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  FOREWORD


  
     
  


  "I didn't have time to write a short letter, so I wrote a long one instead."  The words are Mark Twain's but they get at something I have always felt down to my bones.  The novel is my home.  I feel most comfortable inhabiting its 75 to 100 thousand square word domain.  And we're not talking mansions here.  Most of my novels are modest ranch homes with maybe one and a half baths, a fireplace perhaps, some decent paneling in the basement, and perhaps an above ground pool in back.  Some of them are sleek and well built, like a sturdy Frank Lloyd Wright prairie special.  Others are as awkward and wobbly as an old double-wide trailer.  But they're all my natural habitat.  I can spread out in them.  Walk around in my stockinged feet.  Rest easy most nights.


  Short stories, on the other hand – not to mention poems — are small, handmade shelters in the wilderness.  Tepees on the edge of the frontier.  Bivouacs on the side of dangerous cliffs.  They're small and lean and spare, and geared toward the rugged individualist.  Perhaps that's why I so deeply admire those outdoorsy types who brave the elements in their Spartan little strongholds, making very little money, building it for the sheer joy of the medium — especially those authors who are seasoned explorers in the territories known as The Genres.  I think some of the best writing in the English language has been done in the short genre story.  From Shirley Jackson's "The Lottery" to Poe's "The Telltale Heart," the short horror story pushes a button in the psyche unlike any other medium.  The short horror tale is designed for the campfire, the wee hours of night, the lizard's ear.


  From H.P. Lovecraft to Ray Bradbury to Harlan Ellison to Clive Barker, these pioneers in the speculative frontier have been at their most eloquent and powerful in that taut, clean, sharp-as-a-diamond area between about 2 and 7 thousand words.  Their works have shaped my life as a writer, influenced me beyond words, and can be found coursing through the DNA of the following short tales in this collection. 


  Are my little puppies in this same league?  Not hardly.  But many of the stories you are about to sample do answer the one question that I've always felt defines good short fiction: How personal is the writing? 


  The answer in the case of this volume is, Very.


  Consider this foreword your invitation to crawl inside my little pup tents and spend the night.  But watch out for bear traps.  And stay away from those spiders.  And don't mind those distant howls.  They're just coyotes... I think.  In any event: Welcome to my little shadowy homes-away-from- home.


  I hope you enjoy your stay.


  
     
  


  Jay Bonansinga


  Evanston, Illinois


  


  I. THAT OLD BLACK MAGIC


  
     
  


  


  "Black magic operates most effectively in preconscious, marginal areas. Casual curses are the most effective."


  — William S. Burroughs


  


  ANIMAL RITES


  
     
  


  Stirring awake, Daddy Norbert found himself tied to a moldy Lazy Boy in the tool shed out back of the garage.  Head felt like a rusty nail had been driven into it.  Something sticky was digging into his belly.  Would have rubbed his pus-bleary eyes, but he found his big calloused mitts hog-tied to the springs beneath him.


  "Whylmmmphrump?"  Daddy's query was sabotaged by stupid lips.


  "Good!"  The voice popped out of the shadows like a firecracker.  "You're comin' awake."


  "lllliihhsh?"  Although Daddy's mouth was still asleep, his eyes were sharpening, beginning to make out a faint figure before him.


  "Takes it a spell to wear off," the voice said.


  Daddy Norbert blinked.  "Lizzy... ?  That you?"


  "Yessir."


  "The hell is going on?!"


  Stone silence.


  Daddy Norbert blinked some more, and started putting things together.  His teenage stepdaughter Lizabeth must have slipped him a mickey back at the house and dragged him out here to the tool shed.  Girl was seriously wrong in the head.  Been that way ever since her mama died.  Getting skinnier and skinnier, messin' with that faggotty colored boy up to Little Rock. 


  Now the girl must've gone stark raving screwy.  Crouching in the shadows across from Daddy, fiddling with something that sounded like a tin cup with a nail in it.  Girl was crazy as a cross-eyed loon.


  "Almost ready," the voice finally said.  "Just hold your horses."


  "What in the wide friggin' world of sports is going on?!"


  "Be still."


  "What did you slip me, girl?"


  "Called Tranxene.  It's temporary, so just shut up and sit still for a minute."


  "Don't you sass me!" 


  Skinny little bitch didn't even react, just kept on working with that rattling box of metal.  Daddy's eyes were adjusting to the dark.  He could see strips of old duct tape wrapped around his massive girth.  Something leather was holding his head in place like blinders on a plough horse.  Smelled like wet dog fur. 


  Daddy swallowed hard.  "Lizzy why you doin' this?"


  "It's a secret."


  "Whattya mean, secret?"


  "You'll see."


  "I'm sorry," he told her all of a sudden.  His bowels were beginning to burn, his mouth going dry as wheat meal.  It was dawning on him, this girl could very easily hurt him.  Maybe hurt him a lot.  "I'm sorry for what I did to you and your mama.  You hear me?  I'm tellin' ya how sorry I am."


  No answer.


  "Lizzy?"


  She switched on the light.


  The sudden glare of an old aluminum scoop light exploded across the shed.  Blinking fitfully, Daddy saw the shriveled carcasses splayed across his work bench to his left.  His future projects.  Parts of a rabbit, a young fox, the hind end of a bobcat.  Rusty traps were arrayed across the walls.  Behind him, mounted on a shim of hardwood, a deer looked on, its lifeless eyes glimmering.


  Daddy looked down at Lizzy and drew in a sudden breath.


  She was on the floor, securing one of Daddy's favorite guns, a custom Roberts rifle, into a weird contraption of metal and wood. Looked like a spring loaded skeet shooter.  The rattling sound that Daddy had heard must've been the bullet.  Lizzy was loading a .219 Zipper into the gun's chamber.  The Zipper was Daddy's favorite brand.  A 90-grain, heavy powder compression load, the bullet would take down an adult Elk bull at two hundred yards. 


  The barrel of the rifle had a bead drawn right smack dab on Daddy.


  "Now hold on, child!"  Daddy Norbert started breathing hard, fighting his restraints, electric current shooting up his spine.  Fear made his sphincter contract.  "Yyyyyyyyyyyou ain't gonna shoot me just simmer down now!"


  "There," Lizzy said softly to herself, finishing the load as though she had just put a cake in the oven.  She stood up and gazed at Daddy emotionlessly, her eyes rimmed in dark circles.  She looked like a person who had just come home from a funeral.  Drained and wrung out.  She was holding a jury-rigged triggering device the pull-string from an old push mower.  It was tethered to the Roberts.  Underneath Lizzy's sleeveless blouse, a tank top had the letters P.E.T.A. imprinted on it.  People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. 


  Daddy had never seen that before.


  "Taste it?" she calmly asked him.  "The fear?"


  "Let-let-let-let-lllet go of that thing," Daddy stammered, "we can talk this out."


  "Like the deer?"  She bored her gaze into him.  "You talk things over with the deer?"


  "Wwwwwwaitwaitwaitwait!  Just tell me wwwwwwwwhat you want me to do?  You want me to say I'm sorry?  I'm sorry!


  Awright?  I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry!"


  Lizzy didn't answer.  Instead, she closed her eyes, bowed her head, and began mouthing a secret litany.  Daddy Norbert started to say something else, but he stopped abruptly when he saw the objects in her other hand.  Lizzy was grasping a handful of objects twined together with string.  Sprigs of herbs or weeds or some other kind of nonsense that her Jamaican boyfriend had probably given her.  Strands of hair, human hair maybe.  A silk ribbon, a bookmark from Lizzy's old Concordance bible, and some other strands of unidentifiable fabric.  But none of it currently seemed as important, or made as much of an impression on Daddy Norbert, as the tiny black objects hanging from the bottom of the thing.


  The broken beads of her dead mother's rosary.


  "Hold the phone!" Daddy Norbert barked at her.  "You ain't mad about no deer!  You're still steamed about your goddamned ma!  For God's sake, it ain't my fault she up and died!  Already told you a million times, I'm sorry I hit her!  You'd think I planted the goddamn cancer in her goddamn cervix myself!  It weren't my fault!  Now Lizzy, just stop it!  STOP IT RIGHT NOW!"


  Lizzy kept gazing at him.


  "YOU SKINNY LITTLE HALFPINT, PUT THAT GUN AWAY 'FORE I GIVE YOU ANOTHER WHOOPIN'!!"


  Lizzy gripped the cable and smiled.  Her face was a rictus of pain.  "This is for you, great white hunter," she uttered.  It sounded rehearsed.


  Then she pulled the cable.


  "AAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!"


  Eyes slamming shut, Daddy Norbert winced.  Matter of fact, he winced so hard a little squirt of shit spurted from his anus.  He thought he heard the pop.  The sharp blast of the hammer hitting the pin, and the bones shattering in his face.  But he must've imagined it.  Actually, he felt nothing.  Just the warmth in the seat of his pants and the painful throb of his heart.


  He opened his eyes.


  At first, he figured the gun must've misfired.  There was a thin veil of smoke rising in the light, and Daddy thought he smelled the oily aroma of gunpowder.  Lizzy was backing toward the door, her gaze still riveted to the man.  What the hell was going on?  Why was she looking at him like that? 


  "For you... " she whispered as she slipped through the door and into the cool Arkansas night.


  "What the?"  Daddy looked down at the gun and studied it for another moment.  The black hole of its barrel was staring at him, the smoke diffusing, the silence like a block of ice over Daddy's head.  Daddy blinked again and suddenly there were tears in his eyes.  All at once, he realized just how lucky he really was.  "I'll be a sonoffabitch," he muttered, grinning to himself in spite of his frayed nerves.  "Twenty-three years in the woods, and not one dud, and tonight the god damned thing decides to misfire!"


  He began to giggle. 


  "I'll be a swivel-hipped sonoffabitch!  Goddamned misfire! GOD DAMNED MISS-FUCKING-FIRE!! WHOOPTY-DO AND FUCK ME BLUE!!"


  Daddy laughed and laughed and laughed, and then he looked down at the gun.


  His laughter died.


  Something had appeared in the mouth of the barrel.  Something round.  Just barely poking out, the light shining off it like a tiny planet.  At first, Daddy wondered if it was an obstruction, an odd fragment of metal that had gotten wedged in there during his last hunting trip.  The thing looked familiar, the blue steel gleam winking in the dim light.


  The .219 calibre Zipper.


  "Holy fuckin' shit," Daddy uttered, staring at the bullet peeking out of the barrel.  He'd heard stories of freak misfires, bullets getting lodged in barrels and such.  But he never really believed them.  Always figured it was whiskey talk, nothing more.


  Grin widening, he closed his eyes.  "Sweet Jesus, Lord in heaven, I realize I ain't been to church in a month of Sundays, but I wanna thank y'all just the same."


  A chill breeze wafted in through the half-ajar door, and it cooled the beads of sweat on Daddy's forehead.  He opened his eyes, grinning like an idiot.  He could smell the surrounding farms, the sorghum, manure and wet hay.  The odors never smelled so good to Daddy Norbert.  He was alive, and that was all that mattered.  Next step was to figure out how to get out of this fucking chair.  Glancing down at the rifle, he took one last gander at the bullet.


  His smile faded.


  The bullet had moved, just a tad.  Matter of fact, if Daddy Norbert was any less familiar with the shape of the Zipper's casing, he might have not even noticed.  But there it was, poking out of the barrel, one, maybe two additional inches of casing.  Daddy swallowed air.  Maybe it was just a trick of the light, op'kil illusion or whatever you call it.  He studied the muzzle of the Roberts and felt his heart flip-flop in his chest.


  The bullet was half way out the barrel.


  "Gotta have that damn thing checked."  He chuckled softly.  "Ain't that a kick."


  Daddy stared at the rifle.  If he didn't know better, he could have sworn the bullet had moved some more.  Moved with the subtle steadiness of a clock.  'Course, that was impossible.  That was damn near mad hatter crazy.  He took a breath and tried to rip his arms free.  The rope held tight.  His fingers were going numb, and he could feel the mess in his pants, burning his butt crack, stinking to high heaven.


  "Wait'll I get my hands on that skinny little — !


  All at once, Daddy Norbert noticed the bullet was protruding nearly all the way out of the barrel now.  Defying gravity.  He blinked, and he blinked, and he blinked some more, and he still saw it.  With his very own watery eyes.  The Zipper was sticking almost clean out of the muzzle.  Daddy wondered if a strange pocket of air had gotten trapped in the muzzle behind it... or something like that.  Didn't really matter though, because the bullet was going to  clear the lip of the barrel any second now and fall to the floor.


  Except it didn't fall.


  "What the fuck?"


  Daddy gawked.  Damn bullet hung in midair in front of the muzzle like a moth in aspic.  No visible means of support.  And Daddy got to thinking all of a sudden, thinking about Lizzy and that shit she was holding in her hand a minute ago and how she had that screwy look in her eye.  Something cold and hard started turning in Daddy's gut.  Chills rolled up his back, and the tiny hairs stood at attention along the back of his neck.  The duct tape was digging into his belly.  His head throbbed against its restraint.  The worst part wasn't the fact that the bullet was frozen in space, which was pretty goddamned impossible if you thought about it for a second.  Wasn't even the fact that it seemed to be slowly yet steadily inching forward.


  The worst part was that it was heading straight for Daddy Norbert.


  He frowned.  The bullet was out of the muzzle by several inches now, moving through the space between the gun and Daddy with the inexorable slowness of a sundial.  It looked like a tiny grey stain in the air.  Impossible.  Goddamned impossible, but here it came.  A two hundred calibre magic trick.  Maybe six feet, seven at the most, between the bullet and Daddy.  At this rate, it would take the bullet at least ten minutes to reach him.  Then what?


  Stupid thing would probably bump Daddy's nose and plummet to the floor like some second-rate levitation trick, like some throw-off from the Amazing El Moldo. 


  "Piece of shit parlor trick!"  Daddy giggled again, his voice stretched thin.  "Can't scare me with some cheap dime store gag!"


  The bullet continued coming.


  A scalding tear of sweat ran down Daddy Norbert's forehead and pooled in his eye.  It burned.  Daddy blinked, and cursed, and strained against the leather head restraints.  He shook furiously against the tape.  It was no use.  Lizzy had done a bang up job on the bondage.


  Daddy's cursing sputtered and died.


  "This ain't possible," he uttered, his gaze glued to the bullet.


  Daddy Norbert had never really believed in magic before.


  Growing up dirt poor in the Ozark Mountains, he'd certainly run across his share of hokum.  One old gal who lived behind the Norbert's pig farm was rumored to be a witch, but Daddy never believed it.  Occasionally there'd be a gypsy clan who'd pass through the neighboring town.  Some said it was gypsies that brought the drought of '49 to Pinkneyville.  But Daddy never bought any of that hoodoo shit.  Daddy Norbert was a simple hillbilly boy who grew up into a simple hillbilly man.  Never got much of an education.  Stayed out of trouble most of his adult life.  Sure, he slapped his women around a little bit; he wasn't proud of it.  But Jesus God, did he deserve this?


  The bullet kept coming, crossing the half way mark now, hanging in the air just as horrible as you please.


  Something snapped inside Daddy Norbert, as sure as a guillotine in his brain.  Fear.  It stole his breath and flowed cool through his veins.  Stung his eyes.  Made his fists clench up like vices until blood started soaking the ropes.


  He'd been up against many a rough scrape in his day.  Tangled with the Mueller boys down to Quincy.  Got caught cheating at Anaconda on a river boat casino.  Fought three cops on the side of the road once, got away with a single broken rib and a chipped tooth.  But this was different, way over the edge; because all of a sudden Daddy realized this was what his own daddy used to call bad juju.


  The bullet crept closer.


  "Okay, okay, okay, okay"  Daddy started breathing deeply, trying to settle down, trying to convince himself it was all a trick, and that everything was going to be okay... but there was that shiny grey stain in the air coming right at him.  And the leather binding holding his head in place.  And the terrible certainty that Lizzy and her colored buck had planned this thing especially for Daddy.  And that the bullet's destination was somewhere in the vicinity of Daddy Norbert's forehead, just above his left eye.  "Okay, okay, okay, okay, calm down, okay, get it together, calm down, calm down."


  Daddy Norbert blinked.


  Something sparked around the armature of the bullet.  Sudden veins of light, erupting outward like the afterimage of a photographer's bulb.  Faint lines mapping the darkness.  A ghostly image curling around the zipper like a heat ray mirage cured in whiskey misted eyes —


  (— years ago, drooling drunk, his rough hands on pale flesh, wedging himself inside a young girl's thighs, forcing himself into her, again and again, the sound of her smothered cries —)


  "Wwwwhhha?!"


  Daddy slammed his eyes closed.


  The realization was like a claw hammer to his forehead.


  Visions.  He remembered his grand-mammy having visions of the end of the world, talking to Jesus in her sleep, and all of a sudden Daddy Norbert realized this was one of those kinds of visions.  Daddy Norbert was having a vision of the end of the world.  He was a sinner, he had done wretched things and now this was his very own reckoning day.


  "Our father who, who, who, who art in heaven hallowed be thy name, thy, thy, thy SHIT!!"


  Eyes popping open, Daddy saw that the bullet was less than two feet away now.  So close, Daddy could see the serial number on its collar.  He tried to swallow, but his spit was long gone.  Throat like a lime pit.  Piss spurting out of him.  He didn't deserve this kind of hellish fate.  A simple hillbilly, never got an education, never meant no harm, he just didn't deserve this.  He began to cry.  "GET IT OVER WITH!  JUST DO IT!  FINISH IT!!"  His voice was like old metal tearing apart.  "GET IT OVER WITH!!"


  Twelve inches to go.


  Another vision bloomed from the metal jacket.  Veins of electric lightning threading out in all directions, coalescing into images, stormy images, apocalyptic images bombarding Daddy Norbert —


  ( — the snap of a belt on a woman's thick rear end, across the backs of her arms, drawing red streaks and welts... the red rain falling on parched ground, the locusts and the seven wax seals peeling away in the wind... the strangled cries of his wife, begging for mercy, mercy, no mercy —)


  — until he shook the memories off like gasoline on his face and cried so hard his snot ran across his lips in salty stringers.  He prayed, and he bawled, and he begged God to come deliver him from this terrible trick.


  Six inches now.


  Daddy watched the bullet inching toward his forehead, his body convulsing with the fear and the tears and the shaking.  The tape held him steady, the leather braced his head.  Five inches.  Four.  Three.


  "Our-father-who-art-in-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-heaven hallllllhahhahhhh!" 


  The sudden flare of blinding light strangled off his voice. 


  He slammed his eyes shut and jerked backward with the force of the vision. 


  This time, the image was brutally clear.


  (— Daddy was naked, hunched in a thicket of weeds in the forest, breathing hard, trapped…he could smell his own spoor, the warmth of his fur and the timpani of his heart…his hooves were split and bleeding in the leaves…his antlers ached, and he could see the glint of something shiny through the trees across from him, the barrel of a well seasoned Roberts rifle sticking out of the brush... then the flash of a .219 calibre shell exploding —)


  At that moment, in the harsh light of the lonely tool shed, the cool metal tip of the bullet softly kissed Daddy Norbert's forehead just above the left eye...


  ... and kept coming...


  ... beginning Daddy Norbert's official, albeit long overdue, education.


  


  BLACK CELEBRATION


  
     
  


  Parker Pivok knew there was something wrong the moment he plugged in.


  "What the fuck was that?!" Tim the bass player was over by the ancient boiler, aghast, his eyes widening.


  "I don't know – Jesus — I don't know."  Parker jerked the quarter-inch plug out of the jack, and the yammering feedback halted.  Parker stood up and regarded the Marshall amp.  The low humming of the tubes put a fine dusting of chill-bumps along his arms.  "The stack never sounded like that," Parker said, threading fingers through his unruly mane of sandy hair.


  "Give it a second," Angela suggested, tightening her snare. The cadaverous blonde girl was perched on a ratty stool behind a second hand set of roto toms that had seen better days.  "Sometimes moisture gets in the coils, fucks with the signal."


  Parker glanced around the cellar, nodding, "'Nuff moisture in this Godforsaken shithole to make fucking mud pies."


  The subterranean rehearsal space was the best Parker could manage at the last minute.  Three days earlier, the band had been kicked out of the loft space above the music building, ostensibly for shaking the second floor ceiling joists and creating intermittent snow storms of asbestos down upon the chamber music lesson-carrels.  But Parker knew that real reason they had been given the boot was because the old farts in Miskatonic's music department loathed any musical form invented after the hey days of Gregorian chants.


  Parker had scoured Miskatonic's campus for a practice room.  He'd tried Armitage Hall, the language studies building on the east edge of the quad; but that was a wash due to a recent incident involving a mysterious explosion and the deaths of two faculty members.  He'd tried the scabrous old ivy-eaten buildings on the north side; but renovations were still going on in the Herbert West Wing due to unexplained moisture seeping up from the water table. He'd even tried the cavernous greenhouse adjacent to the Akeley Agricultural Center, but was told that fragments of meteorite that had fallen upstate in the Spring of '33 were still being analyzed on a daily basis there.  Fucking school was a major pain in the ass.


  Parker was ultimately forced to settle on the basement of Lapham Hall, the campus' music building.  The same venerable building within which Parker's late father, Heironymous Pivok had taught archaic tonalities for so many years.  The same professor Heironymous Pivok that had secretly taken out his life-long sexual frustrations and pent up rage on his only son for so many years, employing every manner of torture from metal wires across Parker's bare 12-year old bottom to repeated cigarette burns on his nipples.  It was no wonder that Parker had rebelled at such an early age, covering the scars with tattoos, turning inward, writing nihilistic punk poetry and starting a hard core power trio.  It was equally unsurprising that Parker had celebrated his father's mysterious and violent demise in the late Eighties.  Something about an obsession with the lost madrigal scores of R'lyeh.  Something about forbidden recordings made for some shadowy consortium of Satanists.  Parker cared nothing of the circumstances; he was just happy dear old dad was dead.  As a matter of fact, the old fuck's death had inspired the name of Parker's punk band — Black Celebration — an evocative phrase pilfered from an old Depeche Mode album.


  "This place is like off-the-scale depressing," the skinny bassist was commenting as he plugged his Fender Jazzman into a monolithic rig of speakers and power gear.


  "Yeah, you could say that."  Parker was tapping his finger on the pick guard of his dented Gibson S-G, gazing around the moldering cellar, feeling the shriveled, malignant spirit of his father in the crumbling walls, the moist stone floor, the barnacled, exposed piping overhead.  A few minutes ago, Angela had unfurled a tattered Oriental rug and placed a few shaded lamps here and there in a feeble attempt to cheer the place up, but the resulting effect had been akin to putting ribbons in a corpse's hair.


  "Try it again, Park," Angela urged, popping a rim-shot.


  Parker made sure the volume was eased back, and then plugged the cable back into the jack.


  The sound leapt out at him, enormous, wet, surging waves like a monstrous heart monitor, vibrating Parker's teeth, eldritch overtones reverberating painfully in his mid-brain.


  "FUCK—!  Take it out!"  Angela's angry cry was drowned by the sound, and Parker wouldn't have heard her anyway; he was becoming transfixed, feeling compelled to reach out to the speaker grill, feel the shape of the sound, taste it's spoor.


  "Parker — for Chrissake!"


  Parker touched the speaker.


  The sound flowed into him.


  Then, several things happened at once, the impossible colors pouring into Parker's mind, the sensations of levitating out of his Doc Martens, the neuro-chemical smell of darkness, abyssal darkness, death and decay, and a vast cruel field of pain, and the sudden bracing pinch of Tim's vice-grip on Parker's shoulder, yanking him back, yanking him back to planet earth, back to the final cork-pop halting of the hideous feedback.


  Parker fell on his ass.


  The silence crashed like a mortar blast.


  "Jesus Christ, what the fuck is going on?" Angela was agape behind the drum kit.


  "I don't —"


  Parker froze.


  Glancing down at the guitar, he noticed his capo was misaligned on one of the frets.  A tiny band of metal with an elastic strap, the capo was meant to automatically raise a guitar's key; but Parker's capo was half-way between the 2nd and 3rd frets, producing a sour, esoteric open note, a note that was evidently conjuring the hellish feedback— the squealing, sputtering noise resulting from an instrument or microphone being too close to its own speaker.  But this was feedback like none other.  This was feedback from another dimension.  And worse, Parker saw something else at that moment that made his scalp crawl, and he was starting to say something about it when the bass player barked angrily at his band mates.


  "Fuck sake, kids —! We gonna play or not!?"


  "Yeah, uh, right," Parker stammered.


  "Let's do it," Angela nodded, and then counted off the first jam of the evening — one, two, three, four —


  They launched into a jack-hammer riff.


  The tommy-gun drums cracked the air open, bouncing off stone, and it was good, finally it was good, and it was loud, and Parker started sawing power chords, fast and hard, and trying to forget, trying to clear his mind.


  But it was no use.  Not even the wall of sound could distract Parker from the terrible realization that his index finger was discolored ever so slightly, discolored and changing at the spot where he had touched the surging sound.


  
     
  


  The next night, in the darkness of Cotoaahd Dormitory, Parker dreamt he was a pack horse, a beast of burden, and his dead father was on his back, riding him down a narrow, treacherous trail into an ancient gorge, a vast primordial city spreading out across the dry river bed, pre-Aztec, prehistoric, pre-earthly, with alien Byzantine architecture rising along the fluorescent pink horizon, and the old man's spurs jabbing into Parker's ribs, drawing blood, sodomizing him, the blood flowing down Parker's legs dripping out across the limestone ledges, puddling, droplets forming words on the stone, cryptic, gnostic words, words with horrible, obscene, subtextual portents —


  
     
  


  Parker snapped awake with a jerk, slipping off the bottom bunk and landing on the cool floor.


  "Fucking faggot," the voice belched from the top bunk: Flannagan, the thick-necked rugby player.  Parker hated the Neanderthal.


  "Sorry," Parker grunted and struggled to his feet.  He went into the meager little bathroom, snapped the pull chain and squinted at the glare, his eyes focusing on the face in the mirror. He looked paler than usual, his fair Polish complexion the color of spackling compound, his sandy hair greasy and stringy.  The sensation in his hand was worse.  The purplish bruise on his fingertip had spread, his metacarpal swelling, tiny filaments of blood blisters snaking up his wrist.  He opened the cabinet, found a pair of manicure scissors, and opened them so that the blades were nearly straight across.


  Then he went about the business of carving up his hand and arm.


  Sid Vicious had done it; Johnny Rotten, Iggy Pop, Kurt Cobain, even that mad man from Providence, GG Allin.  They all had mutilated themselves for the sake of art and anarchy.  And as Parker made the tiny incisions along the flesh of his knuckles and wrist, he realized he was doing more than flirting with suicide, or playing the role of punk martyr, or decorating his body for rock and roll.  He was disguising the changes, disguising the hideous map-like marks that were radiating out from the point at which his finger had come into contact with the squealing feedback.


  He finished the mutilation, mopped up the excess blood, cleaned himself, and went back into the dark dorm room.  He got dressed and left in a hurry, slamming the door loud enough to wake the Neanderthal.


  He crept across the dark campus like a restless ghost, past the Pickman laboratory, past the medieval spires of Hoyt tower, and past the rows of diseased oaks, their branches shivering in the night breezes like palsied elders.  The air was heavy with river smells, mixed with the burnt-fuse metallic tang of Pickman's vent stacks.  Parker arrived at Lapham Hall at precisely 1:00 A.M., and he used a skeleton key that he had stolen from his father years earlier to get inside the service door.


  The inner corridor was as dark and silent as a morgue.


  Parker slipped through the janitor's closet and descended the cellar steps on sheer memory.  It was pitch dark, but Parker knew every knot hole, every creak, every warp.  Heironymous had taken young Parker down here numerous times for punishments, for certain unmentionable lessons, for secret hideous intimacies.  And when Parker reached the base of the steps, he knew precisely where to reach for the light switch.


  The light bloomed yellow, illuminating the dungeon.


  Their equipment was just as they had left it.  The drum kit was overturned from one of Angela's patented musical tantrums.  The bass stack was shoved against the scabrous, porcine boiler.  And Parker's rig was still in the far corner, covered with empty beer bottles and overflowing ash trays.


  The amplifier's light was on.


  Parker's mouth went dry, not only because he distinctly remembered turning the amp off, but also because he knew the amp was on as an invitation meant only for him.  "I'm coming," Parker murmured without even knowing that he had made a sound, and he went over and kneeled before the Marshall like a supplicant, his newly scarred arm prickling hotly, burning with the change.  He turned the volume dial to ten and plugged in the guitar and slammed his fist down on the capo.


  The sound was immense, and the sound was irresistible.


  Parker pressed his nose to the speaker.


  
     
  


  Backstage in the assembly hall at Campbell Student Center was like a Chinese fire drill.  Techies were shuffling road cases through fog banks of Marlboro haze and patchouli oil, while 60-cycle noise hummed incessantly. 


  "What the fuck is the deal with Parker?"  Angela was crouched by her kick drum, futzing with the hardware, resting her skinny derriere on the upturned heels of her Timberland boot.


  They were about to kick off an opening set for some cockamamie benefit organized by Miskatonic's Coalition for the Study of Paranormal Phenomena, and Angela had had just about enough of Parker's crap.  It had been nearly two weeks since the morose guitarist had tapped into the feedback routine, and each day he seemed to be veering closer and closer to bug-fuck city.  Angela was getting tired of accompanying nothing but arrhythmic waves of dissonant feedback.


  "Just ignore it," Tim muttered absently, staring down at his tuner, tweaking his E-string.  "It's just some Eddie Vedder thing he's going through — it'll pass."


  "What's with the fucking war paint?"  Angela took a seat behind the tom toms.


  "Those are tattoos, darling."


  "Get outta here!"


  "I'm serious; brand new ones," Tim nodded, rolling his eyes, and he was about to say something else, but stopped himself when he saw Parker pushing his way through the tattered stage curtains beyond the PA stack.  "Here comes the illustrated man now."


  Parker swished through the black duvoteen and scooped up his guitar.  In the low magenta load-in light Parker resembled a punkified Cleopatra.  Face filigreed with purplish water marks, neck and arms etched in Byzantine vectors that vanished down the sleeves of his Butthole Surfers t-shirt, Parker was a walking canvas.  His eyes were blood-shot and hot, and his expression was oddly beatific.


  He was in a major zone.


  Parker plugged in his guitar and glanced up at Tim.  "We're going to make the walls bleed tonight," the young guitarist intoned, his eyes milky as he focused on a place far outside the Arkham area code.


  "How 'bout some actual tunes?"  Angela was standing behind the kit, hands on her hips.


  "Yeah," Parker smiled drunkenly.


  Tim and Angela exchanged a glance.


  Five minutes later, the stage lights flamed on.


  The crowd howled.


  Parker pegged his dials and began assaulting the Gibson six-string, lashing Townsend windmills across the fat-wound strings, the amplifiers peaking, and the sound erupting.  It came off the stage like a tsunami.  Crashed against the scattered audience of slackers, grad-students, and townies.  It was palpable.  It was bright magnesium blue and day glo pink, and it weedled into auditory canals and infected nervous systems.  It was so loud, it was positively viral.


  The display went on for a little under thirty minutes.  Toward the end, Parker was the only musician left on stage, stoking the inferno of feedback like a zealous Maori warrior oblivious to the dwindling audience, or the fact that his band had already disbanded, or the fact that his capo had fused to the neck of his guitar in its strange, tilted position, doomed to forever conjure the mysterious nether-key.


  A couple of junior rent-a-cops from Miskatonic's Department of Public Safety had to ultimately pull the plug and wrestle Parker off the stage.  The struggle got a little ugly, too, with Parker spitting and spewing inarticulate threats — polysyllabic epithets that sounded to the DPS guys like the ravings of a lunatic Gihad terrorist.  Unfortunately the cops were too busy barking and cursing and shoving Parker out the loading dock door to see the subtle physical manifestations, the changes, the way the tattoos were incubating, teeming across the last square inches of unmarked skin on Parkers shoulders, neck and back.  And more importantly, the rent-a-cops were too distracted to notice that the tattoos were not tattoos at all.


  They were messages, blood-blister scrawl originating under Parker's skin.


  
     
  


  "I don't care about Parker anymore," Angela announced as she strode across the matrix of sidewalks crisscrossing the quad.  It was an overcast afternoon, and the day was fast succumbing to the dank New England twilight.  Angela cradled a stack of anthropology texts across her boyish chest.


  "C'mon, Angie," Tim ambled alongside her as only Tim could amble, like a gangly stick figure with dry rot.  "He's on some kind of freaky metaphysical-Jim Morrison-schizo-altered-states trip, man, and I'm scared for him."


  "Let it go, Timothy."


  "No, Angie, listen, I'm serious, it's not the band.  Fuck the band.  It's that fucking practice space."


  Angela paused and looked at her friend.  "The practice space?"


  "Yeah," Tim looked off across the horizon, across ancient sky so laden with secrets it seemed to slump.  "This fuckin' place, man, sometimes it gets so fuckin' weird around here I can't even tell what's what."


  "Yeah, I know," Angela patted his shoulder.  "It's a weird place.  So what?  What's that got to do with Parker and the practice space?"


  "He's down there all the time now, his nose in that speaker grill, digging that Godawful feedback."


  Angela shrugged.  "Hendrix was doing it thirty years ago."


  "Wait, Angela, there's more," Tim bored his gaze into her and the look must have done the trick because she got very still.  "I found out something this morning," Tim clucked his tongue, "something about that basement room."


  "Yeah?"  A nearby gas-light flickered on and reflected in Angela's eyes.


  "Orvis McGee," Tim said, "dude who works over in administration, he told me that Parker's old man died in that basement."


  "Professor Heironymous Pivok."  Angela said it like a chant.


  "The same."


  Angela thought about it.  "I knew the old man had died, like, under mysterious circumstances."


  "Yeah, well, it happened down there, and it happened because the old fucker was decoding some kinda' satanic score, I dunno, something about some lost culture, you know how Orvis get's with all that occult history stuff."


  The pause seemed to stretch between them like poison taffy.


  "Is Parker there now?" Angela finally said.


  Tim nodded.


  "I gotta drop these books off," Angela said.  "I'll meet you over there in twenty." The wall of sound was opening.


  
     
  


  A crack in the dike of reality, fissuring wider, blooming with light and blasphemy.


  Parker kept his face pressed against the Marshall stack, every gain control on TEN, the speaker cones long ago blown to shattered bits, the guitar like a blacksmith's iron in his hand, the speaker grille engulfing his body with liquid noise, eardrum-perforating noise, noise of the gods, seeping into him through the micro-tributaries of limned flesh and horrible miracles stewing in his blood stream, and there was no turning it off now, his father's breath, the horrible sugar-stench wafting out of the speaker grille, evoking stillborn memories of the dungeon, the horrors thrust into young Parker's body, they were in the sound now, woven through the fabric of the noise like tendrils of radio static, transmissions from the other place, the hellish place, pulsing, tidal waves, surging, surging into Parker, the messages, coalescing crystal-filaments, otherworldly music, coalescing like kaleidoscopes turned out-side in, aspic-bright, gelid, cold and cruel, something slithering chrysalis-like through the sieve of speaker flesh, and Parker finding his voice, a shriek leaping up into the light, the last kernel of Parker's humanity crying out for deliverance —


  Parker suddenly whip-lashed twelve feet across the cellar floor, landing hard against the boiler.  His back struck cement, a gasp leaping up from his lungs.  He blinked, and he gasped, and he struggled to see in his horror stricken infant-state, pain shooting up his spine.


  The shape emerged from the plane of speaker-grill, a hideous nymph from the dream pool, its hand coming first, birthing silently, as though through smoke.  The fingers positively dripped in delicate cryptic markings.


  "Father —?"  The utterance fluttered out of Parker like a wounded bird, drowned in the noise.


  "Yesss," the thing replied from the bulging speaker, 'its face pressing vacu-form through disintegrating fabric, penetrating the sound.


  "Wha—?  What's happening?"  Parker managed to stand, facing the dark visitor.


  "You've punctured the veil, son," the thing said, and urged itself further through the envelope of the speaker, reaching out to him.


  "Oh my Gahhh —"  Parker stood paralyzed.


  The professor's face was inside out, dangles of glistening sinew and cauliflowers of grey matter forming insect eyes, backward teeth as sharp as fractured diamonds.  The thing was horribly beautiful.  Its breath made hellish percussive music.  "You've stumbled on to a portal, my darling boy," the unearthly obscenity spoke in atonal harmonies like a broken wind chime.  "You've translated the untranslatable."


  "I don't — I — I don't understand —" Parker's soul was shriveling away.


  "Your rage was your music, your hatred of me a doorway," the thing explained, and it was reaching for Parker now with its backward hands, swimming through the air.  "Now you've reached Valhalla," it said, "where all the black sounds make sense."


  "No," Parker objected softly.


  It was too late.


  The hands were embracing him, assimilating him, welcoming him to the void. "What the fuck was that?!" Angela was careening down the rickety, warped steps behind Tim, her heart a spastic skin-drum in her chest.  The feedback had risen to a window shattering level, then dipped violently, like a plane lurching through turbulence.


  
     
  


  "Stay back, Angie!"  Tim had reached the base of the stairs, and was gazing into the hellish, dimly lit pit.


  "What's he doing?!"  Angie's cry was swallowed by feedback.


  She tripped on the last step, and she went down in a heap, eating ancient stone and dust, and she yelped instinctively, the gloom pulsing organically in the cellar, the noise pouring over her.  She rose to her knees, and she slammed her hands over her ears.


  Tim was across the room, hands also plastered to his ears, watching the abomination.


  "Stop it!"  Angela screamed into the gusting sound and watched the miracle.


  Parker's face was almost absorbed.


  It sank into the tattered grille of the speaker, a human soufflé, collapsing, writhing, its pain-rictus the most hideous expression of torment that Angela had ever — would ever — witness. And she watched it melt into the thunder, become one with electronic agony, one with the feedback.


  Tim screamed.


  The process ended.


  The sudden silence crashed like a nuclear warhead — impassive, inanimate silence — its abruptness so violent and unexpected, that both Tim and Angela flinched against their respective corners of moist stone.


  Then the stillness set in, and the founding members of Black Celebration sat gaping at the stone cold silent speaker stack that had eaten their friend.


  The silence waited, patiently, for them to understand.


  And the silence would wait as long as necessary.


  


  STEAGAL'S BARBER SHOPPE AND SMOKE EMPORIUM


  
     
  


  Davey Marsh was in such a state that day he could hardly remember how he got down to Steagal's, not to mention how he got home from the Middle East. 


  The barber shop was in a gentrified part of town, on a side street just off Taylor, sandwiched between a Korean dry cleaners and a foreign auto body shop.  The front of the shop hadn't changed since Nixon was in office — a broken-down little candy-striped pole planted in concrete by the door, whiskered in weeds, a window covered with chipped black paint and sun-faded photos of Sears catalogue models with hairstyles that had gone out of vogue sometime around the heyday of the hula hoop — styles such as the flat top, the brush cut, and 'the Princeton'.


  Davey pulled his S-10 up to a meter right front of the place — the vacant spot a miracle in itself — and yanked the stick into park.  For the nearly two decades Davey Marsh had been getting his hair cut at Steagal's, he had never seen an open parking spot right in front of the place.  But that's just the way that day had been going. 


  Like a waking dream. 


  Davey twisted off the ignition and climbed out of the pick-up.  He was a big kid, and he seemed to unfold himself to his full six foot four lank as he got out of the truck, arching his back and squinting up at the high blue sky.  His blue chambray shirt was damp under the arms and sticking to his back.  It was late summer in Chicago, and the afternoon was heating up, but it was nothing like Iraq-heat.  Nothing like that devil's furnace that pressed down on you and matted your field gear to your back and turned your sweat to glue.  Davey loped up the cracked sidewalk to the glass entrance door.


  A little bell jangled overhead as Davey entered Steagal's Barber Shop and Smoke Emporium.


  "Scorcher of a day out there, ain't it?" came a voice from the cool shadows in the rear of the place.  The air inside the barber shop was musky and fragrant with hair tonic blown around the old linoleum and plaster walls by squeaky, rotating ceiling fans.  It was a smell that immediately wrenched Davey back to his childhood, and all those sticky visits for crew cuts and suckers.  There was an old naugahyde sofa on one wall strewn with well-thumbed men's magazines spanning the last few decades: Gent, Oui, Modern Man, Soldier of Fortune, Club International, and Swank.


  What was he doing here?


  "Yeah, it's pretty hot," he murmured, looking around and surveying the cluttered shop.  Jesus, that little greasy display case was still there with the cheap cigars and stale European cigarettes.  And the comic book spinner was still over in the corner with the same old sixty-cent DC and Marvel titles: Flash and All Star Squadron and that stupid Star Raiders book.  The memories made Davey's stomach clench.  You'd think the old man would get some new comics over the years.


  "Hold the phone!  Hold the goddamn phone!"  The little troll in the powder blue barber's tunic shuffled out of the shadows and approached, holding his broom, looking the tall young man up and down.  Burdette Steagal had to be a hundred years old if he was a day, but Davey was damned if the old man didn't look the same as always.  That pug-dog face and bald head shaped like a fat missile, those little sausage fingers that played scissors over the heads of neighborhood kids like Paganini.  "I'll be a cross-eyed son of a bitch — is that Davey?!  Davey Marsh?!"


  "How ya doin' Burdette," Davey said.


  The little man set his broom against one of the swivel chairs and trundled over to the lanky kid.  Davey tensed as the barber embraced him.  It was like getting hugged by an ape.  Davey could smell Brylcream and a faint trace of BO on the portly little barber.


  "Your old man was in, few weeks ago, told me you were in the service," the barber said, holding Davey by the shoulders.  The little man's eyes glittered with emotion.  "Told me you were over in the middle east.  Jesus.  Jesus, look at ya."


  "Yeah, well."  Davey didn't know what to say, didn't know what the hell he was doing here.


  "Come in for a cut, huh?  For old time's sake?"


  Davey shrugged and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror behind the chair.  His narrow, gaunt face was topped with the regulation buzz cap of a seasoned jarhead.  In civilian life, Davey Marsh wore his wavy blonde hair long, in a pony tail, bound with a rubber band — perhaps as compensation for all those childhood buzz cuts.  But now you could hardly tell he was blonde.  He could still feel the sand in those bristles.


  "Not much to work with up there, huh?" the barber grinned.


  "I guess not."


  "Tell you what," Steagal said, waddling over to the closest chair, spinning it toward Davey, snapping a towel across the seat.  "Let's see if we can't make you look a little more suave for them neighbor girls."


  Davey shrugged again and sat down.


  "So when did you get back?" the barber wanted to know, turning toward a glass canister filled with combs suspended in blue fluid.  His portly little body moved with a dancer's grace.  He flung the liquid from a comb, grabbed a pair of scissors, then whipped a black plastic protective gown around Davey to catch what little hair there was left.  Then the fat man started lavishing attention on Davey's cranium.  "What'd your ma think when she saw you?"


  Davey listened to the snip-snip-snipping against his ears, which were red and hot with nervous tension.  He wondered how to answer.  He wondered how to explain what was going on inside him.  How he had gone over there fresh out of basic at Fort Benning, all full of piss and righteous rage, wanting to get back at those goddamn zealots for 9/11.  Davey Marsh — the guy they used to call Big Bird at Senn High School, the geek no girls would go out with because he was so gangly on the dance floor and wore braces until he was 18 — making it all the way to technical sergeant, the youngest non-com in the 7th Air Cav.  But how in God's name was Davey going to explain that first fire fight?  How was he going to explain what had happened to him that night — riding shotgun on that Apache attack chopper a hundred feet above the sand, firing 30 millimeter tracers into cities boiling like cauldrons with anti-aircraft fire?


  "I haven't — haven't been home yet," Davey said finally.


  "No kiddin'.  Jeez."  Snip-snip-snip. 


  "Thought I get cleaned up first.  Get the stink off me."


  "I'm honored, kid.  You comin' in here.  Always said you were a special kid."


  "Thanks, Burdy."


  Snip-snip.  "You see some action over there?"


  Davey stared at himself in the mirror.  He watched the glimmer of the scissors, the little plump pink fingers flexing, the comb flicking and teasing at the bristles, and the strangest thing occurred to Davey: There's no hair being cut.  Is he just pretending?  Is the fat man just humoring a shell-shocked kid, just snipping at the air around Davey's ears?


  "You don't gotta talk about it, you don't want to," the barber said.


  "It's not that, it's just —"


  "That's okay, kid."


  "I just don't —"


  "That's okay.  Don't gotta say a word.  Just gonna make you look real dapper, real suave.  For the girls."


  "The girls, right."  Davey closed his eyes, and saw the crackle of mortar fire streak across his vision, those same awful shooting stars that had been ruining his sleep.  When he opened his eyes they were wet.


  Snip-snip-snip-snip.


  Minutes passed with neither man saying a word. 


  Davey could barely see his reflection in the mirror, could barely see the bizarre optical illusion materializing before him, obscured by his tears like shapes behind a rain-dappled pane of glass.  It looked as though the barber was painting his scalp instead of trimming it, each little flick of the scissors dabbing a brush stroke of ginger-colored hair back onto his head instead of shearing it off.  It felt odd, too, like warm goose bumps spreading across his scalp.  It wasn't an altogether unpleasant feeling either.  Maybe the first pleasant sensation he had felt for months.


  A tear tracked down Davey Marsh's face.  "Girls," he murmured, his voice breaking.  "Pilot I got shot down with was a girl.  Can you believe that?  Native American woman.  Big fat gal, looked Hawaiian."


  "Davey, look... uh." The barber paused. "You don't gotta —"


  "Chief Warrant Officer Irma Goode.  You believe that?  Old Irma.  I can't believe the fire we went through.  I mean, you coulda walked on top of it, it was so goddamn thick, like we had gone and stirred up a hornet's nest or something.  It was — it was right outside of Basra, and they just opened up on us, the whole goddamn Republican Guard.  I mean, they just hit us with everything they had.  I saw two other Apaches buy it, you know, right off the bat, and I was — I was — I was just like screaming and shaking and laying down suppression fire, and, aw Jesus, it was bad.  I wasn't ready for it.  You know?  57 millimeter flak chewing us all to hell, sparking and pinging off our belly, those goddamn S-60's, like dragons on our ass, and we're — we're — we're ducking left and right, and breaking our pattern, trying to throw 'em off.  And I'm shaking, right?  Like I'm having a seizure.  Firing every which way, and I'm flash-blind now, and I can barely see the Longbow blasting the leaves off trees and the sand off the roof tops, and we're like Mayday now, I mean, we're like going in, we're going down.  And we belly flopped in the sand, and it was like — it was like — an elephant landing on me but we didn't blow — thank Christ we didn't blow — cuz I got thrown — landed on my back in the sand but Irma — aw Jesus — Irma bought it — I saw her face in the tracer flash her face — the flak took her face away — took it right off — sweet gal — Irma from Bakersfield California... had two kids... one of 'em was a cheerleader.  One of her kids was a cheerleader.  You believe that shit?"


  Davey laughed then.  It sounded alien in his own ears, like the bark of a hyena.


  He began to cry. 


  "Aw Jesus... what good is it... what good is it... you see a good person like that get... and you're just sitting there on your ass in the... and the rotor's still spinnin and kickin up sand in your teeth and your... and you're just sittin there shaking and staring at some lady with a cheerleader daughter and no face... face just gone... just —"


  The barber laid a hand on Davey's shoulder, and Davey clammed up.


  The silence crashed down on the barber shop.  The fat man didn't say anything.


  Another moment passed.


  "It was a miracle these Special Forces guys got to me," Davey said at last.  "I mean, I don't even remember gettin' e-vac'd outta there... but I guess I did... cuz look at me now.  Sittin' here sitting in this... sitting in this barber chair."


  "And thank God for that," Steagal said, returning to his work.  The scissors continued snipping.  Davey felt that humming sensation again.


  "I'm sorry," Davey finally said.


  "Don't be silly, kid."


  "I don't know what —"


  "Forget about it," the barber said, busily flicking the comb, pinching the scissors.


  Davey glanced up at the mirror and his stomach seized up again.  He was seeing things.  And why not?  They say you hallucinate when the strings finally come undone.  God knew, he was due.  He was due for a major breakdown.   But who would have guessed it would come like that: watching scissors paint hair onto his head?!  Like a spatula frosting a cake, the gleaming metallic tips of those things kept extruding swath after swath of wavy golden curls along each contour of Davey's scalp.  There was already a good couple of inches feathering down over his ears, fringing along his neck line.  And that warm, buzzing sensation of honey dripping over his scalp was intensifying.


  "Must seem like another world over there," the barber was murmuring.


  "What?"


  "Iraq — the middle east.  Must seem like a whole 'nother universe."


  "Oh — yeah.  I guess."


  Snip-snip-snippety-snip.


  "Funny thing is," the barber said, coaxing strands of blonde locks down the young man's back, "it ain't really like that."


  "What do you mean?"


  "The world, the planet.  You know.  It ain't made up of different kinds of places — it's all one.  We're all floating on the same boat, if you follow my meaning."


  "The same boat."


  "I'm tellin ya, kid.  I got the inside track on this thing."


  "Um... ."


  "What I'm saying is, I'll bet you a dollar to a donut they got a few of these dumps over there in Baghdad, Ramallah, whatever they call it."


  "A few of these what?"


  "Barber shops for Chrissake."  The fat man was going like crazy at that point with the scissors and the comb, the razor tips spewing lovely cascades of flaxen waves down Davey Marsh's back.  The hair shone in the mirror, lustrous locks of blonde parted down the middle, almost as long as it had been in his 1999 graduation picture.  And that electric warmth.  It poured across his scalp and down the chords of his neck like a sympathetic note strummed on his nerve endings. 


  "It's like when you were just a little squirt," Steagal droned on with that weird enthusiasm glinting in his eyes.  "Used to come in here and read them comics while your dad got a shave.  Used to sit for hours in the chair next to your old man, listening to the locals shoot the breeze, soaking everything up like a little sponge."


  "Burdy, I don't —"


  "Later, you know.  You'd drop by.  With all the hair, drove your dad crazy.  Never wanted a cut in those days."  The fat man chuckled so heartily his paunch shook under his tunic.  "Never a haircut!  Just dropped in to read some comics.  Get away from it all, I guess.  Take a little vacation from the world.  You remember that?"


  Davey glanced across the shop.  That couch, that couch — that shopworn, imitation leather couch with those rusty metal arms — it had to be older than Steagal.  And yet.  It sat there with that same spray of junkie magazines across its ratty seat that had cluttered the thing when Davey was a kid.  Wouldn't they have moldered and yellowed into powder by now?  And that spinner rack with its chipped white lacquer compartments.  It looked as though it had been pickled in time.  And the comic books were mint originals.  Giant Sized X-Men #1.  The original Conan the Barbarian with that gorgeous Barry Windsor Smith artwork for God's sake!


  Davey looked at his reflection again.


  "Oh no."


  "Kid?"


  "Oh no, no, oh no."


  "Now they said this would happen," the barber muttered, gently folding the scissors closed.  He was done.  Davey's hair was completely restored to its original, heavy metal, shoulder-length AC-DC glory.  "It's nothin' to worry about.  Okay?  Just the initial shock of the thing."


  "Oh my God," Davey looked down at the black plastic protective gown draped over him, his new, lustrous hair falling across his face.  There were no tiny hairs on the plastic.  Only a long metal zipper bisecting down its middle.  Davey had seen other soldiers — not many, thank God, but a few — cocooned in the same exact kind of plastic bag while being loaded onto C-130 Hercules transport planes.


  "Take it easy, kid —"


  Davey jerked forward with a start.  He grasped the edges of the black plastic shroud and yanked it apart with a single spasm.  The plastic tore in half, the zipper tumbling to the floor like a fillip of skin shed from a snake.  Davey gazed down at his chest where the chambray shirt had buckled enough to expose skin.


  "Oh God."


  "Now don't be gettin' all riled up, kid."  The barber placed a tender hand on Davey's shoulder, steadying him, keeping him in the chair.  "Like I said, it's just the initial shock of the thing.  Happens to the best of us sooner or later.  Just take a deep breath."


  Davey stared at his chest.  The entry wound was small.  A tiny starburst between his nipples, crusty and black around the edges but fairly clean.  Probably fired from one of those 5-56 millimeter carbines used by the Republican Guard in their fox holes on the outskirts of villages.  "I never — I never — I never made it outta there," he panted, looking up at the chubby barber through tears.  "Did I?"


  Burdette Steagal just smiled then — that same crooked grin with which he always graced his customers at the end of a long, dirty joke.  "Like I said, kid.  Just a place to get away.  Relax.  Shoot the bull for a while before movin' on."


  Davey felt himself fall back into the spongy confines of the barber chair. 


  He started to say something else when Steagal suddenly called out, "Next!"


  There was movement in the corner, and Davey swiveled in time to see Big Irma Goode rising from an armchair, setting down her magazine.  She was smiling, her face restored to its olive-skinned, earnest beauty.  Her hair was spikey-short, but looked as though it would be a wondrous black mane if allowed to grow out a little bit.


  Davey smiled through his tears.


  "C'mon sweetheart," Steagal urged, grabbing another comb from its sapphire bath, and turning toward an open seat.  "We got two chairs.  No waiting."


  


  II. THE DEVIL MADE ME DO IT


  
     
  


  "An apology for the devil: it must be remembered that we have heard one side of the case.  God has written all the books."


  
     
  


  — Samuel Butler


  


  THE PANIC SWITCH


  
     
  


  I should have known I was in trouble the moment I saw the look on the priest's face.


  "You're the fugitive agent?" the old man said, his ruined eyes peering out at me from behind the gigantic oaken doorway.  Dressed in his black coat and collar, tendrils of wispy grey hair in his face, he looked to be somewhere in the vicinity of a hundred and twenty years old.


  I shook my umbrella, straining my voice to be heard above the rain.  "Jimmy Quint — at your service, Father."


  "Good, come in, please."  Father Mortimer Parrick made no effort to shake my hand or even smile.  He simply gestured toward the dimly lit vestibule of St. Vincent de Paul.


  I gladly stepped inside the candle lit foyer.  The night had turned bitchy a few hours ago, and now the storm was having its way with the city.  I shrugged off my leather jacket, wiped my water-beaded goatee, and followed the old cocker through a series of musty hallways and antechambers.


  "Mr. Quint," the old priest murmured finally as he opened the door to the rectory office, "I'd like to introduce you to a dear old friend of mine."


  On the other side of the door was a hushed, clubby kind of office with tall velvet curtains over the windows, and fancy walnut bookshelves teeming with antique, leather-bound volumes.  There were two middle-aged men seated in arm chairs near the desk, one in a suit and nervous expression, the other in sweat pants and windbreaker.  I immediately made the man in the sweat pants as the reason I was here: His lantern jawed face was a war zone, eyes rimmed in red, chin unshaven, hair mussed.  He levered himself out of his chair with great effort as I approached.


  "This is Evan Mirrish," the priest said, indicating the man in the sweat pants.


  "Hello, Mr. Quint," the man said, his voice like a broken music box.


  "Call me Jimmy," I said, and shook his hand.  It was like grasping something that had recently died.  Of course, I recognized the name.  Sole heir to the Mirrish pharmaceutical fortune, Evan Mirrish was a regular fixture in Chicago's gossip columns.  He was always breaking ground somewhere, writing checks for charities, or throwing out baseballs at White Sox games.


  The priest introduced me to the other man — Tom Andrews — who was Mirrish's attorney. 


  "Mr. Quint comes highly recommended, gentlemen," the old man added after we all took our seats.  "He's one of the most highly respected fugitive agents in the Midwest — and a good Catholic to boot."


  I smiled to myself.  "Fugitive agent" was the politically correct term for what I did, and the phrase had always amused me.  I was a bounty hunter.  In fact, at five foot nine, with my scraggly beard, long hair and skinny frame, I looked more like a drug dealer than some legendary manhunter.  But that was part of the secret to my success: Nobody ever saw me coming.  "I'm sorry to be blunt, Guys," I said at last, breaking the somber silence.  "But I'm used to working with bail bondsmen.  I just can't imagine how I'd be able to help with church business."


  After a long pause and a lot of furtive glances, the old priest said, "You're familiar with Mr. Mirrish's youngest boy Christopher?"


  I told him I was.  The subject of much public hand wringing, the twenty year old Mirrish scion was a severe schizophrenic who had spent most of his sad life in mental institutions.  But what the hell did this have to do with me?


  Across the room, Evan Mirrish's face remained a mask of agony as the old priest went on: "Recently, Mr. Mirrish's son underwent a series of rites from the Roman Rituals, which I am sorry to say were not exactly successful."


  Lightning flickered behind the drapes.  I looked at the priest.  "Rites?  What do you mean?"


  "The Rites of Exorcism," Father Parrick explained.


  I looked around the room.  Nothing but sullen, tormented faces.


  "The... um... procedure," the attorney said at last, "resulted in the boy having a massive seizure, then lapsing into a coma."


  After another awkward pause, I said, "I'm sorry, but I was under the impression the young man had been diagnosed with schizophrenia."


  The priest said that was true, up until last year, when the signs of demonic possession became apparent.  "After a long, arduous process of certification," the old man added, "the archdiocese authorized the ritual."


  I told them I was sorry about the boy, then asked them again what the hell this had to do with me.


  The priest reached into the top desk drawer and pulled out a fat, dog-eared manila folder.  He carefully slid the folder across the blotter in my general direction.  I looked at it for a moment, half expecting it to levitate and catch fire.  What the hell was going on?


  "The ritual is an ancient process that sometimes goes on for weeks, months — years even," the priest said, his droopy eyes on the folder as though gazing upon a wounded animal. "The boy was put through horrible agonies.  Records were kept of every exchange.  Different voices.  Languages that the boy spoke fluently but could have never known.  Violent outbursts.  Photographs, journal entries.  It's all there."


  I looked at the folder and started to say, "I still don't understand —"


  "FIND IT!"


  The voice boomed beside me, coming out of Evan Mirrish like a clap of thunder, and I practically jumped out of my boots.  I turned and saw the man standing on trembly legs, his fists clenched so tightly his knuckles were transparent.  "It made my son eat his own tongue," he uttered, his gaze burning into me.


  I looked at the grieving man.  "I'm sorry, Sir, really, I am, but I don't —"


  "Find it," he said again with that grim finality, as though he were telling me to just shut up and do my job.


  After another pause, I told him I didn't understand what he was asking me to do.


  "Mr. Quint," the priest broke in.  "I want you to know the church is acting as an unofficial counsel in this matter, but we cannot bear the brunt of any legal —"


  "Money is no object," Mirrish blurted.


  "Mr. Mirrish, I don't —"


  "Whatever this thing is, I want you to find it," he said, his voice tightly coiled like a spring.  "Wherever it lives.  Find it so we can exterminate it."


  I swallowed hard, then glanced at Parrick, hoping for a voice of reason in this musty room.  "Father, I just don't think I'm —"


  "Historically there are precedents," the old priest murmured, looking away.


  "Precedents for what?"


  He fixed his ancient eyes on me.  "For tracing the activities of demons — following their tracks, as it were, from one soul to another."


  If I wasn't so flummoxed at that point I probably would have laughed out loud.  "All due respect," I said.  "But you gotta be kidding me."


  The priest cleared his throat uncomfortably.  "According to combined eye-witness reports, as well as testimony from attending exorcists, the entity calls itself Baal. —"


  "Wait a minute, time out—"


  "That's spelled B-A-A-L," the priest continued, ignoring my reticence.  "On several occasions the name appeared in stigmata-like sores on the boy's body.  It's all in the files, including historical background compiled by —"


  "Okay, look, look," I said, raising my hands in surrender, standing up, gazing around the room.  How many ways can a person say 'No thanks'?  How many ways can a guy bail?  At that moment, in that crazy, gloomy chamber of velvet and rituals, I only knew of one, and it came out of me on a rush of nervous tension.  "What I do is, I trace bail bond skips for low level schlubs down on LaSalle," I said.  "And I'm sorry about your boy, Mr. Mirrish, but I have no idea what you people are talking about, so if you'll excuse me, I've gotta be getting back to the planet earth."


  And before any of them could muster a response, I was already out the door and halfway down the hall, making a bee-line for the exit.


  
     
  


  That night, alone in my apartment, belly full of bourbon, I passed out on my sofa —


  — and started dreaming I was hunting down a demon. 


  In the dream, I started the search down at the Harold Washington Library, thumbing through city directories — as I always do at the beginning of a trace — looking for a friend or a relative of the fugitive, people to interview, various threads to start weaving together.  But this time, there were little details right off the bat that made no sense.  I was wearing my Uncle Jim's raincoat, and the power was off at the library, and there was a foot of stagnant water on the first floor.  Behind the reference stacks, immersed in brackish filth, was a massive metal file with the demon's name etched into it: BAAL.  And inside the file I found these filthy bandages, used syringes, and maps, all kinds of maps, maps of Europe during the black plague years, maps of various epidemics.  In my mind, in the dream, I made a connection between sickness and the demon, and I found myself wondering whether the doctor who had treated the Mirrish kid would know something.


  I left the library, and all of a sudden I was standing outside Holy Name Cathedral, and don't ask me how I got there.  Rain was slashing down across the stone steps, and there was a blue cage light flickering above a side door, the word MORGUE displayed above the door.  I went inside, and found an old World War II surgical unit in there — the lightning crashing, and the blood on the walls, and the floor slick with gore, and all these dead bodies lined up on antique gurneys.  I followed the hallway around a corner, then down a staircase into the darkness of the cellar.  There was an old, wizened doctor down there — the same doctor who had treated Christopher Mirrish during the torturous days of the exorcism ritual — and he was seated at a dilapidated desk, his hunched back facing me, his flyaway grey hair like a spider web on his bald pate.  I went over and said something, and he turned around, and I have to say he had the most extraordinary face I've ever seen.  Terrible open sores ravaged his wrinkled visage, some of them the size of half dollars.  Huge pocks of glutinous pus glistened along his cheeks, and loose flesh hung around his jaundiced eyes.  His mouth moved quickly, but his voice came out at a different rate — out of synch — like a motion picture that was running through a broken projector.  "The entity moves through infection, through illness," he said.  "Especially in times of plagues."  And then one of his sores — the walnut-sized lesion below his nose — started slithering off his face like a snail, leeching down his arm, then down his leg.  And in the dream, at that precise moment, in my head, a warning alarm sounded because I recognized the sore.  My God, it was slithering across the floor toward me, and I recognized the damn thing, the crusty edge, the salmon colored pus, the bloody center, and it was coming toward me — ME! —


  — and then I woke up with a start in my living room, my heart doing the Watusi in my chest. 


  It took several minutes for me to get my bearings, and by the time I was conscious enough to see clearly — and my heart had stopped racing — I realized that it was morning, and I had been dreaming all night, and I was drenched in sweat on my second-hand Broyhill sofa.  But the worse part — by far — was the surreal, lingering memory-fragment in the back of my mind like a cavity, or a seed caught in one of molars, touched off by the dream's residue still clinging to me.


  I remembered bathing my poor sick mother in her final days, gently sponging her malnourished, bony back, her spine protruding like a tiny petrified railroad track.  I remembered the lesion between her shoulder blades.  I remember being afraid to touch it.  I remember the guilt.


  These were things I didn't want to remember. "I don't care how fascinating it is, I don't want anything to do with it."


  
     
  


  I was sitting in my shrink's twenty-third floor office, clutching the arms of a Herman Miller recliner, trying to keep my emotions in check.  I was scared shitless, my body clammy and rashed with goose bumps under my cable knit sweater.  The "it" I was talking about was the insane job that I had turned down the day before but could not get out of my head.


  "But in this day and age!" the doctor marveled, pacing behind her desk.  Mary Ann Garcia, PhD, was a short woman with raven black hair tied in a severe ponytail.  Her hose whispered as she moved.  "I read somewhere that the Chicago diocese just recently assigned a full time exorcist.  This stuff still goes on.  You know.  But hiring a bounty hunter!  That's amazing."


  "You're not listening."  I was fidgeting in my chair, digging another cigarette out of my pocket.  I lit it, snapping my Zippo with nicotine-yellowed fingers.  "I don't want any part of this — whether it's bullshit or real or whatever — I don't want to be anywhere near it."


  "The Catholic thing again," she murmured.


  "Yes," I confessed, "I'm Catholic, and yes, shit like this gives me the jeebies."


  She paused and looked at me.  "You turned the job down, right?"


  "That's right."


  "Then what's the problem?"


  "The dreams are the problem."


  "It was just one dream."


  "I want to make sure it never happens again," I said and took a drag.


  "Why?  Because it scared you so badly?"


  I shook my head.  "Not exactly."


  "Then why?"


  I thought about it for a moment.  "Because... I don't want to end up finding this thing... even in a dream."


  After a slight pause, she muttered something that sounded like, "Pink elephants."


  I looked at her.  "What?"


  "It's like trying not to think about pink elephants."


  I rolled my eyes.  "Jesus Christ, I pay you a hundred and fifteen an hour for this?"


  "I'm serious, Jimmy," she said.  "The dream has nothing to do with demons, unless you're talking about your own personal demons."


  I sighed, taking another drag.  I knew exactly where the shrink was headed, and I didn't want to go there, equating every bad thing in my life to my mother's sad demise.  A sickly woman throughout most of her life, my mom finally succumbed to full blown AIDS nearly ten years ago, and being her only child, I was her caretaker.  I watched her die in slow motion, and it changed me forever.


  "I gotta go," I finally said, getting up, snubbing out my cigarette in a crystal ashtray.


  I barely heard the doctor's protests as I strode out the door and down the hall to the elevator.


  By the time I got outside, the rain had dwindled to a dull, gunmetal mist.


  I didn't feel like going home, so I took a taxi across town to my favorite saloon — The Red Lion — and I sat there in the cool, malty darkness for a long while, nursing a Guinness and feeling sorry for myself.  What the hell was happening to me?  Things used to be so simple.  Clean and simple.  Some joker gets busted, and his bail is set at ten thousand, and this joker decides to go to a bondsman to get sprung.  The joker gives the bondsman ten percent — a grand, let's say — as well as the deed to his house as collateral.  If the joker skips town before his trial date, the bondsman calls me.  I get twenty percent of the bond, plus expenses, for tracking the joker down.  Nice and tidy.  Clean.  But not this time.  This time, things were as messy as a room full of stepchildren.


  Sometime after midnight, I wandered home through wasted city streets and abandoned construction sites.  The rains had lifted, but the night sky was still roiling like a cauldron.  I barely recognized my street, the shadows reaching deep into the alleys, the distant sirens warbling as if underwater.  My building looked ill, congested with soot.  My apartment was a low-rent studio six stories up — four walls and a scarred hardwood floor.  I had thrown a couple of rugs here and there, some mismatched furniture, but mostly it was a place to keep my books and my computer gear — a perfect lair for a solitary obsessive too frightened of loss and pain to gamble on a relationship.


  It was almost 1:00 AM, and I was exhausted, but I refused to go to sleep and risk having another dream.  I drank coffee, and I sat on the fire escape, and I drank some more coffee, and I went through half a pack of Marlboros, and I watched some infomercials, and sometime around 4:00 the inevitable finally happened.


  I drifted off. Back in the bowels of Holy Name Cathedral, I stumble backward through the shadows as my mother's lesion crawls across the stained tile toward my left foot.  This horrible reanimated sore is roughly the size of a silver dollar, its pus-filled center as pink and gelatinous as a raw oyster, and it radiates pain— both physical and emotional.  It makes a smooching noise as it slithers toward me.  I slam against the back wall, the dust and debris falling on me, and then I make a snap decision.  I search in my pocket for a Kleenex or a swab or a handkerchief— something to get a sample of this terrible moving wound— and I find a wadded tissue, and I reach down to the floor and make a swipe at it, and the thing jumps, slipping out of my grasp, dodging me.  The doctor cackles.  The sore slithers away, and I chase it toward a community shower with rusty exposed plumbing and stained tiles, and I'm just about to grab the sore when it slithers down a drain.


  
     
  


  Somehow I manage to pry the rim off the drain and crack off a few of the adjacent tiles and bricks underneath it.  Now the hole is big enough for a grown man to pass through, and I peer down into the dark and see the sore about twenty feet away, leeching down the inner wall of the sewer, trying to escape.  I climb down the side of the shaft, using footholds embedded in the scabrous clay.  I descend through several levels, past the sediment of fossilized human skulls and ritually slaughtered animals.  I get tangled in a phalanx of roots and detritus, and soon I realize I'm caught in the limbs of a tree.  I'm in a huge old oak in some netherworld forest beneath the sewer, and I've lost visual contact with the sore, and I'm helpless and alone.


  I hear the sounds of an operation: Stainless instruments clanking, monitors beeping, artificial lungs breathing like bellows, and the hushed directives from the surgeon's voice— "Clamp, please, thank you, now I need a twelve millimeter mother killer"— and I manage to lower myself down the massive trunk, then drop down onto an iron apron skirting the base of the tree.  I'm in the middle of an outdoor surgical suite in some dark industrial wasteland.  Giant smoke stacks vomit deathly black vapors in the distance.  Nineteenth century surgeons with leprosy on their faces and pus-stained linen tunics and primitive instruments are operating on the massive tree trunk.  The head surgeon plunges a bone saw into the bark, and gouts of blood burble out of the ancient oak.  He begins to cut, and I'm standing there like a ghost, watching this inexplicable operation, and I ask the doctor what he's looking for, and he says he's looking for the devil's virus, and I'm about to ask him something else when suddenly: RRRRRRIPP!! The tree opens like an enormous, leathery vulva, and out bursts a monstrous baby with luminous eyes and serpentine fangs, and it goes straight for my throat —


  
     
  


  — and I sprang forward with a jerk.


  Eyes fluttering, heart palpitating, back throbbing with pain, I was sprawled across a ratty Lazy Boy recliner next to my book shelves.  It was dawn, and the grey sunlight was slanting in my window. 


  But this time I wasn't paralyzed by the fear.  This time, I had awakened with a strange kind of resolve, galvanized by terror, inspired by grief, and driven by decades-old rage.


  This time, I was going to fight back.


  
     
  


  Way back in 1872, the United States Supreme Court made an obscure ruling known as Taintor vs. Taylor, which set forth rules and regulations regarding the activities of bondsmen and their agents.  Under this obscure new law — which is still in effect today — if a guy skips his bail, the bondsman has the power to cross state lines, carry weapons, break-and-enter, make arrests on the Sabbath day, or do whatever it takes to bring that fugitive back to justice.  It supersedes any local laws, and it basically gives guys like me the freedom to be creative while tracking down a scumbag.


  Of course, this Mirrish situation didn't exactly fit the specifications of an ordinary skip.  There was no bail, no bounty, no crime to speak of in a technical sense.  Nevertheless: There was an abomination of nature, and there was a fugitive.  And there were patrons seeking justice.  The question was: What kind of justice was I expecting?  Did I actually believe that the "virus" in my dreams was the same "entity" that had consumed Christopher Mirrish?  For that matter, was it even possible to correlate something in a nightmare to the banal strictures of the waking world?


  I intended to find out, and I intended to do it before I fell asleep again.


  First stop: St. Vincent de Paul church on Delaware Street — the scene of the original job interview.  Over the last twelve hours, I had tried a number of times to call Father Parrick, leaving messages that I had decided to take the job after all.  His assistant had continually given me the big kiss-off, explaining that the church was no longer involved in the Mirrish matter, and they were handing over the files to the authorities, and they would appreciate it if I would stop calling.  Mirrish had also fallen off the face of the earth, his office repeatedly claiming he was out of town and could not be reached.  Even the attorney, Andrews, was nowhere to be found.  I figured they had either hired another bounty hunter, or they were going vigilante — maybe using somebody from inside the church.


  I waited until nightfall.


  By 7:00 PM, St. Vinnies' rectory office was a ghost ship, and I used a spring key on the rear door to jack the lock.  Inside, it was as silent as a mineshaft as I wandered through the dark, cloistered hallways.  The air smelled of musty books and stale coffee.  I found the door to Father Parrick's office open, the file right where he had left it: Top desk drawer under a stack of hymnal flyers.  I got the thing out and started scanning pages with my halogen pen-light clenched between my teeth. 


  At first I wasn't sure what I was looking at: Xeroxes of hand-drawn maps, hastily scrawled notes from the exorcist's journal appearing in the tiny yellow pools of my flashlight, pages upon pages of Latin phrases translated into English.  Transcripts of the possessed boy's ravings.  Most of the entries recorded places, dates, and people — "Saxony, 608 AD, black pox, Ezekiel Commoner, fifteen year old stable boy, lost in trance," and "San Francisco, 1901, Pastor Hinman, forty-three year old washer woman, cold stupor" — and they went on and on like that, page after page of spontaneous voices issuing forth from the corrupted vocal chords of Christopher Mirrish.  And I went through at least fifty pages before landing on something I could use— a note written by the exorcist in the margin: Entity seems to have an aversion to holy water heated to the scalding point.  Then he jotted: Perhaps a connection to infectious disease?


  There was a sudden noise behind me, something papery whispering across the room.  I spun around and saw nothing, but heard a strange scuttling noise, like tiny, brittle legs scurrying along the inside of the walls, and I noticed the large, carved, sandalwood crucifix above the cadenza was hanging upside down.  There was a muffled moaning coming from the opposite wall which sounded just like my mother on her death bed.  I will never forget that sound, that breathy death rattle.  Heart racing, I quickly pulled a few dozen Xeroxes from the file, and folded them into my pocket.


  Then I got the hell out of there.


  A few minutes later I was in my rust-bucket Toyota, speeding through the cold night-mist and the blur of broken neon storefronts.  I was chain smoking, trying to ignore the icy terror constricting my throat.  It took me fifteen minutes to make it to Northwestern Medical Center, another fifteen to park and find the correct wing according to notes from the file.  By the time I arrived at the fluorescent corridors of the Long Term Critical Care ward, visiting hours were drawing to a close.  I had to flash a phony detective shield in order to get past the Nazi crone at the reception desk.


  Christopher Mirrish was in Room 213, nestled in the molded contours of a coma bed, IV drips connected to his lifeless wrists, his pale face canted at an unnatural angle, as though his neck had been broken.  I stood there for a long moment, staring at that battered shell of a human being.  I could see his eyes moving beneath his translucent eye lids — REM sleep — and it started dawning on me what was going on: He was dreaming.  Within the cold, stone cocoon of his coma, Christopher Mirrish was having a nightmare.


  Gooseflesh washed over me, heart hammering.  I slowly started backing out of the room.


  There was a pay phone across the hall, next to the men's room, and I dialed my shrink's emergency number with a trembling hand.  The answering service answered, and I told them it was an emergency.


  A few minutes later, the voice of Mary Anne Garcia was on the line.  "Hello?  Jimmy?"


  "I'm having a crisis," I said.  "Can you come down here?  I'm at the hospital."


  "What's happening?"


  "You've got to help me with the dreams."


  After a long pause, the voice said, "Take a deep breath, Jimmy."


  "No!  Listen to me.  I'm not hysterical.  I'm not being irrational.  The last session we had, you said there are techniques, devices —"


  "Let me call the attending in the psych ward —"


  "No, no, I need you, I'm having a crisis here, and I must not fall asleep before I see you."


  "What's the matter, Jimmy?  What's happening?"


  I let out a pained sigh, then said very softly, "If I don't talk to you before I go to sleep tonight, I will probably not survive."


  Another long pause.  "Give me fifteen minutes."


  It took her twenty.


  She arrived dressed in a khaki raincoat and scarf, an ID tag hanging around her neck.  She looked a lot older than her thirty-eight years.  We found a quiet place in the chapel at the end of the corridor, a place we could talk.  The room was empty, and Dr. Garcia sat in the front pew, the soft light of a luminous crucifix reflecting off her olive skin.


  I was pacing across the front of the altar.  "How does it work?" I said, craving a cigarette.  There was no smoking in the chapel, and I wasn't about to break that rule.  I was still a Catholic, after all.


  "How does what work?"


  I looked at her.  "Whattya call it — lucid dreaming?"


  She sighed, then reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a small black object the size of a deck of cards.  It had a vinyl cover and a hank of electrical wire wrapped around it.  "I thought you might bring it up," she said.  "So I brought the sample from my office."


  "What is it?"


  She gave me a withering glance.  "If I show you this, you've got to promise me you'll reconsider medication."


  I told her I promised, then asked again how the thing worked.


  She showed me how to operate the device, how it either plugged into the wall or worked off six double-A batteries.  Then she demonstrated it, and taught me how to adjust it to my own personal biorhythms, my own tactile sensitivity.


  "What do they call this thing?" I said finally, cupping the device in my palm.


  She let out a weary sigh.  "They call it a panic switch."


  
     
  


  I chose a nice warm spot on the carpeted floor behind the altar.  I didn't want to waste time going home, and besides, sometimes I can sleep better in foreign surroundings.  I never could figure out why.  But there was something comforting about the meager little chapel.  It was tranquil and safe, and I was fairly certain it would remain deserted for hours.  And even if someone did come in to pray or meditate, it wouldn't be out of the realm of possibility for them to see some hapless visitor slumbering in the shadows behind the altar, dealing with some private grief. 


  But most importantly, all the soft, inverted lighting and innocuous icons — the crucifix, the simulated stained glass, the multi-denominational legends etched along the imitation oak joists — somehow served to bolster my confidence, and give me the nerve to do what I had to do.


  I lowered myself to the floor and attached the diastolic clip to my fingertip.


  The Panic Switch — available through most major pharmaceutical companies as well as The Sharper Image catalogue for $199.95 plus shipping — is a diabolically simple device.  Before going to bed each night, the user connects the sensor to his or her fingertip, and then watches an LED window on the device that blinks a simple phrase while a mild pulse of electricity is sent into the user's finger: THIS IS A DREAM... THIS IS A DREAM... THIS IS A DREAM.  Then the user goes to sleep.  And when he or she reaches the REM state and starts dreaming, the sensor reads the galvanic skin response and starts sending the same pulse into the user's finger.  In the dream, the user's subconscious mind responds in kind, and the user sees an imaginary LED floating in dream-space that says THIS IS A DREAM. 


  Then the user can control events: a state known as "lucid dreaming".


  I lay my head down and felt the tiny pulse of electricity in my fingertip, the point of a delicate little icicle gently stabbing me, the window of the device in my left hand blinking its impassive message.  There was one other component.  A tiny ring of plastic around my right thumb, a button extending into my palm like a leaf that makes a cricket sound when clicked.  This was the panic switch, a way out of a dream if things get too dicey.  Programmed to squeeze, my right hand was my safety net.


  It took me a while to drift off, my brain was so full of fire and brimstone.  I stared at the fiberglass crucifix hovering over me, radiating cool, inverted light, and I thought of my mother, and how she always took me out for ice cream after mass.  I thought about how much I hated that fucking evil sickness that took her from me, and how the demon was the incarnation of this terrible immune disease that had taken so many lives. 


  Sometime in the wee hours I finally drifted off —


  — emerging into another world. 


  I was standing in the noxious shadows, cowering behind the trunk of a massive, ancient tree, as a bloody killing frenzy unfolded before me.  The monstrous baby was mauling one of the surgeons, gobbling at the man's throat in watery, orgiastic gasps of blood and tissue.  The rest of the surgical team — two doctors and three nurses — were already dead, lying sprawled across the strange outdoor surgical suite in pools of onyx-dark blood, their pus-stained tunics spattered and dotted.


  A neon sign dropped from the empty air above me, flashing in my face: THIS IS A DREAM... THIS IS A DREAM... THIS IS A DREAM.


  I snapped my fingers, and a stainless steel .357 magnum with a six-inch barrel appeared in my hand.  I'm not sure why I chose this particular gun — my subconscious was doing a lot of the work right now — but it didn't matter.  I was lucid now, and powerful, and this little fucking demon baby was about to meet its match.  I could feel the panic switch in my palm like a little, cold, plastic coin.  I wasn't going to need it.


  I stepped out of the shadows and strode toward the death scene, thumbing back the hammer, bellowing at the beast with God's voice: "BAAL!!"


  The creature arched its back suddenly like a mongrel cat, whirling around, fixing its yellow gaze on me.  Its mouth peeled away from rows of jagged incisors until it resembled a mocking smile.  Then a throaty, whiskey-cured voice cackled out of the thing: "Your mother was delicious, Jimmy, a delicacy, and just the beginning —"


  I fired five times, the muzzle flashing like a photographer's strobe.


  The blasts barely missed the demon child, most of them chewing divots from the tree trunk, sending fragments of bark and debris in all directions.  The beast spun and started across a wasted field behind the tree.  The field was strewn with pieces of my childhood bedroom, broken panels of my crib, torn Mickey Mouse lampshades, shredded pajamas stained with bile and urine, and dozens upon dozens of diseased corpses, victims of the plague years, charred and contorted by the cleansing fires.  I chased the monster across this terrible field, my strides huge, athletic, inhumanly powerful.  I was a Tyrannosaurus Rex with an endless supply of hollow-point bullets filled with scalding hot holy water.


  Ahead of me, the beast — no longer a baby, but some kind of hairless quadruped with leathery skin, saber teeth and powerful haunches — was charging toward a burning building that was just coming into view on the horizon.  I raced after the thing, firing my unlimited supply of blessed high-powered slugs.  The bullets popped and boomed like a Chinese fireworks display, tracing out across the dreamscape on radiant filaments of holy light, just barely missing the demon.


  The beast was scared, I could feel it, and I was lucid and full of righteous rage.  This creature – Baal — was the embodiment of sickness, the Bringer of Plagues, and I was going to be the one to punch its ticket.  For my mother.  For all the innocents who had suffered.


  In the distance — visually about a hundred yards away, but hard to judge in dream-time — the demon was approaching the burning building.  It was an old fashioned gothic cathedral like St. Lukes, the Catholic church my mom used to take me to as a child.  Flames licked up the side of the steeple, curling around the cross.  Thick black smoke poured out of the lintels and galleries, and super-heated rays of overcast light distorted its shape.  The beast galloped through an open entrance into the flickering darkness inside, and I followed it.


  Inside the church, the air was on fire, the heat-waves sparking and fizzing.  The long, central nave was a battlefield of debris and over-turned pews, and I cautiously moved along one wall, gun raised and gripped in both hands, the timbers collapsing around me.  I could feel the heat on the back of my neck, and the tiny plastic button in my palm — the panic switch — pressed against the beaver-tail grip of the pistol.


  "BAAL!"


  
     
  


   My voice was swallowed by the jet-engine roar of the fire, and all of a sudden I didn't feel so powerful anymore.  In fact, I felt just a little bit terrified.  How could this be happening?  This was my dream, goddamnit!  I owned this place! 


  I could see a figure in the smoke and flickering light ahead of me — near the ruined altar — something huge and hairy, hunched over a limp object on the floor.  I approached, holding the gun with trembling hands.  Something was wrong.  I could hear my own voice, thin and reedy like a frightened child, reciting the Novena in my ears: Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you, blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb, Jesus.  Holy Mary, mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death.  Amen. 


  In the flickering light, the thing in front of me came into focus — enormous, feral, half-man half-goat, whiskered in wiry fur, foaming at the mouth, its body hectic with lesions and open sores.  Its mammoth spine was arched, its loins thrusting into something sprawled on the floor beneath it.  I could hear its noxious breath, the orgasmic gasping noises as it humped its victim.


  I screamed.


  I could see my mother's emaciated body beneath the demon, jerking with each thrust, and she was near death, and all at once I was cast back in time, standing helpless at my mother's death bed, watching her die in that airless bedroom with the oxygen tanks and stained sheets.  Eyes sunken, flesh pallid and ashen, she was gasping her last breaths, and I'll never forget that sound — her mucousy, ragged breaths — and all of a sudden I felt my eyes burning with tears, the anguish coursing through me, and I was sobbing suddenly, sobbing uncontrollably, and the gun was gone, and my strength was gone, and I was a puny, frightened teenager witnessing his beloved mother's death, and I did the only thing I could think of doing.


  I pressed the panic switch, and the dream winked out of existence.


  I staggered backward in utter darkness, flailing for purchase, reaching for a hand-hold.  It was as though the fabric of the dream-scape had been torn down the middle, revealing a vacuum of pitch-black space behind it.  The change was so abrupt, so violent, so unexpected, the breath was practically knocked out of me.


  I landed on the something solid — a floor, as it were — and cowered there for a moment, my heart racing.  Was I awake?  I couldn't tell, it was so dark, and I was still pretty groggy, pretty dazed.  I saw no signs of the hospital chapel, no soft, inverted lighting, no imitation stained glass.  But I did see a faint capillary of light in the blackness before me.  I could just barely make it out — a yellow bruise growing brighter by the second.  I managed to rise to a sitting position, catching my breath.


  Somebody was hurrying toward me.  I saw the dull outline of a young man holding a kerosene lantern, his face partially obscured by shadows.  There were others.  A women following close behind him, an older man a few paces behind her.  They came quickly, with a desperate sort of purpose.


  "Mr. Quint?" the young man said in an urgent, hushed voice as he approached.  Dressed in a dirty hospital gown, he had a gaunt, haunted face.  I recognized the prominent chin, the pale green eyes.


  "What's going on?" I said in a hoarse whisper, gazing around the darkness.  In the firelight I could see the charred parquet floor of the dream cathedral, the busted timbers of ancient pews, and the shards of broken colored glass.


  "You're still in the dream, Mr. Quint," said Christopher Mirrish.  "We don't have much time."


  "What —?"


  "He'll be back soon enough," warned the women in the stained pinafore dress behind Mirrish.  "Stopping the dream just makes him more powerful."


  "There's strength in numbers," the older man said, his grizzled face reflecting the kerosene light.  "We gotta get outta here."


  They helped me up, then quickly ushered me through the burning shadows and out a side door.


  The air outside the church was crackling with heat and death-stench, and I nearly stumbled a couple of times.  They helped me  across a killing field, then up the side of a rubble-strewn hill that resembled a Serbian ghetto.


  "You've been chosen, Mr. Quint," Mirrish was saying as they boosted me up the hill.


  "Chosen for what?"


  "The Movement," the young man said.  "Your mother recommended you."


  "My mother?"  I felt buoyant, unsteady.  "My mother's been dead for ten years."


  "She loved you very much," said the old woman in the pinafore dress.  "I imagine she'd be very proud."


  "What movement?" I asked.


  Christopher Mirrish glanced at me as though my question were ridiculous.  "The resistance movement, Mr. Quint.  It's up to us to keep the thing trapped."


  I looked at him.  "Trapped?"


  "That's right — here in the nightmare."


  We were nearing the top of the ridge.  There were others waiting for us in a grove of dead, skeletal trees.  A black man with an antique rifle.  A little girl in a camouflage jacket.  Somber glances were exchanged.  I noticed they each wore a necklace with a crucifix.


  "Let's go," the black man said, and started down the rutted path.  His voice was strained with fear and determination.  "There's reinforcements waiting for us."


  I was numb with panic as I followed Mirrish and his motley gang toward the gloomy horizon, a deeper dread stewing in me, a realization.  These people were familiar.  I recognized their faces from the file in Father Parrick's office.  Case studies documented by the church.  Victims of possession.  Each of them currently lying in some critical care ward somewhere, life support equipment breathing air into their ravaged bodies.


  In the dream, we were all heading toward a ghost ship of a city, its skyline blackened by decay and pollution, its thoroughfares desiccated like hardened arteries.


  My new home. 


  Purgatory for the hunter and hunted alike.


  I followed them across the outskirts, trying to remember the words to the Lord's Prayer, compulsively clenching and unclenching my right fist.


  The panic switch was gone.


  
     
  


   From Father Mortimer Parrick's diary:


  
     
  


  The bounty hunter was a complete surprise, the toughest case yet.  Worked on him for three days.  First, in the chapel of the hospital, where he was found semi-comatose by a Dr. Garcia on the morning of Tuesday, October 11.  During these early hours, Mr. Quint exhibited classic symptoms of demonic possession, including spontaneous outbursts of gnostic gospel, as well as inexplicable sores and burns on seventy-five percent of his body.  The staff psychologist at the hospital turned out to be a former altar boy, and agreed to allow the exorcism team from St. Vincent de Paul to administer the rites.  After twelve hours, the subject was moved— via church transport— to the Jesuit retreat in St. Louis, where the rites continued.  Mr. Quint was kept as comfortable as possible throughout the process, bound to a gurney, with nourishment provided through an IV.  The possession was a text book case of lower demonic infestation, although the rites were discontinued after only three days for several reasons.  One, there was no outward sign of expulsion or improvement.  Two, the subject had lapsed into a full blown coma with little hope for improvement.  And three, the Jesuits lacked the proper facilities to house a long term critical care patient.


  NOTE: Must look into similarities between recent unsuccessful exorcisms.  Could be something there.


  


  DEAL MEMO


  
     
  


   (Note:  The following document was found in the vaults of a bankrupt Beverly Hills law firm, on company stationery, on April 12, 2009)


  
     
  


  APPLEBAUM STEINBERG & FRISHMAN LLP.


  2100 Alameda Boulevard - Beverly Hills, CA 90211


  
     
  


  As of October 1, 2004


  
     
  


  Mr. Howard Miller, Executive Producer


  Icon Productions


  34 West Canal


  Brisbane, AUSTRALIA 445BT


  
     
  


  RE: THE PASSION OF THE CHRIST


  
     
  


  Dear Mr. Miller:


  
     
  


  The underlying agreement shall heretofore formalize all previous discussions with principal parties in connection with the sequel and/or sequels based on the original motion picture titled THE PASSION OF THE CHRIST ("THE PROPERTY"). 


  This includes, but is not limited to, all spin-off characters and situations based on the screenplay and/or original source material (AKA "THE BIBLE"), as well as all future ancillary rights and tie-ins based on the aforementioned material, including, but not limited to, computer software, CDs, DVDs, toys, internet programming, action figures, live performances, musical productions, breakfast cereals, icecapades, kids meals, triple-X adult movies, and any other merchandise, product, or artifact that could conceivably be conceived to tie-in with the "Work," in this universe, as well as the kingdom of heaven and earth, for all time.


  This agreement shall be between Mr. Mel Gibson ("ARTIST") and the entity known as Satan ("THE COMPANY") (also known as Beelzebub, Lucifer, Prince of Darkness, or the Walt Disney Corporation).  The terms listed below shall supersede all other contractual agreements to date, and hold harmless "THE COMPANY" from any responsibility whatsoever in the event of anything whatsoever, including acts of God and/or apocalyptic intervention. 


  Upon signing of this agreement in human blood, verified by notary public, the above parties agree to the following:


  
     
  


  1) The "ARTIST" shall deliver a completed print of the first sequel (the "PROPERTY") on or before the deadline date 18 months from the execution of this agreement (in human blood) in consideration of the sum of one trillion dollars (American), undiminished sexual prowess, and eternal life.


  
     
  


  2) The "PROPERTY" shall be released under the following title in 78-point blood-spatter type font:


  
     
  


  PASSION TWO: UNDEAD & MAD AS HELL


  
     
  


  3) Further, the "ARTIST" agrees that the content of the "PROPERTY" shall adhere to the story line approved in writing by the "COMPANY" upon commencement of principal photography (*see Addendum/Table 1 for a synopsis).


  
     
  


  4) In order to achieve maximum turn-over and concession sales the "PROPERTY" shall be no longer than 78 minutes in duration, and shall contain a minimum of one (1) product placement per minute of screen time (*see Addendum/Table 2 for a list of sanctioned products).


  
     
  


  5) The final soundtrack of the "PROPERTY" shall contain a minimum of one complete pop song per scene, each approved for airplay and/or tie-in CD — the net proceeds of which will be split evenly (50/50) between the "ARTIST" and SATAN (or Satan's agents on earth; i.e., The Walt Disney Company) (**See Addendum/Table 3 for a list of sanctioned songs).


  
     
  


  6) The "ARTIST" agrees to embed a minimum of one (1) subliminal message every two minutes within the frames of the completed final print of the "PROPERTY" (***See Addendum/Table 4 for list of approved messages).


  
     
  


  7) The final release print of the "PROPERTY" shall be screened only in approved multiplexes owned by the "COMPANY" with a minimum of seventy-two (72) screens, and shall run continuously, 24 hours per day, 7 days per week, with start times staggered every 15 minutes.


  
     
  


  8) The advertising/promotion budget for said release of the "PROPERTY" shall be no less than eighty-six trillion dollars ($86,000,000,000,000) and no more than... well, infinity.


  
     
  


  9) Further, upon the release of the home video version, the "street date" of the release shall be delayed for a minimum of 12 months (to a maximum of 3 years), during which time a blanket media campaign will profile the forthcoming release as a special "one-time-only" opportunity to "own Jesus" before "He" returns to "the Disney vaults" forever and ever.  (Note: All prints and advertising will feature the tag line "He's baaaaack, and this time it's personal!")


  


  This Agreement, upon execution, shall be in full force and effect, and supersede all other agreements and contracts between the two parties (except that previous deal regarding an Oscar for BRAVEHEART... which is okay with Satan if Gibson wants to keep that one in place).  The parties hereto indicate their agreement and acceptance of the forgoing by signing in human blood at the places provided below.


  
     
  


  ACCEPTED AND AGREED:


  ICON FILM PRODUCTIONS LMTD


  
     
  


  By: ____________________________


  Its: ____________________________


  
     
  


  ___________________________


  Mel Gibson


  


  WALT DISNEY COMPANY LMTD


  
     
  


  By: ___________________________


  Its:____________________________


  
     
  


  ___________________________


  "The Devil" - President/CEO – Kingdom of Darkness


  
     
  


  


  
     
  


  


  



  Gibson Deal Memo (cont.)


  
     
  


  ADDENDUM - TABLE 1


  APPROVED STORY SYNOPSIS


  "PASSION II: UNDEAD AND MAD AS HELL"


  
     
  


  After being tortured by psychotic Centurions, crucified and left for dead, the troubled yet sexy young carpenter, Jesus Christ, is sealed inside a moldering cave with nothing left but his wits, a peek-a-boo loin cloth, and some heavy duty mojo.  Everybody thinks this is the end of Jesus…but this is only the beginning!  Christ is risen, baby, and he's pissed off!  The Prince of Peace becomes a hip, deadly zombie assassin with a taste for fast chariots, fast harlots, and faster revenge.  And he's got the Big Man behind him!  Hey Rome – put this in your temple and smoke it!  Jesus is baaaaaack!!!  


  
     
  


  ADDENDUM - TABLE 2


  SANCTIONED PRODUCT PLACEMENTS


  
     
  


  1. Las Vegas Visitors and Tourist Bureau


  2. Cheech Marin's Big Bootie Bongs and Hash Pipes


  3. Lee Press-On NailsTM


  4. Sammy Hagar's Cabo Wabo Resort and SpaTM


  5. Kalashnikov Fine Hand-Tooled Assault RiflesTM


  6. Philip Morris All-Natural Organic CigarettesTM


  7. Grand Theft Auto II for PlayStationTM


  8. Girls Gone Wild ProductionsTM


  9. National Association of Cosmetic Surgeons


  10. Carl Sagan's Easy Evolution for Children from Crown BooksTM


  11. Fredericks of HollywoodTM


  12. Branson, Missouri, Chamber of Commerce


  13. Chicken Ranch Brothels and SpasTM


  14. Binions Casinos


  15. 'E' Entertainment TelevisionTM


  16. World Wrestling Federation


  17. Hapscolme's Tractor Pulls and Demolition DerbiesTM


  18. Hostess Twinkies


  19. "Barely Legal" Volumes 1-23 Collector's DVDsTM


  20. Veal Producer's Association


  21. American Telemarketer's Association


  22. SpiceTM Pay-For-View Systems, Inc.


  23. Magic FingersTM Beds and Mattresses


  24. Fox Television, Inc.


  25. Tony Robbins Motivational WorkshopsTM


  
     
  


  ADDENDUM - TABLE 3


  APPROVED SONGS FOR SOUNDTRACK


  
     
  


  1. "Sympathy for the Devil" by the Rolling Stones (Mr. Richards owes Satan a favor)


  2.  Anything by Black Sabbath


  3. "Pour Some Sugar on Me" by Def Leppard


  4. "Smell the Glove" by Spinal Tap


  5. "I'm Too Sexy" by Right Said Fred


  6.  Anything by Prince (up until he converted to Christianity)


  7. "Cop Killah" by NWA


  8. "Sex and Drugs and Rock and Roll" by Ian Dury and the Blockheads


  9. "My Big 10 Inch" by Aerosmith


  10. "Sex Machine" by James Brown


  11. "I Touch Myself" by The Divinyls


  12. "Like a Virgin" by Madonna (also on contract)


  13. "Titties and Beer" by Frank Zappa


  14. "Let's Get it On" Marvin Gaye


  15. "Son of a Preacher Man" by Bobbie Gentry


  16. "Belly of the Beast" by Anthrax


  17. "I wanna Rock" by Twisted Sister


  18. "Cherry Pie" by Warrant


  19.  Anything by Iron Maiden


  20. "Dr. Feelgood" by Motley Crue


  21. "Talk Dirty to Me" by Poison


  22. "Highway to Hell" by AC/DC


  23. "Super Freak" by Rick James (also owes Lucifer a favor)


  24. "Welcome to the Jungle" by Guns n Roses


  25. "Symphony of Destruction" by Megadeth


  
     
  


  ADDENDUM - TABLE 4


  APPROVED SUBLIMINAL MESSAGES


  
     
  


  1. "Hail Satan"


  2. "Relax, consume, shop – everything's going to be fine"


  3. "Drive SUVs"


  4. "Eat more carbs"


  5. "The Moral Majority is neither moral nor a majority – discuss amongst yourselves"


  6. "Billy Graham wears a thong"


  7. "Church is for Pussies"


  8. "Jerry Springer for President"


  9. "War is good"


  10. "O.J. was innocent"


  11. "Screw the poor"


  12. "Buy Enron stocks"


  13. "Sin Rocks!"


  14. "Ozzy Osborne is God"


  15. "Violence is sexy!"


  16. "A Mind is a Great Thing to Waste"


  17. "Greed is Good"


  18. "What Global Warming?"


  19. "Drugs are for Kids"


  20. "Shoot Now Think Later"


  21. "Play on the Highway"


  22. "Drive Faster"


  23. "Stop Calling Your Mother"


  24. "Reading is NOT fundamental"


  25. "Drop the Big One Now!"


  


  MOLE


  
     
  


  1.


  
     
  


  The last person you would expect to see brushing past the beaded doorway of the Jean-Baptiste de la Salle transient hotel on the corner of Bourbon and Dumaine is Father William Slavatore Buonaserra.  Compact, dark, and brush-cut, with an Ivy League air about him, the priest wears the standard collar of the clergy under his London Fog, but he enters the squalid lobby with an almost military purpose, a purpose that speaks more of a highly specialized Jesuit than your average neighborhood pastor.  He pauses for a moment in front of the deserted desk with his shiny black attaché at his side and his two good wing-tip shoes gleaming in the dim light, quickly scanning the dilapidated room for any sign of life.  The place is vintage French Quarter, its Louis XIV settees and padded chaise lounges now shopworn and weary from years of panhandling and prostitution.  The air hangs heavy with must.  A ceiling fan squeaks.  Father Bill reaches out and rings the bell on the counter, rings it hard, several times.


  "Hold ya horses," croaks a voice within the depths of a cluttered inner office.  An ancient black man in a threadbare terrycloth robe shuffles out of the darkness.  He holds a small video game in his gnarled, pecan-colored hands.  "Help ya with somethin', Suh?"


  "Blake please."


  "What was that?"


  The priest sighs and enunciates the words with tense formality.  "Here to see a Miss Blake.  Cornelia Blake.  Understand she's a resident?"


  The old man finally figures out what the priest is saying and looks up the name in a dog-eared register and then mumbles something about that nutty bitch needing a head-shrinker more than a priest.


  Father Bill follows the clerk through a battered metal security door and down a narrow reeking hallway bordered with more battered doors missing letters and slathered with faded graffiti.  They reach the last door on the left and the geezer pounds on the scarred steel.  "Cornelia!  Man of the cloth here to save ya soul!"


  A mumbled reply from the depths of the room.  "Let 'im in, Chauncy."


  The old man fishes on his key chain, finds the skeleton, unlatches the door, and walks away without another word.  Father Bill goes in.


  The room – a long narrow studio – is a disaster area redolent of urine and burnt tar.  The sparse furniture is painted black, the walls festooned with voodoo paraphernalia, inverted crosses, and Satanic bric-a-brac.  There are peculiar details that strike the priest's awareness – seen and unseen – that he will remember later: a light bulb painted Rustoleum black, a broken trombone, something that was once alive floating in a fluid-filled jar on the bureau, an umbrella sprung inside-out in the corner like the corpse of a giant starfish, a sense of decay in the seams of the cabbage rose wallpaper.  The single occupant lounges in the corner on a broken-down chaise, an emaciated, tattooed woman in black.  She bites down on a small rubber hose, clenched in her stained incisors, and she mumbles as she gets the last drops of a fix into her skinny needle-tracked arm.  "You got the scratch with ya?"


  Father Bill closes the door, walks over to the unmade bed, and drops an envelope on the blankets.  "How long is this going to take?"


  "Never can tell," she purrs as she loosens the makeshift tourniquet, the hose uncoiling with a snap.


  "You mind if we get on with it?"  He sets the attaché down in the center of the room and crosses his arms across his chest and waits.  This is a first for him, and he's not too crazy about the prospects.  Over the years, in the commission of his myriad duties for the church, he has presided over a grand total of twenty-seven exorcisms, some of them more successful than others, some of them obvious visitations by entities known to him, lower demons with patterns and signatures as recognizable as bank robbers, but he has yet to actually summon a specific entity by name.  It has taken him months to find a back channel, a denizen of the dark foolhardy enough to serve as a vessel, a liaison.


  He watches the junkie as she languidly prepares for the black mass.  She stashes the money in a drawer, finds a Mason jar of blood under the bed, and then drips a pentagram pattern across the floor in front her chair.  She positions black candles here and there with ritualistic care, and she sprinkles herbs, and she breaks the neck of a dead sparrow, and she burns human hair, and she does a lot of hooey that Father Bill finds ridiculous and pathetic.  Why do demons need to torment the innocent when there are so many imbeciles in the world who welcome the attention?  The junkie gets comfortable and starts summoning the entity that goes by the name of Malefar.


  
     
  


  2.


  
     
  


  "Buonassserra I presume."


  The priest hops out of his chair, the newspaper tented over his midsection fluttering to the floor.  It has taken over an hour to bring forth the unclean spirit — the girl sitting cross-legged on the floor in her circle of black candles — and now her head lolls forward, her black, stringy hair dangling across her features as the room is filled with the reek of rotting meat and an alien voice coming out of her.  The priest raises the crucifix half-heartedly, a splinter of rage mixing with the repulsion.  He knows he's breaking a sacred rule here – priests are not to address a lower demon directly under any circumstances – but this is not exactly "any" circumstance.  "Let me guess.  Malefar right?"


  "We got a winnerrrrrrr," the thing inside the drug-addict replies with relish.  Then it says:  "Okeeeee-dokeeee then…."


  The priest stares.  "Okay so… all these messages you've been sending, the hemography, the child in Arkansas with the letters scourging his body.  You got my attention.  Now what the hell do you want?"


  The girl's head snaps up as though on a puppeteer's string.  Her eyes are gone.  Her lips curl back into a horrible twitching rictus, as the drone of a pipe organ comes out of her: "This is important, Padre, I will not regale you with this more than once."


  "So regale me already so that I can get the hell out of this place."


  The girl's head lolls again for a moment.  "What I am about to tell you… I want you to know I'm putting my immortal soul at risk."


  Father Bill rolls his eyes.  Another first – an unclean spirit coming clean.  "I'll be honest with you, Malefar, I don't give two whits about your immortal soul."


  "AAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH —!!"  The force of the howling noise makes the junkie's neck bulge and contort with such alarming force it looks positively amphibious, the swelling of an over-inflated inner-tube, her body shuddering furiously.  "You don't seem to understand what I'm offering, Holy Man – I'm offering you information!  You need to know what those letters mean."


  The priest feels like giving him the raspberries.  "How thoughtful.  Information you're offering now.  One problem though: I don't give a shit."


  A slow, hissing noise resembling laughter: "You will soon give more than a shit, Holy Man."


  "Stop wasting my time.  There's nothing you could possibly offer me in the way of information – other than the fact that you're a miserable liar and I should take everything you say with a busload of salt.  But that's just me."


  The demon inside the girl is silent for a moment, the girl's head lolling again.  The voice that comes out of her then is softer, more contrite: "You have noticed the signs, the little boy in Arkansas, the apparition of Mary in the morgue, the statistics in your files, those spread-sheets that you keep in your ssssssssssssecret files, they don't lie.  Do they?  The numbers don't lie."


  Father Bill gives the demon a shrug.  "Are you going to get to the point tonight or should I send out for beignets?"


  "I can help you… give you inside information… what they are planning in hell, it's all contained in the code.  I can be your informant, Father.  A simple bargain, a deal —"


  "No deals you pathetic foul-smelling —!"  Father Bill catches himself, swallowing his emotion, tamping down his anger.  Is this a dream?  Is he dreaming?  Hallucinating?  He stares at the twitching, cadaverous shell of a girl on the floor, looking past her black-button eyes, looking into her empty soul at the shapeless thing lurking there.  At last the priest adds in a softer voice: "Let me get this straight, what you're telling me is, you want to turn snitch."


  "In a manner of speaking yes."


  "You want to rat out the devil."


  A black smile creases the girl's reanimated face.  "A somewhat imprecise way of putting it, diluted by the Catholic penchant for mixing metaphors, but yes, indeed, that is the case."


  The priest thinks it over, and thinks it over some more.  After a long, long pause, a pause that brings to mind geological eras passing, glaciers forming and reforming, the priest tells the demon, "I'm going to have to get back to you on this."


  The girl collapses, and the odor goes away, and the room is filled with the sounds of a ticking clock and the girl snoring, and it's obvious the demon is gone.
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  Over the next few weeks, the incident at the Jean-Baptiste de la Salle transient hotel fades in Father Bill's memory.  The only trace of that evening that lingers – at least in the priest's mind, gnawing at him even now – is the proposition that a man of the cloth would consider an alliance with an unclean spirit.  For nearly a month, the very idea of it lies in the pit of Father Bill's midbrain like a cyst, keeping him up at night, making even more aware of the shadow-spaces in the corners of every anonymous alley, every boarded storefront, every dark window.  And for someone in Father's Bill's line of work, this added a layer of cognitive dissonance is an unwelcome distraction.  He lives a monastic life — the life of a ghost — moving from assignment to assignment in his battered mobile home, with its nicotine-yellowed cabinets, dusty old Philco record changer, particle board bookcases crowded with occult tomes and theological apocrypha, and peach crates stuffed with Stan Kenton albums.  He has no regular friends, no living family, no dependents or responsibilities other than to serve the Sanctum Instrumentum.


  A secret unit of the Catholic church known only to a handful of functionaries at the Vatican, the S.I. (or Holy Instrument) is the sum total of Father Bill's entire raison 'd'être.  Other than a few harmless vices – a taste for unfiltered cigarettes, old whiskey, and bebop jazz (especially Thelonious Monk, in whose music Father Bill believes God resides) – the priest lives and breathes solely for the unit, an arcane group whose purpose stems from a long and convoluted history.  For years the Church has employed a group of clerics and specialists to investigate alleged miracles around the world – from weeping Madonna statues to the face of Christ manifesting itself in grilled cheese sandwiches – with varying degrees of success.  Even the most rigorous of these investigators can fall prey to either the power of suggestion or mass hypnosis.  And like a venerable old insurance company, the Church is obliged to conduct due diligence on all claims.  This is where the Sanctum Instrumentum comes in.  Agents of the shadowy SI – and there are only six in the world, Father Bill being the only one based in the U.S. – are charged with investigating the investigators. 


  Which is precisely what Father Bill is doing — weeks after the events at the Jean-Baptiste de la Salle — when he begins to believe he's being followed.


  The realization hits him in stages, a little more each day, as he goes about his business.  In Natchitoches, Louisiana, Father Bill is in a backwater settlement of tin shanties and kudzu-covered cabins, lurking in the cool blue shadows of the neighboring cypress grove, making notes in a his log book, keeping tabs on the visiting emissaries in their black frocks and wide-brimmed hats, as they poke and prod a ghostly reflection of Satan on the oily surface of rain-water caught in an upturned satellite dish, when a twig snaps in the darkness behind the priest.  Footsteps, furtive footsteps, in the woods, thirty yards away, making Father Bill start, then whirl.  There's nothing there, but Father Bill feels the presence shadowing him.  He's been feeling it for days. 


  Less than a week later, he's standing on a viaduct over Highway 127 just north of Harrodsburg, Kentucky, in a hard spring rain, his London Fog drenched and sticking to his back, when he hears a whisper – right next to him — so close, in fact, it seems to emanate from within his skull, as he peers through binoculars at a group of clerics in the gray distance, about a quarter mile away, gathered around a lightning-struck telephone pole, the timbers contorted into the shape of an inverted cross.  The invisible whisperer seems to think at him more than speak the words: THEY'RE COMING FOR YOU… DO YOU KNOW WHY?


  With greater and greater frequency, the strange disembodied warnings accompany his investigations.  As the months pass, he begins to see more and more signs of anonymous pursuers, more and more shadowy figures skulking just on the edges of his vision, in the peripheral blur of his travels, as he zig-zags across the country in his ramshackle trailer, investigating the investigators, his intake of Bushmills and Camel Straights increasing.


  Even his dreams become stuck like a needle on a defective record album, haunted by the incessant advances of the demon Malefar.
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  "Your time is running out."  In the lurid cinema of Father Bill's dreams, the demon always appears black on black, the antithesis of a human figure, an anti-figure without face or features — a vacuum within a vacuum.  "They're planning something over here… and it concerns you in the most personal manner."


  "Where's 'over here'?"


  "The place without God."


  "Hell is an actual place?"


  "What is it with you Catholics?  Always with the literal interpretations.  Do you or do you not want to know what the letters mean?"


  "I'm not signing anything."


  "It's a simple proposal, Father, a bargain – your trust is all I require."


  "Sorry no."


  "A one-time only deal."


  "All due respect, I'd rather die."


  "Then you will.  You will.  Every last one of you.  In the worst possible way."
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  As the weeks pass, Father Bill begins having second-thoughts about the demon known as Malefar.  During World War II, Pope Pius XII tried to work with Nazi liaisons.  The foundation of the modern world has been shifting subtly yet tectonically beneath Father Bill's feet.  Even the alleged "miracles" themselves – the once banal flirtations with the supernatural, more suited to the pages of tabloids than to theological studies – are becoming more and more foreboding.  Salamanders falling from the sky in Memphis.  Tributaries of the Amazon changing direction and hue, running as red as ox blood.  A woman in a New York morgue reanimating for five and half minutes, long enough to say three Hail Mary's and tear the flesh from her face.  Something is shifting in the netherworld.  The people who pay attention to this sort of thing are noticing changes.  The agents of hell seem to be marshaling forces, perhaps to make another play for power in the earthly dominion, as they attempted in 1902 in Martinique with their invasion of snakes, or in 1883 when they set off Krakatoa, or way back in 1346, in Crimea, when they unleashed the Black Plague.  Father Bill keeps updating a stack of Excel spread sheets locked in his files, most of which reflect this ascension: Demonic possessions over the last ten years have increased 37% over the previous decade.  Phenomena have started to center around certain areas of the world for unknown reasons.  Never-before-seen instances of dual and multiple possessions have increased – with unprecedented combinations of lower demons, entities who were previously antagonistic toward each other.  Perhaps all of this is why Father Bill is not only paranoid — hearing footsteps behind every blind corner — but why he's not altogether surprised when they finally come for him. 


  They come on a warm June evening, a few minutes before the stroke of midnight.  Father Bill is alone at that point, striding down a narrow footpath along the east boundary of Resurrection Cemetery, just outside Hammond, Indiana, playing his flashlight across the base of a two-hundred-year-old elm that has allegedly formed stigmata-like sores in its bark, when he hears two things that raise the hackles on the back of his neck.


  The first is the distant noise of footsteps – or perhaps three or four pairs, muffled by the thick grass of graves – coming toward him from the heart of the cemetery.  It's too dark to see who it is, but the sound of it, the inertia in those steps – the solemn vigor of the sound, like the muffled march of brown shirts – tells Father Bill this is no girl-scout troop coming to sell him cookies.


  The second thing that makes his flesh crawl – and it takes a lot to make the flesh of a man like Father Bill crawl – is the faint sound of a voice.  It comes from above him, and it's a tinny, papery whisper, like the voice of a doll triggered by a pull-string.


  "Too late, Padre, you're surrounded," the voice informs him.  The footsteps are closing in on all sides.  Are they apparitions of the dead?  Are they figments of Father Bill's whiskey-ravaged brain cells?  He looks up and sees an enormous crow perched on the elm branch above him – a bird the size of an anvil – glowering down at him through black ball-bearing eyes.  The raven shivers, its oily wings convulsing as though molting from the force of the spirit possessing it, its tiny beak contorting as it speaks.  "Only chance you've got is to try and flee to the north."


  Father Bill does not pause more than a nano-second to make all the connections, to allow the situation to sink in: the blackbird has the demon Malefar inside it, and the footsteps are approaching fast.  He wheels around and runs as fast as he can – his duffel bag and flashlight flying out of his hands – toward the distant gravel lane to the north.


  The crow takes wing in a flurry of black slimy feathers, soaring after the priest, as the hunters converge on the tree line from all corners of the cemetery.  The bird swoops down and lights on the fleeing Father Bill's shoulder with the force of a grappling hook digging into his frock.  It makes the priest stumble and nearly fall.  "They're the Segreto Polizia," the bird warns in its plastic toy-voice.  "They investigate the investigators of the investigators." 


  "Why… should I… trust… you?"  The priest gasps for breath as he keeps sprinting for the row of gaslights bordering the property.  Father Bill can see, in his peripheral vision, the men gaining on either side, a brigade of dark cloaked figures, their duster-tails billowing behind them, as they charge closer and closer.


  The raven's voice in his ear: "Ironically I'm the only friend you have left."


  Running, lungs heaving: "Evil spirits… are… congenital liars."


  "I'm giving it up for Lent.  Besides… you're about to learn just how alone you really are."


  Father Bill is about to form a reply when the hood comes out of nowhere, plunging down over his face, taking away the moonlight and making him stumble.


  He falls in a puddle and feels the weight of two men pressing down on him, a heavily-accented voice bringing this phase of his life to an end: "Eet ees best for you, Signore, if you do not struggle."
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  For most of the journey, they keep a black muslin hood over Father Bill that has that candlewick and cardamom odor of the church.  In fact everything has the smell of the Church with a capital 'C' – the shiny new SUV in which the thugs whisk Father Bill off to the nearest international airport, the sterile atmosphere of the private jet in which they spirit him across the Atlantic – all of it screams Vatican.  But Father Bill also knows that the alphabet soup of Holy See intelligence agencies can be so convoluted it is nearly impossible to keep the factions straight.  One thing he knows for sure: these six burly fascinonorosi who have, in effect, kidnapped him, are as far removed from the Church as the caged wolves are from the zookeeper.


  By mid-morning, the plane has reached the Bay of Biscay, descending through lightning storms over the Pyrenees,' then bumping over the Mediterranean.  Father Bill, blind and wheezing for air in the hood, grips the arm-rests and picks up little clues: the hushed radio chatter in Italian, the g-forces pushing up through the cabin as the plane begins its descent into Roman air space.  Less than an hour later, the plane is on the ground at Leonardo Da Vinci International, and Father Bill Buonaserra is being ushered, as helpless and sightless as a troglodyte, through noisy jet-ways and corridors.  Another three sweaty hours in the hood, and the priest realizes he's descending into the earth.  He can smell the musky stench of loam, as the vehicle bangs over steel thresholds, and the odor of defunct olive groves and withered lemon trees give way to the tarry black chill of the underground.  The engine echoes, and the tires whine for what seems an eternity. 


  Rome was established twenty-seven centuries ago, but the catacombs, which perforate the earth for miles around the Viate Vaticano, worming their way under the Basilicas and outlying ruins, are endless and virtually uncharted.  And it is within these labyrinthine worm-holes, at some nameless terminal point miles outside of the sacred city, that they finally disembark and lock Father Bill in a crumbling, fetid, windowless cell – keeping him there for days without charge or explanation, feeding him prison fare and questioning him in the manner of an enemy counter-intelligence officer.


  At last, on the eleventh day, a guard comes and escorts Father Bill deeper into the warren of stone tunnels. 


  Moving through pools of dim, incandescent light, they pass the various and sundry offices of the Segreto Polizia – the secret vigilante organization that has long ago splintered away from the Holy See – the rooms clicking with keyboard chatter and buzzing with muttered prayers.  A rag-tag assemblage of the defrocked and the demoted, dedicated to eradicating the influence of the netherworld, the Polizia is the theological analogue of 1960s militant groups such as the Weathermen, the PLO, and the Brigate Rosse.  And as Father Bill passes the last doorway on the left, he notices something that he had always disparaged as urban legend: the padded, electrified armchairs of the remote viewers, mounted to the floor in the stark, gloomy room, awaiting the next team to plug in and perform their uncanny reconnaissance.  Father Bill remembers hearing rumors about the "viewers" in the early 1970s.  Allegedly recruited out of the Defense Intelligence Agency, this select group of gifted psychics can remotely "see" through the eyes of enemy operatives, and gather intelligence for military purposes.  But only the Segreto Polizia would think of targeting their vision downward – or perhaps inward is more precise — into the circles of hell.


  Finally they usher Father Bill into a Spartan, desolate interrogation room, where a high-ranking cleric in the Polizia is sitting behind a steel desk.  They sit the American priest down across from the clergyman.  "One last time I will ask you, Father," the cleric says in a low monotone, without emotion.  The interrogator is an old man in a threadbare silk vestment with a thick manila file in front of him.  He may or may not have once been an archbishop.  The deep wrinkles around his sunken eyes are magnified by half-moon reading-glasses.  "What exactly is the meaning of the sequence?"


  The old man pushes a forensic photograph across the steel table.


  In spite of his malnourishment and exhaustion, Father Bill recognizes the close-up of welts on the body of a comatose boy from Little Rock, possessed by the demon Malefar for twenty-three days, the sores appearing as strings of crow's feet raised on the tender flesh of the child, forming the letters: AAAGTCTGAC AGAATTACCT TAATAACAT.  The series – which had come to be known as Undetermined Sequence 'A' in Father Bill's notes – is the reason Father Bill is here, the reason he is being broken, softened up.  "I wish to see a consigliare," Father Bill says for the umpteenth time.


  "YOU ARE NOT IN AMERICA!" the old man shrieks at the top of his lungs, making the guard – a burly man draped in a monastic robe, standing behind the cleric – jerk with a start.  "You have consorted with the unclean," the old man goes on with veins bulging.  "You have addressed lower demons by name.  The hemographic wounds — what do they mean?  We have studied them for months, and have found nothing.  You will tell me now.  What.  They.  Mean!" 


  Something shifts in the earth beneath the room, the joists creaking.


  "I wish to see a consigliare, a procuratore, and that is the last word I will utter on the subject until I do," Buonaserra declares in a hoarse murmur, despite the fact that he has no earthly clue what the letters mean.  He has consulted his own experts, cryptologists at the University of Chicago, theologians, and nobody can make any sense of the sequence.  The only thing Father Bill knows for sure is that the sequence is a message – either a riddle, a codex, or a trick — proffered by the demon Malefar.


  "Take him back!"  The old man barks the words in Italian to his beefy functionary, slamming a gnarled fist on the file.  "And withhold his rations until he decides to loosen his filthy tongue!"


  Father Bill goes peacefully, but cannot help but notice two things as he is roughly ushered out of the room and into the festering tunnel.  A tiny droplet of blood, as shiny as a ruby, has formed in the corner of the old renegade cleric's sagging left eye, and the inky mildew along the seams of the back wall of the interrogation chamber, has started, as though unbound by the laws of physics, to drip upward.
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  Hell breaks its bonds at precisely midnight that evening.  Alone in his cell of leprous limestone walls and bare-steel cot, Father Bill senses the malodorous presence rising all around him, flooding the labyrinth.  Like a ship in a sudden, unexpected riptide, the tendons of that vast maze begin to creak. 


  At 12:01:59, Central European Standard Time, the iron-barred door to Father Bill's cell suddenly, abruptly, spontaneously swings open. 


  The bars bang into the opposing wall with the clang of a clarion bell – a church bell – and Father Bill has no choice.  He slips into the corridor, and he discovers that the length of the moldering stone tunnel, as far as he can see in either direction, is silent and still.  Fifty feet away, a single hooded lamp begins swinging as if on invisible currents, the flashing, sweeping dances of yellow light illuminating the body of the archbishop sprawled on the floor, its neck wrenched at an alarming angle.  The color of the cleric's face is wormy gray with death, his eyes frosted with early rigor mortis. 


  Father Bill starts to back away when the body begins twitching.


  This is neither the neuromuscular twitch of a corpse, nor the spasm of the living.  Something has high-jacked the archbishop's corpse, and now the flaccid, enrobed body jerks up to its knees, as though yanked into a praying position by the unseen puppeteer.  "You should have listened," the voice of the lesser demon hisses out of the slack mouth, the eyes of the archbishop as black as pitch.  "You should have struck the bargain."


  "What's happening, Malefar?"  Father Bill is still backing away, until his lower back strikes the intersecting tunnels behind him.


  "Something I neglected to mention," the demon's voice announces, and starts to explain, but is cut off summarily as a higher demon takes control of the lower. 


  Father Bill is momentarily paralyzed, as he watches the transformation, about which he has only heard folk tales and rumors among the Instrumentum's demonologists.  In the dim light, Malefar is possessed in stages, the ragged, animated corpse of the archbishop convulsing, then flopping down on all fours, its tendons buckling, its thighs and hocks bowing outward like the haunches of a dog.  The wattled neck contorts and bends upward, and the cleric's head elongates with a sickening wet crunch, until its dripping, oozing nasal cavity has bulged into a simulacrum of a large canine with pointed incisors, and inside these very teeth there appears a second set of teeth, like the embryonic bicuspids of a prehistoric fish.  "THE INFERIOR SPIRIT… IS NO LONGER… AVAILABLE," a new voice rumbles, a voice born of oily subterranean channels and primeval pistons firing deep within antediluvian cylinders.


  Father Bill finds his legs, and whirls toward the sole egress available to him.


  The tributary running under the Tiber River, connecting the outskirts with the Piazza di Ottaviano.
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  For nearly a mile, stumbling through absolute darkness, Father Bill manages to keep moving, banging off the walls, feeling for a way out, the sound of the abomination close behind him, its deformed feet padding on the stone floor, the wet guttural engine of its voice repeating ancient Sumerian incantations that echo maddeningly through the passageways, and certainly, at this point, a lesser man would lose the moorings of his sanity, but Father Bill is not a lesser man, Father Bill is a fighter, Father Bill is the last good man, and he somehow fixes his sights on the ambient light ahead of him, growing like a pink bruise under the roots and stalactites of the ancient river, and as he draws nearer and nearer, he realizes it's a ladder protruding down from a manhole shaft – an oxidized remnant of World-War II era civil defense – and without pause, as he approaches the ladder, he leaps up to the lowest rung, just as the monstrous desecration of flesh behind him catches up with him and pounces up at his dangling legs and sinks its jagged mutant teeth into the exposed meat of Father's Bill's left calf, and the pain shrieks up his tendons as he pulls himself up with every last shred of strength, crying out — "SAINT MICHAEL PROTECT US!" — and somehow, somehow, somehow, Father Bill manages to scurry up the rest of the moldy iron treads, shimmying up a narrow channel too small for the beast, climbing and climbing for what seems like an eternity but is only a few moments of white hot agony, the blood making Father Bill's foothold slip every few rungs, until finally, finally, the American bursts through a rotting enclosure, and all at once he gasps and tastes the delicious cool nectar of the night.
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  The last few kilometers of Father William Buonaserra's frantic flight across the outskirts of Rome, across the scorched patchwork of industrial parks and boarded marketplaces stretching in cinder-strewn sediments over ancient viaducts, is a hallucinatory coda, a final act, a summing-up of his life in service to some higher purpose that he has never fully understood.  A rabid dog chases him.  The animal hisses at him in a voice as cold and brittle as tensile steel: "The letters are more than letters.  You should have seen that – they hold the future in them." 


  "WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES IT MAKE?!"  His voice in shreds, his wounded leg throbbing, the gashes in his flesh leaving a leech trail of blood like ribbons of India ink in the moonlit darkness, his brain swimming with terror, his system already shutting down from blood-loss and shock and trauma, he fights the impulse to lie down and die.  He keeps going, and in rhythm with his wounded strides, he utters sacred words from very old texts:  "Accursed spirits… we enjoin you under God's penalty… cease to deceive human beings… cease to offer them the poison of eternal perdition… go spirit… give way to Christ!"


  A moment later, Father Bill hurls past a beggar lying in the shadows near the Via Urbano bridge.  The slumbering derelict addresses the priest as a sleepwalker might address someone in a fragmented dream:  "The rituals are useless, Padre — the battle lines have vanished – the symbols on the boy are the future now – the new dominion."


  "MORE LIES! – ALL OF IT!"  Father Bill stumbles on broken glass and tumbles down the littered bank of the Tiber, landing on the fossilized promenade of oily cracked stone, near the water, where the boots of Centurions once pounded.  Tears well in his eyes. 


  Then he sees through his bleary vision the devil's secret revealed in a puddle — a tiny oil slick forming on a shelf of slate – the cuneiform AAAGTCTGAC AGAATTACCT TAATAACAT appearing in blood and scum on the rock, the letters metamorphosing, melting and reshaping themselves, as the immense shadowy presence looms in the darkness behind the fallen priest.


  "Our Father who art – who – who art in —" Father Bill freezes up when he sees the beast, visible now in the watery reflection on the rock – a ghastly giant in the form of a human-hybrid bat, with massive leathery wings, and a face carved out of mortified flesh – swooping down upon the priest like a black wave breaking.  The priest weeps then, a single tear tracking down his face in that last instant of lucidity.  He cries not for the imminent loss of his own soul.  Nor does he sob for the impending doom awaiting the earthly realm.  On the contrary, Father Bill weeps for the end of a great and long era – an era marked by many battles between Church and kingdom of darkness – which has now died with a whimper of homogeneity.  Good and evil are no longer opposite poles.  Love, hate, truth, lies… all gray areas now… the devil's plan all along.


  And at the precise moment the monstrous avatar lands on the priest, with talons protracted, giant black thorns penetrating the American's soul, Father Bill sees in his last conscious moment the letters on the rock twisting into a moebius strip of chemical symbols for proteins, nucleotides, adenine, guanine, thymine, cytosine, which Father Bill, in his fading consciousness, remembers from his undergraduate biology classes at Loyola.  The letters represent a very special variant of the human genome – a delicate strand of DNA from hell – which flows into the priest, and seeds his soul, and almost instantly, silently, a dark flower blooming in an unholy amniocentesis, the new combination of proteins begin to form a new hybrid being.  And the darkness plumes and grows and radiates upward and outward until it covers the moon.
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  Most of Rome is quiet at 4:00 in the morning, save for the red light district, way out on the Ostia, where the puttana sit on lawn chairs in front of torch-lit sheds, and the night breezes waft fishy musk across the tops of swaying olive trees, and an anonymous American priest appears out of the shadows on the edge of the tree line, licking his lips, eager to spread his new gospel to the first willing vessel.


  


  III. KINK


  
     
  


  "Desire is poison at lunch and wormwood at dinner; your bed is a stone, friendship is hateful and your fancy is always fixed on one thing."


  
     
  


      — Pietro Aretino


    (letter to Count di San Secundo)
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  The package arrived on Thursday. 


  Drew Taubman found it in the vestibule, on a table, behind a spray of junk mail and bills.  The tiny box was wrapped discreetly in butcher paper and twine.  Drew picked it up and judged its weight.  It felt no heavier than a carton of kitchen matches.  Something rattled inside.  Arms rashing with goose bumps, Drew carried the thing upstairs and down the second floor corridor like a child at Christmas. 


  He reached the door to 211 and fumbled through his keys.  His hands were slick.  His temples were doing the drum track to a Funkadelic song.  He felt nauseous with excitement.  The feeling reminded Drew of puberty.  The days of raging hormones.  His stash of D-cup magazines.  The 8-pagers in the sock drawer.  The mad sweaty stroking under blankets, late at night, while the radio played Elvis' Burning Love.  Hunka hunka burning love.  To this day Drew still enjoyed regular sessions of self-abuse; it beat the hell out of valium.


  He got the front door open and went inside the refurbished loft.  Vaulted ceiling, lots of light, exposed brick, it was the finest space Chicago had to offer; but at the moment Drew was oblivious to it.  He paced around the living room for several minutes, clutching the package like an idiot, before going over to the phone and calling Laura at the office.  She answered on the third ring.  "Art department."


  "I got it."


  "Drew?"


  "I got the thing."


  "Disease?  Chinese Algebra?  What the hell are we talking about?"


  Drew sighed.  "The thing — the sex thing!"


  A dash of pregnant silence.  Drew grinned.  They had been husband and wife for nearly twelve years now and Drew still enjoyed being married to this woman.  He was convinced that a major reason was their mutual appetite for kink.  Whips and chains.  Toys.  You name it, they shared it.  Unfortunately, their compatibility didn't extend very far beyond the bedroom.  Laura, on the one hand, was a gorgeous, anal-retentive Michigan Avenue executive with three degrees.  Compulsively neat, socially gifted, she was one of those rare republicans with taste.  Drew, on the other hand, was a bohemian hamster.  Pony tailed with a scraggly goatee and droopy eyes, he looked like a refugee from a methadone clinic.  He had dropped out of film school when he was twenty-five to write the Great American Screenplay and had spent the next ten years trying to finish the third act.  For bread and butter he had turned to freelance writing.  Corporate training programs on the agony and ecstasy of injection molding:  Drew was a whore.  The only good part was that he could work at home.  He could listen to heavy metal and write in his underwear and abuse himself any time he fancied a quick gander at a porno tape or a flesh mag.


  He could also keep dreaming up exotic sexual games to keep his marriage keen.


  "Pray tell," Laura finally said.  Her voice had changed ever so slightly from that officious corporate drone to something throatier.


  "When do you get off?" Drew asked her, his smile widening.


  "You tell me."


  "Come home."


  Another beat of silence as Laura thought of the proper retort.  "I hope I do just that."


  Drew hung up the phone, grinning, his palms going pleasantly clammy.


  
     
  


  II.


  
     
  


  At the end of the day Laura left the Leo Burnett file spread across her desk in disarray.  She didn't even pause to rinse out her coffee cup.  She merely scooped up her attaché and headed for the elevator.  Blonde mane tossing.  Stiletto tipped heels tommy-gunning on the marble.


  This wasn't like her at all.


  Drew's unexpected midday phone call was the culprit.  For years Laura had been playing the sex games.  Dressing up.  Playing mommy.  Doing all the toys.  At first it was fun and exciting; it would get her extremely hot.  But somewhere along the way the passion had dried up.  It wasn't exactly Drew's fault.  For years, he had been a sweetheart in bed.  Very adept at getting her off.  Willing to try anything to please her.  Sure, he occasionally got carried away with the porno.  The sordid little fantasies.  The raunchy books and tapes.  But that stuff had never bothered Laura.  It was Drew's recent attention lapse that was worrying her more than anything else.  It seemed as though he was becoming more and more self absorbed, frustrated with his stalled screenplay and stalled career.  He was concentrating more on the games than on Laura.  In fact, in recent weeks, it had gotten so bad that Drew was having trouble keeping it up for more than a few minutes before popping off.  It was as though Laura was not even there anymore.


  Hopefully the contents of Drew's little package would change all that.


  On the way home Laura took a short cut through Wicker Park.  A grey autumn drizzle was falling.  The sky was the color of wet concrete.  Her BMW rattled over potholes, past clutches of homeless people pedaling issues of StreetWise, through wisps of vapor belching from the perforated pavement.  But Laura didn't notice any of it.  She was too busy feeling the tingle at the base of her spine.  The lining of her Kimali blouse against her nipples.  The sweet buzz in her ears.


  For the first time in months she was actually getting horny.


  It took her ten minutes to reach her block.  She pulled the car into the alley behind her building and parked in her regular spot by the dumpster.  She went up the back steps.  She found Drew in the kitchen with an apron wrapped around his jeans.  His hair was freshly washed, his linen shirt open to the waist.  He smelled of Pierre Cardin and basil leaves.


  Laura wrapped her arms around him and shoved her knee beneath his apron.  "Smells wonderful—"


  "They're pesto raviolis," he said, kissing her neck.  "Made 'em from scratch."


  "I wasn't talking about the food."


  He smiled and shoved her away.  "Milady must wait for her dessert."


  Laura pinched his ass and went into the bedroom to change out of her business garb.


  Dinner was served next to the bay window that over-looked Lincoln Park.  Drew served an appetizer of mussels steamed in merlot and garlic.  Then, the raviolis with fresh asparagus and sun-dried tomatoes.  They drank an entire bottle of Beaujolais and watched the gunmetal horizon turn to orange chiffon as the city lights winked on.


  By 9:00 o'clock they could wait no longer.


  "Post time... " Drew whispered and took her hand.


  On the way to the bedroom Laura shed her kimono and exposed her new Cerruti bustier.  The black lace top barely covered her breasts and the bottom cherished her mons with a cameo of pearls.  It made her wet just to see Drew's gaze play across it as they stumbled into the bedroom.  Their lips locked.  Laura found the bed with her shin and pulled him on top of her.  His hands and tongue journeyed down her collarbone.  He urged off the Cerruti with his teeth.  Laura felt her nerve endings sing.  She reached down and peeled off his shirt, his jeans, his briefs.


  Drew was as hard as the theory of relativity.  "One last detail," he whispered.


  He went across the room, penis bobbing, and found the black jewel box on his dresser, next to his watch and change.  He opened the box and pulled out its contents.  Wrapped in bubble pack, the tiny object looked like some kind of electronic component from Radio Shack.  Something for a Heath Kit radio set maybe.  Laura remembered reading about it over Drew's shoulder last Spring, right around the time his ejaculations were beginning to hasten.  It had appeared in the back pages of Wet Magazine, buried amidst the notices for Extra Strength Spanish Fly, Life-size Inflatable Love Dolls and the Amputees Hot Line.  Do you want to prolong every last moment of ecstasy?  Do you want marathon erections?  Then, search no further.  The key to ecstacy is here!  Introducing The Prolong Spider Clip!


  "Jesus — that's it, huh?"  Laura gawked at the device as Drew returned, unwrapping it.  In the dim light it looked like a tiny plastic tarantula on a pendant chain of wires.


  "Works on galvanic skin response," Drew explained.  He squeezed it shut a couple of times.  Its tiny legs snapped like the jagged teeth of a turtle.  He propped his left foot on the edge of the bed and clipped the spider on his big toe.  "Senses when I'm about to come and gives me a little pinch."


  "A little pinch?"


  "Just enough to stop me from squirting."


  "So you last longer."


  "Something like that... " 


  She thought about it for a moment and finally said, "Time for a demonstration —"  She laced her fingers around his neck and pulled him on top of her.  He moaned and entered her and started doing the dirty boogie.


  They screwed every which way. 


  From the missionary position they moved into canine territory, then around the world, in every position known to man or beast, shifting speeds on a dime, shifting angles to drain the euphoria dry.  Laura had not felt this way in years.  Her body was filmed in a sheen of sweat and desire.  She ground herself against his root, sucked him into her, danced on him, wept dumb baby talk into his ears, lapped at every inch of him.  The best part was Drew.  He kept it up like a trooper, every few seconds yelping sharply.  Somewhere in the recesses of her stunned awareness, Laura surmised it was the twinge of the boner machine on his toe.


  God bless that wonderful device.


  After an hour Laura came up for air, spent, flushed like a child with fever.  She rolled onto her side.  The mattress was wet in spots where their desire had bubbled over.  She wiped a wet strand of blonde from her eye and said, "Jesus God — all that on account of the thing on your —?" 


  She stopped. 


  Drew was lying mute next to her.  His face was ashen.  He looked like he just swallowed a spoon of Draino. 


  "Drew – honey —?"  Laura looked down and saw the dark spot beneath their ankles.


  It was blood.


  
     
  


  III.


  
     
  


  If asked, Drew would be hard pressed to describe the feeling.  It wasn't like any of the S&M games that he and Laura had played.  It wasn't like the shock wave of a good spanking or nipple clip.  It wasn't like a drug either.  In college Drew had perfected the technique of doing mushrooms while beating off with a paper bag over his head; the partial asphyxiation mingled with the psilocybin to make his orgasm like a fucking Stanley Kubrick movie.  But this wasn't like any of those sensations.  This was much more elemental.  A reptile brain fuck.  A genital-rocking, marrow-vibrating soul-gasm.


  The only trouble was, it was tearing his toe to shreds.


  Drew thought about this as he limped up the back stairs to his landing.  He had been using the Prolong Spider Clip for nearly two weeks now.  At first he had only used it once a night, for about forty minutes.  He could go longer but Laura was not the only one who was sore.  His big toe was becoming hamburger.  Each application riddled his largest digit with punctures holes that would bleed like the proverbial stuck piglet.  After a while he started covering the prepared toe with a plastic baggy to keep it from leaking on the bed sheets.  Soon the toe was oozing puss.  Infection was not far away.


  On the tenth day he switched toes. 


  He unlocked the back door and went inside.  The apartment was quiet as a church.  He put his groceries down on the kitchen counter, pulled out a new jar of Vaseline, and went into the bedroom.  It had been a long day.  He had worked all morning on a banal video script promoting some ludicrous hair replacement system.  Now it was time to reward himself.  He rooted out the Spider Clip from his dresser drawer.  It was safe and snug in its little black box.  He took it into the living room, drew the shades and got ready to play with himself.  He chose a video from his stash under the couch — Pandora's Box starring Barbie Boobies — and laid a blanket out in front of the tube.  He dropped his jeans and sat down.


  He peeled the gauze from his right toe.


  The wound was wet with infection.  A line of puffy reddish puncture marks were woven through the tiny black hairs along his metatarsal.  The toe was swollen to twice its normal size.  The slightest movement sent pangs of agony up Drew's tendons.  He put the clip on and gasped.  The pain howled through his brain.  He pressed the PLAY button with a trembling finger.  The TV screen filled with fleshy movement, organs pretzeling, and fountains of semen.


  He began to masturbate.


  The feeling was like someone had opened up his skull and poured light into it.  He went snow blind.  With each pinch of the spider, chrysanthemums of fire exploded in his head.  Currents of pleasure-pain rocked him, curling through his nervous system like waves breaking against rock and settling into long receding tides of foamy rapture —


  The clang of a dead bolt shattered his mood.


  He sprang to his feet, knocking over the Vaseline and inadvertently kicking the remote control clear across the hardwood floor and into the next room.  He could hear Laura coming up the front stairs.  Home early.  Jesus Christ, why today?!  He hobbled across the room, pulling on his pants and trailing a strand of ooze from his wounded toe.  He rushed into his bedroom, stashed the Spider Clip in its box and put it away.  Then he sat down on the edge of the bed and tried to steady himself.


  When he looked up, Laura was standing in the doorway.  "Don't tell me —"


  "What?"


  "You didn't put that fucking thing on you again today... "


  "Honey —"


  "Jesus, Drew... "  She dropped her briefcase and went over to inspect his toe.  Her face went pale when she saw the damage. 


  "... it's getting worse."


  "It's nothing — I'm fine — I'm alright."  Drew got dressed and pretended everything was normal.  He slipped a pair of moccasins over his swollen feet and hobbled out into the kitchen to whip up some dinner.


  Laura followed.  "Look at you, for Christ's sake — you're a fucking cripple!"


  Drew turned and pulled her into an embrace.  His hands found her rump and traced her curves.  His voice was filled with desire.  "Gonna show you how alright I am — right after dinner."


  Then he kissed her, ending the discussion.


  Throughout dinner they babbled small talk, both of them anticipating wild and wooly sex.  Afterward they barely made it to the bedroom before pulling each other's clothes off and fucking like rabbits.  Laura rode the bucking bronco for all she was worth.  At one point she even ripped the plastic wrapping from around Drew's toe clip and licked the blood off her fingertips.


  When they were spent, Laura lay in the darkness of the bedroom for some time, thinking, before falling asleep.  Drew washed up, put some cortisone cream on his toe, and retired for the evening.


  In the middle of the night Drew awoke with a start from a powerful nightmare.  He'd been dreaming he was in the deep end of the pool at the old Evanston YMCA.  Surrounded by a school of tiny dark sharks.  Blood clouding behind him.  Trapped.  He came awake to the feeling of heat in his loins.  A magnificent erection was tenting his pajama bottoms.  He reached under the blankets and touched himself. 


  A jolt of electricity shot up his leg.


  Drew brought his hand to his mouth.  He tried to suppress the gasping.  The pain was worse than ever now.  It felt as though his tendons were plugged into a live socket.  He closed his eyes and waited for the seething to subside, lips tight as stitches, beads of sweat dotting his brow.  He tried not to make a sound.  The last thing he wanted to do was wake Laura.


  If she knew he was wearing the toe clip to bed she would kill him.


  
     
  


  IV.


  
     
  


  There was an ancient card table over in the corner of the waiting room where a pot of stale coffee sat fermenting on a hot plate.  Laura had gone through half the pot already.  She wore her hair in a tight pony tail.  No makeup.  A bulky cableknit sweater shrouding her tense body.


  The worst part wasn't the waiting.  Northwestern Hospital was the best in the city; they would take good care of Drew.  The worst part wasn't even the guilt that her husband was losing his mind and all she could do was hump his brains out whenever he starting abusing himself with that fucking torture device.  No, none of these facts compared to the conundrum she had discovered earlier this morning when she dug the tiny black jewelry box out of the top of Drew's dresser and read the label.


  "Honey —?"  A voice rang out.


  Laura glanced up and saw Drew at the far end of a fluorescent drenched corridor.  He was on crutches.  Moving slowly.  His face was pale, yet somehow relieved.  Laura rushed up to greet him.  "What's the verdict?"


  "They gave me some antibiotics," Drew said, pecking her on the cheek and heading for the door.


  "And —?"


  "And they said to take it easy and the toe would heal."


  "Take it easy?"  Laura followed him through the automatic doors and into the parking lot.  It took them several moments to make it to the BMW.  When they finally reached the car, Drew had his hand on Laura's ass.


  "Listen — stop it, Drew — listen to me —"  She opened the passenger door and helped him inside.  Then she walked around the other side, climbed behind the wheel and took a deep breath.


  "What's wrong?"  Drew was trying to get his hands under her sweater.


  "There's something weird about that spider clip thing, okay... "


  "Weird is good," Drew grinned.


  "Drew, I'm serious — the address on the box — the return address is for The Cherry Novelty Company — it says Twenty-three Simmons Parkway in Newark, New Jersey... "


  Drew found Laura's nipples under the sheer fabric of her bra.  "So what?"


  "Place sounded familiar — stop that, Drew — so I called it into the data bank at work.  Are you ready for this?"


  "Lay it on me."


  "Twenty-three Simmons Parkway doesn't even exist.  'Bout ten years ago the FBI surrounded this right-wing religious group in a Jersey warehouse at Twenty-three Simmons.  Buncha real sicko fundamentalists.  Called themselves God's Vigilantes.  Said they were gonna cleanse the world, clean up the streets, all that shit — it made all the tabloids... "


  "Slow down, Laura."  Drew was wrestling with her brassiere.  Laura could feel her crotch beginning to warm and it bothered her.  "Drew, they burned the warehouse down!  Twenty-three Simmons Parkway is a parking lot today!  It's not even —"


  Drew covered her mouth with his lips.  Laura could taste the desire on his tongue.  It tasted like cinnamon.  It made her wet despite her panic.  She reached down and felt his crotch.  He was granite.  She locked the doors.


  They made love, quickly, as the sounds of hospital traffic and pedestrians swirled around their car.  Laura pretended they were home.  It was the only way she could handle it.  But as Drew was building to a climax, cords popping in his neck, face contorted in ecstacy, Laura saw that he had slipped the tiny spider clip back onto his wounded toe.


  "Drew, goddamnit —!"  Laura shoved him away, catching her breath.  "Get rid of that fucking thing!"


  She pulled her sweater back on and started the car.


  They drove home in silence.


  Laura spent the rest of the evening watching Drew hobble around the apartment as if nothing had happened.  That night, as Drew dozed, Laura lay awake in bed, the cool liquid dread filling her veins.  She ruminated about the bogus address on the little black box.  She thought about Drew's festering toe.  She thought about pain.


  The rest of the week passed in a blur.  At work Laura merely went through the motions.  Distracted.  Terrified.  Each night she would come home and find Drew huddled in the corner of the bathroom, cock greasy with KY, face flushed, the Spider clinging to his bandaged toe.


  Friday evening was the last straw.  Laura came home early.  The apartment was dead silent.  The ticking of the mantle clock pounded in her ears as she explored the empty rooms.  She could smell the sharp stench of vomit.  She heard something dripping in the bathroom.  She went inside and her breath froze in her lungs.


  Drew was soaking in the tub, semiconscious, the water soupy with his own blood and vomit.  His mangled toe was hanging off the side.  Thick, viscous blood streaked the porcelain.


  "Jesus, baby —"  She dropped to her knees next to him, tears burning her eyes.  "We gotta get you some help."


  
     
  


  V.


  
     
  


  "Mr. Taubman?"


  The voice came through the Demerol haze like an underwater sonar blast.  Drew had been lying on the examination table for ten minutes now, an IV stick pumping antibiotics into his wrist.  He felt as though he was stapled to the tabletop.


  The physician pulled a chair next to the table, sat down and licked his lips.  He had a pair of half-glasses lowered on his patrician nose and an awkward expression that was impossible to read.  "You say this dog repeatedly bit you?"


  "That's right.  Neighborhood mutt."


  The doctor frowned.  "We've done all we can do today."


  "Which means —?"


  "Tomorrow we'll check you into a room.  I'll have Emily schedule the surgery."


  Drew's throat filled with acid.  "Surgery?"


  The doctor nodded.  "The good news is, we only need to take the first joint of the big toe to stop the infection."


  Drew stared at him for quite some time before closing his eyes so that he could cry in peace.


  
     
  


  VI.


  
     
  


  "Do it, Drew."


  Laura was waiting.  She had lifted the lid of the dumpster and now she was waiting.  Drew nodded and pitched the little black jewelry box inside.  Laura let the lid slam.  The stench hung in the chilled air around them for a moment as they stared at the dumpster with silent finality.


  Then they went inside.


  It was late and they were both exhausted.  Laura fixed a light dinner of steamed vegetables and Drew sat through most of the meal in stunned silence, sipping his tea, thinking.  Laura tried to make conversation but it was pretty futile.  There was a pall hanging over them.


  After dinner Drew changed his bandages, took a couple of sedatives, and packed a duffel bag for his upcoming stay in the hospital.  Laura wrote in her diary.  By midnight they were both in bed, staring at the ceiling.


  "Drew?" Laura whispered in the darkness.


  "Yeah?"


  "I love you."


  "I love you, too."


  "It's gonna be alright."  She leaned over and gently nuzzled his neck.  Drew returned the gesture and kissed her forehead.  She pulled him into a tight embrace and whispered, "Make love to me." 


  There was a long agonizing silence.  Laura saw that Drew's face was wet with tears.


  "I can't."


  Laura hugged him tightly.  "It's okay, baby... it's okay... just hold me... just hold me and never let go... "


  She held him that way for quite some time until his tears dried and sleep claimed him.  After a few more minutes Laura gently released him, rolled over and glanced at the clock.  The LED glow said 2:30.  Jesus.  Another sleepless night.  Granny Eagan used to call them white nights.  All the formless, half baked fears roiling around in Laura's head.  Images of the razed warehouses at Twenty-three Simmons Parkway.  Gruesome police photos.  Charred bodies coming out on gurneys.  Crude hand-drawn ads in the back pages of skin magazines.  Nameless faces in grainy—


  A sound.


  At first Laura thought it might be the sound of limbs scratching the window.  She gazed through the murky shadow play and saw the outline of the curtains.  The window.  The silhouette of maple branches quivering in the night breeze.  But nothing was scratching the glass.  Nothing made contact.


  There it was again!  Definitely coming from outside.  An incongruous noise.  Under the breeze.  Under the sway of elms.  Under the rustle of leaves.  A faint clattering sound coming in fits and starts.  For some reason Laura suddenly flashed on an image from her childhood.  She had captured a big June bug once and had watched it die.  Buzzing feverishly in the vacuum of a mason jar, its death throes had fascinated the little girl.


  Now the sound was closer.


  Laura's mind raced through the possibilities.  Raccoons sometimes gnawed at the cyclone fence between buildings.  Once in a while a neighbor would discover an injured bat wedged in a gable vent or chimney cap.  Sighing, Laura pushed the blankets aside, slipped out of bed and went over to the window.  She yanked the shade open and peered down into the shadows.


  A little black marital aid was crawling up the side of the building.


  Laura felt her scalp crawl and panic trumpet in her mind.  She put her hand to her mouth and backed away, eyes blazing like shiny silver coins.  She bumped the edge of the bed and jolted Drew out of his snore but the sedatives buffered him from waking.  The spider clip reached the window and began burrowing into one corner, chewing at the glass, a black wasp worming its way into a nest.


  "Drew! Jesus God!!"  Laura wheeled around to shake her husband awake but it was already too late; behind her, the window was cracking.


  The marital aid cobbled through a jagged breach, dropped off the edge of the sill and vanished into the shadows of the room.  Laura could hear its tiny joints clacking furiously through the shag.  An instant later it emerged from under the bed and came for her.  Tail wire flagging.  Needle legs churning through the pile.  Laura turned and clawed for the door.  The spider reached her and started up her leg.


  Laura's cry was like a splash of icy water on Drew's face, awakening him instantly.


  Drew rolled off the edge of the bed and fell to the floor.  He saw the flurry of movement in the doorway.  Laura was tearing at herself, clawing at something puckering up her thigh.  Droplets of blood sparkled on her and Drew suddenly recognized the horrible little black thing on her leg.


  Drew found his voice.  "LAURRRRRRA!!!"


  He lunged at her.  Momentum tossed both of them to the floor.  Pain erupted in Drew's bandages.  He ripped the marital aid from Laura's flesh and flung it across the room.  The thing struck the far wall.  Bounced to the floor.  Righted itself.  Then scuttled back at them.


  Drew urged his wife out of the bedroom.


  They clamored through the darkness and into the bathroom.  Drew slammed the door and locked it.  Brain swimming with pain, bandaged feet throbbing, Drew tried to catch his breath and calm Laura.  She was convulsing with terror, trying to speak, moving her lips fitfully but saying nothing.  Drew held her.  He stroked her hair and murmured, "Think, okay – think — there's gotta be a reason for—"


  The whirring sound cut off his words.  Under the door.  Tiny spider legs were ripping carpet filaments.


  "Fuck!!"


  The device bore itself like a chrysalis, shivering into the bathroom.  Laura screeched.  Tiny mandibles skittered around the rug at her feet, circling her.  Drew tried to stomp on it.  Tried to squash it like a beetle.  But the device was too clever.  Too fast.  It dodged his bandaged assault and went for Laura's insteps.


  "Drew – Drew — Jesus-Jesus-JESUS!!"  Horror-stricken laughter bubbled out of Laura, corrupting into screams.  The device bit into her foot and began to climb.


  "Goddamnit!!"  Drew ripped the marital aid off his wife.  He tried to hurl it away but it stuck to his hand.  Pincers dug into soft flesh.  Pain shot up his wrist.  Endorphins squirted through his brain stem.  Pleasure erupted in his groin.  "NO!" he countered furiously, fighting the lust, smashing his hand against the side of the sink.  The plastic device wriggled to free itself.


  Drew slipped on a damp spot and fell.  The back of his skull caught the edge of the tub.  Drew felt his body go numb and sparks fill his vision.  The world melted to grey and then faded to nothing but black.


  Black silence.
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  "—Laura —?"


  Drew smelled the rich, coppery smell of blood as he swam back to consciousness on the damp floor of the bathroom.  He tried to see.  His temples drummed painfully.  His neck flared with stiffness.  But all these feelings became secondary when he laid eyes on the body next to him.


  "—LAURA —?!!"


  She was prone, arms akimbo, face turned away and filled with an empty expression.  Scallops of blood pooled beneath her.  The little black marital aid was missing.  Drew pulled himself toward his wife.  "—oh my God, Laura, honey, are you—?"


  Then he saw the marks.  Starting around her ankles.  Little red needle prints.  Pocked, like a junkie's tracks.  Running up her calf and over her knee.  Along her inner thigh.  Upward.  Until they finally vanished into the dark cleavage between her legs.  Vanished inside her.


  "—ohmygod – no —"


  Laura came awake with a jerk and looked at him.  "Sinner!"


  "Laura — what did you —?"  Drew's brain spun out of control because Laura was speaking with another voice.  A raspy tenor, fervid and charismatic, like a preacher's voice.  Her eyes had hemorrhaged a deep purplish red.  Her complexion had turned the color of egg whites.


  "Ssssssssinner!" she hissed again.


  "What —?"


  Laura reached for him and touched him and Drew stiffened.  Pain shot up his anus.  Shocked his prostate.  Filled his groin with lava.  "Laura — what are you —?"


  Drew tried to stand but he stumbled backward.  He landed on the small of his back.  The jolt of sudden pain only added to the pleasure.  His mouth squirted full of saliva and lust.  His groin flooded with narcotic pleasure.  The sensation rolled over him.  Transformed him.  Filled his brain with the voice of an Old Testament God.


  "—SSSSSSSSSSSSSSINNER —"


  Laura climbed on top of him.  She found his erection and guided it into her with cold fingers.  Roman candles exploded in Drew's forebrain.  A siren went off in his ears.  His cock felt like a fuse popping.  He tried to say something but his ability to speak had washed away in the storm of ecstacy.  Like a helpless infant he gawked up into the face of his mother. 


  The thing that was Laura Taubman grinned back at him.  Its teeth were the shiny black plastic needles of a marital aid.


  Drew closed his eyes.


  — sssssinnerrr —


  He was swimming.


  — sssssssinnnerrrrr — 


  Swimming away.


  Praying he would drown in the vast sea of pleasure before this angry god devoured him.


  


  BIG BUST AT HERBERT HOOVER HIGH


  
     
  


  It was hotter than a Barstow burrito on the morning that Arlie Staggs awoke transformed.


  Arlie figured he must be having another anchovy dream.  The way his noggin felt all spongy and disengaged, like the time he awoke under the mesquite tree down in Guaymas with a mescal worm stuck in each nostril and a tattoo of Pancho Villa on his ass.  His wood shop teacher, Mr. Richard Dick (AKA Double-Dick, or Dick-squared to the slide rule crowd), had taken Arlie and a couple of other underachievers from Herbert Hoover High down to Mexico last summer on a field trip to ostensibly learn indigenous woodworking techniques; but alas, all the boys really learned was how to get crabs and chronic cases of Montezuma's revenge.  But the memories of past degradations were fading quickly as Arlie realized something was seriously wrong with his face.


  His nose felt funny, all tight and puckered, and his vision was tunneled severely.  All he could see was a pin-point of gauzy white light.  He tried to blink.  He tried to turn over.  He tried to move but his lower extremities were completely numb.  As though they didn't exist at all.  And that's when Arlie started to panic, and that nagging Russ Tamblyn voice in his head started yapping.


  You finally did it, Bucko — you choked your chicken so much you got the paralysis, the disease, and that is so uncool, because you're only like sixteen, man, and you're like terminal, Bucko.  Like curtains.  All because of that nasty Madame Thumb and her four sisters!


  Arlie shivered.  The heat was making him dizzy, making the flesh around the base of his neck crawl with prickly rash.  He tried to breathe, but the air was close and stuffy, thick with a strange mélange of odors.  Stale baby powder, sweat, traces of Prince Machiavelli.  He squinted his single eye and tried to make out the shape in front of him.  A pale netting pressed up against him, white pickets criss-crossing, and something along the lower edge of his vision.  Looked like a word stitched in fabric.


  Playtex.


  Liquid terror washed over him.  All at once Arlie began to recall the events of the previous night.  The strange intersection of events.  And the inescapable realization that he had stumbled into a nightmare.


  A nightmare that only Arlie could have wreaked upon himself.


  
     
  


  The Kingman sunset had come early the previous evening.  It made the edge of the sky melt like desert peach cobbler with whipped cream whisking out across the heavens. 


  Five years earlier, Arlie's father, Maynard Staggs, had relocated his family from Kansas City to Kingman, mostly on account of these "darned beautiful sunsets" (not to mention the job opportunities opening up for an enterprising young nuclear research technician in this part of the desert).  At first Arlie had hated the place; if you looked up the word boredom in the dictionary, it would probably say "see: Kingman, Arizona."  But then Arlie's hormones had kicked in, and he had discovered what an impressive array the Herbert Hoover High student body offered in the way of student bodies.


  "Let's go somewhere different tonight," Bertha-Lou Bizzel demurred from the passenger side of the convertible's bench, pulling away from Arlie's clinch. 


  They were parked at the cusp of Grand View Hill, the local lovers leap, and Arlie was just beginning to make progress around the horn of first base toward second.  He had told himself tonight was the night; it was bare titty or death.


  "C'mon, Bertha-Lou," Arlie protested, fidgeting, the steering wheel digging into his wiry frame.  "Stop teasing me; you said just yesterday in the cafeteria that you thought you might like me a little."


  "I do like you, Arlie," Bertha-Lou said, twirling her hair around a finger.  "I just thought we might try a change of scenery, that's all."


  Arlie sighed and stared through the windshield for a moment, thinking.  Barely a hundred pounds soaking wet, topped with an unruly shock of carrot colored hair, Arlie was no box of chocolates in the looks department.  He could have easily gotten work posing for the before-pictures in Charles Atlas ads.  But tonight, he had pulled out all the stops to impress Bertha-Lou.  He wore his best tab collar shirt, his pressed chinos and his new saddle shoes; he had even slicked his hair back with some of his dad's butch wax.  The sad truth was, Arlie Staggs had become obsessed.


  For some boys, true obsession was found in the trading of baseball cards, sitting for hours in airless basements, ruminating over whether or not they should part with a Stan Musial for three Joe Garagiola's.  For others, it was the lure of the gridiron, the mindless weight training off-season, the starving, the endless stats, and the glory of Friday night's big game.  A few ne'er-do-wells at Herbert Hoover had even discovered this new-fangled music called rock and roll, led by hillbilly cats like Elvis the Pelvis, and some colored boy they called Little Richard.  All that stuff was fine; but Arlie had found his own métier, his own special purpose in life.


  A typical head shrinker might have blamed it on the diminishing succor of his mother's nipple; the desire to return to the womb, and all that noise.  But Arlie knew better.  Arlie knew it had started with a little deck of playing cards he had stumbled upon in Maynard Staggs' golf bag back in the summer of '53.  Bust Queens of the Amazon, fifty-two in all, posed on bear skins, satin backdrops and chrome gilded hotrods.  Arlie had only been eleven at the time, but the little devil in his pants had awakened with a vengeance; and from then on, Arlie had been hooked.


  It wasn't merely the worship of bosoms; it was everything that accompanied the existence of the mammary gland in 1958 America.  Arlie had a better knowledge of brassieres than a floor manager at Lane Bryant.  He had studied the various kinds, the French lace cutaways, the Italian ribbon weaves, the British seamless jobs, and the American under-wires.  He knew a Chantelle from a Warner Wonder, a Maidenform from a Lilly of France.  He was also similarly versed in the zaftig starlets of the day; he idolized Maimie Van Doren, Jane Mansfield and Virginia Bell.  He collected eight-pagers of Paula Page and Jackie Miller.  He even kept a scrapbook of the more voluptuous mainstream celebrities of the day.  Julie London was the cat's pajamas.  Janet Leigh was a scream.  Even Margaret Dumont, the portly matron of Marx Brothers flicks, would often make Arlie's pulse quicken; Arlie was certain, under all that bodice and bustle, there had to be a fabulous bust.


  As the years passed, Arlie's pastime became a preoccupation.  He would lie awake at night, mentally tracing the contours of his English teacher's décolletage.  He would concoct elaborate doodles of various breast shapes on the back of his spiral-bound, labeling them with taxonomical fervor; the gargantuan pears, the firm conicals, the ample rounds, and the inimitable heavenly ballasts.  He would even revel in the wonderful poetry of the Sears catalogue:  Full figured sizes available, 38 D to 46 EEE, reinforced Lycra cups to lift, firm and separate.  For Arlie, the mammary gland was more than a mere body part, more than simple adolescent fetish; it was religion.


  And Bertha-Lou Bizzel was the promised land.


  Arlie had first seen Bertha-Lou during a freshman year assembly, sitting alone in the back of the gymnasium.  She was a new girl from Phoenix, dark complexioned, sturdy, and full of secrets from the big city.  She wore pedal-pushers, which was scandalous at Herbert Hoover, and a baggy knit sweater.  And when she rose to her feet to applaud the winners of the Western Arizona Barbershop Quartet Competition, Arlie suddenly beheld the heft of her bosoms.  They strained the front of her sweater, massive and proud.  They were genuine works of art.  And Arlie had dropped to his knees right there in front of Christ and the Blue Ribbon Barbershop Boys, silently thanking the Lord for all His wisdom and generosity.


  And now, after three solid months of maneuvering, including a dozen celibate visits to Grand View Hill, Arlie wasn't about to let a little thing like a change in scenery stop him from experiencing Bertha-Lou's bounty.


  "Wait a minute!"  Arlie finally reached down and fired up the Bellaire.  "I got it!"


  "What?"  Bertha-Lou was gazing in the rearview, applying another coat of lipstick.


  "Place where my dad works," Arlie said.  "Over by Mount Fenniman."


  "That's clear across the desert!"


  Arlie looked at her, grinning and putting the car in gear.  "It'll be an adventure."


  She thought about it for a moment, then started twirling her hair and grinning back at him.  "Okay."


  They drove for nearly an hour.


  The twilight turned the highway purple.  Long shadows of distant buttes and yuccas scissored across the pavement, then vanished, as the air got cool and clean.  Arlie turned the radio on.  They listened to Jack Scott and The Texas Playboys and Tennessee Ernie Ford.  And the sky freckled with stars, glittering magically.


  By the time they reached the outer fences of the Fenniman facility, they were both in the mood for love.


  "My dad works up at the main laboratory," Arlie said, pulling around behind a row of ramshackle Quonsets.  The gravel lot was whiskered in sage and weeds, and a row of spindly Joshua trees loomed on the beam of the Bellaire's headlights.  Arlie cut the lights.


  "What does he do?"  Bertha-Lou was getting a little queasy all of a sudden.


  "Does something for the Atomic Energy Commission, I dunno, something with particles and beams and stuff."


  "Oh."


  Arlie found a place to ditch the car behind a cluster of garbage bins.  He killed the engine, grabbed a blanket out of the back and escorted Bertha-Lou across the lot.  They climbed a gentle hill fringed with creosote bushes and scabrous weeds.  The summit was a flat, bald stretch of earth that overlooked the rest of the compound.  Arlie spread the blanket out, and the twosome sat.  The air smelled of pine and something astringent, like very strong disinfectant.


  Bertha-Lou gazed out across the desolate landscape of low-rise buildings and saguaro.  "This isn't exactly what I had in mind," she murmured.


  Arlie already had his arm around her, his fingertips brushing the reinforced hooks of her bra.  "I think I love you, Bertha-Lou," he said.


  "Oh, Arlie, you're so full of bull pucky," she said, pulling away for a moment, unbuttoning her blouse.  "You're just in love with my boobies; which is okay, 'long as you treat me kind and take me out for a steak dinner and a movie of my choice every month or so."


  She reached around, unclasped her bra, and freed her breasts.


  "Ohmygah —"  Arlie gasped, the words catching in his throat.  He couldn't move, he couldn't breathe.  The blood was rushing to both of his heads, the big one and the little one, and his ears droned noisily.  In the light of the desert moon, Bertha-Lou's breasts looked positively luminous.  Like two great heavenly bodies made of cream.  Arlie gaped at them reverently and uttered, "Thank you."


  "You're welcome," she said and kissed him.


  Arlie kissed her back.


  They fell to the blanket, and Arlie cupped her bosoms with the care and tenderness of a monk tasting the blessed host.  Even Bertha-Lou was taken aback; Arlie was so cautious, so methodical. He seemed to be inhaling her, clinging to her breasts like some kind of marsupial.  He alternated from left to the right, touching every square inch of pale flesh with his face and his fingers.  He had found his Valhalla.


  "Wait a minute, time out," Bertha-Lou said suddenly, gently pushing Arlie away.  "You hear that?"


  "What?"  Arlie was oblivious, drunk on her smell and her warmth.


  "That sound, like a buzzing, like the ground is vibrating."


  "It's nothing," Arlie said and went back to her sweet soft miracles.


  In every person's life, there's a pivotal moment, where the wave of fate is just beginning to break.  It's the grand slam home run.  The biggest fish.  The most important case.  Shakespeare spoke of it often; called it the "tide in the affairs of men".  And the sad truth was, most poor slobs wouldn't know it if it bit them in the ass.  Not Arlie.  Face buried in buttery flesh, senses engulfed in the talc of Ivory soap and dime store perfume, he knew he was experiencing that indefinable moment toward which everything has been leading, and after which everything will pale in comparison.  And in that silent instant of revelation, Arlie found himself wishing, wishing furiously, wishing upon a magical, starry Arizona night that he could —


  "My God, the ground is moving!"  Bertha-Lou tensed suddenly, trying to pull away.


  "Mmmmmylllphlymmm—!"  Arlie was glued to her nipple.


  "Arlie, we're— we're— we're—!"


  They were moving.  The grassy plateau beneath them was shifting like a glacier, rotating.  A vast earthen turntable.  Noxious puffs of gas seeped out the edges of the plateau, smelling like airplane glue.  Arlie clung to Bertha-Lou, and the world seemed to tilt on its axis.  Bertha-Lou shrieked.  Arlie closed his eyes.


  A moment later, they were plummeting through the darkness of an enormous air vent.


  They landed on the floor of a particle accelerator, which was about to bombard another target with 750,000 megavolts of atomic energy.  Bertha-Lou hit her head on impact and was knocked out cold, but Arlie wavered in and out of consciousness long enough to see the gargantuan chrome apparatus rising over them, and feel the surge of vibrations under their bodies, and hear his dad's voice echoing in his midbrain— those darn Cockcroft-Walton gennies pack a punch, son— get your little atoms moving up to 84 percent the speed of light, and that's a lot faster than any four-barrel Chevy, son, heh-heh-heh-heh!


  In Arlie's final moments of consciousness, he saw the walls around them beginning to glow, a bright phosphorous green, and felt the vibrations resonating up through his body as he clung to Bertha-Lou.  And in that final wave of emotion, Arlie realized that these may very well be his last moments on this earth.  And he found himself completing the wish — the secret, magical wish — that he could stay this way, united with Bertha-Lou's cleavage, throughout eternity.


  Then the atoms crashed.


  
     
  


  "Ohmygod—!"


  Back in the here and now, Arlie's bad dream continued.


  "Where the hell did — how did —?!!" Bertha-Lou was getting hysterical.


  The morning sun hammered down through the vent shaft of the accelerator, and Arlie could hear Bertha-Lou's frantic voice only inches away, muffled by the fabric of the massive brassiere pressing down on Arlie's mutant face.  Arlie tried to answer, but found that he had no mouth.  Only a large, dark, puckered papilla through which he could nominally make out shapes and odors.  He tried to move again and found the majority of his girth to be a ball of jiggly, sweaty flesh attached to Bertha-Lou's torso.


  "GET AWAY FROM ME —!!"


  Now there was real terror in Bertha-Lou's voice, and Arlie felt himself bounding across the airless lab, barely contained within the fabric of the Playtex.  Arlie felt like a blind papoose, bouncing around the cotton carrier, clinging barnacle-like to his host body.  Suddenly Bertha-Lou was scaling the inner wall of the accelerator room, and Arlie could feel the thrum of her heartbeat in his vessels, he could sense her terror in the perfumed sweat breaking out across the soft curve of his face.  What a screwy dream he was having!


  "GET AWAAAAAAAY!!"


  There was a figure behind Bertha-Lou, pursuing her through the lab.  Through the prison of fabric, Arlie could hear the pitiful, slobbering moans, the shuffling zombie-walk as it lumbered after her.  What the hell was it?  Some kind of radiated, mutant being?  Arlie could hear its muffled, tormented cries.  And the relentless shuffling, as the monster, or whatever it was, tried to climb the ladder.


  Bertha-Lou finally reached daylight, staggered across the gravel lot, and vaulted behind the steering wheel of the Bellaire.  She fired it up and laid a patch out of there.


  High-balling down the highway, Arlie could feel the buffet of the wind against his faceless areola, the gusts flapping the fabric of the blouse, drying the sweat on his bulbous body.  Bertha-Lou was mumbling to herself, things like "where are you, Arlie" and "what in God's name happened in there" and other phrases inaudible under the roar of the Bellaire.  Arlie's entire rubbery form began to rash with goose bumps.  Was it possible?  Could it be?  He felt the resilience of his flesh, the tremors passing through him every time the car hit a pothole; he was jiggling, dear God in Heaven, he was jiggling in such a familiar way.


  I'm here, Bertha-Lou!  I don't know how it happened, but I'm down here, mute and sweaty, in your off-white 39D Playtex Cross-Your-Heart Underwire!


  The revelation shivered through him.  This was not a dream; this was as real as his father's new brick barbecue, as real as Sputnik, as real as one of Mister Gibbons pop quizzes.  Arlie was a boob.  Period.  And for some horrible, intuitive reason, Arlie got the feeling there was no turning back.  He would have to adapt, just like in Missus Cockenlacher's biology class when they studied Darwin and natural selection.  Arlie would have to make the best of it.


  A barrage of uninvited images assaulted his mammalian brain.  People gathered inside a filthy canvas tent in the bowels of some carnival sideshow.  Step right up, ladies and gentlemen, meet Boob Boy, the Human Breast, he'll lactate on command!  Arlie tried to scream, tried to wriggle free of the elastic bondage, but the D-cup held firm.  He was damned, damned to ride the rest of his life, a flabby passenger on a very attractive chest.


  It took Bertha-Lou twenty minutes to get back to town.  Arlie wasn't sure, but from the sounds of traffic and the smell of pine needles, he guessed she was heading home.  Bertha-Lou Bizzel lived in a ritzy neighborhood on the north side of Kingman, a new development called a suburb, complete with manicured lawns, immaculate hedges and borders of young western pines.  Arlie strained to see through the tunnel of his puckered eye.  Every time Bertha-Lou twisted in her seat, or reached down to shift, Arlie felt the fabric itching his face, prickling hotly, maddeningly.  The underwire had gotten bent in all the excitement, and now it was digging into Arlie's side.  It was torture.  And the weight!  Arlie felt like a balloon filled with sand, like Fatty Arbuckle after a six-course meal.  His lower regions were still sweating profusely, sticking to flesh of Bertha-Lou's ribs.


  If only she had been a flat-chested girl.


  Moments later, Bertha-Lou arrived home.  She pulled quickly into the circular drive and slammed on the brakes.  Arlie plunged forward, nearly spilling out of his cup.  He wanted to cry now, as Bertha-Lou got out of the car and rushed up the picket-lined walk, he wanted to die.


  Now slow down, Bucko, cool your pits and think this over.


  The Russ Tamblyn voice was back.


  Maybe this ain't such a godawful mess after all, you dig?  Like, maybe this is whatcha call one of your blessings in disguise, if you catch my meaning, Bucko.  Just think of the fun, the kind of life you could lead down here in this dark, warm, groovy place. Bouncing around, smelling great, carefree.  Like dig:  You wouldn't even have to worry about coppin' a feel anymore, know what I mean?  You could just feel yourself up —


  "Mom?  Dad?  Anybody home?!"  Bertha-Lou's anguished voice was splashing the empty silence of the living room of her house on Maple Drive.


  The Bizzel house was one of those new deals they call tract homes.  Single level ranch, with a bunch of spacious rooms and all the modern conveniences.  Electric oven.  Eight inch black and white tv.  Boomerang tables everywhere.  And the color scheme was pure contemporary, aqua blue and mustard.  Arlie bounced along from room to room, as Bertha-Lou looked for Mom or Dad or Brother Johnny or anybody who might listen.


  The house was deserted.


  "Probably all at church," Bertha-Lou muttered to herself, going into her room, and peeling off her clothes.


  Then it happened.


  The Playtex came off and freed Arlie.  The cool air and light of the bedroom engulfed him, and it felt wonderful.  It was almost as though Arlie could breathe again, although he had no breathing passages anymore.  His pores tingled.  Maybe Russ Tamblyn was right, maybe this wasn't so bad after all.  He blinked, and gradually grew accustomed to the light and the strange portal through which his vision coalesced.


  There was a full-length mirror across the room.  Covered with clippings of Ricky Nelson and Tab Hunter, the mirror reflected a narrow slice of Bertha-Lou.  Through his constricted field of vision, Arlie saw his face in the upper left corner.  The face of a frightened young man, shrunken, embossed onto Bertha-Lou like molded white chocolate.  Arlie's eyes, nose and mouth created a strange little cameo around her nipple, as though some demon god had literally sculpted Arlie into her flesh.


  But why hadn't Bertha-Lou noticed him?  Couldn't she tell that one of her breasts had mutated?


  She was moving again, over carpet, then tile.  The light got sharper, and her footfalls took on a sibilant quality.  Wait until she looks in a mirror, Arlie thought.  She'll surely notice her new friend then.  Arlie blinked and blinked and blinked.  He could detect the faint odors of dampness, soap and shampoo.  She was in the bathroom.  God help him, she was going to take a shower!  The squeak of a faucet, then the rush of water as she adjusted the temperature.


  Then the warm spray in Arlie's face.


  It was a remarkable feeling, like being immersed in wet clay and yielding to the gentle touch of the sculptress.  The soap blanketed him, frothed over him, and all at once, everything was okay with the world.  Russ Tamblyn had been right.  This was the greatest possible thing that could have happened, and Arlie began to silently thank God.


  There was a sudden crash out in the living room.  Glass breaking, and shuffling sounds.


  "Oh my God!"


  The water stopped.  Goose bumps crawled across Arlie's face.  An arm smashed up against him, covering him with a towel, and then Bertha-Lou was moving toward the window.  "Ohmygod — NO!!"  She tried the bathroom window, but it was welded shut with coats of paint and calk.  "It's him, it's him, IT'S HIM —!!"  She shrieked and ran out of the bathroom.


  Arlie struggled to see the monstrous figure coming down the hallway.


  Coming into focus through the tunnel of Arlie's vision was the worse thing he had ever seen.  A figure in a soiled tab collar shirt, wrinkled chinos and brand new saddle shoes, staggering blindly down the hall, zombie arms outstretched.  It was human in every way except the head.  Rooted on the stalk of its neck, melded in some unearthly graft, was a great fleshy orb.  A breast.  Bertha-Lou Bizzel's left bosom, to be exact.  It came forth like a pathetic, mute supplicant, seeking its goddess.


  "LEAVE ME ALONE —!"


  Arlie could hear the madness in Bertha-Lou's scream, as she lunged through her bedroom door, clawing at her clothes and the things on her dresser.  Bottles of Estee Lauder and Kewpie dolls and Jerry Vale records skittered to the carpet.  The monster was coming through the door.  Bertha-Lou finally managed to grab a Zippo and a spritz bottle of Evening in Paris cologne. 


  She aimed the aerosol spray at the thing with no eyes and sparked the lighter.


  "DIE YOU FUCKER!"


  A tendril of blue fire leapt from the cologne bottle and bullwhipped the monster.  The thing staggered.  Flames curled around its fleshy, globular head, and a spurt of agony hissed from its teat.  Then the fire bloomed, licking down its shirttails and trousers.  The thing collapsed and sparks geysered off cross the doorway.


  Run, Bertha-Lou! 


  Arlie's silent scream reverberated down through the woman's marrow.


  Bertha-Lou spun, scooped up a terrycloth robe and lurched at her back window.  It took her a split second to pry open the pane and climb out.  She pulled the robe on and staggered across the finely trimmed lawn toward the tree line.  The sound of wood crackling and flames gobbling up the air came trailing after her.  She got another few feet and tripped on a log.


  She went down hard.


  It wasn't until the inferno was out of control, filling the air with violent noise and light, that Arlie realized Bertha-Lou had fainted dead away.  In her frenzy, and subsequent fall, her robe had slipped open.  And now Arlie was exposed for all the neighbors and fireman to see.  That wouldn't do, that simply wouldn't do.


  Cover me, Bertha-Lou, please, it's cold.


  Nothing, no movement.  The sounds of sirens were looming now, and the voices of neighbors were gathering across the fence.  Soon the place would be crawling with people.  Arlie concentrated carefully, thinking the words.


  Cover me up, please, Bertha-Lou.


  The fingers fluttered for a moment, blindly, then the arm swung up and shoved the robe closed.  Just like that.  Then the hand fell like a dead bird on the lawn.


  Arlie silently thanked God, and rejoiced. 


  As the emergency units arrived and the neighbors gathered and the scene erupted with voices and noise, Arlie let the invisible tears of joy come for his new life.  There was no turning back now.  His secret dream had come true.


  At last, he was whole.


  


  STASH


  
     
  


  Let's get the names out of the way:


  Douche bag


  El Douche


  Douchey-Douche


  Son of Douche


  Douche Junior


  These were the ones he remembered. 


  There were more, although he'd blocked most of them out of his memory.  His gym teacher in the sixth grade, Mr. Blundy, called him Lil Douche, which, at the time, was as humiliating as any of the others, but over the years had kind of grown on him.  Lil Douche has a certain hip-hoppy ring to it.  Like an opening act for P-Diddy or Old Dirty Bastard.  Or maybe the Massengil Summer Reggae Festival.  All of which would be great were he not the whitest dude you'll ever meet.  A man without roots, without an identity.


  A product of state orphanages, Guy Fox was adopted as a toddler and grew up in Caucasian Land (actually Grand Rapids, Michigan).  He was weaned listening to the New Christy Minstrels and eating Baloney sandwiches slathered in mayonnaise.  He went to an expensive Episcopalian prep school where the only black student was a light skinned Cuban boy named Pierre LaFontant whose blackest act was wearing a Sears Dashiki and playing Harry 'Belafonte's "Banana Boat Song" after lights-out.  By the time Guy had made it to the University of Michigan, he was a fully fledged honky motherfucker, from his Ivy League haircut down to his I-zod chinos and top-siders.  He looked like an ad for Eddie Bauer's Young Republican Resort Wear. 


  Maybe that was why he eventually came up with the Porno Pal System.  Maybe it was all about rebellion.  Or maybe he wanted to do something black.  Something earthy and dangerous and subversive and cool. 


  Chances are, though, it was simply a way to thumb his lily white nose at his adopted dad.


  "Where are you?" Guy snapped at his cell, gripping the phone tightly with one hand as he steered the car with the other.  He was on the outer drive, skimming over parched pavement, heading north, preparing to clean up another mess in a home on the north shore of Chicago.


  It was a gray September day, the sky low and scudded with dark clouds.  To Guy's right stretched the endless mercurial waters of Lake Michigan, and to his left the canyons of cloistered condos known as Lincoln Park.  Guy had both the air conditioning and a Korn CD blasting, and the cumulative din was making it hard to hear his partner.


  "I'm almost there," the voice crackled.  It belonged to Bobby Dutchik.  Guy's Pal Friday since high school, Bobby made up for his room temperature IQ with a certain kind of sweetness that Guy had yet to encounter in any other straight, white, middleclass, horny males.


  "Well don't do anything until I get there," Guy instructed, glancing at his watch.  "It's not even 2:00 o'clock yet."


  "Didn't the contract say the funeral was like from 1:00 to 4:00?"


  "2:00 to 4:00," Guy corrected him.


  "Sorry."


  "Don't sweat it, I'll be there in a nanosecond.  Just sit in your car, do some crossword puzzles."


  Bobby assured Guy that he would do just that, and Guy disconnected the cell.


  It took Guy a little over twenty minutes to find the address.  Working off the contract, as well as the attached map, he located the huge Queen Anne at the end of a tree-shrouded street near the lake.  Way upper class neighborhood.  Cobblestones, mansions, security systems up the ying yang. 


  Guy parked his car half a block away and strolled over to the client's wrought iron gate with his official-looking blue uniform shirt buttoned to the collar, and his official-looking clipboard tucked under his arm.  It was standard work attire.  Never failed to blend in.  Guy was just some guy showing up to install a satellite dish or change a furnace filter.  Rich people are used to this kind of crapola.  On top of that, Guy Fox's physique had become about as non-threatening as a physique can be.  Soft, pale, a little paunchy around the middle, he looked like an accountant or an actuary who'd been staring at so many spreadsheets, his own sheets had started to spread.


  "Hey, G, you made it!" Bobby Dutchik called out as Guy approached the entrance gate.  Bobby was leaning against the wrought iron fence in his own fake blue uniform, whistling absently, a tall, rangy man, his buggy eyes magnified by Coke bottle glasses.


  "All set?" Guy said as he looked for the key pad that was supposed to be a few inches to the left of the gate's lock.  Bobby said sure, everything was copasetic, as Guy consulted the contract for the proper code.


  They opened the gate, strolled up the gorgeous herringbone brick sidewalk, and entered the house through the front door using the key that had been enclosed with the contract packet.


  It's strange: When there's a death in a family, an empty home somehow seems to be more silent than your average empty home.  Guy  never mentioned this observation to Bobby —Guy wasn't even sure Bobby would get it—but Guy noticed it every time he entered a client's domicile.  This house was no different.  The front foyer was huge, with a soaring vaulted ceiling and sky lights, and as quiet as a 'pharaoh's tomb.  The rest of the house was straight out of Architectural Digest.  Expensive furniture, meticulous decor.  Lush greenery everywhere.  Guy couldn't remember what the client's job had been: Heart surgeon, CEO, something like that.  It wasn't important.


  They put on their surgical gloves and went about their business with minimal conversation or fuss.  Guy kept the floor plan handy, and Bobby carried the canvas tent bag.  (Over the years, they had learned through trial and error that plastic garbage bags are woefully ill-suited for this work; pornography can be heavy, and have sharp edges.)


  On the second floor, at the end of the hall, as notated in the contract, they found the client's home office.  The air smelled faintly of stale smoke and aftershave in there, and there was something vaguely poignant about the clutter.  This was another thing Guy had noticed over the years: Old, white, rich, married men always have home offices, or rumpus rooms, or dens, or whatever, where they go to be alone.  Maybe this was the secret to a happy marriage.  A husband having a masculine place in which to retire after dinner each night, a place of dark leather upholstery and English fox hunt wallpaper within which a man can smoke a cigar and drink a Scotch and think deep thoughts about sports or cars. 


  This office was a prime example: The decedent's big oak desk was front row center, surrounded by golf trinkets, bowling trophies, model trains and framed prints of Norman Rockwell paintings.  Behind the sofa, under a false floorboard, Guy found a cardboard file box full of Hustlers, Barely Legals, Screws, Beaver Hunts, Naughty Nymphs, School Girl Pussies, and Awesome Asian Ass's.  He carefully transferred the well-thumbed magazines to the canvas bag, and moved on.


  The whole removal session took less than half an hour.  In the basement powder room, behind a cadenza brimming with photos of grandchildren, Guy removed a peach crate filled with dozens of videotapes, mostly fetish stuff, Oriental Ass Reamers 17 and Butt Man Goes to College Volumes 1 through 23.  In the attic, nestled in the bottom of a moth-ball redolent trunk, underneath long forgotten sleeping bags and musty hunting gear, Bobby found vintage magazines and paperbacks with titles such as The Big Suck-Off and Mona Takes a Pony Ride.  By the time they were done, the canvas bag was filled to the straining point.  Bobby guessed it weighed at least a hundred and fifty pounds.  Which was about right for a man who had lived a full life well into his seventies.  A couple pounds of porno for every year.  That was just about the norm, Guy had noticed: a magazine a month.


  They made their final sweep, and everything looked good.  They left the house just as they had found it.


  On his way out the front door, Guy felt a wave of satisfaction rise through him.  The day had turned mild, the sun burning off the clouds, and now the sky was high and blue over the north shore as he walked back to his car.  But best of all: Guy had completed another job without incident.  He had removed a deceased man's pornography promptly and professionally, before his wife or mother or daughter or granddaughter had a chance to stumble upon it and suffer mixed emotions about their dearly departed.  Guy had discreetly cleansed a man's home, leaving behind nothing but Norman Rockwell, grinning grandchildren, and mothball perfumed trunks.  And for the survivors, Guy had insured a period of simple, focused, undiluted, healing grief.


  Grief without embarrassment.


  "You going back to the office?" Bobby asked, tossing the canvas bag into his trunk.  Bobby was supposed to stop at the dump incinerator on his way back to the shop, destroying all the smut—which Guy referred to in his company literature as 'retrieval materials' — in order to insure that no evidence would survive.  But Guy was painfully aware that Bobby often stopped off at his apartment first to cherry pick whatever goodies might be of interest to him.  He thought he was pulling a fast one on Guy, but Guy didn't care.  Since becoming impotent a couple of years ago, Guy Fox couldn't begrudge a man his vices.


  "Yeah, we got a customer coming in at 3:00 for a prospectus," Guy replied, glancing at his watch.  "Then we got the Douche King coming over tonight for dinner."


  Bobby cringed.  "Ouch."


  "Yeah, well... anyway... good job today, Bobby.  I'll see you tomorrow."


  "Seeya, Guy."


  Guy walked the rest of the way to his car marveling at how fast a good mood can evaporate when his dad's name is invoked.


  
     
  


  Guy's dad was indeed the Douche King. 


  In fact, no less an authority than Fortune Magazine dubbed the elder Fox exactly that in a cover story in the late eighties.


  When Guy was adopted in 1961 — a former ward of the Department of Children and Family Services who would turn out to be his parents' only child — his father was in senior management at Parke-Davis Pharmaceuticals, working on new feminine hygiene products and being groomed for a top slot in the organization.  But his masterpiece was the Daisy-Fresh.  The world's first pre-mixed, pre-measured, non-allergenic disposable douche.  The product was a blockbuster, bumping up the parent company's stock by a hundred and seventy-five bucks per share the first fiscal quarter alone, and alleviating women around the world of that not-so-fresh feeling.


  Guy was only seven years old at the time this windfall came, and a seven year old former orphan with self-esteem problems is not exactly cognizant of all the financial implications of such success.  Little Guy Junior only noticed three things: He saw less of his father; the family started eating out more often; and people at school started making fun of Guy.  Maybe the experience hardened him.  Looking back on it, he wasn't sure.  But one thing was certain: It made him awkward with women.  Hindered by the terrible knowledge that his dad—the man Guy saw each evening trimming his nose hairs and excavating toe jam — was in fact spending each day pondering vaginal odors, Guy was a complete disaster with girls.


  He fared a little better in college—perhaps because of the widened proximity from his father — but still couldn't shake the Douche King curse.  "Oh my God, that's where I heard your name before," they would intone as soon as Guy got them into bed.  "Your dad's the douche guy.  I'm wearing him right now.  As we speak!  I've got your dad inside me!  Isn't that amazing?  Your dad is in my vagina right at this moment!  He's down there!  Right now!  He's there!  Unbelievable."


  Thank God Guy finally met Karen. 


  Karen was his savior—in a literal and religious sense.  She was his Goddess.  An English Lit geek at U of M, she was one of those girls with the skinny horn-rims and tattooed ankles who always seem like they're in on something that you aren't.  Karen was the perfect girl friend because she had an aversion to toiletries of any kind.  A hirsute girl, she let her armpits and legs go untrimmed, and eschewed all feminine hygiene products.


  Guy and Karen were married a month after graduation, and moved to Chicago to look for actual jobs.  Karen was the one with credentials that meant anything — a BA in English and a BS in Special Education—and she landed a job right out of the gate at a prestigious private school on the north shore called Blessed Virgin Mother Mary of the Universal Immaculate Conception.  In her spare time, she crafted elaborate and morbid collages with the pictures of missing children cut from the sides of milk cartons.  As for Guy: Let's just say his BA in 19th Century Icelandic Literature was not going to serve him in good stead at the Polo Club... unless he wanted to use his diploma to scrape smegma from the ponys' genitals.  No, Guy Fox was destined for something much more... shall we say... entrepreneurial.


  Which was as good a way as any to describe the kind of work he was doing at this very moment in his modest little office on Sheridan Road.


  "Tell me how it works," the gentleman was saying, sitting across the desk from Guy.


  "Of course," Guy said, then pushed himself away from his battered veneer desk and walked around to the flip chart next to the window.  The office was nothing special.  Three hundred square feet of carpeted space in the rear of a two-bit ambulance chasing firm just north of Chicago.  An outer room with a sofa and a few magazines.  A couple of landscapes on the wall.  Nothing too flamboyant.  Nothing to make the customer uncomfortable.  After all, The Porno Pal System was all about comfort.  "It's really very simple," Guy explained, pointing to a color-coded flow chart emblazoned with big symbols such as $$$ and XXX and COD.  "The first payment is an initial (non-refundable) one-time fee of $1500, plus a deposit of $5000.  The deposit is contractually kept in escrow until you pass away or decide to cancel the contract for any reason."


  The man in the armchair, a gentleman named Herbert Cooley, was nervously nodding his head.  Tall and gaunt and fidgety, with dishwater grey hair and skin so pale and wrinkled it looked almost translucent, he was obviously uneasy with this whole process.  He looked to be in his 60's, although it was hard to tell for sure.  He wore a short-sleeve shirt buttoned up to his shriveled Adam's apple, polyester slacks, and huge wingtips.  He had dark circles under his eyes  "How do you... know... the... um... location?" Cooley wanted to know.


  "That's an excellent question," Guy remarked with an amiable smile, trying to put the elder man at ease.  Guy had seen all types coming through this door—everybody from clergy to rap singers—and there was always this initial mixture of nervous tension and shame.  "Along with the deposit, you submit floor plans of your house, along with a house key and the location of all the hiding places where the... uh... material is kept."


  "I see," said Herb Cooley.


  "These items are kept in a safe deposit box," Guy went on, pointing at a little illustration in the flow chart of a bank vault.  "At your expense, of course, with explicit directions that the box should be opened only upon your death, and only by myself or my associate."


  "Very good then," Cooley said with weird Anglo-style diction, wringing his gnarled hands, staring at Guy.


  At that moment, with the abruptness of a synapse firing in the back of Guy's brain, he became certain of one thing: There's something wrong with this guy. 


  "Additionally, an addendum letter will be filed with your estate attorney," Guy was saying now, distracted by the gooseflesh rashing the back of his arms, "stating that my associate and I are from an historic preservation foundation, and we should be allowed to enter your domicile upon your death in order to collect some of the your — quote-unquote — important papers."  Guy tried to smile and couldn't.  "It's really just a formality.  All of it completely legal."


  Now it was Herbert Cooley's turn to approximate a smile, and the result was something that would haunt Guy's dreams from this day forward.  The corners of Cooley's thin, liver-colored lips twitched, and his red-rimmed eyes widened, and his slack face pulled away from crooked yellow teeth as though a puppeteer's string were tugging at his deeply lined temples.  "Where do I sign?" he softly intoned.


  Guy's hands were shaking as he pulled open the drawer to fetch a contract.


  
     
  


  An entire week passed before Guy finally acted on his suspicions.  During that week, Guy went about his business in an orderly fashion, never letting on to anyone that he was being haunted by a major creep of a client.  And the strangest part was, Guy had no proof of any irregularities.  Cooley's deposit check had cleared, and his papers seemed to be in pristine order.  There was no reason to believe that Cooley was anything other than a decent, red-blooded American user of pornography.  The only thing that was eating at Guy was that one face-to-face.  The incredible feeling during that meeting that Herbert G. Cooley was just... wrong. 


  But Guy kept this feeling to himself.  Didn't even tell Bobby about it.  Just kept it in the back of his brain where it festered  like an abscess.  This was a first for Guy.  In the five years since he had founded The Porno Pal System — advertising mostly in the back pages of skin magazines as well as The Christian Science Monitor — he had taken on just about every client imaginable.  Rabbi's with foot fetishes.  Rich WASPy CEO's who keep pictures of pregnant, lactating black women.  High school gym teachers with extensive collections of S&M tableaus.  You name it.  And Guy had never once felt the compulsion to check up on anybody.  But this guy Cooley had him spooked.  This doughy white face was infesting Guy's dreams.  What in God's name could this jerk be hiding in the bowels of his home?


  For an entire week, moving through his daily routine with zombie-like complacency, Guy got up every morning, had breakfast with Karen, and went to work (for years, Karen Fox had been operating under the false impression that her husband had been running a small research firm, and Guy had seen no reason to correct her).  It was a relatively uneventful week, too, with only a few new clients and one death/retrieval scenario (a straight-forward job removing hardcore gay porn from the nooks and crannies of a Catholic rectory).  Every night, Guy would come home  exhausted.  Not from the work but rather from the rumination.  The image of Cooley's red-rimmed eyes and yellow smile was just too creepy for Guy to shake.


  On the last evening before Guy finally did something about his suspicions, his parents were visiting.  The Douche King rarely graced Guy and Karen with personal visits, but this week had been  different.  Guy's parents had been over a few days earlier to show slides from their trip to Branson, Missouri, and now, tonight, they had returned with paint swaths from Sherman Williams in order to help Karen choose a color for the spare room.  For some reason, Guy's mother was harboring the delusion that this room might become a nursery.  Little did the older woman know the longing, the misery, the ongoing angst between Guy and Karen about having children.  Notwithstanding his mysterious impotence, Guy dreaded the prospect of having kids.  He adored children — as did Karen — but he was also terrified of bringing one into this world.  With all the shit, all the lies and secrets, metastasizing in the dark like a cancer.


  "Now explain to me again the meaning of this piece," the Douche King was saying in his patented smug style, standing in Guy's living room, staring at the missing children collage on the wall, while Karen chattered away out in the kitchen with Guy's mother.  The Douche King was a tall, lanky man with a head full of lustrous silver waves.  He had a long patrician nose down which he would view most of the world, considering the bulk of it beneath him.  He never really "got" Karen's art.


  "I guess it's a statement on all the injustices meted out to kids in this world," Guy surmised, standing behind his dad with his hands in his pockets.  The "piece" that they were referring to was titled Lost Visage Number 13, and was basically a 4-by-4 foot piece of foam core plastered with a matrix of missing children.  Blurry faces of kids from milk cartons all chockablock across a grey field.


  The Douche King pointed his aquiline beak at Guy.  "I don't get it."


  Guy shrugged.  "I guess it's not for everybody."


  "Thank God for that," the older man mused, giving the art work one last glance.


  That night, Guy jerked awake from a vague and troubling nightmare.  In the dream he had been scratching a hole in himself with a rolled up porn magazine, the wound opening like a vulva, dripping a white, viscous fluid.  Heart thumping, flabby body filmed with sweat, Guy shook off the disorienting dread and climbed out of bed.


  He got dressed quietly, careful not to awaken Karen, then slipped out the side door.  The interior of his car was as cold as a meat locker.


  It was dawn by the time he arrived at Fifth Third Bank, the pale light glowing on the edges of the horizon, the air redolent with that sweet, dewy smell familiar only to fishermen, civil servants and methedrine addicts.  He waited for forty-five minutes for the morning watchman to arrive and open the doors.


  It took some talking to convince the safe deposit manager that there had been a mistake with Cooley's document package and Guy was merely "straightening out the paperwork."  The manager finally let Guy into the box room, where Guy stood in the blazing fluorescent light, slipping the map of Cooley's house and the front door key into his briefcase.


  Over the entire history of Guy's modest little enterprise, he had never attempted to get into a client's house prior to their death.  This was wrong on so many levels.  But Guy didn't care.  He had never been so completely repulsed by the mere presence of a client.


  Cooley's house was in an elite white-collar enclave on the north shore called Indian Hills: Miles of labyrinthine lanes bordered by stately mansions, manicured lawns, and cobblestone driveways dripping with money.


  Guy waited a half a block away from Cooley's gorgeous three-story until the entire Cooley clan gradually drifted out the front door for their day's activities.  Cooley came first—his cadaverous face in shadow, his lanky body clad in a suit and tie—hauling a briefcase off to some innocuous middle-management job.  Then came mom and the kids.  Squeaky-clean and freshly-scrubbed all.  Like an ad for Martha Stewart's Living.


  When the house was empty, Guy calmly strode up the walk and gained entrance.


  At first Guy was stricken by the positively average quality of the place.  He wasn't sure what he had expected... but certainly not this.  The rooms were neat and well furnished, but nothing ostentatious.  Tidy Scandinavian design furniture and signs of happy children all over the place.  Toy boxes, and finger paintings on the refrigerator.  Aquariums bubbling cheerfully.  The air smelled of soap and cookies and floor wax.  This was not the home of a monster.


  Guy went downstairs.  The basement was a cozy, finished playroom, toys neatly stowed in cabinets, tasteful, burnt umber wall-to-wall.  Guy looked at the map again—a Xerox reduction of an architectural floor plan—which notated the stash in the basement.  But something was wrong.  The pornography was supposed to be in a shelving unit right here.


  Pausing, Guy looked at the northeast corner of the room.  There was a big screen TV and a book case filled with kid videos such as Shrek and The Lion King.  But no stash.  Not even the possibility of a stash.


  A muffled click.


  Guy jerked around, looking for the source of the sound, the faint clicking noise.  He was jumpy now.  He heard the noise again, and this time it seemed to be coming from underneath the floor.  Guy blinked.  He looked at the map again.  Then he looked down at the floor.  The realization struck him like an ice pick to the back of his neck.  The stash was in a sub level.  A crawlspace perhaps.  A sub-basement. 


  He started nosing around the heating ducts, along the baseboard and behind the furniture.  He consulted the map and extrapolated from Cooley's notations.  Finally he found a loose panel in the southwest corner.  He was about to push it inward when he heard the clicking noise again, closer, more pronounced, almost like a match-tip being struck.


  Whirling toward the noise, Guy saw nothing.  The room was empty.  But something was wrong.  There was something different about the room.  Guy looked down at the carpet.  In the middle of the room, on the floor, there lay a single Polaroid photograph.  Had Guy missed it before?  Not likely.  Gooseflesh rashing up his back, he went over to the Polaroid, picked it up, and looked at it.


  His throat went dry.


  It was still developing, still milky and faded, but slowly coming into focus: A photograph of Guy, crouching down in the corner of the basement, fiddling with the loose panel, preparing to push it in. 


  It was a photograph taken only moments ago.


  "Very good then!"


  The voice blurted from somewhere behind him, and Guy spun around reflexively —


  — and what he saw standing there at the base of the stairs fifteen feet away was for some reason almost beyond his powers of comprehension: A pale, wrinkled figure in a pink marbled spandex suit holding an old fashioned Polaroid Land camera.


  Click-whirrrrrrr!  A flash in Guy's eyes, momentarily blinding him.


  Then things were happening all at once, very quickly, in the silver blur of Guy's compromised vision:  another photo oozing from the camera, and Guy jerking backward as he realized that this man wasn't wearing spandex at all, in fact, this man wasn't wearing anything.  Cooley's pale nude body was spattered with blood, and he was holding a Taser gun in his other hand — the same kind of small electric cattle prod that police use nowadays to control unruly mobs.


  "No wait no — !"  Guy slammed backward into the flimsy wall at the precise moment a tendril of blue voltage arced out of the muzzle of the Taser.


  The wall cracked under Guy's weight as electricity pierced him, making his fingers curl into claws.  The wall opened with a sudden groan, the cheap panel snapping, and Guy tumbled backward into the dark, flailing his rigid arms.  All he could see was a silver vein of light across his eyes as he plunged into the rotting shadows.


  He landed with a thud on cold stone, literally gasping with shock.


  There are so many flavors of pain, from the sharp, sudden sensation of a splinter under a nail to the dull, throbbing agonies of major surgery.  But landing hard on the spur of one's tailbone on a surface such as stone elicits all these sensations all at once. 


  Guy lay there in the darkness writhing in a tidal wave of pain.  In fact, it took him several seconds — very long seconds — to even draw a breath.  Capillaries of light seethed across his eyeballs, the high voltage shock still strangling him as he finally gulped a lungful of air.  He curled into a fetal position and let out a spontaneous mewl, holding his lower back.  The pain was a tympani drum in his head now.  He swallowed and tried to sit up but could only manage to get up on one elbow.  The feeling was gradually coming back into his hands and feet.


  In the shifting, yellow light of a swinging bare bulb, Guy tried to focus on something.  Anything.  And it took several moments for his eyes to register the images.


  Cooley's gallery was taped and pasted and thumb-tacked across every available inch of the moldy, unfinished walls.  Many more of the photographs were neatly boxed and stacked on rusted metal shelves.  Here was the stash, which Guy had been contracted to retrieve.  But these were more than mere pornographic pictures.  These were trophies of some sort.  Documentation of Cooley's lifelong perversions.


  Guy heard heavy footsteps padding down a ladder behind him, and he tried to move but couldn't make his legs work properly.  The pain was shackling his pelvis and his heart was racing so swiftly he could barely think but there was something about the profusion of pictures that was driving Guy on.


  He noticed a row of photos taped to the ceiling beam above him and his heart contracted into a stone.  He recognized some of the faces.  Innocent, wide-eyed faces.  Some of them school photos.  Some of them cropped from family photos.  The milk carton children.


  The missing.


  All of them victims of a doughy-faced insurance executive named Herbert Cooley —


  — who was, at this very moment, reaching the bottom of a step ladder on the far side of the crawlspace.  Guy could hear his watery, heavy breathing.  The Taser was making a faint crackling noise.


  Guy tried to rise but it was futile.  The torment of his spine and the partial paralysis kept him glued to his ass on the moist floor of the crawlspace, surrounded by the litter of a compulsive masturbator.  Empty bottles of lubricant.  Soiled blankets and towels.  A space heater rattling, the cozy orange glow for those wintry evenings of self-abuse. 


  Some of the pictures — the worst ones — showed the young victims bound and gagged.  Guy wondered if there were tiny bones buried somewhere?


  A photo screamed at Guy from the wall to his right, a wallet sized black-and-white photo of a two-year-old boy, pasted on yellow ruled paper, an edging of compulsive doodles around it – flowers and penises and skulls — all of it flooding Guy with memories.


  As a toddler Guy had slightly crossed eyes for which he wore corrective glasses from pre-school through the second grade.  Right now, at this very moment, this same cross-eyed child was staring out from a black and white snapshot taken on some discount store carousel.


  The picture was worse than a Taser shock, jolting Guy with a primal memory:


  
     
  


  Alone in an empty Corvair, in the darkness, terrified, sobbing, snot on his face, shackled to his car seat, mommy's door open, steam coming out of the car, and mommy out on the road, in the rain, waving at lights.  The little boy cannot see her anymore.  A scream, and then nothing but mist on the windows. The little boy sobs.  And then, and then, and then—the moment that will change the little boy's life forever—the side door opens and a ghostly man appears, a very pale, tall man with red-rimmed eyes.  "Very good then," he says, and reaches in and takes the boy.  The boy is flailing and screaming.  The pale man gets rough.  Throws the boy in a dark trunk.  And hours go by.  Finally the trunk opens in a silent, dark place that smells of oil and chalk, and the man tries to lift the boy out.  But the boy gets lucky.  The boy bites into the man's wrist, and the man screams, and the boy manages to slip away and run across a dark place.  The boy sees an opening and squeezes through it, then tears out into the night.  Into the rain.  Toward the closest house.  Toward safety —


  
     
  


  — and back in the here and now, lying supine in a puddle of God-knows-what—urine? —semen? — an overturned vanilla Slim-Fast shake? — Guy put the sudden revelation out of his mind.  The fleeting realization that this was how Guy became an orphan, and this why Cooley had set off internal alarms when Guy had first met him — all of it — was short lived... because Guy had more pressing matters facing him at the current moment: trapped in a hellish subterranean museum, a naked pedophile approaching with a crackling Taser gun.


   "I wondered how long it would take for you to get curious," Cooley mused as he towered over Guy, a pair of objects now aimed directly at Guy — the buzzing muzzle of a Taser gun and a crooked, veined, purple erection.


  "Okay, look, let me go and, and, and —" Guy started to stammer but suddenly saw an opportunity that would probably only be available for a very brief instant.


  Cooley was licking his lips.  "It certainly took me long enough to find you."


  "Don't do this," Guy pleaded, but it was all acting now because Guy saw his only chance plugged into an exposed duplex outlet mounted on the moldy wall-board ten feet away.


  "You were the only one," Cooley wanted Guy to know.


  "The only one what?"


  "The only one that got away," Cooley said with that cadaverous grin.  In the gloom of the crawlspace, his teeth were  the color of spoiled egg yolks.


  "How did you —?"


  Cooley aimed the stun-gun at Guy's face.  "The irony!  After all these years, I finally find you, and look at the service you're providing!"


  "Wait, wait —"


  "Pity you won't to be able to fulfill the covenants of our agreement."


  Just as Cooley was about to pull the trigger Guy kicked the space heater over.


  The glowing grille of the heater landed on the milky fluid on the floor.


  Cooley's hand froze suddenly on the Taser, the muzzle spitting a tendril of lightning off into the shadows as the space heater boiled with sparks at his feet.  Guy had to shield his face as a sheath of electricity flickered up Cooley's nude, varicose form, sending him into shuddering spasms.  His mouth gaped.  His blood-shot eyes bulged, and a blue flame licked up the back of his head, catching the delicate wisps of grey hair there.  The stench of cooking meat was overwhelming.


  Guy managed to roll away as the naked pedophile was fried to a crisp.


  The conductor: Cooley's own watery spoor, his own ritual ejaculate.


  Guy covered his face until the crackling stopped and silence returned to that terrible place.


  
     
  


  The unmarked squad car smelled of stale cigar smoke and wintergreen deodorizer.  Guy sat in the back behind the metal screen, wrapped in a woolen blanket.  Through the window he could see the EMS attendants carrying Cooley's body — now covered with a sheet—across the lawn.  In the pre-dawn gloom, the neighbors were gathered behind yellow tape, shaking their heads and clucking their tongues at such a spectacle unfolding in their gorgeous hermetically sealed world.


  "About this so-called service you were talking about in your statement," the cop in the front seat was saying.  He was plainclothes.  Fifty-ish, bad sport coat, calloused gaze.  He shot a look over the seat back at Guy.


  "The Porno Pal System," Guy murmured, his forehead resting on the grimy rear window.


  "Yeah, right.  The Porno Pal System."  The cop smiled wanly,  scratching his bad buzz cut, obviously measuring his words.  "Let's talk about that for a second."


  "I'm closing our doors," Guy mumbled.


  "What was that?"


  Guy looked at the detective, wondering what kind of charges would be leveled against this clandestine little company.  "I'm officially going out of business."


  "Is that right?"


  Guy nodded.


  The cop shrugged, then gazed back out the front window.  "That's a shame," he said, starting the engine.  "I was going to sign up for it myself."


  Guy didn't say anything.


  "Give you a ride home?" the cop asked.


  Guy said that would be great, then stared back out the window as the car pulled away from the death house...


  ... and made 'its way back through the labyrinth of graceful old homes, their tasteful draperies and blinds drawn across their tasteful bay windows, ever obscuring the outer world from the secrets within.


  


  IV.  HAUNTED


  
     
  


  "The supernatural is the natural not yet understood."


  
     
  


  - Elbert Hubbard


  


  THE BEAUMONT PROPHECY


  
     
  


  "Ahhhhhhhhhgggg!"


  Buddy Ray Dothan jerked awake in room 213 of the Motel 6 out on Steel Pike Road.  He was covered in sweat.  The room was dark and smelled vaguely of urine and tired fabric. 


  Buddy was not alone.  Another figure huddled in the corner, buried in shadows, watching.  About the only thing you could see of this second gentleman was the glowing tip of a cigarette floating like a firefly in the darkness.


  Buddy Ray sat there for a moment, waiting for his heart to quit thumping, the same damn nightmare he'd been having most of his wretched adult life still clinging to him like cobwebs.  The Beaumont house.  Once again, he'd dreamt of that same rotten Victorian pile with its pigeon-spattered black turret rising up into the autumn sky, and that same diseased orifice of a doorway, gaping open and beckoning to him in the strobing nimbus of a jack-o-lantern's light.


  Just like it had so many Halloweens ago when Buddy Ray Dothan was a kid and got the bejesus scared out of him by what he saw in the attic window.


  "I warned y'all 'bout dozin off," said the figure in the corner, leaning forward on the Lazy Boy.  Earl Spindler's face came into partial view in the blinking neon seeping through the blinds.  Earl had grown up with Buddy Ray, and had also been spooked on many occasion by the Beaumont house.  A leathery man in his late forties, Earl wore faded blue mechanic's dungarees pocked with grease.  His gaunt, lined face was etched with a lifetime of disappointments and dashed dreams.


  "Is it time yet?"


  Earl looked at his watch.  "Just about.  Pretty near midnight.  Y'all ready?"


  "Ready as I'm ever gonna be," Buddy murmured and scooted over to the edge of the bed.  He burrowed his feet into broken-down boots, then waded through the swamp of empty beer cans.  A rail-thin man with a shock of thick, greasy red hair, Buddy Ray had the stooped shoulders and tattooed arms of a career convict.  He'd done two tours at Marion — one for reckless endangerment, one for assault and battery — and was currently looking at a decade of hard parole.


  "You got them waterproof matches?"


  Buddy gave him an annoyed nod and told him yes, for the third time, yes, he hadn't forgotten the damned matches.  They got their stuff together and left the room unlocked.  Earl's battered 4-by-4 was waiting for them in the parking lot. 


  They got in and took off in a thundercloud of exhaust fumes and gravel dust that rose and vanished like silvery ghosts in the moon-lit autumn air.


  It took them ten minutes to find their way across their little blue-collar hometown.  They rode in silence, smoking cigarettes and trying to avoid eye contact with the landmarks of their childhood.  It was too painful to see the playing fields and schools and jungle gyms and Dairy Queens in which they had harbored their secret desperate dreams and goals.  It was too agonizing to think of all the failures that had greeted them as adults.  The ruined marriages, the lost jobs, the trails of human wreckage — all because of that cursed house. 


  All because they had defied the neighborhood legends and had gone up to that deserted doorway and had rung that broken doorbell on Halloween.


  "What if we just drive by, toss a Molotov cocktail at the place and call it a night?" Earl was murmuring, gazing out at the side mirror as he steered the truck up a narrow macadam toward the cathedral of elms that comprised Beaumont Hill.


  "Nope, gotta be just like we agreed," Buddy Ray told him from the shotgun seat, snapping another kitchen match with the edge of his thumbnail.  He sparked his Marlboro with trembling hands.  What the two friends had agreed on was that they would torch the old haunted Victorian at the stroke of 12:00 AM, torch it once and for all, on Halloween night, torch it in the same fashion they had been cursed by it so many years ago — right on that slumped porch, right after ringing that silent, broken bell.  Buddy Ray still remembered that horrible moment like it had happened last week — two cocky 12 year old kids, ringing that mute doorbell, then glancing up at that cracked attic window and seeing those horrible faces in the darkness behind the glass.  Somehow, it seemed as though the curse on Buddy Ray Dothan's life had started right at that moment — the endless string of bitter failure and disappointments.


  Earl yanked the stick and pulled the truck over to the curb at the edge of a weed-whiskered cul-de-sac.  The engine sputtered and died, and Earl sat there for a moment, looking down at his lap.  "What if we're wrong?"


  Buddy Ray sniffed.  "We ain't wrong, alright, we ain't.  I got it all plotted out, have for years."


  "But what if — ?"


  "Dammnit-to-hell, Earl, don't ya'll remember flunkin outta Rosewood elementary?!  Happened one goddamn week after that Halloween.  Same story with me.  My daddy up and split that very  Christmas.  Been downhill ever since.  It's that house.  I told you a million times it's that house.  The place has to go."


  Silence gripped the interior for a moment.  Finally Earl flicked his cigarette through the open vent, then nodded to himself.  "Let's get it done then."


  They carried two gallons of non-leaded gas in plastic Sky Chief tanks — one for each of them — up the twisty, narrow walkway that bisected a grove of overgrown elms.  A moment later the top of the Beaumont turret came into view up ahead of the boys, peering out above the dark skeletal limbs of diseased trees.  Gooseflesh poured down Buddy Ray's back and arms.  Earl was just as unnerved by the sight of it, his lips pursed nervously as they approached.  Here were two men who had done hard time, fought turf wars with street gangs, robbed gas stations — reduced to trembling children.


  The empty house sat at the top of that scabrous hillock like a desiccated king.  Its roof pitches sagging, its windows either boarded or riddled with cracks, its ancient gray clapboards ravaged with graffiti.  Animals had had their cruel way with it over the years — from the frosting of bird dung along the dormers to the banquet of turds along the porch planks.  In the darkness it radiated desolation — like a great monolithic stain across the shadows of the woods.


  "The hell is that?" Earl whispered as they climbed the creaking porch steps, the fear constricting his voice.  Some wise-ass neighborhood kid, probably earlier that week, must have come up there and put the jack-o-lantern on the porch near the door.  The shriveled pumpkin had a grotesque face carved into it, serpentine eyes and a rictus of a grin that was sinking into itself.  "Whattya doin'?!" Earl hissed at Buddy Ray.  "The hell are you doing?"


  Buddy Ray was kneeling down next to the pumpkin, removing its moldering lid.  He found a candle inside its festering, fragrant husk.  Buddy Ray dug for another match, snapped the little red sulfer tip and ignited the wick. 


  It just seemed like the right thing to do.


  "COME ON! — WHATTYA DOIN'! — COME ON!"  Earl was worrying off his tank's lid, the fluid sloshing noisily.  "LET'S GET IT OVER WITH AND GET THE HELL OUTTA HERE!!"


  They doused the porch, the threshold, the door, the shutters, the broken front window. 


  There was an awkward moment when they were done, the two of them gazing dumbly at each other, wondering which one should do the honors.  Buddy Ray opened the box of wooden matches, and they each plucked one from the tiny carton.  Neither man saw the rotten pumpkin behind them extruding hot wax, the tear of oily accelerant pooling in its eye, then tracking down the mottled surface of the face and plopping in the puddle of gas on the porch step like a bad penny.


  "C'MON, C'MON!  LET'S DO IT!"


  Buddy reached up to the stained panel beside the door jamb and pressed the old cracked mother-of-pearl door bell.  It made no sound.  They looked at each other one more time, then tossed their ceremonial matches onto the fuel-damp clapboards of the house, and watched the flames flutter, then leap up around the lip of the door.  It sounded like a low, obscene whisper.  It was almost sensual to watch.  Buddy Ray felt the hairs on his arms stiffen, felt the heat on his forehead.


  Neither man noticed the pumpkin catching fire behind them, the tiny flames licking up the side of the gourd, then hopping into the air like a luminous bird taking flight.  They were too busy watching the house catch fire, the orange glow reflecting off their baleful faces.  Neither noticed the fire coalescing behind them, billowing above the pumpkin, metamorphosing into the shape of a giant ghostly figure.  Neither saw the radiant orange arms reaching out for them, the luminous jaws opening.  Neither noticed the creature made of fire until it was too late.


  Buddy Ray whirled around and opened his mouth to scream but nothing came out.


  "WELCOME HOME!!!" said the glowing phantom.


  "AAHHHHHHHHGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!"


  The fire devoured both of them, their screams swallowed by the maelstrom.  They staggered and slammed against the rotten facade, as the fire swallowed them, gobbled them, chewed them up, until there was nothing left but a roaring tidal wave of white hot pain.  Then the blackness engulfed them both... and everything went away.


  


  They awoke sometime later.  The pain was gone, the noise was gone.  They were inside the house.  At least it felt as though they were inside the house.  It was hard to tell, it was so dark. 


  Eyes adjusting to the gloom, they realized they were lying in a vestibule at the base of a narrow staircase.  The muffled sounds of voices, sirens, car doors slamming, came through the walls from somewhere nearby.  The air smelled of mold and swamp rot.  The two men managed to rise to their feet and then feel their way in the pitch darkness along the wall to the steps.  Lacking any other way out, they did the next best thing.


  They climbed the steps. 


  The ancient risers did not creak, their footsteps completely silent. 


  They found their way through a door.


  The attic was filled with ancient, moldering trunks and antique furniture shrouded with stained sheets.  Earl went over to the tiny attic window and looked down.  "Aw Jesus no, no... God no."


  Buddy Ray hurried over, crouched next to Earl, and gazed through the dormer porthole, down at the front of the Beaumont house. 


  An EMT unit was parked next to the hook and ladder truck, its red chaser lights flickering off the fog bank of noxious smoke from the dying embers of the dwindling fire.  Buddy Ray's heart turned to ice, his soul constricting, his whole pathetic existence distilled down this terrible moment of clarity, gaping down at his own scorched body being loaded onto a gurney next to Earl's, then stowed into the rear of the morgue wagon. 


  But worse than that — far worse — was the realization that he had seen all this before, that he had been shown this by the house.  Time and time again down through the years.  One horrible moment replayed endlessly in nightmares: when little 10-year-old Buddy Ray Dothan had gazed up at that decrepit, cracked attic window some thirty-odd Halloweens ago...


  ... and had seen his own adult face up there next to Earl's... his own tragic future written across the owlish, charred  expressions of two hideously disfigured ghosts.


  


  OBITUARY MAMBO


  
     
  


  The magic was staring.


  In the darkness of his bedroom Timmy Gebhardt saw impossibilities begin to play across the circus motif of his wall paper.  Cartoon clowns shed their billowy suits and exposed themselves, pointing great fleshy erections skyward.  Elephants mounted tigers.  Ring masters made lascivious gesture while merry-go-rounds ran out of control, orbiting the two-dimensional bacchanal with comic book grace.


  All because Grammy had died.


  Timmy shut his eyes and pulled the blankets to his chin.  He knew it wouldn't make it go away, but at least he'd find temporary refuge beneath the womb of fabric.  Thank God for blankets!


  A sound burped within his closet.  Timmy heard it below the din of screaming calliopes.  It boomed and grumbled toward him with the rhythm of nightmare steam whistles, daring him to look.  When he finally opened his eyes Timmy saw an empty snowsuit reaching for him with hollow arms.


  "Hey... !" he gasped.  "MOM!"


  The snowsuit began to dance.  It twitched and dipped near the foot of his bed like a manic pair of trousers left on the clothesline during a storm.  The empty nylon limbs staggered and pin-wheeled and jitterbugged angrily.  The show went on for several moments before Timmy realized what was happening.


  The snowsuit was dancing Grammy's dance.


  Timmy's mind raced.  Three days ago at Aunt Noreen's backyard barbecue, late in the evening, through a haze of hardwood smoke and Chinese lantern light... he'd seen the dance.  A quivering, trembling, jerking dance.  It had made Timmy sick to see Grammy like that — lips smeared red and sweaty, boobies falling out of her dress, eyes fogged up with Rolling Rock beer — doing her filthy dance.  Now a JCPenney snowsuit was doing the same dance in Timmy's bedroom.


  The snowsuit tipped a headless collar toward Timmy and displayed its emptiness.  Dark blue nylon, twitching in a frenzy of movement.  Impossible movement.


  Timmy screamed.


  Footsteps approached.  They seemed to neutralized the terror like a buffing wave of honey.  His mother's footsteps, soft and familiar against the braided rugs outside his door.  In the moment before she entered the room, the snowsuit froze and stood at attention.  As the door flew open and lights went on, Timmy tasted another victory.


  It couldn't get him now.  Nothing could penetrate his mother's force field.


  The snowsuit parachuted to the ground.


  "Mom?"


  "He's not right.  Emotionally, I mean."


  Sally Gebhardt was ironing.  Her right hand was welded to the iron as she spoke. 


  Across the room, her husband Jack gazed through plate glass windows and nursed a double Johnny Walker.  His back was damp with sweat.  "Seems normal," Jack murmured, "under the circumstances."


  "Maybe... maybe not," Sally muttered, brushing a strand of dishwater blonde from her lips.  She was tired of crying, tired of drinking, tired of being awake.  Her eyes felt raw.  "I had to lay with him for over an hour tonight before he drifted off."


  Jack turned away from the window and sank into a recliner.  His face was lined with years of failed ad campaigns, three-martini lunches, and corporate melodrama.  He took a long pull on the scotch before speaking.  "What do you suggest?"


  "I think he needs a psychiatrist."


  "Sounds good to me."  The comment came out of Jack on an exasperated breath, and Sally could feel the patronizing tone like a cool breeze.  Each time they broached the subject of Timmy's problems Jack became so goddamn noncommittal, Sally could just scream.


  "I'm serious, Jack," she said.  "Timmy's not holding up well.  He's only ten years old... and he's so full of guilt, it's scary."


  "Why do you think he's guilty?" Jack asked, swirling ice cubes around the bottom of his glass.


  Sally kept ironing.  Although she despised housework, there had been something oddly reassuring about it since the funeral.  Once the dust had settled and all the stone faced relatives had gone, Sally had gladly immersed herself into the banalities of homemaking.  There were bathrooms to be cleaned, hallways to be swept, and funeral food to be covered and crammed into the freezer.  It was all deliciously mind-numbing.


  But now, in the blink of an eye, all the horror had flooded back.


  "You know as well as I do... " Sally said.  "He hated her."  Tears bubbled up within her and tracked down her face.  She bit into her lower lip and tried to iron, evenly, back and forth across Timmy's Michigan State t-shirt.  The room went out of focus for a moment and she felt hot chills.  It was the realization that sent acid through her veins.  "He loathed the woman... " she wept, "and feels responsible for her death."


  Jack rose and went over to his wife.  He tried to lean across the ironing board and touch her, but he found the steam and grief unbearable.  Instead, he simply stared at the carpet and mumbled, "Sally... it'll be all right."


  The words went unheard.  Sally was lost in the terrible flash-frames of her past.  She could still see Grammy, pale and naked in the moonlight, hunkering over a hedge of the rose bushes... the woman's arms weeping blood from vertical slashes of a razor blade.  Blood... turning black and luminous in the darkness.


  The first in a long line of suicide attempts.


  At the hospital Sally had seen the change taking place.  It had happened as vividly as time lapse photography.  Strapped to her bed like a crazy woman, Grammy had changed.  Her eyes had darkened with despair and resentment, her personality had curdled, and her anger had crystallized into the shifting gaze of a lunatic.  She had become a statistic; a frustrated divorced woman who didn't even have the skill to take her own life properly.


  Sally had tried to help.  She had placed Grammy into group therapy at St. Francis, introducing the woman to other divorced men, taking her along to Jack's business outings and barbecues.  After several months, Grammy became a fixture in her daughter and son-in-law's lives.  But the inner wounds had never healed.  Grammy had compensated with a vengeance.  She refused to eat and started wearing younger women's hairstyles and clothing.  She bought a Giorgio Armani sweater, low cut and sheer, and began flirting with Jack's account reps.  She dated them indiscriminately, coming home drunk and restless in the wee hours of the morning.  Her face had begun to age rapidly beneath the garish makeup.  It was as if she'd been cheated out of youth and was getting a twisted sort of revenge.


  It was hardest on Timmy.  He couldn't understand why his grandmother had stopped being a grandmother... and had started gazing at him with such contempt.


  This last memory struck Sally flat in the nose and practically knocked her off-balance.


  "You OK?" asked Jack.  He was standing next to Sally now, his arm cradling her spine.


  "Yeah... I was just... remembering something."


  "Remembering?"


  Jack studied Sally's face.  He could see only traces of the debutante he'd once courted, her windblown hair now pulled back in a sensible braid and her milky complexion beginning to wrinkle.  Still he loved the hell out of her and couldn't bear to see her cry.  "We've done enough remembering for one day," he said softly, urging his hand down the small of her back.


  "Have we?" she asked and looked through him.


  He met her gaze and saw new tears welling in her eyes.  He touched her neck, running fingertips along her collarbone.  An anxious feeling crept into his groin.  Something about the way she was crying, something about her helpless look made him want to be inside her.  He pulled her to him.  "We need to go to bed," he murmured.


  Sally looked away for a moment, swallowed back her grief and slowly surrendered to Jack's sweaty embrace.  He carefully led her across the dining room to the stairs... where darkness awaited them.


  
     
  


  Timmy was almost asleep when a toy Frankenstein began to talk.  "You half-pint bastard!" it chirped in a monstrous little voice.  "Don't you understand anything?!!"


  Timmy sat up and glanced across the room to his bookshelves.  A miniature Boris Karloff was lumbering past a goldfish bowl toward the edge of the shelf.  The monster's tiny fluorescent face glowed angrily in the moonlight.  It's mouth vibrated magically.  "You didn't say goodbye to her!"


  Sudden chills.


  The toy monster was telling the truth.  Three days after Grammy's death, Timmy had decided to be sick.  Not violently ill, but sick enough to avoid Grammy's funeral.  Unfortunately, the plan had backfired.  All his moaning histrionics hadn't fooled Sally for a second.  She had promptly ordered him to bathe, and get into his Sunday school suit, and wait in the car.


  At church Timmy had been seated between his parents.  It was the dead of summer and the heat in St. Vincent's had been unbearable, thick with the aromas of candle wax and body odor.  Five minutes into the service, Timmy had begun to watch other women in the congregation.  He saw fat ladies dressed in black, fanning themselves, tracks of perspiration creeping down their enormous breasts.  He saw corset seams beneath one woman's blouse.  He saw another lady scratch herself, absently running fingertips along her thighs.  It had filled Timmy's mind with feverish white noise.


  Anything to avoid looking toward the front of the sanctuary.  Toward the box.  The box contained someone pale and withered and cold.  Someone who bothered him now more than ever.


  Grammy.


  As Hail Mary's flitted through the pungent air, Timmy had begun to lose control.  His mind started wandering toward inevitable taboos.  He'd begun feeling the sick satisfaction, laying in the pit of his stomach like rotten candy.  Feeling glad Grammy was gone.


  "We're next," his father had whispered.


  When Timmy's head had snapped around, he'd seen his mom and dad shuffling off the edge of their pew.  Panic ran through him as sharp and metallic as needles.  Next for what?!  All around him, mourners were shuffling from their seats and heading down the aisle.  He forced himself to glance toward the front, toward the casket.  Members of the congregation were lining up next to the coffin, taking communion, moving to the body and touching it.  Kissing it.  Saying goodbye.


  "Honey," his mother had whispered, "let's go."  Her eyes were rimmed with red.  Had been for three straight days.  Timmy couldn't remember having ever seen her cry so much.  But he couldn't budge.


  
     
  


  "You couldn't budge," chirped Frankenstein, reading Timmy's mind.


  "No!" Timmy yelped.


  "You couldn't!"


  "I loved her," Timmy lied.


  "No you didn't."


  "I did."


  "Liar."


  
     
  


  Sally was trying so hard.  She struggled out of her pajama top and pulled Jack on top of her.  She could smell the remnants of Johnny Walker on his breath, old Aqua Velva, traces of cigarettes.  She opened her mouth and drank him in.  She could feel his heat.


  "Let's take it nice and slow," she whispered, wanting him to carry her away to that dark and feathery place.


  Jack was anxious.  He stroked himself, quick and hard.  His erection was immediate.  He opened her legs and searched for an opening, breathing thickly.


  She tried desperately to make it last.  She guided his face to her breasts and writhed gently under him.  When he entered her, she moaned softly and felt insincere.  She was performing a ritual now, doing her duty.  As Jack pumped mechanically, a wave of anger began to build within her.  She needed to forget, to lose herself, but their lovemaking had become a chore.   Jack came instantly, his orgasm squirting through her and sending them into convulsions.  Sally rode the wave for a moment.  Then it was over.  She settled back, unsatisfied and cold.


  "I'm sorry I came so quickly," he muttered.


  Sally didn't answer.  Her mind was already a million miles away.  She found herself thinking about Timmy, about his nightmares.  Something suddenly touched off a powder keg within her.  At first she didn't even recognize it, didn't understand it.  Then it exploded.


  Jack slid off her and mumbled, "You alright?"


  "Timmy."


  It was all she could say.


  In a flash she was moving across the bedroom to her robe.  Jack sat up and watched, a puzzled look tightening his face.  Sally wrapped the robe around herself and stumbled into the darkness of the hallway.


  Jack followed.


  Moments later, they found themselves standing at Timmy's doorway, gawking in horror at an empty room.  His trundle bed sat in one corner, holding only a gob of tangled blankets.  The window was wide open, a gentle wind tossing its gingham curtains.


  
     
  


  The road to Lakeside Cemetery came alive with voices.


  Down around the corner of Main Street and Howell, where the poplar trees converged on a row of sleepy ranch homes, Timmy first heard them hissing from the darkness.  They came from the trees, from the alleys, from the shadows.  Voices from last Friday's patio party.


  "Dance with me," said the leaves.


  Timmy kept walking.


  "Dance," moaned the wind.


  Timmy tried not to remember, but it was hopeless.  An image of Grammy had already appeared on the road before him.  She wore a pink chiffon scarf and fuchsia lipstick and smelled of gin and Estee Lauder.  Timmy made no effort to alter his course or avoid her.  He knew she was only a memory.


  "Come over here, sweetie... I won't bite."  She spoke with the honey clear quality of dreams, like a motion picture slightly out of sync.  Her face was as cold and wooden as a puppet.


  Timmy remembered.  He remembered saying no, turning his face away and burying it in his beach towel.  He remembered feeling that drunken, vacant stare upon him.  Streaks of mascara running.  Fuchsia lips snarling.


  "Dance with me, goddamnit!"  The image in the road shrieked.  "Dance!"


  Timmy felt his stomach burn.  This was how it always started.  In the moments where the fabric of family life is ripped apart and awful things emerge, grown-ups act like animals.  Parents hurt each other.


  Grandmothers had nervous breakdowns.


  "Goddamnit!" the Grammy-image shrieked.  "Why won't you dance with your Grandmother?!"  She began to move toward Timmy, but tripped on her own drunken feet and tumbled to the flagstone floor.  Her arms flailed against the surface of the patio and her legs pumped convulsively.  A look of rage twisted her face.


  The shadows of familiar people gathered around her.  Timmy saw his mom's pale face, hovering, fighting back tears.  He heard his father's voice straining above the confusion.  He saw Chinese lanterns trembling on their strings, sparks raining against the patio.


  "Watch out for the fire!" a distant voice cried.


  A lantern struck the ground near Grammy's legs and ignited her dress.  Flames licked her body obscenely, fueled by sterno and booze.  In an instant she was engulfed.  Her scream came next.  Timmy remembered it more vividly than any other detail.  It was the pleasure/pain scream he'd heard from naughty girls in naughty movies, a scream he'd just begun to understand.


  Timmy covered his ears, and he shook off the memories, and he started running.  He began to feel an urgency propelling him forward through the neighborhood, a tunnel vision leading to Lakeside.  Empty cars and dark houses rushed meaninglessly past him on either side.  The few lights that burned were as fleeting as fireflies on the wind.  Everything was becoming focused on the cemetery.


  Only a mile away.


  
     
  


  Sally slid into the BMW's passenger seat and waited for Jack to fumble with the keys.  She'd taken the time to slip into a pair of jogging shoes and pull back her hair, but the terry cloth robe was still wrapped around her tense figure.  The shock of being wrenched from the dampness of lovemaking had left her dizzy.  "Start it up... let's go!"  She bit her lip and waited for Jack to start the car.


  Jack slipped the key into the ignition, then paused, thinking better of it.  "You know— maybe we should take two cars," he said, "and meet back here in an hour."


  "Fine," Sally said, quickly, not wanting another argument.  Ten minutes earlier she had begged him not to call the police.  She didn't want to scare Timmy, didn't want the outside world to intrude.  "You take the wagon." she added, "and check out Billy Manucci's place."


  Jack took his keys and got out.


  Sally fished through the bottom of her purse, found her own set, and struggled over the stick shift to the driver's seat.  Through the windshield she saw Jack, striped in moonlight, lifting the garage door and mumbling to himself.  The son of a bitch isn't even concerned, Sally thought sourly as she turned the key and put the gas pedal to the floor.  The BMW lurched backward down the driveway and into the street.  "I'll try Detweiller Park," she called over her shoulder, quickly shifting into first and speeding off into the night.


  As she drove away, she saw Jack in the rearview.  He was waving absently.  The bastard doesn't give a damn about any of this, she stewed.  His own son cracking up and he doesn't even care.


  She turned a corner at the base of their street and raced down Briar Road.  The streetlamps on either side strobed through the windows and fueled her nerves like jolts of electric current.  Her temples drummed.  Something ugly and sharp was emerging in the recesses of her mind.  A realization.


  "Wait a minute."  Her voice was thin and shrill above the rumble of the motor.  "I know where he went."


  She punched the brakes and skidded toward the median.  The BMW struck a plateau of concrete and weeds, slamming her against the steering wheel.  She caught her breath and maneuvered the car back through a turn-around into the opposing lanes.


  And in a matter of seconds, Sally Gebhardt was heading toward the cemetery.


  
     
  


  There was a gradual upgrade leading into Lakeside Cemetery.  Timmy climbed it cautiously, keeping his eyes peeled for any stray grounds keeper or guard who might be patrolling the place.  Fortunately, the whole cemetery was as empty and silent as the granite tombs it held.  So empty, in fact, that the crunch of gravel beneath Timmy's feet seemed to announce his entrance like the thrumming of snare drums.


  He approached the top of the hill and peered through iron entry gates.  In the distance he saw scattered headstones poised in the earth like rotten teeth.  Beyond them were larger shapes, monuments, and above-ground tombs that housed the slumbering tenants.


  Something caught the corner of Timmy's eye.  It lay several yards off in the shadows to his left.  As he strained to see better, a group of geometric shapes began to materialize, white and luminous in the moonlight.  They were rows of folding chairs gathered around freshly turned earth.  Timmy felt a tremor of inevitability rise from the gravel beneath his sneakers.  It climbed his legs and settled in his spine, cold and spidery.  It was Grammy's grave.


  He approached the gates, wedged a foot between two support bars, and shimmied to the top.  With a grunt he lowered himself down the other side and landed firmly between two stone lions.  The stoic creatures said nothing, but gazed at him through empty stone eyes.


  Timmy took a breath and followed a path toward the assemblage of empty chairs.


  As he drew closer he began to see remnants of the afternoon's ceremonies.  Forgotten hymnal sheets littered the grass beneath the folding chairs.  Wilted floral arrangements bordered a vinyl walkway leading to the grave.  The odor of perfume and carnations still hung heavy in the darkness.  Timmy found himself absently wondering why somebody hadn't cleared it all away.  Didn't the cemetery take care of those kinds of things?  Weren't there caretakers who cleaned up after all the mourners?  It was as o


  if Grammy's burial was put on hold midway through the service and left in this silent tableau.


  He walked past the chairs and stepped up to the grave.  There were more flowers, hundreds of them, tossed haphazardly about the ground.  The odor was as slick as cinnamon.  Timmy felt oddly exhilarated as he stood in the shadow of an enormous granite tombstone and dutifully read its epitaph.


  
     
  


  ABERNATHY, CIELA JANE


  B. 1925 -  D. 1986


  Whosoever Believeth in Him


  Shall Have Everlasting Life


  
     
  


  Now the silence was everywhere, as thick and palpable as fog.  Timmy wanted to scream, to break the silence somehow.  Instead he knelt by the grave, shut his eyes, and prayed as hard as he could.


  "I'm sorry God," he whispered.  "I didn't say goodbye to Grammy."  He felt the knees of his jeans becoming damp, the smell of flowers engulfing him.


  He decided to speak to Grammy. 


  "I'm sorry, Grammy."


  A new feeling came over him.  It was a surge of warmth, a wave of giddiness brought on by the evocation of Grammy's name.  His plan was working.


  "Goodbye... "  He considered saying something else, then said it.  "I love you."


  Then finally:  "Rest in peace."


  Timmy's voice broke then.


  Something cold and electric swept up behind him and touched his neck.


  He sprang forward instinctively and tripped on the loose dirt, lurching past the headstone and tumbling down a small hill that bordered the gravesite.  The world became dark and formless, as if the touch had sent him reeling into space... into endless corridors of shadows.  And when he finally landed in a shallow ravine, his brain sang pain and terror.  The impact wrenched his ankle nearly 90 degrees inward, and when he tried to move, the pain knifed through his veins and brought tears to his eyes.


  For several moments Timmy lay there in the darkness, gazing up at the gravesite.  From this angle, it looked like an empty city with enormous old tenements staring down at him, a million broken windows written in stone.  Within them, a million dead voices pining for his soul.


  A million dead eyes, beckoning.


  He realized he would have to twist his foot back into position in order to move.  It would have to be done quickly, without emotion.


  He reached down and corrected the sprain.


  His scream pierced the silence of the empty cemetery.  Pain bolted up through his tendons.  Starbursts of agony ruptured his mind and sent him floating into semi-consciousness.  He turned his face to the cool ground and tried to get his bearings.  His brain swam with confusion.


  Something awful was happening.


  Amid the odors of moist earth and decay, the jolts of pain were transforming into shivers of ecstasy.  The tang of perfume was sharp in his nostrils.  Memories bombarded his brain, images of matronly women in church, their dark pantyhose stretched taut across enormous thighs, the shooshing sound as they crossed their legs, tiny gold crucifixes drowning in moist cleavage, and the smell.  The rich alkaline odor of his own semen swirling around his mind, intoxicating him.


  He felt himself becoming erect.


  Then the music started.


  It began as a faint vibration beneath him, building as it came up through the ground.  Reverberations at first, nearly unrecognizable.  Traces of sounds.  But soon the noise was coalescing into a familiar drone.  The patter of timbales, the whisper of shakers and the thump of conga drums:  The Latin music from the patio party.


  His face snapped away from the gravesite.  He couldn't bring himself to look, couldn't imagine what was happening.  On the opposite side of the ravine, where moonlight caught the edge of a hill, he saw a shadow.  It moved with the beat of the music, undulated like syrup.


  He turned back toward the grave.


  Grammy was there.


  She stood in harsh relief against the black sky, as alabaster and substantial as a bathtub Madonna.  She stood in her burial dress, pristine and pale, dancing to the rhythms of a mambo.  Her eyes were riveted to Timmy.  She bumped and ground and shimmied suggestively.  And when she smiled, Timmy saw mortician's wax flaking off her face.


  He tried to run away.


  Grammy didn't let him.  She was pulling him up the hill with her eyes.  Her filthy eyes.  Her suggestive, naughty, seductive eyes.  Dead eyes.  And when her arms unfolded, Timmy saw puckered embalming scars tracking along her flesh.  She twirled around, and her dress rode up over rigor-mortis-bruised legs.  Still she smiled and beckoned him.


  "I need you," she whispered, her voice like metal shavings.


  Timmy climbed the rest of the hill like a robot, moving one foot after another, his gaze welded to Grammy's plush torso, her pale, pale cleavage.  One final step, and Timmy collapsed into her cold embrace, and she seemed huge, and she seemed mountainous, and she seemed like magic milk.  Flowing into him.  Seeping into his pores.  Reacting with his own blood and fluids.


  Soon he felt her spirit entering him like a magic finger probing up his bowels and rending him apart.


  The change came instantly.  All the moist passion he held inside him came rushing out.  The pain of discovery, the thrill of consummation, the things he didn't understand... overwhelming him as he inhaled her odors.  The fading perfume, whiskey fumes, the crushed cachet of her bosom.


  They began to dance.


  Together.


  
     
  


  Sally found the entrance gate and peered through it.  Her heart drummed in her chest.  Her throat burned.  When she saw the gravesite, she immediately fell to her knees.


  A figure stood next to Grammy's tombstone.


  "Timmy?"  Sally's voice was reduced to a whimper. 


  She struggled up the fence and lowered herself inside.  During the course of her journey, she had bitten her lip so hard it had started bleeding.  Now blood was caked in swaths around her mouth.


  She ran through the darkness.


  "TIMMY?!"


  The figure near the grave did not acknowledge Sally's presence.  It continued to sway and dance to the silent music.  And as Sally approached, the figure's features came into clearer focus, emerging from the shadows like a clay statue rising out of black water.


  The silver moonlight illuminated his face.  The features were delicate, small, boyish, yet filmed by a diaphanous layer of age.  A white patina, etched in lines around his mouth, wrinkled crow's feet around his eyes, and slack, flaccid skin hanging beneath his neck.  An overlay of an ancient, wounded soul absorbed into his face.


  It wasn't Sally's little boy anymore.


  Sally froze in the edge of the gravesite and watched her son do the same drunken dance that her mother had once performed at the Gebhardt's patio party.  But the look on the boy's face was one that Sally was all too familiar with.


  The look of restlessness and pain that Sally had always shared with her mother.


  


  DUE DATE


  
     
  


  I remember it was hot that night.  The air conditioner was on the fritz, and we were sticking to the mattress.


  "Make love to me," she said, murmuring in my ear the four greatest words in the English language.


  "Yeah, um... you sure?" I said.  I wasn't wearing any protection.


  "Fill me up, Eddie, fill me up," she kept saying.


  It was making me crazy.


  I entered her with blind abandon, and eventually gushed inside her.


  Afterward, we lay in the darkness of our little rural Victorian, not saying very much, feeling as though we had done something.


  Six weeks later we were in the bathroom when my wife told me she was pregnant.


  I showed her my penis.


  "Yeah, that's right," she said.  "Blame it all on him."


  My wife and her jokes.


  Everything was different for a while, at work, at home.


  Then we sort of got used to the idea.  I stopped trying to quit smoking.  Sarah started drinking wine with dinner again.  We were going to have a baby.  Great.  No big deal. 


  We were both working, and Sarah was healthy. 


  Bring it on.


  I think it was around the fourth or fifth month that the trouble started.


  "What if it's a Damien?" I said one morning, eating my breakfast.


  "A what?"  Sarah was gobbling her scrambled eggs.  She had gained like thirty pounds.  You ask me, it was in all the right places.


  "You know," I said.  "Like the movie."


  "What movie?"


  I gave her a look.  "You're kidding me.  You don't remember The Omen?"


  "Oh, I get it," she said.  She chewed a little bit more, then frowned.  "Don't even joke about stuff like that, Eddie."


  I asked her what she meant.


  "You don't fool around with negative imagery," she explained, "not with an unborn child."


  She went on to tell me about the impact parents can have on fetal growth by directing positive thoughts at the baby.  Even the father can have an effect.


  "Oh please," I said.


  She raised one hand.  "I'm telling you, the human brain has these cells, they're called neuropeptides, and they're like transmitters to the rest of the body."


  "But what difference does it make what the father thinks," I said.


  She said it makes a difference.


  I decided to change the subject, but I couldn't get that notion out of my mind.


  Even at work that day, I kept wondering if I should be careful about how I envisioned our baby.  I had trouble concentrating.  It's not easy designing get-well cards when you're obsessing over something like this.


  That night, I couldn't sleep.  I couldn't stop thinking about that unborn child cooking in my wife's womb next to me.  I tried to think about something else but my mind kept going back to that fetus.


  Over the next few weeks it got worse.  The more I tried to think positive thoughts about the child, the more I kept seeing grotesque mutations.


  I have an overactive imagination.  There's nothing I can do about that.  I kept seeing creatures straight out of a Hieronymus Bosch painting in Sarah's belly.


  It really got bad at the end of month number six when we drove into town to see the OB/GYN for a checkup.


  "You folks want to come into my office for a moment?" the doctor said after Sarah had gotten weighed and probed and measured and stuck.


  We looked at each other, then followed the prim, grey-haired woman into her office.


  "I notice you've had a little spotting," the doctor said after closing her door and taking a seat behind her desk.


  Sarah confirmed that she had seen a few drops of blood on her panties, but hadn't thought it was anything to worry about.


  "And it probably isn't," the doctor said with a tepid smile, then pulled out a notepad and drew a crude illustration of an upside-down baby.  "This is the baby, and this is the amniotic sac, and this is the placenta.  From the looks of the ultrasound, the placenta appears to have moved on us."


  "Moved?" Sarah said.


  "It's nothing to lose sleep over.  There is a slight risk of the placenta covering the opening of the cervix, which could cause fairly serious bleeding.  And depending on how close we are to your due date, it would probably necessitate a c-section."


  A moment of silence.


  I was stricken with dread.  What if I had been making the placenta move merely by ruminating on it?


  Sarah put her hand to her mouth, and I think I said something like, "Oh my God."


  "Now there's no reason to panic," the doctor said.  "This is not uncommon in women your age.  Forty percent of my patients go with cesareans anyway."


  The doctor went on to explain that the baby was not in any danger, but it was probably a good idea for Sarah to come in once a week now and try to stay off her feet for the duration of the pregnancy.


  We asked a lot of questions and didn't write anything down and forgot all the details by the time we got home.  I didn't tell Sarah about my uncontrolled fantasies.  I was hoping I could put them out of my mind.


  I couldn't put them out of my mind.


  The next few weeks were awful.  Sarah's condition was getting worse.  She had terrible back pain and cramps and vaginal bleeding.  Unable to climb the stairs, she slept in the living room. 


  I waited on her around the clock, bringing her hot packs, Saltines and soup during the day, cold washcloths for her forehead at night.  And every time I came in the room to fluff her pillow or freshen her tea, the image of a tiny horned creature burrowing in her womb flickered across my mind's eye.


  In my imagination, the fetus was a demonic parasite trying to claw its way out of my wife.


  I couldn't help it.


  
     
  


  The thing is, I'm not a particularly morbid person.  In fact, I'm not exceptional in any way.  I just do my illustrations for the greeting card company during the day, and play around with my oil paintings at night. 


  Which was exactly what I kept doing after Sarah lost the baby.


  Maybe that was where I went wrong.  My graphic art background. 


  I just can't help imagining stuff that most people would find unimaginable.


  After the miscarriage, things were quiet around the house for several weeks.  It was as though the sorrow were pressing down on us.  Muffling everything just like the blanket of dirty snow on our roof.  We had really wanted that baby.  Maybe a little too much.


  I tried to cheer Sarah.  I told her that we could try again.  I insisted that we try again.  But Sarah was broken.  Most of the time she just sat on the porch with a quilt over her lap, staring at the barren farms, the snow-covered fields blotched with spots of black earth.


  The doctor saw Sarah on a regular basis during these weeks, tracking Sarah's recovery, helping with her diet and medication.  Sarah had developed gestational diabetes during the pregnancy, and had problems with her blood pressure, but she eventually made a full recovery.


  Physically at least.


  She wasn't talking much.  Which was tough.  The house was so quiet.  I couldn't get over how quiet it was.  I guess I never noticed it before. 


  We live in the country and it's always pretty quiet, but this silence was like an unwanted guest.  It had a smell to it.  A color.  And you got the feeling this silence was never going to leave.


  I guess it was the grief.  Or the guilt.  I'm not sure.  But it was maddening.  And to make matters worse, I was still thinking about that fetus.  Not in a grieving kind of way. 


  In the other way.


  That's when the noises started.


  You know when you wake up in the middle of the night and you're kind of caught in that half-sleep state?  You can't really see or hear properly.


  That's what happened to me one night about a month after the miscarriage.


  "Sarah?"  I was sitting up in bed, blinking at the darkness of the bedroom.


  "Hmm?"


  "You awake?"


  "Mm?"


  "Did you hear that?"


  "Mm."


  I was positive there was an animal in the house.  It happens sometime out here.  A possum or a raccoon finds its way into the storm cellar.  That's what this sounded like.  But it was oddly muffled as though it were behind the walls.


  I sat up on the edge of the bed, my skin crawling with goosebumps.


  Then the noise was gone.


  That's how it went for several nights.  I would wake up and hear stuff. 


  One time I even went downstairs to investigate a muffled thumping noise coming from somewhere inside the house.  I even put my ear against the wall in the kitchen to hear better.  I finally gave up, figuring it was one of the farmers.


  A post-hole digger can send vibrations through the entire valley some times.


  I want to make something clear.  I still don't believe in ghosts.  Even at this late stage.


  But something was going on.  Even Sarah noticed it. 


  For instance, the furnace was acting up for no good reason.  I would turn the thermostat way down — remember, this was early April in Illinois — but the house would remain like an oven.  We could barely breathe.


  There were odors, too, strong odors that seemed to collect in certain areas.  In the crawlspace, in the attic.  I'm at a loss to describe them.  One of them was musky and sharp like dried sweat, another coppery like blood.  Another one reminded Sarah of the brine they used to pack herring in.


  But we could never find a source.  It was as though something was festering behind the walls.


  And my nightmares were getting worse. 


  I kept dreaming I was in doctor's' offices and hospitals, tracking the development of our monstrous fetus, watching its scaly face growing on ultrasound monitors, its unformed yellow eyes maturing in time lapse. 


  I don't know why I kept imagining these horrible things.  I was as devastated by our loss as Sarah.  I've always wanted to be a father.


  I'm sure there's a connection somewhere.  I'm not a psychologist.


  Of course we realized we had to get out of the place when the walls started convulsing.


  Actually, convulsing is not the right word.  I don't have a word for what was happening.


  It started with the standard creaking noises that you always hear about in stories such as these, some of the noises loud enough to wake us up.  Support beams would crack.  Wallboard would pop.  Houses as old as ours are always going to have a sound to them.


  Settling noises, whatever.


  But this was different.


  One night we were in the living room trying to ignore all the angst when the ceiling banged.  Again, banged is not precisely what it did, but it's the best description I can muster at this point. 


  We both jerked with a start.  I think Sarah even ducked, as though somebody had fired on us.


  "Jesus," I said.  "What was that?"


  "I don't —"


  It happened again, a snapping noise like a timber breaking in two, but this time there were aftershocks in other rooms.  Like a ripple effect. 


  I saw something move in my peripheral vision.


  "OhmyGod, Eddie, look!"


  I followed her gesture toward the opposite wall by the fireplace.


  The paneling was bowing outward as though under great pressure.  You could hear the wood cracking.  The noise was so loud it was hard to hear Sarah's cry.


  "We have to get out of here!"


  She threw off her quilt and started toward the front door but tripped on a rug.  She sprawled to the floor.  I was helping her up when the whole house shivered. 


  I froze there on the floor.  It was like turbulence.  Or an earthquake.


  "Oh God," Sarah uttered.


  The odor engulfed us in a rich, meaty cloud of blood and protein.


  I dragged Sarah toward the front door.


  The sounds that were coming from the basement were incredible.


  By the time we got out, the phenomena had ceased.


  I managed to get Sarah to the car, and we sped out of there without a word.


  It took us an hour to get to Sarah's parents' farm in the next county.  When we arrived it was nearly midnight, and we had to make up some excuse.  We told them the boiler in our basement had exploded.


  Later, we lay in the darkness of her parents' guest room and discussed what had happened. 


  Sarah was as pragmatic about these matters as I, and notwithstanding our deep pain and depression over the loss of the pregnancy, it never once occurred to either of us that our house was haunted.


  I told her I thought it had something to do with my neglecting to fix the furnace, combined with our collective grief, which had somehow formed a chain reaction of hallucinations and coincidence.


  She almost believed me.


  It was a lie of course.


  In the final moments as we were fleeing the house, I had experienced a sort of mini-revelation.  We were stumbling across the yard, making our way toward the garage, when I noticed the attic window was breathing.  That's the only way I can describe it.


  This was right before the manifestation stopped.


  Hyperventilating is a better word.


  All at once it occurred to me what was happening.  And in that single epiphany, right before the phenomena halted, I realized many things.  I realized that I had indeed brought about these events myself, and I would soon have to return and face the inevitable.


  Most importantly, I realized that what we were witnessing was not a standard haunting.  The house was not under siege from some long dead spirit doomed to avenge his untimely demise.  The house was doing something altogether different. 


  The house was doing something that had sprung from my deepest fears.  The cracking noises, the warping of walls, these were not your standard ghostly phenomena.


  These were contractions.


  The house was in labor.


  
     
  


  I returned the next evening.


  I hadn't planned on returning in the dark.  God knows, it would have been a lot easier to confront this thing in the daylight.  But the truth is, it took nearly twenty-four hours to get up my nerve.


  Climbing the porch steps, heart racing, I was still unsure about what I was going to do.  I looked at my watch.  It was after midnight.


  Something about the little date window on my Timex caught my eye.


  What was it about the 11th?


  I opened the front door and went inside.


  It was quiet.  And dark.  And as balmy as a greenhouse.  The intensity of the smell was tremendous.  Like the inside of a rotting oyster. 


  Initially, we had misidentified this odor as human blood.  Now I realized it was not blood at all.  It was the salty tang of amniotic fluid.


  I crossed the dark living room.  The lights were off.  I tried a switch.  No power.  There were framed pictures on the floor.  


  The walls were marbled with cracks. 


  On my way up the stairs, I heard the distant, faint sound of thumping.  Actually, I felt it more than heard it.  As delicate as a baby's heartbeat.


  The second floor was just as we had left it.  A couple of lamps had fallen.  I took a peek at our bedroom.  Our bed was unmade.


  I wiped sweat from my brow.


  A tremor passed through the floor beneath me.


  I grabbed the door jamb and braced myself as the sound of cracking timbers filled the darkness.  I winced.  The ceiling beams groaned above me.  I could see the seams and joints shifting in my peripheral vision.


  All of a sudden I had to get out of there.  It wasn't just the noise and the vibrations.  It was a spontaneous sense of doom that was coming over me.


  I started back down the hallway toward the stairs but stumbled on a buckled-up carpet runner.  I fell to the floor near the base of the attic steps.


  Something was rattling.  A violent sound.  Like a muffled Thompson machine-gun.  I gazed up at the top of the stairs and saw the door to the attic shaking wildly.


  "Oh — !"


  The word puffed out of my lungs on an involuntary breath as I realized what I was looking at.  The nursery was behind that door.  I never finished the room, and when the miscarriage happened, I simply locked it up and forgot about it.


  The thumping noise was rising all around me, a thunderous tattoo in the dark.


  I was frozen with dread.


  The door at the top of the stairs was cracking and popping, its panels bloating outward as though made of rubber.  Something horrible and immense was pushing its way out of that room.  I couldn't take my eyes off it


  I managed to rise to my feet.  I was damp with sweat and terror.  I knew it was I who was coaxing this unnamable thing into existence, but there was nothing I could do.


  I started up the stairs.


  The door-frame was swelling, splintering, dilating, the contractions coming faster and faster now.  My brain was swimming with images.  And that incredible tympani pounding, pounding.


  Right then I remembered what was so significant about April 11th.


  The due date.


  "NO!!"


  The door burst open.


  Something that was neither solid nor smoke, neither human nor animal, leapt out of that room. 


  I instinctively ducked. 


  The shimmering black entity roared past me and penetrated the opposite wall with the force of a nuclear shock wave.  The entire building shuddered, and I caught one quick glimpse of the thing before it was absorbed into the surface of ancient floral wallpaper, then expelled through the outer skin of the house like a geyser of antimatter.


  It was worse than my darkest fantasy, worse than my bleakest nightmare.


  I careened backward down the stairs and landed on the small of my back, the pain shooting up my spine.


  It was as though someone had thrown a switch.  The noises stopped, the house settling, the smell dissipating.  Even the temperature seemed to abruptly return to normal. 


  For a moment I had to fight for my breath, but soon I was breathing freely again.


  At the top of the stairs, the door hung limply on broken hinges.


  The house was silent again.


  I was alive — that was about all I could say.  I had survived the due date.


  I lay there in the dark for a while, staring at the ceiling, trying to get the image of that thing out of my mind.  I'm not a spiritual man, not especially deep, but at that moment I knew I had done something wrong.


  Evil.


  Eventually I got up, hobbled down the stairs, and walked out of the house. 


  I walked and walked that night, through the indigo country darkness, until I was lost and alone…


  …devastated by the knowledge that — for the brief time I was earmarked to be a father — I could not avoid the mistake all bad parents make.


  The unleashing of another damaged progeny into the world.


  


  V. NOIR


  
     
  


  "The dead of midnight is the noon of thought."


  
     
  


  - Anna Barbauld


  


  MAMA


  
     
  


  Detective Third-Grade Gene Kilgallon stands alone in a still life from hell.


  He wears rubber surgical gloves on his delicate, powdered hands.


  He has cotton booties over his Armani loafers.


  He writes notes in his spiral-bound, his handwriting forming tight little rows of dark blue ballpoint.


  He records observations about the scene: 4:37 AM, Sunday, August 16th, a male Caucasian in his mid thirties slumped over a trundle bed in the corner of a low-rent shotgun shack, apparent cause of death either massive blood loss from apparent lacerations or asphyxiation from apparent ligature marks, depending upon the causes of lividity in the neck and facial areas (ME to determine time of death).


  The detective makes precise notes about the blood patterns on the walls of this one-room cabin in which he is standing, the dark smudges indicating a struggle, the dark arterial spray across the refrigerator in the corner, fanning out along the wall, suggesting overkill, suggesting the perp might have known the victim, suggesting a possible grudge-killing.


  Kilgallon takes deep breaths between each entry.  The writing helps him concentrate, helps him focus on the fresh crime scene, helps him ignore his natural tendency toward over-reaction, toward emotional involvement, toward repulsion.  A diminutive man with narrow, intelligent eyes, oversized ears, and razor-groomed black hair, Kilgallon is dressed in his customary double-breasted Brooks Brothers suit, crisp shirt and silk tie.  He believes in order and neatness.


  Sometimes he hears his mama's shrill voice in the back of his mind, admonishing him for being careless.


  He pauses from his writing and takes a good long look at the scene.


  The overriding feeling now is one of disappointment.


  Only a few moments ago, Kilgallon had thought he had stumbled upon the handiwork of the Red River Killer, a notorious serial murderer whom the Stinson Homicide Squad (in cooperation with the local field office of the FBI) had been hunting for months.  What a coup that would have been!  A junior detective like Kilgallon, only thirty-two years old and fresh from patrol, still in the fifth month of his sixth-month probationary period, sent out on a simple errand to interview a night watchman at a remote forest preserve: Discovering the latest victim of the Red River Killer.


  What a break!


  But now... all Kilgallon sees is chaos.


  He sees the broken glass strewn around the cabin, and the cardboard cylinder of corn meal lying on the floor, its dust blossoming across cracked linoleum.  He sees the overturned chairs, the bloody arc on the mattress ticking, the imprint of a belt buckle on the headboard, and the drip patterns beneath the body indicating the victim was moved, perhaps post-mortem.


  This is not the work of the Red River killer.


  Kilgallon knows all too well the Red River killer's signature.  Kilgallon had studied the Behavioral Science Unit's memos as though cramming for a final exam: The Red River's fetishistic attention to clean-up, the freshly scrubbed surfaces, the faint residue of cleaning fluid, the blood-soaked refuse neatly bagged and stacked near the door, and the corpse stripped and wiped and disinfected and wrapped like a choice cut of meat prepared for the holiday larder.


  Victims of the Red River killer are always posed in tidy bundles.


  Detective Kilgallon closes his eyes amid the carnage and tries to ignore The Smell.


  The Smell is a grappling hook striking the detective's skull, sinking into his nasal passages, burning cold-hot, ammonia rot.  That coppery, salty, alkaline spoor.  The smell of the abattoir, the charnel house.  The smell which Kilgallon will never get used to.


  Kilgallon's hands are oily with perspiration in their rubber gloves now.


  His heart is hammering harder than ever.


  Now you just calm right down this instant, Eugene, and you get your head straight.  You're a Kilgallon, and no Kilgallon is going to let some slaughterhouse scene get the best of them.  Do you hear me, Eugene?


  Kilgallon swallows air and tries to breathe through the sound of Mama's hard, cold voice.


  And that's when he hears the noise.


  — clink! —


  It comes from outside, just beyond the fog bank of shadows encircling the cabin, and the abruptness of it — an almost jittery quality to the sound — stiffens Kilgallon's spine like a lightning rod.


  Somebody is coming.  But it's not a uniform, and it's not an ME, and it's not forensics.  It can't be.  Kilgallon only called in the scene a couple of minutes ago.  There is no conceivable way that the team could get here that quickly.  Plus, the sound doesn't have that casual, authoritative stride of a badge or an emergency tech.  It's an awkward sound, jagged, nervous.  Like a tentative footstep accidentally kicking a bottle across the gravel of the narrow drive.


  Somebody approaching the cabin.


  Kilgallon seizes up for a moment.


  There are so many options here, the synapses firing and crackling in Kilgallon's mind, the lessons resonating from his Academy days.  He could draw his side arm, storming the front door, shouting orders at this unexpected visitor: Freeze, buddy! — Hands up! — Do it now or suffer the consequences!  Or he could call out from where he is standing, call out to the anonymous guest: Police! — Stay back, please! — This is a crime scene!  Or he could play it hard and fast, grabbing something like a lamp or a stray dish, hurling the object through the front window to surprise the mysterious oncoming figure, then maybe dive back toward the rear door with gun blazing like something from a Mickey Spillane novel.


  But for myriad reasons too complex and convoluted to sort out, Kilgallon decides — within the span of an instant — to do none of the above.


  He decides to go with his instinct.


  He decides to wait, hide, and see what happens.


  The footsteps are coming up the cement steps now, scuffling toward the front door.


  Move, Eugene!  Move!  You idiot!  You useless, good-for-nothing little boy! —


  Kilgallon backs away from the body, his cotton booties allowing him to maneuver silently backward.  He whirls around toward the shadows without making much noise, and he scans the back wall, his gaze sweeping across the prehistoric gingham curtains, stained Formica counters, congealed sauce pans, frantically searching for a nook or a cranny or a piece of furniture or anything behind which to hide.  He can hear the footsteps outside the shack, scuttling across the porch, pausing outside the front door.


  Then the sound of something jiggling in the latch.


  Kilgallon finds a large plastic trash barrel on the far side of the kitchenette, pushed into the corner, half immersed in shadows, filled to the brim with rotting garbage.


  He ducks behind it just as the sound of the door coming open pierces the silence.


  At this point, several things happen at once, overloading Kilgallon's brain.  He sees the figure entering the cabin, and he realizes it's a woman — a woman, for God's sake — and he notices that she's carrying something that looks like a small tree in a burlap pot.


  Kilgallon assumes this is a coworker, a gardener, or a groundskeeper.


  Then he stops thinking about anything else because there is a foreign object lying in a sticky puddle of gore next to the corpse.


  His notebook.


  He must have dropped it when he heard the footsteps approaching.


  Now Kilgallon's throat tightens with panic, a boa constrictor wrapping around his sternum, squeezing, squeezing, heartbeats pulsing in his ears, the ghostly voice of his stern, judgmental mother rising up in his brain: What in God's name are you doing, Eugene, hiding like a naughty little boy?  You're a policeman, for God's sake.  You belong here.  Pull yourself together, boy!  You must question this woman, you must do it this instant!


  The dry, loveless rasp of the matriarch is a diamond drill now, boring through Kilgallon's psyche, just as it has done for years, but stronger now, stronger than ever, because Kilgallon is hiding in the shadows, metamorphosing into a lonely little boy, cowering in the cellar, avoiding his mother's terrible icy gaze, hiding things from her, hiding his report card, hiding the frayed cuffs on his Catholic school uniform, hiding the scuffs and scratches on his little Buster Brown shoes.


  Across the cabin, the unexpected visitor takes a few steps toward the carnage, then pauses.


  A shaft of yellow light catches her face, and Kilgallon feels himself turning to stone.  He recognizes her.  He recognizes that deeply lined face, those folds of leathery skin crinkled up around pale blue eyes.  She's an apparition in the dimly lit cabin, an avatar straight out of Kilgallon's dreams.  A stocky little bulldog of a woman in her late fifties, dressed in a faded sweater, stretch slacks and crepe soled nurse's shoes, standing motionless for endless moments, holding her potted tree sapling, staring at the tendrils of dried blood.  Her shoulders slump.  Head cocks at an odd angle.


  Then she gets the most bizarre expression on her face — a mixture of sadness, frustration, and exhaustion.


  Kilgallon cannot move.  Crouched in the shadows behind the garbage barrel, blood vibrating with terror, bent legs numb with pain, he remembers where he saw her last.  A videotape flickering in the dust motes of Lieutenant Withers' office.  A series of interviews conducted by task force people.  Earlier in the year, the Feds had narrowed the list of suspects in the Red River killings down to one: A thirty-three year old, white, unemployed welder named Tommy Earl Spence.  Spence had disappeared six months ago, but the Feds had managed to dig up the boy's mother, dragging her down to the local precinct house for questioning.  The little pug-nosed gal had sat sphinx-like in the fluorescent gaze of her interrogators, grunting mono-syllabic answers, sucking on a Viceroy.  Her weathered face had betrayed nothing.  It was like questioning a cinder block.


  Now: Tonight: This very instant: That same pug-nosed woman is standing in the middle of the murder scene.


  Tommy Earl Spence's mother.


  Kilgallon watches in awe as the woman sets her potted tree on the floor.  She sighs.  She doesn't seem especially horrified, or repulsed, or even shaken.  Just sad and frustrated.  And weary.  And the more Kilgallon stares, the more he realizes that the potted tree is not a potted tree at all.  It is a large, brown, plastic bucket filled with a mop, a broom, a squeegee, and cleaning supplies.  And the more Kilgallon watches, the more he realizes that Tommy Earl Spence's mother did not come here tonight to plant a tree or even consult with a friend on the proper amount of nitrogen additives to use in her mulch.


  She came here for another purpose altogether.


  She came here to clean up the mess.


  Kilgallon gawks at her.


  The pug-faced woman opens a plastic garbage bag, then begins whisking up all the fallen items into a dust pan and emptying them into the bag.  She turns her attention to the fallen chairs, turning them upright and tucking them into their proper places.  She sweeps up the debris and discards it.  Then she tends to the body.  Kilgallon feels his head buzzing with wasps, his stomach twisting.  It doesn't matter that this insane lady is ruining his scene.  What matters is that Kilgallon cannot move.  He cannot budge.  His numbed, bent legs are cast in granite.  He is watching the final fragment of the puzzle-box clicking into place, the origins of the Red River's signature — the freshly scrubbed surfaces, the faint residue of cleaning fluid, the blood-soaked refuse neatly bagged and stacked near the door — and all Kilgallon can do is huddle in the shadows as still as a stone behind the garbage barrel.


  Look at you!  You worthless man!  What a hideous excuse for a son!


  Kilgallon silently cringes at the voice in his brain, but he keeps watching.


  He cannot stop watching.


  He cannot stop.


  The lady is moving the corpse now, grunting at the unexpected weight, dragging blood-slick boot-heels across the linoleum to the opposite side of the room.  She sits the corpse upright against the baseboard like a doll, then wipes the blood residue from its purple-veined alabaster flesh with moist towelettes.  She even pulls a small skein of thread from the sleeve of her sweater and does a quick patch job on the torn shirt.  Kilgallon is entranced, frozen with dread.


  Then the woman tackles the blood.


  Kilgallon starts to panic because the woman is on her hands and knees now, scrubbing the tile near the foot of the bed, scrubbing a sticky constellation of blood droplets, and her right knee is only centimeters away from Kilgallon's notebook.  Kilgallon wills his hand to move.  Slowly.  Inside his suit coat, around the beavertail grip of his Ruger Speed-Six.  He slowly pulls the gun from its holster and takes a deep, silent breath.  He can't understand what's happening to him.  He doesn't want to aim his gun at the woman.  He doesn't even want to move.  He cannot tear his gaze from her busy routine.  So meticulous.


  So protective.


  At last, the lady finishes scrubbing all the trouble areas, paying little attention to the notebook, and finally rises to her feet.  She carries the bucket over to the sink, rinses the scrub brush and runs water into the bucket.  Kilgallon watches as she starts mopping.  She mops with extra care and precision, mopping the pooled blood from the tiles, the spatters from the walls, the smudges from the baseboards, the stains from the front of the refrigerator, even the droplets under the bed.  Then she empties the mop water, sets the bucket down and walks over to the notebook.


  Kilgallon's blood freezes in his veins.


  It happens so quickly, so nonchalantly, that Kilgallon barely has a chance to suck in a breath.  The lady bends down, snatches up the notebook, then carries it over to the garbage barrel— the same garbage barrel behind which Kilgallon now cowers, bug-eyed, paralyzed, breath frozen in his lungs.  The two strangers are close enough to smell each other's breath now, but the odd angle of the light and the overflowing trash bin block the old woman's view.


  She tosses the notebook into the trash.


  Their eyes meet.


  Kilgallon springs to his feet, his gun coming up involuntarily.  "Stinson City Police —!"


  "Oh —" the woman starts with a jerk, her hand shielding her face.


  "— don't —"


  "— oh my —"


  "— don't move —"  Kilgallon's Ruger is vibrating softly in his trembling hands.


  "Please," the woman says with a shudder, her feral eyes averted, gazing down at the scrubbed tiles.  "I didn't mean to upset any —"


  "Mrs. Spence?"  Kilgallon's heart is thumping in his neck, in his ears.


  The woman looks up, fixing her icy blue eyes on him, her expression changing like clay hardening in time-lapse.  The lines around her eyes deepen, her lips stretching thin and bloodless.  She realizes that Kilgallon is one of the hunters, one of the stalkers stalking her son.  Her entire posture changes, her back straightens, her chin juts heroically.  She looks him square in the eyes.  "You know I did this, don't you," she murmurs softly.  "I did this terrible thing."


  "Mrs. Spence —"


  "It was me," she says a tad more forcefully.  Lying through her clenched teeth.


  "Alright, Mrs. Spence —"


  "All of it, all of it."


  "I understand —"


  "Me —"


  "Alright —" Kilgallon tries to swallow but his throat is seizing up, his stomach ratcheting tighter and tighter.  He can see the woman's hands pulling in tight against her paunchy belly, her fingers pink and psoriatic from decades of dishwashing.  Something inside Kilgallon is breaking, a hairline fracture fissuring, cracking open.  His eyes are welling up, and he has to blink to see through the tears.


  The woman is wringing her hands now.  "Such a terrible thing I've done... "


  There is a long, agonizing pause.


  "Go," Kilgallon murmurs, trying to keep his voice as steady as possible.


  The woman looks up at him, alarmed at first, then confused, frightened.


  "Go, now," Kilgallon says softly.  He puts his gun back in its holster.


  "But —"


  "GO!"


  The woman starts backing toward the door, her gaze still locked onto Kilgallon, her lips moving slightly, no words coming out.  She slowly grabs her bucket, her mops, her dust pan, then pauses to scoop up her brush — all the while keeping her eyes on Kilgallon.  When she finally reaches the front door, she pauses.  Bites her lip.  Blinks.  And for a moment it looks as though she might say something else, but instead she kneels down and wipes a stray droplet of blood with her sleeve.


  Kilgallon closes his eyes, bracing himself against the wave of emotion pouring over him.


  And when he opens his eyes, the stocky little woman has vanished.


  Kilgallon walks over to the front door, gazes through the dirty screen.


  Outside the cabin, the night is turning brilliant, almost Day-Glo bright, the trees like black licorice lace against a deep purple sky, the high tension wires like dark angel hair threading through the clouds.  And a squat little woman waddling off into the vibrant darkness with her bucket of cleaning products, an exotic bird.


  An endangered species.


  Vanishing over the horizon.


  Into a land where messy rooms are always straightened, and problems are swept under the rug like so much dust, and mothers love their sons madly, unconditionally.


  A land of make believe.


  


  SOMEBODY DOWN HERE WANTS TO TALK TO YOU


  
     
  


  It's getting late, and the shadows are stretching across the bayou, making the little derelict marina look like a graveyard of torn sails and leaning masts swaying in the fishy breeze.  The light's different down there below Lake Pontchartrain.  That's something I noticed that first night.  We got down there about supper time, the kid and I, and the cicadas or the crickets or the frogs — or whatever they got down there in that hot box in the dead of summer — they're like the roar of jet engines in my skull.  And the heat's pressing down on us, and our shirts are sticking to our backs from driving all day in that beat-up Jimmy, and I notice everything looks fuzzy and green.  Like the sun's drooped behind a pane of insulator glass on the horizon.


  "So we don't need a license or anything to go out in this crate?" I ask the old cracker who runs the boat rental place.


  His rotten smile widens, his green teeth gleaming in the dusky Louisiana light.  "Naw... not unless y'all run into the coast guard." 


  Then he laughs his phlegmy laugh like a raccoon snorting coke, gesturing down at the cockpit of that rusty bucket of bolts tide to the dock.  It's an old Sea Ray diesel pocked with salt sores and a ragged canvas bonnet stretched like a sagging skin across its cabin — a veteran of drug runs and countless illegals rafting out of Mariel, Cuba.  I don't know squat about boats.  Or the sea.  I'm from Chicago, for Christ's sake.  Water's for chasing Bushmills and flushing turds.  But the thing looks simple enough.  A few gauges, a steering wheel, and a couple pairs of stick-shift levers. 


  "Two bills gets y'all twenty-four hours," he says, "no questions asked."


  I look over at Billy.  A skinny bundle of bones and zits, draped in an oversized denim shirt with the sleeves fringed off, he's looking down at the GPS receiver with a nervous expression on his ferrety little face.  It's gripped in his sweaty palm like a transistor radio, and I can tell when the kid looks up at me that the Freak's moving.  We're running out of time.  "Uncle Dan, um, we need to, like, make a decision," he says.


  I tell him to take it easy.  I tell him I got it under control.


  He's my cousin Matt's boy — maybe the closest thing to family I ever had.  I use him now and again in my skip-trace business, usually as a spotter, or a driver, or whatever.  I guess he thinks it's pretty jake having a bounty hunter as an uncle.  But this trip is different.  We're down here to kill somebody — a first for me — and I still don't like the fact that I brought him along.  It's bad enough I expose the boy to the scum-bag bail-bond jumpers I gotta track down. 


  But now this.


  "So uh... fellas... what's the deal?" Mr. Green Teeth pipes up suddenly, and I let out a sigh and offer him a hundred and fifty for the night.  He snatches the wad of bills out of my hand with a grumble, then hobbles away toward his tar paper shack at the end of the dock.


  We throw the duffel bag in the rear of the cabin, then climb on board the bucket of bolts.  The boat pitches like a carnival ride as I thumb the motor on.  A gurgling noise, and a fart of exhaust, and then we're surging out of there, the Spanish moss clawing at us like an endless, broken-down car wash as we churn through the soup toward the mouth of the bay.  The air smells of rotten eggs.


  It takes us maybe fifteen minutes to reach the gulf, and by that time the kid is crawling out of his skin with nervous tension.  I tell him to relax.  I assure him that the little green dot on that GPS receiver is accurate — I had the kid's mom hide the little pellet of a transmitter inside the Freak's cell phone a week ago — and now all we have to do is close the distance.  We won't even have to board the Freak's boat.  Just get close enough to get his attention. 


  Get a clean shot, and we're outta there.


  By that point it's already as dark as a stew pot out there, and as we emerge into the open sea, the air changes.  I goose the motor a little, and the slimy, sulfurous breeze envelopes us.  The sky over the Gulf is frigging huge.  I'm not used to seeing all those stars.  Where I come from the sky's usually so low and grey you can reach up and scrape your fingertips across it.  But this is insane.  It's like we just slid out over the edge of the universe.


  "The fuck's he doing out there?" Billy hollers over the bellow of the engine, gripping the side of the rocking boat with his free hand, his eyes glittering in the darkness.  According to the two little glowing dots on the GPS we're now less than a mile from the Freak's boat, but we still can't see anything out there other than a sheet of black glass stippled with yellow moonlight.  I start to wonder if the directions the boy's mother gave me are messed up.  Maybe we got the wrong coastline.


  "Don't get your piles in an uproar, kid.  I told you I got it under —"


  The words stick in my throat suddenly.


  The first glimpse of the Freak's boat materializes like the tip of a cigarette on the horizon.  He's not moving.  I yank back on the throttle, and the nose of the Sea Ray sinks, the wake goosing us from behind as we slow down.  The kid doesn't say a word when I take the GPS from him and toss it to the deck.  "Get the duffel bag."


  He goes down below, gets the bag, brings it back up, and I fish around for the Smith & Wesson.  It's a chrome .357 I bought off a skel on the street, filed clean, with a red laser sighting device.  This is going to be easy, I'm thinking.  Right now, I'm thinking this is going to be a piece of cake.


  Of course, at that point I had no idea what was about to happen.


  
     
  


  Let me take a minute to tell you about the Freak, and why I agreed to resort to murder in order to rid the world of this prick.  His real name is Bernard Pryce, and with a name like 'Bernard' it's no wonder he turned out to have issues.


  Anyway: Here's how he got his claws into the kid's family.  My cousin Ginny — the kid's mom — she had a tough time after the divorce.  She couldn't find work, and half of Matt's income as a pipe fitter didn't help much, so she started flirting with what she insisted on calling 'the exotic dancing field.'  Brothers and sisters, let me tell you: I like a good table dance as much as the next guy, but working as a dancer in a strip club is about as safe and secure as being a god damned mine sweeper.  All manner of scum passes through those places, and when Bernard Pryce showed up one night, he set his sights on Ginny.


  At first, I guess, she was swept off her feet: this tall, blonde dude with the fake British accent, and this mysterious business that he's got that takes him to far flung places like Indonesia, the Middle East, and South America.  But after a few months of dating the guy, he starts playing rough.  Worse than that, Ginny starts stumbling on little clues that he's into some freaky shit.  Satanic cult type stuff.  A desecrated cross in a drawer, a little vial of blood in the guy's coat pocket — stuff like that.  And their sex is getting weird: he wants to tie her up, choke her, drink blood with her, and finally he takes her to this sex club where they're sacrificing a goat or some shit like that.


  Ginny decides she's had enough, and she bails.  And that's when things really get scary.  Bernard comes over one night and beats the shit out of her, and then he ties her up and starts videotaping himself torturing her.  He probably would have killed her if the kid hadn't come home.  Billy tries to intervene and The Freak does a number on the kid.  Beats the tar out of him and then rapes him in front of his mother. 


  Next day, Ginny goes to the cops, and the Freak shows up with a high-powered lawyer, and the whole thing becomes a he-said/she-said circle jerk. 


  Now by this point, the kid wants to kill him, and Ginny just wants to move away.  In fact, she did put her place on the market.  But before she could sell the house, she ran across a stash of videos that the Freak had left there.  I never saw the tapes.  Ginny burned them.  But she swears to this day they were the real thing.  Honest-to-goodness snuff films.  Devil worship stuff.  Horrible shit.


  That's when she called me.  I guess she figured if I didn't kill the guy, her son probably would.  And she knew I ran in some petty unsavory circles.  Which is kind of funny.  Because even though I've dwelled in the asshole of the world for most of my working life, I have this thing about sin.  I was raised Catholic for a while — before my drunkard of a daddy skipped town — and I guess the old catechism just clung to me like a bad knee or an allergy you can't shake.  Killing is a mortal sin.  Thou shalt not do it.  Under any circumstances.  I've had opportunities.  It would be easy for a guy like me.  So god damn easy.  But then I'd be lost. 


  Lost.


  
     
  


  Maybe that's why I'm sweating bullets that night as we float through the darkness toward that idling speedboat.  I'm checking the Smith & Wesson's chamber, snapping it shut with greasy fingers.  The Sea Ray's rocking, and my hands are shaking, and I can now see the Freak's boat out there maybe a couple hundred yards away. 


  It sits there like a black, gleaming coffin, its running light like the smoldering tip of a cigar, twinkling in the sultry salt air.  I'm not sure about the distance.  Your eyes play tricks on you when it's that dark, and the adrenaline's pumping.


  "C'mon, let's do it, c'mon, c'mon," the kid's murmuring behind me.


  "Go down below."


  "C'mon, c'mon, c'mon, c'mon, c'mon."  Billy's backing into the shadows of the cabin like a character in some silent horror movie, and the low, strangled, flaky sound of his voice gives me the jeebies.  I glance over my shoulder and all I can see is the half moon glow of the kid's pale face hovering in the darkness underneath that parchment bonnet.  "C'mon, c'mon, do it... do it, do it, do it, do it!"


  By now we're less than a hundred yards away from the Freak's boat, and in the moonlight I can make out the long, pointed prow like the snout of an animal bobbing in the currents.  The moonlight gleams off the windshield.  Something glows orange within the hold of the boat.  The Freak must have dropped anchor because the craft is staying in one place but the optical illusion of white caps pushing across its keel make it look like it's inching backwards across the black void.  Like a dream.  Or a nightmare, I guess.


  I thumb the hammer back.


  "... do it, do it, do it... ."


  As we bob and pitch closer and closer in the darkness, maybe twenty yards away now, our engine burbling like an old man choking on his own saliva, I see the weirdest frigging thing I've ever seen — and let me tell you, I've seen my share of weird shit.  I realize there's a dark figure, pretty much in silhouette, standing up on the boat, standing near the rear outboard powerplant.  I realize it's him.  He's standing there like he's waiting for us.  Dressed in the rags of a bloody shirt, his stringy, graying blonde hair tossing on the sea breeze, he's staring at us.


  I raise the .357 at him.


  "... do it, do it!... "


  Now we're close enough to see the blood.  It's spattered all around the bulwark of the speed boat.  It looks like he tried to finger-paint words or symbols all over the seats and the deck, and I realize the glowing light from within is coming from about a thousand candles, and there's a moldering carcass of an animal near the stern, a dog or a sheep, dangling, flaccid and gutted, over the rail.


  I aim at the Freak's face.  The red dot of laser light touches his forehead.


  "... DO IT!!... "


  The son of a bitch smiles at me.  The boats are close enough to spit on each other now.  Behind me the GPS is beeping.  My scalp is tingling. 


  The flickering light is shining off the Freak's face, and I'm close enough to see he's smiling at me.  He's smiling and I can't fire. 


  I can't do it.  I can't squeeze off a single shot.  The trigger is impermeable like a tree trunk planted deep in the earth's core.


  "KILL HIM!!"


  I hear the kid's shriek ring out behind me, and then there's this black flash of movement.  And before I know what's going on the kid is leaping over the bow of the Sea Ray and vaulting across the ten foot gap between the two boats.  I scream at him at the top of my lungs: "BILLY!"


  He lands awkwardly on the keel of the speedboat, his feet splashing, the air knocked out of his lungs.  The impact makes the speedboat lurch, and sends the Freak staggering backward until he falls on his ass.


  It all happens so quickly I don't even get a chance to make any moves before the Freak is crawling toward the kid.  I slam down on the throttle, and the Sea Ray booms, and then it bucks in the water.  The gun is still glued to my hand as the Sea Ray rams into the speedboat... tossing both vessels like dominoes... sending me sprawling across the bow... tangling the boats like train couplers locking... but it's too late now.


  The Freak already has Billy in his clutches, and is pulling the kid up into the speedboat.  Into the candlelight and sheep's blood. 


  The kid screams, and the Freak wraps his gnarled hands around the boy's neck, and the kid starts kicking and choking and making these weird mewling noises.  And I know this is hard to believe but the Freak is smiling through all this.  I'm back on my feet by this point and I've got the .357 in both hands now, and I'm standing on that rocking deck, gasping for breath, drawing a bead on that prick —


  — and I still can't get one off, I just can't fire, I can't do it, my finger's like the Rock of Gibraltar on that trigger... right up until the moment I hear him speak.  And then everything changes.


  "What are you waiting for, friend?!" he calls out to me, and he's staring at me with that sick fish-belly smile, his unblinking eyes locked onto me while the kid's dying in his hands.  And in that one crazy instant in the darkness, as the passage of time seems hang in front of me like a veil, I see something in the Freak's eyes that I hadn't noticed before.  I wouldn't exactly call it suffering or pain... I guess the best word for it is torment... as he sneers his words at me: "Are you gonna do it or do I have to gut this dirty little mongrel open like a suckling pig?"


  I empty the gun into him.


  I don't really know what I'm doing at that point, I just squeeze and squeeze, the wet blasts popping open the humid air, the sparks like a photographer's strobe documenting my little moment of truth.  The Freak's head turns to red mist.  It's amazing.  His hands still clutch the boy's neck beneath him long after his face is gone.


  Then the clicking noise, and the gun is empty.  The Freak sags backward and falls to the deck with a wet splat.  My ears are ringing.


  The silence seems to close down over us like a great black canopy.


  
     
  


  I wish I could tell you the kid made it.  I didn't blubber or anything.  To be honest I wasn't really feeling much of anything at that point.  I'm pretty much in shock by that point.  But I hated boarding that slimy black casket of a boat.  It's like hopping into a dead shark.


  I work in the flickering candlelight, my hands shaking, brain like a frozen stone.  I drag the kid's body over to the rail and pause for a second.  His eyes are still open.  Like a doll's eyes.  What a god damn waste.  I want to hug him.  I want to say something but all I can do is toss him into the drink.


  The kid barely makes a splash.


  The rest of it goes fairly quickly.  I toss in the Freak, toss my gun, kick the carcass over the side, and find a plastic gas jug in the aft storage compartment.  I douse the bulwark, then hurl the tank into the Gulf.  I pull my Zippo out and I'm about to torch the boat when I notice a little silver object lying up on the console by the steering column.


  It's the Freak's cell phone, the one Ginny rigged with the transmitter bug.


  I don't know why I didn't just leave it on the boat to burn with the rest of the shit but for some reason I feel compelled to fling the little silver gadget as far as I can out into the open sea.  The thing arcs out into the night air, the moonlight flashing on it for a nano-second, and then... plop!  The thing lands and sinks.


  The guy at the boat yard told us one of the deepest parts of the Gulf is just a mile or so off shore.  Said the Tarpin fisherman have to use military depth finders to locate it.  I stand there for a moment, breathing hard and fast, soaked with sweat, imagining that cell phone plummeting down and down through that endless black murk. 


  I imagine it hitting the bottom.


  Then I spark the rest of the boat and I'm out of there.


  
     
  


  For a while I don't even realize I'm lost.  A wall of humid fog has unexpectedly rolled in but I keep expecting the lights of the coast to materialize like a diamond necklace in the distance.  But it never does.  My only reference point is the orange spot of that burning speed boat on the horizon behind me but soon that's gone as well.  I guess the thing has finally sunk or maybe just passed out of sight.


  I inch along in the pea soup, blind and desperate, the Sea Ray gurgling and sputtering, for another hour or so — like I said, I'm not sure about lengths of time — until finally I realize that the green-toothed, hillbilly asshole put us out with half a tank of gas.


  Now I'm running on fumes, and all can do is sit there with my hands glued to that greasy steering wheel, staring at the blanket of darkness in front me.  Then the engine gives up the ghost.  Now I'm just drifting, the boat pitching and yawing at the whim of the endless black Gulf of Mexico.  The air is so thick and humid it feels like gauze on my face. 


  I think they call it 'dead calm,' something like that.  Real funny.  I'm drifting and drifting, lost in the night, and I'm dead calm.  Ha ha, real ironic.  But all I can think about in that lapping silence is the fact that the kid is dead, and I finally stepped over that imaginary line, finally committed the act. 


  The only other thing I can think about, for some reason, is that little bugged Nokia cell phone, plunging and fluttering down, down, down, down... into the darkest, emptiest, coldest place on earth. 


  And that's when the little telltale chirping noise pierces my skull.


  Look: the truth is I had no reason to believe there was anything weird going on when I heard my cell phone ringing.  I'm a freelancer.  I get calls in the strangest places, the most inopportune times.  I figured it was some sleaze-bag bail bondsman calling about another skip.  But when I finally fish through my pockets, find my cell, dig it out, and look at the caller-ID glowing in the darkness, I jerk backward and drop the phone like it's a hot coal burning my hand.


  "No way," I utter in the silence, my voice sounding hollow and distant in my ears.


  The cell phone continues trilling and vibrating on the deck, creeping across the varnished surface like a beetle, the display sending a tiny beam of sickly light through the fog.  I can see the caller-ID number.  I can see it.  There's no mistake.  I needed to memorize that very same number in order to set up the GPS device last week.


  The Freak's number glows on the little LED screen shivering at my feet.


  I turn away from it in a fever of chills.  I convince myself I'm just seeing things.  My guilty brain has scrambled a few digits.  That's it.  That's got to be it.  The cell phone keeps chirping behind me as I gaze out at the wall of dirty grey cotton encapsulating me.  If I ignore it maybe it'll go away.  If I just keep staring out at that soupy fog, the thing will stop ringing or my voice mail will pick it up.  I'm drenched in sweat and my heart's pulsing in my neck as I stand there, gripping the rail, waiting for it to stop.


  And it does.


  The silence that slams down on me is almost worse than the ringing noise.


  The faint patter of seawater lapping against the hull is barely audible now above the sound of my ragged breathing.  I've got that coppery-sour taste in my mouth from all the adrenaline, and I can smell the rank, dead-rot odor of the stagnant tide.  The boat is gently pitching, and I've got that woozy, twilight feeling you get when you've just awakened from a dream — that sense of primal relief with the return of mundane reality.


  I turn away from the railing and stagger over to the place I dropped the phone.  I kneel down and pick it up.  It's blinking — a little mail box cartoon in the display window.  Someone has left me a message.  I start to retrieve it but I stop, my thumb poised above the message button. 


  I don't want to hear it.  Whatever it is.  I don't want to know.


  The phone rings again and I jerk like I've got a poisonous snake in my hand.


  I hurl the little device across the cabin, and it strikes the windscreen, then bounces to the floor in the shadows under the bonnet.  I slam my hands over my ears, and bark at the empty night sky — "I'M NOT HEARING THIS SHIT!!" — and I lose my balance as the boat lists suddenly.  I fall on my ass.  I see stars and I can still hear that thing ringing in the cabin.


  "Aw fuck it," I say and climb back to my feet and then edge my way under the canvas roof.  I find the cell phone, pick it up,  and thumb the answer button on the fifth ring.  "WHO THE HELL IS IT?  THIS BETTER BE GOOD!"


  My first impression is that the sound is coming from a great distance.  A burst of static sizzling in my ear.  But under that, a faint voice saying something I can't quite make out yet.  The closest analogy would be maybe an overseas operator speaking some language unlike any language I've ever heard.  Or maybe an ancient wax-disk recording so full of pops and scratches and crackling noises that you can't make out the words but that's not exactly it either.


  "Crrrrrhhhhhhhh — ssuh — crrrrhhhhhhh!"


  "What!?  HELLO?!"


  Now maybe I'm in shock or something.  I don't know.  Maybe it's the trauma of being lost at sea after losing the boy, adrift with my own thoughts after having just committed the unthinkable.  In my mind I keep going back to Exodus 20:13 — And God spoke these words, 'You shall not kill!'  And I keep seeing the Freak's little Nokia wireless, no bigger than a silver bar of soap, skimming the surface of that obsidian sea where I pitched it, then sinking, then fluttering down and down through the black void, and maybe even coming to rest in the silt at the very bottom of the deepest part of the ocean.


  And now maybe all this overactive imagining has basically snapped my wig, popped the fuse of my sanity like a light bulb flaring out. 


  But I swear to God I can hear a familiar voice between those bursts of static.


  CRRRRRRHHHHHHH - somebody - CRRRRRHHHHHH!


  "What?!  Who is this goddamnit?!"


  CRRRHHHH - therrrre's sssomebody - CRRHHHHHH!


  "Somebody?  Somebody-what!  Somebody-WHO?!"


  CRRRHHH — there's somebody here — CRRRRH!


  "Okay, whatever, there's somebody there, but where's there, okay, and while you're at it why don't you tell me just who the fuck this — AAHHHHH!" 


  All of a sudden there's this terrible, watery shrieking noise coming over the line, but it's not exactly a scream, it's more like a howl, like something other than human is roaring on the other end of the line, and I just let out a yelp and hurl the phone into the sea.


  The little thing skips a couple of times across the glassy surface of the water, then vanishes, and I'm assuming it's sunk, you know, I'm thinking the thing is long gone.  And I'm catching my breath, leaning back against the bulwark, pretty frantic by that point.  I'm thinking about getting out of there with any means necessary, maybe using a piece of the boat as a paddle, or finding something to use as a signal, when all at once I see the little silver device floating alongside the boat in the gentle lapping water.


  That telltale chirping sound has started up again, and I don't even have to look to know what number is flickering on that caller-ID display.


  "Heh heh heh heh heh, go to hell, go to hell, nobody home!"  I'm raving now in a sing-songy rant, my voice sounding mechanical and garbled in my ears.  "Nobody home, nobody nobody, just reading my bible, thou shalt not kill... nobody hommmmmmmmme!"


  The thing keeps ringing.


  I can't resist.  I wish I could tell you I could.  I wish I could say I resisted leaning out over the keel and fishing that thing out of the water.  But then I'd be a liar and I'm only good for one mortal sin at a time, if you know what I mean.  So, anyway, what I do is, I reach down and pluck that thing from the black lapping waters, and it slips out of my trembling wet hand, plop, and I reach down again and finally I get a good grip on it and put the dripping thing to my ear and scream: "WHO THE HELL IS THIS?!!"


  And what I hear coming out of that phone, and what I hear in the distance, in the darkness... well, let's put it this way: that's when things go from bad to worse.


  
     
  


  I need to take another drink before I tell you the next part, the last part, the part about the water.  And the voice.  And what happened then. 


  Okay, here goes: I'm standing there hanging over the water with my heart slamming in my chest and my ear pressed to that dripping cell phone and I hear that wet, hoarse voice piercing the static on the other end of the line: "CRRHHH — there's somebody down here wants to - CRRRRRHHHHHHHHH!"


  I'm about to scream another series of obscenities when I realize I've been hearing another sound off in that empty, black distance for quite a while now and haven't even realized it.  But something out of the corner of my eye catches my attention then, a blinking light off to my right, on the floor of the boat, a faint beeping sound. 


  I don't put the two things together at first, but when I suddenly realize what I'm hearing out in that fog, and what I'm seeing on the floor of the boat, my heart jumps in my mouth and all my sweat turns to ice.


  The GPS receiver.


  "Don't, don't, don't don't do this to me," I mutter with whatever breath I have left, and I go over and snatch it up with my free hand.  Now I'm standing there on that rocking bucket of rust with my knees wobbling and heart thumping and that GPS in my shaking hand and the cell phone glued to my ear.


  "CRRRRRRHHHHH - there's somebody down here wants to talk to you - CRRRH!"


  I can see the tiny glowing dots on the GPS again.  I see one of the dots moving.


  Which brings me to the noise I've been hearing.  Very faint at first.  Like I'm feeling it more than hearing it.  But there's something massive out there, gathering energy, moving toward me.  Like a fold in the fabric of the ocean rolling toward my boat.


  And I look down at the GPS again, and I see that little glowing spot moving across the little spider web of a grid toward the other one, the stationary one.  Impossible.  Right?  I'm just saying.  Totally impossible.  But here it comes, the little dot moving toward me.  And I'm dumb with terror right then, backing away from the rail with the cell phone still pressed to my ear.


  CRRRH — there's somebody down here wants to talk to you! — CRRRHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!


  Okay, this isn't easy, describing it, reliving it, but I'll give it a shot, I have to, I owe it to all of you.  You've seen submarines when they rise to the surface?  Or you've seen films of submarines? 


  First you just see that vague disturbance in the ocean coming toward you, just a nauseating kind of folding in of the water that seems to gather as the gigantic sub starts to materialize from the deep.  Then the water begins to implode into itself as the sub emerges with a great torrent of sound and backwash.  


  This kind of thing had been building out there in the fog for what seemed like hours, a kind of low, vast rumble, and that shadowy undercurrent that I'd been sensing, and now it was approaching, coming up from the depths, and it was huge — Huge! — like a mountain rising out of the Gulf.


  "No Jesus no fuck," I'm backing away on trembling legs and I finally fall down the steps into the shadows of the cabin, dropping the gadgets, seeing stars. 


  Now maybe this is how those poor son of bitches felt in Moby Dick when that monster came out of that black void, a vast monolith under the surface, displacing a black glacier of sea water as it rises toward you.  But I start shrieking like a baby on the floor of that dark cabin, curled into a fetal position, my brain a mess of tangled panic, sparking like an overloading switch board.


  Whatever it is coming out of the sea, it reaches my pathetic little boat on a great WWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWHHHHOMPP! of air pressure collapsing and the seams of the universe ripping apart, and I can't describe that last sensation before I blacked out.  I've tried to put it into words.  I can't do it.  Best I can manage is that the ocean itself opened its mouth, a great chasm of festering black bile, a raging aperture of rotting fangs and teeth and poison, and it swallowed me, and that was all.


  Except for one thing.


  One thing.


  
     
  


  Screw it.  That's the best I can do.  Why bother?  Nobody's going to believe it.  And what do I care anyway?  Obviously I didn't die out there.  Obviously I made it back to the shore that night.  Somehow.  Don't ask me how. 


  So here I am in my little flop house trying to tell the story.  Jesus.  Who am I kidding?  What am I going to do, write my memoirs?


  I got the windows painted black, aluminum foil on some of the panes.  Nobody can see inside.  Which is good since I need to prepare for my work in private. 


  I tend to rotate my tools to keep the cops off the scent so I usually have a lot of stuff laid out on work tables.  Knives for one, poison for another.  Various and sundry handguns.  I'm good at what I do.  I can clear 50k on a single mob hit. 


  Maybe more if some captain of industry wants his loudmouth wife out of the picture.


  Oh yeah.  I almost forgot.  That last sensation before I blacked out on the boat that night?  There was one realization that struck me before I lost consciousness.  I realized the Freak's cell phone had fallen right through a hole in the bottom of the earth.


  I realized something else.


  I realized who it was wanted to talk to me.


  


  GLORY HAND IN THE SOFT CITY


  
     
  


  I woke up in the middle of the night thinking I still had my right hand.


  It threw me for a moment.


  I lay there in a cold sweat, my heart thumping.  I brought my stump up in front of my face, waving invisible fingers back and forth.  I could feel the twinges of phantom pain, the sharp aching in the knuckles that weren't there anymore, and the hot, itchy sensations like sunburn tingling in the heart of my non-existent palm.


  "What's'matter, Glory?"  The hooker lying next to me was stirring awake, gazing up at me through heavy-lidded eyes.  She called herself Porsche, and her hair had that bizarre coppery color of laboratory-grown follicles.  Earlier in the evening we had humped for twenty minutes, until I had climaxed my routine one and a half fluid ounces of sterile semen and Porsche had fallen fast asleep.  I hadn't had the heart to boot her out.


  Now I was telling her I was fine.


  "You're sweating," she insisted, sitting up, reaching for her box of synth-cigs.


  "Nightmares."


  "You're shitting me.  You're still sleeping natural?"  Porsche lit a syn-stick, sucking a mouthful of pale blue smoke.  "I sleep like a baby since I got the alpha implant put in.  Word to the wise, Robert: Get an alpha implant."


  "Already tried it — didn't work," I said, flexing my non-fingers, concentrating on the ghostly feelings.  The heat, the tingling: They were my first true neural sensations since I had lost the hand in a nasty kendo-fight with a couple of transgenic Sikhs in a juice den last month.  I was on a missing person case that had gotten me mixed up with the Indo-Burmese Chimera Triad, and I was trying to fight my way out.  It took a pair of emergency techs working non-stop just to save my hand's nerve network and get the thing frozen before the cells shut down.  They told me they could probably save the hand and restore the nerves, but I was devastated.  My pipeline to true bio-touch had been inexorably threatened.


  That's when I started thinking about checking out of the private investigation game.


  "When do you get that back?"  The prostitute nodded toward my stump, toward the cap of surgical mesh and the network of medical tattoos drawn around my wrist for calibration during the reattachment.


  I told her next Thursday, and then I glanced across the shadows of my measly little studio flat.  The cracked plastic calendar was hanging by the autoclave, the digital face reading Friday, March 7, 2053, and I realized I had only six days left until my biological hand was done.  And then I realized my right hand was all I had left in the world.  The rest of my body had been grafted and treated so many times, there wasn't much left with a decent nerve ending.  Like most of the regular army, I had lost ninety percent of the skin on my arms and legs during the war in Pakistan.  All those new viruses mingling, nasty hybrids surfacing everywhere.  Of course, the plague years got the rest of me.  My left hand, much of my torso, and a good portion of my left shoulder had atrophied during the Hanta plague in '24; and most of it had to be re-seeded with test tube tissue.  Even my ass had ninety percent lab-flesh on it.


  But nobody was smart enough to see the shut-down coming.


  They called it Miller's Syndrome: the gradual atrophy of the nerve endings due to some faulty connection between laboratory grown skin and the natural subcutaneous fascia.  In English: The world went numb.  Four out of five survivors of the new plagues experienced the deadening effects within a year of being treated.  I got it myself.  After my discharge, I started going numb.  And even throughout my years as a beat cop, I felt the nerve endings closing down.


  Of course, I was lucky.  I had fared a lot better than most of the poor schmucks creeping around the HardCity nowadays.  Most folks born after the turn of the Twenty-first had a hundred percent reworked tissue, and the closest thing to a real neural sensation for them was jacking into a nerve-net box and letting some virtual Hindu mama jerk them off.  I, on the other hand, possessed... well... the other hand.  I was one of the small percentage of old timers who still owned a biological hand.  A stretch of skin with its original nerve bundle intact.


  And right now I wanted it back.


  "Ouch!"  I jerked back against the fiber steel headboard with a start.  My unseen fingers were shrieking.  The invisible heat was erupting.


  "What is it, honey?"  Porsche had managed to slip out of bed and climb into her sari.  Now she was standing a few feet away, nervously puffing her cig.


  "I dunno — I can — I can feel — OUCH!"  I convulsed against the wall.


  My phantom hand was going up in flames.


  "Should I buzz somebody?" Porsche was gawking at me, chewing her lip.


  "No — I'm just — I can feel the —"  I climbed out of bed and turned on the halogens.  With my numb left hand I managed to pull on my leather pants and guide my feet into my boots.  The heat was like a cymbal crashing in my brain.  I took a few deep breaths, then walked over to the window.


  I looked out through the grey ozone filter.


  My invisible hand throbbed.


  The HardCity was shimmering in the toxic darkness, the sodium-bright residential blocks glowing sickly silver.  At this hour the streets were still humming, the threads of directional lasers still stitching through the haze, looking like cat's cradles.  Off in the distance, I could see the blue flames on the horizon, the MicroSoft farms growing bio-circuits twenty-four hours a day.  They owned everything.  Even me: my skin, my organs.  Either Microsoft or DuPont.  They owned the patents on everything.


  I started to say, "I think it's just a twitch or something —"


  Then it hit me.


  The phantom pain could be a signal from some remote transmission.  A warning.  Something happening to my physical hand.  My own flesh and blood.


  A distress call.


  "I gotta go check on something," I muttered, heading for the closet.


  "At this hour?"  Porsche looked like an apparition, standing there in her coppery hair and ren-gen silk.


  "Help yourself to some coffee, whatever you want," I said, pulling on my ozone jacket, shades and gloves.  There was an advisory tonight, and I didn't want to jeopardize my pre-operative sight.


  I walked over to the door, paused and added, "Make yourself at home, Porsche, I'll be back in a flash."


  "But what about —?"


  I had already shut the door in her face and was half way to the elevator.


  
     
  


  The handi-cab skimmed along the slotted macadam of the HardCity, the sound of air circulators rattling in unison with the aging motor.  I was sitting in back, my ghost-hand screaming at me, the pain constant now.  I could barely see through the safe-shades tonight.  There were several atmospheric advisories on the RT, and the air outside the shields was the color of pewter.  Every few moments the belly of the cab would thump over another magnetic terminal, clocking the distance to the Brooksfield industrial park.


  A moment later I saw the flames.


  A quarter mile away, the salmon colored smoke rose in a dense curtain above the smooth grey walls of the Re-Gen Center.  Panic squeezed my heart.  Tendrils of lights were cutting through the haze, reflecting off mirrored windows all around me, the whine of sirens seeping through the cab's welded joints.  I blinked the sting from my eyes, then I rubbed the cab's grimy side-shield as the maelstrom loomed ahead of me.


  I recognized one of the squad cars pulling up behind a fire wagon.


  "Program stop! Right here!" I ordered the cab over to the side-track.


  The cab rattled to a halt, and I snicked open the door with my money-chit.


  "Jesus Chriminy, Glory — whaddya doing here?"  The voice bellowed behind me as I climbed out of the handi-cab.  I whirled around and saw the behemoth coming at me.  A pituitary case named Zander, he was an old watch commander from my former precinct.  He was built like a freight barge, with a half a dozen chins and beady little eyes set deep in his fleshy face like two little raisins.  He wore a safe suit under his flak vest.  "How'd you know about this so fast?"


  "What happened, Zanny?"  I couldn't take my eyes off the burning building.


  "How'd you know about this?"


  "What happened here?"


  "Answer my question, Glory."


  I told him it was hard to explain... but I felt it.  I felt the fire.


  "You what?"  The fat man was staring at me now, his eyes contracting into tiny black diamonds.


  I looked at him.  "My hand's in there, Zanny, I gotta go make sure it's okay."


  I started walking toward the fire scene, toward the giant burning monolith.  The building was as wide as a city block, as high as the clouds, with thirty-inch thick walls carved out of super-slate and artificial mortar.  Another wholly owned subsidiary of MicroSoft, the Re-Gen Center was a place where amputated limbs and cancerous organs could be given another chance, cleansed through hyper-radiation, reconstructed through genetic engineering.  My hand was in there somewhere, in its final stages of regeneration, and now the top floors were blazing bright liquid silver.  Goddamn idiots had too many alkaline metals stored in the vaults again.  These magnesium fires could burn through Fort Knox.  I could feel the dry heat on my face as I approached, my phantom hand tingling.


  Then a steel vice-grip was on my shoulder, yanking me backward.


  "Easy does it, Sweetheart," Zander growled at me, spinning me around.  And there might have been a scintilla of sympathy in his tiny cinder eyes, I'm not sure.  Two other plain-clothes cops were approaching us, the pink glow refracting off their mirrored shades.


  "Lemme go, Zanny!"


  "You don't get it—"


  "Let go!"


  I tried to wriggle free but his grip was like a channel lock on my neck, so I just gave him a sharp nudge to the ribcage, trying to shove him off me, but it must have triggered his goons because they were on me in a blink, driving rock-hard fists into my kidney, then a few knuckle-balls to my gut, their genetically-enhanced hands like sledgehammers.  They snapped my feet out from under me, and I just folded like a paper doll, the ground coming up and smacking me in the side of my face.


  Zander leaned down close enough for me to smell the beans on his breath.  "Bad news, Glory," he was saying.  "The fire's a diversionary thing."


  "— what? —"


  "Whole thing's a boost job."  His big meaty face was glowing magenta-pink, melting before my eyes.


  I managed to utter, "What are you telling me?"


  "I'm telling you the place was knocked over, scumbags pinched a buncha organs, extremities and what-not."


  Everything was going dark, and I got one last question out: "My hand—?"


  Zander sighed.  "Sorry, Sweetheart... they got it.  They got your paw."


  I shivered suddenly, adrenalin coursing through me.  I tried to stand up, tried to yell, tried to grab for Zander's sidearm.  I didn't even notice the other cop coming toward me.  His fist came out of nowhere.


  Tagged me square across the bridge of my nose.


  It was like a switch being turned off.


  
     
  


  I woke up in a holding cell.  They brought me some food, and I got my bearings.  And then I started pacing, and I must have paced the length of that cell for hours, thinking.


  I just couldn't figure out why some second-story man would risk life and limb to get himself a natural hand?  Sure, there was a healthy black market for natural organs, but nowadays test-tube extremities were being farmed everywhere, and they worked a lot better than the originals.  All you needed was a plastic scaffold that mimicked the shape of a hand— and a few cells to "seed" it with— and pretty soon the cells assembled, and the plastic  degraded, and voila!  You got a brand new hand, stronger and more dexterous than the original.  It just didn't make any kind of sense that a local cat would try to boost one.


  Funny thing was, I had no idea how close I was to the answer.


  Around five o'clock that night, Zander showed up and sprang me.


  "Dicks ain't exactly supposed to brief  'civvies' on law enforcement matters," Zander grumbled as he led me through a narrow corridor toward the processing bay.  He was chewing a stinky cheroot, and the brown smoke swirled around his huge head as he walked.  The 'civvies' reference was definitely a dig.  Cops hated ex-cops.  But for some reason— be it pity, amusement or what-have-you — Zander had a soft spot for yours truly.  "I'll tell ya this much," he went on.  "We've already recovered ninety-five percent of the organs."


  "Ninety-five percent?"  I gave him a sidelong glance as we strode through pools of halogen.


  "That's what I said, Glory."


  I tried to control my emotions.  "My hand's been recovered?"


  "No sir, I didn't say that."


  "My hand's in the five percent?"


  "Yessir, unfortunately, yes."


  "Where's my hand?"


  "Go home, Glory," he said, pausing by the gigantic exit door, punching out a code on the keyboard.


  I stood there, gaping at him.  "Do they know who cribbed it?"


  "I said go home."


  "Has it been fenced yet?"


  The door hissed open.  Zander turned to me and grasped a handful of my collar and very softly, very patiently, asked me to vacate the premises.


  I knew it was the last time his request would be soft or patient.


  
     
  


  I waited two days.


  Pacing the length of my place, zoned out on restrex, flexing fingers which were once attached but were now noisy ghosts, sputtering, tingling, sparking, I could feel my sanity — what was left of it — denaturing into something primal.  Something black and poisonous.  I've been known to have a temper — I won't lie — but now a new kind of rage was coursing through me with each twinge of phantom pain.


  I had to do something.


  On the second evening, I jacked into the net, trying to scare up some of my own leads.  I threw out some cockamamie call for bone marrow cells as bait, and started sorting through all the fences working angles on hot tissue.  Process of elimination got it down to a single shit-bird.


  Georgie Quine was a small time scrounger.  Specialized in hot molecules copped from indie labs, research schools and the like.  He lived under a co-op down near the hover station; I decided to take a chance and pay him a visit.


  
     
  


  By the time I got down there the night air had turned gelid, the city a rancid mélange like too many perfume counters clashing.  The clouds were faded black muslin, cracked and veined with yellow age and pollution.


  "Who dat?"  The blurred image of Georgie Quine was flickering on the rez-box moments after I pushed the toggle.


  "It's Glory," I told him.


  "Glory?" the pallid face on the screen crackled at me.  "What's the panic?"


  "Got questions need answers."


  "No can do, Brother.  Sick as a dog."


  I told him he'd better get well quick or I'd make him terminally ill.


  A minute later the door seal hissed, and the little stick figure poked his wan face out the crack.  "I got the blue lung, Glory," he wheezed.  "Chrissake, I can't hardly take in a breath."


  "All I want to know is who stuck the Re-Gen Center, and don't give me any noise about you not knowing anything."


  The junkie sucked his sallow cheek for a moment.  Dressed in grey leather and a mole skin mask, he was a couple of years away from the incinerator, his skinny body riddled with genetic dissonance.  He had one good laboratory eye left, which flashed and sputtered like a dying light bulb as he replied.  "You didn't hear this from me, okay?  Alright?"


  I grabbed him with my jacked-up lab-hand and slammed him hard against the jamb, hard enough to rattle his brain.  Made his eye flash tilt.  My phantom hand was cold now and twinging with filaments of pain, and I was losing control.  "I'm on a goddamn schedule!" I barked at him.  "Tell me who did the goddamn job and you can keep your teeth in your skull!"


  "Stains, Stains did the job, Stains did it, Rupert Stains, that's the guy."


  I blinked, incredulous.  Rupert Stains was a major player in the biotech arena, a genetic designer with more awards than the head of Rotary.  Rupert Stains was also a boy-wonder who had made designer-in-residence at Big Softie before his thirtieth birthday.  Word was, Stains had started to decline in recent years, contracting an especially virulent form of Miller's syndrome.  But who the hell needs natural tissue when you're rich, right?  Word was, Stains had replaced every major organ and every square centimeter of his flesh with the finest tissue money could buy.  His delicate little physique was trimmer than ever, his handsome mug more handsome than his press pictures.  But rumors were also rampant that Stains had gone completely bug-fuck loony.  Maybe it was the loss of all that feeling, or maybe it was just the natural course of a genius intellect.  Regardless, it made no kind of sense that a guy like Stains would do a B&E job on a re-gen lab.  He had a family, according to news reports, and was not the type of guy to get caught with his pants down.


  "Stains was behind the job?" I finally managed to ask, clutching at Quine's throat.


  "No, no, amigo, no — Stains did the thing.  Along with Hawkhurst and Black Jimmy."


  "You're telling me Stains did this thing himself with a couple of second floor men?"


  Quine's eye pulsed.  "My hand to the almighty."  He glanced at my stump.  "No offense intended."


  "They still in the HardCity?"


  Quine swallowed dryly.  "Cops already got two of 'em, Glory, I swear to you, they're coming down hard on everybody.  Nobody's moving a thing—"


  "Who's left?"  I tightened my grip.  It looked as though Quine's eyeball was about pop out.


  "Stains — Stains is still running — somewhere north of Blackchappel —"


  I started slamming the back of his head against the jamb, a thin membrane of scarlet drawing down over my vision.  "They took one of the naturals!  A hand!  A right hand!  Where the fuck is it?!"


  The words wheezed out of Quine's turkey neck: "—Stains has it—"


  I hurled the little hoodlum to the floor of the foyer, cracking his skull against the wall.  His eyeball flickered and strobed.


  I turned and started toward the north, the vapor lights going red and hazey.


  I barely heard Quine's slurred speech behind me, a sickly bird singing one last tune.


  "Better hurry, Glory... Stains has already been to the transplant team... ."


  The words were barely audible as I began to run.


  
     
  


  Blackchappel was a vast graveyard of decaying, oxidized Quonset huts buried in hardpack like fossilized dinosaurs, their metal spines gleaming in the sodium wash.  The air was hotter around here.  Toxic.  Veined with static electricity.  Handi-cabs wouldn't run this far, and the cops rarely bothered patrolling the place.  But as I approached the east bridge on foot, breathing mask-filtered air, lenses down, heart hammering, I saw the commotion a hundred yards away, out by the ancient switchyard.


  Zander and his posse — three squad cruisers in all — inching along the edge of the tracks.


  My invisible fingers were fuses now, lit and crackling hotly, the pain making me crazy, and I started trotting along the shadowy footpath, staying low, moving toward the switchyard, toward those slow-moving cruisers.  I was all jigged up on hate and adrenalin, and I was clenching my phantom hand, tasting hot magnesium on my tongue.


  Ahead of me, the cruiser's jerked to a halt, one by one, their doors springing open, the shadowy figures of Zander and his men piling out, guns raised, infrareds snapped on, search-strobes sweeping the cobalt haze in front of them.  And my heart was jittering wildly in my chest as I realized, all at once, just exactly what was going on


  One of the Quonset huts a quarter kilometer away was lit up inside.


  An underground clinic.


  Rupert Stains was in there — I was sure of it now — my missing hand growing on his arm.


  The revelation coursed through me like nitro, all the tiles in the puzzle-box clicking in place in my brain: the son of bitch in that silver warehouse, richer than God, taking the last vestige of sensation from me, taking my hand, my touch, taking it from me and assimilating it like a worm growing segments.  And now the rage was erupting in me, all the pain, all the longing, longing to feel something, longing to touch, and before I knew what was happening I was running full bore toward that goddamned Quonset hut with my gun drawn.


  Two hundred meters ahead of me the doors to the Quonset burst open.


  I fumbled the safety off, and I ran as fast as my lab-legs would carry me.


  Zander and his men were already fanning out when they saw me approaching.  Zander did a sort of comical double-take, his infrareds whirling toward me, a glint of sodium light catching his eyepiece and blossoming.  Almost fell on his big fat ass.  "Glory!"  His rasp filtered through the pox mask.  "What the fuck —?"


  He couldn't finish his thought because things were happening very quickly now.


  A hundred meters ahead of me, the shadows were disgorging three figures, and I sprinted toward them, ignoring the cops off to my right, ignoring the pain in my chest, ignoring Zanny's warning calls, ignoring everything but the three men fleeing the hot house, and I fixed my iris on the smallest of the three.  The little one was dressed in leathers, jackboots and old flying ace goggles.  He had broken off from the group and was high-tailing toward the East Sprawl Bridge.


  Stains.


  I fixed my sights on the bridge and made a bee-line, the first tracer shots popping behind me, Zander's plasma-pellets buzzing over my head, buzzing white-hot, making the darkness flicker and crackle.  I stayed low, my gun raised, aimed straight ahead at the little millionaire racing across the bridge fifty meters away.


  Stains was heading toward the far gates, toward the luminous threads of blue laser-light demarcating the outskirts, and as he approached the end of the line, he swam through a pool of chrome-yellow arc light, and I got a momentary glimpse of his right arm... and the pale, pink fingers clutching the tiny vintage Walther PPK handgun.


  My right hand.


  I was about to shriek at the top of my lungs when I saw him skid to a halt, then spin around with the Walther raised, then the four silver florets sparking from the barrel.  I dove to the ground just as the dumb bells sizzled above my left shoulder, striking the bridge behind me, chewing through the ancient Teflon span.


  Behind me, pandemonium erupted, the sounds of angry cop voices, and more sirens coming from the distance, and Zander's men firing off high-V slugs, and I managed to rise to a crouch in a hail of gunfire and squeeze off a half dozen smart-slugs with my stupid left hand.  The heat seekers arced out into the darkness and pin-wheeled every which way but it was too late: Stains had crossed over into the SoftCity — a vast restricted area where super bacteria had broken down the cells in the concrete, metal and glass, and now everything was literally soft and waxy — and nobody, I mean nobody, was reckless enough to chase him into that quagmire.


  Except me.


  I crossed the far threshold and plunged into the indigo fog, the blue terminal lasers vibrating all around me, and I descended a steep slope of ashes into the wasteland, my boots sinking ankle deep into the detritus, and I kept the gun raised in case Stains was waiting to ambush me, but I knew I was doomed.  My right hand — its natural nerves intact — was far too fast.  My right hand was a killer.  I could never out-shoot my own right hand.


  The only thing I had going for me was the searing rage pumping through my veins.


  A building rose out of the mist — some sort of gothic ruin from some Twentieth Century train station— and I caught a fleeting glimpse of the millionaire ducking behind a rotting rampart twenty meters away, and I started firing wildly, sapphire flames barking out of my gun, and the smart-bullets curled around the side of the building, puffing through steel girders: needles through pudding.


  And then my gun was empty, and I started toward the building, awkwardly reloading a magazine with my left hand and right stump, my brain fizzing, overloading, a cognitive tape-loop parroting: Why? Why would this son of a bitch with more money than God risk everything for a little taste of the natural touch, a little bit of feeling?


  Why?


  I was approaching the building when the adjacent wall erupted in my face.


  The little rich man was bursting through the softened mortar like a toy through a vacu-form.


  Gunfire exploded all around me as I dove for cover behind a fossilized train engine, and I felt the heat on the top of my skull as the fireworks display swirled over my head, piercing the softened iron of the SkyChief, and I opened my mouth and wailed through my mask, my voice drowned in a hurricane of fire, and I finally managed to look up.  Stains was running away across an old decaying trestle.


  Then I saw the world go haywire.


  It happened so quickly I barely had time to focus, my eyes flash-blind and blurry, and I blinked and blinked because I couldn't believe what I was seeing: The ancient iron of the trestle turning all rubbery under Stains like a Salvador Dali nightmare.


  Then the walkway dipped and flexed and stretched down into the darkness of the gorge like taffy, and Stains went with it, screaming all the way, his voice drowned by the sound of a gargantuan metal spring uncoiling.


  The bridge finally snapped and Stains landed hard on a slag heap.


  I made my way over to edge of the gorge and looked down.  I could see Stains lying semi-conscious down there, half buried in the metal mush, and I saw something else that pressed down on my heart and made my blood vibrate in my veins and made my phantom fingers tingle, and even as the sounds of Zander and his men were approaching behind me on the poison winds, I kept staring at that horrible still-life down in the rotting shadows.


  My right hand was down there, all pale and pink, still attached to Stains's arm, still gripping the Walther PPK.


  
     
  


  It took three days for the boys and girls in the fifth precinct to sort out the whole mess.  I was on Zander's shit-list for meddling; but considering my personal interests, I don't think he really blamed me.


  At the end of week, they moved Stains to the federal clinic in Eastminster for the transplant.


  I showed up early on Friday morning for the big show, and they ran me through the pre-op procedures.  They prepped my stump, got me dressed in surgical robes, started drips, and made me wait forever in a sterile green-tiled room in the bowels of the building.  It was well into the afternoon when I finally buzzed for the nurse.  Her face flickered across the screen above me, and I told her I was tired of waiting and I wanted to know just where the hell they were keeping my hand.


  She told me the other patient was still with the clinic psychologist, and there would be a slight delay.


  "What delay?" I asked.


  "I'm not sure, sir.  Would you like me to call the psychologist?"


  "What the hell's going on?"  I felt a strange twinge, something feathery on my phantom fingers.


  "Sir, it'll just be a few more minutes —"


  "This guy's a goddamn thief, he stole my hand, and you've got him seeing a shrink?"


  "Sir, if you'd just —"


  "I want to know what the hell's going on!"


  She sighed, her image flickering for a moment, and then she said, "Look, I'm not supposed to do this, but I think under the circumstances... "


  She reached down and flipped a switch, and the picture on the screen changed.


  The new image was of another room, a stark little lounge in another wing of the building.  A table in the center, a couple of chairs, the Venetian blinds drawn.  Stains was sitting at the table, dressed in hospital robes.  Standing behind him were the shrink and a couple of armed guards.


  Across the table sat a little girl in a cotton jumper and pigtails.  She was Stains's little girl; I had seen pictures of her on the web-news.  She couldn't have been more than six years old, and she was clutching a little stuffed turtle with one hand, holding her daddy's hand with the other.


  Her daddy's hot hand.


  My hand.


  I gazed at the screen, my throat drying up, filling with sawdust, my eyes welling, elephants standing on my chest.  It was as though I was a ghost caught in some other dimension watching my shadow-self, and I felt the moist warmth of the child's touch on my phantom fingers, and I watched the screen, transfixed, as the millionaire held his daughter's delicate little hand one last time.


  And then it occurred to me:  This was why Stains had gone to all the trouble.


  To hold his little girl's hand just once.


  To feel her touch.


  I stared at the screen for as long as I could tolerate the intimacy, memorizing every movement, every gesture, every quiet exchange between the child and the man, and I realized it was my hand that was doing the holding, my hand, God help me, it was my own flesh and blood in there.  When I finally looked away I was fighting the tears.  "Nurse!"  My voice was like metal tearing apart.  "Nurse! Nurse!"


  The screen flickered, and the nurse's placid face came back on.  "What is it?"


  "Changed my mind."


  "Pardon me?"


  "The operation," I said.  "I changed my mind, I don't want to go through with it."


  There was a beat of silence.  "You what?"


  "I said I don't want to do the transplant anymore, is that all right with you?"


  There was more silence, and then the nurse finally shook her head.  "I'll get Doctor Burgess on the line, he'll want to know about this right away."


  The screen went black.


  I turned away and let the tears come.


  
     
  


  Lately the nights seem to have grown more silent in my little cubicle.  The ticking of the air filters above me, the distant muffled drone of the city outside my windows, and the slow, steady pulse of my own heart are the only sounds.  I prefer it this way.  I haven't seen Porsche for weeks.  Haven't been in the mood for that noise for a while now.  Got too much thinking to do.  I read a lot.  Started a diary last week, but I forget to write in it sometimes.  Mostly I just lay on my contour couch and stare at the Hepa filters embedded in the ceiling, clocking endlessly in the darkness, silent sentinels tirelessly guarding against some lethal strain of mush floating into my space.


  Funny thing is, I've never been this happy, going through the motions each day, playing detective, then coming home each night, alone.


  So much quiet time.


  I can feel her touch every few days.  It's fading now, but it's still there.  It'll always be there.  That warm, moist, powdery touch against my ghost-fingers.  The sweet, delicate hand of a little girl nestled in my own phantom palm.  She'll always be there.


  Always.


  


  VI. NOVELLAS


  
     
  


  "Reality is wrong.  Dreams are for real."


  
     
  


  - Tupac Shakur


  


  THE BUTCHER'S KINGDOM


  
     
  


  * A STORY *


  Excerpted from:


  "ALAN PINKERTON'S GUIDE TO GOOD AND EVIL"


  
     
  


  A CONTINUING SERIES


  CONTAINING NUMEROUS EXAMPLES


  OF HUMAN AND INHUMAN EVIL


  AND THE APPREHENSION THEREOF


  
     
  


  AS TOLD TO


  J. R. BONANSINGA


  
     
  


  From the Secret Files


  of


  A. PINKERTON


  
     
  


  A TECHNICAL NOTE: Much what follows was extrapolated from a series of dictations made on an Edison wax phonograph machine by a Mr. A.L. Fricke, retired administrative manager for the late and fabled crime fighter, Allan Pinkerton.  The recordings were made between July 12th and the 17th, 1899, at the Pinkerton mansion on the west side of Chicago, Illinois.  Mr. Fricke, a Cook County sheriff's deputy during the events related here, supplied invaluable insights into Mr. Pinkerton's unorthodox and colorful methods.  For legal purposes, this is a work of "embellishment," and all those prone to skepticism should be mindful of the old saw


  
     
  


  CAVEAT EMPTOR.


  
     
  


  - JRB


  


  PROLOGUE


  
     
  


  "FROM THE DEPTHS OF THE GLEN"


  
     
  


   "The city... does not care at all.  It is not conscious.  The passing of so small an organism as that of a man or a woman is nothing to it."


  
     
  


  - Theodore Dreiser,


    Sister Carrie


  
     
  


  Near Chicago, Illinois


  
     
  


  1848


  
     
  


  Vengeance came from the southwest that Spring.  It came from the vast sea of shadows that comprised the wooded marsh beyond the stockyards.  Like a wraith in the night, silent and implacable, a force of nature creeping through the mist, weaving through twisted skeletons of black oak and sycamore, it came with a singular purpose.


  As it neared the outskirts of the primeval town — the wheezing, smoking, stinking source of all injustice and pain – Vengeance paused and crouched on a crown of granite overlooking the desecrated land.  Visible in the distance were the greasy canals, gleaming in the moonlight, cut through the sacred ground like bloody wounds.  Hellish tendrils of wood smoke and bone dust rose into the dirty night sky as far as Vengeance could see.  Low, scorched buildings stretched beyond the horizon, pulsating with sacrilegious commerce.  Vengeance lifted its face to the black heavens and let out a howl.  Its minions joined in with an infernal chorus.


  The hour had finally come.  After eighteen years of embryonic pain in the wilderness, it was time to bring Death to this parasite they called a town.


  Time to come home.


  


  1.


  
     
  


  "THE DISCOVERY OF THE BLOOD MORAINE"


  
     
  


  The Stockyard Territories


  
     
  


  39th and The Road to Widow Brown's


  
     
  


  On that moonless Tuesday evening on the 3rd of March, Big Sean O'Haloran was out on 39th Street, working by the light of a gas lamp in the Ashland packing house, when he heard something odd just beneath the chorus of shrieking.  Alas... a fellow who works in the stockyards quickly becomes inured to the constant, shrill, metallic music of the abattoir — the screaming of hogs on-the-hook — and O'Haloran was no exception.  At first he thought his ears were playing tricks.  He reckoned he had imagined the incongruous noise, and simply shrugged his broad shoulders and went back to the business of thrusting his greasy blade into the girth of another pig.


  Blood bubbled and oozed down his arm, flecked his leather apron.  Steam rose from the swine's innards.  O'Haloran peeled back the rind, then sent another one on its way to its maker (and the next station in the slaughterhouse). 


  The cycle seemed endless.  They would come through the opening on the east wall, where the horse-powered Hereford wheel lazily turned, squeaking on its rusty fulcrum, lifting pigs off the mud floor of the holding pen.  Still shivering in their death throes, convulsing and keening like clarions, they were washed, skinned, and prepped by the two other men who lurked in the sputtering shadows.  At that point O'Haloran would slit their necks and coax the guts out of them into foaming troughs at his feet, before moving on to the next one, and the next, and the next.  The process continued unabated, from dawn until midnight, six days a week, transforming hogs into cutlets, tallow, bacon, lantern fuel, chops, sweet meats, head cheese, and all manner of household soaps.  Like the owner, Old Man Ashland, used to say through his crooked, brown teeth, "When we're done with 'em, boys, there's nothin' left but the squeal!"


  But on that night, as the big blood-stained Regulator clock over the door ticked toward the bewitching hour, and the killing wheel finally creaked to a stop, the butcher found himself alone in the packing house once again.  As usual he was the last one out, the designated clean-up man, and that's exactly what he was doing when he heard the noise again.  He was mopping the blood down the chute when he heard the distant, garbled cries coming from outside, somewhere in the darkness.  He paused.  Over the trickling and dripping, as well as the ringing of his ears, he heard the faint echo of a scream.  Not a pig's scream.  Lower and strangled with phlegm and terror. 


  A decidedly human scream.


  At first O'Haloran looked around for Casey or Old Boxhead Bryant or Lockjaw Eddie, somebody to talk to, but the place was deserted — nothing looking back at him but the shadows and the spirits of a million dead hogs.  Somewhere in the night, the hideous scream rang out again, weaker this time, dwindling.  This was followed by a long eldritch howling noise.


  A wolf.


  O'Haloran ran out the east doorway at a full clip with his butcher knife still gripped in his blood-slimy hand.  Had there been an eye witness at that point, the testimony would have been something to behold.  This massive-boned Irishman, clad in a blood-soaked apron, clutching a twelve-inch pig sticker, hurling across an empty mud pen toward a pitch black stand of elms, from which the ghostly sounds of howling were now emanating... it was a scene worthy of a Penny Dreadful.


  In previous months there had been wee-hour attacks in these woods, many of them involving packing house men on their way to and from work.  Wolves.  Coyotes.  Wild dogs.  One man from the Drover Stockyards got his fool leg bit off, but there didn't seem to be much of an answer.  Chicago officials were calling for calm.  They were chalking it all up to the typical 'growing pangs' of a healthy young frontier town. 


  Chicago was nearly 20,000 souls now, and the new plank roads were stretching as far west as the Des Plaines River.  The Galena-Chicago railroad was being laid, and the new canal connecting the Mississippi with the Great Lakes was pretty near ready to open its locks for business.  On top of all this, there was a Great Famine going on in Ireland, as well as a war raging in Mexico, all of it sending scores of displaced immigrants per day into this promising new township.  With this kind of growth chewing its way through the surrounding swamps and forests, it was no wonder there was disease and filth and crime and poverty and graft and misery... not to mention the occasional wolf attack.


  But on that fateful evening, as Big Sean O'Haloran plunged into the woods along Western Road, his apron steaming in the chill of the night, his heavy breath puffing in plumes of vapor, the big Irishman was thinking only of that horrible gurgling screaming sound being swallowed by that howl.  He raised his knife as the darkness swallowed him.  His skin crawled as he fought his way through the brambles, then began to ascend a gentle slope.  He could barely see his blood-stained hand before his face.


  He reached a clearing and paused there, breathing hard, standing in six inches of muck. 


  What happened next — what the butcher saw — was beyond the average person's comprehension. 


  O'Haloran's description of what lay off in the bosom of that rock-strewn valley before him, barely visible in the gloom of night, was oft repeated in official transcripts.  It was doubted by skeptics, and found its way into sensational accounts as far west as Philadelphia and New York. 


  The profusion of blood alone would turn a stout stomach, and  O'Haloran had to put his hand to his mouth as he gaped down at the carnage.  He began to shake.  Nothing in his experience as a meat packer had prepared him for the grisly sight which lay in that lonely moraine of stone and weeds.  At last, with very little warning, the big Irishman — manipulator of entrails, sticker of pigs — turned away and wretched up a stomach full of pork stew, now hours old and vaporous in the cruel chill.


  


  2.


  
     
  


  "A HIGHLY IRREGULAR PROPOSAL"


  
     
  


  8 March – 8:51 PM


  
     
  


  A lone figure appeared out of the darkness, and stepped into the flickering pool of gaslight that illuminated the Rice Theater's Randolph Street entrance.  Over the last few days, Chicago's weather had turned exceedingly raw, even for March, and this particular evening, thus far, had been no exception.  A chill mist swirled around the figure as he paused and reached inside his woolen county-issue coat for proper identification.  Within the folds of his raised collar, his face remained obscured in shadow as he rooted out his Cook County deputy star. 


  He entered the theater's narrow vestibule, stomping his muddy boots to bring some feeling back into his feet.  The air was warm and fetid in the lobby, and a muffled voice could be heard behind the inner doors.  The voice sounded oddly androgynous — neither male nor female — and also frail and defeated, as though it were giving a eulogy.


  "Evenin', Lassie," the figure said in a hushed burr, nodding at the young lady behind the brass bars of the box office window, holding his tin star in plain view.  The Scot was a stocky young man in his late twenties with a bullish head, thick neck and bushy beard.  With each movement he seemed to lean forward slightly like a staunch redwood that had grown that way over years of gale winds.  "Official business," he informed the lady.  "County sheriff's department."


  "Oh dear," exclaimed the mousy woman behind the window.  She wore a plain, navy blue skirt and a blouse with leg-o-mutton sleeves — very little trim, a plain high neck with a single ruffled collar — all of which set off the homely cast of her pale face and beady eyes.


  "No reason to be alarmed, Lass," he whispered.  "Ye hardly'll know I'm here."


  "Of course, sir, of course... please," she said, motioning to the inner doors.  It was somewhat of a rarity, in this young town, to see a young woman in a hoop skirt working the window in an establishment such as this.  Women were more commonly seen employed as seamstresses or line workers down at the new McCormick Reaper Works on North Water.  But this theater was new to the mores of Chicago, and the young lady was the niece of the owner, John B. Rice.


  Formerly of Buffalo, New York, the Rice family had opened their little sanctuary of culture here only eighteen months earlier, with a comedy called The Four Sisters, in which famed thespian Louisa Lane Drew, matriarch of the Barrymore acting dynasty, played all the title roles.  The play had transfixed the denizens of this hardscrabble prairie town, and the theater had immediately thrived.  Over subsequent weeks Mr. Rice diversified his offerings, bringing in an eclectic cross section of celebrated performers, artists and thinkers to regale the public.  General Sam Houston, P.T. Barnum, Charles Dickens, and Louis Pasteur all trod the boards at the Rice.  Johannes Brahms played his lullabies here for a full week.  Christian Doppler discussed his famous effect.  Mary Shelley recited tales of manmade monsters.  J.M.W. Turner revealed inner landscapes.  Robert Bunsen introduced fascinating new laboratory apparatus, and Ralph Waldo Emerson made audiences weep.  But it was not until tonight — and its featured speaker — that any single attraction caught the attention of the Scotsman.


  The burly little man slipped inside the auditorium.  He was instantly engulfed in the oily odors of paraffin and kerosene from the stage lights.  He stood there for a moment in the darkness at the rear, letting his eyes adjust. 


  The theater was nearly full, the backs of five hundred groomed, dandified heads silhouetted by the footlights, held rapt by the solitary gentleman on stage, his curious sing-song drifting out over the gallery: "Ah broken is the golden bowl, the spirit flown forever!  Let the bell toll! — a saintly soul floats on the Stygian river... "


  And on it went like a dark current flowing through the still air.


  The stage consisted of an austere pedestal table and little else.  The speaker, a diminutive man dressed in a threadbare black suit, dull linen shirt and bow tie, leaned against the pedestal as though wounded.  His hair was as black as crow feathers, and unruly above his ears as though caught in a gale.  His complexion had a deathly pallor to it.  He looked ill.  Only his deep-set, penetrating eyes reflected any kind of life energy — albeit one of madness.


  The performance lasted another forty minutes, at which time the pale, black-haired imp nodded stiffly to the applauding throng and walked off stage. 


  The Scotsman made his way against the flow of the departing foot traffic toward the stage.  He climbed the wooden stairs, and flashed his star at the manager.  With a nod, the skinny gray codger indicated an unmarked door across the wings.  The Scotsman went over and knocked briskly.


  "One moment, if you please," came a muffled voice in a hoarse, unmistakable Virginia drawl.


  The Scotsman waited, and waited, and waited as the theater cleared, the ensuing silence making the burly man uncomfortable.  At last he knocked again.  This time there was no reply save for a faint exhalation of air.


  "Sir?"


  No response.


  "Sir, are ye decent?"  The Scotsman knocked a third time, then tried the brass knob, found it unlocked, and pushed the door open.


  "Oh my," the poet murmured, looking up from the corner of the room where he was slumped in a bentwood rocker.  His jacket was off, his sleeves unbuttoned and pushed up on his slender, feminine arms.  A small glassine flask of a narcotic preparation, its rubber stopper loosened, sat on the table next to him.  He made a futile effort to cover the bottle with an issue of the Daily Democrat that lay on the table but it was of no use.  "Oh my, my, my," he muttered apologetically while unfurling his sleeves with trembling fingers.


  In a moment of modesty, perhaps even deference, the Scotsman turned away.


  It was not a grand gesture or in any way meant to bestow unwarranted courtesy to the poet.  It was simply innate to the Scotsman's personality.  A recent immigrant from the slums of Glasgow, liberal in temperament and politics, he was a gentle soul wrapped in a protective armor of brawn and cunning.  He'd been a cooper in the village of Dundee, Illinois, before joining the Chicago constabulary, and his hands and shoulders were still callused and rough from making barrels.  He wore a beard to give his youthful, pug-nosed face a bit more gravity, and he was quick to smile.  But also quick to defend the weak.  And perhaps this was why he made no effort to embarrass the poet, even though he recognized at once the behavior being displayed before him.


  The bottle more than likely contained laudanum, an opiate derivative.  Over the years, the Scotsman had witnessed all manner of unfortunates — prostitutes, derelicts, prisoners — using the infernal stuff to ease the pain of their hellish existence.  The effect was quite sad — a theft of life force, a numbing of the senses.  A century ago it had been legal, even fashionable among the aristocracy.  But now the substance was being outlawed in more and more territories each year.


  "Good Lord you've come to incarcerate me," the voice croaked from across the room.  The poet had obviously seen the tin star attached to the burly man's lapel, and now the pale man slumped even further into his rocker.


  The Scotsman bowed his head.  "Not at all, Sir.  On the contrary I've come to solicit a consultation."


  By this point the poet had gotten himself back in order, his sleeve clasped and his jacket back on.  Now he rose and stood facing his visitor.  "I beg your pardon?"


  "Name's Pinkerton," the Scotsman said, finally making eye contact and extending his large hand in greeting.  "Allan Pinkerton, Cook County Sheriff's department."


  The poet stared.  Thunderstruck.  Speechless.  "I — I am dreadfully sorry but I do not —"


  "I enjoy yer work immensely, Sir, it is indeed an honor to make yer acquaintance."  Pinkerton kept his hand extended, his expression completely free of guile. 


  At last the poet reached over and shook the deputy's hand.  "A consultation you say," he said somewhat tentatively.


  "That is correct, Sir."


  The poet frowned.  "With all respect, Mr. Pinkerton, since when does the sheriff's department have a need for poetry seminars?"


  Pinkerton's grin widened.  "Naw, I shouldn't think old Sheriff Bradley and his minions would have much time for poems nowadays."  The grin faltered then.  "In fact, I would ask that ye treat our discourse with the utmost discretion from this point on."


  The poet shrugged.  "As you wish."


  The law man looked almost sad then, his voice softening.  "Especially since it involves an act of diabolism worthy of the netherworld.  If you follow my meaning."


  The poet looked at him.  "I must admit, Sir, I am not certain that I do... follow your meaning, that is."


  Pinkerton rubbed his whiskers, measuring his words.  "There has been a rash of killin's in this township of late that have the sheriff and his lads vexed.  Since I am only the lowliest of deputies I am acting in a somewhat unofficial capacity this evening by seeking yer counsel."


  The poet stared at him.  "My counsel in regard to what?"


  "Finding the party or parties responsible."


  Another frown from the poet.  "I must confess, Mr. Pinkerton, that I am as vexed by your inquiry as your sheriff must be by these crimes."


  "Sir, I implore ye —"


  "But what in heaven's name could have given you the notion that I would have anything whatsoever to contribute to matters such as these?"


  A long pause.  Pinkerton's grin returned.  "Oh, Mr. Poe... I've read all yer tales."


  


  3.


  
     
  


  "THE UNTRIMMED FINGERNAILS OF THE DEAD"


  
     
  


  8 March - 11:21 PM


  
     
  


  The human remains of the 39th Street victim had been kept, according to Pinkerton's confidential orders, under lock and key in a deserted, remote stable five miles west of the stockyards.  It was a highly irregular request, and it raised more than a few eyebrows among city officials.  Victims of murderous crimes — usually gun fights, barroom brawls, things of that nature — were traditionally surrendered to the next of kin as quickly as possible, and very little consideration was given to their sorry state.  But Pinkerton saw the Ashland Packing House victim as evidence (of what, he had no idea), and hence the need to keep it preserved for the purposes of further regard and study.  Fortunately Sheriff Bradley was out of town at the moment, and his second-in-command, A. L. Fricke, was so overwhelmed with the requisite paperwork that he honored Pinkerton's strange request simply out of expediency.  For the time being, the corpse could stay on ice... at least long enough for the mysterious visitor from Richmond to have a look.


  "Merciful God," Edgar Allan Poe muttered as he gazed down at the ragged form engulfed in mist.  Nestled in a swaddling of gore-soaked linen, the corpse lay upon a monolith of river ice, cut with a cross-saw from the north canal, an object which now oozed the most infernal gray vapor.  A frozen snake, the long speckled tendril of a water moccasin, was visible within the ice, suspended in the milky medium.  Unable to tear his gaze away, Poe shivered convulsively in his black frock coat, keeping one gloved hand clutched at his shopworn ascot as though he might fall apart at any moment. 


  Edgar Poe had seen quite enough death in his day — far more than one man should have to endure.  In 1811, at the age of two, he lost his beloved mother, an actress, to tuberculosis.  This primal memory of loss and abandonment — of seeing the woman's remains laid out, not unlike this poor soul, across a mortician's granite — haunted the poet to this very day.  Abandoned by his actor father, Poe was subsequently sent to live with a foster family in Richmond.  The matriarch, Francis Allan, was a kind-hearted women to whom young Edgar became very attached.  Unfortunately death came calling again in 1829 and took the gentle Mrs. Allan to her great reward.  The boy was devastated, his spirits trampled.  The tragedies turned him inward, and prompted a burgeoning alcohol habit. 


  Eventually Poe moved in with distant relatives in Baltimore — a widowed aunt, Maria Clem, and her lovely daughter, Virginia.  The vulnerable young man of letters immediately fell for his angelic cousin.  They were married in 1836; Poe was 29, his beloved Virginia only 13.


  The final slash of the Grim Reaper's scythe came one day in 1841.  Virginia was singing an aria for Poe in their Baltimore home when she coughed.  A tiny droplet of blood appeared on her lip.  Poe stared and stared, his heart sinking, mortified at the first telltale sign of tuberculosis.  Virginia's subsequent spiral into illness — and, ultimately, death — was the final blow to Edgar Allan Poe's tender spirit and volatile imagination.  Hounded by sorrow, he plunged into a severe opium addiction, not to mention the waxing and waning of terrible melancholia.  It is no wonder that his subsequent work would become so dark, so disturbingly personal... and yet so universal.  'The Raven' was published only two years after Virginia's death, and by the time Poe had reached his 39th year — only months ago, in fact — he had amassed a blood-chilling body of yarns and lyrics, including 'The Telltale Heart,' 'A Dream Within a Dream,' 'Lenore,' and 'The Pit and the Pendulum.'


  It was none of those gloomy fantasias, however, that had compelled the sheriff's deputy to call on the poet.  It was a more obscure tale which Poe had composed seven years earlier, in 1841, with little fanfare in Graham's Magazine, that had captured Pinkerton's imagination... a subject the Scotsman was about to broach.


  "I apologize for the unpleasant sight before ye, Mr. Poe," the Scotsman said from the shadows of an adjacent stall, his prominent whiskered chin visible in the shade of his constable's hat.  "But there is a quite salient point to this troubling presentation."


  The poet could not reply, could not, in fact, utter a sound.  He managed only to gape at the sorry state of the mangled, ashen cadaver before him.


  It lay in its sodden cloth nest, a rag doll of scourged flesh and ruptured, splayed organs.  It looked as though it were once a sinewy, pale gentleman of indeterminate age — albeit one who had recently been fed through Colonel McCormick's new fangled reaper machine.  The man's left eye lay on his cheek like a wilted flower bulb.  Deep gashes ravaged his exposed skin.  His nails curled off his fingertips like blackened talons, continuing to grow, unabated in death.


  "What in heaven or hell could have done this?" the poet murmured as though oblivious to the Scotsman's pronouncements of import.


  "That, fine Sir, is precisely the matter to which I intend to direct your attentions."


  Poe managed to wrench his gaze from the remains to the Scotsman.  "I... I beg your pardon?"


  "Yer fine tale in Grahams a few years ago put me in mind to call on ye one day.  Alas, Sir, that day has come."


  "My tale... ?  In Grahams Magazine you mean to say?"


  "Correct, Sir.  The one takes place on Rue Street.  The one with the Doo-Pin fella."


  For a moment the poet looked nonplussed.  The flicker of burning kerosene, diffused by the icy fog, glinted in his dark eyes.  "August Dupin you're referring to?  'The Murders in the Rue Morgue?'"


  "That's the one!"  The Scotsman nodded, a spark of recognition in his eye.  "A thousand apologies fer massacring the particulars."


  "I haven't the wildest notion... I'm afraid I... I need to... I need to take leave of this downtrodden place."


  "I understand, Sir, believe me."  Pinkerton rubbed his chin.  "Perhaps we could continue our discourse in one of the outlying taverns."


  The poet closed his eyes.  "I implore you, Mr. Pinkerton.  Lead on.  Please."


  The Scotsman gently assisted the frail poet away from the body.


  


  4.


  
     
  


  "CURIOUS PHENOMENA"


  
     
  


  9 March - 12:07 AM


  
     
  


  They exited the barn, and plunged into the dank, reeking Chicago evening.  A ubiquitous stench hung in the air, as it had since the founding of Fort Dearborn a half century earlier, as it had since the Patawatomis named the area Checagau (for the marshy, wild-onion aroma that seemed to cloak the land).  But now the smell had transformed into the odor of wilderness rendering itself into a city — the stink of sap, the blood of the ox, the smoke of the forge.  Adding to this mélange, most of the roads were still hard-trampled earth — the decades of horse dung and carcasses pulverized into the surfaces, giving off an unmistakable bouquet that assaulted the senses.


  Mr. Poe felt his gorge writhing with nausea as he stumbled along, trying to keep up with Pinkerton's robust gate.  "How in the Lord's name could 'Rue Morgue' have anything to do with this wretched business?"


  Pinkerton pointed at a massive black walnut along the adjacent roadside.  "I've arranged a horse-car for our conveyance, Mr. Poe," he said, indicating the shadows beneath the tree where a carriage was parked, the team snorting, tossing their heads, their breaths visible in the chill.  "If ye would honor me with yer presence for a few minutes longer, I will attempt to explain it all to the best of my ability."


  Poe reluctantly followed Pinkerton on board the brougham, a rickety affair belonging to the constable's department, hewn from worm-eaten pine and rusted iron wheels.  The bench seat was as cold as a winter paving stone.  The two men perched themselves precariously on the seat, and Pinkerton gave the reins a snap.  The buckboard lurched. 


  "What caught my attention when I first encountered yer fine tale," the Scotsman called out over the clopping hooves and rattling chassis, the carriage starting westward down the leprous dirt path, "was the notion of one looking too closely at a thing to see it."


  Poe was bouncing on the cold seat, trying to comprehend what the Scotsman was saying.  "I'm sorry... the notion of one looking at... what was that again?"


  "I believe the way ye put it was, the French police 'impaired' their vision by looking too close."


  Poe swallowed hard, trying to follow the thread of the conversation, as the buggy pitched and bumped along the rutted path.  They were alone in the outskirts now, alone in the darkness.  At present only a thin sliver of a moon shone down on the road. 


  Right then something shifted on their flanks, something barely perceptible, like the rustle of leaves out in the tall trees, behind the shadows.  At first Poe sensed it more than anything else, more than he heard anything, or saw anything.  "All right... y-yes... I believe I do recall Dupin having this dialogue," he mumbled, distracted, unnerved, "but I still must protest that I am at a loss as to the relevance."


  Pinkerton nodded, yanking the reins, steering the team around a bend, and then into a grove of hickories. 


  The darkness deepened around them, a thin lattice of moonlight filtering down now as the witching hour approached.  Poe reached down into his breast pocket and retrieved his vial of laudanum.  He thumbed off the stopper, and took a healthy swig, the bitter almond tasted burning his throat.  Pinkerton was talking again but Poe could hardly hear a thing over the rushing of his pulse. 


  In his peripheral vision he sensed something moving along on either side of them, behind the trees, in the darkness, tracking their progress.  At first he thought it might be the shadows of birds, perhaps Peregrines or Illinois vultures slinking along the ground with the stealth of a night wind.


  "... but alas, in yer terrific tale," Pinkerton was saying, "the gentlemen eventually got interested in them horrible murders on the Rue Morgue, the lady and her daughter.  Am I correct?"


  "Well... as I recall, yes... you are, Sir... you are indeed... but what of it, then?"


  In the darkness Pinkerton snapped the reins, chewing the inside of his cheek for a moment, measuring his words.  "Them poor women mutilated like that, well it was certainly shocking, but the point of the tale, the reason that I have disturbed yer privacy this evening, Sir, is the central observation this gentleman Du-pan ended up makin'."


  Poe looked at him, trying to ignore the ghostly movement on their flanks.  "Du-pin, yes, yes... now you have my unsullied attention, Sir."


  "It seems to me, if ye pardon the impertinence, you've gone and invented, in a tale, a way to conduct an investigation in the actual world."


  Poe glanced over his shoulder.  Something in the distance, behind the elms, was glimmering intermittently now.  It looked like fireflies, like amber sparks of light bouncing along in perfect step with the carriage.  "I... I... I am afraid, Mr. Pinkerton... once again, you have left me in your proverbial dust."  Poe took another gulp of his medicine, and squinted to see better what was hounding them in the darkness.  His vision blurred.  He was dizzy and intoxicated from the laudanum, and was becoming unhinged with high nervousness.  Back in Baltimore they had filled his impressionable brain with stories of Indian attacks.  Were these the shimmering glimpses of savages gripping spears, knives, cudgels?  "You're... you're saying I... I've invented something?"


  "A way to analyze the leavings of a killer, Sir!"  In the moonlight, bullwhipping the reins, the Scotsman looked almost maniacal.  His bulldog face practically glowed with enthusiasm.  "The art of detection, Mr. Poe."


  "I'm... I'm sorry... the art of what?"


  "Detection, Sir, detection," Pinkerton said, glancing over his shoulder at something.  "It will revolutionize police work as we know it... in fact, I wish to show ye something else.  You'll see, Sir.  You'll see soon enough.  We're almost to O'Shaunnesey's, and then I'll show ye —"  All at once the deputy fell abruptly silent, his expression hardening, his prominent brow knitting with concern. 


  Poe's heart thumped in his chest.  "Wh-what is it, Sir?  What's the matter?  Wh-what is —!?"


  "Lord-God-almighty!"


  Pinkerton whipped the reins.


  The Belgians snorted and kicked up from a canter to a gallop now.  The wheels chattered.  It felt as though the brougham was about to fall apart beneath them.  Poe started to say something else but his breath froze in his throat as he gazed out at the tree line.


  The specks of amber light revealed themselves not to be insects but rather eyes — eyes! — engulfed in a churning tide of fur and teeth, eyes that belonged to wolves.  The pack of ferocious creatures hurled furiously through the forest on either side of the carriage like a feral escort.  At least a hundred strong on either side of the road, weaving through the woods like drooling, bloodthirsty demons of all sizes and shapes, some enormous and scarred and bloodstained, the color of soot, some small and sleek, the color of chimney ash.


  "M-m-mister... M-Mister Pinkerton... w-wh-what does this... what does this m-mean?"


  "HOLD FAST, MR. POE!"


  Pinkerton yanked the reins backward so hard and fast he nearly tore the bits from the bridles, causing the horses to rear up suddenly, and the carriage to careen sideways on the icy hard-pack.  The buggy skidded to a sudden and violent stop, nearly tipping over on Poe's side. 


  The bolsters banged down on the opposite wheels, rattling Poe's teeth.


  "Oh-dear-God-deliver-me!"  Still gripping his flask of opium, the poet had his large head between his legs now, as though he suddenly were an ostrich hiding in the sand, praying for this monstrous intrusion to spare him.


  "One moment please," Pinkerton said, hopping off the bench to the ground.  His Wellingtons jangled as he reached for his sidearm tucked into the pigskin holster tied to his tree stump thigh.  It was an old Maynard percussion pistol — a .67 calibre job — the same make General Washington had carried in the Great War of Independence nearly a century earlier.


  Poe was peering through his fingers at the onslaught rolling toward them like a tide of fur and fangs.  His heart rose into his throat.  Fifty yards away now, and emerging from the trees, their killing breaths like engines.


  "YAWP!"


  The warning call barked out of Pinkerton as he thumbed a paper percussion cap into the breechblock.  He lifted the long barrel into the cold air and squeezed off a shot into the black sky.  In a bloom of spark the report shattered the night, made Poe's ears ring, and jerked Pinkerton's muscular arm.


  It was as though the wave of beasts had broken against a beach.  All at once, like a mad precision team, they skidded and convulsed to a stop, some of them yelping and immediately turning tail.


  Poe glanced up from his sweaty palms in utter astonishment as the wolves abruptly retreated toward the darkness of the thicker woods.  Within moments the tidal wave of menacing blackguard had dispersed.


  "Curious phenomenon," Pinkerton commented as he shoved the pistol back into its sheathe.  "Are ye well, Mr. Poe?" 


  Poe tried to offer up a reply but all he could manage was, "Oh... I... I... I haven't seen such... oh my... "


  "Would ye believe that's the second occasion on which that's happened to me since the beginning of the troubles at the packing plant."  Pinkerton was reaching under a canvas flap on the side of the buggy as he spoke, extracting a trail-worn saddle bag.  "Fortunately I'm confident we're going to get to the truth of the matter when ye see what I've got in here."  He was patting the side of the bag.  "Come, Mr. Poe, I'll buy ye a pint and charge it to the county."


  The Scotsman turned and starting trudging through the mud toward a squat wooden building in the distance, planted in the festering marshland beside the road.  Poe strained his eyes to see the edifice.  Constructed from logs of scorched walnut, it featured a broken-down sign above its door, illuminated by gaslight, barely visible in the fog: O'Shaunnesey's Tavern.
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  "THE ADVENT OF THE DAGUERRIST"


  
     
  


  9 March - 12:50 AM


  
     
  


  Five days before that fateful meeting between Messrs. Pinkerton and Poe, the Scotsman breached a certain etiquette among caretakers of the dead.  Perhaps this was due to the deputy's stubborn Scottish cranium being filled up with tales of mystery and imagination from the Poe canon.  Or perhaps it was simply a vagary of the age, a passing of one epoch into another.  Whatever the reason, though, when the knock came on Allan Pinkerton's door that frosty March morning, rousing both the deputy and his beloved Joan out of a deep winter's sleep, the accepted protocol at the sight of a murder was about to change.


  The escort, a young man from the Ashland packing house crew, delivered the news in fits and starts in the Pinkerton kitchen, while Pinkerton pulled on his muddy field boots and splashed cold water on his face.  Since Sheriff Bradley was still officially detained in Washington, Pinkerton was in charge of the town's constabulary; hence the young man was more than happy to fetch and convey the surly Scotsman at his convenience to the scene of the dastardly attack.


  The ride out to Madison Street that morning passed in a blur of gaslight, mud, and wood smoke. 


  When Pinkerton arrived at the blood-soaked tableau along the moraine, something turned over inside him.  In the purple dawn he saw the packing house men gathered in their black aprons on the ridge, gazing down at a slope strewn with the bloody viscera that once was their fellow butcher.  An idea popped in Pinkerton's mind like the spark of a flint. 


  "Gentlemen!" he boomed, spitting vapor in the cold air.  "I would appreciate it if none of ye moved!"


  The onlookers froze like deer.


  "Boy," Pinkerton murmured then to his companion.  "Be a good lad and go fetch me the Daguerrist."


  "The what, Sir?"


  "The Daguerrist, the photograph maker.  The one visiting Madam Pulaski's Museum."


  The boy stared at the deputy for a moment, then gave a terse nod and trotted off.


  Over the next fifteen minutes Pinkerton paced through the gloom, circling the periphery of the area in his grime-specked boots, pondering the devilish act that had precipitated this horrible carnage.  As to rhyme or reason, Pinkerton was utterly perplexed.  One thing, however, which ticked at the back of his thoughts like a clock, was the urge to record the features of the immediate landscape — the snow dappled mud around the remains, the texture of the path, the condition of the adjacent trees and any anomalies which might be visible to the naked eye.  Could such observation lead to extrapolations about the perpetrator?  Pinkerton was unsure.  He was wandering into uncharted intellectual territory.


  When the Daguerrist arrived Pinkerton was crouched at the top of the slope as if in supplication, staring at the ground.  "Good evening, Mr. Brady," the Scotsman murmured, not taking his eyes off the icy, rubble-cluttered grade.


  "Deputy, I cannot imagine why you have roused me from a deep morning slumber this day," the Daguerrist complained, balancing a heavy black trunk on his back, and awkwardly holding the long sticks of a tripod under his arm.  His name was Matthew Brady, and he was a slender, handsome dandy with a luxurious mustache and a velvet black vested suit.  "If this is some kind of joke, I must protest in the most vehement way that I am not amused."


  Pinkerton looked up at the Daguerrist.  "As you can see, Sir, this is no joke."


  "My dear Deputy, you must understand that I am in fact not even from this area, am only passing through, and aside from that, I am accustomed to working only in my studio for —"  All at once the photographer fell silent when he finally spied the gore streaked remains twenty feet away, now becoming visible in the lightening dawn.  Brady made an attempt to say something else, stammered a little, swallowed deeply, then turned away, dropping his equipment into the snow.


  Then he roared vomit into the mire, expelling his morning rashers and eggs.


  The Scotsman rose, went over and patted the Daguerrist on the back.  "All right, Sir, let it out.  There's no shame in it."


  "F-forgive me... I... I... ."


  "All I require are a few simple photographs and you'll be on yer way."


  Brady wiped his mouth, straightening back up.  "I'm afraid there's not enough light."  He sniffed and looked away.  "And even if there were, I require complete stillness for at least ten minutes in order to expose the copper plates."


  Pinkerton jerked a thumb at the corpse.  "Sadly, Sir, this poor fella'll give ye no problems in the stillness department.  As fer the light... "  The Scotsman cupped his hands and bellowed up at the packing house crew.  "Gents, if you please!  A coupla tins o' kerosene on the double!"


  They set up along the edge of the moraine, laying rags and old blankets along the gravel, then soaking the material with gallons of accelerant.  Brady put his powder charge in the branches of a neighboring oak, aiming down it at the corpse, then positioning his tripod on the side of the hill.  Pinkerton specified what part of the ground he wanted documented.  Soon Brady was ready.  Pinkerton gave the crew a nod, and they touched matches to the rags.


  Fire licked along the ground, then bloomed in brilliant rosettes of light.  The moraine began to glow in magnesium bright yellow light.  Pinkerton nodded at Brady, and the Daguerrist triggered the flash powder.


  FFFFFFFFFFOOOOOOOOOMMMMMMPP!


  In that single flash, history's first forensic photograph of a killer's footprints began to burn itself into a sheet of silver-plated copper.


  


  Five days later, two brooding souls sat in the dim light of a deserted tavern, their coats over the backs of their chairs, their mugs of draft and bowls of hopping john, sowbelly and hardtack sitting untouched in front of them, as they stared at the pair of glass plates containing the ghostly, milky images of Brady's Daguerreotypes.  In the photographs, a perpendicular trail of muddy footprints was visible next to the butcher's body.  The footprints had clearly come from the woods.


  "Look closely, Mr. Poe," Pinkerton urged, running a grimy thumbnail along the edge of the Daguerreotype.  "But not too closely, as Dupin might say."


  "I... I see... certainly evidence of a single assailant," the poet croaked.  By now he was in the throes of a full blown laudanum drunk.  The candle lit room spun.  He wiped his feverish brow as he studied the plates.


  "Excellent, Sir, I concur with ye fully.  I would only add the appearance of heavy, crude leather soles suggests a male perpetrator."


  Poe pointed a trembling finger.  "And the way the body is contorted, I would hazard the poor soul must have turned to flee before the attack?"


  "Aye, that seems to be the case."


  "I gather now the value of such documentation," Poe commented earnestly, nodding at the golden tinted images, still glistening with iodine and salt.  He felt a strange charge of energy in his gut now, piercing the wooziness, spurred on by the burgeoning friendship with this mysterious law man, this coarse, scabrous savant.  God help him, but with each passing moment, Poe grew more and more fond of this Pinkerton fellow.  "Mr. Pinkerton, you are inspired!  These tintypes speak volumes  — especially to those who know how and where to look!"


  Pinkerton was smiling.  "You flatter me, Sir.  But the truth is, I am only extending the theories of the French constable in your tale."


  Poe looked at him.  "Was this unfortunate gentleman in the employ of the packing house?"


  Pinkerton nodded and informed him that the victim — one Jasper Mullin — was indeed a regular at the plant, a clean-up man working alone in the outbuildings that evening.


  "Did the man have kin?"


  "No sir, unmarried... the resident of Killian's boarding house down in the levee district."


  Poe thought about that for a moment while continuing to ponder the Daguerreotypes.  "May I assume you've found no disgruntled creditors or holders of vendettas of any sort?"


  The Scotsman shrugged.  "The fella was a lonely sort, perhaps a bit of a simpleton.  I cannot imagine a soul who would go to the trouble."


  Poe looked hard at the faint image of footprints.  He had to concentrate to keep the plates from blurring in his compromised vision.  He dabbed his moist brow with a handkerchief, wiped his mustache.  "Something odd about these prints, Mr. Pinkerton.  Something not quite right."


  "Pardon?"  The Scotsman had suddenly become distracted.  His attention had wandered to the open door across the room, the door to the innkeeper's kitchen.  "I'm sorry, Sir... I did not catch that last bit.  What was that?"


  "The footprints," Poe said with the flick a nod toward the glass plates.  "I cannot quite pinpoint the cause but something is amiss."


  "Amiss?"  Pinkerton kept staring at that great weather-warped oaken door.  "How so?"


  Poe pointed at the photograph.  "Well, for one, they seem to spontaneously change their composition."


  "Composition, Sir?"  Pinkerton looked at the Daguerreotypes.  "Come again?"


  Poe ran a delicate fingernail along the glass surface above the footprints.  "If you notice, the prints seem wide and flat here."  He tapped the glass.  "And here."  Another tap.  "But within a yard or so of the remains... they look as though they narrow.  Do you see?  They change shape."


  "Jesus Mary and Joseph," Pinkerton uttered, noticing the change in the prints.  "Right ye are, Mr. Poe.  They seem to get skinnier."  Pinkerton stared and stared, his brow beginning to furrow.  "What do ye make of it?"


  "I haven't the faintest notion," Poe admitted and let out a long sigh.  He looked around the deserted tavern.  The room was a cavernous, malodorous chamber the size of a dance hall, with plank floors, scattered tables, and giant worm-eaten beams running overhead.  The air stank of rancid beer, sickening sweet tobacco, and the sweaty musk of highwaymen.  A few congealed candles illuminated the room, casting a forlorn light that was almost tranquil.  But there was something troubling about it as well.  The place had completely cleared of all apparent humanity.  Even the shabby little innkeeper and his portly barmaid of a daughter had vanished.


  "Yer noticing it as well I see," Pinkerton murmured, indicating the empty tavern.  "We seem to have frightened off the locals."


  Poe looked back at the shape-shifting footprints.  "I trust there is an explanation for these changing prints."


  "Would it have something to do with the velocity of movement?  The chase would have ended there," Pinkerton offered, pointing down at the image of Jasper Mullins' gruesome remains imprinted in iodine-bathed copper.  "I'm assuming the speed and intensity could very well distort the shape of a footprint?"


  "That is certainly one possible explanation," Poe replied, sounding a bit incredulous, pondering the Daguerreotype as best he could in his growing state of intoxication.  "The brutality of the attack, the strength with which an assailant would produce such grisly affects... well, it quite obviously begs the question as to the nature of the assailant."


  "Now I'm afraid yer intellect has once again passed me by," Pinkerton admitted.


  "Look at the footprints again," Poe urged.  He pointed his delicate index finger at the narrowing prints near the mangled corpse.  "If all possibilities are considered, one must consider the remotest of all."


  The Scotsman furrowed his brow for a moment, thinking about it.  He fought the natural inclination of his mind to travel off the beaten path.  Finally he lowered his voice as he spoke: "I can only conclude that what yer referrin' to is what ye would call a transformation."


  Poe offered a lupine little smile.  "Not exactly, Sir, although I must offer my compliments – the notion of a Loup Garou had not occurred to me until now."


  "I'm sorry, Mr. Poe, the Loops-what?"


  "Loup-Garou," the poet pronounced carefully.  "The elders of Bohemia created such a legend.  The Loups-Garoux were ostensibly shape-shifters.  Werewolves.  Half beast, half men, roaming the countryside, terrorizing villagers."


  Pinkerton looked as though he were about to chortle.  "Ye can't be serious, Mr. Poe."


  "Fear not, Fair Constable," Poe said, painfully rising to his brittle, slender five-foot-ten-inch height.  He stood there on watery knees for a moment, staring at the daguerreotype.  "Contrary to the opinions of my critics, I am a man of science.  As I am sure you yourself can lay claim."


  The Scotsman smiled nervously, studying the thin, haunted scribe.  "I'm not certain I would be so bold, but please, continue, Mr. Poe, I am intrigued beyond all words."


  "These deeds are decidedly earthly, I would venture, however unnatural they may be in their commission."


  "Go on, Mr. Poe."


  The poet reached down and lifted one of the copper-plated sheets of glass against a mug, his gaze locked onto that murky ghost of an image.  His blood coursed in his neck.  He felt light-headed.  "Legitimate deductions…" he murmured, almost to himself.


  "Say again, Sir?" Pinkerton blurted.  "I did not catch that last bit." 


  Poe began to back away from the daguerreotype, one feeble step at a time, keeping his eyes locked onto the image.  He felt almost buoyant.  "It was something Dupin used to say." 


  "What was that, Sir?"


  "Things which are complex or inexplicable," Poe muttered, staring at the daguerreotype, "are often mistaken for profound.  Dupin said that in 'Rue Morgue.'"


  "Are ye all right, Mr. Poe?  Ye look as though yer not feeling too spritely."


  "Your killer, Sir," Poe suddenly uttered with great urgency.  He stood now at least twenty feet away from the picture, the room draped in flickering candle-shadows.  At this distance, the trail of footsteps in the daguerreotype were as small as peppercorns, and all once the aspect of them that had eluded Poe – the simple, unadorned nature of these footsteps in the snow – suddenly revealed itself.  Poe's voice dropped to a whisper.  "The key is not where the footsteps went."


  Across the room, the Scotsman sprang to his feet, knocking over his chair in the process.  "What is it, Mr. Poe?  What do you see?"


  Poe's scalp crawled with chills.  It was odd to think of that trifle literary creation as real, as an authority on anything, but that is precisely what Dupin had become to him at this strange and eerie juncture.  "The key is where they came from… the glen, the wooded glen.  The wilderness."


  Pinkerton slowly strode, spurs jangling, over to the poet.  "All due respect, Mr. Poe, any half-wit could see they came from the woods.  The posse even scoured the trees from 39th to the Widow Brown's.  What are ye sayin' exactly?"


  The poet looked at him.  "They didn't go far enough.  Those footsteps do not merely come from the forest, Mr. Pinkerton.  From the nimble quality of their gait, the straightness apparent only from a distance…they do more than merely come from the glen.  They are one with it.  They hale from it."


  Now a long moment of silence passed, so full of portents it seemed to hang like a fog in the room.  At last Pinkerton mustered a soft pronouncement delivered with such gravity that Poe could feel it auger into his eardrums.  "Then, Sir, we must go there at once."


  Poe cocked his head.  "Go where, pray tell?"


  "The wilderness, Mr. Poe.  The Great Moraine to the immediate southwest of the stockyards — the direction from which the villain had come."


  Poe still did not follow.


  Pinkerton enthused: "It's the largest, darkest glen this side of the Mississippi.  It's as far as you can go into the wild.  Less than a day away…and I've enough provisions in the buggy for at least a week."


  Another long pause here, the talk of murder and the late hour taking its toll on Edgar Poe's sensitive constitution.  Counteracting this fatigue, however, was a strange, unnamable adrenaline flowing through him now. 


  Finally the poet gave a reluctant shrug.  "Far be it from me to argue with a man of the law."
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  "FACTORY OF BLOOD"


  
     
  


  10 March


  
     
  


  It took them the rest of that night and a good shank of the next day to get down-state to the Great Moraine along the Kankakee River.  They took roads that were washed-out, and they were forced to stop more than once when the map did not correspond to the rugged prairie before them.  Along the way, the buggy broke down twice — at one point requiring an improvised lubricant from a tin of lard Pinkerton kept in his chuck-trunk.  Poe went through the rest of his laudanum, which put the slender fellow in a woozy state once they entered the dark thickets of the Kankakee River valley.  Pinkerton kept an iron grip on the reins, his talented team of Belgian draft horses impervious to the obstacles, side-stepping massive exposed roots and dead-falls.  It was slow going, and they didn't see any signs of civilization until well after dark that second evening, but as they descended the moon lit grade of boulders and mossy logs just south of Vermilion Creek, the distant peak of an abandoned cavalry outpost came into view.


  It was a map-maker's cottage, and it looked like a small, beleaguered Inn buried in the dense woods.  A single gabled rooftop poked out of the crown of a massive willow, and the surrounding foliage seemed to consume the building like ingrown hairs, their skeletal limbs and branches penetrating the shutters and logged walls.  A patina of bird dung and animal spoor covered the windows.  Moonlight glinted off a lonely lozenge of glass above the front door. 


  Pinkerton parked the team in the shadows north of the building, then rousted Poe awake.  "Come, Mr. Poe.  It ain't much, but it'll do fer the night."


  Indoors, the cottage smelled of mold and camphor, and the floorboards creaked as loudly as the bones of a decrepit old crone as the two men entered and looked around.  Pinkerton lit a few kerosene lanterns, and started a fire in the musty old hearth.  Before long, the map-maker's shack was aglow with warmth and fellowship.  Pinkerton made some trail coffee, and the twosome sat at the supper table, continuing their talk of mad men and mayhem into the wee hours.


  Outside, the drone of crickets bathed the dense darkness of the woods.


  Out beyond the deadfalls, in the silent shadows, there crouched a dark figure who thought of himself as Vengeance.  He watched the distant smoke rising from the mapmaker's chimney with interest, the blurred figures of white men silhouetted in the yellow window glass.  Vengeance felt the presence of the intruders like a spider feels the vibrations of its prey.  Breathing low, deep breaths, praying to some nameless Nature God, Vengeance girded himself for another kill.


  In the moonlight, his great and many scars were the color of pitch, criss-crossing his face in deep furrows.  Born the proud son of a tribal elder, he had once scampered through these woods as a boy with a light heart, a lover of all animals.  Then the plague had come, the men with machines, plundering the land, raping the boy's mother, killing the boy's father, whipping the boy mercilessly, and finally burning the boy's village near Checagau.  The boy managed to escape, but the white devils had chased him into the new place they called the packing house — the factory of blood – and the boy had seen the nightmare made flesh: his beloved deer and bison being rent apart, eviscerated, quartered and skinned alive, the screaming sounds, the blood gushing in rivers.


  Vengeance closed his eyes, blocking out the terrible memories. 


  He had not spoken human language since that terrible attack, had lived all these years among the wolves, plotting his revenge.  Now he was fulfilling his destiny, his lifelong calling: to bring carnage to this nation of meat cutters, to avenge his mangled and torn brethren.  Again and again he would bring the nightmare home to the white man. 


  He would be Vengeance.


  The noises of the woods rose around him, the night sounds, the breathing bellows.  He shook the memories off as a dog might shake off the rain. 


  It was time.  Again, it was time to wreak havoc.  He took a bracing gulp of night air, then lowered his center of gravity and started creeping through the darkness.


  Creeping toward the mapmaker's cabin.
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  "AN UNINVITED GUEST"


  
     
  


  10 March - 2:37 AM to 3:41 AM


  
     
  


  That night, a fever dream gripped Poe — as vivid and palpable as the powder flash of a portrait camera.  As he struggled to slumber on a moldy bed of straw, he dreamt he was a boy in Richmond, and it was in the wee hours, and he was wandering the woods in his nightcap and robe.  He was following a ghostly woman in flowing white chiffon into the deeper shadows of the forest, and he realized, in the dream, that the woman was his birth mother, the achingly beautiful Elizabeth, an actress of modest repute, her lustrous obsidian curls flowing behind her as though she were underwater.  Of course, the woman had died many years earlier, but now the sight of her, so elusive and tantalizing in the shadows of those distant trees, began to fill the boy in the dream with immense sorrow, sorrow so overwhelming it threatened to knock the young boy off his feet and crush him into the cold muddy humus.  But on he went, shivering in his bare feet, through the brambles and foliage. 


  The ghost was leading him somewhere, somewhere troubling and hazardous.  The boy hurried to catch up with her and she vanished before his eyes in a whirlwind of smoke.  He grabbed at the smoke, calling out for her, but she was gone, and the feeling was almost too much to bear, the empty horrible black feeling of loss and futility and hopelessness.  And that's when another sound intruded into the dream: a deep, sepulchral growling noise — so low and sonorous it sounded like a dissonant chord oozing through the largest, longest chamber of a pipe organ.  Poe spun, and all at once he came face to face with a monstrous abomination of humankind, a man-beast at least seven feet tall, covered with matted gray fur, its scabrous face open-mouthed and drooling and showing fangs —


  "Mr. Poe... MR. POE!"


  — and the strange incongruous voice was coming out of the beast like an echo from some distant canyon, and in the dream the boy tried to scream, but no sound came from his lungs, and he tried to flee, but his legs would not perform.  The werewolf pounced at him and —


  "MR. POE!"


  — the poet jerked awake, sitting up in the flickering darkness of the second floor berth, starting at the sound of Pinkerton's whispered burr. 


  At first Poe was disoriented, glancing around the spartan chamber, gaping at the cold hearth in one corner, the shopworn desk and chair in another, the single shuttered window lined with silver moonlight, the bedside table and dimly glowing kerosene lamp.  His head throbbed.  The laudanum had worn off and he was raw and dizzy as he finally focused on the Scotsman's bulldog visage hovering over his bed in a penumbra of candlelight.  "Mr. Pinkerton?" Poe uttered in a hoarse voice.  "What... time is it?  I... I don't... I... ."


  Pinkerton put his finger to his lips in a silencing gesture, then whispered with the utmost urgency, "We seem to have an uninvited guest."


  "I'm sorry — you said we have a what?"  Poe managed to swing around into a sitting position on the edge of the bed, his stomach clenching with nausea and panic.  He wore long johns.  His brogans sat on the floor at his feet.  He stifled a belch and ran fingers through his unruly black hair.


  "I'm afraid, Sir, we have an intruder," Pinkerton said and pointed a gnarled finger at the ceiling.


  Poe looked up.  His breath caught in his throat as an arrhythmic series of creaks traveled across the ceiling.  Footsteps.  "Dear God, is that someone on the roof?"


  "Indeed it is, Mr. Poe."  Pinkerton reached over to the bedside lamp, which the poet, in his earlier stupor, had neglected to extinguish.  The Scotsman removed the hurricane glass and snuffed the flame with his rough fingers.  The room was plunged into darkness.


  Poe acted instinctively then, dipping his stocking feet into his brogans and madly pulling on his pants and suspenders.  If he was about to tangle with some dark force of nature, by God he wasn't about to do it in his skivvies.  "Is that a man, do you reckon?  Are those human footsteps?"


  "Yes, sir, I believe they are."


  The creaking noises advanced toward the dormer.  Pinkerton drew his Maynard, holding the pistol aloft and ready to talk.  Poe frantically pulled on his frock jacket and coat.  His hands were trembling convulsively.  But something beneath the fear steadied him, galvanized him, even ennobled him.  Poe would not forsake this salty plain-speaking Scotsman.  Not like Poe's birth father had forsaken his youngest son.  Not like John Allan, Poe's foster guardian, had betrayed the young poet at West Point.  No, this time, unlike his fickle kin, Poe would stand beside this decent deputy in whatever terrors were descending upon them.


  "I would ask ye to stand silent and still, Mr. Poe, if you wouldn't mind."  The creaking sounds abruptly halted.  Pinkerton cocked the Maynard's hammer back with a CLICK!


  Something flashed by the dormer window — something huge and dark and ragged.


  In one fluid movement Pinkerton drew a bead on the glass and squeezed off a shot.  The Maynard barked.  Poe jerked at the sound, as the blast punched a biscuit-sized hole in the windowpane, sending dust and shards of glass flinging, but it was a day late and a mile short. 


  The figure — or object or whatever it was — dropped out of view unscathed, making a loud thud in the stones down below.  Pinkerton rushed over to the window and saw the figure darting off toward the road.


  "Mr. Poe!"  Pinkerton grunted as he threw open the damaged window, then began climbing out.  "If ye would be so good as to stay here, I will return directly!"


  "Not on your life, Mr. Pinkerton!"  The poet went over to the window and proceeded to follow the Scotsman through the jagged maw and into the night.


  Icy wind slapped Poe in the face.  The smell of pine and smoke braced him.  He lowered himself onto the second-storey ledge behind the Scotsman.  A crust of ice made negotiation delicate, and Poe nearly slipped off the shingled roof as the deputy whistled for his team.


  Off in the distance came the sound of horses stirring, snorting, leather straps snapping and popping in the shadows.  Poe marveled at what he saw next: the carriage materializing along the edge of the cottage's property like a ghost ship drawn by two winged avatars. 


  The horses, obviously trained by the Scotsman to respond to such signals, came cantering within inches of the building, the carriage nearly tipping over.  Rusty iron wheels keened against the rocks.  Pinkerton glanced over his shoulder.  "I'm afraid, Mr. Poe, there's only time to jump!"


  "After you, Sir!


  Pinkerton leapt off the edge of the roof and landed feet-first on the pilot bench.  The buggy groaned, and the Scotsman let out a grunt.  The buckboard drifted slightly, the horses rearing and scraping. 


  Poe came next, vaulting off the roof and landing in the cargo bed with a painful thud.


  Pinkerton snapped the reins.  The horses launched, and the carriage lit out. 


  It clattered and cobbled across the lot, then into the sparse trees where a narrow cavalry trail still cut through the weeds.  The buggy began to gain speed.  Within moments the carriage was roaring along at a full gallop, Pinkerton squinting to see through the swaying branches and limbs that were clawing at the passing buckboard.  Straining to see any sign of the mysterious intruder, the Scotsman had holstered his Maynard, but now reached for the Roberts rifle tucked beneath the bench. 


  All the while this was going on, Poe was bouncing around the rear luggage deck like a loose stone.  He made a feeble attempt at grabbing hold of the brougham's bulwark but his hands were cold and greasy with flop-sweat.  He could hear the rheumatic wheeze of the horses as they churned through the woods, weaving between trees, side-swiping scabrous trunks of massive pines.  Faster and faster they went, making the carriage pitch like a ship on a stormy sea. 


  They careered around a hairpin corner at full speed, again nearly tipping.


  Out of the corner of his eye Poe saw the Scotsman yank the rifle free of its nest.  The weapon did a somersault, turning end over end in the deputy's strong, practiced grip — the sound of a shell clanging into the breech — and then a loud, flat blast issued a plume of sparks into the night.


  At that point Poe made his first tactical error of the evening: he rose up on his knees to get a better view of what the Scotsman was hunting. 


  At that precise moment the carriage hit a bump on its way around another tight corner. 


  It was as though Poe had been perched on a catapult, the inertia lifting him up into the air, his scream drowned by the noise of hooves and wagon wheels and gunfire as he hurled backward off the carriage. 


  He landed hard on the side of a ravine and careened down the muddy slope, his arms flailing, legs akimbo, one boot flying off into oblivion.  He rolled and rolled and tumbled and rolled, teeth gnashing as he slammed over spiny, slimy boulders.  Pain crashed in his skull.  He tried to grab hold of roots, branches  — something to stop this headlong plunge — but it was futile. 


  At last he landed on the floor of the ravine with a dull thump, banging against the face of an ancient mossy boulder that stood sentry in a stony clearing. 


  For a few moments he was stricken dumb, lying supine in the weeds, paralyzed from the fall, unable to see or hear or feel a thing in the darkness save his pounding head and flash-struck eyes.  He tried to focus on the netherworld around him.  Shadows interlaced with shadows, giant monolithic tree trunks rising up into the impossible darkness.  He swallowed back the pain and finally rose to sitting position.


  That's when the terrible transformation began. 


  It happened in stages, the first one squeezing Poe's heart like a vice.  The ambient noise of crickets and night fauna had suddenly ceased as though a switch had been thrown.  The ensuing well-deep silence sent gooseflesh down Poe's back, and he tried to react rationally, tried to rise to his feet and stay calm, but the panic was choking him now.  He could hear his own heart beat echoing in the dead black quiet.


  "P-pinkerton!  PINKERTON!"


  The poet's voice — accustomed to projecting lyrical wonders to the back rows of appreciative audiences — now mewled out of him with impotent terror.  Something had moved behind the darkness to his left. 


  A twig snapped.  Then another, and another.  The noises were closing in from all directions. 


  Poe began to scoot backward on his rump like a mute, lost child.  Shapes were materializing in the inky black soup all around him: predatory phantoms, their ashen faces emerging from the dark — grinning rictuses full of drooling fangs, revealing themselves to be wolves! 


  Wolves! 


  The pack had him surrounded.  Poe's heart filled his throat.  Slowly, slowly, inch by inch, their shoulders hunched in attack postures, their eyes luminous with bloodlust, they approached.  All possible escape closed off.  No way out... and the noise was indescribable.  Like a hundred knife blades grinding against a hundred whetstones. 


  Poe became frozen with paralytic terror, a horrible, disjointed notion crossing the back of his consciousness: They're behaving not unlike worker bees in some unholy hive, waiting for the queen or the leader to sanction the final, monstrous, collective swarm.


  "God... help... me."


  The words came spontaneously out of him on a breath of delirium.  Was he dreaming?  His terror had risen beyond all comprehension now because someone — or some-thing on two feet— was coming this way.  Heavy footsteps came tromping slowly, menacingly, nightmarishly through the rank and file of wolves... until a figure appeared in the gloom. 


  Poe's breath caught in his throat.  The wolves now seemed to sag and slump deferentially, backing off like congregants in some feral church.  The figure came closer and then paused in front of Poe as though for theatrical effect.  In the moonlight it cast a gargantuan shadow like an inhuman Golem with improbably huge shoulders. 


  At first Poe could not even bring himself to gaze up at it, but finally he managed to gape up and let out a mortified utterance.


  "... .oh dear God... "


  It was neither man nor beast... but both.  Probably once an Indian, most likely Potawatomi or Keokuk, this brown, scarred young brave was now draped in tattered feathers and a collection of bleached bones strung together into a macabre necklace.  The brute bore the hideous scars of a long ago attack, perhaps the battle of Fort Dearborn, perhaps the Starved Rock skirmish.  His long savage face resembled a patchwork of wounds. 


  But the worst part, the part that held Poe rapt with horror, was the thing on the man's shoulders, the thing clinging to him like a hellish abomination of an infant. 


  To call the miserable creature riding on his back a feral dog would be understating matter: it was once some kind of classifiable species, perhaps a coyote or wolf or jackal, but was now a tufted, gouged, matted nightmare of fur and fangs, perched on the Indian's neck and shoulders, peering over the top of his head like some kind of inbred spawn.


  Right then something extraordinary happened, and even in his stupor of fear — in what he believed were his last moments on earth — Poe experienced a series of realizations that could ultimately be enjoined into a single epiphany: this is the killer, and the extra weight on his back was why the footsteps had distorted in the snow.


  Then the Indian took another step closer and barked an order which sounded to Poe's ears like "Kooomahhhh!" — and all at once the wild dog sprang from the man's muscular shoulders, and leapt through the air with improbable grace directly at the poet. 


  Poe gasped as the dog landed on his legs.  It felt as though an anvil had been dropped on his lap, the sound of a ferocious howl piercing Poe's eardrums.  The beast lunged at Poe's neck, as Poe cried out one last exultation of fright, instinctively putting up his hands. 


  The words that came out of Poe in those final moments before the inevitable mauling — Poe would not realize what they were until later — were barely audible, delivered in a strangled whisper of surrender and absolute sorrow.  "... Virginia my love I'm coming... ."


  Almost on cue with this whispered non sequitur, another command bellowed out of the Indian — "Keeeewahhh!" — and the mongrel dog suddenly jerked to a stop, its dripping, razor fangs only inches away from Poe's jugular.  Moonlight shone in the creature's eyes the color of agate. 


  Poe blinked. 


  Nothing happened. 


  For a single, extraordinary moment, in the darkness of that clearing, this strange and abrupt tableau continued, as though the animal were a retriever on the hunt, a pointer ready to rip open Poe's neck at the slightest command.  But no command came.  No sound.  No movement whatsoever.  Poe tried to see over the top of the beast's conical head, tried to spy the Indian's blank face back there in the shadows, tried to make out an expression.  It was difficult to see the wolf-handler, but after another horrible moment the young man's brown face began to come into focus as Poe's eyes adjusted.


  The Indian was gazing down at the poet with the strangest expression — head cocked with bewilderment, scarred face furrowed with recognition — heralding the advent of something very unexpected. 


  Something in Poe's own visage had touched off this strange moment of hesitation.  Sadness, hopelessness, melancholia, perhaps even madness... it was impossible to tell.  But for one inexplicable moment, an inchoate connection arced out across the distance between the two pathetic souls, and hung there in the darkness as thick as fog...


  ... until the spell was broken by an enormous blast cracking open the night: the .67 calibre shell from Pinkerton's Maynard echoing out across the ravine.


  The mysterious Indian — along with his canine charge — whirled suddenly, then vanished into the adjacent woods like specters. 


  It happened so quickly that it nearly took Poe's breath away, the release of weight on his midsection a blessed and startling relief. 


  The pack of wolves — playing the role of a mad Greek chorus — swirled and darted away into the shadows as well.


  "MR. POE!"


  The stocky Scotsman came trundling down the slimy trail with his pistol raised and ready.  Pinkerton's eyes were burning with alarm.  "Are ye there?!"


  "Here Mr. Pinkerton!" Poe called out and collapsed into the weeds.


  The last image the poet saw before fainting dead away was the night sky, riotous with stars, making Poe wonder, just for an instant, if his beloved Virginia was up there. 


  Then all went black.


  Black and silent as a tomb.


  


  EPILOGUE


  
     
  


  "RETAINMENT"


  
     
  


  11 MARCH, 1848


  
     
  


  The next day, after a much needed convalescence in the back room of Allan and Joan Pinkerton's residence on Washington Street, the poet Edgar Allan Poe got dressed, gathered his things and prepared to depart.  The cavalry would soon be after the Indian, combing the woods south of the Kankakee River.  Progress razed good and evil alike. 


  Before his departure, Poe had agreed to meet briefly with Deputy Allan Pinkerton in a small establishment a block and a half west of the Pinkerton home.  The place, John Buckley's Saloon, was empty that day when the poet and the law man huddled at a table in the rear.


  They shared a bottle of Muscatel.  Pinkerton actually took a few sips despite the fact that he was a teetotaler.  Poe had no problem drinking for the both of them.  They relived their adventure in the outskirts, and discussed the meaning of it all.  They mused on the identity of the killer, the origins of his beastly conduct and ways that he might be tracked. 


  Finally Pinkerton broached the real subject of this final exchange with the poet.  "I won't lie to ye, Sir," Pinkerton said finally, cupping his hands around his mug, "I need yer perspective on things."


  Poe seemed flattered.  "Of course, Sir, I would be more than happy to review future case files you might send my way."


  Pinkerton shook his head.  "That ain't exactly what I mean, Sir.  What I mean to say is, I need ye on a more regular basis, if you follow my meaning."


  Poe eyed him.  "I'm not quite sure I do follow."


  "Mr. Poe, I'd like you to join me as a... well... as a consultant I suppose you'd call it."


  "Dear Lord you're serious."


  Pinkerton shrugged.  "The county don't have a lot of extra swag to go around, but I could pay ye outta my own pocket for a good long while."


  Poe looked away, thought about it for a moment.  Pinkerton waited patiently.  A man needs time to make a decision now and then.  Poe finally looked at him.  "I have commitments, speaking engagements, book tours, and material due at various publishing firms."


  Pinkerton waved his grimy hand.  "Yer free to come and go as you please, whenever the need arises, free to compose, free to be Edgar Allan Poe.  In other words, this arrangement would be just between yourself and me."


  Another long, ponderous moment passed in which Poe seemed to be facing something deeply buried within himself as he studied the water rings on the burnished table top.  Finally he took one last, long sip of wine.  In fact, he downed the entire remaining contents of his goblet.  "God help me," he said with an exasperated sigh.  "I'll do it."


  The two men shook hands, and the era of the detective was born.


  
     
  


  FINIS


  


  THE MINIATURIST


  
     
  


  1.


  
     
  


  Dusk


  
     
  


  To bewitch an enemy: hang up a black toad by the heels and collect the venom in an oyster shell, then use it to impregnate a victim's linen.


  
     
  


  In the metal flake pink light the Disciple had no idea he was about to cross over.


  The air was noxious-sweet like a match head that had just been struck, and the sulfalux lamps were seething with soot-clouds of bugs.  The Disciple had blinders around his visor, obscuring the periphery.  He was stumbling along the oxidized curb, trying to keep a narrow bandwidth in his head, trying not to panic, trying not to feedback on the juju casting after him.  Night was closing in like a vice, and vehicular traffic had dwindled to nothing, and now it was only the Disciple and the wasted archipelago of hollow-toothed buildings lining the outskirts of the city.


  He turned south, following the glitter-paint directionals snaking along the macadam.


  Ferris sulfate, minister's bone, magnesium, and wolfsbane have a distinctive texture when mixed and striped along a stretch of composite pavement.  When first applied the formula looks like spangled enamel, like a festive toenail polish.  But over the years it develops a patina like the old, faded reflective tape that construction crews used to lay down on center-lines back in the Twentieth Century.


  The Disciple was desperately clinging to this aging barrier, the rhythmic tattoo of his boots crunching in the cinders, blending with the thumping of his heart.  He was scared, and this time it wasn't merely neurotic doubt.  This time, he was marrow-deep scared.  Edge-of-the-abyss scared.  He had bet his spiritual money on the wrong pony, and now he was panicking, trying to flee the scene.


  But how does a person flee a dogma?  The same way one flees a dog?


  Hobbling along, mind racing, the Disciple kept his cold, palsied hands in his charmsuit pockets, fondling his stringer of AmuLEDs — a dozen antique Saint Christopher medallions, treated and luminized, all gifted through the appropriate channels.  He was scanning the edges of the distance for the Wiccan Tunnel, or the Piper Interchange, or the White Municipal Canal, or any conceivable way out of this dark, doomed city.  But all he could read were the black cathedrals of rusted high-rises, the intersecting shadows leading to darker chasms ahead.


  He sensed a change, which made him falter momentarily, breaking stride.


  Perhaps it was the subtle difference in the sound of his footsteps, or the drop in temperature, or the air going clammy all of a sudden like the air in a root cellar.  Or perhaps it was the faint neural buzz that feathered over him, as though the tip of an icicle had touched his spine.  But whatever the cause, he lumbered to a stop right there on the road and stood there for a long, agonizing moment, gazing through his visor at the all-encompassing darkness.  Day-Glo green veins flickered in his field-view, signifying an atmosphere charged with static ozone.  Against his better judgment, he took off his blinders, removed his visor and took a look around the street.


  He was standing on the edge of a vacant lot bordered by dead, antique skyscrapers — empty tenements with blackened windows — and the air was singing with tension.  To his left a broken sulfa-lamp threw a pool of jaundiced light across the rubble.  To his right, the bald, petrified ground stretched into blackness.  His feeble heart started thumping harder.  Had he taken a wrong turn?  Something was very wrong.  He squeezed the AmuLEDs, and he glanced down at his feet.


  Panic stabbed his sunken chest.


  The barriers were gone.  Gone!  He had made a fatal mistake.  He had inadvertently wandered into an uncharmed zone, and now he was exposed, naked, a sitting duck.  Spinning around in a quick three-sixty, nearly losing his balance, he fumbled with his visor, slipping it back on, lifting his charmsuit collar.  He could hear a faint buzzing noise, and he saw the speckled pin-points of fireflies out of the corner of his eyes, closing in on him from all directions.


  He turned and ran.


  Unfortunately he wasn't as strong as he used to be — at sixty-three, with seventy-five percent artificial joints, he wasn't exactly a world class sprinter — and now his side was stitching unmercifully with sharp pain as he careened across the hard-pack.  The fear was dragging at him, and his skinny legs were already trashed from the six kilo trek across the city.  And besides, it was futile.  Where was he going to hide?  Charging toward the nearest edifice, gasping for breath, clutching the stringer of charms, he could hear the buzz of black magic tightening around him.


  He reached the threshold of a gaping doorway when the first shockwave reached him.


  It was like being struck in the back of the neck by a snow ball, the impact cracking his teeth as he tripped on the threshold.  He went down hard, biting his tongue and tasting grime and copper.  His muscles seized up suddenly.  His visor was cracked down the center by the fall, the infra sparking and fizzing as he tried to twist around and face the onslaught.  The fireflies were above him, hovering in the doorway, coalescing into a swirling constellation.


  The Disciple had no opportunity to flip on his neuralizer, or reach for his charms, or even pray.  He only had time to let out a primal cry as the constellation above him metamorphosed into a horse— an enormous, graceful, excruciatingly beautiful, translucent horse— rearing up in the air above him.  And on this starry horse's back rode a faceless medieval knight with his broadsword poised for attack.  And the Disciple's primal scream proved to be his final mistake because it necessitated the yawning of his mouth.


  The glittering broadsword plunged down into his throat and transformed one last time.


  The scientists have a name for it: Spontaneous hypertrophic neurological combustion (SHNC).  On the street they call it "shanking" or "flaming out" or "popping twenty," and very few have witnessed it.  The Disciple was oblivious to the final stages of the phenomenon due to the abrupt cataclysm of pain erupting inside him.  Most of his bodily functions had already failed, and most of his consciousness had already winked out by the time the final phase began.  He never felt the rending, or the flames blossoming from every orifice, or the internal heat bursting the seams of his abdomen like a pressure cooker exploding.


  He collapsed then.


  And his corpse raged with magenta flames for nearly an hour before subsiding into a smoldering pyre.


  And no one tracked it.  No one reported it.  No one even saw it.  Around these parts, people keep to themselves.  They have better things to do than monitor uncharmed zones for incidents such as these.


  In fact, no one even made note of the charred body until dawn the next morning, when a small dispatch of city cops appeared in the grey haze along the horizon.


  They came in three vehicles: A cruiser, a meat wagon, and an unmarked sedan — all masked with opaque lead shields — hugging the charm lines.  They drew to a stop at the corner of a Hundred and Eleventh and Avenue X, and they sat there for a moment, taking samples of the air.  When they were satisfied the ion count was back to normal, they emerged from their vehicles and trudged across the uncharmed lot.


  There were five cops, four of them dressed in dark grey, city-issue charmsuits, their methodical boot-steps crunching in the cinders.  Two of them were young men with civil tattoos on their shaved heads, carrying ambu-gear and a folding gurney.  Another two were older, more seasoned men wearing police flak vests over their charmsuits.  The fifth was a middle aged woman with an antique fedora on her head and a pair of tiny round opaque-visors over her eyes.  She wore a slightly different style of charmsuit — an alloy duster — and the outline of her elemental bulged off her hip.


  "Looks like a shanker," Cop Number One commented as the group approached the corpse.


  "Let's go easy on the physical," Ambu-Driver Number One pleaded, unfolding the gurney.


  "Yeah," Ambu-Driver Number Two agreed.  "Last time you cowboys got your hands on one of these, you turned it to dust before we got a chance to sweep."


  "Shut up," the woman in the hat said softly, kneeling down by the Disciple's body, her long-coat blooming around her.  Her hands were rock-steady.


  "Is this gonna take long?" Cop Number Two asked, glancing over his shoulder at the dull shimmer of the charm-lines a quarter klick away.


  "Please," the woman muttered, making careful observations of the position of the body.


  Was it ritual?  Was it BlackStuff?  Was it something the woman hadn't seen before?  She pulled a cruci-probe from her vest-pocket— an antique crucifix, blessed and retrofitted with a jeweler's pick— and carefully prodded the scorched flesh that had pulled back from the Disciple's yellow, uneven teeth.  Who was this guy?  Was he civvie?  Was he cult?


  The woman let out a sigh and glanced around the threshold for evidence.  Behind her opaques, in the crook of shadows slanting off her fedora, she was striking.  Piercing green eyes, and a lioness's mane of iron grey framing an angular face that had only gotten more sculpted and creased with age.  It was a face with years of loneliness etched upon it.


  Her real name was Eva Strange, although most people knew her by her obligatory city registration number: 0004511477.  'Sevens' to her friends.  Of which she had very few.  Eva Strange was a special detective for a newly formed adjunct to the police force — the White Patrol — and she had little time for friendship.  Especially with her expanded duties.


  "Goddamn clear-pits smell like monkey cages," Cop Number Two was mumbling.


  "Would you gentlemen mind giving me a little room here?" Eva murmured, glancing across the corpse.  Something had caught her eye in the ashes under the body.  It was glimmering dully, a tiny coin or medallion lodged in the debris.  She carefully extended the cruciprobe and picked at it, rooting it out of the ash.  It fell apart as she lifted it.


  The stringer of AmuLEDs was partially melted, fused together, but a few of the medallions were still intact.  Eva dangled the charms in the dim sulfa-light and took a closer look at one of the medals.  Around its tarnished edge were the words PROTECT US, still barely visible.  On its back face plate were the letters VIN D P UL.


  Eva put the stringer in a numbered, blessedpouch and slipped it into her vest. 


  Something else caught her attention.  It lay in the ash a few feet beyond the Disciple's left hand, a small piece of bone or milk glass.  She prodded it with the cruci-probe.  It was a figurine, a tiny miniature effigy often used in black ceremonies, most likely carved out of gallows bark and baby tallow, still oily with blood.  Probably menstrual blood.  It looked female.  In the old days the uninitiated might have called it a voodoo doll.  Eva carefully picked it up with the probe, letting it dangle from a hank of its hair. 


  A faint breath of chills breathed up Eva's back.  Carved out of hangman's wood, the doll was a middle-aged woman, her features meticulously rendered with jewelers tools and scientific instruments.  The doll had human hair, just the perfect shade of desert sunrise red, and a tiny alloy duster fashioned out of quilted wasp wings: A spectacular rendering of Eva Strange herself.


  "Of course," she uttered under her breath.


  "What was that?" asked Cop Number Two.


  "Nothing," Eva said, shoving the fear back down her throat, standing up.  She put the doll in her blessed pouch and slipped it back in her coat, then she nodded at the corpse.  "Go ahead and process him, and send me all the digitals."


  Then she walked away, the cold, carved lump of hangman's gallows like a tumor in her pocket.
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  The Color Behind the Dark


  
     
  


  To kill or harm an enemy: Bury bottles or vials of chloral hydrate, phosphorous, and snakeroot along a path where the victim will walk.  Say a black mass for the dead in his or her name in a churchyard facing magnetic north the night before he or she walks the intended path.


  
     
  


  The Spiritual Registry Division is in the basement of the east wing of the Central Municipal Building, at the end of a narrow corridor where the liquid-tungsten lights blanch the color out of everything.


  By 10:00 AM Eva Strange was striding down this hallway with a purpose, her jaw set, the overheads flickering arrhythmically in her eyes.  She was a bird-dog on the scent now, a whole set of contradictions orbiting the discovery of the body in the uncharmed zone earlier that day.


  The digitals had confirmed the stiff was Cult, probably terrorist, most likely Saman.  From his internals, Eva determined his rank and number in the BlackWorld, and a lot of things didn't add up.  He was a high-ranking disciple, and he was slotted for promotion to High Council.  So what made him bail?  Who were his enemies?  And what was his connection to Eva?  Had he fashioned the doll?  Or had someone else?  And why Eva?  What was the connection?


  At the end of the corridor was an opaque-glass portal engraved with the SRD insignia.


  Eva touched the biometric pad, and the door whispered open.


  "He's not ready for you yet," the AA muttered across the reception area.  A wan-faced Asian woman with bronze corn rows and artificial retinas, she sat behind a com-console with her face buried in a palm book, and she didn't even look up as she spoke.  "Said he'd call you when he found something."


  "Tell him his time's up," Eva said as she strode across the lobby.


  "Seventy-seven — wait!" the receptionist called out, springing to her feet.


  Eva was already pressing her thumbprint on the inner door pad.


  The door whisked open, revealing a windowless, cluttered private office crowded with digital storage racks and various counter-measures.  Walls stuccoe'd with stalks of St. John the Conqueror Root, ceiling joists festooned with talismanic herbs, a floor shimmering with a parquet of belladonna and fetal tissue.  Ionization monitors winking at each corner, and a gun rack filled with elementals near the door.


  SRD guys take no chances; they're common targets of BlackStuff.


  "Sevens! — I was just going to zap you," the division chief said from behind a massive desk laden with piles of flat digitals.  He was a shriveled little troll with one bad eye dressed in Hemlock cloth and government-issue specs.  His mannerisms were that of an ancient lizard.


  "Sure you were," Eva said.


  "Always with the suspicious tone," the chief lamented, giving her an unhappy glance.


  "What's the deal on this char-dog, One-Four?" Eva said, using the chief's reg-number, following the absurd cloak-and-dagger protocol.  Surnames, first names — even nicknames — were verboten.  Too risky.  Too much exposure.  Too easy for some disgruntled BlackStuffer to a pull a name out of the city guide and lock onto it.  Nowadays, names were more closely guarded than credit numbers.


  "Always right to the point," the chief said gloomily.  Looking down at his plate of read-outs, he cocked his head at the diodes, aiming his good eye and reading.  "Let's see.  Yeah.  Your John Doe's a known Disciple with the Shambler sect."


  A splinter of panic shot through Eva's breast.  "I thought they were gone with the wind."


  "Evidently not."


  "What else?"


  The one-eyed man shrugged.  "The flame-out was SHNC, aggressive, no source.  No next-of-kin."


  "Any priors?"


  The chief glanced at his read-outs.  "Just the usual stuff.  A couple of ritual felonies, some Black misdemeanors, a few unlawful ceremonies."


  "That's it?"


  The chief trained his good eye on her.  "This guy was strictly a think-tanker, a book worm.  These types never do the dirty stuff."


  "So why bother shanking him?"


  "What do I know?" the chief said.  "I just work here.  Besides, isn't that you're job?  Figuring all that Black-shit out?  What's the problem?  Why all the Sturm and Drang?"


  Silence.  Eva hadn't told him about the doll, and she had no plans to do so.


  The chief regarded her balefully.  "Don't tell me you're dipping into that family tree for inspiration again, working some big apocalypse theory."


  Eva felt a pang of anger.  The cops were always goading her about her heritage, and it was getting more and more difficult for her to ignore it.


  Eva Strange came from sturdy New England stock, the generations reaching all the way back to the Salem Witch trials in the seventeenth century.  A distant relative of Eva's, Nettie Harrow, was tried for witchcraft in the Essex County Witch House in 1692.  Her great-great-great-great grandmother, Mary Holden-Curry, was tried in Providence for crimes against the church.  Her great-great-grandmother, Helen Strange, was a white witch and a suffragette who was lynched in Maryland for aiding a burgeoning civil rights movement.  And most of the subsequent generations of women — most of whom kept Helen's maiden name — were either involved in witchcraft or victimized by repressed men: from Eva's grandmother, Miersol, down to her biological mother, Sarah.  It became a big joke in the department.  Who better to helm the new "White Patrol" than Good Witch Eva?  But what the cops didn't realize was that Eva Strange was terrified of her own destiny.


  Brewed in the cauldrons of ten generations, engraved into wood-cuts, recorded in yellowed diaries and passed down in oral histories whispered from mother to daughter to granddaughter, Eva's bloodline was the last defense against the infamous Rip.  Originally revealed in the gnostic gospels of the Sumerians — thousands of years before Christ — and reappearing in art and religious artifacts down through the centuries, the Rip was exactly that: A tear in the seam of reality, a crack through which an unimaginable force would ultimately pass and consume this world.  Way back in 1692, only minutes before she was burned at the steak, Nettie Harrow warned her fellow villagers about it.  Helen Strange wrote in her secret journal's about it.  Some thought it was merely a reference to the antichrist, the Devil — the fabled Prince of Darkness — returning to claim the earth.  But Eva knew better.  Eva knew the Rip was worse than Satan, worse than anything dreamt or inspired in religious writings.  The Rip was the darkness behind the dark, the unraveling of reason, the end of all physical laws.  The Rip was the turning inside-out of the universe.  And today, in a world over-stimulated by rampant BlackStuff, Eva Strange was afraid that she would be the last of her lineage, the last line of defense against the inevitable breech, the last —


  "You okay?" the chief's voice broke through Eva's rumination, a splash of cold water on her face.


  Eva rubbed her eyes.  "I'm fine."


  "You don't look so hot."  The chief's jaundiced eye was on her again.  "You oughtta take a vacation."


  "What about the church?" Eva asked.


  "What church?"


  "The AmuLED, the medallion.  Belonged to the stiff.  It had an insignia on it— Saint Vincent de Paul."


  The chief let out a grunt and looked through his read-outs again.  "We chased them out of Spittlefield a year and half ago, shut them down."


        "What were the charges?"


  "Dealing onyx, doing magic, recruiting kids.  Bunch of Destroyer cultists."


  "Destroyer?" Eva's stomach clenched.  Again, the investigation was getting too close to home.  A few years back her ex-boyfriend had ended up an onyx addict, recruited by a splinter group of the Destroyer cult.  It had devastated Eva, and she had sworn off men for the rest of her life.  Her boyfriend's name had been Anger, Kenneth Anger, his last two reg-digits eleven, and he had looked a little like Edgar Allen Poe with a Bo-Ho haircut.  Eva remembered the way he made love, like a mad monk having a religious experience.


  "What's the matter?" the chief asked.


  Something clicked in Eva's midbrain, a memory, a fragment of a broken mirror.  All at once she realized where she had to go, whom she had to see: An old associate of her boyfriend, an onyx addict and part time snitch named Lydon.


  Eva was certain that Lydon would have the four-one-one on the latest Destroyer politics.


  "Gotta run," she said, turning toward the door.


  "Wait a second —!"


  "Thanks a lot for the information," she said, palming the door open and slipping out.  She could hear the chief's exasperated sigh as she started down the corridor.


  The liquid tungsten made her eyes ache as she hurried toward the stairs.


  It took her forever to get through security and get her elemental back, but she was used to being delayed.  She was also used to the hostile stares of other cops.  To most of the other uniforms — as well as most other detectives — Eva was a creampuff, a spoiled brat, a teacher's pet with a cushy job.  Most regular cops viewed this new "White Patrol" as a joke.  A waste of tax payer's' credits.  Crime was crime, and justice was justice, and Blackstuff was no different than any other vice. 


  But few cops knew the trials to which Eva had been subjected by the mysterious old men.


  
     
  


  3.


  
     
  


  The Committee


  
     
  


  To control a person's destiny: Thread a needle with their hair, then run it through the fleshiest part of an afterbirth, then wind the loose end around a magnetized stone of nickel, quartz or silver.


  
     
  


  There were six of them.  Hairless old geezers with palsied hands and long faces — bureaucrats, law makers, captains of New Industries.  They were there – supposedly — just a few years ago, when the scientists discovered the new frontier of super biology, the connection between neurochemical impulses, subatomic chemical reactions, and remote energy activation.  They were there when the newspapers screamed in garish, bold, Day-Glo headlines: "Magic Is Real!"  They were there, these six old men, studying the phenomena, setting forth new standards and guidelines.  They were there when the crime started, the rash of ritual murders, the waves of black magic vandalism.  They were there when the government got involved, outlawing spell casting, outlawing fortune telling and psychic entertainment, even outlawing gambling and sporting events— any activity that relied on chance, faith, or prayer.  The elderly men were there.  They were there when they tore down the Sistine Chapel, St. Patrick's Cathedral, even St. Peters Basilica.  And they were there — these six ancient codgers — when they decided to create a specialized inner-city anti-magic task force otherwise known as the White Patrol.


   Eva remembered that fateful day almost precisely a year ago when they pulled her off her regular shift and had her come down to the Crowley Barrens.  It was all shrouded in bureaucratic mystery, and she was paraded in front of these six old men like a prize poodle in a metaphysical dog show.  She would be the prototype — the first detective to be recruited into the Patrol.  They never really gave her a choice, and they put her through a gauntlet — these six old men in their white tunics and hooded faces — that would have made King Arthur cringe.  In fact, in many ways, the initiation emulated the ancient Arthurian rites, as well as the four traditional magical weapons.


  Eva had to complete a series of brutal, exhaustive obstacle courses, laced with holographic predators and intra-dimensional labyrinths.  Afterward she was instructed to construct a Rod — a sort of metallic club — in secret, by herself, out of some material that was meaningful and/or sentimentally valuable to her.  The Cup, which was meant to serve as a container for Eva's elemental ammunition, was supposed to be given to Eva by a loved one.  And finally, the Disk was to be presented by police officials, a medallion embossed with the new mission legend: "Ad Purgare, Ad Capere, Ad Adversari Malevolus." (To Cleanse, To Contain, To Counter the Malevolent).


  Eva chose a family heirloom for her Rod, one of Grandma Miersol's teak wood wands which Eva dipped in jeweler's silver.  Her Cup was a petrified gourd that a neighborhood boy had given her, gift-wrapped with his own sticky little hands as a thank you present for helping his family with gang trouble.  Eva cried when she got it, and later had it plated in foxglove and arctic silver.  And finally, Eva had a ceremonial Disk attached to the inside lining of her duster, just under her detective shield.


  But it was the Sword that was the hardest won, the most densely packed with neural-microbes.


  Eva earned the Sword at the end of her initiation, after confronting the six old men.  For thirty solid minutes she screamed obscenities at them, cursing them for putting her through this charade, wailing at them for singling her out for this idiotic exercise.  Much to her dismay, the tirade had had the opposite effect than the one intended.  The old coots were impressed by her backbone, her passion, and they awarded her the highest honor for a practitioner of white magic.  They gave her a Sword made out of a new alloy, as big as a hog's femur, with a perpetual power pak.  But it was probably Eva's emotions that truly charged the weapon with SuperMatter.  Eva had white-hot rage going for her at that point.  Rage at the way she was being treated.  Rage at all the secrecy and bullshit.  Rage at the state of imbalance in the universe.  And rage for all the stress this new assignment would put her under... .


  "Your gun, ma'am," the young cop was saying near the exit door, his voice shaking Eva out of her rumination.  He handed over the elemental.


  "Thanks."  Eva holstered the weapon and made her way down the air-lock tunnel.


  Eva's car was in the underground lot, waiting in a pool of halogen.  A tricked out '41 Suzuki Mongoose with shielded panels all around, the unmarked sedan was standard issue — a big block of brushed black steel.  The interior smelled like Eva.  Cloves and stale cigarettes and arrowroot and old leather.  Where the windshield used to be was a layer of lampblack lead, the sensors connected to view screens on the inside console.  Windows were another thing-of-the-past.  Nobody went exposed anymore.  Too tempting for a random trickster to identify a face, throw a spell through the glass.


  Eva fired up the Mongoose, then pulled out of the complex, emerging from the cold, artificial tungsten into the grey, corrupted sun.


  The city was laid out in a hex pattern — the central district forming five square miles of monolithic office blocks built on blessed bone, positioned in harmony with the planets, the residential communities jutting off like the extremities of a six pointed star.  Most these new developments were overlaid upon the rubble and detritus of the old, leaving behind a war-torn patina, a mish-mash of gleaming alloy and shriveled urban decay.  Like a painted corpse.  From the sky, the city resembled a vast Seal of Solomon — the shape of benevolent magic, the icon of the Good.


  At least that was the theory.


  Eva took the main beltline across the Druid Span and into the east bay area.  The blur of chartreuse flames ghosted by her on either side of the thoroughfare, blooming on her thermal screens, coming from inside dark allies.  Petty BlackCrimes yielded these hot-spots — 'green fires,' the natives called them — always burning in some corner of some darkened tenement, the residue of magic vandals.


  At Eighty-Seventh Street Eva turned south and roared into Ghetto-3.


  Ghetto-3 was a desolate sector of magic-worn, low-rent housing blocs infested with drifters, BlackStuffers and onyx pushers.  On every corner, plumes of stage-smoke from errant tricks rose over puddles of shattered amber-glass, while broken liquid-halogen signs shone garishly over the crumbling storefronts.  Most of the passers-by shuffled anonymously along under aluminum-alloy awnings, their faces veiled by shields and visors, their bodies encased in tattered charmsuits.  No eye contact.  No conversation.  And everybody wore static gloves and hair nets in order to avoid any tissue loss.  People were paranoid about leaving stray hairs in public.  Or fingernails.  Or dead skin.  Or blood.  Or any other discharge that would enable a malevolent practitioner to target them.


  Maccabee Lydon lived in the heart of this sector, in a tiny shotgun flat across a vast courtyard of mangled wreckage and gnarled trees.


  Eva parked the Mongoose outside the entrance, lifted the collar of her duster, pulled down her visor and got out.  She positioned the elemental in the small of her back so as not to raise any suspicion, and then adopted the slumped walk of the denizens.  Don't look at me.  I'm nobody.  I'm nothing.


  She got half way across the courtyard when she saw the figure crouched in the doorway.  He was wearing a torn reflective charm-tunic and an archaic leather flying-ace helmet.  His face was turned away, pressed against the rampart, his back hunched and facing Eva as she approached.


  Eva called out, "Three-oh-three?"


  No answer.


  "Hey!"


  The figure didn't move, just continued crouching there like a little boy who had been naughty and was being punished.


  "Hello?" Eva said, approaching cautiously, her left hand curling inward, her fingertips brushing the tip of the Rod nestled in her sleeve-sheath.  She was close enough to see the ashy dust on the shoulders of Lydon's tunic, close enough to see the man trembling faintly.


  Somewhere in the distance a blackbird cawed.


  "Lydon?" Eva said as she drew near the figure, using the man's private name, trying to provoke a reaction.  The man just shivered, the back of his head shaking convulsively, the smell of bone dust coming off him.


  Eva touched his shoulder —


  — and her hand passed through the reflective fabric as though it were smoke.


  Jerking back with a start, Eva let out a grunt and reached for her Rod, but it was too late.  The figure spun around to face her and revealed the bleached white skull inside its helmet.  A skeletal arm shot out at Eva's throat, but Eva jerked away just in time to swing the blessed length of steel.  The Rod passed through the doppelganger's torso with a crackling whisper of static electricity.


  "Shit!" Eva hissed, stumbling backward onto her ass, cursing herself for misidentifying the doppelganger.


  The ghost dissolved into a seething, fizzing mass of spiders that poured across the ground.


  Across the courtyard, maybe fifty meters away, there was a blur of movement.


  "LYDON!!" Eva sprang to her feet, spinning toward the street, reaching for her elemental.  Her cover was blown now.  Too late to worry about getting made by the BlackStuffers.  Nonexistent arachnids were flaking around Eva, sparking and sputtering like shreds of weak video snow.


  Seventy-five meters away, the little junkie named Lydon was racing toward the street.


  "HALT, ASSHOLE!" Eva hollered, then started after the little addict.


  The man in the tunic stumbled over the cluttered parkway, then turned south.


  Eva gave chase, uncertain whether she was pursuing the junkie or being led by him.


  
     
  


  4.


  
     
  


  The Facade


  
     
  


  To kill someone slowly: Make a Witch's Ladder out of a string of thirteen knots, then bury it in soil that's been prepared with moonseed, dimethyl sulfate, scorpion fish, and tissue from the victim's feet. Unless the victim can find the string and untie the knots, he will slowly expire.


  
     
  


  The first thing Eva noticed about the narrow ghetto street was the deepening darkness.  Soaring towers of scorched graphite rose all around her, blocking out what was left of the daylight, forming a cavernous channel of shadows.  Forty meters ahead of her, the junkie was barely visible, barreling headlong down the cracked pedestrian walk, his skinny legs churning, the leather flaps of his flying-ace helmet bouncing.


  Eva raced after him, a powerful sensation of being watched pouring over her on a wave of cold chills.  She didn't want to lose control of the situation, but the surroundings were closing in on her.  Cops were persona non grata down here, and there were plenty of amateur sorcerers lurking in the alleys, only too happy to hurl a spell at a white patroller.  Eva flipped down her visor as she ran.


  Up ahead, Lydon was stumbling around a corner, digging in his charm-tunic pocket.  Eva's scalp prickled with alarm.  The junkie was about to throw something back at her, cast something at her to throw her off.


  Eva reached down to her right hip and unsnapped the safety on her elemental.  The workhorse defensive weapon for the white patrollers, the elemental was a small flare gun with a large circular template at the end of the barrel suspended in mercury and calibrated like a compass.  Specially designed rounds loaded with the four Elements — oxygen, inflammable magnesium, water, and granulated obsidian — were propelled through the muzzle at extreme velocities, the projectile expanding according to the corresponding Cardinal Directions.  East for air, south for fire, west for water, north for earth.  It was like shooting someone with denatured magic.  Eva didn't like to use the elemental on the run.  It weighed nearly ten pounds, and was awkward and bulky in her slender hands.  It required a high level of concentration, but in certain situations it was unavoidable.


  Like this one.


  Ahead of her, the junkie had vanished around the corner of a building.  Raising the elemental with both hands, clenching her teeth, preparing for the worse, Eva approached the intersection.  The edge of the sky rise was a jagged pillar of decaying bricks, ruined by pollution and black-residue, shaded by layers of torn awnings.  Eva thumbed the hammer back, then quickly lurched around the corner.


  A wendigo was waiting for her.


  "Abraca-fucking-dabra," Eva uttered through clenched teeth, stumbling to a halt, raising the gun at the monster.  Thirty-feet away, the wendigo tossed its head and roared, the sound like nothing Eva had ever heard, a million claws on broken slate.  Three stories high, yellow-eyed, its scaly flesh the color of dead fish, the wendigo was a nightmare made flesh, and Eva's righteous war cry seemed to align its filthy molecules.


  "AGLA!"


  The wendigo pounced at her, and for one frantic, frozen moment, Eva was looking straight down the jaws of hell, the rows of giant uneven incisors dripping with pus, the festering pit of its throat, something pink and bulbous throbbing down there.  Then Eva fired off a single round of concentrated magic, the scarlet flash blooming from the muzzle.


  The round struck the projection dead-center and cocooned its body.  It was as though an antique photographer's powder-flash had popped in Eva's face.  She jerked back, startled by the smell and the heat as a massive shriek rose up and decayed in the air.  The wendigo imploded like a giant wine bladder collapsing, its leprous flesh sinking inward, its head shrinking in a convulsion of sparks and blue flames.


  Eva blinked and slammed another round in the elemental's breach.


  In the ensuing haze she simultaneously noticed two things: First, Lydon was fifty meters away, wide-eyed and panicky, backing away from the purple cloud of witchcraft.  Second, a tiny object had materialized within the bowels of the dying wendigo, falling to the ground as though a string had been cut, clattering across the sidewalk.


  Eva reacted instinctively, her cop-reflexes kicking in.  She called out at the top of her lungs, raising the elemental at the junkie: "ONE MORE STEP, LYDON, AND YOU'RE AN OILY SPOT ON THE PAVEMENT!"


  Half a block away, the junkie froze.


  Eva kept the gun trained on Lydon as she cautiously strode toward the tiny object on the cracked cement.  It was some kind of totem or icon.  Probably Shambler, maybe even Destroyer.  She knelt down by it, keeping her gun-sight beaded on the skinny man ahead of her.  She glanced at the object.  It was another miniature.


  Eva picked it up and took a closer look, the chills stitching up her spine.


  "What the hell is going on?" she said, looking up at the junkie, who was paralyzed at the end of the block, his bony fingers splayed in the air above his head.


  "You got the wrong guy, Seven!" Lydon hollered in a broken voice.


  Eva rose to her feet with her elemental locked and loaded in one hand, the miniature in the other.  She started toward the junkie.  "It wasn't a rhetorical question, Lydon!"


  "What?!"


  Eva approached, waving the miniature.  "This!  This!  What's the idea?"


  "I found it, I swear on the gods-head, I found it!"


  Eva reached the skinny man and shoved the elemental in his face.  "What are you talking about?!"


  Under the flying ace helmet, Lydon's sallow face trembled, his eyes shifted nervously.  "I found it on my doorstep last night, on the — whattyacallit? — the stoop!  The stoop!  There were two of 'em, I swear, look in my pocket!  The other one's in my pocket!  I swear!"


  Eva patted him down and found the second miniature lodged in his pocket.


  It was a perfect miniature of Lydon himself, right down to the ludicrous little leather helmet.  About three inches long, it even had Lydon's buggy eyes — a pair of petrified, bleached salamander eggs.  The resemblance was uncanny.  But it was the other one, the one that had fallen from the guts of the wendigo, that most disturbed Eva.


  "Why don't I believe you?" Eva growled at the skinny addict, shoving the second doll into her pocket with the first.


  "Go ahead and spell me, shank me, do whatever you want!  You ain't gonna get anything else!"


  Eva stared at him for a moment.  From the dark canyons above them came the scream of another crow.  Eva grabbed the junkie by the collar, then shoved him into an adjacent alley, out of the view of the shadows.


  "What do you know about this Disciple character?" Eva hissed at him.  "The one that bought it last night!"


  "I— I don't—"


  "Think hard!" Eva barked, pressing the elemental's muzzle against Lydon's carotid.


  "Okay, look, look, you didn't get this from me, okay, but I remember from when I was running with Kenny, this Disciple guy was one of the big thinkers with the Shambler's."


  "What do you mean, big thinkers?"


  "Big ideas, you know, deep thoughts, deep thoughts about things and shit."


  "What things?"


  "I don't know, Shambler shit, you know, the Big Invite, some shit like that."


  "What the hell are you talking about?"


  "The Big Invite, the Invite, you know, the Summoning.  This guy was part of the team working on tapping the other side, getting through to some other fuckin' dimension, some crazy shit like that."


  Eva's gut tightened.  "What happened?"


  Lydon swallowed hard.  "What do I know?  The guy got cold feet, saw something in the tarots he didn't like, tried to pull out, I don't know, I swear, that's it, that's all I know, I swear!"


  Eva drilled her gaze into the junkie's sickly egg-yolk eyes.  "Where's Anger?"


  The junkie blinked and trembled.  "What?"


  "You heard me.  Where's Kenny Anger?"


  "I have no idea."


  Eva pressed the muzzle against his forehead, grabbing him by the neck.  "You better get an idea— quick!"


  "I haven't seen the guy in ages, I swear, all I can remember was the place he used to go to, the warehouse, used to call it his studio!"


  Eva stared at him.  "I'm listening."


  The junkie swallowed hard, trembling.  "I remember it was over on Razorfield, near the piers."


  Eva thought about it for a moment.  "Try again."


  "What? — what do you mean? — that's where it was! — on Razorfield down by the docks!"


  Eva tightened her grip, Lydon's face turning a livid shade of purple.  "That's impossible, asshole."


  "What do you —?!"


  "Razorfield stops at Avenue Z."


  "I'm telling ya —!"


  "Does he live underwater?!" she yelled.  "Because that's where it would be!  Under fucking water!"


  "I don't —"


  "IDIOT!"


  She shoved him hard against the alley wall, and the back of his head tagged the brick with an audible thump.  His eyes showed the whites and he folded like a rag doll, sliding down the wall and collapsing in a heap.


  The silence fell on the alley like a funeral shroud, and Eva stood there for a moment, listening to her own heartbeat thudding in her ears.  What was she going to do now?  The ratchet was tightening.  She pulled the first miniature out of her pocket — the one that had materialized within the Wendigo — and took a closer look.


  It was another replica of Eva Strange herself, this one even more detailed and anatomically correct than the other.  She was posed in a tripod position, both hands clutching a miniature elemental — just as she had been in real life only moments ago — the doll's tiny oval face carved into one of Eva's trademark expressions of controlled rage.  What was going on?  Was Eva being woven into some elaborate, byzantine tapestry of events?  Was she being used in some obscure ritual?  She had seen magic miniaturism like this before — most often in onyx labs and underground shrines and temples — but never a doll carved in her own image.  It was exceedingly unnerving, like hearing a monstrous voice in the dark, whispering her name.


  She let out a pained sigh, put the figurine back in her pocket, and walked away, leaving the junkie to slumber fitfully in the dark.


  It took her ten minutes to walk back to the Mongoose; another half an hour to get home.


  By the time she got to the Quadrangle, it was dark.  Eva's place was in a tightly packed warren of middle class apartment buildings, their chokablok towers rising up against the night sky like carbon-black adobes, their windowless bulwarks reflecting the salmon glow of pulsing sulfa-light and neon signs advertising spiritual security systems, extra strength smudge sticks and discounted off-world fares.  The city was closing down for the night like a poisonous flower, encapsulating itself in lead canisters and womb-like tunnels filled with amniotic holy water.


  Eva's underground garage was lucky number thirteen.


  She rode the lift in sullen, thoughtful silence, ruminating on the dolls.


  Her apartment was a modest one-bedroom job with nightshade- impregnated walls the color of turning leaves, soft light from mission-style lamps, and antique Stickley furniture.  Eva loved antiques — especially old-paper books — and had collected quite a few of them.  There were volumes by Bettleheim, Bly, C.S. Lewis, Machen, Borges, Bloch, even H.P. Lovecraft.  All tucked into handmade cases.  Nineteenth and Twentieth Century visionaries were illuminating these days; there was no such thing as magical realism anymore, it was all real.


  Eva ate alone in her narrow, stainless steel kitchen, sitting at the service bar in a pool of colored halogen, chewing but not tasting her food, thinking about the miniatures, and the Rip in the fabric of reason, and the scrambling of the physical universe, and her own destiny swimming beneath her days and nights like a shark.  And she was thinking about Razorfield Road terminating at the ancient sea walls down by the bay.


  The dolls were sitting there on the gleaming metal counter in front of Eva, next to the artificial salt and genetic honey, their tiny faces staring emptily.  Eva needed to cry.  She needed to laugh.  Most of all, she needed to relax.  But once again, her job was consuming her, devouring her, and she found herself fixating on the dolls.  She picked one up.  She looked underneath the base for any sign of a maker's mark.  She took out a magnifying lens, clipped it over her eye.


  There was a tiny band of words etched in the clay pedestal of the doll.  "Tetragrammaton," Eva recited softly, under her breath, the word seeming to ripple across the still air of the apartment.  "Sothoth, Elohim... ." 


  Litanies.  Incantations.  Obscure blackstuff meant to scare Eva into submission.  None of it frightened Eva any more.  She was impervious to most of it— emotionally, at least.  Perhaps it was the rage, perhaps the loneliness.  She had formed a sort of spiritual shell around herself, at once both a shield and a prison.


  She put the doll down and walked over to the window, gazing out at the toxic night.  The blue-green flames were blooming on the dark horizon, the smudges of yellow vehicle lamps moving down in the dark canyons like diseased cells coursing through a dying bloodstream.  Eva let out a long, weary sigh.  She had been alone most of her life, and she had grown accustomed to it.  But like the man says, familiarity is by no means tranquility.  Eva harbored secret wishes.  Desires that she could tell no one.  For most of her adult life, for instance, she had longed for a child.  But she also knew it was too dangerous.  Eva was a target for every crackpot blackstuffer from here to the Warlock Range, and she refused to put a child through that kind of jeopardy.  No matter how lonely she became...


  She lowered the visors, went into her bedroom, took a Restrex and went to bed.


  Sometime later, she dreamed of her own birth.  Maybe it was due to all the thoughts of having a baby, or the pangs of loneliness, or the leftovers she had had for dinner.  But whatever the source, the dream was vivid, poignant and disturbing.  Up until now, in fact, she had never dreamt — or even thought of, for that matter — her own birth.  But there she was: Naked and bloody and shrieking, and pushing her way into the world.  It was back at her mother's cottage in the pine barrens outside Painesville, Ohio, and through the membrane of the blood-soaked placenta, Eva could see the weathered log walls, the ratty braided rugs and the Amish furniture.  She couldn't breathe, the thick, transparent tissue covering her face.  Folk legends claim that babies born "in the caul" are "touched" with second sight.  Now Eva could see the blurry shapes of the midwife, her grey hair pulled away from her sweaty face, and her mother's legs spread open like a pathway into the light.  Eva pushed and pushed and pushed, and she began to chew through the caul, and the blood and water were flowing across her face, and gushing across the hardwood beneath the bed, and then Eva gazed up at the lantern hovering above the midwife, and she saw something so horrifying it took her young, unformed breath away: Six decrepit figures gathered around the foot of her mother's bed, their hoods drawn over their wrinkled faces, their toothless mouths uttering esoteric prayers.  The six old men!  Presiding at Eva's own birth!  And then the water engulfed her and smothered her and pressed down on her tiny lungs —


  — and Eva woke up with a start.


  Back pressed against the cold steel headboard, her heart hammering in her chest, her body covered with a sheen of clammy sweat, Eva sat there for a moment, gasping for breath.  She was tangled in blankets, and her legs were cramping from the tension.  Her mind was swimming with a vague sort of panic.  But there was something else reverberating in her brain like a metronome clicking under all the noise.


  — water —


  She glanced at the clock on the bedside table, the amethyst liquid crystal vibrating: 3:49 a.m.  She had only been asleep for a couple of hours, but it felt like an eternity.  She got out of bed and got dressed.  Her hands were trembling as she slipped a benzine flak vest over her bra, then buttoned the scorpion snaps.  Trembling, trembling, trembling, not because of fear, but because of the realization pounding like a migraine behind her temple.


  — water! — water! — water! —


  Her weapons and equipment were out in the front closet.  She lit a pastel cigarette, grabbed a cup of vitamax, and drank it while she suited up, all the while marveling at how stupid she had been, how absent minded.  When Lydon had given her the address, she had naturally assumed it was a fake, but now, her head spinning from the nightmare, her belly burning with rage, she realized it was the answer.


  (WATER)


  She tossed the butt in a vacu-can, threw on her duster and strode out the door.


  The outer corridor was cold and tomb-like, the halogens buzzing softly, and Eva padded as lightly as possible down the hall.  She took the elevator down to the garage, fists clenching and clenching, nostrils flaring, deep-breathing exercises, tantric movements, anything to control the anger.  She was a heat-seeking missile now.


  She reached the lower level, crossed the garage and found the Mongoose.  She got in, fired it up, and cranked out of her spot in a flurry of noise and noxious exhaust.  A minute later the car emerged from the building, then turned south and plunged into the dark, flickering, cancerous city.  Roaring toward the bay.  Toward the old piers.


  Toward the place where the water wasn't water anymore.


  
     
  


  5.


  
     
  


  Steel Blue Purgatory


  
     
  


  To make a Hand of Glory: Sever the right hand of a murderer during an eclipse of the moon, wrap it in part of a funeral shroud and squeeze it well.  Electroplate it with silver nitrate and cobra venom, then put it in a centrifuge and separate its subatomic structure until the alloy turns black.  Its possessor will have the power of telepathy and communicating with the dead.


  
     
  


  A potent mixture of fury and sorrow coursed through Eva as she pulled the Mongoose off the highway, then started down the narrow corridor of shadows called Razorfield Road.  Her hands were fused to the steering wheel, knuckles the color of milkstone as the scanner light refracted off her gaunt, sculpted face.  Her weapons were heavy inside the duster linings, tugging at her, her collar tight around her neck.  Her eyes were burning with nervous tension.  She was about to take an enormous gamble, and she never ever gambled.  But beneath all the seething rage, there was a hunch stirring inside her.  A hunch that Kenneth Anger was involved in something apocalyptic, and it was up to Eva to stop it.  And wasn't that just like Kenneth?  Always the high-maintenance boyfriend.


  It had been five years since Eva and Kenneth Anger had been a couple.  Eva had been lonely and vulnerable back then, walking around like a zombie, lost in her detective work, when the young sculptor had stumbled into her life.  Thin as a scarecrow, with deep-set dark eyes and a luxurious thatch of black hair, Anger was just what Eva needed at the time.  A mad romantic, a passionate lover, and a worthy foil.  He reawakened her body and her spirit, and for a while they were good together.  But the world around them continued to rot, and before long they were evolving in opposite directions: Eva toward her police work, Anger toward oblivion.  His theories got stranger and stranger, and he started snorting onyx, and soon he was mixed up in the cults and ranting about the end of the world.


  Then, one day, Kenneth Anger simply ceased to exist.  Vanished as abruptly as he had come into Eva's life.  Since then, Eva had heard rumors that he was involved with the Destroyer cult, but she had never paid them much mind.


  Until tonight. 


  Until all this ancient history started clicking together like pieces of a cubic puzzle.


  By the time Eva reached the old commercial pier, it was nearing dawn.  The sky was still a canopy of black gloom, but there was a suggestion of luminance in the air, a vague hint of the coming day in the dirty sheen on the water, and the dull moon-glow of the pavement.  Eva pulled over next to a dry-dock barge and parked.  She checked her elemental, made sure the gourd was stocked with rounds, then got out.


  The wind tossed her duster tails, the air smelling of burning salt and mercury.


  She walked along the docks, the sound of her footsteps like a clock ticking in the eerie silence, a counterpoint rhythm against the huge, breathy darkness.  In the distance to the north, the city slumbered, scattered green-fires dotting the dark skyline.  Somewhere nearby: the sound of polluted water lapping against a breakfront.  Eva glanced at a faded number on the pavement, stenciled against the charm-line.  She was reaching the end of the twelve hundred block.


  Ahead of her the road terminated at a decaying row of pilings.  There was once a dock here, but age and weather had eaten away at the timbers, leaving only a skeleton of rusted iron between the pilings like prison bars.  The ground was an outcropping of jagged granite, just a couple of meters from the water's edge.  It was deathly silent except for the rhythmic snoring of currents against the rocks, and an occasional errant wave crashing against the boulders.


  Eva drew her elemental, thumbed the safety off, aimed at the water and fired —


  — and there was a thunderous boom, as blood red flame leapt out of the muzzle, striking an invisible membrane around the pilings.


  The elemental flame mushroomed into a vertical wall, turning a brilliant shade of yellow and climbing forty feet into the night sky, as the water itself seemed to curl away from the towering maelstrom, an invisible Moses parting the sea, the sound of white magic crackling and popping like a fireworks display.  Eva shielded her eyes for a moment as the light seemed to implode in on itself.


  Then the noise dwindled, and Eva gazed up at the ancient pilings.


  In a veil of sparks and luminous smoke, the beachfront facade had transformed.  The timbers were gone, as were the fossilized iron struts, and the granite boulder field, and a huge section of the water.  In its place rose an old, crumbling, sand-blasted, three-story brick building covered with cult graffiti scrawled in goat's blood.  Its doors and windows were boarded with makeshift lead shields, and it sat on a concrete platform that jutted out over the real water fifty meters away.


  Kenneth Anger's studio.


  "You son of a bitch," Eva murmured, slamming another round into the elemental without even looking.  She was buzzing with rage.  Ethan's Cup was strapped to the back of her belt for easy access, the Sword riding one thigh, the Rod sheathed on the other.  She took a breath, steadying herself, focusing, then started toward the building.


  It was a pile of bricks from the late twentieth century that had been re-habbed in the 2050s, its doors retro-fitted with charm panels, esoteric symbols carved in the brick, magical litanies written across the lintels.  Tangles of conduits and antennae cascading off the roof.  Eva approached the side door, her heart beating, her mouth dry.  She could feel the blackstuff radiating off the edifice.  She found a side entrance — an unmarked iron door.


  She raised the elemental, kicked the door in, and staggered inside a dark foyer.


  The first thing that struck her was the smell.  Back when she was working homicide, she had encountered odors that were comparable.  Usually the stench of a victim turned over to the maggots.  The police called them "lunchers," and they gave off a stench that was indescribable, a smell like a punch in the face.  Morgue attendants were compelled to stick cotton balls soaked in after shave into their nostrils.  But this.  This was worse.  This was a black, infectious, acrid stench, rising out of the shadows like the innards of a sick animal festering in this horrible stewpot for years.


  There was a faint, electronic beeping noise coming from inside Eva's duster, but she didn't even bother to look.  She knew exactly what it was.  Her tiny, matchbook-sized ionization counter was going berserk, reading all the malevolence as though Eva were standing inside a black mass.


  Eva tried to breathe through her mouth as she swung the weapon across the darkness.  Why was it so dark in here?  Was there no power?  Eva blinked at the shadows, trying to register something in her field of vision.  He knows I'm here, she thought, he's watching me.


  "Kenneth?!"


  No answer.  Eva reached for her flashlight, a tiny halogen unit tucked behind her belt.  She brought it up, then flipped it on.


  The narrow beam of light fell on a chandelier of bones.  It hung from the center of the twenty-foot high ceiling, a massive bleached bundle of femurs, tibias, clavicles, carpals, and phalanges — all of them gleaming dully in the light-beam.  There were other artifacts dangling from the obscene cluster, long braids of human hair, exotic animal paws stitched together like sausages, and luminous threads of fiber-optics like liquid light falling to the floor.  Something extraordinary and awful was being fomented here.  Eva dragged the light-beam down the walls, across the blood-smeared magic words: Jod, Tetragrammaton, Yog-Sothoth, Elohim...


  Eva's gut went cold.


  "GODDAMN YOU KENNETH!!"


  Her voice echoed, swallowed by the tomb-like silence of the foyer.


  She started toward the center of the room when her foot stubbed against something soft, and she nearly fell down.  She shone the flashlight down at the floor, and her breath stuck in her throat for a second, and her heart seemed to seize up inside her.


  Kenneth Anger's mutilated corpse was partially visible in the narrow beam of light.  Slumped against the wall, dressed in bloody tatters, he looked as though he had been dead for quite a long time.  And this was no shanking.  This was a much less merciful demise: The result of a ritual flaying, most likely at the hands of his fellow cultists.  Half his face was gone — his hair torn from his head in bloody tufts, his eyes gouged out, his nose ripped off like a piece of gristle.  Someone — or some thing — had removed his lips, and it wasn't exactly done with surgical precision.  His gaping mouth was a ragged, pulpy divot.


  Repulsed, shaking, breathing quickly, Eva decided to head for the exit.  She had to get some air, and catch her breath, and maybe call in the body to the precinct house, maybe even get some back-up.


  She was half way across the foyer when her foot crunched on something brittle.


  Again she shone her flashlight at the floor. 


  At first she thought it was a toy, a part of a doll house or antique train set, a few of the tiny lamp posts crushed by her foot-fall, but then she realized it was a fairly detailed rendering of a Hundred and Eleventh Street and Avenue X.  The intersection appeared to be fashioned out of toadstone and vulture's clay, the tiny streetlamps made from the delicate bones of rats.  The tiny police vehicles were made from wax.  The little crossroads were so familiar: The place where they found the Disciple's body.


  Icy current jolted through Eva as she shone the flashlight across the bloodstained checkerboard of the massive parquet-tiled floor.


  The beam of light played across a miniature city, across intricate railways made of snakeskin and bear claws, across meticulously modeled housing blocks made of obsidian bricks.  There were office buildings carved out of volcanic pumice, and cars whittled out of hangman's wood, and tiny parking meters made of hemlock stalks, and even high-tension wires constructed out of dried human veins.  The whole star-shaped metro area was there— from the monolithic central district, to the residential communities, to the druid span across the east bay area, to the ruins of the three outlying ghettos.  But the worst parts weren't the frightening details, or the perfect positioning of every last grain of miniature rubble.  The worst parts were the tiny figurines scattered here and there across the miniature


  Cityscape — the charred body of the Disciple over by Avenue X, the slumped, unconscious figure of Lydon in Ghetto 3 — and the realization currently stabbing through Eva's midbrain like an icicle: This is not merely a scale model of a city, or even a diabolical magical effigy, it is more than that, much more than that —


  She holstered the elemental and reached into her duster pocket with a trembling hand, fishing around for her digi-cam.  She had brought along the tiny instrument — about the size of a deck of cards, normally used for gathering evidence — just in case she needed to record some aspect of Anger's world.  Now she was shakily bringing it to her eye and aiming it down at the model.  She snapped a shot of the southeast sector, the dry-light flashing in the darkness.  Then the northeast, the light strobing, leaving ghost-streaks on Eva's retinas.  Finally, she was looking through the lens at the far corner of the floor, the distant bay area organized on the black and white grid of tiles — the locale of this very building — when she realized exactly what she was photographing.


  A game board.


  An enormous black talisman of a game board: that's what Anger had constructed here, and that's what he was using to summon the unspeakable from the dark.  The entire city was transformed into a game, and the Disciple, and Lydon — and probably Eva herself — were all game pieces, with different values, different ranks, different functions.  Eva lowered the camera from her eye and glanced at the Avenue X area.  The Disciple had been vanquished by — what? — a knight?  She glanced over at the Ghetto 3 sector.  Lydon had been taken by... what?  Whom?  What was Eva's function?  Was she part of the game?  Eva stepped over rows of housing blocks and buildings, and stood near the old pier.  She put the camera to her eye and snapped another shot, the dry-light blooming in the darkness.  Again she looked through the lens, and she saw a little scale model of Anger's building, complete with perfectly rendered bloodstains.  The roof was cutaway, and Eva could see through the lens, down into Anger's building, into the very foyer she was standing in —


  — and her breath froze suddenly in her lungs, and her skin turned to ice as she saw another miniature of herself.  Standing in the miniature foyer.  Standing in the tiny scale model of the city.  Which was a scale model of a scale model.  Eva's tiny likeness was hunched down there, taking pictures with a teeny-tiny digi-cam.


  Eva swallowed needles.  Upon closer scrutiny she could see the miniature figurine of herself looking down at an even tinier version of herself.  Who was looking down at an even tinier version.  Who was looking down at —


  — Nnnnneeeeebirrrossss!


  A sudden, tremendous whisper exhaled through the air above her, stiffening her spine, making her scalp crawl.  She ducked reflexively down in the dark, nearly dropping her camera, her flesh rashing with goose bumps.  What in Heaven or Hell could have made a whisper that loud?  It sounded like an unearthly turbine filling the dark studio, the sigh of a monolith gusting through the darkness.


  Sargannnnnatannnaaassssss!!


  The second gasp of noise drove Eva to the floor, the camera spinning off into the wreckage of the malevolent miniature city.  She crawled through shattered bits of obsidian and shards of hangman's wood, scanning the shadows around her, searching for the source of the infernal whispering.  Her traumatized brain was sparking connections, identifying the tsunami of sound whirling through the dark space overhead.


  Fleurrrrrrrrrrreteeeeeeee!


  Eva froze stiffly against a pile of broken pumice stone, her chest seizing up with cold panic.  She recognized the words now, the magical significance of the names.  Nebiros, Sarganatanas, Fleurety — the hierarchy of demons.  The unspeakable names which formed the BlackStuffer's nuclear arsenal.  Forbidden utterances meant only for apocalyptic rites.  Summonings of unimaginable evil.


  Such as the Rip.


  Agaaaaaallllllliarrrrrept!!


  Eva sprang to her feet, suddenly drawing her elemental like a gunslinger.


  Then several things were happening at once.


  Eva swung the muzzle up at the ceiling just as the entire upper portion of the building seemed to metamorphose into a shimmering blanket of shadows, unfurling like smoke, revealing incredible heights of darkness that seemed to reach up into the vacuum of space.  And it happened so suddenly that Eva acted on instinct and squeezed off a shot, and there was an audible POP! as the crimson flame bloomed out of the elemental's muzzle and shot up into the terrible nothingness —


  — Ssssssaaatannnnaaaacheeeeeeaaaa!!! —


  — and then Eva was spinning toward the east wall in one lurching movement, fleeing through miniature allies, around tiny street corners, reaching inside her flapping duster, pulling the blessed Sword from its scabbard.  The eighteen-inch metal stun-blade was buzzing softly with white energy as Eva stumbled over delicate, little buildings, locking her gaze onto the brick wall five meters ahead of her.  Something enormous was moving above her.


  Eva's whisper was a faint prayer, almost inaudible, a secret invocation:  "I love you, Grandma Miersol, I love you, Mom —"


  She drove the tip of the Sword through the leprous bricks as though shoving a spike through butter.


  There was a sub-sonic WHHHUMMMP! — the wall puckering suddenly around the Sword — and Eva felt a capsule of cold air engulfing her arm as the bricks melted away like a strip of celluloid film burning in the center.  On the other side was darkness.  Eva plunged into the shadows, then ran for all she was worth, her frantic steps crunching through something brittle beneath her. 


  Her stride faltered suddenly, and she slowed down, her lungs heaving.  Eyes adjusting to the darkness, she began to see the telltale outlines of tiny objects strewn across the floor beneath her, some of them glistening like broken glass, some of them rising up several feet like tiny stalagmites.  Her heart clenched suddenly as though an icy dagger had pierced her chest with a terrible realization.


  LLLLLOOOOOOOOOSSSSSSIIIIFERRRRR!! 


  The last gigantic whisper crashed above her, stealing her breath away, and she stopped.  She tried to catch her breath.  Glancing around the shadowy interior, she realized she was still in Kenneth Anger's studio, still walking amid the miniature city!  She was trapped, and now she knew it didn't matter how hard she fought, she would never leave this room.  She would never leave it.  Because she was the object of the game.  She was the final piece.  She recognized the sixth and final name: Lucifer.


  She glanced up, mouth gaping open, the Sword slipping from her grasp.


  If it is possible to see the opposite of light, then that is what Eva Strange saw illuminating the vast Escher-like world rising above her in the infinite darkness.  The ceiling was gone, and in its place were elaborate buildings vaulting up into the black heavens, their blank windows shimmering in the anti-light, their spires vanishing into empty space.  The same buildings as those of the miniature!  And situated throughout the impossible sky line, perched on balconies like recalcitrant owls, their black cowls obscuring their faces as they gazed down upon Eva, were six gargantuan figures.  The six old men.  The puppeteers.  The wizards of this broken world: Nebiros, Sarganatanas, Fleurety, Agaliarept, Satanachia, and Lucifer.  They were there at Eva's birth, and they were there at her induction into the white patrol, and they were here, at the unraveling of her destiny.


  A massive weight pressed down on Eva as she reached down to her Cup and grasped the last round of ammunition.  Sadness, rage, helplessness, regret and bitterness all swirled at once through her brain as she gaped up at the impossible black riddle of a world above her.  She was staring at a vast version of Anger's miniature city rising above her, and above it, an even larger version, and above it, an even larger one, and on and on, into forever.  This was the manifestation of the end that Eva had dreaded all her life, the unraveling of Logic, the Rip in the delicate balance of reality.  This was her inexorable Fate.  This was what destiny held for the last virgin witch, the last of her bloodline.


  She slammed the last round into the elemental— Click-chucka-clang! — then gazed up in terrible wonder at the pale figure towering above her.  It was a middle-aged woman in a satiny dark duster and a flowing mane of iron grey hair, standing alone, gazing up at the black cathedrals.  It was Eva's 'Sylpha'— her doppelganger — gazing up at an even greater version of herself, who was gazing up at an even greater version, and on and on as far as Eva's tearful, traumatized gaze could reach.


  One shot left.


  The Old Ones were chanting now, incantations that Eva did not recognize.  She couldn't move.  She realized they were going to absorb her.  She was the sacrificial virgin, the spring lamb on the slaughtering block, and she felt the anguish weighing down on her.  And the pressure was tremendous, an elephant standing on her heart.  She realized her life had been a foregone conclusion, and all her struggles were mere prelude to this awful conclusion.  She was holding her elemental with both hands now, and somehow she managed to aim it up at the Old Ones.  She had one last shot and she wanted to make it count.


  No second chances.


  The chanting rose to excruciating levels, and Eva felt a cold, hideous finger entering her.


  She began to weep, the ripples of sound and movement echoing throughout the giant versions of herself above her.  The elemental was shaking in Eva's trembling hands.  She knew what she had to do.  Her true destiny was borne out of generations of suffering, generations of white witches protecting life, protecting love and nature and humanity.


  One shot!


  "GOD HELP ME!"


  Her scream was razor of pure white energy slicing through the endless worlds, and somehow, through all her convulsive terror, she managed one last burst of stubborn, righteous goodness, and with her right thumb she made an instantaneous adjustment to the elemental's firing pin, closing off three out of the four natural elements — earth, air, and water — leaving only fire, the harbinger of destruction for her loved ones, fire, the cleansing flames that had brought a cruel end to her ancestors, Nettie and Mary and Helen and Miersol and Sarah — FIRE ALONE! — the missing puzzle piece to Eva Strange's fate.


  Then she turned the barrel toward herself and squeezed the trigger.


  The scarlet flame swallowed her alive —


  — and the ground began to rumble almost in reply to this amazing gesture.


  "NNNNNNOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!" the piercing shrieks exploded in unison out of the Old Ones.


  The vibrations erupted all around the studio, as though a huge engine had started, and the foundation began to buckle down the middle, the timbers and beams suddenly groaning, warping, cracking like kindling as Eva writhed in a cocoon of flame.  Fractured memories of yellowed diaries shimmered in her traumatized brain, blurred notes on parchment, messages from her ancestors: The fire bites, the fire bites; the Father with thee, the Son with thee, the Holy Ghost between us both to be!


  A chorus of feeble screams rose out of the skyline above Eva like a dissonant symphony.  Flames jumped and rose and vanished.  Lightning bolts licked up the sides of the walls, and the ground opened up, sending noxious fumes through the air.  But Eva was oblivious to the destruction.


  She collapsed like a blazing rag doll coming apart at the seams, folding into itself.


  The pain devoured her, leaving only a faint awareness of the chaos around her, and the shards of old memories swirling through her mind, her cracked, seared lips mouthing an old incantation sent through the ages from grandmother to granddaughter: Old clod beneath the clay; Burn away, burn away; in the name of God be thou healed; Burn away now, burn away evermore.


  Miles above her, the impossible world crumbled and gave way, sending the six Old Ones flailing into the gathering clouds of smoke and dust below.  The enormous walls collapsed.  And the building became a maelstrom of fire, smoke, blood, and death — all sinking into itself like a fallen house of cards.


  And amid the smothering debris, the cleansing fire, and the blessed smoke — amid the place to which clean-up crews would come in subsequent days and completely miss the significance of what had happened here — Eva Strange breathed her last breaths, eyes open, hand still clutched around the elemental, her last conscious thoughts flickering like dying candle-light in her brain:


  


  Hark the life of woman, a virgin travailing and not bearing, quickly coming to the marrow of His house, Amen, Amen, and made fast and sure her salvation in Heaven!


  


  THE TRUE CAUSE OF THE GREAT DEPRESSION


  
     
  


  For many years, long after the events of that fateful time had been relegated to legend, revisionist histories of how the stranger had first appeared — most of them apocryphal — would regularly surface in the pages of popular periodicals of the day.  Beloved monthlies such as Saturday Evening Post and Ladies Companion, with their jovial J.C Leyendecker covers of cherubic children at play, and their advertisements for Ovaltine beverage mix and Imperial Leather soap, would carry small items relating eye witness reports of how the mysterious old man had first insinuated himself into the beleaguered American psyche.  Some said they first glimpsed the stranger emerging from the dust on the edge on a squalid Okie encampment outside of Tulsa.  Others swore they first saw him disembarking from a tramp steamer on the shores of Nova Scotia.  But none of these tall tales could withstand the rigors of substantiation.  According to official archives from President Roosevelt's Works Progress Administration Folklore Project, only two confirmed eyewitness accounts have survived.  These matching accounts place the first official sighting of the old man on the edge of a hobo jungle just west of Prineville, Oregon, on the morning of March 23rd, 1930.


  The weather was harsh that morning, even for early spring in the Pacific Northwest.  A low-pressure cell had roared down across the Cascades from Vancouver, dumping about six inches of powder on the Crooked River Valley.  The hobos along the old Southern Pacific line were dug in deep under the Douglas firs, huddled in meager lean-to's of oily particle-boards and discarded boxcar tarps, their fires dwindling throughout the night.  The first pale rays of dawn brought another day of misery.


  "You hear that?"  The first eyewitness spoke in a shivering wheeze.  A gangly middle-aged man in rags and fingerless gloves, he went by the name of Greenie.  He hadn't slept well the previous night, and now he was trying to draw sustenance from a tin cup of cheap corn whiskey and weak coffee.  The air smelled of wood-smoke and brimstone.


  His companion peered out from under a ratty, torn blanket, blinking rheumy eyes at the light.  "What's that ya say?"


  "Ssssh!  Listen."


  The man under the blanket, a rotund specimen in brakeman's overalls, held his breath and listened.


  The sound seemed to be coming from a pile of ragged blankets covered with snow about fifteen feet away.  It sounded like a mewling animal, like a gut-shot dog in its death throes – a faint, high keening moan.


  "Grab the spike setter," Greenie whispered, putting down his cup.  He painfully rose on creaking knees, brushing the snow off his shoulders, flexing his frigid, greasy hands.


  The fat one scrambled for the rusty hammer that lay on the ground next to the bedroll.  Primitive weapons were a standard accoutrement for the stumblebum in those days.  Ever since the crash of '29, people were meaner.  The dogs were hungrier, bolder, wilder.  There were fewer clothes lines out, fewer bread lines from which to scavenge.  The big guy – the one nick-named Cinder Box Sam – got his frozen mitts around the spike hammer and raised it.


  Fifteen feet away, the moaning abruptly ceased.  "Git outta there!" yelled the fat one, taking a step toward the mound of snow-dusted blankets with the hammer at the ready.


  All at once the pile of blankets erupted. 


  "Watch it!" Greenie called out, shielding his greasy face from the commotion.


  In a cloud of white dust an ancient figure burst out of the blankets, flailing his big arms at the daylight like a giant baby being born.  He was gnarled and scarred and looked like an emaciated derelict Viking in a stolen parka.  He wore trousers fashioned out of stained buckskins.


  "Who the hell — ?!"  Greenie and the fat man both jerked backward with a start, nearly slipping on the frozen rocky earth.


  "Ah God!  Ah Jesus —!"  The stranger fell to his knees, slobbering on himself.  Ice crystals in his beard mingled with snot.  He was as skinny as a corpse.


  "Easy now, easy."  Cinder Box Sam held the hammer menacingly.


  "I'm sorry – please! – ah Christ I didn't mean it – I didn't mean to do it!"  The stranger was on his hands and knees, sobbing.


  "Calm down, brother."


  The stranger heaved in a breath, and he looked up as though seeing the hobos for the first time.  His skin was frost-bitten and clothes and boots were worn and bedraggled from traveling a great distance.  "I ain't got no – I didn't mean to do it!"


  The two hobos looked at each other.  Finally Greenie took another step toward the stranger and spoke in a very low, very measured voice, as though trying to corral a rabid Doberman.  "Do what?"


  The old man on the ground looked up at the hobo.  "You ain't gonna kill me?"


  Greenie sucked his cheek and shivered.  "That depends on what ya done."


  The bony Viking wiped his icy, mucusy beard.  "I didn't mean to do nothin'."


  "Who the tarnation are you?" Cinder Box demanded.  "What's your name."


  The old man sobbed.  "See… that's just it.  I don't know.  I don't know who I am."


  Again the hobos shared a suspicious glance.  Greenie watched the old coot blubber.  "The hell d'ya mean?  You don't know yer own name?"


  The old man cried and shook his head.  "Something terrible happened – ah Jesus – I can't even tell ya – all I got is the nightmares – over and over I see the damn thing – I think I done something awful!"


  "Take it easy, brother."  Cinder Box Sam lowered the hammer.  He could tell this old rum pot was fairly harmless.  Probably nutty as a soup sandwich.  But definitely not dangerous.


  "No – no – no – no-no-no!"  The old codger lifted himself to his feet with great aguish and effort.  "I did a terrible thing – they're gonna get me for it – I gotta get outta here."  He started backing away with a stumbling, lame stagger.  "Gotta get outta here."


  "Wait!"  Greenie was intrigued all of a sudden.  He had to know.  He shivered and raised his hands in deference to the geezer.  "The nightmares.  What was it?  What was it ya did?"


  The old man swallowed his agony as he backed away, his yellow, sagging eyes widening like shiny Buffalo nickels.  "I killed him."


  "Killed who?"


  The answer came out on one tortured breath between sobs, right before the old coot turned and fled.  "I killed Santa Claus."


  For one long thunderstruck moment, the two hobos watched in silence as the ancient stranger whirled and trundled away into the swirling veils of snow.


  
     
  


  In those days, very few souls had any clue that the source of the great tribulations gripping the land at that time actually began before the stock market crash of 1929.  In fact, the troubles began way up north, far, far above the brutal, blasted ice fields of the Northwest Territories.  At that time, the Queen Elizabeth Islands were even meaner than they are today, which is saying something, because even now you'd be a fool to make your way north of the McClintock Channel.  And if you did, you'd want to bring along a boxcar full of firewood and provisions because the wind is a wild beast up there.  It can chew through steel and drive a person insane with its constant shrieking refrain.  And if you were mad enough to cross the Parry Channel, and travel even further north, all the way to the end of Point Eureka, what you would find is the land plunging away into the alabaster mists of hell.  The horizon line vanishes and the average temperature dips to sixty-five below zero, and the nights go on forever.  And even back then, before the Industrial Age had infected the Great White North with its cancer, the Inuit and the Lapps and the Samis had long ago left these angry ice shelves to the polar bear and the walrus, and only the heartiest of those creatures survived, hunkering down beneath that rime of endless ice, eking out a living on lichens and frozen moss.  So it comes as no surprise that very few mortal souls – if any – had ever glimpsed the nameless community that lay on the edge of Ellesmere Island.


  If you blinked as you passed it — or if perhaps you looked away for a moment — you might miss it, despite its immense length and breadth.  It ranged along a five-mile stretch of glacier-land and it radiated a kind of otherworldly corrosion.  A line of magnificently ornate chimney spires — once grand and colorfully striped, huffing the smoke of magical production lines — now bordered the colony like skeletal remains, all dead-cold and desiccated.  The candy-cane columns along the northern edge of the village now stood scorched and blackened with neglect.  The windows of the once-whimsical workshops were shuttered, the holly trees shriveled and dead, the ice sculptures of angels and snowmen and gingerbread boys burnished by the winds into featureless stalagmites.  Even the great south gate with its festive lintel of carved marble bells and Yule logs, its holiday tympanum rising nearly fifty meters into the gray sky, now stood dark and covered with a patina of decay.  In just over a year, the magic village had transformed into a gothic ruin.


  It was almost inconceivable that only thirteen months earlier – in the wake of the terrible event — a pair of figures emerged from that same great south gate in search of the man responsible for all this misery.


  Moving like ghosts through the ashen haze of the ice field, the twosome wore caribou skins and ermined-trimmed parkas, and carried packs laden with weapons dismantled into unrecognizable components, and spoke very few words to each other.  An observer – had there been one around at that point to observe – might have misjudged this pair's collective stature.  The arctic light and space can play tricks on the senses.  But upon close and prolonged scrutiny, one would be forced to conclude that these two individuals were either children or dwarves.  Trudging with snow-shoes through the unforgiving crust, communicating with hand-signals and nods, they looked both fragile and relentless against the gelid winds.  They moved with the purpose of salmon spawning.


  It took them nearly three months to negotiate the Northwest Territories, ultimately crossing into the land to which they believed the man had fled.  Others had found the death scene in the wilderness of British Columbia, the magical team strewn across a barren snowfield, their awful carcasses burned beyond recognition.  Now it was up to these two diminutive bounty hunters to bring balance back to the world.


  The twosome rode a dog sled across Bathurst Island, and then slipped into the cargo hold of a whaling ship crossing Viscount Melville Sound, riding all the way to Hudson Bay without speaking a single word to each other.  Once the ship had docked in northern Quebec, the twosome set out on foot once again, acquiring a kayak in Nunavik, and portaging between the frozen rivers when necessary, moving unseen among the indigenous villages, invisible to all but the most gifted children and scattered herds of reindeer. 


  It is a little known fact that reindeer are the only mammals on earth – other than certain children — that are able to see elves.


  By the time the twosome reached Ottawa, it was nearly spring.  The pair hadn't taken nourishment for many weeks, and they were near death.  When they reached the northern trunk of the Canadian Pacific Railway, they hopped a freight bound for Toronto and searched for sustenance in the shadows of the cattle cars.  Elves subsist upon sugar and dairy products, so it was a stroke of luck, in the moldering hay and shit, that they found a life-saving Hereford.


  "What if we never find him?" ventured the younger of the two sprites, as he tugged the udders in the dark, filling a rusty, faded Eight-O-Clock coffee can.  At a youthful one-hundred-and-two-years-old, and the youngest member of the Special Forces, Shamus the Elf was always full of questions.


  "We'll find him alright," the older elf grunted, wiping the milk from his dark face.  "Action must be taken, Laddie.  Justice must be served."


  The older elf went by the name of Dooley and was as grizzled as a pixie can be, with dark, parchment-like skin, and the eyes of a jackal.  Contrary to fairy tales and folk stories, not all Christmas elves are adorable.  There are sanitation worker elves with oily skin and nasty dispositions.  There are demented elves relegated to retirement homes.  And there are the elves of the special-forces – the fixers, the secret police – who operate underground, in the back channels.  Shamus and Dooley were the skip-tracers of the Special Unit, the most skilled of all the gnomes.


  "But Dooley, how in the name of cinnamon sticks will we do it?"  Between gulps of the tepid milk, Shamus twitched and frowned at the conundrum.  "Why, he could be anywhere in the lower forty-eight."


  "Shamus –"


  "He could have changed his name.  For all we know, he could already be –"


  "That's quite enough, Shamus!"


  "But how, Dooley?"


  The older elf did not reply.  He merely turned and gazed through the slats of the cattle car as the train wended through the deep blue Ontario twilight. 


  The elder sprite did not know it then but he and his comrade were about to become part of an infamous misadventure that would span more time than either elf could imagine in their darkest dreams.


  
     
  


  Nearly eighteen months had passed since the incident in the hobo jungle.  After fleeing the scene, the amnesiac wandered aimlessly eastward without plan or purpose.  Eastward toward no particular destination, toward no fixed point.  All he wanted was to evade the faceless, shapeless pursuers on his tail, the invisible hellhounds, the little ones.  Traveling mostly at night, the half-mad old man in rags and tears stumbled from back alley to vacant lot, skid row to deserted farm, moving in the general direction of the Midwest, living off scraps from garbage heaps and church missions, the guilt a malignant tumor in the pit of his soul, eating him alive.  He passed through shanty-town and slum, squatters'-camp and godforsaken ghetto.  It was the spring of 1931, and the Depression had set in like a fever that wouldn't break.  To add insult to injury, a horrible drought had gripped the country for over a year now.  Farms had dried up, crops wilting away, rivers and streams shriveling like hardened arteries.  The very soil cracked and fissured as though a consumptive disease had infected the land.


  On the border of Indiana, on the 15th of May, the old man ran across his first Hooverville. 


  Named for Herbert Hoover, the recalcitrant U.S. president, who believed that relief should be left to the private sector, and the answer to all the torments of the damned was to do nothing, Hoovervilles came in all shapes and sizes, but they all shared the same garish scent of human degradation.  Victims of foreclosures and bankruptcies – entire families with nary a pot in which to piss – would huddle in giant makeshift tent-cities, cobbled together with spit and spoor.  This one, the one outside Crawfordsville, Indiana — the one upon which the amnesiac stumbled that terrible May night — was immeasurably huge.  As far as the eye could see, thousands of downtrodden and diseased huddled in reeking sheds and shacks clinging to the edge of a half-mile-long dry river-bed.


  Overcome with a dawning horror, the amnesiac fled into the darkness of a fallow bean field that night, and he kept on fleeing, and fleeing, as fast as his cadaverous old legs would carry him, as though he could outrun the horrible realization spreading through his marrow: he made this happen.  He brought this on the world, and now the world was dying.  And all he had to show for it was a devouring guilt and a recurring nightmare that showed him over and over, like a hellish nickelodeon, how he had destroyed the sleigh, the eight tiny reindeer, and the driver, in a paroxysm of fiery rage.


  A few miles south of Muncie his ancient limbs finally gave out.  He collapsed in the overgrown brambles of a deserted farm, and prayed for death to finally come and take him away.  He had tried to kill himself on more than one occasion since waking up in the snows of British Columbia nearly three years ago.  Once in a fetid alley outside Portland he tried to hang himself by fixing a tow-rope to a fire escape trestle.  The trestle had broken under the scant weight of his bones and sent him plunging into a Dumpster.  A few months later, alone in a freight car somewhere in Nebraska, he had tried to open his wrist with a broken Jax beer bottle but he was so emaciated he couldn't even find a vein.


  When the sheriff's deputies finally found him in that barren field outside Muncie, he was as close to death as he had yet come, and the boys had to carry him away in a horse cart.  They took him to a welfare hospital in Fort Wayne for observation.  His weight was down to a mere hundred-and-two pounds, and he was dangerously anemic.  They tried to nurse him back to health but he refused nourishment of any kind.  And when he was finally able to speak, his delirious tale convinced the doctors that he belonged in a sanitarium.


  The Howard Phillips Eldritch Inebriate Asylum in Cleveland, Ohio, was where the amnesiac made his temporary home for the next seven months.  He was fed intravenously for a time, and they talked to him every morning for sixteen weeks, and he never changed his story.


  "Let me ask you again, John," the doctor with the Coke bottle glasses and clipboard said to the old man early one gray January morning.  'John' as in John Doe.  Which is all they could think of calling the old gent.  The doctor was sitting on a wooden schoolroom desk in a desolate white chamber lined with barred windows.  The hyena yelps of the insane echoed out in the hallway, and the air smelled of disinfectant and vomit.  Outside the filthy windows, a dry winter wind coughed against the glass.  "When you say they're coming to get you, whom are you referring to exactly?"


  The old man, skin and bones now, his flesh the color of stale bread, his skeletal fingers clutched together in his lap like a phalanx of ivory, sat on a folding chair staring at the scarred parquet floor.  "I told the other doctor already, I told him about a hundred thousand times, the little ones, the elves is what I told him."


  "Elves."


  The old man twitched but didn't look up.  He had been in the asylum for over six months now – shuffling the hallways, mumbling to himself, writhing through sleepless nights, just waiting for the inevitable — but had yet to elaborate on the nature of the elves for any of the physicians.  On this dismal January morning, however, the old man was for some reason feeling inordinately expansive.  "Well they ain't what you'd call regular elves."


  The doctor wrote something on his clipboard and then looked up.  "By 'regular' you mean the ones in Santa's workshop?  Building toys and such?"


  "They're in my dream," the old man muttered into the floor.  "They're the soldiers, the guards, the mean ones."


  "Santa's soldiers?"


  "Yep."


  "Santa needs an army?"


  The old man shrugged.  "You'd be surprised, this day and age."


  The doctor wrote some more.  "John, I have to ask you this again: Why you?"


  The old man swallowed air and looked at the doctor.  "You just want to hear me say it again, don't ya.  Like yer lookin' in on a freak show."


  "This business about you killing Kris Kringle?" the doctor ventured.


  The old man shook his head, looked back at the floor.  "Look around you, Doc.  Take a gander outside.  You see any holiday cheer out there?  You think there's any Christmas left in this world?"


  The doctor rubbed his mouth.  "Can you tell me again about the dream?"


  A pained sigh.  Then the words come out on puffs of anguished, noxious breath.  "I'm climbing outta the sleigh after I made it crash, I don't – I don't exactly know how I did it, why I did it, how got there — but I killed the old man and climbed out of the sleigh cuz the sleigh's on fire and the reindeer… "  The old man's voice broke then, tumbled like a house of cards, and the sobbing started up again.  "They're all dead – they're burned – and then I'm running – horrible, horrible – all them reindeer — burning cuz of me."


  "Okay.  All right."  The doctor rose, recognizing the signs.  "That's enough for today, John."  The doctor went over to the door, unlocked it, cracked it open and called for the orderlies.


  They took the old man back to his room and locked him inside, and for another few endless days they observed him without bothering him or talking to him much.


  It was late the next Sunday afternoon, after dinner, after the hospital had quieted down and the second shift nurses had all come on the clock to play their card games and drink their Chase and Sanborn and gossip their gossip, that the old man heard the first faint noises of elves on the roof.  It was almost as though they had been summoned by the amnesiac's interview earlier that week, as though the old man had tempted fate by giving the doctors a deeper insight into the nature of these killer elves. 


  The old man stiffened on his bunk suddenly like a weather vane, his skinny neck craning and cocking as he listened.  His room – or his cell, as he had come to think of it – was on the fourth floor of the sanitarium, the top-most story.  The building's roof was directly overhead, and right then the old man could hear the faint padding of tiny humanoid footsteps along the tarpaper rooftop.


  Lurching out of bed, the amnesiac hobbled over to the door in his stained white gown.  "Hey nurse?! – Hey there nurse! – Anybody there?!"  The old man pounded his knotty fist on the door, his sagging, bony ass visible and jiggling out the back of his gown.


  The viewing slat slid open, revealing the face of a middle-aged nurse in cats-eye glasses.  "Sir, you're not due for your medication until –"


  "Nurse, please, I'm having – I'm – I'm having pains in my chest —!"


  The lock clicked, and the door began to swing open, when the old man suddenly shoved with all his might.


  The force of the door bursting open – as well as the shock of it – sent the poor nurse pin-wheeling backward.  She banged into a desk, sending coffee cups and paper flying, as the old man lunged out the open doorway and into the corridor with fists clenched and eyes bright with alarm.  "THEY'RE HERE!  BY GOD THEY'RE HERE!"


  For a moment the old man froze with indecision, gazing up and down the deserted corridor, the sudden roar of glass breaking in some nearby room making him start, followed by the scream of a patient.  The old man scurried away from the noise, his bare feet padding on cold linoleum, moving toward the north end of the hallway, toward the great arched window over-looking the fire escape. 


  He didn't look back, he didn't look over his shoulder, but had he looked — had he found the courage to look — he would have seen the oddest sight: doors opening along the corridor, nurses and orderlies coming out of rooms, eyes wide and shifting back and forth, oblivious to the intruders appearing only inches away from them, birthing themselves from a laundry dumbwaiter near the nurse's desk at the opposite end of the hall like two unformed blackened fetuses.  The elves hopped onto the tile with preternatural nimbleness.


  "There he is Shamus!"


  One of the intruders let out a cry that was heard only by the old man at the far end of the hallway, as he clawed at the latch on that filthy window, his palsied hands seizing up, his lungs heaving for air, his heart racing, as he prayed for deliverance.  All the remaining souls on the fourth floor at that moment – nurses, orderlies, an intern named Dr. Malachi Toombs – heard only the strange clanging of invisible wind chimes, or at least that's the effect the elf's cry had on their auditory nerves.  An elf's voice is incomprehensible – even at high volumes – to an adult.


  At last the old man got the window latch open, and managed to yank up the sash and punch the screen open.  He squeezed his slender bones through the gap and out into the winds of January, which engulfed the precipice.  Dizziness coursed through his malnourished brain and he clutched at the wrought iron for purchase and tried not to look down at the vertigo-inducing drop.  Traffic noises wafted up at him, and the light and space of a dying city blurred in his vision, as the intruders closed in behind him.


  "For the love of Christmas don't let him slip away again Dooley — grab him grab him GRAB HIM!"


  Eye-witnesses on the street at that point would later spin quite a yarn regarding what happened next.  The consensus was this: The old man was taking his first, tentative, yet frantic step down the wrought iron ladder, unaware that the ladder was affixed to a rotting hinge, when the ladder gave way.  It swung the amnesiac across the adjacent alley.  He managed to desperately cling to the pinion like a giant worm being cast on a line.


  The old man crashed into a row of burning trashcans aligned at the mouth of the alley, their meager flames flickering and warming a group of morose men standing in the next morning's bread line.  The impact of the amnesiac's feeble bones sent sparks spuming sixteen feet in the air, and sent the men scattering, their fedora's flinging into space, and the rusty oil cans rolling every which way.  The incident created such havoc – such an unexpected disturbance of noise and chaos — that nobody even noticed the old man crawling toward the street, and then vanishing around the corner, only to hobble away into the anonymous city.  Nobody saw the elves scaling down the side of the building like winged monkeys, too late to catch the old man or even discern the direction into which he had fled.


  On second thought, in the interest of precision, let us clarify and amend that latter sentence to instead say that no adult saw the elves.


  
     
  


  LUNATIC ESCAPES NUTHOUSE


  
     
  


  Orphan Spies Pygmy Invaders


  
     
  


  Cleveland, Jan. 11th – A rogue patient at the H.P. Eldritch Inebriate Asylum escaped Sunday evening in a daring plunge from the fourth floor window.  "The man was elderly and being treated for a nervous disorder," reported Dr. Toombs of the hospital staff.  "He was here on an involuntary state commitment, but I assure you he is not in the least bit dangerous."


  
     
  


  Currently At Large


  
     
  


  Citizens of greater Cuyahoga County are asked to be on the lookout for a man that fits the following description — six-foot-one, a hundred and ten pounds, gray-hair, possibly arthritic and stooped.  The man was last seen on Pearson Street near the Catholic Mission breadline on Sunday night.  If a citizen spots this individual they are asked to call the sheriff's department at Baker Hill 217.


  
     
  


  A Tall Tale


  
     
  


  In a related story, a child, age 6, a resident of the hospital's third floor orphanage, is said to have seen two intruders enter the hospital only minutes before the escape.  "The boy said they were 'pygmies,'" claims Nurse Hattie Stevenson, the Matron of the orphanage.  "In the boy's own words, 'They were pygmies with magical weapons, and they looked real sore.'"


  
     
  


  Stories of a less sensational nature – mostly factual and sans any mention of pygmies — also appeared in The Cleveland Plain Dealer and The Cleveland Press.  By February, sightings of the mysterious old goat were being reported across the northeast on an almost hourly basis.  People were claiming they had seen the escapee hiding in barns, in the shadows of allies and abandoned buildings, amidst breadlines, in soup kitchens, and among the desperate masses.  Over the ensuing weeks, word leaked out regarding the old man's alleged psychosis, and the dark irony of it all captured the crestfallen imagination of the battered citizenry.  The Man Who Killed St. Nick became a gloomy cause célèbre.  Stories were exchanged around flaming trashcans, folk tales manufactured in hushed reverence.


  The true whereabouts of the old man, however, were a far more slippery matter.


  Throughout the gray spring months of that year, the amnesiac managed to elude both elf and authority, tacking westward in fits and starts, zig-zagging across the dwindling tributaries of the Ohio, trudging across the wasted hollows of coal mine country, across the Ozark plateau and into the vast wasteland of dust bowl states.  His demeanor – unknown to those who hunted him – was one of utter despair, a fate worse than death.


  In fact, the final seven months of his flight across Missouri and Kansas made the first three and a half years of his exile seem like a picnic.  He rarely ate.  He lost another eight pounds, and was nearly incoherent by the time it was all said and done.  He had begun to believe that he was not human, had never been human.  He was a demon, an assassin sent by the devil, and he had killed Christmas as part of some apocalyptic plot to bring about the end days, or maybe to bring about something worse than the end days, maybe the end of hope.


  By the time he reached Childress County, Texas, a dirt-poor swath of desolate scrubland on the southwest edge of the dust bowl, he had lost track of the time of year.  Relentless drought had sandblasted away the colors of the turning seasons.  Now, one season looked like the next, an endless succession of sepia-hued haze.  In fact by the time the old man, a walking-cadaver in rags and dusty pelts, had stumbled into the tiny, hard-scrabble outpost of Kirkland, just after dawn, he had lost track of everything but the endless agony of his guilt and aimless flight.


  Huddling throughout that day in a deserted, reeking chicken coop on the outskirts of town, he simply waited for some merciful end – by way of either elf or succubus – to put him out of his misery. 


  He didn't know that it was December, and his long journey was indeed about to come to an end. 


  He also didn't know that it would happen almost precisely at the stroke of 7:00 that very evening.


  
     
  


  Official accounts of that last afternoon vary, depending upon the source.  Aside from single chapters in numerous works on Dust Bowl folklore, there are two volumes in existence today devoted solely to the case.  Christmas Reckoning: The Little Known History of the Kirkland Stand-Off by Erik Larson has become the most popular, best-selling of the modern commercial works; in the book Mr. Larson paints the final moments of the old man in almost Shakespearean tones.  The Man Who Stole Christmas by Vincent Bugliosi treats the showdown as more of an indictment of early twentieth century jurisprudence and the mistreatment of the mentally ill.  There are also several oral histories of that last day on file in the great archives of the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C.  One such account – a field recording made for Folkways Records by Moses Asch – is provided by a Texas Ranger named Harlan Wickham.  Told on his deathbed in a halting, emphysemic wheeze, the lawman recounts a story that many have either disputed as fabrication or the delirious ravings of the terminal.  Wickham, alas, was present that last afternoon, and was unequivocal in his belief that he had seen something miraculous – his account full of contradictions and changing facts — until the day he died.


  The final struggle, according to Ranger Wickham, began with the advent of one of the greatest dust storms in recorded history.  The weather across the arid plains had been unsettled for weeks, and that afternoon two opposing fronts smashed up against each other over Oklahoma.  The resulting sirocco churned up half the iron-tainted topsoil of the panhandle.


  In those tumultuous years, people across the western states had grown accustomed to the red dust maelstroms.  Schools would close down, and day would turn to night, and people would hunker down in their basements – if they were lucky enough to have a basement – and cover themselves with wet sheets to stay cool in the oven-like storm.  Entire towns would virtually vanish in the scarlet plague.


  That afternoon, the old man heard the noise of the approaching storm before he saw it.  Stirred from his rancid coop, he peered out the slatted doorway in the direction of the western horizon.  What he saw in the dying twilight must have turned his bloodless veins cold because the horizon was no longer there.  A giant monolith of rust had unfurled a mile away, and was coming directly toward him, gobbling everything in its path, swallowing the countryside and turning the dusk into midnight-darkness. 


  Although no one can be sure, the amnesiac must have regarded that roaring tidal wave of dust as a sign, a portent, a variation of the Revelations to John – the end of the world – because he realized it was accompanied by a softer noise, a noise he had been hearing all day, a noise from his dreams, a noise now all but drowned by the freight-train roar of the dust cloud. 


  This lower noise came from the opposite direction, from the east: a series of tiny, angry, swift footsteps – unearthly fleet footsteps — crossing the parched, cracked earth.  The old man had no choice now but to flee — directly into the oncoming deluge.


  
     
  


  The elves arrived at the chicken coop just in time to see the object of their three-and-a-half year pursuit a hundred yards away, plunging into the wall of crimson haze.  They would not lose him this time.  They refused to lose him.  They would rather die than fail. 


  Trembling with excitement, they circled around the coop, carrying weapons of exotic design fashioned out of brass and gold, their musket-like muzzles as delicate as buttercups, forged in the cellars of their magic workplace.


  "Shamus!"  The elder elf motioned frantically with the barrel of his gun.  "Take the north flank!  I'll take the south!!"


  The elves darted off into divergent directions on nimble feet, weapons raised and ready, until they, too, were swallowed by the vast blanket of hell-dust.  The light went away, and the night swallowed the day.


  And the landscape vanished into a nimbus of blood red wind, which choked the breath out of the earth and shattered windows and tossed tumbled weeds a hundred feet into the sky and deafened the elves with its cacophony.  And still they closed in on their quarry.


  
     
  


  At this point, the only other living souls in the general vicinity entered the fray.  They came hurling into the leading edge of the dust storm on horseback, these three brave souls on a pair of mounts — an old muscular bay mare carrying a man and a boy, and a young Appaloosa hauling a single man – all of them, human and animal alike, coughing and spitting as the red wind buried them alive. 


  One of the witnesses, the man on the Appaloosa, a man who had come all the way from Cleveland, Ohio, yanked on the reins and scuttled to a stop before the storm had a chance to up-end both him and his steed.  "Forget it – forget it!  Let the old nutcake go!" yelled the orderly from the Eldrith Asylum, dropping to the earth, his voice muffled from a bandana across his mouth.


  "Stay with the horses!" bellowed old Ranger Harlan Wickham, as he pulled back on the lead and grabbed his young passenger around the waist.  Wickham squinted to see through the flurry of red dust in front of him as he slid off his horse with the little boy under his arm like a sack of potatoes.


  "I can still see 'em out there! – the pygmies!" the kid, squirming in the Ranger's burly arm, was hollering. 


  The boy had also come all the way from Ohio.  The Ranger had sent for the child after reading his strange account in The Amarillo Daily News.  Wickham had gotten the idea after tracking the amnesiac across the barren rose fields of east Childress for the last seventeen days, watching the old cuss dodging invisible tormenters, and noticing ghostly footprints forming and vanishing in the dust.  The boy from the orphanage held the key – somehow Wickham felt this in his bones — even though his fellow rangers thought Wickham had lost his mind.


  "There! – See?! – Straight ahead!"  The boy was pointing at the crimson nothingness while continuing to squirm in Wickham's arms, and it took quite a bit of effort for the Ranger to brandish his .45-caliber Schofield with his free hand without breaking stride.  It was impossible to see through the pink soup more than a cow's length ahead of him.


  "THERE!"


  Wickham raised a bead on the swirling dust-devils ahead of him, squinting through watery eyes.  He could barely see the shadow of a spindly old coot about three stone-throws away, arms flailing, stumbling wildly back and forth, rushing headlong across the hard-pack. 


  Meanwhile the little boy was pointing off in another direction like an English spaniel on the scent.  He was pointing at the invisible pygmies of his dreams.  "THEY GOT GUNS! — LOOK OUT MISTER! – DUCK! – DUCK!!"


  The ranger swung the muzzle of his Schofield at the area to his right –


  — and he started to squeeze off a shot, when the strangest sound rang out over the roar of the storm: It was a cross between a gigantic church bell being struck and a clap of dry thunder.


  The ranger flinched at the bang, and then felt a tremendous blow to his solar plexus.  The impact nearly lifted the tall man out of his boots, taking his breath away, knocking off his Stetson hat, snapping the buckle of his Sam Browne belt, and flinging him backward through the storm with the gentle violence of a leaf on the wind. 


  The Schofield spun free, and the orphan slipped from Wickham's grasp and landed in a drift of tumbleweed.  Eyes blinking against the dust, the little boy gaped at what was transpiring in the flame-colored miasma in front of him. 


  The two pygmies had converged predatorily on the Ranger, who was now blinking fitfully, trying to sit up, trying to see, trying to make sense of what had just happened.  But oddly… the child could see the ranger wasn't hurt.  In fact, the ranger looked eerily replenished, as if he'd just been baptized by a benevolent savior. 


  No bullet hole riddled the ranger's body, no wound sullied his form.


  The orphan now saw the pygmies, unseen by the ranger, kneeling down on either side of the man.  From their anxious, worried expressions it was clear that the little ones were making sure the ranger was okay.


  What the orphan didn't know was that elf-weapons don't shoot projectiles.  Elf-guns operate on principals antithetical to mortal weaponry.  Elf-weapons are designed to suck the bad from peoples' hearts.  Like a bolt of rejuvenating tonic, the blast of an elf-pistol removes injury.


  At that moment, in fact, amidst the raging red storm, the little boy from Cleveland probably could have surmised as much, because he now saw the ranger sitting up with a beatific smile on his face, a smile that said volumes – here was a man who needed to tell his wife he loved her, who needed to visit the ocean. 


  Like a blind man who had just been dipped in a miracle spring, the ranger could suddenly see everything clearly, and he seemed to fix his gaze on the pygmies, as he wiped a tear of joy from his wind-burned features and started to say, "Who the hell are yy —?"


  "Dooley!"  The younger elf, the one with all the questions, interrupted the scene.  "Pssssst!"


  "One moment, Shamus!"  The elder elf did not take his fervid gaze off the ranger.  He spoke above the noise of the storm.  "Are ye all right then, Sir?"


  "Y-yes."  Apparently the ranger could see fleeting glimpses of the ghostly elf.  "Y-y-yes I am."


  "Dooley look!"


  At last, the elder sprite glanced up from the fallen lawman and saw that his comrade was indicating something off in the middle distance, in the vague halo of twilight a hundred yards off, made all the more ethereal by the last shreds of dust storm raking across the sunset.


  The storm was passing, the tail already departing, moving eastward, like the caboose of a demonic train receding into the dusk, leaving the landscape a sand-blasted shambles.  And out there on the edge of a downtrodden little ranch – its modest corral void of life-stock, its ground seared by the relentless drought – lay a tangle of barbed-wire blown up against a split-rail gate.


  In the nucleus of that knotted mess – caught like a bug in a web — lay the dying amnesiac.


  "Come, Shamus," the elder one murmured with a reverence approaching prayer.  "Time to finish it."


  
     
  


  At precisely 6:59 PM, as the man who killed Santa Claus lay snarled and spent in the tangle of barbed-wire, the small dark assassins approached cautiously from the east.  To the amnesiac they looked like evil spirits emerging from the dwindling extremities of the dust storm, and he considered struggling, but he realized almost simultaneously with that innate impulse that the running was over, and it was time to surrender to Fate, and it was time die for his sins. 


  He tried to hold his head up as the tiny ones loomed in the wan, filtered twilight.  As they drew near, the dusky light shimmered on the tulip-shaped muzzles of their infernal weapons.  "Easy there, Captain," the old man thought he heard one of them say.  "Go easy there, Sir."


  The old man started to weep.  "I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry I didn't mean to I didn't mean to do it…."


  The bounty hunters paused on either side of the knotted mess of wire coated with bloody dust, each one kneeling with musket cradled.  The storm had almost completely diminished now, and the silence that fell upon that wasted terrain seemed to stretch all the way to the Rio Grande.  Within that alien hush, the sound of voices softly droning, far off in the ether, could be heard.


  "Be still now, be still," muttered the older one.  He gently loosened the tangle.  The old man felt the pressure ease off his skeletal limbs, his bony hip-points and his scourged bare feet.


  "I didn't mean to kill him."  The old man's dust-clogged voice was barely a ragged croak.  The distant voices were more discernible now, they were singing, singing "The Carol of the Bells."  The sound wafted over the barrens like a salve on the wounded land.


  "You didn't kill 'im, Captain," the younger one said as he gently cradled the old man's shoulders and helped him sit up in the dust.


  All at once the land seemed to go still, the very air calming as though a switch had been thrown.


  "I didn't?"  Confused, dazed, the amnesiac glanced over his shoulder and saw the ramshackle ranch house fifty yards away on the edge of a rotten, wind-scarred fence.  It rose out of the gloom like an apparition – the hand-hewn logs and timbers frosted with dust – a single window burning with candle-light.  The silhouettes of a poor migrant family were visible inside that window, singing around a meager Christmas tree.


  The realization washed over the old amnesiac like a warm wave.  It was December 24th, 1932.  Christmas Eve.  "Is this a dream?" the old man wanted to know.


  The elves sat down in the dirt next to him.  "I surely wish it was," the older elf said with weary sigh, brushing the dust from his Jodhpur pants.  "Ye gave us all quite a scare, Captain."


  "I didn't kill Santa?"


  Shamus the Elf smiled at him then, the warmest smile ever proffered in the mortal world.  "You didn't kill Santa, Sir – you are Santa."


  The old man froze.  Before another word was spoken, the synapses deep inside his brain fired like a barely smoldering ember coming to life: a memory of a midair collision, Christmas morning, four long years ago, swooping down off the frozen Pacific, the reindeers blind in the blizzard, navigating by instinct over British Columbia.


  "Way it happened, Sir," chimed in the one named Dooley, "was you didn't see the new radio tower they put in north of Prince George – they call it progress – but the world ain't ready for such progress, you ask me."


  "Oh Lord, oh Lord, oh Lord," the old man uttered, remembering how the tower had come out of nowhere, striking the front flank of his team that terrible morning, and how the sleigh had fallen out of the sky, engulfed in sparks and fire, and how the old man had hit his head on the great iron struts, thrown senseless into a drift, the impact wiping away his memory, leaving behind only the crumb of a false impression: that he had somehow brought about the accident.  "I remember now oh God I remember," he moaned, the carol warbled on the wind around him.


  Shamus the elf spoke up.  "Sir, I don't mean to be presum – presummp –"


  "Presumptuous is what yer trying to say, ya Git," the older elf corrected.


  Shamus nodded.  "Right, it's just that – that – that —"


  "Captain, what the lad is trying to say in his awkward manner is ya probably best be comin' along with us, seein' how it's the sacred evenin' and all, and we still got time to do some good."


  The old man stared at the elf for a good long time, then took in a deep breath and stretched his tired, depleted limbs.  Already his body was transforming, replenishing itself with fat.  His face seemed to soften in the half-light of the dusk as he rose on creaking joints.  "God bless ya, boys, both of ya," he murmured, using Shamuses shoulder for balance as the elves escorted him away.  "God bless ya for finding me, now and forever more."


  
     
  


  In the moments and hours and days that followed, the eyewitnesses present that night – the Ranger and the orphan and the orderly from Eldritch Asylum – found themselves victims of their own amnesia, the sight of the old man being ushered away into the night by elves fading into half-formed memories as in those of a dream.  The Ranger even tried to capture what had happened that night in the pages of a personal journal, but over the years even that documentation was lost.  He was never supposed to see what he had seen, and the hidden world eventually obliterated the images from his consciousness.  In time the events of 1932 melded into the bland stew of history – that amorphous cauldron of recriminations and subjective analysis that always lands on some outer orbit of the actual truth.  But one thing remains steadfast and inexorable in the history of the Great Depression: a mere six and a half weeks before the uncanny rendezvous in the dust storm, the governor of New York, a complex man who suffered from a paralytic disease, managed to rise through the ranks of national politics and get elected as the 32nd president – a number strangely synchronous with the year itself – announcing in his acceptance speech, "I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a new deal for the American people."


  Franklin Delano Roosevelt had help with his New Deal, which would eventually awaken the country from the ghastly slumber of the Depression.


  Christmas had returned, and Santa Claus now wore protective headgear each time he ventured out on that magic night of nights.


  


  NOTES


  
     
  


  On "Animal Rites"


  
     
  


  Some short stories I write in a fever, in one sitting, without taking a breath.  There is no rhyme or reason for this technique, it merely depends upon the story or the state of mind I'm in, or sometimes the physical location in which I'm composing it.  There's also no guarantee that this approach will yield anything interesting.  Sometimes it does, usually it doesn't.


  They say that Kerouac wrote ON THE ROAD while buzzed out of his gourd on Benzedrine, pounding out the first draft on one gigantic continuous toll of teletype paper so that he wouldn't have to pause to reload the paper into his old Smith Corona (which may have prompted the irrepressible wag, Truman Capote, to quip: "That's not writing, that's typing!").  I don't know if this teletype story is apocryphal or not, but I empathize with Old Jackie Boy, because I get in that zone sometimes.


  I got into it with "Animal Rites."


  You see, I have this terrible fear of flying.  And the only way I can deal with plane trips is by doing two things: 1) Taking a sedative such as Xanax or Valium, and 2) Writing furiously so that I lose myself in a story and forget where I am.  I've written quite a few of these "distraction" stories on board airliners.  Most of them are garbage.  But occasionally I'll produce something like "Animal Rites."


  "Animal Rites" may very well be most successful short story I've ever written.  It's been reprinted the most times.  It's been translated into French.  And it's been performed in public countless times to fairly appreciative audiences.


  It was written at 30 thousand feet over the states of Illinois, Iowa, and Nebraska.


  
     
  


  On "Black Celebration"


  
     
  


  I was weaned on punk rock.  I always wanted to incorporate punk rock into my horror fiction but could not solve the conundrum of blending those two mutually exclusive and almost adversarial mediums.  Rock and roll is a hot medium – sweaty, loud, immediate, tribal, felt in the solar plexus – while literature is a cold medium.  Literature is solitary, intellectual, passive, and felt in the cerebral cortex.  Never the twain shall meet.  And yet… I thought it might be interesting to meld punk rock with the Lovecraftian mythos.  Somehow the awesome unease conjured by the best of H.P. Lovecraft – those unnamable horrors from other dimensions – seemed just as ethereal and hard to grasp as the inscrutable power of four junkies banging on instruments, screaming about sex, drugs, and injustice.


  
     
  


  On "Steagal's Barber Shop"


  
     
  


  It probably is no surprise that I consider myself a died-in-the-wool Democrat politically... but at times I can fall somewhere to the left of Timothy Leary.  Take war.  What is it good for?  As the man says: absolutely nothing.  Except maybe two things: Destroying humans, and generating lies.  It never helps, it never triumphs over anything.  Maybe the second world war was the last necessary one.  I don't know.  All I do know is that I hate the idea of hypocritical fat cats in suits sitting in Washington, sending people like the characters in this tale into hell.  I suppose that's why I wrote this story – which is also, in its own weird way, a gentle tribute to another soldier name Rod Serling.


  
     
  


  On "The Panic Switch"


  
     
  


  Not too long ago, I filled out a renewal form for a pugnacious little writer's group called The Horror Writers Association, of which I've been a member for nearly a decade.  It's a letter-size document tri-folded into a display-window envelope.  Black and white.  Single-sided.  No frills.  It looks like something that was perhaps mimeographed at my kid's kindergarten. 


  It's a far cry from the endless stream of glossy propaganda with which the Writers Guild inundates its members.  But I guess that's the point.  Unlike the Mercedes-driving, espresso-swilling screenwriters of the Guild, we poor schmos and schmo-ettes who proudly call ourselves "horror writers" are mired in the ghetto of the publishing world... and nowadays resources are scarce.


  As a mass-market literary category, horror enjoys a reputation a few rungs below Afghan cook books.  Some believe this is because of the glut of cheesy slasher novels that came out in the 1980s in the wake of Stephen King's success.  Others believe it's due to that cinematic high watermark, FRIDAY THE 13TH, and all the brilliant, poignant, feel-good sequels it has spawned.  My personal theory is that horror fiction is currently on the down-slide — at least commercially — because of its name. 


  THE OXFORD AMERICAN DICTIONARY defines horror as "a feeling of loathing and fear, an intense dislike or dismay."  This is not what HWA folks write.  Nor is it what name brands like King and Straub and Barker and Rice do.  Nor is it the product of lesser known but equally brilliant practitioners such as Joe Lansdale or David Schow.  Horror is what September 11th was.  Horror is what passes as government nowadays.  Horror is your nightly news.  Horror is CNN.


  The myths and metaphors of the HWA are more like dark wonders... or supernatural suspense... or psychological fantasy... or whatever. 


  In fact, what I set out to do in this tale, "The Panic Switch," is combine all the elements of what have come to be collectively called "horror" into one story.  The lonely, noir, pulp hero.  The darkly fantastic surrealism of Lovecraft, King, and Barker.  The disturbing Freudian subtext.  And I worked and worked on this thing you're about to read.  When I was done, I had no idea where to send it.  That's the problem with this writing business, you have to sell your stuff to a market in order to enable readers access to it. 


  I hate that part. 


  Thank God, Rich Chizmar at CEMETERY DANCE is as twisted as I am.


  
     
  


  On "Deal Memo"


  
     
  


  Let me get something straight.  For the record, I love Walt Disney.  The guy, I'm talking about.  The genius who invented the modern cell-animated feature.  With that said:  the corporation that Hollywood accountants created after Uncle Walt's death…?  Not so much.  The genetically modified monster conjured up in the sleazy laboratories of the modern blockbuster movie industry… not so much.  Not crazy about the business model.  The way they keep product locked up for years and then release it like it's the crown… oh never mind.  One other thing: I once got a call from my agent about a possible job "novelizing" Mel Gibson's THE PASSION OF THE CHRIST.  Let us pause for a moment and consider the absurdity here.  In the words of the Christ himself: "Oy ve."


  
     
  


  On "Mole"


  
     
  


  I was baptized as a Catholic, and grew up as a Catholic, and received my first communion at my Aunt Jane's house in St. Louis with Welch's grape juice and Wonder Bread serving as the blood and body of Christ.  By the time I was old enough to drive, I had become a card-carrying "lapsed" Catholic… but the power of all the rituals never left the fecund soil of my subconscious.  All of which is why the whole idea of tangible evil – i.e. demonic entities that come from somewhere and go back to somewhere – has always fascinated, frightened, tickled, obsessed and amused me.


  
     
  


  On "Necrotica"


  
     
  


  "Name something you believe in, something that nobody could ever talk you out of."  The voice crackled in my ear, and I just froze like a lawn ornament. The year was 1997, and my first hardcover novel, The Killer's Game, had just been published.  It was a rainy morning in March, and I was on Simon & Schuster's dime in a dilapidated roadside motel in Ann Arbor, Michigan.  At that time, I still fancied myself as this up-and-coming wunderkind author.  I figured it was only a matter of time until I broke big, and then it was going to be lamb chops and Jaguars the rest of my life.  Little did I know the vagaries of the book biz... but that's another story for another book.  The voice crackling on the phone was a producer for "Politically Incorrect," a woman with the personality of a railroad spike.  I presume it was her job to weed out the stiffs and find the next feisty pseudo-celebrity to chew Bill Maher's ear off.  (Important aside: I adored "Politically Incorrect" when it was on the air; I think Bill Maher is brilliant and the true successor to Johnny Carson; but that didn't make this "pre-interview" any easier.)  My publicist had set up the call, and it was going fairly well until the producer asked me this bombshell of a question.


  I stood there in that cheesy-smelling motel room, staring out the window, thinking about what I believed in.  And I have to confess, it knocked me down.  I couldn't for the life of me think of anything that I believe in that was absolute.  I know it sounds kind of strange, but I'm just not sure if there are any absolutes in the world.  I know there are Christians out there who would damn me to hell for this, but I'm just not sure.  Folks, I'm being honest here.  About the only thing from which I could never be swayed is the love I have for my wife and kids.  Oh... and one other thing.  That everything is about sex.  Everything.  From thermonuclear war to oral hygiene, from enormous phallic missiles coming out of the ground to renaissance painters adorning chapel ceilings with voluptuous images. 


  Eye contact is sexual.  Politics is sexual.  Health and fitness are sexual.  Economics is sexual.  Art, commerce, medicine, architecture,  mathematics, cooking, eating, washing the dishes... even going bowling... all are sexual.  Sex is more than mere life force, more than biological programming.  Sex is both subtext and text, alpha and omega, yin and yang.  Sex is why we're drawing breaths.  Sex is, at the end of the day, our job.  Our only job.  And the best part of it is, it feels so damn good.


  Even an absence of sex is sexual.  All this talk lately of abstinence for high school age boys and girls, just saying no, looking the other way, keeping your pecker in your pants, whatever — all this does is make kids hornier.  All this does is point out how irresistible — inexorable even — sex is.  And the dirtier sex is, the better.  The more forbidden it is, the more attractive.


  We only go wrong when we try to inhibit it, or repress it, or contain it, or alter it, or otherwise fuck with it (pun intended).  Which is, I guess, what this story, "Necrotica," is all about.


  And then again, maybe it's just about bowling.


  
     
  


  On "Big Bust at Herbert Hoover High"


  
     
  


  If there's one thing short story introductions are good for, it's the shameless promotion of half-baked theories and philosophies.  The story "Big Bust at Herbert Hoover High" is the nexus of several of these preposterous pet theories.  For instance, I believe that all men, to some extent, secretly want to return to the womb.  In other words, it's not just women's pants they want to get into.  And this fixation often manifests itself in a fetishistic obsession with breasts.  Not that I have any personal experience in this area.  I've merely read about such things.  I have no feelings one way or another about this part of the female anatomy.  Why are you looking at me like that?  It's just a goddamn story... for Chist's sake!  It's just a stupid little yarn I wrote for one of Norm Partridge's anthos.  It's not autobiographical in any way.  You've seen one bosom, you've seen them all!  STOP LOOKING AT ME LIKE THAT!!


  
     
  


  On "Stash"


  
     
  


  In many ways, "STASH" encapsulates all my work over the last ten years.  My obsession with... well... obsessions.  My fixation with Hitchcockian suspense.  My tendency toward exploring the seamy underbelly of suburban life.  My propensity toward action.  And my love of humor as a leavening agent.  It's also a story that pays tribute to the greatness of my mentors, a greatness that I will also be grasping for yet never reach: Stephen King's clash of the surreal and the everyday;  Harlan Ellison's quirky, voice-driven fantasy; Thomas Harris's dark, literary suspense; and Joe Lansdale's funky, regional, humanistic prose style.


  The seed of the idea for "Stash" came from my buddy, Andy Sands, who was joking one day about the closeness of certain friendships.  "He's a porn pal," Andy told me of one gentleman.  "He's a what?" I asked.  And Andy went on to explain that it had nothing to do with porn per se.  It had more to do with what happens after you use the porn for so many years.  You can guess the rest.


  Flash forward several years.  I got the enclosed story published in several venues, got TONS of mail, and I noticed a leitmotif in many of the responses.  "Does this 'company' actually exist?" they would invariably ask.  All of which led me to write a screenplay in 2006 based on the story.  The movie version of STASH – my directorial debut – was released in 2009, and stars the great comic character actor Tim Kazurinsky and the late, great porn goddess Marilyn Chambers.  It is a "mock-u-mentary" in the style of Christopher Guest, and I'm proud of the fact that it does what it sets out to do: It gets laughs.  You can still find and stream this little puppy if you look hard.  Turns out there are quite a few perverts out there… God bless 'em!


  So I'll give the last word on the matter to Old Willy the Shake.  As he wrote in Hamlet: "Nature her custom holds / Let shame say what it will."


  
     
  


  On "The Beaumont Prophecy"


  
     
  


  My only comments here are the enduring power of the ghost story… and the generosity of a wonderful fellow writer and editor in Chicago named Tina Jens.  The ghost story endures, very simply, because it is about the past devouring the present.  It is about guilt.  It is about baggage.  Things with which we all deal.  These are the things that swim beneath the surface of "The Beaumont Prophecy."  And thank God for Tina Jens.  Tina is a brilliant writer and anthologist – one of her books, SPOOKS, included this ghost story


  
     
  


  On "Obituary Mambo"


  
     
  


  I confess that I have zero objectivity about this story, which represents my first professional sale.  The transaction occurred way back in the halcyon days of the late 1980's, when horror was king of the spinner rack and the shopping mall bookshelf.  God bless you, Peggy Nadramia, for your good taste and your wonderful literary mag GRUE, and for birthing my first baby into the world.  The old cliché about the first-born is true – you love them warts and all, and you love them for all their faults.  From my perspective this story represents a young writer trying to get at deeper themes and subtexts within the context of literary horror – something I've been honing for the past two decades.  You be the judge as to whether it works as a yarn – I have no idea.  


  
     
  


  On "Due Date"


  
     
  


  Years ago, somebody asked Raymond Carver, arguably our greatest short story writer, to name his influences.  In a moving, nakedly honest essay — an essay not unlike the best of his fiction — Carver explained why his sole influences would always be his children.  And not in the ways you might first suspect.  His children were grand and horrible distractions.  Although he loved them desperately, he was also imprisoned by them.  They sucked away his creativity, his energy, his focus.


  "Due Date" was one of the first things I wrote after the birth of my wife's and my first child.  I don't share Carver's brooding frustration with fatherhood — I quite like it, as a matter of fact — but I do know the influence of which he writes.  My kids have made me a better writer by making my life messier, noisier, richer, better... and sometimes scarier.  "Due Date" is an expression of the latter, steeped in Carver's powerful and poignant minimalism.


  
     
  


  On "Mama"


  
     
  


  Freud was right.  I always knew this deep down in my bones, ever since I was a kid.  In other words, there is a subconscious, and it is rooted in childhood trauma, and it is often the hidden puppeteer of all the whacky shit that we do.  You see, I learned about Freudian psychoanalysis when I was about 11 years old, and it just sunk a hook into me.  Imprinted me.  Everything I thought about — and I mean everything — gradually, eventually, inexorably, led me back to the ideas first foisted on the world by Ol' Sigmund.  And I never even noticed the irony in the fact that I became a Freudian acolyte at approximately the same moment that I entered puberty.  But that's how the subconscious works.  You don't consciously notice any of this stuff.  Until a shrink points it out.  Anyway: I was delighted to read, in a recent Newsweek article, that neuro-scientists have virtually proven Freud's theories by locating — via high tech scanning technology — the area of the brain where the subconscious actually lives.  Take that, all you Skinnerian skeptics!  Which, in a roundabout way, and maybe a Freudian way, leads us to this modest little yarn.  "Mama" is an unapologetically Freudian police procedural.  In fact, I tried to imbue it with so much Freudian behavioral detail that it would positively jump off the chart of genre tradition, and maybe start to prod at something original... or at least interesting.  Of course, I had a hell of a time finding a market for this little mongrel.  Thank God, Tina Jens is out there, moving and shaking and taking chances with her wonderful series of chapbooks, as well as her venerable reading series, Twilight Tales, at which I proudly count myself as a regular.


  
     
  


  On "There's Somebody Down Here Wants to Talk to You"


  
     
  


  May I just say a few words about Stephen King?  Stephen King will be remembered as a master storyteller – a populist literary figure alongside the likes of Charles Dickens and Mark Twain.  Just wait. 


  You'll see. 


  King is a product of our times – our paranoid, pulpy, lurid zeitgeist.  But he is also a brilliant moralist.  Which brings me to this story.  Yes, I'm influenced greatly by Mr. King.  And yes, when I was invited to write a "hit man" tale for an anthology edited by the mad, motor-mouthed master of bloody crime fiction, Joe Konrath, I was in a King-like mindset.  I wanted to write a supernatural take on the hit man mythos.  But I also wanted to write a moral tale.  Something that picked the scab off the big lie that hit men are exciting, sexy, mysterious figures.  And for my money, that's what King does (a lot better than I, by the way): he disguises morality plays with horrific trappings.  Just take a look at "The Stand", ""The Body", ""IT" or "The Green Mile."


  
     
  


  On "Glory Hand in the Soft City"


  
     
  


  One of the grand poobahs of fiction anthologies — not to mention a grand master of the whole field of horror, thriller, and mystery writing — is a jovial, down-to-earth gentleman from Iowa named Ed Gorman.  Although I only know Ed casually, I count him as a major influence and mentor.  His stories and novels meld the hard boiled with the tender better than that of any other practitioner of this craft.  Ed was one of the first A-list authors to champion my work... and although I'm biased, I think his short story "En Famile" is one of the best in the English language.  Ed invited me to contribute a piece to a science fiction antho called Future Crime, and I jumped at the opportunity.  I wanted to create a cyber-punk style story with heart, in honor of Ed's legacy.  I researched "Glory Hand in the Soft City" more rigorously than any other short story I've ever written.  Mostly because I wanted to get the science right.  During my research I came across a book called The Biotech Century by Jeremy Rifkin.  It actually changed my life — or at least changed the way I look at the future.  When you can patent life forms, and reinvent nature, you better step back and take a good look at your most deeply held beliefs.  But another reason I did so much homework on this one is because it was for Ed.  When you get invited to one of Ed's parties, you don't show up in cut-offs and high-tops.  You wear a goddamn Armani tuxedo.


  
     
  


  On "The Butcher's Kingdom"


  
     
  


  While Allan Pinkerton was inventing the modern private detective agency in Chicago in the mid-1800s, Edgar Allan Poe was in his late period, writing brilliant scientific treatises, such as "Eureka," about the nature of the cosmos.  My postulation that Poe and Pinkerton not only met, but also influenced each other and collaborated on criminal cases, is based mostly on the historical fact that Pinkerton was a big reader, and loved Dickens and Poe, and would have been a big fan of "Murders in the Rue Morgue."


  
     
  


  On "The Miniaturist"


  
     
  


  I would like to say that I read H.P. Lovecraft at an early age and was deeply warped and influenced by him, but the truth of the matter is, I was influenced more by a cheesy Ace paperback cover for the Lovecraft novella AT THE MOUNTAINS OF MADNESS than any of the master's work – a book which I actually stole from a B. Daltons in Peoria, Illinois, and was too lazy to actually even look at the text.  But that cover!  A creepy, cadaverous, green face staring out at me with worms extruding from holes all over its skull!  It must have pressed a button in my greasy little pre-pubescent imagination — who knows what sends us on our trajectories in life – but I was hooked on horror from that moment on.  I thumb-tacked lurid covers all over my bedroom and started actually reading some of the stories in these books.  And I guess it all leads to works like 'The Miniaturist' – and I suppose you should blame that illustrator at Ace.


  
     
  


  On "The True Cause of the Great Depression"


  
     
  


  Over the last twenty-five years I have been fortunate enough to have many of my novels and stories translated into foreign languages.  I remember sitting in a meeting at the Book Expo, a big booksellers convention similar to an upscale Amway meeting, sitting across the table from a pleasant, well dressed, Eastern European woman, who proceeded to look at me and say, "We are going to make you huge in Bulgaria."  I don't know if this ever happened, but I have always had good luck with my works in places such as Germany.  In fact, a couple of years back, one of my German editors asked me if I would like to write a Christmas story in the crime genre for an anthology being put together that year.  Crime and Christmas?  Seemed like just the kind of twisted recipe that I love to cook up.  But something weirdly poignant happened along the way, and I guess that's why this piece inhabits the final position.  I like happy endings.  Here's hoping we have more of them.


  
     
  


  Jay Bonansinga


  Chicago, Illinois
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