leading to his health club, I'm actually starting to enjoy this.

His legs were moving rhythmically, beyond the need for conscious control.  His mind was wandering.  He wondered briefly if he might be pushing himself too far too fast, but the thought slipped away.  With the exception of a slight tingling sensation at the back of his neck and a few fleeting moments of imbalance, he felt fine.

Endorphins, he acknowledged with a grin.  He'd learned about the natural, exertion-produced drug from the half dozen or so jogging and running books he'd bought since  launching his new fitness program.  The beginning of a run still hurt, but it was more than worth it for the exhilaration he felt once that "high" had been reached.

The fifth mile was behind him now.  He could feel the pavement, hot beneath his feet.  His concentration centered less and less on the road in front of him, seeming to jump perspective every few strides.

There was a car pulled off to the side of the road up ahead, an old Dodge Charger, and two figures stood in the ditch beside it.  There was something odd about the two, but he was having a hard time concentrating on them.  Something . . . one of them was on his knees.  Her knees.  She was blonde, young, attractive.  The other was a burly, longhaired man in dark glasses and an expensive three-piece suit.

The images shifted in and out of focus as he neared the car.  The lightness in his head was making his knees rubbery.  Neither the man or the woman looked up as he approached, even when he managed a hoarse, "Hey!"  The man had his hand raised above his head, and something in it glittered brightly in the sun.

Lurching awkwardly, Scott fell.  The car was there, then it wasn't.  As he reached out to steady himself against it, he pitched headlong, narrowly missing the side of the pavement with his shoulder and scraping his knees painfully.

"What the hell?" he exclaimed, pushing himself to a sitting position.  He was in the ditch beside the road, directly to one side of where the car had been parked and almost on top of where the man and woman had been only moments before, and yet he was alone.  There were no people.  There was no car.  There were, in fact, not even marks in the gravel to indicate it had ever been there.

Shaking his head, which brought on a sharp pain and a wave of nausea, he rose unsteadily to his feet.  Closing his eyes tightly, he used his shirt tail to wipe the sweat from his face. When he opened his eyes, nothing had changed, but the pounding of his heart had begun to settle.  After giving his scraped knees a final, apologetic wiping off, he turned toward the club once more.

The half mile that remained seemed more intimidating than the entire run had when he'd begun, but he managed it at a slow, labored pace.  His mind was fuzzy—out of focus—and he kept reviewing the run like a strobed slide show, trying to sort out what might have happened.

The only explanation that made sense was that he had just overdone it.  The day was hot, he'd gone a mile further than he'd ever attempted before, and it had just proven too much for him. He was still trying to convince himself of this when he rounded the corner of the parking lot and headed on into the club.

He waved absently at Carol, the receptionist, and headed straight for the locker room.  His knees were beginning to ache, and he wanted very much to just sit down on the bench in front of his locker and catch his breath, but sitting would be the worst thing to do after a run.  A hot shower was the answer.  He stumbled into the locker room, peeled off his sweat-soaked clothes and stepped into the shower.

As the steaming water washed over him and down the drain, it carried some of his weariness with it.  His mind began to clear.  By the time he'd finished and was toweling himself off, he was chuckling over the incident, and by the time he'd reached his car for the short drive back to work, he'd forgotten it almost entirely.
 

"I'm telling you, Jean," he said around a mouthful of lasagna, "it was the strangest thing I've ever experienced.  The damn car was there, and then it just wasn't.  I fell right through the thing."

"It sounds like you were working too hard," she said, concern wrinkling the corners of her eyes.  "It was pretty hot out there today, Scott.  I want you healthy, sure, and you're starting to look really great, but I want you alive too."

"But you should have seen that woman's face, hon.  She was terrified.  And that guy had a knife; I'm sure of it.  I saw him pull it back like he was going to cut her throat or something."

"Well, it's a good thing they disappeared before he had a chance," Jean smiled at him with good-humor.  "I still think you're just working too hard."

"Maybe.  I know I'll be sticking at four miles for a while, that much is certain."

And that was that.  He didn't bring the subject up again, and there were no recurring "mirages" during his daily run.  It would no doubt have slipped his mind completely, had it not been for their puppy, Yap.

Yap was a half-Chow, half-Labrador puppy that had wormed his way into their lives about a month earlier.  He was a good dog, all in all, but he was not completely housebroken.  In fact, his training had barely reached the point where he was leaving his nightly surprises on a sheet of newspaper just inside the door.  Every night, Scott spread a new set of papers out in the hope that, come morning, he'd find that the pup had wised up.

It was the Saturday following his odd encounter on the roadside, in the middle of the afternoon—he was placing the newspaper early because the previous evening he'd forgotten—when he stumbled across an article that changed everything.  It was on the front page of the paper, a page he didn't pay enough attention to, favoring instead the sports page and the comics.

The photo was of a car—the car—and it was parked right where he'd seen it, alongside that road.  Replacing the front page with another section of the paper, Scott took the article back into the front room and sat down to read it.

VIOLENT MURDER LEAVES LOCAL POLICE BAFFLED, read the title.  He read it quickly, his heart pounding faster and faster.  A young woman, Eleanor Chandler, had been brutally murdered and left in the ditch beside the road.  Cause of death: multiple stab wounds.  The killer had escaped cleanly.  The police were still searching, said the article, but had made no progress.  Scott let the paper fall to his lap and stared at the wall.

"What is it?" Jean asked, looking up from her book. "You look as though you've seen a ghost."

He stared at her dumbly.  Without a word, he rose and brought her the newspaper, then stood beside her chair while she skimmed the article.

"I read this when it first came out," she said finally, looking up.  "It is strange, but why does it bother you so?"

"That's the car I saw," he said slowly, "the other day while I was running.  It's parked right where I saw it, and the man had a knife."

"Well," Jean said, brow furrowed in concentration, "is there any chance you read this, or saw the picture and then heard some friends discussing it?  I mean, it is on the front page."

He thought hard.  Of course it was possible, but it just didn't seem right.  "I don't know," he said at last.  "It didn't seem like I was seeing the car for the second time when I saw it on the road—not like it did when I saw this photo.  And the two people I saw—they aren't in the photo."

Actually, the woman's face was smiling up from the newspaper.  A small photo of her was included alongside the larger one of the crime scene.  The man was what was missing.

"Honey," he said, a thought tickling at the back of his mind, "you read the paper every day.  This was a week ago—have they caught this guy yet?"

Jean frowned.  "I don't think so.  I saw a little piece on it again last night.  They had a couple of suspects, but nothing concrete.  Why?"

"Don't you see," he answered earnestly, sitting down on the arm of her chair, "I saw this guy.  He wasn't in the newspaper photo.  I saw him do this.  I saw her face."  Still, he thought, the time frames were all screwy.  The article said the coroner estimated the woman's time of death at between nine and eleven p.m. Thursday night.  Scott's mysterious vision had occurred on his Friday run.

Jean wrapped her arms around him, concern in her voice, and said, "You know that's crazy."

"Yeah, I know," he replied, untangling himself, "but I'm going to have to prove that to myself.  I think I'll go down to the club for a run."

"Now?" she said, voice bordering on exasperation.  "Why?"

"I'm going to go that extra mile, maybe two," he said.  "I'm going to run until I'm so tired that my eyes swim from it.  Maybe I just hallucinated, or maybe it has something to do with those damned endorphins you told me about.  Whatever, I need to get this out of my system."

"Don't forget you agreed to go to that party with me tonight."

He had forgotten.  Jean's friends were all health food nuts and there was some sort of "new age" feast scheduled for that evening.  He knew it was important to her that they both show up.  "I didn't forget," he lied.  "I can be back in plenty of time to go eat health food.  Besides, just think of the appetite I'll have worked up."

"It's not health food, Scott.  I told you that."

"Uh, yeah, right."

"It's brain food, silly," she laughed.  "You could probably use some.  It's natural things like ephedra and caffeine, plus smart drugs like piracetam, vasopressin, and the like."

"Can't wait."  He gave her a quick kiss.  "I'll be back soon, okay?"

She got up from the chair.  "No.  I'm coming with you.  If you're going to pass out along a road somewhere, I'm going to be there to haul you back.  Besides, I could use a good run."
 

The sun was still high in the sky when they reached the club.  The heat rose from the pavement like shimmers of steam above a boiling pot of water, and it wasn't long before Scott was completely drenched in sweat.

Jean trotted easily at his side, only the faintest traces of moisture near the nape of her neck and on her upper lip giving evidence of any undue exertion.  He knew she would be running much faster if it weren't for him.

He ignored her, concentrating on keeping his own pace slightly above what he was used to.  The blood was pounding through his veins, and his head was feeling lighter.  He could sense the extra effort draining his reserves, but he could also feel his body responding—the exhilaration of the wind in his face and the smooth rippling of his leg muscles as he stretched them out heading into the final mile.

Endorphins, he recited from memory, having reviewed the subject in one of his books just before leaving the house, are similar in chemical structure to the analgesic morphine.  In 1973, morphine was found to act on specific opiate receptors in the brain, spinal cord, and nerve endings.  This discovery led to the identification of small protein molecules produced in the body that also act at opiate receptors.  These morphine-like proteins were named endorphins—short for endogenous morphines.  Endorphins are produced mainly in the pituitary and related regions of the hypothalamus.  Endorphins act through the opiate receptors by modulating nerve impulses across the synapses.

Vaguely, as if from far away, he could hear Jean's voice.  At first she just seemed to be talking, babbling, then the sound grew more insistent.  He blocked her out, concentrating on the road ahead.  He could feel the heat through the rubber soles of his shoes.  His fatigue was gone, erased by a sudden flow of energy—his "second wind."

Suddenly it was there.  It was exactly as he remembered it, the car, the man and the woman in the ditch.  It was like watching a tape he'd shoved into his VCR.  He concentrated as he neared the two, moving slightly to the side of the road.  He couldn't quite make out the man's face.  He kept straining to get a look, a glimpse.

He could sense Jean moving up next to him, and he pushed himself a little harder, pulling away and moving further down the hillside into the ditch.  He couldn't hear her, though he had the vague notion that she was screaming at him.  He moved in a dreamy haze, carefully concentrating on keeping his balance as he ran over the uneven ground.

The man's hand began its plunge, and Scott had a clear view of the fear in the woman's eyes.  She didn't beseech Scott's help—she didn't even seem to be aware that he was rushing down on them at reckless speed.  She was not blonde . . . ?

He saw the knife, a curved blade, like the ones used by carpet layers.  He saw clearly in that instant the image of a green dragon on the man's forearm.  It twined nearly all the way around his wrist and back up toward his elbow, fangs gaping.

And then he was on them.  He cried out, reaching up to stop the plunging blade, staggering and pitching headlong.  His last view was that of the blade, plummeting toward his chest, and of green eyes, glittering with malice as they stared through and beyond him.  Then it was dark—dark and silent.
 

The cool brush of damp cloth across his forehead brought him back to bright light and searing pain.  He heard the murmur of voices, Jean's and one other, and he tried to push himself upright, regretting the rashness of this movement almost instantly.

"Wha . . ." he stammered, his voice dry and sluggish.  "What happened?  Jean?"

"I'm right here," she replied, her voice tight with concern.  "You're going to be fine.  Good sized lump on your head, but otherwise you're intact.  Just what the hell did you think you were doing out there, anyway?"

"What do you mean?" he asked.  He remembered the run, the car, and the woman's eyes in a sudden rush.  Nausea nearly brought his breakfast back for a return engagement.

He opened his eyes carefully, squinting into the bright light of the health club's lobby and his wife's face.  She was still covered in a light sheen of sweat, her hair slightly mussed and her eyes wide with emotion.  Beautiful, he thought.

"You went running down into that ditch all of a sudden," she said, "screaming like a banshee and raising your arm over your head like some sort of damned super hero.  You were really moving, too.  Lucky you didn't smack your head on a rock or something when you fell."

Somehow he pulled his thoughts together quickly enough not to say anything just then.  He managed a sheepish smile, raising a hand to gingerly probe the growing knot on his head.  Carol was standing behind Jean with a bored sneer on her face that showed clearly how much respect she had for a man who'd been carried in by his wife.

"Let's just get home," he said quickly, swinging his feet off the bench where they'd laid him and rising slowly.

"Home and straight to bed," Jean agreed.  "You need to sleep this one off."

"But your party—"

"Forget the party," she interrupted.  "I really don't want to go anyway."

"You're a piss poor liar, Jean."

"No, really, I—"

"You've been talking about this damn shindig for the last two weeks, hon.  Soon as I get a shower—" he touched his forehead again, grinning "—and maybe a Band-Aid, we're going to that party."

"But—"

"No buts.  We're going.  Case closed."
 

Percy Simms was a complete bore.  What's more, he was an educated bore—Harvard Med and all—which made it twice as annoying to be around the old fart because not only did he rattle on and on about meaningless drivel, his drivel was of the sort that made you realize how ignorant you were.  Scott tolerated the retired physician because he'd been Jean's family doctor going way back to her diaper and teething years, but the man's parties were guaranteed sleepers.

Scott took another sip of the drink Percy had handed him and made a face.  "Tastes like Tang.  Sour Tang."  He had to speak up to be heard over the crowd.  As a result, Jean heard what he'd intended only for the doctor.

She punched him on the arm.  "It's called a think drink, Scott."

"Vitamins, fructose, choline, phenylalanine, ephedra, and caffeine," Percy explained, taking a long pull from his own glass.

"Needs some vodka," muttered Scott.

"You've slaughtered quite enough brain cells already," Jean scolded.

"This drink," explained Percy, "is intended to heighten your mental faculties—"

"What little you have," Jean slipped in playfully.

"—not anesthetize them."

"Okay, okay.  I know what fructose and caffeine are, of course, but what about the others?  Jean mentioned ephedra this afternoon."

"Ephedra's an herb.  Phenylaline and choline are amino acids.  Like caffeine, they're stimulants."

"But not the kind you get from a can of soda pop, eh?"

Percy smiled.  "We're not into anything illegal yet, Scott.  Everything in that drink can be bought at a health food store.  Think drinks improve memory, concentration, alertness, problem solving abilities . . . they even delay the cognitive effects of aging."

"And a mind is a terrible thing to waste," Scott joked, but he was thinking about his present problem.  Twice now, he had watched a woman being murdered.  And twice he'd been incapable of stopping it.  He'd bet his last dollar that tomorrow's newspaper would confirm what he had seen that afternoon.  The problem, as he saw it, was two-fold—two barriers actually.  He needed to overcome the barriers of place and time.  Somehow he needed to "break through" so that he could save the next victim.  And somehow he needed to do it retroactively since it appeared that he was witnessing the events after they happened.  The think drink was certainly in order.  He'd need a "cognitive boost" if he was going to solve this one.

"Percy's into nootropics," Jean explained.

Scott blinked.  "New who?"

"Nootropics," Percy answered, "pharmaceuticals for cognitive enhancement."

Scott did a quick count in his head: five words, 15 syllables.  That had to be a record, even for Percy.

"Let me show you."

And the next thing Scott knew, Percy had his arm and was weaving him through the other guests, touring him about the room and pointing out party tables which might normally have sported margueritas, daiquiris, finger sandwiches and crunchy treats, but were now covered with blenders, fruit and vegetable drinks, and colorful bowls of drugs.  Jean was left behind to mingle with the other health food nuts.

"Here you've got your tyrosine, lecithin, ginseng, and Ginkgo biloba.  Over here your Hydergine, vasopressin, Lucidril, choline, and Deaner.  There, piracetam."

Looking on the sea of pills and powders, punch bowls and glasses, Scott had a sudden intuition.  "I don't understand," he lied.  "What are they all for?"

Percy smiled patiently.  "Well, take the piracetam for example.  As you know, the left and right sides of the brain act like two computers linked by a data bus."  (Jean had obviously explained to Percy that Scott worked with computers.)  "This link is called the corpus callosum.  Piracetam tablets speed up the data transfer rate of the corpus callosum.  Smart pharmaceuticals like piracetam are prescribed in Europe, Japan, and China for victims of stroke and memory impairment."

"No shit?  What about these?"

"This is a homemade phenylaline-choline derivative—"

"Homemade?"

"As Jean said, I've taken an interest in nootropics, even going so far as developing some of my own.  This is a simple one."

"How does it work?"

"The brain's supply of neurotransmitters, particularly dopamine, serotonin, acetylcholine, and norepinephrine—"  He broke into a grin suddenly, and for the first time Scott thought that the old guy might be more than a bothersome bore.  "Don't worry, Scott, there won't be a test afterwards."

Scott laughed.  "It's a good thing."

"Anyway, these neurotransmitters can be restored with their precursors, amino acids such as these.  Phenylaline and choline, for example, combine in the brain to produce norepinephrine and acetylcholine.  Amino acids also eliminate age accelerating agents known as free radicals."

"And you've been making your own versions of these drugs?"

Percy was on a roll now.  "These and more.  Let me tell you, Scott, the real frontier of nootropics is NGFs, nerve growth factors.  NGFs not only regenerate old neurons, they actually stimulate the growth of new ones!"

"Incredible."  And he meant it.  As boggled as he was by the barrage of multi-syllable words, he could imagine what NGFs would mean to Alzheimer's and stroke victims.  Good God, he thought, NGFs might be capable of eradicating senility!  But at the same time he was thinking about something else entirely.  He was wondering what effect such cognitive enhancers would have on a brain already high on endorphins.

"The problem pharmacologists are wrestling with is getting these agents into the brain.  You see, NGFs are incapable of crossing the blood-brain barrier.  Several approaches have been tried with various success: attaching the NGF to a blood-brain permeable molecule and injecting it into the bloodstream, using neural transplants from fetal brain cells, and injecting genetically engineered cells that produce NGFs directly into the brain.  But—" and here Percy's eyes positively glowed "—I think I've developed the first over-the-counter, workable solution, an NGF you take as easily as aspirin."

Scott smiled.  "Please, show me."
 

Six thirty, Sunday morning.  The rising sun was broiling off Saturday night's dew, cloaking ponds and low lying ground in a mantle of translucent gauze.  The day promised to be another scorcher.  The thermometer had already topped eighty.

Scott hit the streets, the right front pocket of his sweats bulging with pills he'd stolen from Percy Simms.  His stride was measured and certain.  He was planning a long run this morning.

He'd left his wife a note:
 

Jean,
 

Didn't want to wake you.  I've gone for an early run.

I don't quite know how to explain this, so I'll just write it as simply as possible.  I know that what I saw while running that day was real.  Somehow (hell, not SOMEHOW, it's the endorphins high, I'm sure of it) during my run I stepped outside the "here and now" as we know it.  I know that sounds crazy, but I've no other way to explain it.  I didn't tell you, but it happened again yesterday when you and I went running, just before I fell and blacked out.

I saw him kill another woman.

ANOTHER woman, Jean.  If there was any doubt, I had only to see this morning's newspaper.  Check the paper yourself after you read this.  Front page.  Same M.O.  Same vicinity.  She drove the same kind of car as the last victim. She was murdered late Friday night.  The police have acknowledged that it's a serial killer.

I know I can find him.  And when I find him, maybe I can stop him.  I also know if I don't try, and he kills again, I'll feel partly to blame.

The endorphins got me close to him, but not close enough.  I need to step across that line, step completely into his timespace.  What I need is some sort of booster.  I borrowed (sorry, honey, I STOLE) some pills from Percy, hoping that they'll give me a boost.

Please don't worry.
 

Scott
 

The pills had virtually no taste, but they left him with a greasy feeling in his mouth.  He chewed rather than swallowed the pills, reasoning that they would take affect faster that way.  His knees and head were still throbbing from his previous falls, but these were only mild irritants.  His legs were pumping in a steady, road-eating rhythm, and he was surprised to find that he felt pretty good.

The first two miles took him past his health club.  When he reached the corner where he would normally turn back, he took the opposite turn, heading toward the park.  There was a long, looping trail that wound through the trees there, and Jean had told him it was about five miles long.  That, along with the two from the club and the two back, would be well past his tested limits.

He didn't notice any effect from the pills, nor did he look for any; he just concentrated on passing each level of fatigue, pushing himself that little bit further to kick his metabolism into a higher gear.  By the time he reached the park, the sun was well up in the sky, and his skin was coated with a bright sheen of sweat.  He grinned, realizing that he wasn't even tired yet.

By the time he'd looped around the park and made it back to the edge of the road, his body was totally on automatic pilot.  His thoughts were disjointed, wandering, and his sight was slightly fuzzy from the combination of fatigue and the sweat collecting in the corners of his eyes.  He wiped them clear on the sleeve of his t-shirt and pushed onward.  Two miles to go, less than that to the roadside where he'd twice witnessed a murder.

He wasn't even certain what he planned to do.  At the very least, he was going to make it down far enough into that ditch so he could positively identify the killer.  If Percy's "drugs" came through, maybe he could do more.  The fact that this made no sense did not sway him.

The pavement disappeared beneath him, entire blocks slipping by without any conscious notice of them, minutes flashing into the past without being acknowledged in the present.  The last stretch loomed ahead, shimmering and wavering as the heat rose to confound his eyes.  Sweat, now pouring down his face, burned his eyes unmercifully.  He squinted, blinked, fought to keep them clear.  Everything might depend on how well he could see, how closely he could describe the killer.

It was there!  The same Charger, the same man—and the same brunette woman he'd seen on yesterday's run.  This had to mean that the killer hadn't struck again since Friday night and Scott was still focused on that murder. No matter.  All that really mattered now was to maintain his "high" and get there before it was too late.  His legs were moving like pistons, eating the ground hungrily, and he could feel a new energy, a new level of stamina flowing through his bloodstream.

Offering a silent prayer to Percy, his chemicals, and the great god Endorphin, Scott plunged down the last few hundred feet, trying to be more careful than the last time, trying not to kill himself in the process.  He moved into the ditch, watching for ruts and stones.  He would do no good at all if he slipped and went tumbling again.

Twenty yards ahead of him, the killer raised his knife.

"I'm here!" Scott screamed.  "I see you, you son of a bitch!"  And he did see him.  Carefully, he memorized every line of the killer's face, made mental notes on his size and weight, the tattoo running up the length of his arm, the dirty brown of his hair, the ice blue of his eyes as he looked up at the mad jogger bearing down on him and his victim.

"Shit," the killer muttered, his eyes fully focused on Scott.

The killer could see him!  Scott came to a skidding halt, going down as he slipped on the loose gravel.  The killer could see him!  Scott looked to the victim, hoping to confirm in her eyes that he was indeed occupying the same space and time, but she was scampering through the ditch, taking advantage of her assailant's momentary distraction to scramble away from the bright little blade.

"Bad time to drop in, buddy," the killer hissed and he lunged toward where Scott sat on his rump.

My time, Scott thought desperately, as if this was something he could control, take me back to my time!  Nothing happened.  The killer took a mad swing with the knife and Scott felt a sting and the warm rush of blood down his forearm.  He kicked out clumsily, somehow managing to trip his assailant, and scrambling backward like a crab, he maneuvered out of reach as the killer took another swipe at him from the ground.  Then he was up and on his feet and running.  Scott heard the killer struggling to his feet behind him, and he risked one quick glance back over his shoulder to confirm that the maniac was indeed chasing him.

When he reached the street he spotted a man walking his dog.  Scott screamed for help, but the man appeared to be deaf.  When Scott tried to get his attention by grabbing his arm, he passed right through, as if he were a ghost.  Only the dog seemed aware of his presence, barking and straining at his leash.  Its master merely cursed and pulled harder on the leash, continuing down the road.

The killer swung wide to block Scott's flight down the street, passing right by the dog and owner as if they weren't there.

Because they aren't there, Scott thought as he stumbled back the way he had come, back into the ditch.  He was, once again, seeing into another timeline, perhaps his own, the one he'd left to get here.  Scott's arm was dripping thick red blood and it had begun to throb painfully.  He clamped his left hand over the gash to stem the flow of blood, desperately looking left and right for an avenue of escape.  The far side of the ditch was hemmed by a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire.  Further down the road, the ditch ended at a culvert that was much too small even for Scott's slight frame.  He was trapped.

He cast about for something to use as a weapon.  There was nothing.  The killer's original victim had scrambled up the bank to her car.  As Scott looked on, she started the engine and sped off, spewing gravel and dust.  Scott had a brief second in which he contemplated this unexpected expression of gratitude, then the knifeman was upon him again.

Scott feinted toward the fence-side of the ditch and dodged to the other as the killer reacted.  The slope was steep.  Several steps into it, Scott realized his reserves were running out.  The long run and his wound were taking their toll.  He could hear the killer panting behind him, thought at one point he even heard the hiss of the knife slicing air at his back.  Near the top of the bank, his feet slipped in gravel and he went down on his belly for a second.  In that instant he was certain the next new sensation for him would be that wickedly curved little blade slicing through his spinal cord, but on hands and knees he kept moving, kicking up nearly as much gravel as the Charger.

He ran head first into her legs, almost bowling her over.  Looking dumbly at the ground before him, he suddenly recognized Jean's running shoes as she turned around to look down on him.  He didn't stop, but continued to scrabble forward, trying to drag her with him, screaming at her to run even before he looked up at her face.  She didn't budge.

"Scott, what's wrong?  My God, you're bleeding!"

Trying to calm his nerves, he glanced quickly over his shoulder.  There was no one behind him.  He looked twice in both directions up and down the ditch.  No one.

Jean knelt beside him.  "Let me see your arm.  I think we'd better get someone to call 9-1-1."

"No, I'm fine," he stammered.

"The hell you are!  Look at that gash."

The cut was real.  Fresh blood ran in rivulets down his arm, dripping from the tips of his fingers.  It had happened.  "I must have gotten cut on something when I fell," he lied.  He hated lying to her, but there was no way she was going to believe this.

"Stay here," she ordered.  "I'm going to run up to the club and get help."

"No," he told her, using her arm to pull himself to his feet.  "I'm going with you.  I can walk."

Jean looked doubtful, but at his insistence she let him lean on her arm and  accompany her to the club.  "When I saw your note, I came looking for you," Jean explained as they walked.  He could tell she was talking just to hear her own voice.  He'd definitely scared her.  He felt bad for having done it, but thought that what he had accomplished more than justified her discomfort.  He knew what the killer looked like.  Exactly what he looked like.

"I'm really worried about you, Scott," Jean continued.  "All this nonsense about Dodge Chargers and murdered women—"

"I'm not crazy," he told her.  "You looked at the paper, didn't you?"

She looked more concerned than ever.  "Scott, there was nothing in this morning's paper about a murder.  I checked the front page, the back page, the whole damn paper."

Nothing?  But he had seen the article. . .?  And then it hit him.  He had changed it.  He had stepped back in the past and stopped it from happening.  Of course there was nothing in the paper when Jean checked.  Because of his interference, it had never happened.

"I want you to see a doctor, Scott."

"Sure," he said, not really listening.  He had altered history.  Scott Danning, time traveler.  Scott Danning, protector of the weak and helpless.  He liked the sound of that.  The pain in his arm suddenly seemed less.  "A few stitches and I'll be as good as new," he told Jean.

"I'm not talking about a doctor for your arm, Scott!"

"Sure, hon, anything you say."  If he had done it once, he could do it again.  The killer was still out there.  Scott could give the police his description, but they'd never believe how he had gotten it.  And there remained the first woman he'd seen murdered.  Could he go back and save the blonde as well?  But once both women were restored, there would actually be no crime for the police to investigate, no charges to be brought against the maniac with the knife.  The man would be free to kill again—or for the first time (all over again).  The time complications of the whole mess were mind-boggling.

It was a paradox to which he saw only one solution.  He, Scott Danning, would have to take care of this.  Save the first woman.  Kill the maniac with the knife.  His pocket still bulged with Percy Simm's nootropic pills.  With some careful planning, he could do both those things—perhaps even at the same time.  Couldn't he?

"Scott, are you listening to me?"

"Sure, hon.  I'm listening."

"Maybe you should quit jogging."

He smiled and kissed her on the cheek.  "Not a chance."








  

VIRTUE'S MASK
 

By Brian A. Hopkins & David Niall Wilson
 

If I sin, I glory in sinning

I will not wear virtue's mask.

The world shall know we have met

And are worthy, one of the other.'
 

Havoc met Tiffany at Fantasy's. Between Dead at Dawn's second and third set, he slipped his microphone into place on its stand and led her to one of the available encounter booths. Once inside, he locked the door and watched her undress behind the filmy shield of Plexiglas. The booth smelled of disinfectant over semen, of sexually-transmitted diseases and lust that lingered and scratched at his paranoia. There was passion, pain, and poison in the air, and he was careful to touch nothing.

Fish-eyed camera lenses hummed to life as customers in the adjoining booths registered their presence. The cameras scanned Havoc quickly, found nothing of interest, and proceeded to Tiffany as she slipped out of her leather skirt. The cameras were directed by foot-pedals, leaving one's hands free. There were corresponding monitors: hi-def windows looking in on the neighboring booths. Voyeurism was part of the fare at Fantasy's and, though the cameras featured on/off switches, it was considered bourgeois to turn one off.

Watching Tiffany, Havoc could also see the two monitors on her side of the booth. The first showed a pock-marked blonde with her heavy breasts flattened against the glass, while her partner, a sallow, emaciated man, licked the unthinkable from his side of the encounter shield. Neurally incompetent, Havoc labeled the wasted specimen, automatically slipping into the jargon of the younger crowd that nightly barricaded itself in Fantasy's Funhouse. The man was mad. Nothing short of insanity could overlook the ten thousand diseases stalking the booths. The second monitor featured a lone masturbator stroking away while he watched the blonde, or Tiffany, or both. A careful man, this masturbator. He was wearing plastic gloves, protected not only from the decaying world around him, but from himself as well. There was no telling what you could pick up on your hands these days. The latest figure was 83.5 percent and they were forecasting at least a two percent increase in carriers before Christmas. Who could you trust?

What was the other phrase the kids were using? Accelerated entropy. Yeah, that was it.

Tiffany's panties were crotchless, a beguiling opening spilling an unruly burst of red-highlighted curls. As Havoc had suspected when watching her move on the dance floor, she wore nothing under her silk blouse. She'd tinted her nipples lavender to match her panties. The fine hair that began just below her navel glittered with some other cosmetic enticement, a scintillating trail that his eyes could follow, but his hands never would.

"Aren't you going to undress?" Tiffany's voice lost its huskiness when conveyed by the booth's tiny speaker. Havoc found her somehow less attractive this way, less desirable. Was he watching the woman he'd craved throughout an entire forty-five minute set—or was he watching a holo-vid recording of her? There were booths in other clubs that allowed one the option of inserting a personal HV disk. It was considered proper form to decline an unwanted encounter by offering the use of one's disk for a few minutes. Given a good hi-def, plasma-prism screen embedded in the encounter shield—which all the better clubs featured—and it would seem just like a real partner was on the other side. Then again, he mused cynically, what was the difference?

"Are you okay?"

"Have you ever wondered," Havoc asked, "what it's like to actually fuck?"

She paused, one hand at her crotch, a finger lost in the cleft of her panties, the other hand clenched about her left breast, lavender nipple pressed between thumb and index finger. She cocked one eyebrow. "Have you ever wondered," she countered, "what it's like to fucking die?"

One camera lens swung in his direction, as if the masturbator, the blonde, or the licker wanted to hear how he would answer.

Havoc said nothing.

"Forget it," Tiffany muttered, reaching for her clothes. She slipped the silk blouse over her satin-smooth shoulders, drew the skirt up over her flawless thighs. Too late, he found himself becoming aroused, the erotic attraction of watching a woman put on her clothing altogether new and exciting.

"Look," she said, turning as she was about to slide out of the booth, "I meant what I said earlier about your music. You guys are good. Too good for this dump." She kissed the tip of one carefully manicured finger and pressed it to the Plexiglas. "Look me up when you lose the attitude, okay?"
 

In the self-adjusting lounger fronting his computer terminal, Havoc let himself ride the waves of music flowing out and around him from his stereo. He'd called up the archive file of an oldie he remembered from his father's collection. Alice Cooper. "Poison."
 

I want to touch you, but I want it too much,

I want to kiss you, but your lips are covered with poison,

Running through your veins, you're poison—driving me insane.
 

Yeah, right. That guy had been talking metaphorically. There was no telling how many women he'd slept with, how many times he'd actually run his hands, his tongue, or whatever bit of flesh he wanted, over soft, female flesh. The song had obviously been a fucking prophecy. Havoc wondered briefly what this man named Alice would have thought of sex in plastic booths, personal video encounters, and virtual groping? Not  much, was the first guess that came to mind. Not much at all.

There were a thousand new encounters awaiting Havoc at the touch of a keyboard. He could log on-line, slip the head-piece and visor in place, and be lost in the passions of endless—and meaningless—relationships in seconds. It was a virtual smorgasbord of electronic delight. It was also not what he had in mind. Not by a long shot. It was one thing to have your nerves electronically stimulated, another to really touch something.

"Shit," he muttered, spinning away from the console. There was nothing he could do about it except become more depressed than he already was. They'd killed sex the generation before. His was a generation of abstinence. A generation of careful self-stimulation and coveted monogamy. To think there was a time when sleeping with one partner your entire life was a joke. Havoc would give a lot for such a partner. Someone clean. Someone faithful. Someone on whose flesh he could jettison the prurient rush in his veins. Curse it all. God damn everyone who'd gone before, every self-indulgent bastard who'd slipped his cock one too many times where it shouldn't have been and screwed it all over for Henry James Havochek, a.k.a. Havoc.

He turned to the computer. There was work to do. The new disc would be coming out soon—the one that was supposed to rocket Dead at Dawn to new pinnacles of fame and fortune—and there were still three songs to be written. Nikki and Devon and Ron were counting on him. They could play—God how they could play!—but they were counting on him to write the words and at least the first cut at the music.

The chorus of the Alice Cooper song came around again, insinuating its message between the thoughts he was trying to organize. He would have liked to have put his frustration into the music, but that was no way to the top. People didn't want to hear that their world was fucked up, that they should be touching and caring for one another. They wanted instant gratification, and they wanted to be reassured that everything was just fucking fine, thank you—better than fine. A fantasy.

Still, these feelings were not easily switched off as he pulled over the keyboard, slid it into his lap, and sat back to write. What rose to the surface was a piece he'd started more than once already. "Virtue's Mask." A comment on the nature of intimacy in present day society. He could feel the music now, rising from the depths of his own anger, his own sense of betrayal. Musical shorthand fell out on the screen, dropping automatically to the synthesizers which, with a little direction and prodding, sorted his rough composition into working instruments. An oboe here—he liked that, the haunting, distant cry like the howl of a lone wolf. A kazu matsui there—the long,  ghostly whisper of the all but forgotten woodwind instrument echoing the exact empty timbre of his soul. A lone piano, the whine of an electric guitar, then a cello, then—

But no, it was all wrong.

He wasn't writing the fantasy. He was writing the reality. It wasn't music for Dead at Dawn. Oh, it would have been at one time. He'd named the band correctly. It had been his intention in their early days to follow the suicidal rock movement started by bands like Throw it all Away and Die with Me. With songs like "Kill me in the Morning" and "Love is a Razor Blade," Dead at Dawn set out to make their mark. But repeated incidents had left the club scene with little passion for suicide rock. There were too many teenagers turning up dead in the bathrooms, puddles of blood and liquor and drugs spilling out from under the stalls. If Dead at Dawn was going to get anywhere, they needed the money and the momentum that playing the clubs would give them. Therefore they would have to play appropriate music. Safe music. Music that made you  feel that there was a reason to be here when the sun came up tomorrow. Music that didn't make you feel like shit. There would be time later, everyone assured them, to lay down tracks like "Virtue's Mask."

With a long sigh, Havoc dumped the composition, knowing even as he did it, that it wasn't forgotten, simply tucked away. How could he forget it when it was the very music flowing through his veins?

Then, suddenly, the speakers emitted some absurd, "unplugged thing" that sounded like a cartoon theme: "Don't worry, be happy."

"Nancy?" he asked the suddenly blank computer screen.

You need to quit obsessing with that stuff, Big Brother.

He smiled, but the smile was bittersweet. Through the miracle of virtual reality, his sister was able to communicate. Even after three years, he couldn't bring up the image of how she'd looked before she got sick. All he could see was her too-white face, wires and sensors protruding at every angle, staring endlessly at the ceiling above her bed.

Nancy had contracted a disease at age 14—a disease she shouldn't have been subjected to, wouldn't have been subjected to, in a perfect world. It was about three strains ahead of the doctors, yet they'd managed to halt its progress. Temporary stasis, they called it. A medical first. What it was, was an induced coma. Living death.

With her neural interface, Nancy's mind was free. More free on the nets than anyone locked to a keyboard and monitor could hope to be. She was fully interfaced . . . an integrated part of the system.

You still there? She asked. Though she could easily synthesize a voice through his sound system, Nancy preferred communicating on the terminal. He'd never pressed her for a reason for this inefficient mode of expressing herself, but Havoc suspected it had to do with the inability to recognize or appreciate the sound of one's own recorded voice and the dislocated impression aural communication must leave her with. She seemed far more at ease hiding behind the machine.

"Yeah, I'm here, Sis. I've got a ton of work to get done though."

I won't keep you then. I just popped in to let you know that our project is a success. Her words were accompanied by a series of colorful pixel explosions. From the speakers came a sound he hadn't heard since he was a child: the distance-muted popping of fireworks.

Now the pressure to finish the new music was doubled. Nancy had just secured the financial wherewithal Dead at Dawn needed to wine and dine a major record label. "Thanks, Sis." He waited, but there was no response. Back into the ether. It wasn't her way to wait around. The seconds between his responses must seem like eternities to her, running, as she was, at net speeds. Their conversations were always brief. Their time together, nonexistent.
 

The Scotsman's Kilt catered to those with an inclination for mechanical stimulation. Whether you wore your own kilt in or paid for one of the disposable ones at the door, there were seats in the huge converted warehouse to suit your own peculiar fetish—eight hundred and sixteen seats to be exact. Havoc had counted them one night between sets, back when he and Dead at Dawn had played clubs even less reputable than Fantasy's. Add to the mechanical seats the totally nude servers (protected by tight, poly-vinyl suits to prevent intimate contact with the clientele), the reasonably priced liquor (a shot of synth whiskey was less than ten credits and a beer could be had for five), and the thirty-six stages featuring every carnal act imaginable performed LIVE BEFORE YOUR VERY OWN EYES! (as the marquee out front proclaimed in garish chartreuse and yellow neon), and the Scotsman was a popular, if disreputable, establishment.

Havoc, of course, trusted none of it. Forget the guarantee that every seat with its array of mechanical arms, probes, needles, electrodes, forceps, retractors, and vibrators was sterilized between each and every use. Forget the fact that a medical staff was standing by in case some of the more elaborate—and masochistic—stimulations went awry. (There were, for instance, procedures to tap into the femoral artery to cycle the blood through a deoxygenating unit for that ultimate high, what they called the Little Death; others that electrically stimulated the nerves of the labia and rectum; and still others that could peel back flesh to expose the very nerves of one's genitalia to autoeroticism.) Forget the live shows, perhaps the best in town, rumored to actually show real intercourse on occasion (though Havoc had yet to see anything remotely resembling real sex). Forget it all. From an unequipped stool at the bar, Havoc was buying none of it. He'd politely declined the loan of a kilt at the door, preferring the safe impenetrability of his jeans. He'd shrugged off the plastic-coated hand of a hostess who'd wanted to show him to a table, and instead found his own way to the bar where he could see most of the stage shows and had no one but an anachronistic, live bartender at his back. In this way, he hoped to see his contact before the contact saw him. There's always the chance, Havoc acknowledged, that I might decide to run.

The customers at the Scotsman were cut from a slightly lower cross-section of metropolitan perversion than those Havoc had of late grown accustomed to at Fantasy's. He'd forgotten how absorbed they were in their own egocentric self-indulgence. He'd forgotten how those nights playing here on a stage forgotten and ignored had driven home his now innate desire for something different.

Watching the wiretaps with their spider-like bundles of neurocables, he recognized the birth of his fear of the machine, the fear that he could become so lost in false neural signals that he could wander in a daze, reality an ever receding and increasingly untouchable blur. In the questing eyes of the cube-junkies, always seeking someone with whom to trade their stored adventures, dreams, and nightmares, he saw his fear of the familiar, the routine, the well-known collective experience that left one with nothing left to desire. In the plastic-sheathed women waiting on the tables, he saw acceptance of the charade. In those who still yearned to touch them, more than acceptance—defeat. In the cyber-whores who worked the shadows, selling themselves a synapse at a time, complete and utter surrender. In those with their own kilts, slumped over the chair's Little Death, the real death.

His contact arrived at last, easily spotted because, like Havoc himself, he didn't fit with the Scotsman's crowd. He wove his way through the tables, avoiding their occupants as if they were plague victims—which, thought Havoc, in a way, they were. He was older than Havoc, but not by much. He was better dressed, considerably so—extravagantly so. Better fed. Better rested. Better prepared. He wasted no time, didn't bother with introductions, went straight to the point.

"I don't think you can afford this," he said. His eyes were very cold. His lips were very thin. Havoc took an immediate dislike to him.

Havoc set his drink aside, used that hand to draw a credit chit from his shirt pocket. His left hand remained on his knee, the line of his forearm perpendicular to the rotund belly of the man who in other days would have been called a pimp. There was a projectile weapon there, strapped along the inside of his wrist. If he made a fist of his left hand and pulled back, someone's insides would be introduced to daylight. He had no doubts about how dangerous the man before him was. This was the black market. Of the ten million sexual diversions that could be had, one only went to this kind for one thing. If it came down to it, Havoc thought he could kill this man, or at least threaten to do so, if it got him what he wanted.

He tossed the chit on the bar between them. "One million credits, you said."

The man did not reach for the card. "I checked into you, Havoc—or should I call you Henry?"

Havoc congratulated himself on not reacting.

The man smiled. "Hit a nerve, Henry? I know everything there is to know about you. Parents dead. One sister who—"

"You want to make this deal or not?" Havoc cut him off. "I can go to psych services and get a free deep recall any time I want a trip down memory lane. What the fuck am I sitting here listening to you for?"

"Cause," the pimp sneered, "I got the women. Pity is, you ain't got the cash."

Havoc nodded at the chit. "Better be sure, fat man. I can go to someone else if you're not interested."

"Checked you, asshole. Two bit, wanna-be rock stars like you are a quarter credit a dozen. You ain't got spit to pay for her with, Henry. I only came 'cause I was looking to offer you a job bending over for some of my government clients. Now that I see how fucking ugly you are though. . ."

Havoc managed to keep his left hand unclenched. Barely. "You ran the wrong accounts, dildo. Run this one."

The pimp cocked his head, considering. Havoc considered opening his fat abdomen and dancing on his entrails, but the truth was this pompous ass was the only one Havoc had been able to locate who was reputed to deal in live flesh.

Finally, the pimp took up the chit. "Hal, come here."

The bartender materialized out of thin air, a talent that mechanical replacements were unable to duplicate. "Need a drink, Mister C?"

"Run this for me."

"Yessir."

While he was gone, Havoc and the now identified Mister C stared at each other with something rapidly approaching hatred.

"Assuming you got the funds," Mister C said dryly, "where'd you get it, kid?"

"My business," was all Havoc would say. "You supply the goods."

"Oh, I got the goods. Best goddamn goods you ever seen."

The bartender returned, handing Havoc's credit chit to Mister C. "Credit line's a little over a mil, Mister C. You need anything else? Drink maybe?"

"No thanks, Hal. Please leave us alone now." Mister C slipped the chit into a dainty little purse on his belt. "Here's how it goes down, kid—"

"First," Havoc interrupted, "you quit calling me kid. You quit calling me Henry. You quit treating me like shit. My name is Havoc. I just gave you a million and change and that demands some goddamn respect. You don't like those terms, you can pass me my credit, kiss my ass, and watch me take my business elsewhere." Havoc smiled. "Are we clear?"

The pimp surprised him by smiling back. "Okay, kid—er, sorry, Havoc. Deal. But here's the way it goes down. You're playing Fantasy's Friday night. You're gonna wanna knock off early. Maybe your throat's not feeling up to it, I dunno. You're gonna see this gorgeous blonde on your way out—uh, blonde's okay, ain't it?"

"Fine."

"You take her back to your place. You have fun. In the morning she's out of there. Any trouble with her leaving and I send over the two biggest monkeys you ever seen to break both your legs, maybe break your dick too. Turns out you ain't clean, we break more than your dick—we break your ties to this world. You got that medcard we asked for?"

Havoc passed it over.

"How old's the damn thing?"

"Two hours," Havoc answered. "I got retested just for this. What about your girl? Turns out she ain't clean and—"

"She's clean. You just make sure she leaves in the morning. You bought one night, understand? Some customers, they fall in love with the merchandise. You don't wanna do nothing stupid like that." Mister C was still smiling. "Are we clear?"

"As ice," Havoc whispered.
 

It had been a long time since the jitters had hit him so hard. It wasn't the music—Havoc knew that nobody paid that much attention to the band. The music was a backdrop, a convenient rhythm to fall into once you reached your particular groove, your personal fantasy. Tonight's nervousness had nothing to do with Dead at Dawn's performance.

Somewhere in the crowd was a woman, a flesh and blood, soft-as-silk, living woman, and she was waiting for him. Sure, he'd paid for her to be waiting, but that didn't change the thrill of it. He felt like a kid again. Standing at the microphone, he felt an insatiable passion fueling his voice. That kind of intensity had been lacking for a long, long time.

As he sang, his eyes swept the crowd, making contact a dozen times, snapping free. There were blondes everywhere, mixed in with an amazing array of redheads, brunettes, neon-hued exotics, and even a thin, bald woman in black rubber with tattoos covering her skull. Which was his "date?"

By the time he'd reached the mid-point of the second set, he was a nervous wreck. His hands were shaking. He was about to invent an excuse and make his exit when he saw her.

She was dressed in red leather from head to foot. Her hungry eyes were locked with his own, full of promise, wild with danger. Her hair, silver blonde, rose in a moussed masterpiece that framed her slender, aquiline face to perfection. Her clothes hid nothing; they might have been painted on. Her body was a sinuous roll of curves and sculpted mysteries. There was a grace about her, not just in the sensuous way she brought her drink to her smoldering lips or the way her back was straight and her shoulders back. It was more an aura that she wore. There was grace in the delicately  simple curve of her neck, the coif of her hair, the angle at which her legs crossed and the toe of her shoe pointed toward the ground, the silver glint of hair on her arms, and the snap of her lashes. There was grace in the very rise and fall of her breasts, in the pulse Havoc fancied he could see in her fragile wrist, in the bones on the back of her hand.

The band was waiting for him to key the opening sequence of the next number, a simple piece about life as a cloud. Meaningless drivel, shit that he'd written while high on Blue Alice. All he had to do was thumb the second fader built into the mike and start the opening, a synthetic sequence. Since their keyboardist had come down with HIV-7, they'd been dubbing all the background instruments in advance.

He couldn't do it. She was listening, and she was far too wondrous for crap like "Cloud High." Havoc set the mike aside and walked to the unattended bank of keyboards stage left.

"What are you doing?" Nikki asked.

"Take a break," Havoc told him, and then he was bringing up the synthetics on manual, working from memory. The tune in his heart had never been entrusted to a more secular storage medium. The other band members stared at him quietly as haunting bass echoes rose from the depths of the club's speakers, as the anachronistic kazu matsui whispered tangible pain and remorse. The sound system at Fantasy's was bar none, and until that moment even Havoc hadn't realized the full beauty and potential of his composition. When he had everyone's undivided attention, he pulled across a microphone and, eyes locked with the blonde's, he sang:
 

"Touch me and I bleed, fallen angel, false bride;

Mistress whose kisses taste of anger and ash,

You wait long past your appointed hour,

For me to take your offer of poison and death."
 

There was a soft wooden clatter as Devon's sticks hit the floor. The drummer cursed vehemently, "He's gonna' get us kicked out with this shit!"

"Shut up," hissed Nikki, his eyes as lost as those of the audience. He too was caught in the hypnotic effect of the music, in the power of the lyrics. Such had always been the magic of the suicide rock movement, to create an affectation with Death like no other; such was Havoc's melodic delivery, proving that love of Death was beyond rationale argument. With that voice, in the soft lights delivered by a more than attentive stage hand, Havoc appeared almost angelic. An angel of song singing of an angel of death.

But Havoc had no intention of singing his love for Death. Follow him, the audience might, but not to Death's dark kingdom. For Havoc, there were desires and loves stronger than that:
 

"But I wait for another, knowing that she'll come

If only I can resist your temporal temptations.

Though you promise forever—while she, but a moment—

When she looks upon me, I'll not wear virtue's mask."
 

Havoc let it die there, the final chord the sorrowful echo of a cello, like the lonesome cry of a whale reverberating thousands of miles through the deep. Between the cello and the Japanese woodwind, Fantasy's audience had been introduced to instruments they'd probably never heard before, nor would hear again.

"I've gotta get out of here, man," he mumbled to Nikki, and then he was off the stage and heading for the blonde by the door. He was halfway there before he realized the thunder in his ears was applause and his stumbling gait was a result not of his reeling mind, but of the many hands slapping him on the back.

Reaching the blonde, Havoc extended a hand, his heart hammering faster than Devon's drums now pounding back to life behind him. On the stage, Nikki was trying to regain the bar's attention, his reedy voice rising in volume and filling the air with a cover tune of a truly old song, "Dream Lover." Of course, they'd modified the lyrics somewhat—no way around that. Instead of dreaming about a woman to hold, the song was now about sharing dreams—a tribute, of a sort, to the booths in the back rooms. On more than one occasion, the song had led him into an interesting, if unfulfilling  encounter. Looking into the eyes of the blonde, Havoc knew there would be no more such encounters for him.

"Havoc?" It was a question, but he knew no answer was required. A formality. She took his hand and rose elegantly from her chair.

"And you are?" he asked, hoping his voice wasn't too hurried, too insistent.

"Melissa. I love your music."

"Thank you." Pulling her closer, he steered her toward the door, breathing the perfumed air that flowed around her exquisite body. With every breathe, he thought, writing lyrics with which he'd remember this night forever, we take in the air and subtly make it our own. Would that I was the air that she breathed. What contact, what intimacy!

"Have you ever thought," he asked her, "about the brief moments in which we live?"

"What do you mean?"

"We live in moments," he said, "cherished seconds that stay with us through time. Think about this: there are sixty seconds in a minute; thirty-six hundred in an hour; eighty-six thousand seconds in a day. Over thirty-one million seconds in a year! I can't even imagine how many seconds in a lifetime. Yet how many of them do we remember? How many of them take up residence in our hearts and minds? I know of one." He squeezed her hand. "I will forever remember the moment when our eyes first met."

In her smile and the wet-bright glow of her eyes, he could tell that she heard the truth and the music in his words. "You are the romantic, aren't you, Havoc?"

"The last of a dying breed," he acknowledged as they slipped out the door.
 

What he didn't expect was that it could be so . . . personal.

This act, this coupling, this coming together as one, it was beyond any experience he knew. There was no VR equivalent to the wet intimacy of entering a woman for the first time. No mechanical, mental, or self-stimulated masturbation could equal her hands on him. This interaction . . . this sharing . . . this thing so blatantly and simplistically labeled "sex" was beyond dreams. This was of the physical, of the salacious and deliciously mundane. It was an overwhelming tsunami of the senses.

He'd never felt anything as tactile as the intimacy of Melissa's naked body against his own, the feel of her along the entire length of his body, her teeth on his neck and her nails across his buttocks. His skin had never felt so alive, so warm and comfortable and welcome.

He'd never tasted anything like the hundred different tastes that waited at every bend of her body, never experienced any quest so engrossing as finding them all.

He'd never smelled sex, the heady aroma of female musk, of fluids, of sweat and passion and expended desires. He'd never known the intimacy of inhaling the panting breaths of another.

He'd never been blinded by the red vision of lust, of flesh so close that he could see the pounding of blood through veins beneath the translucent surface of skin so perfect it could have been manufactured. He'd never looked so deeply into the eyes of another.

He'd never been near enough to hear all the tiny whimpers and moans a woman makes when she comes, to hear her laughter, to hear the whisper of her thighs, the sighing of her breath. He'd never heard the sound of female feet across his bedroom floor.

All of it left him wanting more. Even the exhaustion. He wanted to collapse like this every night for the rest of his life.

"I think I'm in love with you," he whispered.

She placed her finger against his lips. "Don't say that."

"Why?"

"Because tomorrow I'll belong to someone else. Tomorrow you must forget me."

"I could never forget you, Melissa. Not in a million years."

She shook her head, her blond tresses in lovely disarray. "There's no such thing as a million years, Havoc. There's only now. Let's enjoy that and let tomorrow work itself out." She pulled him close beneath the cool, damp sheets. "Make love to me again."

When it was over, when morning's mauve painted stripes across the tussled sheets and their tangled limbs, Havoc knew he could never let her go back to Mister C. He knew he couldn't live another day without her.

That was just before the men whose money he'd spent broke down his door.
 

The door exploded inward, rendering hundreds of credits of security-grade II steel as worthless as a pile of beer cans. There was motion everywhere, grunts and flashing eyes, stun-billies and far deadlier hardware. Havoc rolled to the side, tumbling from the bed and groping for something—anything—that he could use as a weapon. Too late, far too late.

There were at least four of them, maybe more out front. They wore the dull blue of businessmen, but the eyes behind those suits were those of sharks, not salesmen. There was no humor, no compassion—only ice.

They had him hauled up against the headboard before he could protest. He caught a fleeting glimpse of Melissa, her leather miraculously back in place, flitting out the door like a frightened butterfly. The men watched her go dispassionately, two of them stationing themselves at his door while the others flanked him where he lay naked and vulnerable.

"You just live for trouble, don't you Havoc?" one of them said flatly. It wasn't until he spoke again that Havoc was certain which one it was. "You want to die that bad, we're here for you. No need to waste yourself poking some whore's got diseases ain't even been cataloged yet."

Trembling, Havoc sat up slowly, pulling the sheets around him in a futile attempt to regain some shred of dignity. "I know why you're here," he said, forcing a weak grin and meeting the man's eyes with a great effort of will. "I know how this looks, too, but believe me, there's nothing to worry about."

"Oh? I think you might have a few concerns, smartass. Maybe, if you think about it, you could come up with something we could tell Mr. Denton that would save your ass. I doubt it, but maybe. Who knows, he might be in a charitable mood."

Havoc's mind was a blur of desperate concentration. He had no idea how they'd caught him, doubted that they'd be inclined to tell him. He could only hope that they hadn't traced Nancy. Whatever else he did to weasel out of this, he had to make sure they didn't know about her. Her existence was much too fragile. He needed time to think, but it was hard to concentrate with Melissa's scent in the air, the lingering memory of her imprinted on his flesh.

"Listen," he stalled, "we can work something out."

"Nothing to work out. You owe Mr. Denton a million plus interest." The suit leaned closer. "I make it a million and a half. You got it, we leave. You don't, we do a little slice and dice for inspiration's sake and come back tomorrow." A wicked smile that revealed two missing teeth. "Tomorrow it's two mil."

"What if I got something better?"

"The only thing better is you give us the connection you used."

"The connection?"

The suit hit him with a backhand. "You think we're stupid? You think we don't know it was an inside job?" The suit frowned at the blood on the back of his hand, looked over at his companion. "No telling what this cunt-licker's got. You hit him with the billy next time he smarts off so's I don't gotta worry about his teeth coming through my gloves."

The second suit slapped the heavy club against the palm of his hand. "Glad to."

Havoc wiped blood from his lips. "I give you this connection and I walk?"

"You fly, little brother," replied the suit, "like a fucking bird."

"And we forget the mil?"

The suit shrugged. "Water under the bridge. Mr. Denton's paid more than that to get a mole outta his net."

"I'll have to do some checking," Havoc lied.

"Whatever it takes."

"It was all arranged anonymously, but I can make contact again. Slip this guy a tracer and tell you where to sniff."

"You sniff. We just want a name."

"Give me a couple days and—"

"What you got," said the suit as they turned for the door, "is twelve hours. You be at Fantasy's playing your heart out tonight. Afterwards, we'll wanna talk. You don't show up, I'll know you lied, and I'll hunt you down. I'll kill you slow. Real slow."
 

When they were gone, he logged on the net and queried her account. Nothing.

Nancy? He typed frantically, knowing she could pick up his call from anywhere, any terminal. She was a ghost, capable of monitoring a million data streams as they raced across the city, scanning each for that unique byte sequence that was her name. Nancy, I need you!

Nothing.

Had they already located her? Had the suits been toying with him, knowing all along that they'd already eliminated their mole? He was about to turn away when the terminal signaled an incoming call.

"Thank God," he muttered, triggering the pickup. But it wasn't Nancy. The side screen opened a window on a well-dressed man he’d never seen before. "Yes?" Havoc asked cautiously.

"Willard Busby here, Mr. Havoc. I represent Omega Records. Perhaps you've heard of us?"

This, on top of everything else? Havoc pulled out a chair and sat down. "I know Omega Records, Mr. Busby."

"Willard, please. Listen, I caught your act last night at Fantasy's. I was particularly impressed with that last piece you did—what's it called?"

"'Virtue's Mask?'"

"That's the one. Love the twist. You think it's suicide rock, but then it's not. I think we've got something really important here, Havoc. Maybe even the next pop movement. Do you have other cuts like that one?"

"Sure." Some of their early stuff qualified, and he could certainly write more.

"Splendid! I'd like to talk to you about a record deal tonight."

"Me? Or the band?"

"I'm primarily interested in signing you, Havoc, but—"

"We're a band. I can't just leave the guys like that."

Willard Busby held up a hand. "Not a problem, Havoc. If Dead at Dawn is the package, then that's how we'll scope the deal. How 'bout I come by and talk to you guys after your last set tonight?"

It figured. "Tonight's going to be pretty busy."

Busby looked taken aback. Havoc understood his confusion, most bands would kill for a contract appointment with Omega. Before he'd blown most of the money on Melissa, Havoc had been willing to buy such an appointment. Problem was, there were some goons planning to kill him after he played Fantasy's tonight. Havoc wondered if they'd let him sign a record deal first. He wondered how he'd explain it to Busby when the suits wanted to join the negotiations.

"Look," Busby said, "I've got to fly back to L.A. tomorrow. If tonight's not good, we can hook up next time I'm in town and—"

"That's alright, Mr. Busby. Tonight will be just fine."
 

The nurse looked up when he entered the room and gave him a cautious smile, her hospital whites clean and neatly pressed. "There's been no change since you called earlier, Mr. Havochek." She indicated the data terminal where her most recent queries had gone unanswered:

Nancy, this is Nurse Benson, please talk to me.

"Will she be alright?"

"Let's hope it's temporary. Sometimes coma patients lose interest in the net and shut down for awhile." She shrugged apologetically. "They almost always come back," she added as she left them alone.

Havoc pulled a chair to his sister's bedside. The entire thing was draped in a plastic "bubble." It always gave him the creeps to see her this way, inanimate, wires criss-crossing her frame, all viewed through the twisted, wrinkled surface of plastic. Behind that plastic she was safe, sealed off from the airborne viral intruders which her decimated immune system couldn't handle.

"Nancy? I really need to talk to you, Baby Sister." Nothing. He repeated it on the neurally linked terminal's keyboard, but got no better response. He touched her cheek  through the plastic, running his finger down the delicate line of her jaw, watching carefully for the slightest indication that she was aware of the contact. He'd been watching for three years. As always, there was nothing. Her eyes were vacant, her breathing shallow and insouciant. She'd been this way since the night a maniac had taken her away—taken her away by infecting her. The man had simply killed his parents, but Nancy he'd punished much more deeply.

Now he'd lost her on the nets.

Had Denton traced her? It had seemed so foolproof when she'd presented the idea to him. I can raise the money you need to get a big L.A. record company interested, she'd said. It was simple. There were men like Denton using the foreign exchange system to launder their drug money. Nancy would simply manipulate the exchange database and skim a bit off the top. She was a ghost, a non-entity. Beyond the confines of the hospital, nobody even knew she existed. She had access to all but the most carefully guarded national defense systems—and even those she could crack if she wasn't worried about getting caught. The foreign currency exchange base was a piece of cake. Nobody would be the wiser.

But they'd caught him. And if they'd caught him, there was the chance that they'd traced the manipulations back to her. Denton would have competent tracers on the nets. Once he knew he was being ripped off, it would only be a matter of sniffing out the culprit. They might have caught her. They might this very minute have her neurally confined.

Or worse. They could shut her down.

"It's going to be okay, Baby Sister."

If Denton had her, Havoc would have to buy or steal her back somehow. Trade her for something Denton wanted even more. But the crime lord was unreachable without the original mil as a bargaining chip. And Mister C had the mil.

Mister C also had Melissa.
 

"I don't usually get much in the way of return business," Mister C acknowledged as Havoc was ushered into the lavish front room of his office building. "In fact, I  discourage it."

"Why's that?" Havoc asked, waiting behind the chairs that fronted the oversize mahogany desk while the first of C's goons pulled the door closed behind him. One down, Havoc thought, but the largest of the muscle boys remained inside, positioning himself just behind C's right shoulder.

"It's what I call the broken-hearted lover syndrome. You see one of my girls more than once and you fall helplessly in love. Next thing I know, I got you on my doorstep wanting to sell your grandmother's gall bladder for another go. I do some brokerage for the black market organ boys, but I ain't looking to go into it full time, you see."

"I don't have a grandmother."

"Yeah, but I see it in your eyes, kid. What you've done is you've gone all mooney-eyed over Mel. I can't have it. Bad for business."

"Bad for business is you turning down another mil," Havoc countered. "And this time let's both assume from the start that I'm good for it." He nodded toward the muscle boy. "He staying?"

"Yeah. That a problem?"

Havoc shrugged. "It's just kinda' personal is all."

"Personal we ain't got around here, kid. You got business, you make it, otherwise—"

Havoc shot the bodyguard in the chest with the tranquilizer gun he'd bought just an hour before. The big man looked down at the tiny red dart embedded in his chest, seemed as if he might laugh at it, then crumbled to the floor. C punched frantically at a red switch on the desk. Havoc leaped quickly to the door and threw the deadbolt just before the pounding started on the opposite side. The door was solid. Like his own, it would take explosives to bring it down.

C studied his collapsed employee. "I really wish you hadn't done that, kid."

"I asked you to quit calling me kid."

C regained his composure, set his hands carefully on the desktop in front of him and scowled. "Yeah, seems I recall that now. You got any other requests before my security breaks down that door and kills you?"

"I want my money back."

"Excuse me? Didn't you just offer me another mil?"

"Changed my mind."

"What, you didn't have a good time with Mel? You like little boys or something, Havochek? You want I should give you a freebie on account of the mistake and all?"

"I want the mil I gave you. I'll give you an account number. You make a transfer. When I see it's there, I'll be on my way."

"Sounds easy enough."

"One more thing. I want to see Melissa."

"We can do that too, kid." The intercom on the desk began buzzing like a starving insect. C keyed the pickup and told them to leave him the hell alone. Then he leaned forward, resting his chin on steepled fingers. "Have you figured out yet what's going to keep me from selling you to the underground a piece at a time? You're seriously making me consider that organ business stuff."

"You're not going to kill me because I'm going to give you fifty percent interest in my record contract with Omega."

C laughed. "You? A record contract with Omega?"

"I'll be cutting the deal tonight at Fantasy's. You can show up and make sure it's all on the up and up. You'll need to sign the papers as my agent."

"You shoulda' took another day and worked on your story, kid. This one's weak. Mel deserved a better try than this."

"If I'm telling the truth, you'll triple your investment the first year alone. If I'm lying, you look me up when your goon there's awake. He'll probably be wanting a piece of me anyway." He can get in line.

"You're forgetting the fact that I'll be out the mil."

Havoc shrugged. "Petty cash to a man like you. Call it an investment. A chance to get out of prostitution and into the record business."

"And I'll always have organs to fall back on." He pointed a fat finger across the desk. "With you as my initial stock."

"There is one other option," Havoc replied. He pulled out the second weapon he'd bought and aimed it nonchalantly. "I think they used to call this a sawed-off shotgun. I'm told it makes a hell of a mess."

C reached for his keyboard. "I like your style, Havochek—"

"Havoc."

"Whatever. Give me that account number."

Havoc gave it to him. A moment later, C turned the monitor around and passed him the keyboard. Havoc verified that the transaction had taken place.

"Pleasure doing business with you," C said in an almost sincere tone. "When's our record deal going down?"

"Tonight, after the last set. Where's Melissa?"

"You're serious?"

Havoc pointed the shotgun again. "Afraid so."
 

The room looked more like a refugee center than a boudoir for million credit a night prostitutes. As his eyes went from cot to cot—there must have been thirty of them running the length of each wall—Havoc found himself at a complete loss for words. More than half of the bunks were occupied. Some of the girls were reading, others were painting their nails or rubbing their long legs with oil, but the majority of them were staring vacantly at the ceiling, waiting, perhaps, for business to pick up this evening.

"Happy now?" Mister C smirked. "This is Mel's room."

"I don't understand."

"Clones, kid. They're clones."

Havoc looked from one to the next, every one identical to the woman with whom he'd been up all night. "Clones?"

"Breeders."

"Which one . . . ?"

"Hell, I dunno. They probably don't either. Engineered for sex appeal, you see, not brains. She's already forgotten you."

"But I . . ." He trailed off there. What? He'd fallen in love with her? A cloned sex toy?

That's when C hit him just behind the left ear. There was a flash of red and Havoc went down. The concrete floor hit him on the right side of his head. A boot stomped the hand that held the shotgun and a second later it was pried out of his bleeding fingers. C kicked him in the side, rolling him over. Then he knelt and pressed the barrel of the shotgun under his chin.

"You are one dumb son of a bitch, kid. You shoulda' seen your face." C laughed hysterically. "What we're gonna do now is we're gonna go back to my data terminal and you'll give me the password for that account so I can transfer back my mil. When we're done with that, we'll discuss whether you walk out of here alive. Understand?"

"Melissa?"

"Oh hell, kid. Wake up and smell the pussy. They're nothing more than semen samplers. It's a government program, and if I tell you anymore than that I gotta kill you for sure. Truth is, I'm starting to like you."

"You're going to kill me anyway," Havoc replied, wiping away blood that was running into his eye.

"Now you don't know that."

"Yes I do."

Mister C shrugged. "Okay, so maybe you're right." His voice lost all its previous mirth. "But I want my mil first. I need that password. I can make it real unpleasant for you if necessary."

"You explain this and I'll give you the password."

C leaned back, scratched his cheek with the shotgun. "Deal. I'll tell you everything I know about old Mel there." He rapped Havoc sharply across the bridge of the nose with the shotgun. "You sit back and behave though.

"It has something to do with prairie voles—these little rodent-looking things, kinda' like a mouse or something. These voles, they mate for life. The males like nothing better than snuggling up in their burrows for the rest of their life with one lady vole. If another vole so much as looks at their woman, there's one hell of a scuffle. Some government scientists see this, and being the looking out for our welfare types that they are, they realize they got something here that can maybe halt the spread of sexually transmitted diseases."

The Melissas gathered around like children, listening as if C were telling a bed time story. Havoc studied each of them in turn, hoping for some sign of recognition in the depths of one pair of sky-blue eyes. But there was nothing.

"As early as the mid nineties they'd isolated a hormone in the vole's brain that induced monogamy. It's some combination of vasopressin and oxytocin. We produce these too, but in humans vasopressin merely regulates water absorption in your kidneys and oxytocin has something to do with uterine contractions—boring! The prairie voles have a different distribution of brain receptors than we do; that's what lets these hormones work the way they do."

"You know an awful lot for a pimp," Havoc interjected.

"Yeah, well, maybe I'm one of those over-educated government scientists." C rapped him again with the shotgun. "Then again, maybe I just read a lot more than two-bit nightclub performers." He looked up at the women gathered around them. "Hey! Go on now; get back to your beds." The Melissas scattered.

"Stupid whores," C growled. "They're damn nice to look at though, aren't they? Even better to poke, eh? I know," he winked, "company benefits and all. Anyway, around the turn of the century, we discovered the gene sequence for the prairie vole hormone receptors. Ten years after that, we got good at genetic engineering. You know anything about genetic engineering, kid?"

"No."

"Well, the only important thing to this story is that we still can't engineer living specimens. It's a next generation kinda' thing. We can monkey with your reproductive system so that your offspring have specific genetic traits, but we can't do a damn thing for you. About this time, HIV and all its derivatives got the government really worried. All their abstinence campaigns had failed. People still fucked like rabbits. Tell you a secret, kid: people will always fuck like rabbits. Keeps guys like me in business.

"So the government starts a monogamy program. Nobody buys into the soft sell, so they go one step further. They start engineering the next generation. Our children will still fuck like rabbits, but they'll only fuck one rabbit. Bingo, you've stopped the diseases cold." C indicated the Melissas in the room. "These are breeders, engineered for sex appeal and the proclivity for a monogamous gene sequence. I send 'em out for semen. They come back and we run some tests. With any luck they're carrying disease free seed. In nine months we got a monogamous baby. Hey, you could be a father, Havochek!"

"Wonderful."

"This is just the pilot program. Give 'em a year or two to prove the concept and there'll be Melissas in every major city. An enterprising fellow could set himself for life." C extended his free hand. "Come on; let's go transfer my money; then I want to talk to you about a job. I really hate to kill you, kid."

Havoc knew he had as much chance of walking out of there as he did of getting back his semen. C had told him too much to let him live. He reached out as if to take C's hand, pulling back his wrist and clenching his fist. The miniature cannon strapped to the inside of his forearm belched flame and thunder. C flew back across the room, his chest spewing red across the walls.

The Melissas screamed.
 

Havoc thought fast. He'd always been one to play off the cuff, but this was carrying it to the extremes. There were about a hundred goons on the far side of the door waiting to tear him limb from limb. That he knew. What he didn't know for sure, but hoped, was that it wasn't the only door. C had brought him here, confident in his ability to control the situation. This room was not as secure as the office they'd left.

That was when he spotted the computer against the far wall. The screen was blinking a diagram. Yellow. Blue. Red. Green. On and Off. As he dashed across the room, the diagram came into focus. It was a floor plan. It was the floor plan for C's office complex.

Nancy.

There was no other explanation. She was still in trouble, still lying low, but she obviously knew from the funds transfer where he was and what he must be doing. She'd guessed—or maybe just run every possible scenario through the wealth of memory and processing capacity available to her—and knew he would have more trouble getting out of C's than he'd had getting in. She couldn't call to him, couldn't send anything as obvious as an audio or text message, but she'd sent him the map to freedom. He imagined it blinking on every computer screen in the building (there was no way she could know what room he was in) and he knew he had only minutes before C's goons also figured out what it meant.

Scanning the floor plan, he quickly found the back way out. There was only one problem: two words highlighted in neon blue. Fingerprint coded.

The locks were coded to C's own prints.

Smiling, Havoc turned back to the Melissas. "No problem," he muttered.

He scanned the Melissas, trying to pierce their veil of anonymity. Damn it, they might be cloned, but life never left the same print twice—check that against the door locks. Snatches of music invaded his thoughts and he found himself humming "Virtue's Mask."

What he'd hoped was that one of them would pick up the tune and join in, maybe even add vocals to his music. The unexpected happened. Not one, but a dozen Melissas took up the tune, their voices as sweet and as sad as rain. He realized that she had indeed remembered his music, but she'd brought it back to the room with her and had shared it with the others. The effect had been universal. There was not a one of them that would not leave with him if he asked.
 

The band was already warming up when Havoc cut a swath through the crowd at Fantasy's. The place was packed. When they saw him enter, fans began chanting his name. He rode the swell of that emotional wave to the stage and was greeted by the only three friends he'd ever had. Thumbs up all around. Tonight they became stars.

He'd left Devon, Nikki, and Ron email to be in top form tonight, filling them in on Busby's offer. He'd included a list of some of their earlier material which he wanted them to play. He'd even found an hour or so to change a few of the lyrics. He had no idea if this was the musical revolution Busby thought he was buying; he'd merely poured his heart into it again. There was even one new tune called "Melissa." It was still rough and the music was synthetic and simple, but the emotions were there.

Departing C's complex, he'd deposited the severed hand and the discharged wrist cannon in the nearest recycling bin. The shotgun he kept strapped beneath his leather duster. He was beginning to like the reassuring weight of it hanging there. There was always the chance that C's goons would hunt him down, but it was a small one. They weren't the type for revenge. Their present energies were probably devoted to vying for C's job. They'd only have one problem: he'd left the Melissas' door open. C might think the Melissas stupid, but Havoc thought they'd have enough sense to take freedom when it was offered.

If C's goons did come after him, they'd need to make it quick; he'd soon be a lot less accessible. Not only would Dead at Dawn require some heavy security of their own, but Busby would probably want the band to relocate to L.A., a move that was fine by Havoc. There were better hospitals for Nancy. Better research facilities. A cure perhaps.

The crowd loved the new music. During the last set, while the band took a breather, Havoc sang "Melissa," accompanied by the synthetics. He saw tears glittering like stars throughout the club. When he felt them on his own cheeks, he was surprised, but unswayed. He poured all their wet fury into the song, at one point letting his sobs become a part of the tune.

Near the bar, Havoc spotted Fantasy's owner, shaking his head and cursing under his breath. The man knew he was watching money walk out the door. This would be the last night Dead at Dawn played his club.

At a table to the right, he spotted Busby. Seemingly immune to the tide of emotions washing around him, the refined music exec was watching the audience, nodding his head thoughtfully, pleased with what he was seeing. On the table before him was a stack of papers and a pen. Havoc suspected that Busby had already signed the bottom line for Omega.

And to the left, there were three suits whose immunity to the rhythm and message of "Melissa" did nothing to lessen the attention they focused on the stage. There was a portable computer on their table, no doubt sat-linked into the net. Denton's henchmen were looking for his money.

When the set was over and he was able to make his way through the crowd, he signaled to Busby that he'd be there in a moment and went to deal with Denton's lackeys first. The other members of Dead at Dawn were already swarming the Omega exec, shaking hands and ordering drinks. They knew only that Havoc had other business to take care of first.

Havoc pulled out the only vacant chair at the table and sat down.

"It's going to be a shame killing you, the way these buggers love your music and all."

He couldn't be sure, but Havoc believed it was the same one he'd spoken with earlier. He offered his best smile, casually flipping his hair back over his shoulder. "You don't really think you could kill me here with all these fans around, do you? Right now, if I screamed, they'd rip you blowhards limb from limb." The suit's hand slipped under his jacket and he opened his mouth to offer a rebuttal, perhaps to order Havoc outside where whatever was under his suit could be used to persuade the young singer otherwise, but Havoc held up a hand. "Save it. I know you'd only kill me later when it was more convenient."

"That much you've got right."

Havoc pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket and passed it across the table. "Account number and password for Denton's mil."

The suit passed the paper to the guy with the computer. "Run it. If the money's there, pull it out." A second later, the second suit confirmed that he'd retrieved the million credits.

"Be sure and tell Denton I appreciate the loan."

"Problem is, you forgot about the interest," the suit replied. "The bill's a mil and a half."

"Actually, you said a mil and a half or the name of the connection I used. Because I want to make sure there are no hard feelings with Mr. Denton, I'm giving you the original mil and the connection." Havoc leaned back in his chair and cracked his knuckles. "You trace that transfer. It'll lead you to a government program funded by skimming money from guys like Denton." There'd been no way to clear all this with Nancy—she was still lying low and any net call Havoc made until this was cleared up would be closely monitored. But Nancy'd always been one step ahead of him. The floor plans at C's were a prime example. He knew she'd already have all the audit trails laid out in the system indicating C as the culprit.

The suit didn't look happy. "Told you we weren't interested in running things down, Havochek. Told you we wanted a name."

"I know. I went one step further. I'm delivering a body. There's also an address on the back side of that paper I gave you. Guy calls himself C—well, called is a better choice of words. You check the address, you'll find what's left of his operation. Interrogate his boys and you should be able to find what's left of him."

Havoc kicked back his chair and got to his feet. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I've got another deal to attend to. Give Mr. Denton my regards."
 

You should have told me what you were planning to use the money for.

"Would it have made a difference?" Havoc asked. Morning was less than an hour away, but after all he'd been through, sleep could wait. It was good to know that Nancy was safe. "Denton's sentries are obviously better than you thought. They'd have caught you regardless of how I spent the money."

That's not the point. You should have told me what you wanted it for.

"Yeah, I know," Havoc replied uncomfortably. The air in his apartment had taken on a sudden chill. He couldn't recall arguing with Nancy since she'd been placed in her coma. Their connection was far too fragile and precious to jeopardize it with petty disagreements. "I'd honestly planned on using the money to get the band set up in L.A. It wasn't until the last moment that I decided to . . . you know. I didn't think you'd understand."

Wouldn't understand!?! You think because I'm locked in the goddamn net, I'm not human?

"God, no, Nancy. That's not what I meant. It's just . . . well, what do you expect when all I see of you is words on a screen?"

The screen remained blank for what seemed like hours. Havoc stared at the blinking cursor, certain that he'd run her off, terrified she might actually be mad at him for being honest. Finally, his sound system turned on of its own accord and her voice came sweet and clear from the speakers.

"Is this better?"

"Much."

"Doesn't sound like me at all."

It sounded exactly like her. "You'll get better with practice," Havoc reassured her. "Maybe I could invest some of Omega's advance on a holo generator and we could have dinner together."

"Don't you dare! You spend that money on some new equipment. Start with some decent speakers, ones that won't make me sound like an old woman."

"You sound just great, Sis."

"Yeah, that's cause I'm doing just great, but we were talking about you. What exactly did you think you were buying from that pimp?"

"Love, I guess." It was strange having a bodiless confessor. There was no where to look when he came upon those moments where one traditionally looked away.

"You can't buy love, Henry."

"No." He knew that now. "But obviously you can engineer it. Leastwise, the government can."

"If it can be engineered, then it's not real."

"Oh, hell, Nance, what is real these days? We live in a sanitized, virtualized, don't-talk-to-me-just-drop-me-email social experiment gone awry. I went to C for something different. Something I could touch. Someone I could hold. Someone whose shoulder I  could cry on. Melissa might have been manufactured, but at least, for one night, she was all that." And more.

"Then you should have taken her with you when you left C's."

"I didn't even know which one she was."

"Did it make a difference?"

"Maybe." He pushed away from the console and paced the floor. "No." He sat on the edge of the bed where they'd made love, the sheets and comforter still a tangled mess. "I don't know. It doesn't matter. If love has to be engineered, if biology has to be manipulated to mimic some kind of natural order . . . then fuck it. I'm better off alone."

"Then maybe I should leave the front door locked."

"What?"

"The door. You have a visitor."

Havoc looked to the newly hung door just as the locks clicked off. The door swung open and she stepped uncertainly across the threshold. Rising awkwardly to his feet, Havoc struggled to find his voice. "Melissa?"

She nodded and gave him a tentative smile. "It took me awhile to remember how to find your apartment."

And then she was in his arms and he was holding her close, feeling the warmth and softness of her against him, breathing her perfume. Havoc opened his mouth to ask Nancy to give them some time alone, but before he could speak he spotted the words blinking on the computer screen.

I'll check back later, Henry. Love you.

"I love you," he whispered. Melissa, thinking he'd spoken to her, began to cry. "What's wrong?" he asked.

"I didn't think you'd want me after you knew what I was."

He lifted her chin so he could look into her blue eyes. "You're as human as anyone I've ever known, Melissa. No one will ever say different when I'm around. And if you'll have me, I'll always be around."

Her answer was a kiss and, a moment later, to take his hand and set it against her stomach. "I think," she said, "that the three of us are going to be very happy."
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Sing a Song of Sixth Sense
 

By Patricia Lee Macomber & David Niall Wilson
 

Vanace exited the men's room and stepped into the club, hacking his way through the smoke with one hand.  He walked with a swagger, the gentle roll of a body too old to be up at this hour and too young to retire.  His face was a road map of his life, deep-etched by time and emotion.  He hid it, along with his smile, behind a long shock of graying black hair and a scraggly beard which had been too long in control of itself.

One hand, fingers knotted and curled by arthritis, came to rest on the piano, a lover's caress.  The piano, like Vanace, was more form than function, its surface marred from years of abuse at the hands of drunks.  Its once varnished mahogany was polka dotted with glass rings and spattered with beer.  The keys, once ivory, had been replaced by plastic.  The ivory, like Vanace's pride, had been auctioned off for the sake of easy maintenance.

He spared no glance for the crowd as he eased onto the old bench, feeling it shift and groan beneath him as he settled.  The tip jar was there, his drink was there.  All that was missing was Vanace.

He hadn't really been there for years.  Not since his mother had finally passed, broken and muttering to long-dead friends.  He'd held her hand and stroked the sweat from her brow like any good son would do, but he hadn't wanted to be there; not really.  He'd wanted to be playing.

Playing was cathartic - escape - life.  In the absence of real life, in the face of death, music was all there was.  Vanace put his fingers to the keys and wasted a long stare on Jimbo, who stared back with glee.  The puppet sat motionless on the piano top, holding court over an empty ashtray and a crumpled napkin.  His strings dangled down the front of the piano, begging to be used.

"Not tonight, Jimbo." he muttered under his breath, "Not tonight."

The crowd behind him grew still.  Vanace drew a deep breath, his fingers moving before his mind could catch up.  Jazz…blues…rock n' roll…whatever the mood called for.  He worked the keys in an unfeeling dance, stroked them into submission and stumbled occasionally over that one key with the nick, a gift from an angry patron and the man who'd tried to escort him outside.  It was amazing what a highball glass could do when thrown by a strong arm.

Vanace was ten bars in when he realized what he was playing.  In that moment, he nearly stopped.  The song—her song—stabbed deep into his heart.  Slow and sultry, deep and sad, like a prayer before dying.  It was the song he'd played for her in the home every time he visited.  Every day for 27 months without fail, he had hammered out the notes in their proper order on a poorly tuned upright before a crowd of people nearly as lifeless as the piano itself.

Dim light.  Dimmer than any club, fluorescent haze that smelled of urine and antiseptic cleaner.  The notes of the song floated around his head lazily, drifting through the crowd.  She watched, eyes emotionless, focused on some world beyond him, beyond any of them.

Vanace closed his eyes, shutting out that sight and played harder, forcing the keys to bend, flickering from major to minor and drawing out each stanza.  She was out there, he knew, out there at the end of each note.  She heard.  Nobody here moved when he played, except the wrinkled old man in the corner, whose foot would tap, incessantly, shifting rhythms only when Vanace shifted songs.

She heard.

"You play that song, Vanny," she'd told him, "you play it, no matter where you are.  I'll hear.  I'll always hear that one.  Makes me think of daddy.  Makes me think the world might be more than it seems.  Wherever you go, whatever you do, you play that one for me."

Vanace played, tears sliding softly down his cheeks.  On the couches and chairs, surrounding the card tables and leaning against the wall, his audience stared.  Some at him, some at nothing, some at places he would never see.  On the piano top, Jimbo rested against the dingy wall, grinning widely, strings dangling limp.  Vanace opened his eyes, and Jimbo seemed to wink.

"Sounding good, man,"

Edgar's voice startled Vanace from his reverie.  The words whispered into his ear harshly as the older-than-dirt and twice as hard to get rid of regular passed the piano, too close, on his way to the men's room.  Edgar was always there, though Vanace knew the man didn't come for the music.

In the rafters above, the air conditioner sprang to life, a long gust of hot air washing over Vanace's face, tousling his hair and, finally, cooling.  It tousled Jimbo's hair too, pushed him just a bit to one side and made his strings dance against the wood.  Vanace looked up, distracted by the motion.  His brow furrowed.  His hands lay still on the keys.  The air coming from that vent was cool, but something colder had frozen the blood in his veins.

Soft laughter mocked him as Jimbo's strings twitched back and forth across the line of Vanace's vision.  The audience was growing restless at the sudden silence.  None of them acknowledged it when Vanace played, but if he dared to stop?

Perhaps from the gust of fetid ventilation, or perhaps from simple exhaustion, the song had ended, but Vanace hadn't noticed its passing.  He took a deep breath and concentrated, shifting his gaze from where the strings danced in the artificial breeze.  He shook his head and started again, letting his eyes slip shut and the dull roar of the blood in his ears become part of the music.

A quick flash of light as someone walked past the bar, their shadow trailing far behind them and shifting the mood.  Bright golden sunlight washed over his skin, the blaze of summer and heat of restless youth as he sat in the huge chair of his parent's living room.  No longer the man, again the boy, he watched idly as his brother, Kevin, played soldier with the dog.  The sound of piano music drifted softly in his head, melting from present to past, carried gently in the breeze from the open window of a neighbor's house.

The back-beat of the music shifted; the staccato thud of large boots on old wood as his father crossed the house in long strides.  Vanace watched through ten-year-old eyes as his father scooped his brother from the floor, nudged the dog out of the way with the toe of one boot.  One high-pitched yelp and the dog fled.  Vanace fled too, his head still filled with images from the last time Kevin had been too loud.

From his vantage point behind the sofa, he watched his father as he shook Kevin, the boy's small body dangling helplessly in the grip of huge, calloused hands.  Vanace covered his ears and hunkered down, moaning deep in his throat and fighting to block out his brother's screams, rocking to still the vibrations of the heavy man's movement across the old floor.

Memory melted into memory, the last more brutal than the first.  When finally the room fell silent, Vanace chanced a look, his head appearing slowly over the back of the couch, eyes wide and glistening with frightened tears, he was alone.  He stood, eyes sweeping the room, taking in the torrent of dust motes as they stained the sunlight.  On the floor, Kevin rested, his body strewn across the wood, his life leaking into it.  One sneaker had come off and was lying beneath the coffee table.  And there, on that table, staring dolefully down at Kevin, was Jimbo…

A white-hot flash of pain shot through Vanace's head.  He clamped his eyes shut and pressed one fist to his temple, trying to find his breath and to dislodge the image of his brother's body.  He reached for the water glass with a shaking hand, sipped, then slapped the glass down a bit too hard on the keyboard, sloshing the water over his fingers and sending a single, jangling note of discord through the club.

...Jimbo, one leg swinging idly, bright blue glass eyes glaring at Vanace, mocked him.  As his mother had told it, Jimbo had been a gift to her from a carnival barker, his affections even more unwanted than Jimbo himself.  Always too, the hint of that music, the only tunes his mother had hummed, save for lullabies and dirges.  Carnival music, bright and superfluous, hinting at joy and threatening madness.  It had blasted from the carny tent where the barker had worked, had seeped into Jimbo's soul and emerged time and again, unwarranted, from Vanace's mother's lips.  "Kitten on the Keys," a riotous song, bawdy and filled with full-fledged mayhem.  Vanace hated it.

The crowd had thinned, growing quiet in the absence of music.  Vanace felt the glass slip in his hand, his other hand racing to catch it and nearly missing.  He returned it to the piano top, snatched a napkin to dry the keys, and concentrated.  No more blues.  He let his fingers ripple over the keys, finding what he sought in that touch, the quick motion jarring him loose from the past for a moment.

Jazz always helped the most.  Not the modern, chaotic strings of barely associated notes, but the deep old notes of the masters. Thelonius Monk slipped down his arms to dance like quicksilver beneath his fingertips.  He felt a gentle touch on his shoulder, ignored it.  The air took on the sweet scent of jasmine.

"You okay honey?" Heather's voice whispered softly.  She reached over his shoulder, breast brushing him softly as she retrieved his nearly empty water glass. "You didn't look so good a minute ago."

Heather was the one waitress who worked the late shift.  Early evenings there were plenty of tables full and a lively crowd, but the aftermath was dreary and quiet.  Heather had been serving those same regulars the same drinks so long she melted into the background of the club if you didn't look close enough.  Her light-toned black skin had faded and wrinkled in a parallel time line with the wallpaper, and the dusty, smoke-filled air had permeated her own dark locks, now dusted with gray.  Despite it all, she had a beauty that had weathered a rough life, elegant and poised.

"Maybe you better bring me something a little stronger," Vanace said softly.  "I got to make it through another hour."

Heather nodded and slipped away behind him.  The notes flowed smoothly, and he leaned in, losing himself in the sound.  He kept his eyes closed.  Jimbo was there, he knew it, but he didn't have to see.  He could feel those lifeless eyes tracking his fingers across the keys.  He could feel that image just as he felt the other, itching at the back of his skull.  Jimbo, Kevin, Father, Jimbo.  Endless progressions and countless regressions.  Vanace shook his head again and played.  He forced his mind to other images, other memories.

His mother's arms sliding around him, her fingers pressed to the keys of their old piano, along with his.  He remembered her patience.  The songs.  Some songs just for Vanace, and others that she loved, songs, even, that made his father smile when she played them.

An arm crossed his field of vision, disappeared as quickly as it had come.  In its wake there was a glass, three fingers of Whiskey and one cube.  Just like always.  He fought the urge to down it in one fast gulp, settled for sipping instead, as one hand picked out a few solo bars.  The air duct creaked as the machine shut off, Jimbo now leaning precariously to one side, a time-stiffened arm propping him up.

Jazz, slow and sweet, melting into a soft flurry of ripples, notes freed and set on their own journey as his mother's face melted in his memory.  A glint of light from the glass, flash of blue from Jimbo's eyes, and now there was snow falling outside, drifting lazily past a brittle dark window and piling up on the sill.

A fist, strong and hard, was targeting his face, knuckles white with the strain.  Vanace ducked, dodged to one side.  Tears streamed down his young man's face as his father's fist cut the air above his head.  Colder still than the snow outside, Vanace's hand lashed out, grabbed the only thing he could find: his mother's favorite lamp.  It was large and hard and the sound it made as Vanace slammed it against his father's head rang in his ears like a death-bell.

But it wasn't the blow that dropped his father to his knees, though it made the man's knees wobbly, and his eyes confused for the first time Vanace could recall.  He was wobbling there, hand raised to brush aside the blood, when it hit him.  Something else.  Something horrible and frightening that stole the color from his face and let it bleed down his neck in a steady stream of flushed skin.

Those hands that had once brought such fear clutched at chest and arm.  Vanace's father’s eyes froze, locked on his son's face and growing dim, even as he fell toward the floor.  His body tilted crazily, lost its fight with gravity and slowly crumbled.  As he fell away, the motion revealed Jimbo's leering grin in impossibly slow-motion.

Dead.  His father -- large -- powerful, and...dead.  Vanace stared down at him, the moment past's rush of power melting to shame and revulsion.  He could feel no remorse, could take no pleasure in the ending of a life, even one as worthless as the old man's had been.

A hand fell on Vanace's shoulder, startling him from the vision.  He glanced down and saw that he was standing, somehow, hands shaking as they rested on the piano's ragged keys, his body trembling with a chill that did not originate in the club.  Heather leaned in close and whispered, "Nobody's gonna blame you if you go home."

He twisted his head, swollen eyes dancing over her face and stealing what he could for memory's sake.  "It's only another hour.  I'll be okay."

She watched him, concern and skepticism warring in her gaze.

"You gonna stay, sugar," she said softly, "you better play.  Don't got many here, but those that is, they're not in a mood to put up with your mood, if you know what I mean."

Vanace nodded.  The fan seemed to have speeded overhead.  Jimbo's strings slapped in a steady tick, tick, tick against the piano.  Vanace fought to ignore it, failed, then went with it, using the rhythmic slapping to pace his notes, launching into a slowly undulating dance tune.  It wasn't appropriate, exactly, but he bent the notes, bringing them to his service and drawing just enough pizzazz into the sound to make a few tired, drunken feet tap in time.

It was one of his mother's favorites, one he'd practiced long and hard so he'd be able to play it for her, and please her.  It wasn't her favorite, but it was one that could drive away the dark clouds.  It was one that could make her dance.  Vanace played, his eyes wide open in a vain attempt to ward off the visions.  Sweat beaded, cold and clammy on his forehead, and he felt it dripping down his brow, over his cheeks.  He ignored it.  He knew if he stopped, he was lost.  Maybe he always had been lost, but for that moment, within those notes, he was free.

The wall beyond the piano shimmered.  Vanace stared.  He shifted his eyes to the side, trying to avoid the vision, the inevitable.  His gaze locked to Jimbo's, and deep within his mind, a voice whispered .

"Party time, Vanny . . . ready to rock?"

Suddenly, the wall was gone, the bar stolen by dingy mists and memories so deep they had swirled and confused and run down some inner drainage system to his soul.  Beneath his feet, carpet the color of mulled cider, and his gaze fixated on his father's face as the man drained the last of his life into that carpet.  Turning, finding himself trapped in the depths of his mother's soft eyes, which watched him silently, glazed and full of sorrow and pain.

His meaningless words echoed once again, across the years, falling on her already deaf ears.  He hadn't killed his father, couldn't make her understand.  He stood, again, in the memory of that storm of emotions and watched as his mother's mind, the tattered remnant of that love that had sustained him, slipped away, her skin paling with each flicker of the vision.

Then images began to careen across his field of vision.  The phone, its numbers somehow too-large as he stabbed at them, the ambulance, bright flashing lights strobing everything from light to shadow and back, screaming brilliant beams of color through the fog in his head.  Endless moments in the hallway outside the emergency room. The face of the doctor pronouncing Vanace’s mother alive.  The slow lowering of the nurses' heads as that same doctor explained how she would never fully recover.

Once the police had finished their questioning, once all the papers had been properly collated and annotated, Vanace had gone home.  Again, as then, he felt the deep pounding of blood through his head, the cool brass of the door knob turning in his hand.  He ignored the lights, leaving shadows and time to hide the bright stain which marked the moment of his sin.  In the morning, there would be more papers, more faces.  He would have to see his mother off to the convalescent home, would have to make arrangements for his father's burial.

He slumped onto the sofa, senses dulled by exhaustion.  He pressed one hand to his forehead and shut his eyes, letting his head loll back against one soft cushion.  Sleep stole over him quickly, drawing him into a pool of quiet darkness.  He was nearly gone, when something dropped softly, and suddenly, into his lap, startling him back to reality.  One reality.

Jimbo.  The puppet must have slipped from the back of the couch, though Vanace couldn't recall having seen him/it there when he'd collapsed there moments before.  He was tired, senses confused and slowed by exhaustion.   No way to know for certain where Jimbo had been sitting, and not enough strength left to care.  Vanace lay still, not breathing, not thinking, staring at the puppet

Vanace's fingers grabbed Jimbo, gripped until his knuckles went white and the joints ground together as he watched the puppet's head turn.  It wasn't the quick flick of something suddenly tilted, tossed carelessly from side to side.  It was slow, methodical. Real.  Vanace fought to close his eyes, turn away, and negate that image, but he could not.  Jimbo's face had turned square into Vanace's gaze, and the eyes winked open.

Vanace knew the images so well, and yet, that instant caught him each time in the depth of despair, and fear, and revulsion.  He let loose a long wail, lungs nearly exploding from the effort, and hurled the puppet across the room with as much force as his tired arms could manage.  The distant future gloom of a seedy bar flickered before his eyes a final time, and Vanace leaped to his feet, screaming, fists pounding on the piano, shaking it until Jimbo toppled onto the keyboard in a rain of strings and wooden limbs, water, ice, and scotch.

He sat at the bench, in the home, fingers dancing slowly across the keys.  His mother's eyes, glazed and empty, stared through and beyond him.  In the corner, one old man with a single leg tapped his wooden peg in time.  Vanace turned, glanced up into Jimbo's wide-open, leering grin.

He turned, lurching from the piano.  The bench caught him mid-thigh, and he windmilled his arms wildly.  His shirt, now soaked from the spilled drink, was plastered to his chest, and his eyes were wide, staring.

Heather dropped her tray, drinks and glass and ice clattering to the floor as she brought her hand to her mouth, stifling her scream.  The bartender was moving, out from behind the bar with the bouncer's practiced speed.

Vanace saw none of it.  He turned to her.  His lips moved, but the sound that emerged was soft, so soft none could have heard.  His mother stared, then, slowly turned her gaze to him.  Her lips parted, eyes clearing.  His eyes softened, and he reached out to her, holding his arms open wide.  She shivered, half-rising, her own arms raising.

Vanace toppled, his feet tangled in Jimbo's strings, his heel coming down hard, crushing the hollow wooden head and his knee striking the bench with a crunch that removed all support.  She watched him, waited as he fell to her arms.

Vanace felt Heather's support, felt her waver, then hold.  His knee throbbed, and his mind whirled.  That was one reality.  In the other, his mother watched him with her empty gaze, staring miles beyond his eyes to someplace he couldn't reach.  He was lying across her lap, his arms wrapped tightly and hers falling limp across his shoulders.  He couldn't raise himself with the one good knee, couldn't focus his thoughts.

"Mother?" he whispered, ignoring one reality for the older, "Mother, please?"

Heather heard his words, heard the odd, lilting soft tones of his voice, and her heart melted.  Her own little ones were long gone to school and marriage and life, but she knew that tone.  She knew what to say, and what to do.

As Vanace dropped his head to his mother's shoulder, cracked bits of Jimbo ground into his heel, Heather spoke soothingly in a long-dead voice.  "It's okay honey.  You let it go.  It's all right."

Vanace's chest heaved, his eyes welled with tears.  In his mind, the music slowly returned, the same song, slowly, her song, and He swayed in time.  For once, his fingers didn't need to pound out the notes; his mind didn't need to concentrate on the sound.  He felt her close, hugged so tightly that Heather feared she might snap.

Behind him the notes echoed from the keys of the piano, pacing his heartbeat.  He peeled his head from Heather's shoulder, each movement a study in agony, a test of wills.  His arms lifted.  He felt the gentle pull of the piano, guiding him.  His body, numb and tense, worked against that pull, failed.  He returned to the stool, pivoted, releasing Heather from her obligation by way of a quick slide to the left.

As she slipped away, Vanace massaged the bicep of one arm, tried to rid him of that crawling sensation, arms seemingly entangled in spider webs, or...strings.

Against the wall, sitting silently, dead-mindless stare no different than a thousand other times, she watched.  Ghost images of the others leaned against the walls, lost in their own worlds, oblivious to the music, to Vanace.

Without thought, he played.  His fingers worked softly, caressing each key and moving on, releasing the notes in an ever-quickening dance of joy.  A song, one song, the only song he knew.  He noted a slight shift in his mother’s face, a twitch at the corners of her lips.  With a twist of his head and a quick flash of a smile to melt through that cold, endless silence, Vanace played out loud and strong, filling the room with the heavy beat and lilting notes.  Her eyes flickered, opened, and turned.  She watched him, features melting to life, flowing into the smile.  Vanace felt a catch in his heart, tears flowing freely and steadily.  His fingers danced.  Behind him, shaking her head, Heather closed the door behind her gently. The now empty club rang with the notes of  "Kitten On the Keys".








  

Deliver Us From Meeble
 

By Brian Keene & David Niall Wilson
 

"Small towns are like people, boy," the old man had said. "Some get old and die a natural death. Others get murdered."

Justin hadn’t understood what the old man was trying to tell him. Now, hours later, it was starting to become clear.

He’d been discharged from the Navy two days ago. No family to return home to. No wife or girlfriend waiting outside the base with hugs and kisses. No friends, other than his fellow shipmates. Walking through the gates at Norfolk, only one thing awaited him—the open highway.

He’d hitched a ride with a Chief Warrant Officer traveling to Richmond. Justin spent the night in a dingy motel, with cockroaches and the moans of the couple next door as his only company. While eating breakfast in the diner next to the motel, he’d met a trucker who was traveling west on Interstate 64. Justin tagged along as far as the West Virginia state-line. He’d hopped out near Lewisburg, and had been walking since.

Justin didn’t mind the walk. After four years spent mostly at sea, walking on firm ground was a welcome novelty. The day was perfectly picturesque; cool air, birds singing, no mosquitoes buzzing in his ear. His seabag rested easily on his back, carrying his few belongings. Justin felt reborn and refreshed.

He made his way down a narrow road meandering through the surrounding farmlands. Justin was amazed at how many different shades of green existed in the countryside. Mountains topped each horizon. He’d seen no towns since Lewisburg, and very few houses. Barely a half dozen vehicles had passed him during his trek. Occasionally, the scenery was broken with a lone silo, or a ramshackle barn with CHEW MAIL POUCH painted on its roof in fading letters. A herd of cattle gazed thoughtfully at him as he walked by. Other than that, he’d been alone. Justin enjoyed the solitude.

But as night approached, he regretted his isolation. He had no desire to spend the night sleeping in a pasture. The air grew damp and chilly, and a light fog drifted over the road.  Somewhere to his right, a whippoorwill sang a lonely song.

That was when the old man had showed up. Justin breathed a sigh of relief when the headlights of the rickety pickup truck crested the hill, slicing through the fog. It pulled alongside him, belching gray smoke from the tailpipe.

A grizzled old man in denim coveralls and a faded ball cap opened the door, his craggy face profiled in the dashboard light. He smiled, displaying teeth yellowed from age and chewing tobacco. A silver haired, overweight beagle lounged next to him on the bench seat.

"Need a ride, or are you walking all night?"

"A ride would be fine, sir." Justin climbed up into the cab, and the dog sighed, moving out of his way.

The old man had proved a talker. In fifteen minutes, Justin heard all about the man’s brother who had joined a militia and got arrested, his cows, his farm, the dog, what the government was doing wrong, what the media was doing wrong, and how gas prices were climbing. He’d displayed an instant kinship when he learned that Justin had just left the navy. That started him on a tale of his service onboard a troop carrier during the Second World War.

He kindly offered to let Justin spend the night in his barn, informing him that it was another two hours drive. Exhausted, Justin had groaned inwardly.

"Aren’t there any towns nearby? I wouldn’t want to put you out for the night."

"No other towns," the old man said, a little too quickly. "Nothing but forest."

Consigned to his fate, Justin yawned and settled in for the long ride.

Minutes later, he spied a yellow glow over the treetops to the right. A small, one lane dirt road led away in the direction of the light.

"I thought you said there were no towns?"

"That ain’t no town, boy," the old man insisted. "Let it be."

Not wanting to argue, Justin thanked him firmly and asked him to stop. Instead, the old man increased speed, stomping his foot to the floor.

"Hey!" Justin grabbed the door handle. "What’s the idea?"

Not used to the punishment, the truck sputtered and stalled, coasting to a halt. Justin took the chance and jumped out of the cab.

"Boy," the old man said. "You don’t want to go down there. Please!"

As if in confirmation, the beagle whined.

"What is it about the town that scares you," Justin asked. "Do they not like strangers or something?"

"Small towns are like people, boy. Some get old and die a natural death. Others get murdered."

The old man had been right.
 

Twilight changed to darkness in the valley, and the mist vanished. The moon’s silver light was bright and clear, giving the winding road a creepy iridescence that, combined with Justin’s exhaustion, increased his heart rate slightly. Justin knew it was silly, the old man’s words and the scenery were the perfect setup for mindless panic. He pushed it all aside, shifted the seabag to a more comfortable position on his shoulders, and plowed ahead. There was no way of knowing what sort of place he was heading into, and with the late hour, finding a place to crash was going to be no picnic. He wished, just for a moment, that he were still rolling down the highway, now fading into the distance behind him, with the old man’s endless prattle numbing him to sleep. In hindsight, maybe the old man’s barn wouldn’t have been so bad.

He rounded a final curve, and the lights he’d seen over the treetops took shape as squat homes in a shallow valley. The closest of those buildings, and the largest, was an old church, the steeple canting to one side in an impossible war with gravity. There was a light on at the front door, and another inside, glittering softly through stained-glass windows.

On the front of the steeple, barely visible, hung a white circle. As Justin approached, he saw that it was a symbol of some kind.  Not one he recognized, and certainly not a cross.  With a shrug, he turned toward the town.

Nothing moved. There was no traffic, no sign of anything that might be open. He continued past a few scattered homes with only porch lights glowing, and swung around the tree line once again. Ahead, blinking a weak, neon welcome, was a sign flashing VACANCY.

Sighing with relief, Justin crunched up the gravel driveway and lowered the seabag beside the door to the office of the Good Night Motor Lodge. The lot was empty except for a rusted Ford truck leaning weakly toward one flat tire. The windshield was spider-webbed with cracks. Weeds crept up around the sides of the vehicle; defying even the gravel in their search for sunlight. The sight spoke of long inactivity. Of rot and decay.

Shaking his head, Justin turned and rang the doorbell. He heard a distant tone, then nothing. He waited a moment longer, then reached out to ring again.  Before his finger could make contact with the switch, an owl hooted, close behind him, and he turned toward the trees. When he turned back, the door had opened, though no one was in sight.

"Hello," he called out tentatively, "is anybody there?"

Only the owl answered him, its cry echoing into the night.

Justin slowly pushed the door open the rest of the way and crept into the lobby. It was just as deserted as the streets had been. A layer of dust covered the sparse furnishings. The sagging couch displayed tufts of its innards, burrowed through by generations of mice. A faded black and white photograph hung askew on the wall, the glass cracked.

His footsteps rang hollowly on the wooden floorboards as he walked to the counter. A silver bell, rusty with disuse, sat on top of it. Justin tapped it with his finger, the ring like a gunshot shattering the eerie quiet.

Now, even the owl was silent.

Stepping behind the vacant counter, Justin spied a curtain hanging over a doorway on the far wall. The tattered fabric swayed slightly. Swallowing hard, Justin reached for it.

"You shouldn’t be here."

Screaming aloud, Justin whirled in fright. A girl, no older than six, stood framed in the doorway to the parking lot. Heart pounding in his throat, he chuckled, embarrassed.

"You scared me." Justin smiled.

"You shouldn’t be here," the girl repeated direly.

At first glance she was quite adorable and Justin knew she would be a heart breaker when she got older. A deep despair welled up inside him, however. She was obviously poor, dressed in the tattered hand-me-downs of another generation; the style of clothing a child of the 1950’s would have worn. An air of melancholy hung over the girl like a shroud. There were dark, puffy circles under her hazel eyes, as if she’d been crying.

The girl appraised him as if he were an alien species who had demanded to be taken to her leader. She cocked her head and stared at his sneakers.

"What are those?" She pointed at his feet.

"Those are Nike’s." Puzzled, he glanced down at his feet. Could they actually be so poor as to never have seen a pair of Nike shoes? "Haven’t you ever seen the commercials on TV?"

"On what?"

"TV. You know, television. Your Mommy and Daddy let you watch cartoons don’t they?"

"My Mommy and Daddy are dead," she said tonelessly. "The white fuzzy thing tore them up like bugs and made their red stuff come out. You shouldn’t be here."

Stunned and unsure of what to say next, Justin paused. Physically and mentally exhausted, he tried a different approach.

"Can you tell me where the grown-ups are?"

"At the church," she whispered. "Mr. Aickman said we should try to get back with Jesus again, since we didn’t do anything when Pastor Anderson and the town council turned the church into a ‘den of evil’ and summoned him."

Justin swallowed hard. The earnest look on the girl’s face certainly made it appear that she was telling the truth. He glanced back at the curtained doorway and turned to her again.

She was gone.

"Shit…"

Sprinting to the door, Justin glanced up and down the street. The girl had vanished from sight. The owl greeted him again.

"Did you see a weird little girl run by here," Justin asked it, "or am I more tired than I thought?"

The owl said nothing and in the silence, a new sound drifted to his ears. From inside the odd church he’d passed, an organ faintly played a mournful tune. Muffled voices accompanied it.

Behind him, the bell on the counter rang.

Justin turned around and gasped. Tiny wisps of smoke curled up from the counter. Carved deep into the wood was a message.

GET OUT

The edges of the letters were singed, as if the knife used to carve them had been red hot. A small tuft of coarse, silvery-white hair was snagged on one blackened edge.

Justin’s temper rose. All he’d wanted was a room. He’d faithfully served his country and he didn’t need a handful of backwoods hillbillies taunting him. Angry, he shouldered the seabag and stalked towards the church.

The moon was out in full now, and he could see the houses better. Most stood in various stages of neglect and disrepair. Here a broken window, there a screen door hanging askew. A rain gutter hung haphazardly from one, banging monotonously in the breeze. An ancient, 1950’s model Packard lay on its side, the windshield smashed and the passenger door ripped from its hinges. The town looked—dead.

The old man’s words came back to him.

The organ music grew louder and Justin made out the voices, raised together in a desperate version of "Rock of Ages". Approaching the church, he noticed the strange symbol again. He’d traveled most of the globe during his tour of duty, but he had never seen anything like it.

The music stopped and the muffled voices had turned to prayer. The familiar recitation of The Lord’s Prayer drifted out to him from beyond the stained glass windows. Justin studied them.

"Our father, who art in Heaven…"

The windows…

Justin gaped in horror at the blasphemy. The Virgin Mary was depicted kneeling on all fours in a field of grass, her robe drawn up around her waist. She wore nothing beneath it. On her face, the artist had rendered a detailed expression of both agony and ecstasy. A huge, white haired beast mounted her from behind, gleaming fangs exposed in a wicked leer. A monstrous phallus was half-buried inside her. Its talon-covered hands gripped her waist, and the artist had even depicted the drops of blood where they raked her flesh.

"Hallowed be thy name…"

In the next window scene, the beast, looking like a cross between a giant gorilla and a cat, stood triumphant amidst a pile of dead, dismembered infants. A scarlet river ran from the mound of corpses to the edge of the window. Bile rose in Justin’s throat.

"Thy kingdom come, thy will be done…"

Another scene, two Indians fishing alongside a wide river, the beast erupting from the waters, inhumanly long arms reaching for them.

"On Earth as it is in Heaven. Give us this day our daily bread…"

A woodsman, screaming in horror as the beast ravaged his young daughter, flinging body parts haphazardly into the trees. The man’s axe hung ineffectively from the creature’s side, the white fur stained crimson at the wound.

"And forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us…"

Justin whimpered. He glanced at the symbol on the church, the vacant dwellings, and the deserted motel.

"Lead us not into temptation…"

Pushed by invisible hands, the door to the church swung violently open. The voices swelled, surrounding Justin with their din.

"AND DELIVER US FROM MEEBLE…"

"Stop it!" Justin screamed aloud, clasping his hands over his ringing ears. Enraged, he dashed through the open door and raced into the sanctuary.

The church was empty.

The echo of the voices rang in his head, but the air was so silent, so dead, it felt stagnant.  Thick dust whirled in Justin’s footsteps, and he sneezed. His first thought was that it was no wonder those praying had become incoherent. No way he could have talked in this fetid atmosphere, let alone chanted.

But there were no voices and there were no people.

Deliver us from Meeble. What the hell was that about?

Justin shook his head, held his hand over his mouth, and made for the door quickly.  It had been far too long since he’d had any sleep, and, judging from the hallucinations he was having, both visual and audible, it was crucial he rectify the situation.

"Jesus," he muttered, stumbling into the relatively fresh air at the front of the church.  Then, thinking about it, he nearly laughed at his own poor taste.

The streets were as desolate as ever. Even the owl had made himself scarce, and Jason trudged back down the road, his fatigue slipping closer to exhaustion with every step. He had to find a place to hole up and sleep for a while, then get back out to that road. He wished for the old man’s barn and about half a ton of hay.

Justin stumbled on past the hotel without pausing. He really didn’t want to know if those words still burned on the front desk. All he wanted was something softer than the road or the sidewalk, and more secluded, that he could curl up on and pass out. Wouldn’t be the first time. He’d slept on deck, in the radio room on board the cruiser he’d last served on, and God only knew how many gutters, dives, and parks overseas. This would be one more learning experience under the belt, something to laugh about over a beer in a couple of days.

The main square was a dismal place. There was a fountain in the center, but no water flowed. It was as stagnant and dead as the rest of the town

There appeared to be no other hotels or motels in the town. Justin saw a low-slung brick building that looked like a library, or a post office, a saloon, what might have been a five and dime with signs filling the windows. No way to make out what they said.

The square itself sported a wooden pavilion, canted to one side where the support had rotted. Justin moved toward this. Several smaller structures surrounded the larger pavilion, pagoda-style picnic nooks. One of the structures was squarer, and as Justin approached, he saw it was a control booth of some sort, or a concession. It looked relatively sturdy. The door hung crookedly from one hinge.

"What the hell," he whispered. "I’ve seen worse."

Before he could reach the door to the shed, he caught a quick movement off to his left.  Something white, flashing between the buildings, then gone. He turned quickly, letting his seabag drop to the ground, but there was nothing there.

"Who’s there?" Justin called out.

No answer.

He cursed softly and turned toward the shed again. Just as before, the moment he diverted his gaze from the clearing, there was a flash of white. This time Justin didn’t hesitate. He snatched his seabag up quickly and ran for the shed, not caring what it might be like inside, but only that he be inside.

There was a sound off to his right, just as he dove through the door, a low, menacing rumble. Images of Dobermans danced in Justin’s head, but somehow didn’t ring true. He grabbed the door handle on the crooked door and slammed it after him, feeling it grind and scrape along the ground. He forced it shut and stood there, shivering, for a long moment, trying not to make a sound. Something tittered and growled beyond the walls of the shack.

"You shouldn’t be here." The little girl’s voice echoed off the musty wooden walls of the shed.

Justin fumbled for a match.  He found the pack, but dropped it as he tried to drag his hand too from his pocket. Frustrated, he leaned down, groping on the floor. His hand closed across something—wrong. He willed his mind blank, not wanting to dwell on the things he touched. He found the matches and stood, opening the book and ripping one free.

He dragged the match over the flint.  It sparked, missed, and then caught the second pass.  Yellowish light flickered to life, and Justin turned slowly, taking in his surroundings.  The flames began to burn his fingers, just as the first scream erupted from his throat.

The skeleton had no arms or legs.

It smiled at him with a slack-jawed leer. A black spider crawled from one vacant eye socket. The bones were covered with a thick layer of dust and mold. It was dressed in the tattered remains of a child’s dress. The same dress Justin had seen the little girl in the hotel wearing.

Behind the skeleton, a faded, rust colored symbol had been etched in blood, the same arcane symbol that adorned the blasphemous church.

"You shouldn’t be here," the little girl repeated. Her voice was coming from the skeleton.

Another scream erupted from Justin’s throat. The growls outside his shelter became frenzied. Something clawed violently at the walls. A tree limb snapped with the force of a shotgun blast as the thing outside the shed slowly circled toward the door.

Terrified, Justin barely acknowledged the pain in his trembling fingers as the match burned down. The charred sliver of wood dropped from his grasp, the tiny glow flickering as it sputtered, then died.

The thing snuffled outside the door.

Then the growls changed into hideous laughter.

Justin shrank against the far wall, fumbling for another match. The one he had dropped was now a red pinprick in the darkness.

"Be still," said a man’s voice from behind him. "Be still and listen if you want to live."

"Hail Mary, full of grace—" Justin began in a hoarse whisper. At the sound of his prayer, the creature grew enraged, the booming laughter turning into a blood-curdling roar that shook the shack’s foundations.

"My daughter tried to warn you," the voice said.

Justin turned. A second skeleton, this one an adult, lay in the corner. He realized it was coming from the corner where the skeleton lay.

"Oh God…" Justin closed his eyes.

A hulking fist slammed into the door.

"God is not here," the man’s voice whispered. "He hasn’t been for a long time. The town was dying. God would not help us. So we sought aid from another source."

The door groaned on its lone hinge, buckling as another blow was delivered.

"You should not be here. This is not the place for living things."

The dying ember of the match suddenly grew brighter. A red, teardrop-shaped flame hovered off the floor and floated towards Justin. It landed against the wall, growing larger as the voice spoke from its center.

"Meeble not only killed us, it killed the entire town. We are damned now for all eternity. There is no solace for our murder in Heaven."

The flame formed a blazing doorway. He could see through the cement blocks, as if they were made of glass. The square awaited him, and beyond it the forest.

The shed door burst open.

Meeble roared in triumph and there were many voices within the terrible cry. Justin screamed as an enormous hand, covered in white fur, grasped for him. He jumped out of the way. Curved talons clawed at him before the hand was withdrawn again.

The creature bent down, placing its hideous, gorilla-like snout to the open doorway. Its foul breath swamped the tight space like a fog.

"Go," the ghostly voice cried. "Take the shortcut and reach the daylight. We are called below!"

Justin leapt through the flames as the walls of the shed collapsed around him. He sprawled face first as he collapsed, the gravel digging trenches in his bare palms. Ignoring the pain, he scrambled to his feet and dashed for the tree line.

"Go," the disembodied voice urged. It said more, but the words were swallowed by the creature’s bellowing rage.

Meeble gave chase.

Beyond the forest, the horizon glowed with a pale orange light. Justin fled, sprinting across the street and into the grass. Around him, the buildings began to shimmer and bend—

Meeble laughed as it bridged the gap between them. Its stink assaulted Justin’s senses as he sprinted for the trees. The ground trembled with each loping stride the creature took. Then, the ground, too, began to fade.

Justin burst into the thick foliage, wincing as the branches whipped and clawed at his flesh. Behind him, he heard the terrible sound of pursuit, as trees crashed to the forest floor in the monsters furious wake.

Suddenly, the undergrowth cleared and Justin was sent sprawling a second time. He tumbled down the slope and onto the familiar dirt road from the night before. His ankle twisted and he clenched his teeth as pain jolted him.

Another tree crashed to the ground. Justin screamed. The thing emerged from view, towering over him. Its dark form filled his view, monstrous and reeking.

Meeble bounded into the air, claws outstretched as it leapt for him. For one brief second it hung suspended in the air, then the sun burst over the horizon. As the first light of the dawn touched the creature’s snowy fur, it rippled, and then vanished, just like the town had.

Justin had no idea how long he lay there, fingers clawing the dirt, tears of pain and horror and relief staining the ground beneath him. His entire body shook.

In the distance, he heard a familiar coughing motor. The old man’s pickup truck crested the hill, still belching gray smoke from its tailpipe.

Justin wavered in and out of consciousness as the old man helped him into the cab. His rescuer’s words hovered in the air like drunken flies as Justin struggled to speak. The last thing he heard before he passed out was the old man, chattering at him gravely.

"Towns are living things, boy. And sometimes, when they die, they become ghosts."
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CHAPTER ONE
 

They came in the night with their creak-wheeled wagons and patchwork tents, rolling down through the gulch and up the other side to pitch camp.  In Rookwood, they called it '"Dead 'Man's Gulch,"' and in Rookwood, names were important.  If you walked too far through that God-forsaken, dust-drowned ditch, you were bound to drag your boots through bones.  If you felt something sharp dig into your heel, it could be a tooth taking a last bite of something hot and living.  The Deacon stood in silent shadows watching their progress, occasionally glancing up into the pale, inadequate light of the waning moon.

He was a tall man, gaunt and pale.  His suit was dark, and despite the fact they traveled through the desert, he wore a long, sweeping coat even darker than the suit.  His hair was long, trailing down his back, dancing when the wind caressed it and dangling over the collar of his coat like thick moss.  His eyes were chips of gray ice, emotionless and cold.

The scouts had come to him two days back.  They'd found a location that suited his needs, not too close to the town, sheltered, with water nearby.  It was surrounded on two sides by rocky crags and bordered at its back by the gulch.  The Deacon timed their arrival to occur at night.  He preferred the moonlight.  Those with cause to ride out of town far enough – hunters and trappers – could watch the sunset over barren, forgotten ground. When it rose again, curious eyes would see tents glistening in the sun.  There was no breeze, had been no breeze for days, so the canvas wouldn't flap in the wind.  It would look like a mirage to any who drew near enough to see it, and that suited The Deacon just fine.

His wagon was the first to cross the gulch, and as the horses dragged it up the long, dusty incline he fell into step with the front wheels and swung up beside the driver. Sanchez held the reigns lightly, but his knuckles went suddenly tight with tension as The Deacon settled into the seat.  Sanchez was an older man.  He'd come up as a boy from Mexico, and had traveled many long roads.

"Not much farther," he said.  His gaze remained locked on the road ahead, and the tone of his voice was carefully neutral.

The Deacon was silent.  Behind them, the other wagons struggled to follow.  Some were pulled by horses, others by mules, and still others couldn't manage the crossing without their passengers crawling out like rats from sinking ships to push and pull.  They might as well not have existed, for all the attention The Deacon spared them.

They entered the camp area and circled once.  Sanchez made no move to stop; he waited. Eventually, on the second circuit of that open space, The Deacon grunted, and they rolled to a halt.  From where they sat the moon was just visible between two rocky crags.  It cast a beam of silver light that fell across the wagon, slicing it in half.

"Here," The Deacon said.

Sanchez hopped down and disappeared toward the rear of the wagon.  The Deacon sat still as a wooden Indian and watched the first of the following wagons enter the clearing.  They crawled in like vermin. They squabbled briefly over location.  Two big, burly roustabouts swaggered into the center – a large, vacant expanse – and began barking orders.

The main tent would hide them from one another.  The wagons and tents would provide alleys to hide in and shadows for his flock to call their own.  The main tent gave the camp it's heart.

The Deacon slid down from the wagon's seat and strode to the middle of the clearing.  Among the wagons and tents, conversation stilled.  Motion ceased.  They watched as he stopped dead center and turned slowly.  He missed nothing.  He placed each one of them, etched their locations into his mind.  Then he closed his eyes, rolled his head back so his face was to the sky, and glanced up into the pale face of the moon.

He raised his arms. 

Maybe it was the sudden motion.  Maybe it was one of those coincidental moments in time where two concurrent events blend to a single image.  The Deacon's long, dark cloak flapped around him like a shroud, or full, dark wings. 

From the trees lining the gulch, the crooked, drooping shrubs and the craggy outcroppings of rock, a black cloud rose.  They screamed to the night, spilling into the sky like a dark tide.  At first they resembled a vast flock of bats – or something worse.  Only after they spread and draped the sky was their true nature revealed.

"Rooks," a man breathed.

The Deacon opened his eyes and watched as the birds dispersed and dove, winding out of the sky like small tornadoes of shadow and returning to their roosts – or to different ones.  Further away from the camp. Further from the center.

He knew they were not rooks.  They were crows.  The old country had been alive with rooks, but this land…the carrion feeders here were larger, and darker.  Still, the significance was not lost on him.

"And the rooks shall rise," The Deacon intoned, his voice carrying across the clearing and into the night.  "They shall rise and announce the coming of death.  They shall carry the souls of the faithful home."

He knelt in the dust and pressed the tip of his finger into the dirt.  He circled that finger slowly, drawing a pattern.  The clearing might as well have been empty.  There was no sound.  The wind whirled around him and lifted the collar of his long coat to ripple across the brim of his hat. 

As he worked, he spoke in very low tones, words too soft to be understood.  Though the earth was hard and dry, his finger dug through the parched soil.  As it passed, it left a series of symbols in an odd, symmetrical sequence.  No one breathed; as if afraid the sound would reach the rooks and bid them to return.  None was ready at that moment to be called to glory.

The Deacon rose.  He turned once more, and as he spun he whispered to the wind in each quarter in its turn.  He stepped away from the center, and when he'd reached the corner of his wagon, the two roustabouts returned to the clearing and took his place.  They stepped up to the point where The Deacon had drawn in the dirt, and their four strong arms drove a sharp, rounded stake into the ground.  It was as big around as the base of a small tree, and even their combined strength could only barely embed it in the earth.  A third man stepped forward with a large wooden mallet.  The two big men knelt, and the third man drove the stake home.  He swung the mallet between the two without regard to the proximity of their heads or hands.  His aim was perfect.  Four hard shots and the base stabilized.  It would hold the center post of the main tent.

Sanchez knelt in the shadows beside the wagon and watched as The Deacon passed and began to climb the side of the ridge, winding up and away from the encampment without a backward glance.  When the tall man was out of sight, Sanchez rose.  His own belongings were heaped beneath a small tree a few yards away.  There wasn't much, a canvas bag and a bundled lean-to he could erect in a few moments, or take down just as quickly.

He moved to the back of The Deacon's wagon and screwed two tall metal supports down until they rested on the ground and held the rear upright.  He did the same at the front.  He placed a mason jar half full of whiskey on the wagon rail and watched as the liquid straightened into as flat a line as he could get it.  He locked the supports in place and unhitched the horses.  He knew he'd have to groom them and feed them, but it had to wait.  When The Deacon came back off that cliff, he'd expect his quarters to be ready, and Sanchez had no intention of disappointing his master.

He whistled once sharply, and a slender, dirty boy materialized out of the milling workers erecting the big tent and finalizing the rest of the camp.  Without speaking, the two of them hurried to the back end of the wagon.  When the tarps that covered the bed were unbound, they grabbed handles at the rear and slid wooden slats out until they locked.  At the end of this, they dropped a set of folding stairs to the ground, then unscrewed and locked the rear supports, effectively doubling the wagon's length.  A series of pulleys and ropes allowed them to quickly pull the tarps up and over the top – not patchy or rotted canvas, like so many of the other tents, but white and thick, catching the moonlight and reflecting it back at the sky.

Once the tarps were in place, the boy disappeared back into the shadows, and Sanchez mounted the stairs.  He hated these moments more than any others.  The space within the tent had taken on the aspect of The Deacon himself.  He flipped the cot down from the side of the wagon, and the heavy wooden desk on the opposite side.  There was a small fold out table at the very front, right up against the wagon's bed.  Sanchez lowered it into place, and glanced around.  Everything had remained in place during the trip.  He was particularly happy to see that the books had not tipped from their shelves.  On several occasions he'd had to straighten them and return them to their places, and he'd found the touch of the leather repulsive.  He studiously avoided reading the titles burned into their spines.

He unrolled The Deacon's bedroll onto the cot and took a final glance around to be certain he'd forgotten nothing, and then stepped back down to the dusty earth.  He let the flap of the tent fall into place behind him, and moved to the shadows, seating himself cross-legged beside his bags.  He would find a place to erect his own camp only after The Deacon had returned and settled in.  He risked a glance up at the cliff, but saw only shadows.  He settled against the gnarled base of a tree and closed his eyes – but he did not sleep.

‡‡‡
 

The Deacon stood far above the camp at the tip of an outcropping, facing the town of Rookwood.  Too many trees and obstacles stood between his perch and town for him to catch any glimmer of firelight, but he knew they were there.  He felt them. 

As he stood, he tugged a rawhide thong that hung about his neck until a long, thin pouch came free of his shirt collar.  He held it in his hands, but he didn't glance down at it.  The soft, supple leather rippled between his fingers, as though something inside sought a weakness.  The Deacon raised his gaze to the moon and gripped the pouch more tightly.  His hand shook, and glimmers of light leaked between his fingers, though he took no notice.  The pouch had begun to glow, and trails of wispy vapor slid out, wound about him, and constricted.

Miles away he sensed their heartbeats.  He heard murmured whispers.  He felt the heat of their couplings and the pain of their illness.  He sensed the life around him, and hungered for it.  It gnawed at him and teased the corners of his sanity.  The trembling in his hand spread until he stood, weak and shaking.  He staggered half a step forward, and only caught himself at the brink of the cliff. Below, his followers scurried like busy ants, constructing their nests and erecting the great tent.  Another step and he'd have planted himself in their center like a dark, rotten seed.

He stuffed the pouch back into his shirt, and shuddered as it touched his flesh.  For a moment, a sickening greenish light seeped out near his chin, and then faded.  He stepped back from the edge of the rock, and turned away.  Without a backward glance, he began the arduous climb back down from the rocks.  The tremor had left his hands, and his steps were strong and even, but his face was even paler than usual, and his expression was strained.

He reached the bottom, passed by Sanchez without a word or a glance, and disappeared into his tent.  Sanchez waited a while longer, until the lantern flickered to life inside, and then slipped into the shadows to find a small corner to stake off as his own.  It was late, and the morning would come far too soon.

Near The Deacon's tent, all eyes were averted.  None took notice of the strange shadows dancing across the back-lit canvas, or questioned why - at times, there seemed to be more than one. 

It had begun.
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