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 Chapter 1. 
 
    THE CANVAS BAGS banged against his hip and legs as he clambered up the last flight of stairs. At the top, he paused, huffing, staring down a dark hallway. Behind, red lights spun flashing away the dark. Ahead, the long hallway, rows of doors, and at the end, a window. A crescent moon shown through, casting black bars across the floor and walls. He hustled on as clouds engulfed the moon and was left in the flashing-red dark. 
 
    Peter clicked on his flashlight and read the door numbers. 690, 692, 694, 696. Okay, this is it. Chill out, relax. He turned, “Carmine, this is it. Should we—?” He looked around. Shit. His partner wasn’t there. Where the hell? Peter was alone, on his first call. 
 
    “Carmine…?” he called out. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Screw it.” 
 
    He pounded the door. 
 
    “Hello, ambulance!” 
 
    He waited. Nothing. 
 
    “Hello! Cavalier Ambulance!” He pounded again. “Did someone call 911?” No answer. He glanced at the address he’d written on his blue nitrile glove. It’s the right number. 
 
    Peter tested the doorknob; it turned smoothly. He pushed it ajar, paused, looked back down the hall. Should wait for Carmine. Then he glanced inside, and reason was washed away in a torrent of adrenaline. “Oh, fuck,” he said, and he meant it. Both canvas bags thumped to the floor. 
 
    A man lay half-naked, bloated, sallow, face-up across a sofa, emaciated legs and arms lifeless-askew. From the crimson gash that was his mouth, blood trickled. It stained his chest and distended abdomen below. 
 
    Shattered syringes and bent needles infected the floor, glistening constellations in the half-glow of the single bulb swaying on its cord. Shadows spun. 
 
    Okay, okay, what do I do? He looked at the half-naked guy then back at the stairwell, trying to will his partner to suddenly appear. 
 
    “Carmine!” he yelled. “Get up here!” 
 
    Carmine did not suddenly appear. 
 
    Fumbling to the man’s head, syringes crunched underfoot. “Jesus.” He kicked clear a spot and knelt. “Hey, sir! SIR! You alright!?” Tubes tumbled to the floor when he opened the portable suction kit. “Sir, you okay?” 
 
    Stupid fucking question: what do I do? Overdose, okay, relax, deep breath, another deep breath, ABC’s, airway first, then breathing, then something, then, something else. 
 
    In the distance, in the back of his mind, Peter might have heard the leaden thwomp of Carmine stomping his way up the stairs. “Hurry up, Carmine!” 
 
    Okay, guy’s not breathing. 
 
    Peter pried open the man’s mouth. Blood, pooled to the brim of his lips, spilled out. “Jesus.” With crimsoned fingers he felt for a carotid pulse, wondering if he couldn’t feel it because it wasn’t there, or because his skills sucked. Shit. He’s dead. Defib, where? He looked around. Carmine’s got it. Shit. Suction, guy needs suction. Still warm. Fucking reeks. 
 
    The suction unit chugged to life when Peter switched it on. It slurped and hissed and gurgled as he dipped the catheter into the guy’s mouth, making all those nasty sounds from dentist’s office just before he says, “Spit!” Red twisted and twirled up the tubing towards the collection container. “Hey, Carmine!” 
 
    Feet stomped, somewhere, the stairs? 
 
    Peter pushed the catheter deeper, gurgling violently, and the man convulsed. Peter sprung back ninja-quick, saving his uniform and boots from the stream of crimson vomit. 
 
    The suction chugged. 
 
    Sputtering and coughing, hacking, the man gagged up a mouthful of blood and vomit and other stuff. 
 
    “Sir, you okay?” Peter reached out. “Just hang on a second. We’re gonna get you to the hospital.” 
 
    The man doubled over, sputtering, hacking. 
 
    “Sir? Maybe you should sit down?” 
 
    Clambering up, swaying drunk, the man suddenly pounced forward and latched onto Peter’s jacket and throat.  
 
    “What the—” Peter staggered back, swinging, missing, as the man bulled forward, squeezing, squeezing. Peter slammed against the wall, and the man leaped onto him, latching onto his shoulder. “Jesus!” With his teeth! 
 
    “Goddamn!” Peter tore his shoulder free but not his throat. 
 
    The man hurled him to the floor, shattering syringes, and pounced atop him. 
 
    Peter gurgled, fought, pinned by the throat, punching, kicking, wriggling. 
 
    Growling, the man bore his full weight on Peter’s neck. The twin vises squeezed tight, tighter, and Peter’s vision squeezed dark, darker. His arms flailed spaghetti limp, then his legs, his body. Before darkness consumed him, head lolling back, he saw the man’s horrible pink grimace, his orange teeth bared, the viper’s smile descending. 
 
    The suction unit chugged on. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Darkness … voices muttering … incomprehensibabble … “Hey, kid” … Mmmm smells like barbecue … Schluck!  
 
    “Hey, kid … kid, wake up!” a voice called. 
 
    More pain. 
 
    “Don’t like that much do ya, kid?” the voice said. “Wake up, kid, and I won’t do it again” 
 
    Carmine…? Man, my shoulder hurts. 
 
    “Good. You alright, kid?” 
 
    Carmine? 
 
    “Easy now, sit up slow. Yeah, that’s it. Nice, deep breath, Pete. There you go. Another one.” 
 
    “What the … huh?” 
 
    “Shhhh. Low.” 
 
    “What happened?” Peter sat up with someone’s, Carmine’s, help. The room reeked of acrid smoke. “Uhhg.” 
 
    “Feel better?” Carmine glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “Hmmm? What?” Peter leaned back against Carmine’s pudgy hand, propping him up. 
 
    “Easy.” Carmine’s breath was close and reeked of garlic. 
 
    Peter almost gagged. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “HHHHLLLLLLLAAAH!” Peter puked, and then he puked some more. “Urrg…” He wiped his chin. “God.” Blaring light from a flashlight glared in his eyes. Peter blocked it with his hand. 
 
    Men chattered in the dark. 
 
    “What happened?” Peter rubbed his right shoulder. 
 
    “You almost bought it, kid,” Carmine said. “If it wasn’t for the cops,” he thumbed over his shoulder, “you’d be toast.” Carmine groaned to his feet and turned towards the glare, “He’s okay, guys, you can take off.” 
 
    “He clean?” 
 
    Peter couldn’t see a face for the light. 
 
    “Yeah, spotless, Sarge,” Carmine said. “Just bumped his head a bit.” 
 
    “I’ll need a 69-A on him, anyways, Carmine.” Papers rustled in the dark. The sarge held out a thick sheaf. 
 
    “What’s a 69—?” Peter started, but Carmine punched him in the arm. 
 
    “Sure thing, Sarge.” Carmine took the papers. “Checked him head to toe, though. Not a scratch. Could save yourself some paperwork. Almost shift change.” 
 
    The sergeant lowered the sheaf of papers and glanced at his watch. “You’re absolutely sure?” He nodded to his partner, silent in the doorway. “Okay, Carmine, we’re out. Tell him to watch it next time, though. This ain’t a fucking kid’s game, and he sure as hell ain’t ready for the big-boy league.” 
 
    “I’ll talk with him.” 
 
    “Building’s clean, squad three’s out,” the sergeant said into the mike at his shoulder. Then he was gone. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Peter glanced round the room. With the flashlight out of his eyes, he could see again. The room, something was different about it. The dead guy, or not-so-dead guy, was gone along with the couch, the ceiling, parts of the floors, the walls, most of them. 
 
    It was as though he sat within the vulture-gleaned ribcage of some long-dead giant. Wall studs like bones lay bare, charred, cracked, jutting from floor to ceiling. The skin of drywall and plaster was blasted mostly away. “Jesus.” Soot stained everything. Looking out past the charred bricks, Peter could see the river, buildings, the red lights of his ambulance whirling below. 
 
    “Police Line Do Not Cross” tape spiderwebbed from wall to wall. 
 
    “Jeeze, who were those guys?” Peter rubbed his shoulder. “Cops? SWAT team?” 
 
    “Containment squad.” 
 
    “Containment? What happened to the dead guy?” Peter asked. “He grabbed me. He wasn’t dead. Not even close. I thought, I mean he wasn’t breathing, had no pulse, I thought.” 
 
    “Well, he’s dead now, kid, don’t you worry. Cops cooked him good.” Carmine held out a hand and pulled him to his feet. “Easy.” 
 
    “Cops torched this place pretty good, huh?” Peter steadied himself on Carmine’s shoulder. “For one guy — huh?” Something moved in the next room. What it was he couldn’t see. It was dark in there, too, darker. 
 
    “The Padre.” Carmine followed his gaze. 
 
    Peter stepped involuntarily in that direction, but Carmine stopped him with a hand to his chest. “Easy, kid. You don’t need to see that.” 
 
    “But what—?” 
 
    “Last rites, kid,” Carmine whispered. 
 
    “On the what? The dead guy?” His shoulder was throbbing. There was something soft and bulky beneath his shirt. 
 
    “No, he got his a long time ago,” Carmine said. “Bunch of junkies. Got what was coming to them. Should’ve known better. Stupid bastards.” Carmine frowned. “Let’s go, kid, grab the bags and the stair-chair, I’ll take the suction.” 
 
    “Sure, okay.” Peter’s craned his neck. Within the room, a man knelt over something, muttering words, dark words Peter couldn’t make out. 
 
    Garbed in black, a wide-brimmed preacher’s hat on his brow, the man rose. He was tall, very tall; the ceiling seemed too low to contain him. In his hand, he bore a cane. With a swift jerk he stabbed down, thunk, skewering something on the floor and in one clean motion whisked free a blade from within the cane, an arc of light in the darkness and swept downward, schluck! Then he doffed his hat and bowed his head. 
 
    “Ashes to ashes,” the Padre donned his hat, “they all fall down.” 
 
    The Padre, face wreathed in shadow, turned. Through a blown-out section of the wall, ducking, he stepped, boots sloshing with each step. Laying a hand on Peter’s shoulder, the Padre moved past. “Do not go in there, my son,” rumbled a voice from the depths of the shadow of the preacher’s hat. Then he was gone, out the door, glistening footsteps trailing in his wake. 
 
    “What’d you—?” 
 
    “C’mon Pete.” Carmine pulled him around. “We gotta go. Grab the bags.” 
 
    “But, I want to see.” 
 
    “Grab the bags.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever.” Peter grabbed the first-in bag and slung it over his shoulder. “Ahhh! What the hell?” He collapsed to a knee. “Jeeze.” He pulled his collar down a bit and peered inside. 
 
    “Not here, Pete.” Carmine yanked Peter’s collar back up. 
 
    Peter jerked away and examined his shoulder; it was bandaged. 
 
    “You got bit, Pete.” His dark glance lingered on Peter’s shoulder. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I said,” Carmine snatched a glance into the hallway then back at Peter, his voice a constricting to a whisper, “you got bit, by the dead guy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2. 
 
    “SO, KID, YOU HUNGRY?” Carmine turned the steering wheel. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Peter grunted. 
 
    Carmine hadn’t uttered a word since they’d left the emergency room. It was past midnight. Peter hadn’t uttered a word, either. He’d just fumed in the passenger seat as they cruised back to base. There, a pair of crusty couches with springs poking through eagerly awaited their arrival. Peter scowled sidelong at his partner. Like you need to eat. 
 
    “Well, I’m hungry,” Carmine said. 
 
    That’s shocking. 
 
    Carmine turned the steering wheel with the heel of his palm, disregarded all the well-marked, empty spaces, and parked in the fire lane in front of a restaurant. A huge neon sign read, Cha Chi’s. “How’s the shoulder, kid?” 
 
    “Which one? The one the psycho-guy bit, or the one the ER doc jabbed fifty needles in?” 
 
    “I’m gonna grab a bite before we head back to base.” Carmine pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. 
 
    “You do that,” Peter said. Their trip to the emergency room and his blood tests had not brightened his spirits. The results were pending. 
 
    Carmine raised an eyebrow. “Still pissed, huh?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You don’t even know why you’re pissed.” 
 
    Peter just scowled. 
 
    “Sure you don’t want anything?” Carmine grabbed the portable radio, clicked it on, and hooked it on his belt. “They’re good. Ever have a chimichanga? Hmm? Deep-fried burrito covered in cheese, lotsa vitamins.” 
 
    “I know why I’m pissed.” Peter folded his arms and glared at the dashboard, studying its intricate vinyl patterns. 
 
    “Look, kid—” 
 
    “No, you look,” Peter said. “I’m not a kid. I’m twenty-one. You’re my partner. You could’ve backed me up back there.” 
 
    “You ran off, kid.” 
 
    “You were taking your damned time.” 
 
    “I’m fat.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, um,” Peter said. “What about that cop? He insults me, and you agree with him? And then the emergency doc. What the hell’s a 69-A, anyways?” 
 
    “Forget about it,” Carmine said. 
 
    “Well, what if I get in trouble, or something?” Peter asked. 
 
    “You don’t understand.” 
 
     “Why, cause I’m a kid?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Screw you.” 
 
    “Kid, what’s the first rule on any call?”  
 
    “Don’t throw your partner under the bus.” 
 
    Carmine just stared at him for a moment. “I’m going to get chimichangas. Think about it.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The worn spine of the hardbound book creaked shut on Emily Tine’s lap. Taking a deep breath and removing her glasses, she marked the page with an old Chinese food menu. 
 
    Some would say it was a rousing book. It was a compilation of stories chronicling the deeds of knights in days of yore, the Knights of the Round Table. They were stories about the destinies of men, great men. 
 
    Emily read it every night after her shift. She would curl up with it upon her lap, by the light of the small lamp next to his bed. Tonight was a little later than usual. 
 
    Emily had worked at the Benson Manor nursing home almost twenty years now and knew every story by heart. She could tell you that on page one hundred and twenty-one, halfway down, there was a tear. The bottom half of the page was missing. Emily knew what happened there, though. She knew that Sir Tristram had defeated Sir Marhaus while receiving a grievous wound of his own, but had survived. Emily knew because she’d gone to the library years ago, when her hair was not so gray, and her glasses not so thick. She had taken out the book and memorized the parts missing so she would know what happened. Yes, Emily knew that book as well as she knew her prayers. She never skipped a night, even coming in on her off days. 
 
    Emily Tine hated that book. It was far too gory. Everyone always fought. Moreover, there was never a happy ending. Never. Even the good people, the nice people, fought, and they usually got it the worst. 
 
    It might seem like a happy ending, but if you read just a little further on, you always found you were wrong. After Arthur becomes king and marries Guinevere, she cheats on him with his best friend. Merlin gets locked away. Tristram gets murdered. Galahad, after finding the Grail, just disappears. 
 
    It was not a nice book. 
 
    She read it, though, every night because one of her patients loved it. His name was Elliot Spears, and he was a vegetable. Emily never ever referred to him as such, but the rest of the staff did. 
 
    Elliot stared out the window all day long. He never spoke, never moved, never blinked, never complained, never lied, never cheated, never disappointed, and he never hit her. Except when he had one of his seizures. Emily knew they hurt him, and so they hurt her, too. 
 
    Elliot loved that book, though; she just knew it. A sense of calm suffused him as she read aloud, when Lancelot lay next to Guinevere. A tremor ran through his body whenever Gawain took up the challenge of the Green Knight and when Arthur fell. Subtle maybe, but it was there. Emily prayed that someday Elliot might awaken, might just blink and wake up. 
 
    “Howdy, Em,” he might say. He’d thank her, and they would go off together somewhere. Somewhere warm and bright and clear. She saw something within those glassy green eyes. She saw life; she saw laughter; she saw love. 
 
    “One day, Elliot, it’s our destiny.” She placed the book on the nightstand next to his bed and turned off the lamp. 
 
    “Hello?” came a voice. 
 
    “Oh!” Emily jumped; she was a bit jumpy. “Sorry I woke you, Mr. Reynolds. It’s just me. Just reading to Elliot.” 
 
    “Oh, Em, that you, eh?” Mr. Reynolds said. “What time is it? Can’t see, my glasses?” 
 
    “Neither can I, Mr. Reynolds.” Emily looked at her watch. “It’s quarter past one.” 
 
    “You’re here late again, Em. When do you sleep?” 
 
    “Oh, I can never sleep when I get home, anyways, Mr. Reynolds.” 
 
    “Remember, call me Nate.” 
 
    “Okay, Nate.” Emily smiled. 
 
    “So, how’s that cat of yours? Give birth, yet?” 
 
    “No, any day now, though. She’s fit to pop.” 
 
    “Well, why not go home, get some sleep?” Nathaniel said. “Or try to anyways. You do too much.” 
 
    “I just like to reading. Helps me wind down before I go, you know?” She glanced at Elliot. “I’m sure he doesn’t realize anything.” 
 
    “I’m sure he does.” 
 
    Emily dabbed at a sparkling eye with a tissue. “Thanks, Mr. Reynolds.” 
 
    “Y’know, Em, you’re just about the only good thing about this damned place.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Reynolds.” She adjusted the pillow behind Elliot’s head. “Wish I could take you all home with me. Goodnight,” she whispered and headed towards the door. 
 
    “Goodnight, Em,” Nathaniel said. “And be careful walking to your car. Read the papers, that nut’s still on the loose.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Reynolds. I will.” She stopped at the door. “Can I get you anything before I go?” 
 
    “Could you ask one of the nurses to get me a glass of water?” 
 
    Emily shook her head. “No, I’ll get you one myself,” she said, and she did. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Well?” Carmine stuffed his mouth with a chimichanga, orange meat juice drooling down his chin. He pulled the door shut. 
 
    “Well, what?” Peter just stared straight ahead. 
 
    “Still pissed, huh?” Carmine said with his mouth full. In a perfect parabola, a piece of meat shot from his mouth and landed on Peter’s lap. 
 
    Peter wiped it off in disgust. 
 
    “What’s rule number one?” Carmine wiped his chin with the back of his hand. 
 
    “What? ABC’s?” Peter rolled his eyes. “Airway, Breathing, Circulation. I suctioned the guy.” 
 
    “Before that,” Carmine said. “Before you even step foot out of the ambulance and go tearing off.” 
 
    Peter shot him a hot glare. 
 
    “Has to be safe, kid,” Carmine said. “We do any more calls, you don’t step foot out of this bus unless I tell you, got it?” 
 
    “Look, if you don’t trust me—” 
 
    “I don’t trust you,” Carmine said. “You haven’t given me reason to trust you. Trust is earned. And you think you’re not happy? I’ve got to run through this hellhole holding your hand.” 
 
    “Look, if you don’t want to be my partner—” 
 
     “I’m not your partner,” Carmine said. “Partners watch each other’s backs. They don’t run off. My partner banged out. That’s the only reason we’re together. From now on, just make damn sure you do what I tell you.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Emily pulled her worn, pink winter coat off a peg and draped a scarf across the back of her neck. A buzzer went off on the counter next to the television and the two nurses sitting there fiercely ignored it. Emily pulled on her coat. 
 
    One nurse glanced at the blinking light. “One-eighteen. Mr. Reynolds. Crapped himself again.” She stuffed a cheese curl into her mouth. “It’s your turn, Maureen.” 
 
    The other nurse pointed at the television and guffawed. 
 
    “Goodnight Jean,” Emily said. “Goodnight Maureen.” 
 
    “It’s your turn,” Jean said to Maureen. 
 
    “No, I got Mr. Dean a … a glass of milk.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Before, during Letterman.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I did. You were in the bathroom.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t.” Maureen reached into the bag of cheese curls. 
 
    Jean yanked it away. 
 
    “Look, I’ll go see what it is.” Emily unzipped her coat. “Honestly…” 
 
    “Maureen will get it, won’t you, Maureen?” Jean said. “Go home, Emily. Say hi to your cats.” 
 
    Maureen rose slowly, licking the cheese off her fingers. “Fine, I’ll go. You better tell me what happens, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Jean said. 
 
    Emily headed out. 
 
    “Ooooh! Maureen! Quick, come here!” Jean wolfed down more cheese curls, eyes glued to the television, “It’s Antonio Sabato Junior!” 
 
    “Ooooh!” Maureen’s rubber shoes squeaked as she ran back. 
 
    “What did Mr. Reynolds want?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Maureen said, “I’ll go check in a second.” She sat down next to Jean. “Gimme some more cheese curls.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Emily! GO BACK!” Nathaniel shouted as Emily walked past his window. “Emily!” He frantically squeezed his nurse-call button again. “Nurse! TURN AROUND!” 
 
    “God-damn you stupid fucking bitches!” he roared. No one came, though. His glass of milk and bedpan were already on the floor by the window. Emily hadn’t heard them slam into the glass. She’d kept walking by, toward her car, toward Him. 
 
    “Emily!” Nathaniel grabbed the bed rails and hauled himself over the side of the bed, crashing to the floor. “Emily! Stop!” He pulled himself across the floor, his braced legs twisting in excruciating pain. 
 
    “Stop! Stop!” His fingers scrabbled at the windowsill. Nathaniel couldn’t see what was happening outside, and if he could have, he couldn’t help anyway. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Wanna hop out and open the garage?” Carmine finished chewing the last of his chimichangas and crumpled up the wrappers into one giant, greasy, orange ball. 
 
    Wanna bite me? Peter slid out. 
 
    “Hey, Pete, you finish all the paperwork?” Carmine asked out the window. 
 
    Peter stopped mid-stride, pivoted, and marched back to the ambulance. He pulled the tin paperwork folder from between the seats. “Hope it stays quiet,” Peter muttered. 
 
    “Great,” Carmine shook his head, “you just jinxed us.” 
 
    “What? You superstitious or something?” 
 
    “Damn right I am, and you will be, too, working the bus,” Carmine said, looking up as if in fear. “EMS gods’ll never let us get away with that.” He grinned. 
 
    Peter gave Carmine an eyeful of despondence. EMS Gods? What a loser. “Yeah, well, sorry, I guess.” He meandered back toward the front door of the base. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Bleary-eyed, Emily rattled her keys as she walked through the empty parking lot. The jingling gave her some small comfort. It covered those background noises that spooked her, and all noises spooked her. She walked faster. 
 
    “Should’ve asked Jean to come with me, or Maureen, not that they would have,” she said out loud, just to hear something. As a child, she had learned to sleep with a finger in the ear not pressed against her pillow. She didn’t mind monsters so much, as long as she didn’t hear them. Or see them. 
 
    “Whistle while you work, just whistle while you work,” she sang to herself. 
 
    Lights were scarce behind the brick monstrosity, and emaciated tree branches crept over the high wooden fence like grasping, skeletal claws. She hated parking way back here, especially on her night shifts, but management made her. 
 
    She stared down the row of mostly empty spaces to her white Dodge Aires parked next to the dumpster. A chill took her as the few brown leaves left clinging to the trees shook in the cold November breeze. She clutched her keys in a white-knuckled grip. She imagined footsteps behind her as she reached her car door. 
 
    She didn’t look back, though; she just couldn’t. Her chest heaved. “Come on, come on,” she said, scrabbling the key tip against the lock. The key went into the lock halfway and jammed. 
 
    It was upside down! 
 
    Yanking and twisting it, nearly crying, “Come on, come on,” she peeked over her shoulder. And saw nothing. 
 
    “Fraidy-cat, come on, come on.” She wiped her hands on her scarf then yanked the key again. It came free. She flipped it, pushed it in, and turned it with a thunk. 
 
    The door creaked open, and Emily slipped in. She pulled it shut, locked it, took another deep breath. Safety, a blanket of safety spread over her, and she relaxed, both hands caressing the steering wheel. She put the key in the ignition and turned. It started right up, and if it didn’t purr like a kitten it can be forgiven, for it soothed Emily more than a bubble bath and a glass of Asti. A ten-minute drive and she’d be home. 
 
    Emily pressed the brake, popped the shifter into reverse, threw her right arm over the seat, and screamed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Oh, this is gonna be so nice. Just a few hours. The paperwork was done. Finally. Peter unzipped his boots and kicked them off, leaving them at the foot of the mangled couch. He giggled to himself and slid into his sleeping bag, fluffed his pillow up, and laid his head down. Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm, EMS, earn money sleeping. 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
    Carmine picked it up. “Fuck,” he said across the room. “Fuck.”  
 
    Uh, oh, a double fucker. 
 
    “We gotta go, kid.” Carmine hung up the phone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3. 
 
    CARMINE SCREECHED the ambulance up onto the curb across the street from the Benson Manor Nursing Home. Red lights spun off the red brick face, dwarfed by the armada of blue sparkling from cruisers dotting the street. Police tape crisscrossed the sole entrance to the manor’s parking lot, set between the building and the high thick fence encircling the waste disposal plant adjacent. Two police officers in what appeared to be full riot gear stood shoulder to shoulder behind the tape. 
 
    Carmine clicked the mike, “A-14’s on scene with PD.” 
 
    “Received, 14. Thirteen-thirty-eight,” answered dispatch. 
 
    Peter, white knuckles clenching the OH-SHIT handle above his head, took a deep breath, wiped the sweat from his forehead, and popped open his door. Thank you, God. He unclicked his seatbelt and oozed out of his seat towards the blessed pavement. 
 
    “Sweet Jesus, Pete!” And Peter was yanked suddenly back, choking, into the ambulance. Carmine’s meaty paw had him by the back of his collar. “What the hell’d we talk about before?” 
 
    “Uh, chimichangas?” 
 
    “Great.” Carmine smiled despite himself and let go. “This scene look safe to you?” 
 
    “The, uh, the SWAT team’s here,” Peter said, “and a ton of cruisers. Some lights around back, too.” 
 
    “Look, kid, just cause the blue canaries are here, don’t mean it’s safe. We’re too close as it is.” Carmine pointed at the two police officers. “And see those two guys there?” 
 
    “What, the SWAT guys?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’re here, that means the scene ain’t safe,” Carmine said. “You don’t ever go in unless you got clearance from the chief, SWAT commander, or the sniffer.” 
 
    “What the hell’s a sniffer?” 
 
    “Him.” Carmine pointed to a small man, clad in a gray hat and trench coat, who materialized at the side of the two SWAT officers. Dropping to one knee, he surveyed the ground carefully then pulled a gray tile from his briefcase. He placed the tile on the ground carefully then drew lines outward from it. 
 
    “Chalk?” asked Peter. “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “Securing the scene.” 
 
    The sniffer abruptly raised his other hand, pointed at the ambulance with his forefinger, then gave a thumbs-up sign. Without looking up, he took an immediate interest in the walls of the Benson Manor, peering so closely at the bricks that his nose almost touched them. 
 
    “C’mon Pete, grab everything,” Carmine said. “C’mon, safe as it’s gonna get.” 
 
    Peter piled all of the equipment onto their stretcher: the first-in bag, the portable oxygen canister, the portable suction kit, a defibrillator, a collar bag, and a backboard. Then he pulled the stretcher, and the wheels came clattering down. 
 
    Carmine took the lead, and they walked over to the police tape. The SWAT officers did not move, did not acknowledge Peter or Carmine. They wore some kind of body armor that looked like black plastic, and strapped across their chests were assault rifles. Riot shields leaned on the fence within easy reach. Peter also noticed short broad-bladed swords strapped to their hips. 
 
    “Swords?” Peter asked. 
 
    “One cannot always rely on guns,” said the man in the gray trench coat, the sniffer, who was dressed like a CIA spook. He doffed his gray Oxford-quality hat and looked up. “Mister Gutierrez.” 
 
    “Detective Winters,” Carmine said. 
 
    Detective Winters’s gaze passed over Carmine and settled on Peter. They froze, intensifying. “They’re clean, for now,” Detective Winters said, glancing up at the SWAT team, then back down at the metal tile and chalk pattern he had drawn upon the ground. The silver lines seemed to shimmer and bend amidst the shadows. “You shall not require the stretcher.” 
 
    “Got your boy leashed this time, eh, Carmine?” said one of the SWAT officers. He towered over everyone but his partner. 
 
    Carmine grinned. 
 
    They left the stretcher and stepped over the silver pattern, following Detective Winters down the dark potholed pavement between the building and the large moldy fence. The only light came from the ambulance and cruisers behind. The tree branches seemed to crawl over the fence, reaching, rustling. 
 
    “Quietly, soft as silk, the killing began, decades past. Whispers, as throats were slit, echoed in the cool evening parks. Blood seeped from the nameless wretches who dwelt under the bridges and drizzled into the river to mix in the black misted canals that scar this scab of earth that is Colton Falls. And no one cared. Years passed. 
 
    “And the crumpled dead eyes of Abraham Lincoln and Andrew Jackson bore silent witness to the slaying of the banshee-whores who bled in the boarding houses and alleyways whence their trade was plied. Glass shattered, feet stomped, doors pounded, and guns shot, but always in the morning, sometimes later, sometimes much later, they were always found, gaunt and gray, a visage of eldritch horror riveted to their sallow flesh. And still, no one cared. For years, no one dared. Apathy, ignorance, as in ages before, became the mantra. 
 
     “Guns blazed in the night as tires screeched. Houses were strafed, riddled with bullets, and men quivered in corners, fuming, impotent. Then those shootings stopped. 
 
    “Sometimes those young men in those fine cars, suped up and shiny, after their tires had screamed, and their pulses thumped in the joy and adrenaline of explosion and recoil and death, they would be found. Young men armed to the teeth lay sprawled dead upon the cold concrete floors. Their veins as empty as the shell casings, still smoking, littering the ground. 
 
    “I shall not lie. The police were happy, less work for them. They tried to keep it quiet, to hide it, to conceal it, but word grows on the street, and death is its catalyst. But the bums and whores and gangsters talked. A festering wound, it scourged the city. And those who at first did not care, who ignored, those who looked away, began to hear, and despite themselves began to listen. And they began to fear.” 
 
    “What’s eldritch mean?” Peter whispered. 
 
    “Shhhhhh.” 
 
    “He always talk like this? Where’s he from?” 
 
    “The Twilight Zone,” Carmine muttered. 
 
    They rounded the corner of the building, and Peter shielded his eyes from the blazing scene lights that turned the mid of night to noon. More men in SWAT gear were posted along the fence and building. 
 
     “The woman is dead; you cannot help her.” Detective Winters stared off; Carmine and Peter might not have even been there. “This way. The medical examiner has been detained at an apartment complex on Essex Street. He cannot be here to pronounce her, and though death to me is chaff to the scythe, I cannot pronounce her, bound as I am by these rules, these protocols my superiors,” he said ‘superiors’ the way most people say ‘local government,’ “tell me I must abide by, limiting my actions, movements, my effectiveness. One of you must pronounce her, you … medical personnel.” 
 
    “No problem, Winters, uh, Detective Winters, that is.” 
 
    Detective Winters just stared at Peter as though he were an insect or less. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Detective Winters led them through the parking lot. Between two duct-tape lines on the ground they walked. Photo flashes popped like lightning all around them. Men combed the earth, scuttling about like insects, their eyes on the grid-work set up covering the ground. Up to a white Dodge Aires Detective Winters led them. The front windshield was spidered crimson. 
 
    “It shall take only one of you to do this,” Detective Winters said. “Touch nothing but the ‘X’ marked on her neck. There you will find no pulse. Wear a glove.” 
 
    “What if—?” Peter began. 
 
    “She is dead, her soul has departed,” Detective Winters said. “I assure you, if it were any different, I would have taken the appropriate measures.” 
 
    Carmine placed a hand on Peter’s shoulder, “You mind doing this, Pete?” he asked. “Uh, I know the car, and … her. She’s a nurse. Here.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, no problem, man,” Peter lied as sweat began to bead on his back, his forehead. Last corpse tried to kill me. Swallowing, Peter edged towards the small white car. Glass crunched underfoot. The driver’s side window was gone, only a jagged ridge left. 
 
    The woman in the car was a nurse; she wore scrubs, a pink jacket, a scarf. Peter leaned in the window. Half of her face was gone. “Jesus!” Peter yelled. His knees buckled, but he regained them, steadied himself on the door. Behind, Detective Winters hissed like an angry pit viper. 
 
    Peter swallowed the pre-vomit saliva flooding under his tongue and stood, steady, or steady-ish. 
 
    “You okay, Pete?” Carmine asked. 
 
    “I can do this,” Peter said to himself. “Yeah, I’m okay.” He reached out his fingers to the woman’s neck; a black “X” was marked where Detective Winters said it would be. Peter placed his gloved fingers there, trying not to look at the woman’s face, and pressed in. For ten seconds, twenty seconds, he held his breath and his fingers there, pressed into that pale yielding flesh. He felt nothing. This time he was sure. Thankfully, she didn’t spring awake and try to kill him. He stepped back from the car and exhaled. 
 
    “Here you go, Pete.” Carmine’s face was pale. He unfolded a run sheet and held it out. “If you need a hand with it, I’ll help. Couple things we should write.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I shall require a copy before you leave,” Detective Winters stalked off. “This way.” 
 
    “The Benson Manor, cold brick asylum of old that it is, stands in the night like some lost obsidian ziggurat of the demon gods of Ur. A monument to misery. A garden of lost hopes, misspent youth, memories twisted by hate and neglect, by hope, by mad cackles in the night. Testimony to the influence of the dark, interference, modern society. Where the dead go who have yet to die, would want to die if they had the capacity to want. A factory of misery and human waste, polluting this river not with the toxins that the mills pump, but with emotional waste, psychic waste, toxic in its own right. A burgeoning—” 
 
    “Dude,” Peter slammed his pen down on his paperwork tin, “my dad’s in there. It can’t be that bad.” 
 
    “Delusions. Your father?” Detective Winters’ pale blue eyes bored into him. “Have you set foot within?” 
 
    Peter looked him in the eye for the briefest of moments, and then his gaze faltered, falling softly down to the concrete. “I … I haven’t had the chance lately,” Peter said. “I’ve been busy moving into my sister’s apartment. She’s gone for a while.” 
 
    “What room?” Detective Winters asked. 
 
    “One-eighteen.” Peter handed him one of the carbon copies of the report he had just finished. 
 
    “Nathaniel Reynolds, a lifetime working the steel mills, a craftsman, an artist, to end here. You should visit him,” Detective Winters said, eyes piercing in the night. “Did you get it checked, Peter?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your shoulder.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, the ER doc took a look at it.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Detective Winters stalked back toward the police tape, his eyes scanning the ground for only he knew what. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4. 
 
    THE LONG NIGHT had ended. The screen door screeched like Godzilla as he stepped in through the back door of his sister’s three-family house, past his new neighbor’s cars, past numerous ‘A’s’ and ‘8’s’ spray-painted on the garage. Pausing, he stared at the graffiti. Whatever. The house once was immaculate, though that was five or six years ago. His sister and her husband had just moved in. It was cozy back then, clean. The neighborhood had gone downhill, though, and now gang markers and litter and a million other things poisoned the view. 
 
    Peter sighed; his socks were sopping cold with sweat. Definitely bring spares next shift. Up the stairs, he squished. He turned the key in the lock and stepped into his sister’s apartment. His keys jingled as he threw them onto the kitchen counter. He locked the door and slid the chain on. 
 
    Food? No. Sleep? Yeah. Shower? Maybe. The bright morning sun shone in through the windows. With his skin clammy, pale, and his eyes sore, and a vague feeling of nausea, he just felt crappy in general. Have to get used to the overnights. Damn, that sun’s bright. He tugged down the shades and felt immediately better. 
 
    Then he stripped his clothes off and threw them in the laundry basket in the bathroom. Way too much pink in here. Poor Kenny. 
 
    He took a shower. 
 
    He toweled off. 
 
    Laundry needed doing already, and he’d only been there a day. Winthrop’s litter box needed decontamination, too. Nasty. That could and would wait, too. He flopped on the couch, television remote in hand, even before he was comfortable. Scrolling through the television channels, he found a show about stocks and bonds narrated by someone who was, apparently by their tone, dead ten years. He left it. 
 
    Not even the fight his neighbors were having downstairs and the cries of their baby seeping up through the floors could keep Peter from where he wanted to be. Thin floors. 
 
    He fell asleep. 
 
    In his slumber, vaguely, he heard pounding. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Thump! 
 
    It was summer, now. His father and he had built a set of stairs to the porch in their backyard. Peter was small then and not much help, but his father had let him do some of the work, mostly pounding in nails, immediately followed by his father yanking them out and putting them in straight. 
 
    It was before his parents’ divorce, in their old house in Amesbury. Things were different then; Peter was happy, so were his parents. Hell, even his sister Michelle was happy back then, before she went off to college. That damn pounding again, frantic now, it wasn’t part of his dream; a baby was crying, too. 
 
    “What the—?” Peter muttered, lurching up off the couch. The pounding was from his front door. Someone was banging the hell out of it. “I’m coming.” Peter stumbled into the kitchen and to the front door. The Louisville slugger next to the fridge was in hand as he peered out the peephole in the door. 
 
    It was a woman. She had a baby in her arms. 
 
    “Ayudame! Ayudame!” she cried, looking frantically down the stairs. “Por favor!” She slapped on the door with her palm. “Ayudame!” 
 
    “One second, ah, uno, uh, momento, senorita,” Peter said, fumbling more with the Spanish than the chain lock. He turned the deadbolt, then the door knob. “What’s the matter, senorita?” And she blasted through him like a running back, knocking him into the refrigerator. “Jesus!” 
 
    “Can I help you?” Peter asked, but then he turned as footsteps pounded up the stairs from the hall. Large man, very large, tattoos, shit! MEAT CLEAVER! Peter fumbled the bat. 
 
    “I’ll fucking kill you, Therese! You and that baby, I’ll fucking kill you both!” roared the man. He saw Peter, and his eyes ignited. “You fucking him? Cabrone!” 
 
     Peter slammed the door, but the man’s tattooed arm snaked in first, crack, and the man screamed. 
 
    “Mother fucker!” the man screamed. “Mother fucking cabrone! You’re dead, too, Therese!” 
 
    It was all Peter could do to keep the door shut. With one foot on the floor and the other on the refrigerator, he heaved one last time, managing to link the chain lock.  
 
    “A chain?! A fucking chain!” The man pounded on the door. “You think that’ll keep me out you fucking bitch?!” His tattooed arm reached up towards the chain, when, whack, whack, Peter swung the bat. 
 
    “ARRRGG!” The arm slipped out. 
 
    Peter danced on the balls of his feet in front of the door, his hands choked up on the cocked bat. He glanced at the phone, “Call nine one — what the?” 
 
    “Oh, baby, baby, you alright?” Therese shouldered past Peter toward the locked door. “Oh, Carlo-honey, I love you!” 
 
    “Wait! Don’t—” 
 
    The baby wailed. 
 
    She undid the chain. 
 
    “Are you fucking nuts?” Peter grabbed at her shoulder. “He’ll kill y—” 
 
    Therese shrugged him off, flung the door open, and rushed out. “Oh, baby, baby.” She knelt. “He hurt you? Is it broken? Aye, dio!” 
 
    On the top stair, the man sat. He just grunted and cradled his arm across his lap. The meat cleaver lay on the ground. “I’m so sorry, Carlo, I’m so sorry,” Therese said. “Here, come, I’ll make you something. Ice.” Therese, baby and all, pulled Carlo to his feet, and they walked down the stairs. 
 
    “What the hell…?” 
 
    Peter lowered the bat. 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The old man stepped a feather tread between the realm of coma and consciousness. Knights in armor galloped across fields of death and glory, though time records mostly the glory. Dragons were slain and damsels rescued, for that is the purpose and the way of knights. Names like Arthur, Tristram, and, of course, Lancelot. Men of action and destiny, driven men, hard men. Men like he had been, though he didn’t know it now. 
 
    Then he was on an island, or was it a desert? Sand blasted through the air, caking his flesh and uniform and the inside of his mouth as steel tanks roared across the flat scape toward him. And he led the men toward them, toward death, once again. Men? No, they were not men; they were boys, really. They followed and he led, led toward the churning beasts, the whir of bullets and bombs scattering his thoughts. They are all screaming, dying, and it is his fault. He must do something. The beast roars near, gears churning and then it is suddenly gone, washed out by voices. He heard voices, dim, irregular. 
 
    They meandered like a blind kitten down the vast corridors that lead from coma to consciousness. Alive still it was after these long years, though he knew not how many, would not have believed how many if he could believe. If he could do anything. The voice, the one voice, the soft voice was missing, missing after all these years. The voice, and a name to go along with it, Emily. It had been a comforting voice. Now it was gone. 
 
    Other voices, other voices now… 
 
    “Hey, dad, Dad? Wake up. Wake Up!” 
 
    “Please don’t shake him. He’s on medicine to help him sleep.” 
 
    “Why? He’s in here for rehab. He’s almost done.” 
 
    “It was a tough night last night.” 
 
    “I know, I was here. I’m an EMT.” 
 
    “Well, how nice for you. I guess with all the noise the ambulance and police cars made, your father had some, um, trouble. The night nurse felt it best to give him something.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I’ll be going now, he needs his rest.” 
 
    “Nurse? What kind of trouble? Why’re his legs in traction again?” 
 
    “Apparently, your father decided to take a trip to the bathroom last evening, without telling someone. Fell flat on his face. Caught his legs on the bedrail. Reinjured them again.” 
 
    “What? Why the hell didn’t you call me? Did his doc see him? How bad are they?” 
 
    “I just came on.” 
 
    “Did he go to the emergency room?” 
 
     “And, as I was saying, I’ve never had him as a patient before. I’ll look through his chart. You can ask me on your way out. I didn’t write the notes, though.” 
 
    “Wait a second.” 
 
    “I’ll just leave you two alone.” 
 
    “Wait a second. I want to talk to … fucking bitch.” 
 
    “Well, I came to talk to you, Dad, some bad stuff happened last night. To you, too, apparently. I don’t know what to do. Work called me this morning, suspended me, some stupid violation, or something. Said it was clinical. And my partner wrote me up. After I — well, never mind.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “And I’d just gotten back from the hospital. Got checked out. Some psycho-dude bit me last night. On the shoulder, still freaking kills. ER doc says I should be okay, though. Tests were negative, he said. Gave me some antibiotics and stuff, too, just in case. Says he’ll call tonight or tomorrow. Says I have to go back in two days if I don’t hear from him. Got a tetanus, too.  
 
    “And then, get this, the doc tells me I have to fill out some exposure form that should’ve been done by the police on scene. Says they’ll want to talk to me. So I have to go to the police station, too, probably. Carmine lied to them. Doc said it wouldn’t have been a big deal if I’d have done it on scene. Some protocol thing. Now, I’m suspended and might be in trouble with the cops. I don’t even have any health insurance to pay for this. Fucking Carmine.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Oh, Shelly sent a postcard, says she’s doing good. I forgot it, just thought you should know, though. She’s gonna send me some money, to help out; I have a bit. Sends her love. She and Kenny are doing good in Florida. Kenny Junior, too, though I guess he has the flu. 
 
    “Well, I gotta go, dad. I’m going to call your doc first thing tomorrow morning. Get you the hell out of here. We’ll find a real rehab place. I saw that nurse in here last time I was here. She’s a liar. I’ll see you later, or tomorrow, or whenever.” 
 
    More silence. 
 
    The man’s eyelids creaked open as though on rusty hinges. Under his wrinkled brow, his eyes looked left and right, sensitive to the light. It was autumn, though; he could smell it, crisp, cold. It would be a beautiful night. In the parking lot outside his open window stood trees, a few scraggly brown leaves still attached, he thought, squinting. It was tough to tell, everything was blurry. 
 
    There was a man snoring in the bed next to him. 
 
    “Ativan,” said the man; in the back of his mind, he thought he’d heard someone say it, sometime, recently? A woman? 
 
    Pushing up in bed, he took in his surroundings; his eyes were adjusting, less blurry now. He was in a hospital, though he didn’t know which one. Tubes and wires of various sorts ran underneath his sheets, and he felt them pull as he adjusted himself. He tore his blanket half-off. Underneath the skin over his stomach, like some burrowing brown worm, was a tube. Following it with his eyes, it was connected to a clear container on a hanger. In it was some sort of brown liquid. “What in—?” He pulled the tube from his stomach, held it up, dripping, and then tossed it aside. 
 
    Tied to the bedrail by a cord was a small plastic cylinder with the word nurse stenciled on it. On top was a button. He pushed it, waited, looking around, expecting something to happen. 
 
    Nothing did, so he pulled the blanket off and stood. The hospital gown he wore was powder blue, with hundreds of little red triangles on it. A rather painful pulling sensation suddenly jolted down to his — “Mother of God!” said the man, staring in deserved horror at the tube sticking out from the tip of his penis. At the other end of the tube was a clear, urine-filled bag, hooked to the bed. 
 
    Like the stomach tube, the man pulled it out. Unlike the stomach tube, it hurt. It hurt a lot. He grimaced, but that was all. 
 
    “Hey, old man,” a voice said; it was the man in the next bed. 
 
    “Old man?” The old man turned. “Reynolds, your name is Nathaniel Reynolds. I don’t know you.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful.” Nathaniel rubbed his eyes. “Wanna cookie?” 
 
    “What is my name?” the old man asked. 
 
    “Shirley,” Nathaniel answered. 
 
    “Shirley?” He shook his head. “Nay. I think not.” 
 
    “Yup, it is.” 
 
    “What place is this?” 
 
    “This is prison,” Nathaniel said. “We’ve been bad. My legs are busted. Wanna see?” 
 
    The old man looked down at Nathaniel. “Where is here?” 
 
    Nathaniel just grinned, knowingly, and winked. Then he started munching on his pillow. 
 
    “And, who is Emily?” the old man asked. “I have names, her name, and her voice, in my head, but I don’t know why. She’s not my wife.” 
 
    “I hear voices, too,” Nathaniel admitted. 
 
    The old man sat down on a chair positioned by the head of his bed. A book lay on the nightstand, a book of knights. “Knights.” He fingered the worn cover. “A quest.” 
 
    “She said you liked it,” Nathaniel said. 
 
    Then the old man opened it to a page marked with a Chinese food menu. “I know these stories. She read this to me. Emily.” 
 
    “Every night I’ve been here,” Nathaniel said. 
 
    “When will she be back?” the old man looked up. 
 
    “She … she won’t. She’s dead,” Nathaniel said. “She was murdered. Late last night. Some psycho. Been shooting a lot of people, lately. Best nurse, only nurse in this damn place. She was getting into her car. He was in it already. Shot her and then ate her soul. I saw it.” 
 
    “She was a good woman,” the old man said. “I wish I knew her.” He started, turned. “You say he ate her soul? You saw it?” 
 
    “I tried to stop him, but,” he started sobbing, “my legs.” 
 
    “Did you see him?” the old man asked. “What did he look like?” 
 
    Nathaniel told him. 
 
    The man’s eyes constricted. “I must leave this place, Nathaniel. Fear not. For I shall return for you, if and when I am able.” He strode for the door. The powder blue johnny he was wearing almost covered his knees in front; in back it covered less. 
 
    Nathaniel looked up at him, his pupils suddenly dilating in the light. He giggled, “You’re naked under those clothes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5. 
 
    THE MESSAGE LIGHT blinked on the answering machine. 
 
    It was night. Peter balanced his pizza box in one hand, flicked on the light, and pressed play. A robotic voice told him, “YOU HAVE TWO MESSAGES. MESSAGE ONE,” then it changed to a man’s voice, “Hello Peter, this is Detective Mackenzie, Colton Falls P.D. I was just contacted by a Dr. Cummings of the Colton Falls General Hospital with regards to your failure to fill out a 69-A after an exposure last night. We need to talk. Come down to the station tomorrow morning at nine…” Beep! Another voice chimed in, “Hi honey, it’s mom, how you doing? Settling in good? How’s the job? Save anyone, yet? I just got out of work, I’m going out with Shirley tonight, seafood. I should be back around 8:30 or so. Call me, and be careful. Love you, bye.” Beep! 
 
    “Nine o’clock,” Peter muttered, looking at the answering machine. “Frickin’ cops. Frickin’ Carmine.” Peter placed the pizza box on the coffee table, opened a bottle of root beer, and turned on the television. 
 
    Buffy was on. 
 
    Peter opened the pizza box, and a balmy blast of pizza-goodness engulfed his face. He shook ample amounts of red pepper on it, then just gazed at it for a moment. It looked good. He kicked off his shoes and pulled off his socks and stretched his toes on the carpet. The sinews in his body, wound taut over the past twenty-four hours, finally were loosening, relaxing. With a fizz, he cracked open the root beer and took a swig. Mmmmm… He could feel the stress oozing out from his pores. Nothing till tomorrow. He settled back into the couch, a slice of pizza folded lengthwise in his hand. 
 
    Something bumped in the bedroom; he bolted upright. 
 
    “Hello? Winthrop?” he called out as Winthrop, the white Persian snob of a cat, glided out of the dark bedroom in his typical kingly manner. “Hey, cat, and how was your day?” 
 
    Winthrop slid under the coffee table then between Peter’s legs, rubbing up against both of them. 
 
    “Rough, apparently.” Peter leaned forward and scratched Winthrop’s back. The cat arched to maximize his pleasure. Then Winthrop looked up and jumped on Peter’s lap. He sat down. 
 
    “Your highness, I’m trying to eat,” Peter said, holding his slice over the cat. Winthrop did not seem to care and did not seem to move. He settled in. “Great.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Peter reached for his fourth slice and settled back into the soft couch when something bumped in the bedroom. Glancing over, Peter tried to both stand and dislodge the cat. Winthrop, however, was comfortable, and so Peter failed doubly. The bedroom door, ajar, suddenly opened, and three men stepped out of the dark. 
 
    “What the—?” Peter bolted up and back, pizza in hand, Winthrop glued to his chest. 
 
    The men advanced. 
 
    One was Carlo. The meat cleaver was gone, replaced by a butterfly knife which he adroitly flipped open. Two men flanked him, smaller men, but still big. They all wore green Celtics jackets. “Hey, boy. We still got some business,” Carlo said, pointing with the knife. 
 
    “Dude, I — I just moved in two days ago.” Peter tried to wrench the cat free, which had buried its four sets of claws into his chest. “I don’t know you or what’s-her-name?” There was no way out, except the window, which was locked, or the doorway into the kitchen, but he’d have to get by Carlo and his goons. 
 
    “So, you ain’t fucking Therese?” 
 
    “Yes! No! She just came to my door and—” Peter gasped. “I’m not fucking her!” 
 
    “You broke my hand.” Carlo pulled up his sleeve. A black cast covered his forearm and hand. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry,” Peter said, stepping back, all the while pulling at Winthrop, stuck like Velcro to his chest. 
 
    “You’re dead, jefe.” Carlo kicked the coffee table aside. 
 
    “AAArrrgg!” Peter ripped Winthrop from his chest, along with a considerable amount of skin, and hurled him point blank at Carlo. Winthrop, poor Winthrop, scared shitless, splatted against Carlo’s face, claws digging in as though it were a new leather couch. A muffled cry erupted from beneath Winthrop’s furred belly. 
 
    Carlo’s two goons froze. 
 
    Grabbing anything at hand, Peter hurled things, though none so effective as Winthrop. The television clicker bounced off one guy’s head, a root beer bottle and red pepper shaker and pizza box, as well. A lamp, an expensive lamp, followed, shattering against one goon’s face, stunning him. When Peter could find nothing more effective to launch than a pillow, he charged. As the man blocked the hurtling pillow, Peter valiantly kicked him in the crotch, elbowed past him, and snaked into the kitchen. 
 
    He snatched his bat. 
 
    Carlo, roaring, dislodged Winthrop, hissing, and dove after. 
 
    Peter swung round, whack, and slammed Carlo off the shoulder, knocking him back. 
 
    At the door, Peter undid the chain and unclicked the deadbolt as one of the goons stormed after. Peter glanced back and, blam, the goon shot. 
 
    The bullet ricocheted. 
 
    Peter dropped the bat, fumbled open the door, and dove out. 
 
    Blam! A window shattered. 
 
    Peter missed a step and slid feet first down the flight and sprung down another. He sprinted out the screen door and into the misty night. 
 
    Pounding softly over wet grass, past the rusted swing set then over the chain link fence, he scrambled. He slid down the muddy embankment and into a cold stream. Chest heaving, crouching low in icy water, he looked back. 
 
    The dull thud of footsteps across grass and disjointed screams in the misty night warned of their approach. Peter turned and ran, splashing barefoot through the trash and the muck and the freezing water. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6. 
 
    RINGO SHOVED HIS shaggy gray-maned head out the door, looked both ways, and then slammed it shut. “They are gone, my friend, they are gone,” he said. “Relax. They won’t find you here. It’s protected.” 
 
    Peter hugged himself warm or at least tried to. His sopping clothes clung to his shivering body. He glanced down at his bare feet. “T-T-Th-Thanks,” he said, glancing around at the shoddy clapboard walls. Protected? 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Ringo pulled off his long brown coat to reveal another one beneath. Huffing, he plunked down his trash bag on a long particle-board table. “Sit, sit down, my friend.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Peter glanced sidelong at the table in the center of the room then took in the rest of the shelter. An old television perched upon a dented metal trashcan in the corner, and lumpy bunk beds were set all along the walls. A men’s and a women’s locker room lay off to the side. 
 
    Icky, that was Peter’s general consensus. The table looked clean, though Peter still refused to touch it. In fact, he tried not to touch anything. If he could have hovered an inch above the floor to avoid touching it with his bare feet, he would have. Alas, levitation was currently beyond his means. Heck, socks were currently beyond his means. 
 
    “Told you we don’t bite.” Ringo plunked down next to his trash bag. He dug into his wiry gray beard and pulled out a metal spork. Smiling, he polished it on his jacket. Then he performed the same maneuver with his dentures. When his teeth were spotless and back in place, he buried his arm to the shoulder into his trash bag and rifled around. After numerous clanks and squishes, he pulled out a sardine can, twirled the metal top off, and dug in. “Oh, sorry, you want some?” 
 
    “Ah, no, I just ate … food. Thanks,” Peter said, shivering, looking around. Homeless wraiths meandered about. “You said you guys have a phone?” 
 
    Ringo slurped and chewed, nodded, and then pointed. 
 
    A man stood in the corner talking on the phone, twirling the green cord around his finger. He was naked except for red underwear and black socks. 
 
    About twenty other people milled about, some talking to each other, some doing laundry, some watching television. Many just talked amongst themselves or simply to themselves. A shriveled, crusty old hag broke off from the crowd and sat down at the table next to Peter. Seductively, she smiled up at him. “Hi there, handsome.” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. 
 
    “Uh, hi.” Peter itched at his shoulder. It was throbbing now that it wasn’t numb from the cold. 
 
    “Come here often?” she asked, eyeing him up and down in a way that made Peter, who had just waded through a stream of sewage, feel dirty. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Like older women?” She batted her eyelashes. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you like, honey?” 
 
    “Full sets of teeth.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re so bad.” She smacked him on the arm, and then rubbed it, and then groped it. 
 
    “Back off,” Ringo warned, finishing his sardines, except the ones lodged in his beard. “That’s my girl. Ain’t ya, Wanda?” Ringo stroked her snaggily hair. Her tooth gleamed like a brown diamond. 
 
    “Oh, you sweet thing,” Wanda blushed. 
 
    “Sorry. Look, I’ve got to make a call,” Peter said, rising along with his bile. He made his way to the phone, heard about five words the naked guy on the phone said, and marched straight back and sat down. “Private conversation. Guy likes porn. A lot.” Peter sneezed. 
 
    “Got the sniffles, Pete?” Ringo asked, rummaging once more in his trash bag. “Shouldn’t go traipsing round this town after dark, without shoes, in the rain. Ain’t safe.” 
 
    “I’m a health nut,” Peter said. 
 
    “Ah…” Ringo took a swig from a very expensive bottle of wine as was evident by its classic brown-paper-bag wrapping. “Good for what ails you.” He held the bottle out. 
 
    “Thanks.” Peter sneezed again. Water drizzled down his spine. “I don’t drink.” 
 
    “We need to get you out of those wet clothes, honey.” Wanda’s eyes were aglow. “Get you warm, get you, hot.” 
 
    Ringo frowned. “You can toss on some of my things, Pete. I got extras.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Peter said, aghast as Ringo rummaged through the trash bag again. He pulled out a yellow tee-shirt and the oldest pair of purple sweatpants left on the planet. 
 
    “They’re warm,” Ringo said. 
 
    “That’s cause they’re decomposing,” Peter said. He took them and mumbled, “Thanks,” though, and sloshed over to the men’s locker room. 
 
    A few men milled about in the locker room. Peter stripped and dried himself off with four-inch squares of toilet paper, which was about as effective as drying himself off with four-inch squares of toilet paper. Then on went Ringo’s extras, and they looked about as sexy as Peter thought they would. “They’re dry,” Peter muttered. 
 
    “So I heard Cracker J. got the rot,” Wanda said to Ringo as Peter sat down. “Poor bastard. Funny guy, did that thing with, you know, his ears.” 
 
    Ringo nodded in agreement, “Yeah, good bunkmate,” he said. “How about Fred Glinn? On the west side last Thursday, ghouls got him, cops showed up. Too late.” 
 
    “Dead?” asked Wanda. 
 
    “Yeah.” Ringo pulled a sardine from his beard. 
 
    “Rot?” 
 
    “No, the cops.” 
 
    “Did he get rites?” 
 
    “From what I hear, the Padre—” 
 
    “What’s a ghoul?” Peter cut in, staring at the guy on the phone. He didn’t appear to be getting off anytime soon. A rat-faced man scurried from the locker room and darted Peter a dirty glare. 
 
    Ringo sat back. “How long you been on the street?” 
 
    Peter glanced at the man on the phone, who was looking back at him, now. “This is my first night”. 
 
    “Whoa! Lucky I found you,” Ringo said. “So, you’re a new one, eh? Or are you one o’ those fallen angels from Bradford Hill, one of them richies? Or a junky?” He leaned forward, whispering, “You a junky, Pete?” 
 
    “No, I’m definitely not a junky, or rich.” 
 
    Ringo settled back. “Bad news, Pete.” 
 
    “Bad news what?” Peter glanced back at the phone. The man on it was still glaring at him. 
 
    “Ghouls, Pete,” Ringo said. “You see them pale bastards you run.” 
 
    “O-okay.” 
 
    “That’s lesson one and there ain’t no lesson two.” Ringo used his spork for emphasis. “Real nasty. Do you fast and hard. Worse than the junkies and the gangsters. Maybe as bad as the Railwalker. Don’t know. Never seen him, thank God.” 
 
    “I seen one real close, once,” Wanda’s eyes went wide, “nasty yellow teeth, black eyes. Tried to get me. Claws. He did,” nodding to Ringo for confirmation. “Didn’t though. I’m pretty sly. I seduced him, see? Got him in real close, then wham, I high-tailed it. Made it to Brudnoy’s, thank his great hairy bones.” Wanda made something resembling the sign of the cross and kissed a tinfoil crucifix on rosary beads she had drawn from within her blouse. 
 
    “Yeah, Pete, you see one, you run, run fast.” Ringo put his spork and sardine can back in his bag. “So, first night on the streets? Didn’t figure you for no road warrior when I first seen you. Get evicted or something?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “Well, you get caught outside after dusk, you get inside quick,” Ringo said. “Unless you’re on the Path, you get in here, or the Morning Star shelter, or Brudnoy’s. He’ll take you in, even if he don’t want to.” He looked at Wanda, they were both serious. “Gangsters and ghouls out tonight, out every night.” 
 
    “So, uh, ghouls, huh?” Peter scratched his shoulder. “They a gang, or something? Call themselves ‘The Ghouls’ or—” 
 
     “Uh, phone’s open, Pete,” Ringo said, pointing. He frowned. 
 
    Peter stood and turned toward the phone and froze. A half-circle of ragged men stood around him. Most had weapons: knives, clubs, table legs. The little rat-faced man toadied next to the naked-porn guy. The naked-porn guy stood with arms folded, phone receiver in hand held like a club. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “About what, McGloin?” Ringo materialized, spork in hand, by Peter’s side. 
 
    “Scab, here,” McGloin pointed to the rat-faced man, “says your friend has a mark on his shoulder. Saw it in the locker room when he was changing.” 
 
    “I seen it, I did, I seen it.” Scab jumped up and down and pointed like a cracked-out spider monkey. 
 
    Peter put a hand to his shoulder. He looked to the door, miles away. 
 
    Ringo stepped up between the mob and Peter, the gleam of steel in his hands. “Leave him alone. He’s a friend.” 
 
    “Lemme have a look-see at his shoulder and decide if he’s a friend,” McGloin said. He pressed closer; the others behind followed suit. “Take off your shirt, boy.” 
 
    “Take a hike,” Ringo growled. 
 
    “Scab says it was a bite mark.” 
 
    Ringo froze, silent, back still to Peter. “You get bit, kid?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, last night.” 
 
    “Orange teeth?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    Ringo turned, slowly. “You gotta go, Pete, I’m sorry,” Ringo said. “Against the code, the rules.” 
 
    “Even just one night?” Peter glanced out the window. It was down-pouring. He glanced back at the mob. The rain seemed suddenly more inviting. 
 
    “Sorry, you seem like a good kid, a bit smart-mouthed, but you gotta,” Ringo said, leaning in and whispering. “These guys’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m sorry, Ringo.” Peter raised his hands and slid toward the door. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    The mob closed in, following Peter’s every step. He backed into the door, pushed it open, and stepped out into the cold rain. He was sopping instantly. 
 
    Ringo stood in the doorway between Peter and the mob. “Sorry, Pete.” 
 
    The door slammed shut, and Peter was left staring at a huge crucifix tacked to the door. ‘Pleasant Valley Shelter’ was painted above it. He stared at it a moment then turned, stepping barefoot into an ankle-deep puddle. 
 
    The rain poured down. 
 
    Down the path, he slogged, dodging what broken glass and deeper puddles he could see. The door slammed behind him, and footsteps sloshed toward him as he turned, ready to fight, ready to run. It was Wanda, carrying Ringo’s trash-bag. 
 
    “Here, these’re Ringo’s.” She handed him the bag. “Said you could have it.” 
 
    Peter took it. A coat, a pair of musty socks and a pair of old sneakers were inside. They were dry. Peter pulled them on under Wanda’s close eye. The coat was long, crusty, and musty, but warm. 
 
    “Thanks, Wanda. Tell Ringo thanks, too,” Peter said. “I owe him.” 
 
    “He knows,” Wanda said. “Says he’s sorry, too.” She leaned forward, slung her rosary beads around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. She didn’t seem quite so repulsive now. She pulled his hood up over his head. “You know the Joyce bridge, right? Good. Down two streets, and take a left. It’s the closest.” 
 
    “Closest what?” 
 
    “Shelter. Lord Brudnoy’s.” 
 
    “Brudnoy’s, okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, just make sure you tell him about your shoulder. Saxonian to Baker street. And, oh, there’s something in the pocket, just in case. Be careful. Bye,” Wanda said, waving as she scrambled up the path. 
 
    He watched her go. “Something in the…” he rifled through his pockets and pulled out a long full-tang kitchen knife. As he turned to leave, glancing up at a street sign, he heard Wanda’s voice muffled in the night. 
 
    “Peter! Peter! Call him…” she yelled, waving, but it was hard to hear what she was saying, and Peter was not heading back. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7. 
 
    “RONNIE! HEY RONNIE!” the Chief of police yelled from behind his vast mahogany desk. “Get in here!” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” Ronnie poked his red head in the door. 
 
    “Is Winters here yet?” 
 
    “Haven’t seen him, sir.” 
 
    “Well, why isn’t he?” 
 
    “Don’t know, sir, haven’t seen or heard from him.” 
 
    “Well, he’s supposed to be here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. You two have a seven o’clock meeting.” 
 
    “Does he know that?” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” The Chief pounded down a fist. “Man has absolutely no respect for my problems. Ghouls, viruses, drugs, and some nut running around ripping people’s faces off. This is a conspiracy! And during an election year! Doesn’t he know that? Doesn’t he know the mayor will have my ass? His ass?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir.” 
 
    “Well, he’d better,” the Chief said. “God-damned feds. The mayor’s not happy. And you know what that means?” He glared at Ronnie. Without waiting for Ronnie to answer, “It means I’m not happy. I can deal with the drugs and the prostitutes, the gangbangers and ghouls, the Gallows cults and the trolls and the pixies and the Eskimos and whatever-the-hell-else this damn city’s likely to spawn next! Three hundred thousand people in seven square miles! Hell, I don’t even care about the damn disease everyone’s so up in arms about. But something has to be done. Serial killers really creep people out. Oh, hello, Detective Winters. So nice of you to grace me with your presence. Ronnie, that will be all.” He turned to Detective Winters. “Have a seat, detective.” 
 
    Detective Winters remained standing, coat dripping wet. He removed his hat, shook the rain off it. 
 
    “Tell me you got something, detective.” The Chief drummed a pencil on his desk. “First, though, why is it that you have so much trouble telling time? Seven o’clock, I said.” 
 
    “I was working.” 
 
    “It’s eight-thirty.” 
 
    “My watch says seven.” 
 
    “It’s broken.” 
 
    “Yes,” Detective Winters said, glancing at the donut box on the Chief’s desk; it was a barren wasteland long devoid of naught but crumbs. 
 
    The Chief frowned, his face red, but to his credit, he moved on. “Did you find anything at the scene or at the autopsy?” he asked. “Tell me you found something, a lead, the murder weapon, dental records, a note. Tell me you found a note. Anything. The mayor’s pissed, and it’s my ass on the block.” 
 
    Detective Winters kept his mouth closed, standing there in his gray trench coat. He knew what was coming; he did not care. 
 
    “I mean, the mayor didn’t give a shit when the guy was killing the Aces and the Samurai and the whores and the homeless. Really, who does care?” The Chief brought the full brunt of his gaze down upon the small man. “Hell, he was glad. Less work, less trash, less complaints. But he damn well cares when some nurse gets it. Not to mention that florist last week and that baker fella. Three in one week, all registered voters, taxpayers! All of them. Do you know how hard it is to blanket shit like that from the IRS? The FBI? The DAD? Of course you do. It looks bad for him. Looks bad for you, and even worse, it looks bad for me.” He took a moment to let the gravity of the situation set in, then continued. 
 
    “The mayor needs results. Election year. That means you need results. I told him two years ago you were a waste of taxpayers’ money. You’ve been here how long, now, and still nothing! God forbid some mailman gets it while you’re fucking around. The feds’ll drop down on us quick as you dare. And that’s all I need, your old chums charging in and pulling another Kingston.” 
 
    Detective Winters glanced down at his watch. It still read seven. 
 
    “Right!” The Chief slammed his fist down. “If they can’t erase it, or hide it, blow it up! That’s their friggin’ motto. Now,” he took a deep breath and waited for his face to turn pink again, “tell me something positive. Please.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched in a tight grin, then Detective Winters said in his strained voice, “Same as the others, prints, finger and shoe. No witnesses except one patient, highly unreliable, drugged. Same M.O. as the others. Cause of death, same. We found DNA, again. It is our man.” 
 
    “DNA? Fingerprints? Blood types? Jesus Christ! What have you been doing? Do you have anything useful? Anything at all?” The Chief’s eyes pleaded. “You’re supposed to be good. Almost two years and nothing. What the hell are we paying you for?” He scribbled on the donut box. “I’m sending a memo to the mayor. I want you gone.” 
 
    Detective Winters grinned. “I have his scent.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I have his scent,” Detective Winters said. “Sly quarry, but time only, now separates him and I.” 
 
    “Well, who is he? And more importantly, where is he?” 
 
    “In days of old, whether he is the same man or not, the Railwalker he was named,” Detective Winters said, pulling a bit of lint from his sleeve. “He is the one committing these atrocities. Urban legend. I have suspected it for some time, though still, I lack evidence. Black sacraments of the street upon fell winds have reached my ears and speak this name. As the leech bites into the skin of its victim, so too does this killer feed upon this city, sucking fear and dread as well as souls.” Detective Winters’s eyes blazed. “Careless in his blood lust, he ventures forth more often from his den. He has been seen. He will be seen. Word will spread. I will hear. I will find him, and I will burn him from this land.” 
 
    “Okay,” the Chief gulped. “Great, that’s great.” 
 
    From within his gray trench coat, Detective Winters drew a folded piece of paper. He tossed it on the Chief’s desk. “Have the mayor read it and sign it,” he said. “I want free reign. No more protocols. No more red tape.” 
 
    The Chief came back to life, stammering. “Those protocols are there to protect the lives and rights of the citizens.” The Chief puffed out his chest and slammed his fist down, “Why, the Bill of Rights—“ 
 
    “Bill of Rights?” Detective Winters grinned slightly as though it caused him pain. “The Bill of Rights died with the Patriot acts. Tell him to sign it.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Padre stooped as he slogged his way through the knee-deep chunks of sewer scum trickling past his legs. His shoulders nearly touched either side of the passage as he loped along. 
 
    The den was close. There was work to be done. Through the sewer grate, above, a velvet mist fell. For a moment, he let it fall upon his gray-haired head, and then once again he donned his preacher’s hat. His glance fell upon the black mouth of huge pipe jutting from the wall. Like drool from a gaping maw, thick black water oozed, splashing below. They were in there, not far. 
 
    “To labor is to pray.” The Padre’s deep voice rumbled. He made the sign of the cross and pulled himself up into the pipe. 
 
    Through the thin trickle of sludge, he trod, toward a blackness, a palpable foulness out of place even within the bowels of the sewer. It was dead worms in his mouth, and it grew stronger with each step. His cane swung in his fist with each step, but it made no clicks upon the convex floor of the pipe. The gallon jug of water in his other hand sloshed. 
 
    He stopped. The ever-present trickle of water masked something he could barely make out, the echo, the whimper of a child. Twisting the head of his cane to ensure the blade within was loose, he moved on quicker, silent, and reached the end of the pipe. 
 
    Down, he gazed. The pipe let out into a large room with a high vaulted ceiling. Smaller pipes stuck out of the walls all over, drizzling ichors to splash and swirl slowly towards a drain, central to the room. 
 
    They were within, four of them, ghouls. The pitch black of sewer-night concealed no secrets from the Padre’s balefire glare. The light of God was in his eyes tonight, and not the soul of Satan himself would protect them. 
 
    They were feeding, ghouls, junky-sucks, on children. Easy prey, weak. Some were dead, in pieces and whole littering the floor. Like vultures, they gobbled and sucked and licked and squabbled. Bones cracked and marrow was scooped. 
 
    One of the children chained to the wall sobbed the slow pitiful sob of a young girl without hope, lost in her darkest nightmare. The Padre watched her in the dark, her chained arms wrapped about her small frame, her huge pupils straining to see what was going on around her. Thankfully, she could not see. Only the noises of the ghouls feeding could reach her, and perhaps she was too young to know or imagine what they might be. 
 
    The Padre popped the cap off the jug of water and poured it slowly over his body, soaking his hat and head, his coat, and body. He dropped the half-empty jug, thud. 
 
    The ghouls, startled, mouths gaping mid-chew, gawked up as the Padre unsheathed his blade and withdrew a wooden cross from within his long black coat. Snick, snick, he lit the cross; it blazed, and he leapt, then, into darkness. 
 
    “I AM THE ALPHA AND THE OMEGA!” he roared, landing. His voice reverberated throughout the chamber as he hurled the pyro-crucifix, exploding, into the ghouls. 
 
    Arms and legs were seared off, and bodies and heads sizzled, twitching, cooking in their own undead juices. Three were wiped from existence, annihilated in that very second. One had escaped the holocaust, burning though he was. 
 
    An incinerating rat, it bared its once human teeth, pink with blood. In the corner it huddled, flesh sizzling, blazing, fumbling for something as the Padre strode forth smoothly, his keen blade held before him. The Padre raised a hand as the ghoul pulled a revolver from inside its rotted shirt and fired. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
     A ricochet and five thuds answered the roar of the gun as the Padre was knocked back, sliding into the muck. His blade flew off to land point down, quivering in the floor. 
 
    Smoke oozed from the muzzle. 
 
    The Padre lay still. 
 
    Children screamed. 
 
    Steaming, the ghoul crept forward, charred flesh cracking. It cast the spent revolver aside and grinned. Crooked sharp teeth drizzled foam and blood upon the Padre as the ghoul rose over him, triumphant. Its seared face was half skull with char; the other half was worse. A hideous black grin that none would ever see descended to the Padre as though for a kiss. “Who sent you?” it hissed close. 
 
    A twisted, clawed hand laid upon the Padre’s shirt and pulled to tear it open, but the shirt, woven of Kevlar, would not rip. Smoke poured from the hand of the ghoul as it tried to tear the garment. 
 
    “AAAAAAAAAAARrrrrrrrrrr!” The ghoul snatched its smoldering hand from the holy-water-soaked body of the Padre. It clutched its smoldering hand and recoiled as the Padre’s steel-shod foot shot up and caught it in the chest, crunch! 
 
    Corpse ribs cracked and the ghoul fell back into the chained children wailing in the dark. The ghoul crawled for the gun and grasped it as the Padre, pursuing, hurled a stake at it, thunk! The ghoul screamed, clutching the wound. 
 
    “Misil me dominus,” the Padre said. 
 
    Snarling, the ghoul sprang forward, teeth and claws bared. 
 
    Pivoting, the Padre caught the ghoul in mid-air by the impaled stake and throat, spun, and slammed it to the floor. Kicking and scratching and biting, the ghoul struggled, pinned by a thick boot on its neck. 
 
    The Padre’s sword was near. He grasped it, swung it. The ghoul stopped thrashing. The children sobbed. The Padre inhaled deep, exhaled, and with a splash, the ghoul’s head landed nearby. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8. 
 
    AS PETER SLID PAST the mountain of trash bags and broken two-by-fours, he saw the car again. It was far but closer than last time. Long and gray, it was a great shark cruising the misty night, tasting, sniffing for prey, for weakness, for blood. It had been trailing him the past half-hour. 
 
    Peter clutched the knife in his pocket, his only comfort in the cold. His feet shuffled on. He had nowhere else to go. Going back was not an option; it was only a few blocks to the river, the Joyce bridge, Brudnoy’s. He walked faster. The mist shrouded the splash of his footsteps as he quickened his pace down the industrial street. 
 
    Huge factories, once thriving centers of creation and commerce, were now nothing more than great ashen skeletons. No windows graced the sills of the mighty giants. Graffiti, some of it quite ornate, covered the walls and doors, all of which were boarded up. 
 
    Peter glanced back as the gray car made a left hand turn into one of the barren lots far behind. A weight lifted off his chest as it disappeared. Hurrying on through the parting mist, he could see the mouth of the bridge open up ahead, twin obelisks flanking it. 
 
    “Well, where now?” asked Peter of no one in particular. He looked up at either of the obelisks. Prickles on his back suddenly rose before he even saw it. Behind, an engine revved. 
 
    The car had returned. 
 
    Peter turned. 
 
    The gray car, long and sleek, windows fish-bowled opaque with smoke, crept forward from the bone-yard of factories. Smoothly then it took off, revving faster and faster, a cheetah exploding toward a gazelle. 
 
    Shit! Peter sprinted to the concrete parapet on the side of the bridge and vaulted it without breaking stride. 
 
    He hit wet mud, slid, stumbled and rolled down the embankment until the earth leveled out. Tires screeched to a halt above. His coat ripped on a jagged block of ferroconcrete, but he hadn’t stabbed himself with the kitchen knife, so that was good. He glanced up. The sound of the river rushing past was all he could hear. 
 
    A car door slammed above, then two more. Footsteps paced about; voices hushed by mist and concrete called to one other. 
 
    Pulling his coat tight around him and gripping his knife, Peter crept into the darkness under the bridge. Crawling through rubbish, he made his way forward, parallel to the river. Not far ahead, he could see out the other side of the bridge. Trash littered the ground in heaps. Peter couldn’t see any of it in the black beneath the bridge, but he felt it as he groped his way along through soft wet trash bags, old tires, shopping carts turned upside down, squishy stuff Peter was glad he couldn’t see. 
 
    Glancing back, Peter tripped and sprawled upon something large and hairy. For a moment, he lay there unmoving, exhausted, staring up at the black underbelly of the Joyce bridge. Adjusted to the darkness, Peter could make out dim shapes, trash-heaps, all around him. Then, the large hairy thing that Peter was lying on suddenly shifted, and Peter rolled off onto concrete. 
 
    “Ringo? Hhhrrrrrm, that you, old boy?” came a voice, a deep voice that sounded like huge boulders shifting. The voice echoed deep with a British accent. “You smell like Ringo, but you smell also quite unlike Ringo.” 
 
     Peter clutched his knife as a huge shape eclipsed everything in front of him. Mounds of trash collapsed in an avalanche. Twin points of yellow light flashed before Peter’s eyes, and he stumbled backwards onto another heap of trash bags. He clutched the knife, shaking, before him. 
 
    “You killed Ringo,” the voice said, “and stole his coat, and his pants, his shoes.” The shape advanced slowly, cool. A chain clinked in the dark with each of its steps. 
 
    What the hell is that? A fucking bear?! Peter scrambled up, but something huge and furry batted him back down. Wind knocked from his chest, Peter lay gasping. Chains rasped across the floor as the huge shape moved. 
 
    “Hhrrmmm?” rumbled the bear-thing, moving closer, sucking deep breaths in through its nose. “You’re tainted, old boy, infected. This does not bode well for your case. Not well at all. Can’t have you running loose. A menace. But are you worthy?” It seemed to reflect for a moment, then continued. “Your defense will have a difficult time. Yes. Who, though? Bofrey? No. Salazar? Yes. Grand theft? Perhaps. Murder? Certainly. We shall require witnesses.” 
 
    Panicking, Peter tried to speak; his lips moved, but no words would come to them. 
 
    “Have you no words to speak in your own defense?” the bear-thing asked. “Hmmmmm, you do have the right to remain silent; this is America, after all. I, however, have the right to tear your lungs from your body and cry bloody havoc. Should I deem it necessary. Do you have asthma?” 
 
     Peter, finally catching a breath, croaked, “No.” He still clutched the knife. 
 
    “Good. Do you need medical attention? You don’t seem able to breathe all that well. Have you visited China recently? Toronto? SARS, you see?” 
 
    “Wnnnd … wind, had the wind knocked out,” Peter said, catching his breath back. “Brudnoy, I’m looking for Brudnoy.” 
 
    A deep growl suddenly shook the very roots of the earth. Peter’s knees went weak. 
 
    “Slander, libel, defamation of character, don’t take that route with me boy. It’s already been done. I see you’re in league with the bloody mayor.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, does not matter. Not knowing the mayor won’t absolve you of this. Poor Ringo, you killed and ate poor Ringo.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill Ringo.” 
 
    “Poor, poor, Ringo,” the bear-thing said, “I was going to kill and eat poor Ringo. We never had the chance. It would have been an honor.” A sniffle in the dark. 
 
    “I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Of course you did. You’re wearing his things.” 
 
    “He gave them to me.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” the bear-thing said. Then it reconsidered, “Prove it.” 
 
    “He’s at the shelter, the, uh, Happy Valley Shelter.” 
 
    “You know, Ringo was a great friend of mine,” said the hulking bear-thing. “You’ll have to stand trial for his murder. Tonight. Due process, old boy, that is your right.” 
 
    “Look, go ask him yourself. He’s fine. He was eating sardines last time—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, old boy, but as you can’t see, I have this chain around my neck. Severely limits my wanderings. More of a reminder, really.” The chains rattled as the beast shook them. It looked more dog-like than bear-like, not that it mattered. Whatever it was, it chose that moment to pounce, pinning Peter against a shopping cart. “Can’t have you running. Not tonight. Not safe outside. Have to stand trial. Then I’ll kill you. Due process, that is your right, old boy.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9. 
 
    RAYMOND GURLEK was a failed abortion. To be fair, at the time, technology just was not on his mother’s side. Sadly, she resided in the days of old country science, where cocktails of crushed flower potions, herbs, and foul poultices were followed, if need be, by long sharp metal hooks wielded by men with intent, if not actual medical knowledge. 
 
    Raymond Gurlek’s mother was not evil. At least she did not believe herself to be. She was simply a young woman with an eternal problem and only one real solution. Her decision was made early, and she stuck by it firmly till the end. 
 
    Nothing worked on poor unborn Raymond, who was not even Raymond at the time and would not be Raymond for years. The potions hurt, yes, but they only hurt mom. The salves and poultices did nothing. Even the metal hooks, ungently handled by unkind men who would have made a butcher blanch could not rid the woman of the thing growing in her belly. 
 
    That was what she called it, too, while she could, the thing. The thing in her belly. Well, the thing in her belly, Raymond that is, would carry scars for all his many days and often wonder at their origin. Perhaps as a kindness from above, or below, or wherever, he would never know. Though he might guess. 
 
    After six months of efforts, Raymond’s mother started going mad. She was completely so by the ninth month, and after the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth months, she was able only to mumble short sentences whose only discernible words involved pain and teeth. The town barber and part-time dentist, a man of intent, could not help her, though he tried. 
 
    Raymond Gurlek’s mother died in childbirth. To say Raymond killed her might be an exaggeration. When the midwife pulled Raymond forth from the mess that was his mother, she made the sign of the cross. Raymond Gurlek was covered in blood. More blood than the midwife had ever seen, or would ever see, except perhaps until the day she opened her wrists, though that is neither here nor there. 
 
    The boy, like some reptile, had been born with one tooth, one jagged tooth. The midwife noticed this, too, and though she guessed at what it might have been used for, she never knew for certain, and no one could ever corroborate what she saw. 
 
     The midwife, eyes wide, was taken away and placed in a mental hospital, and rightly so. Even as they held her down she shouted the whole time, “Un Diente! Un Diente!” which means, “A tooth! A tooth!” 
 
    Unfortunately for young Raymond, many a townsperson heard the woman’s screaming that cold night, in that small town on the coast. None of them spoke Spanish, let alone understood it. 
 
    A legend arose that day of the woman who died in her fifteenth month of pregnancy, and her son, the boy who was born with shark’s teeth, and the midwife who was sent off crying, “Un Diablo! Un Diablo!” This of course, as even ignorant gringos should know, means, “A Devil! A Devil!” Perhaps it was not far off the mark. 
 
    It could be said, that from the start, Raymond Gurlek touched people’s lives. Perhaps not for the better, but certainly, he changed them, starting even before that day he was born. To say he was evil might be accurate if you believe in evil. To say he was a product of his environment might also be accurate, for he endured years of abuse from the moment he was born. Truly, it was a miracle for a young boy to survive to adulthood who thought until almost that time, that his name was the Devil. It was not until the day he was released from the institution that he learned his real name. 
 
     Whether one believes in nature or nurture, good and evil, fact or fiction, the fact of the matter is that today, you would not want to meet him within the dark, misted alleyways of Colton Falls, or anywhere else for that matter. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10. 
 
    “YOU SURE YOU’RE a real lawyer?” Peter asked, staring at the man assigned by Lord Brudnoy to represent him. Presently, the man who was rummaging through a beat-up brown briefcase with no handle, the man who ignored him, gasping with joy as he pulled an old syringe from his case and fawned over it like a newborn babe. Gently, he petted it. 
 
    “Uh, excuse me, excuse me,” Peter said. “You’re defending me?” 
 
    “What the hell’s it look like I’m doing?” The man whipped his glasses from his head. There were no lenses in the frames. He took a swig from a silver flask, belched, and said, “Ahhhh.” Then he looked up and fumbled the flask nervously, practically throwing it into his briefcase. Frantically, he buried it beneath rolls of toilet paper. “Don’t want to get caught with that,” he giggled to Peter. Then he placed a finger to his lips and shushed drunkenly while pulling a golden flask from his hip pocket. He took a swig from it. 
 
    “HEAR YE! HEAR YE! THIS COURT IS NOW IN SESSION! THE HONORABLE LORD PROTECTOR BRUDNOY NOW PRESIDING!” cried the bailiff as a door opened at the back of the courtroom. 
 
    The courtroom shook with each step the werewolf took towards the bench, which was a heap of cube-crushed automobiles stacked together. In the full light of the courtroom, lit by burning trashcans and the moon and stars above, the werewolf was menacing. Like some trained dog, it leapt, quite gingerly for something the size of a bloated cow, to the top of the crushed car bench, and then sat down. Around its neck was a silver collar, a long length of chain attached. The werewolf’s yellow eyes rested upon Peter for a long moment. Then it spoke. “Ahhhhuurmm, will the defendant please rise?” 
 
    Peter glanced at his attorney, who was intent on other business, and stood. “Uh, yes, sir.” 
 
     A hush seized the crowd, and even Peter’s attorney stopped what he was doing, which was burning heroin in a spoon over a butane lighter. “Lord Brudnoy,” he hissed, “call him LORD BRUDNOY!” 
 
    Lord Brudnoy was crouched on his bench, teeth naked to the gums, eyes bulging, hair bristling, ready to pounce. 
 
    “Lord Brudnoy!” Peter gasped. 
 
     “Ahem. You are forgiven,” said Lord Brudnoy, already settling back behind the bench as though nothing had happened. “You, Peter, are accused of theft and murder against Ringo Lister, citizen of the realm, beloved by all. Well, all might be an exaggeration. Penalty for such a crime is, of course, death, old boy. You have entered a plea of not guilty. The councilors may now proceed.” He looked back and forth at Peter’s attorney and what Peter assumed to be the prosecutor. 
 
    Neither attorney appeared to have the slightest interest in the case, nor did they in any way resemble the attorneys Peter had seen on television. The jury all appeared the same, garbed in the height of homeless fashion: long coats, scruffy beards, strong earthy tones. 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” whispered Peter’s attorney, carefully balancing a spoonful of brown now-liquid heroin, while gulping from his gold flask. He wiped his chin, “I’ll get this over real quick.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” Peter nodded. Whether he was talking about the heroin or the trial, Peter had no idea. 
 
    “Prosecutor’s a fucking retard,” conspired Peter’s attorney, leaning in while adroitly sucking up all the heroin into his old syringe. “He’s stupid, ugly, and he went to Harvard, plus,” he added with a maniacal giggle, “no one can understand a god-damned word he says. I punched him in the face. Swelling won’t go down for hours.” He giggled again with hyena-glee and covered his mouth with his hand, “He has no teeth!” 
 
    Peter, settled back in his chair, briefly estimating the number of seconds left in his life. He scanned the courtroom, searching for means of escape, suicide. He fingered the chains wrapped around him as the prosecutor stood and began a long-winded, pedantic speech that sounded as though he were talking with his mouth full of walnuts. 
 
    The jury, rapt with attention, kept leaning forward and looking at one another, eyebrows raised. One member raised his hand and then quickly withdrew it, glancing at his fellow jury members. Lord Brudnoy sat with a wise expression on his carnivore’s face, nodding along with the prosecutor’s fervent expressions and emphatic hand gestures. 
 
    Peter’s defender giggled, “Looks like Hitler up there, for Christ’s sake, minus the teeth.” 
 
    Finally, the prosecutor sat, a haughty look christening his swollen face. He nodded to the jury. Collectively, the look on the face of the jury was one of confusion, and in some cases, utter confusion. 
 
    “And now Benjamin Salazar shall make his statements.” Lord Brudnoy’s eyes settled on Peter’s attorney. “Floor is yours, old boy.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Brudnoy, your Honor,” said Benjamin Salazar, brandishing his heroin-filled syringe like a pointer; it squirted. “Ooops! Excuse me. If it pleases the court, I move that we break for a fifteen-minute recess so my client can compose himself. No? So I can compose myself? How about ten minutes? Five? Two? Six? Okay, never mind. 
 
    “People of the jury, my client stands here before you tonight accused of the theft of personal property and the murder of Ringo Lister on the night of, well, ah, when did you do it?” He turned back to Peter, wobbling, then froze. “Objection, your honor.” 
 
    “Objection to what?” 
 
    “I move my last statements be stricken from the record.” 
 
    “Overruled.” 
 
    Salazar swayed, eyes out of focus, and then pointed at Lord Brudnoy. “Who the hell are you to judge me?” 
 
    “I’m the judge, Benjamin.” 
 
    “Humph!” said Salazar, nodding and pointing. 
 
    Peter’s eyes widened in horror. 
 
    “Ah, yes, as I was saying, before I was rudely interrupted,” said Salazar. “I ask you fine, intelligent, caring, handsome,” he winked, “people of the jury; is this the face of a killer?” He pointed the syringe at Peter. 
 
    There was muttering from the jury as well as the numerous spectators gathered behind. 
 
    “And what does the face of a murderer look like, you may ask?” Salazar strolled drunkenly before the jury. “Why, I could be a murderer, despite this debonair facade, and you would never, never know. You would never suspect. Ahem. Would you? Hmm? Nay.” He raised a finger. “And Lord Brudnoy is most certainly a murderer. Thankfully, though, he has the decency to both look and act the part.” 
 
    Lord Brudnoy nodded sagely with his huge grizzled head. 
 
    “My point being,” Salazar continued, “anyone could be a murderer. Why, people of the jury, even this fine upstanding young boy seated here before you could be a cold-blooded serial killer!” 
 
    The jury began to mutter. 
 
    Peter began to sweat, “Dude, I don’t think you’re helping.” 
 
    “Shhhhhh! But now I’ve swayed from my path, as it were,” Salazar said. Even as he staggered about the makeshift courtroom, he tightened his leather belt, now wrapped around his left arm, with his teeth. Goggle-eyed, he scrutinized a ripe vein bulging from his forearm. “Ah, there we go. Now, I’ve taken a few too many lefts and gone right, as the saying goes. And I now stand here before you, not to absolve this man of murder, but condemn him to freedom!” 
 
    There was scattered applause, though not from the jury, or Peter. 
 
    Salazar continued, opening and closing his fist and pulling the belt tighter. “But what is freedom to a man who may, in fact, be a murderer, and most certainly is a thief? Don’t look at me like that, Peter, you’re wearing all of his stuff. You’re lucky we don’t lynch you right now.” 
 
    Murmurs fluttered amongst the jury. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Peter’s chains rattled as he struggled. “I want a new lawyer!” 
 
    With a grunt, Salazar pricked his bulging vein with his syringe, undid the belt, and then pushed the plunger of the syringe. “OOOOOOOOooooooooooohhhhhhhhhhhhh,” he said, a million watts of pleasure lighting up his face as his eyes rolled back into his head. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing!?” 
 
    “Don’t you talk to me like that!” Salazar slurred, desperately grasping at Peter’s table to steady himself. “Shhtole his shhhhtuff. You shhhtole his shhhtuff! Bashtard! Probably killed him, too, you bashtard. You son of a bitch! Murderer!” He pointed drunkenly with one finger and the syringe fell out of his other arm, shattering. He glanced down. “Damn … syrgineringe,” he mumbled then crumpled to the floor like a dishrag. 
 
    Silence gripped the courtroom, tears flowing freely from many an eye, tears of hate, tears of loneliness, of anger, of sadness, of despair, but mostly of heroin-envy. Mouths dripped with drool at the sight of the skinny twisted man, one with the floor, face rapt in pleasure. No one breathed, certainly not Benjamin Salazar. 
 
    “Is there a doctor in the house!?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11. 
 
    BROKEN GLASS, TRASH, used condoms, a bent and broken rusted chain link fence running parallel to the river. A sturdy old picnic table, scarred with names and numbers and broken hearts and promises, rotted and rusted. One streetlight miraculously still worked, casting a harsh white glare and long gray shadows. Hypodermic needles lay about like sparkling vipers concealed within the few tufts of grass hardy enough to grow within the grayish mud, waiting to strike. 
 
    Hookers and pimps stalked the ground nightly, plying their trade. Junkies and gangbangers under cover of night dealt here often. Corpses were found not uncommonly. This time of year, they’d be found glistening in the morning sun with a thin sheen of frost glazing their body. 
 
    It was the Leif Eriksson playground, and there were fresh tracks in the mud. The soft night mist was not fierce enough to wash them away. Footsteps from the day still zigzagged and crisscrossed, still doubled back, still ran in circles after one another. Some to the slide, others went to the jungle gym. Some stayed by the swings that faced the river not more than fifty feet away. Their owners were smart. 
 
    Detective Winters examined them all. He searched for a specific set of footprints amongst the jumble. A young child had gone missing here, earlier today. That was why he was here. It was a long shot, but Detective Winters often placed great faith in long shots, gut reactions, synchronicity, more often than he would admit. And, ‘searching,’ perhaps would not be the most accurate description of what he was doing. Hunting might be a more appropriate word for his current activities, or stalking, and Detective Winters relied not only upon his sight during these forays. Though few used the term to his face, Detective Winters was familiar with it: sniffer. It was what he was, and what he did. And tonight Detective Winters followed a scent, and it was not the scent of the lost child. Detective Winters was not paid to find lost children. 
 
    An old sock of amber silk jingled in the palm of his hand as he stalked about, stopping occasionally, his eyes fixed always on the ground. 
 
    Though he relied on his sense of smell to guide him, Detective Winters scanned the ground like a hawk searching for footprints. He found them, crooked, wide, webbed. There weren’t many. There never were. 
 
    Detective Winters followed them. Up from the dark water in a straight line, through a gaping, twisted hole in the chain link fence, and a few feet into the playground, they ran. Then they went back, back to the rushing water. 
 
    It had been a blitzkrieg. A rush out, a snatch, and then back in, barely a struggle. Perhaps not more than a quiet ripple out and a small splash back. They were sly. Somewhere in the night, a parent wept for a child who would not return, another pile of paper for Detective Mooney. 
 
    Detective Winters climbed down the muddy bank and scanned the water’s edge, breathing in the night air through his nose. Best to know where it was if still it were about. It was not. It mattered not, in the end, whether it were near or far, for soon, whether it wished it or not, it would come. 
 
    Detective Winters chose the footprint as far from the water as they went. Best not to be too close to the water’s edge, old grudges; sometimes genocide is the answer. 
 
    Detective Winters scanned his surroundings one last time. The sock he carried was full of nails. Nails of every kind: big, small, iron, silver, wood. Nails were useful in his line of work, cheap, abundant, effective. 
 
    Detective Winters withdrew a handful of silver nails from within the sock, placed them in his pocket, and tucked his sock away. Kneeling, he examined the footprint, palpating and sniffing it. Then, slowly, he withdrew a nail and drove it into the center of the footprint, twisting it into the soft earth. 
 
    Then he sat on a bench and waited. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was bright within the ambulance, excruciatingly so. Peter squinted as he squeezed the bag-valve-mask, forcing air into Benjamin Salazar’s mouth and hopefully into his lungs and not his stomach. Am I getting any air in there? Salazar’s face was still blue. 
 
    “Well, pressure’s not bad, just that whole lack of breathing thing.” Carmine pulled the stethoscope from his ears. “But, then, heroin’ll do that.” The Velcro ripped as he took the blood pressure cuff off Salazar’s arm. “Medics can’t intercept. Just keep bagging him till we get to the hospital.” 
 
    “No shit,” Peter said, squeezing the bag fully, with one hand, and holding the mask over Salazar’s face with his other. It was tougher than it seemed, tough to get a good seal, tough to get air into his lungs. 
 
    “Easy, kid, not so fast.” Carmine nodded to himself. “Still pissed, eh? Rough night?” 
 
    Peter ventilated his patient faster, air escaping from around the edges of the mask. 
 
    “Pissed at me, or just in general?” Carmine asked. “Nice sweatpants, by the way. Purple? Very daring.” 
 
    Peter tossed a filthy look, then looked down. Damn. Salazar’s face was turning even more blue. 
 
    “Just kidding,” Carmine said. 
 
    “Screw you, man, you threw me under the bus.” 
 
    “Threw you under the bus, huh?” Carmine sat back. “You just don’t get it, do you, kid?” 
 
    “Get what?” Peter threw both hands up in the air. 
 
    “Here. Hook your pinky finger in this nook behind his jaw.” Carmine leaned forward and took the bag-valve-mask. “Now pull up a bit. There you go. See? Squeeze the bag now. Feel like the air’s moving easier?” 
 
    “No,” Peter said, looking down at Salazar. Fat, stupid jerk. 
 
    “Look, kid, I’m not gonna ask what the hell you were doing there. Yeah,” Carmine nodded, “there you go. Just like that, squeeze it all the way, but Brudnoy’s bad news. Very bad news. Unstable. Dangerous, at best. Not someone you ever want to get involved with. You got enough problems to go around already.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” Carmine said. “By the way, who broke into your place?” 
 
    “My downstairs neighbor. How’d you hear about it?” 
 
    “Oh, I stopped by, looking for — to give you this.” Carmine pulled an envelope from his pocket, leaned forward, and tucked it in Peter’s coat pocket. “Cops were already there. I asked them.” 
 
    “They were a little late.” Peter glanced down at his pocket. “What’s in it?” 
 
    “Good thing they were late.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. I’m supposed to go to their station tomorrow, anyways, around nine,” Peter said. “See some detective or something about that form I didn’t fill out. You know? The 69-A. The one you told me not to fill out.” 
 
    “Yeah, kid. I’m—” 
 
    “Look, Carmine, I just had the shittiest day of my life. I was bit by some ghoul or something. My father’s gorked out in the nursing home. Cops want to interrogate me. I’m attacked by gangbangers and then sentenced to death by a talking dog. And the only reason I’m alive right now is that my attorney, who was representing me in homeless-fucking-people’s-court, overdosed on heroin, and I happen to know CPR. How’s that sound? Hmm?” 
 
    “Pete, you didn’t do mouth-to-mouth on this guy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good, I just wanted—” 
 
    “Not to mention, I’ve been suspended on my very first day of work because my ‘partner’ sold me out.” Peter said the word ‘partner’ the way most people say ‘maggot.’ “Not that I wanted to be able to make my car payment. But, and here’s the funny part, look where I am RIGHT NOW!” Peter continued squeezing the BVM, glancing around the ambulance. “And I’m not even getting paid. I mean the irony—” 
 
    “Pull the fuck over!” The ambulance veered suddenly, tires screeching, and Peter and Carmine were thrown off their seats. “Damn fucking Assholes! Move over!” roared Shotgun, from the driver’s seat. “Sorry about that, guys. Fucking idiots don’t move.” 
 
    “Ram him next time,” Carmine said as he pulled himself back onto his seat. He glared down at Salazar. “So, Pete, how much do you know about ghouls?” 
 
    Peter stopped ventilating for a moment. 
 
    “Who told you about them?” Carmine asked. 
 
    “Homeless guy named Ringo.” Peter started ventilating again. “Took me to the shelter. Didn’t get to tell me much, though. Told me to run if I saw one. Then these guys found out one bit me. Next thing I know, they wanted me gone. Said they’d kill me.” 
 
    “They would have,” Carmine said softly. 
 
    “Well, why? What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    “Do me a favor, will you, Pete? Just sit there and shut it for a second. Yeah, keep bagging Matlock there, too. Still looks like shit. Look, you’ve had a rough first day, and, I’m sorry, Pete. I fucked up. I’m really, truly sorry, but I’m about to make your day worse.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Just listen, Pete,” Carmine said. “The guy that bit you was not what you think he was. No, he wasn’t a junky, or one you’ve heard about, at least. And he wasn’t an overdose. The reason he wasn’t breathing and had no pulse was because he was dead.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    “Look, I know this sounds insane,” Carmine raised a hand, “and you probably think I’m messing with you, or soft,” he tapped a finger against his temple, “but I’m not. The guy that bit you is what, in this town, we call a ghoul.” 
 
    The siren wailed. 
 
    Peter nodded, barely a twitch. Something awful was coming, he could feel it sitting like a ball of lead squeezing down on his stomach. 
 
    “Ghouls, anyways. Some call them ghouls, some call them vampires, leeches, whatever. They’re all the same. Thing is what happens to you if … if you get bit.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “One of two things, kid.” Carmine looked out the side window. He swallowed. “If they’re lucky, they … they rot. Fast. And then they die.” 
 
    “And if they’re not lucky?” 
 
    “They become ghouls.” 
 
    “Like in movies?” 
 
    “Yeah, kid, like in the movies.” 
 
    “What? How much — how long does it take? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Three or four days, I guess. Yeah, I’m serious, but I ain’t no expert. Sometimes it’s longer, though, Pete.” 
 
    “This is for real?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Pete. If I could…” 
 
    Peter bagged Salazar, once every five seconds or so. Salazar’s chest rose with each compression of the BVM. His skin was less blue now. Peter said nothing; he didn’t know what to say, how to take it, what to think. “There’s no cure?” Peter asked suddenly. 
 
    “No, not that I know of,” said Carmine. “Here, let me take a look at it.” 
 
    Carmine cut Peter’s sleeve, pulled the bandages back, and examined the bite. His eyebrows tensed together, and he frowned at what he saw. “I’ll put a clean dressing on.” He tore open a package and applied a clean dressing quick and secure with tape. He shook his head, “I seen worse. It throbbing? Kinda numb, but kinda warm, too?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s weird, now that you mention it,” Peter said. “Wh-what’s it mean? Am I definitely infected? Maybe I’m not. Maybe I’ll be okay. Am I going to die?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Pete. I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m no doc, and I ain’t no priest. Tomorrow, first thing, I’m taking you to see the Padre. Maybe he can help.” 
 
    “The psycho-priest?” 
 
    Carmine nodded. 
 
    “Look, I can’t. I have to go to the police station. Then, I’ve got to get my dad out of that hellhole. Place is a death trap. Did I tell you what that nurse said?” 
 
    “Kid, the psycho-priest is your best shot now,” said Carmine. “And better sooner than later.” 
 
    “Well, why not the hospital again?” Peter asked. “That doc—” 
 
    “Already sold you out, Pete,” Carmine said. “How do you think the cops know about you?” 
 
    “Detective Winters?” 
 
    “Would have come to you personally,” Carmine said, interrupting. “He ain’t the type to make appointments. You don’t want to go to the cops, kid, trust me. And the docs don’t know shit.” 
 
    “So then why’d we go?“ 
 
    “They know enough, kid. And I was hoping I was wrong.” 
 
    “But the doc said I—” 
 
    “Are you fucking slow? Do you realize what’s going on? Did you see what they did up in that apartment? That’s what the cops do in this town.” Carmine took a deep breath. “I tried to keep you out of it. And I failed, and now you’re in it.” 
 
    “In what?” 
 
    “This town. This story. This fucking mess. You’re part of it, whether you like it or not. Just like me.” 
 
    “Just like you?” Peter asked. “What’s that mean? You get bitten, too?” 
 
    “No, Pete, I wish it were that simple.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, I’ve got it easy.” 
 
    “Colton Falls gave you a problem, kid, and the only solution to it is in Colton Falls,” Carmine said. “Well, kid, Colton Falls gave me a problem, too, a long time ago, and I ain’t leaving.” 
 
    “So what’s your problem, Carmine?” Peter asked. “Cha Chi’s? Burritos? Cholesterol a bit high? A bit overweight?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. Just keep bagging, will ya? He ain’t dead, yet.” 
 
    Peter looked down and started ventilating Salazar again. His face was pink as they pulled into the hospital. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It had not taken long. Detective Winters glanced at his watch. Less than five minutes. Fast swimmers, even with a foot lamed. 
 
    Upon the bank Detective Winters watched. 
 
    With a gasp, it crashed through the surface of the black river, churning it white. A wounded sloth, it crept, squirming and gibbering from the dark depths, crushing weeds and sputtering through the mud. It glistened slick black in the night. Clumsily, up the bank it pulled its deformed body, its webbed claws dragging it through the hole torn in the chain-link fence. Great gurgling bellows were its gasps for air. Long, twisted hair drangled in front of its froggish-yellow eyes, locked upon the silver nail embedded in its footprint. It sputtered and gurgled, dragging its way up the path. 
 
    Detective Winters stood and slid behind the shambling horror. Between it and the depths of the river that was its lair, Detective Winters knelt. From an inside pocket, he withdrew a lead tile. 
 
    Upon the mud, within the hole of the fence, Detective Winters placed the lead tile, the Elder Sign. Etched deep into its concave surface, far deeper than the tile was thick, were sigils that moved and twisted in the night. Security. Detective Winters stood, glaring out over the water. Security, for a time. 
 
    “How many?” Detective Winters turned, his hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    The creature froze, prostrate on the ground, shivering; its scaled left leg curled up in pain. Huge frog eyes, softball-sized, focused on Detective Winters, then down to the Elder sign. It recoiled, its fish mouth sneering, thin needle teeth revealing themselves embedded within black gums. Its legs drew up underneath. 
 
    “How many what?” it asked in a high-pitched gurgle. Its gaze flitted to the nail and back to Detective Winters, judging. “Seconds until you die? Fingers I’ll pull from your hands? Times I will rape your rotting corpse? Which?” The creature ambled awkwardly forward on all fours, struggling towards the nail, very close now. 
 
    “How many have ended their lives within your foul grasp, kappa?” 
 
    The kappa grinned, all gums and splinter-teeth. It was not pleasant. It sneered, drooling, then lunged toward the nail. It turned to face Detective Winters and opened its slimy paw. “I have your nail, man.” The silver nail lay within, glistening. 
 
    Detective Winters barely noticed as he turned nonchalantly toward the river, the kappa at his back. It shuffled toward him again, rasping air over its gills. 
 
    “Keep it, kappa.” Detective Winters withdrew another nail and whipped it point down into one of the kappa’s new-formed footprints. It stuck. “I have plenty.” 
 
    The kappa gurgled in pain; its right hand crippled closed. 
 
    “Truly, no trouble, kappa.” Detective Winters turned, advanced, whipping another nail into another footprint. 
 
    The kappa screamed. Its right foot crumpled underneath, and it fell to its side, writhing in the mud. Its eyes gleamed up with hate, dual reflections of the waxing moon. It gurgled one word, barely comprehensible, “Winters…” 
 
    “You know me, of course. You all know me. Good. We can dispense with the chatter and end this, by you answering my questions, deep one.” Detective Winters stepped again towards it. “No, do not look to the water. They cannot help you now. The Elder Sign is set, and they cannot come.” 
 
    The kappa was hate, and pain, and fear. “Ask, rrrrg, ask.” 
 
    Detective Winters kneeled. “What do you know of the Railwalker?” 
 
    Confusion, fear, contorted its face. “Why … ask … me?” 
 
    “You hunt here, he hunts here.” Detective Winters fingered another nail, glittering in the dark. “Paths cross.” 
 
    “I know nothing.” 
 
    “Someone does? Who?” 
 
    “Ask … rrrrg … leeches.” 
 
    “I have,” Detective Winters said. “Try again.” 
 
    “Ask Brudnoy … rrrrrrg. Hear much with dog ears.” 
 
    “Better. But I was going to try him anyway, so I cannot count it.” 
 
    “RRRRRRRRRRRg!” The kappa, hobbled forward. 
 
    Detective Winters sidestepped as it wailed past like a chainsaw-felled tree. Detective Winters pressed another nail into another print. 
 
    “Foolish kappa, too intent upon meals to cover your tracks.” 
 
    “Let me go,” pleaded the kappa, jelly-tears streaming down its face. 
 
    “Give me something, and I will end it.” Detective Winters tore on a pair of black leather gloves. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! I have seen him. He is a soul-biter, the Devourer of Souls.” 
 
    “Devourer of Souls? Hmmm. His appearance? Specifics.” 
 
    “You all look alike,” said the kappa, shivering. 
 
    “Something, give me something to ease your suffering,” Detective Winters said, scanning the ground as he talked. He knelt and pressed another nail into another print; the kappa curled into a ball of quivering pain. 
 
    “He has hair like you, rrrrggg, bigger though, hhhrrgg. He is very tall, no meat, like a man-cross,” said the kappa. “Used to … used to hunt here. Reeks of man-food. A pistol … uses a pistol. Nothing more. I know nothing more! RRRRRG! Now let me go!” 
 
    “You know me, and so you know your fate.” 
 
    Detective Winters clutched the kappa by its long slimy hair and dragged it struggling through the mud to a picnic table close by the river. 
 
    “Release me! He will hear, he will come!” 
 
    “Your squid-god slumbers. You dream.” Detective Winters gazed across the river and then down at his gap-jawed prey. “You have seen the Elder sign, and know they cannot come, and if they could, they would not.” He hurled the kappa, thrashing, onto the table. “Now hush, hush, deep one. Where you are going it is deep, and it is black, and it is cold.” He placed the sock full of nails on the table. 
 
    The kappa’s pupils constricted in fear. 
 
    Detective Winters pulled a hammer from within his coat. 
 
    In the black river, not far, an audience of yellow eyes watched. 
 
    Detective Winters started hammering. 
 
    The kappa started screaming. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12. 
 
    A BLAST OF MUSTY AIR greeted Peter and Carmine as they pulled the iron-bound doors open with a crow screech. A voice echoed, eons away, incomprehensible, as dust swirled. Stone gargoyles, horrible, indifferent, watched from above. The morning sun shone outside, but as they stepped into the mouth of the great granite beast, their pupils dilated, starving already for light. The air was stale and cool inside the massive gothic cathedral. Darkness within the great hall greeted them as they entered, and the doors slammed shut behind. 
 
    “Damn.” Peter looked up and around. His voice, though low, echoed long and far. They walked. Twin rows of pews shot straight ahead, their ends lost in the shadows. 
 
    Far ahead, like a jewel, bright and sparkling, caught by a single ray of sunshine, stood a pulpit. Behind it towered a man garbed in black, the white collar of the priesthood at his throat. His deep voice resonated within the midnight halls, echoing long, uncomfortable. Whispers and whimpers scattered about the pews indicated the preacher held a penitent audience hostage for his sermon. Peter squinted in the dark. 
 
    The Padre spoke, his voice thunder, “And you who before me kneel are as guilty of the arbitrary condemnation of the one God as any who walk the streets of this sloth-heap city. Our Lord, His heavenly Father, stands poised above, ready to smite the unbeliever and faithless, and cast them into the very bowels of hell. He that believeth not, already is condemned. 
 
    “Know you this before your tread carries you beyond the protection of these thick, hallowed walls. The enemies of thy Lord are many, and they are both cunning and fierce. They shall tempt you with pleasures of the physical. Then shall they take your flesh, and with it, they shall take your soul. They are to be feared. 
 
    “Remember, though, in your time of need, the Lord is all-powerful, and the most fierce and deadsome of the fallen one’s minions are naught but shriveled worms before his might. The heel of our Lord, your God, is poised above all of we shriveled worms, and it is by His grace, His divine indifference, that He does not bring that heel down to grind us, or our enemies, into the earth.” 
 
    The Padre’s voice echoed for what seemed minutes. He collapsed across the pulpit, spent. Ragged breaths tore from his mouth as his bunched shoulders rose and fell. 
 
    Suddenly, light shone in upon the church as shutters boomed open in succession above. Dust swirled in tendrils of green, red, and blue, caught within the beams of light that shone through the stained-glass windows. 
 
    “Wowzers.” Peter rubbed his eyes at the brilliance. 
 
    Carmine shook his head in disgust and lead him further down the aisle. 
 
    The troop of Brownies who had been held hostage by the Padre was led away crying by their Troop Leader. Eyes wide, streaked with run mascara, she hurried past the pews and toward the double doors that lead to freedom. “You’re sick … sick.” 
 
    As the first child reached the door, the Padre’s voice rang out, shaking the very foundation of the mighty church, “Bingo shall be held downstairs tonight at 7:00, not 6:00. Inform your parents, for that is the word of the Lord.” 
 
    The last of the children filtered out. 
 
    “You sure this guy’ll help?” Peter shrugged his shoulder to loosen it. It was throbbing. 
 
    “Look, kid, I admit, the guy is a psycho,” Carmine said, his mouth full of juicy taco, “but he uses it for good, mostly, I think. And I told you before, you go to the cops, and you’re dead. Same with the hospital. Who do you think they report to?” He swallowed. “They’d cut your head off, tear your heart out, and that’d be that. Less paperwork, another ghoul off the street, and hey, it’s Miller Time. Hell, cop who brings you in’ll get a bonus. 
 
    “But this guy’ll help you until you turn into a ghoul. Then he’ll cut your head off.” Carmine grabbed Peter’s arm as he turned to bolt out the door. “Wait! We’re staying positive. Hell, no ghoul’d ever walk into this place, so you’re still okay. You’ve got a few days, and if anyone knows what to do, it’s him.” 
 
    The Padre, pale, haggard, draped across the pulpit like a boiled crow, raised his head as Carmine lead Peter forward. 
 
    “How goes the Lord’s work, Carmine?” The Padre’s voice echoed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t know, Padre,” Carmine said. 
 
    “Of course you would.” The Padre’s gray eyes now rested their gaze upon Peter. “And we, too, have met, though not formally introduced. My name is Father Lonigan, though, as you must know, some simply call me, Padre. What is your name, my son?” 
 
    Peter’s eyes twitched down at the Padre’s cane, hanging by the handle on the pulpit. Peter’s voice cracked, “Peter Reynolds.” 
 
    “Ah.” The Padre stood and beckoned them. “Come. A strong name, Peter. A historic name. A difficult name to measure up to in this day and age. Do you know its significance? Its meaning?” 
 
    “Ah, no,” Peter said. 
 
    “Are you Catholic?” The Padre turned. 
 
    “Uh, not for a little while.” 
 
    “Not for how long?” 
 
    “Since I was confirmed, sir. Six years, or so, I guess.” 
 
    The Padre nodded. “The name Peter means, the rock. Symbolic of the man upon whom the Catholic church was built. Its foundation. Its strength.” 
 
    Back behind the altar, down a tight corridor, and into a small room, they went. Old metal folding chairs greeted them, along with a table; bookcases lined the wall. “Please, be seated. Why have you come?” 
 
    “We need your help, Padre.” Carmine glared at Peter. “Relax.” 
 
    “You seek the aid of the Lord.” The Padre winced as he crossed his arms. “Now, how is it that I may be of service? What aid do you seek? Peter?” 
 
    Peter glanced at Carmine for a second, who nodded. 
 
    “Okay, I was bitten, Padre, by a ghoul. Two nights ago. At that apartment on Essex street.” 
 
    “Yes.” The Padre nodded. “Show me the wound, Peter.” 
 
    Peter glanced at Carmine. 
 
    “I shall not harm you, Peter. Do as I bid.” 
 
    Peter pulled his shirt up over his infected shoulder. 
 
    The Padre pulled his chair forth and donned a pair of glasses. Hawk-eyes examined the wound. He prodded it, smelled it, all the while asking questions. “Can you feel this? Does this hurt? Make a fist. Good. Now relax. Hmmmm…” 
 
    He leaned back, finally, a hand upon his chin. “The unholy taint grows within it, festering, metastasizing. This is certain,” the Padre said finally. “The police know?” 
 
    “I fu — I screwed up, Padre.” Carmine glanced at Peter. “Yeah, the cops know. They’re looking for him. I took him to the hospital. Stupid. The doc must’ve squealed. Cops’ve been looking since last night. Should’ve come here first.” 
 
    “What has been done is done, as they say.” The Padre shook his head. “This is not good, Peter. It will get worse.” 
 
    “Look, I was going to go to the police,” Peter said. “I’ll go down now if—” 
 
    “You mistake my meaning, Peter,” the Padre said. “Carmine is correct. Avoid them at all costs. They can only mean you harm now.” 
 
    “And what about you?” Peter glanced down at the Padre’s cane, remembering its secret. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    The Padre unsheathed the blade from within the cane and laid it across the table. “That depends upon you, Peter. An evil wind scourges this city. More virulent than ever before. The four horsemen hold sway. Pestilence. Famine. War. Death. In the throes of war, disease runs rampant, as it has always been. As you have found. Your debt, Peter, is to the demon whore, Pestilence. You have but days.” 
 
    “Days til what?” asked Peter. “Look, am I going to die, or turn into a vampire or, and this is my personal favorite, watch the flesh rot off my bones? Because I—” 
 
    “All and one are the same, Peter,” the Padre said. “But no, the rot has not taken, I deem. Yours is the more difficult path.” The Padre’s eyes glanced to Carmine. 
 
    “It’s not the rot, then,” Carmine said. 
 
    “No. The skin is healed. The infection spreads below now. Were it the rot, it would stay upon the surface. It burrows, now, toward the meridians, then to the soul.” 
 
    “Meridians? Burrowing?” Peter clutched his stomach. “So what? I’m a ghoul? What does that mean? Is it worse than the rot? Or AIDS, I mean, Jesus Christ!” 
 
    “You still have your mind, Peter, and your soul, and your body. Still, you have the capacity to choose. To affect your future. Others’ futures. One who is stung always has choices. Always. How strong is your soul, Peter? As strong as your namesake? I pray that it is.” 
 
    “So what choices do I have? Really?” Peter asked. “Turn into a vampire, or what? Kill myself?” 
 
    The Padre just stared with those gray eyes. 
 
    “You, a catholic priest, are telling me to kill myself? That’s great. Just fucking great.” 
 
    “I said nothing.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me not to, either, though.” 
 
    “Within a week’s time your pain will end one way or another,” the Padre said. “You will lose your body, your mind, and then your soul. Yes, your pain will end, for you will cease being Peter. You shall become a curse upon others. A demon. Death would end your suffering, now, and prevent the suffering of others.” 
 
    “I’m not really suffering that much, Padre.” Peter scratched his shoulder. “It just sort of itches. Maybe calamine lotion?” 
 
    “There’s got to be some way to help the kid,” Carmine said. “You’re a priest for God’s sake. Suicide?” 
 
    “Suicide rarely is the answer, I must admit,” the Padre said. “I am not here to choose paths for you, but to point out roads you may take. You asked me earlier what I am going to do about this. Let me answer you, frankly, Peter. If and when you turn, I will hunt you down and purify you.” 
 
    “Purify? That doesn’t sound so—” 
 
    “Purification requires that I remove your head, remove your teeth, and stuff your mouth full of the body of Christ. Then I shall nail it shut. I shall then consecrate your corpse with Holy water before I bury you face down in a deep grave and drive a stake through your heart and into the earth. I shall do this to cauterize the disease. I shall do this because no one has ever stopped the disease once they have been infected. An epidemic has gripped this town, and it is my duty to stanch the flow. Now I ask you, Peter, what are you going to do?” 
 
    Peter just sat there a moment, eyes glassy. 
 
    “Do you have faith?” the Padre asked. “Do you believe in God?” 
 
    “I’m not Catholic, Padre, anymore, I guess,” Peter said. 
 
    “That’s not what I asked, Peter. I asked if you have faith. If you believe in God. If you believe in something, anything.” 
 
    “I … I don’t know.” Peter’s gaze fell. 
 
    “Jesus Christ was the embodiment of God upon earth,” the Padre said. “There have been, and are, other beings, other embodiments. None so grand as our Creator’s, though, but legion just as willing and apt to take a hand in altering the future. Many for the ill.” The Padre withdrew a small bible and opened it. He pushed it across the table. “Look. Angels are perhaps the most public of the forces of good. There are the nine orders, though the layman knows of the Guardian angel and the now-distorted view of the Cherubim, or cherub, more than the others. Some have claimed to see these ethereal beings and have been given great solace in knowing they exist. These people possess a great gift, Peter. They have been given proof. And proof is the rarest commodity in this world. If you have proof, you do not need faith. 
 
    “Evil, too, though, has its own embodiments, entities, if you will, who exert their will amongst us. These entities of darkness are numerous and some are most powerful. All are dangerous. All are proof of Lucifer, the fallen angel, the devil, of his continued struggle and lust for power. You met one the other night.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “It was done feeding, or it would have been upon you in the blink of an eye. It would have killed you, would have drained you of all your vitality, your life, your innocence. But, instead, he lay engorged on the blood of innocents. Such is the nature of the low ones. As a boa constrictor lies helpless after consuming a goat, so too shall the ghoul lay, though perhaps not so helpless as the constrictor.” 
 
    “Right, well, lucky for me he wasn’t hungry,” Peter said. 
 
    “Lucky for you that you have a partner and friend who cares about you. A friend unafraid to act, to risk his life, his very soul. No, Carmine, do not interrupt, he must know. He must choose, and to choose wisely, he must know.” The Padre turned to Peter. “Carmine is a rare commodity, Peter. Lucky it was for you that he did not hesitate. He did not wait for the police, or myself, but charged in after and saved you.” 
 
    “What?” Peter looked to Carmine. “I thought you said the police…” 
 
    “Forget it, kid.” Carmine shrugged. “I didn’t do nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing, indeed,” the Padre said. “To face the nightwalkers without adequate equipment. Carmine is modest in his service to the Lord, and to you. He has faith, though hard pressed he would be to admit it. You, Peter, question your faith. I tell you this now; you do not need faith. You have been given the gift of proof. If the existence of the Lucifer’s forces is not proof, then the actions of your partner are.” 
 
    Carmine scoffed. 
 
    “You must believe in something, Peter, if you are to survive.” 
 
    “But you said no one’s ever survived,” Peter said. 
 
    “Yes, I said that.” The Padre raised a hand. “But that doesn’t mean you cannot survive, Peter. Someone must be the first. Man will always have a first, that is his strength. Have faith that it shall be you.” 
 
    Peter lowered his head onto his hands. 
 
    “Your debt is to Pestilence,” the Padre said. “It is from her that your disease flows. She is the queen vampire, or ghoul, or wraith, however you wish to refer to them. They are all the same, in fact. Merely cultural differences separate them. For example, your typical mummy and vampire are essentially the same—” 
 
    “Padre, excuse me, how do we find this queen vampire thing?” Carmine asked. 
 
    The Padre sat back in his chair. “I have searched for her for many years, but to no avail,” the Padre said, more to himself than to Peter or Carmine. “She must be quite powerful to cover her signature, or I would have found her. Oh, how I have searched. I have seen and smelled the rank stench of her evil in so many forms. I would taste hers.” 
 
    “Okay…?” Carmine said, raising an eyebrow. “So, we kill her, and Pete              don’t lose his soul to the netherlands. Right?” 
 
    “I honestly do not know, Carmine,” the Padre said, his eyes cool. “When a ghoul infects a man and allows him to change, there is often a bond created between the two. One of master and slave.” 
 
    “So what are you saying, Padre?” Carmine asked. 
 
    “What I am saying is simply this: Peter, you were bitten and infected. You would have turned into a ghoul and been bonded to the one who made you if Carmine had not killed it. Peter is still sick, though its effects have not taken full effect, yet.” The Padre stood and began pacing. “My point is this: the source of his infection is gone, eradicated. The bond is broken, yet Peter, you are still ill. I do not know that killing the queen will rid Peter of his disease. It is a Hail Mary at best. I am sorry.” 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    Peter sat, head hanging seaweed limp. 
 
    Carmine stood. “If we could find her, what could we kill her with?” he asked. “The usual stuff? Stakes? Holy water?” 
 
    “Yes, sunlight, fire, silver is effective but expensive, of course,” the Padre said. “Leech-rounds are a potent, low-cost alternative, though still quite difficult to obtain. Potentially deadly to vampires. My old standby, beheading, usually kills most things. Holy water is useful, of course. A blessed weapon perhaps, they are very rare, though. Shotguns at close range are excellent. In the head preferably. Hmmm, a blessed shotgun…” 
 
    “Okay, so where would we start?” Carmine asked. 
 
    The Padre walked to one of the bookshelves and began tearing books out. Peter looked up. Dusty tomes, unopened for decades, soon littered the floor of the room as Peter and Carmine watched. Small pamphlet guides, some offering advice on marriage and others on exorcizing demons whipped through the air. 
 
    Carmine sneezed. 
 
    “G’bless you.” 
 
    “Thanks, kid.” 
 
    “Ah, here it is!” The Padre pulled a book out and blew dust off its cover. 
 
    Peter stood, hopeful, and walked with Carmine to the Padre. His back was to them, shielding the ancient tome. The Padre flipped through the pages wildly, ripping some. Finally, he turned and threw the book upon the table. He pointed a finger at the book and said, “You must go here. The Immortal Jade Palace. The oracle will guide you.” 
 
    Peter gaped at the phone book open on the chair. “The Immortal Jade Palace?” he asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “Chinese food joint,” said Carmine, reaching into the book and withdrawing a book-marked menu. He nodded, beaming. “Good crab rangoons.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13. 
 
    “IT’S QUARTER PAST NINE you fucking clam, and if you don’t get the fuck out of my sight I’ll split you from head to crotch and make an ugly-woman-suit out of you.” Raymond Gurlek didn’t say that, though he wanted to more than anything. “Manager’s gone home ma’am, but I’ll get you your romaine, right quick,” Raymond droned in actuality. He stifled a giggle as she glared up at him. He hated her: her flaming red hair, her stupidity, her lack of respect, of punctuality. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” she always said ‘sir’ as though it were a joke, “could you go out back and get me some fresh romaine?” she asked in that condescending voice she used every week, that condescending voice that spoke volumes about her estimation of Raymond’s mental capacities. She never said ‘please.’ 
 
    Raymond Gurlek turned his lanky body and shuffled towards the double doors at the back of the store. 
 
    “Why is it these people never leave it out?” she asked out loud of no one in particular, though no one was around, except Raymond. 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    He did not face her. 
 
    “We pull certain items every night,” said Raymond, monotone, “and put them in the cooler, to keep them fresh, so people will buy them … tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, maybe you should wait until everyone’s left the store? I might speak with the manager on the way out. Really.” She went on up the aisle, lazily pricing the sweet potatoes. “Oh, boy!” she called. “Bring me some yams from out back. Apparently, you forgot to fill them.” 
 
    Raymond emerged from the double doors carrying three heads of romaine lettuce because he knew he was completely incapable of selecting satisfactory product. “We only carry sweet potatoes,” he called out, walking toward her. “But they’re the same thing as yams.” 
 
    “Oh?” she said, her voice an icy wind. “I asked for yams, young man, not sweet potatoes.” She folded her arms. “And that’s what I want.” 
 
    “Ma’am, all’s we have is sweet—” 
 
    “Don’t use that tone with me. I’m not stupid. I know the difference between the two. I’ll have that talk with your manager. Yes, I will. Let him know how you treat your customers.” She squinted at his nametag pinned to his green apron. “Raymond is it?” 
 
    Raymond Gurlek, serial killer extraordinaire, stood there, hands in his pockets, and took the abuse. He knew yams and sweet potatoes were the same thing because they all came in one box. He just put them in different displays. His face turned red. His body began to quiver ever so slightly, and his eyes melted black. He towered like a twisted old birch tree over the fat, stupid, little shrub of a woman. 
 
    She seemed to just notice this and left in a hurry, forgetting her romaine. 
 
    When the lights in the store went out a half-hour later, Raymond still stood there in that same exact spot, shaking like a scarecrow in a hurricane. The romaine in hand was now pulverized, its white juice congealing in a puddle underfoot. Within his pocket, he gripped the butt of his revolver, trying to keep it there. It was not easy. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14. 
 
    THE SAPPHIRE EYES of the jade dragon sparkled in the dim foyer. Upon a small mound of rocks above a bubbling pool it stood. Any who entered the Immortal Jade Palace were confronted by the dragon’s gaze and forced to choose: to the right was the restaurant, to the left lay the bar. The perfume of exotic spices wafted on steamy breezes that gusted out from behind the bar anytime someone walked into the kitchen. 
 
    The Gurkha stood behind the bar, idly polishing a highball glass. He’d been polishing it for five minutes, his attention focused elsewhere. 
 
    “I will kill them,” he said to himself. 
 
     His age was difficult to say, being one of those men who might range from forty to seventy years old. He looked … weathered. Weathered in the way a gnarled mountain tree looks weathered. The tough times hardened, that was all. 
 
    “First I will cut them. Then I will kill them.” 
 
    A frown shone upon his little brown face, which was rare. The Gurkha was normally a jovial fellow. He rarely concerned himself with anger, but when he did he did not bottle it up. 
 
    The present look of displeasure on his face was interesting not only for the fact that it was so rare, but that that frown, which made him look even uglier than he normally did, was not directed at the six-and-a-half foot tall man, wearing nothing but a hospital johnny, who stood in the Gurkha’s restaurant foyer. It was a dirty johnny, too. 
 
    No, the Gurkha was glaring past the ugly, tall man whose ass blew in the wind of the open front door; bells rang as it closed. He was looking past the jade dragon that, had it been a living creature, would surely have looked away, confronted as it was by so venomous a glare. Unfortunately, its sapphire eyes could not blink, and its jade neck could not turn. 
 
    Could the neck of the jade dragon have turned, it would have looked with great displeasure upon the three young men seated in the restaurant who were pointing, spouting obscenities, and laughing at the old man. 
 
    “Motherfucker forgot his bedpan.” 
 
    “And his hair.” 
 
    “Looks like he forgot to wipe his ass.” 
 
    Of the three men, the dominant one, his upper arms covered in tattoos and his right hand covered in a black cast, laughed the loudest. His shoulders were thick; he was built like a boxer. The other two were slightly smaller versions of him. 
 
    The old man regarded them blandly, held his johnny closed behind, with solemn dignity, and then chose the path most often taken. He took a seat at the bar. 
 
    Placing the highball glass down behind the bar, the Gurkha snatched another one and began wiping it. His eyes never left the young men laughing in the booth. As fierce as the dragon’s fiery eyes were, they were a kitten’s compared to the Gurkha’s. He watched as his granddaughter, Lien, walked up to the young men’s table with a shallow dish of fortune cookies and a bill in hand. They said something the Gurkha could not hear and then laughed. Lien bolted quickly, flashing the Gurkha a warning glance. 
 
    The Gurkha continued polishing. 
 
    The old man looked down at his clothes, or lack-there-of and said, “I imagine I’d laugh at me, too.” 
 
    The Gurkha shook his head, “Very, very disrespectful. Shameless. They think their tattoos and guns give them power.” 
 
    “They are children.” The old man turned back and folded his hands. 
 
    “What do you want?” the Gurkha snarled. 
 
    The old man was taken aback for a moment, but the Gurkha was glaring past him at the three men now sauntering like gunfighters into the bar. 
 
    “Well, I want a fucking drink. What do you guys want?” the leader said. Scratches crisscrossed his face. 
 
    Another one answered. “I want this old piece of fucking shit, here, to get the fuck back into his nursing home where he belongs.” He pulled something from his back pocket, a switchblade. With a click, it was open. 
 
    “You pay. You go.” The Gurkha started on another glass. “We are closed.” 
 
    “Hey, Carlo, what’d he say? They’re crozed?” 
 
    Carlo, the leader, answered, “No, he said he’s gonna get me my fucking drink. And then he’s gonna throw this piece of shit out of here, cause he fucking reeks.” As he leaned on the bar, Carlo bumped his shoulder into the old man. 
 
    The others guffawed. 
 
    The old man shook his head slowly. 
 
    “You got a problem with the Nines, old man?” 
 
    The old man looked down. 
 
    “Well, the Nines got a problem with you.” 
 
    “Please leave,” the Gurkha said. If sweat had been on his forehead, it would have been steaming. 
 
    The one with the knife stepped up to the bar. “We no go, we no pay, fuck-face.” He laughed, holding his blade point-forward to emphasize each word. “Go get your granddaughter. Tell her to come out here and sit on my lap. I got something for her.” 
 
    The others laughed. 
 
    The old man slid down the bar away from Carlo. 
 
    “Where you going, old man?” 
 
    Carlo looked puzzled for a second; then it dawned on him just as a highball glass shattered against his temple, and he went down like a Saigon whore. 
 
    “AYO GURKHALI!” blared a cry, as a blur vaulted the bar in that same instant, landing like a cat amidst the men. Unlike a cat, the Gurkha wielded a kukri, just about the biggest knife you could possibly hold and not call a machete. Unlike a machete, it was not designed for trimming foliage. The Gurkha descended upon the two men whom suddenly seemed not so much like men and not so much like standing. The bells on the door jingled as they flew outside. The Gurkha skidded to a stop at the jade dragon. His eyes followed their fleeing forms. 
 
     Just then, the prostrate Carlo did the dumbest thing he had done that night. He got up. He wasn’t aware he was doing it. In fact, he was still dazed, swaying to and fro, holding a bar stool for support. He did not see the little man charging towards him like a Kodiak bear descending upon a baby bunny. 
 
    “GRANDFATHER, STOP!” shouted a woman’s voice. 
 
    The kitchen doors burst open, and Lien flew from the kitchen, a look of consternation riveted to her face. She ran around the bar and wrenched the blade from the Gurkha’s gnarled hand, paused in mid-stroke, lovingly caressing Carlo’s thumping jugular vein. 
 
    Carlo was not breathing. Carlo was not moving. He was very, very still. Tears streamed from the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Get out of here.” Lien pointed to the front door. She glared at her grandfather. “Let him go, Grandfather!” She slapped the Gurkha’s hand. “I said, LET HIM GO!” 
 
    On rubber legs, Carlo finally fumbled out the door. 
 
    The old man glanced from the Gurkha to his granddaughter. 
 
    “May I have my kukri back, granddaughter?” the Gurkha asked after the jingle of the door bells had subsided. 
 
    “Only if you promise not to kill anyone with it, Grandfather.” Lien’s eyes shown as fierce as the Gurkha’s as she gripped the kukri. 
 
    “I…I would never hurt anyone, dearest granddaughter.” The Gurkha offered a wounded look. 
 
    Lien glared. “Fine. Here,” she offered the knife, “but, one more time and…” 
 
    With eyes as innocent and pure as a black mamba’s in a bird’s nest, he took the huge knife. Lovingly, he polished it with his sleeve, walked around the bar, and put it away. Lien walked back in the kitchen, tossing a towel over her shoulder as she went. The two men watched her go. She was as beautiful as they were not. 
 
    “That was close.” The old man fixed a chair. 
 
    “Yes.” The Gurkha grinned like a wicked boy. “If I kill another, she says she will take it away for good.” 
 
    “Things have gone well for you, Bahadur.” 
 
    “More well than for you, sadly, Elliot.” 
 
    “Elliot … Elliot Speares.” The old man nodded to himself. He seemed lost for a moment but returned quickly. “How is your wife?” 
 
    “My wife and daughter are upstairs. They both have taken ill. Lien, my granddaughter, works here. I have two sons, too. They live down the street. One owns a laundromat. The other, a shop. We have done well. I have checked in on you from time to time. I ensured a competent nurse saw to your care.” 
 
    “I thank you, my friend.” 
 
    “First thing tomorrow we will get you clothes. First thing tonight, we will get you clean,” the Gurkha said. “I feared this day would never come, or I would be dead before it did. It has been so long. There is much to do.” 
 
    “Yes.” Elliot glanced toward the front door for an instant. “Is it still here?” 
 
    “No, it is not.” 
 
    “Where—?” 
 
    “Safe. It is safe. It was drawing too much attention here. My family was in danger. Like a magnet, it draws evil. I am old now, and my sons, though hardy, are not hardy enough.” 
 
    “I am sorry it caused you trouble,” Elliot said. “If I can repay you…?” 
 
    “It is I who have tried to repay you, my brother. All those years.” 
 
    Elliot nodded. 
 
    “I gave it to Lord Brudnoy, many years ago, in exchange for a promise,” the Gurkha said. “He cannot use it, and he does not wish others to use it. And so it is safe.” 
 
    “Good … good, I thank you again,” Elliot said. “I’ll need to retrieve it, tonight.” 
 
    “Of course. Are you hungry?” 
 
    The old man looked around. “Why a Chinese restaurant?” 
 
    “My wife is Chinese. Besides, none of you people know the difference.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The cute little waitress walked away, long black hair whipping, and Peter’s eyes lingered on her. She shot him a quick smile before she walked through the double doors and into the kitchen. Damn. He smiled back and started to wink, but decided that cool people didn’t do that anymore, and even if they did, he couldn’t pull it off. In all, he looked like either he had something in his eye or he was experiencing some sort of mild, focal-eye seizure. This was ahead of the game, though, for him. 
 
    Their table was covered in various forms of Chinese food, most of it steaming, glistening. 
 
    “So what do we do?” Peter asked. 
 
    “No idea.” Carmine shoveled a forkful of fried rice into his mouth. “I never done this. Oracles? Might as well eat. Maybe something’ll happen.” 
 
    “You said you’ve been here before.” Peter bit the corner of a crab rangoon. His eyes lit up, “These are good. I’ve never had them before. Kind of scary looking.” 
 
    “Not as scary as Peking dumplings.” Carmine stabbed one with his knife and dropped it onto his plate. “Look like little alien babies.” 
 
    Peter frowned, “Look like alien something.” 
 
    Carmine ate the alien baby. “I come here all the time but just to eat, Pete, not to see into the future.” 
 
    “I wonder how it works, the oracle?” Peter looked around hopefully. “Do we go ask the jade dragon? Or is it someone who works here? Maybe a palm reader or something? The waitress, maybe?” 
 
    “Easy, kid, I know what you want the waitress to read. Oh, here she comes!” 
 
    Peter whipped around to look at the door, but no one was there. 
 
    Carmine grinned. “Got a girl, Pete?” 
 
    “I was seeing someone, Julie, but, we decided to, uh, take a break.” 
 
    “So, she dumped you.” 
 
    “No, she and I talked, and we, well she, I guess. Yeah, she dumped me.” 
 
    “Maybe it has something to do with the I-Ching?” Carmine sucked the teriyaki off a stick. 
 
    “Look, we didn’t get that far. Maybe third base…?” 
 
    “There’s no maybe-third base. No, the I-Ching, the oracle,” Carmine said, his mouth full. “It’s a divining tool, used by the Chinese for centuries. See, it’s based on the number eight. When you—” 
 
    “Okay, whatever. How do we find it, or use it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Relax.” 
 
    “Maybe we should just ask the waitress?” Peter absently rubbed his shoulder. 
 
    “I know what you want to ask her.” Carmine smiled. “Excuse me, Miss, but, what would you prefer? My roses on your piano or your tulips on my organ?” 
 
    “Yeah, Carmine, that’s exactly it. You married?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    “That’s a shock.” Peter nibbled a chicken wing. He just wasn’t hungry. “This is stupid. Maybe we should go ask the cops, that Winters guy.” 
 
    “Bad idea.” 
 
    “He knew something was up with my shoulder.” 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “Maybe he could help.” 
 
    “Look, kid, I don’t trust him. He’s a cop, and I told you what the cops would do. Besides, Winters is … look, you better make sure he wants to be on your team before you ask him to play, or he’s liable to cut your head off.” 
 
    “Great analogy. Ever coach little league?” 
 
    Carmine let out a large belch. “Hooo! God bless me. No. Look, kid, like I said, best steer clear of all of them. Their agendas aren’t always the continuation of public safety. Most’re looking to make some easy cash, you know? And that’s what you are to them. Did I mention there’s a bounty on your head now? No? Well, there is.” Carmine pointed at him. “Cops in this town have too much fun on the job. Bunch of whackers. They all have your description by now and are looking. Probably be looking for me, too.” 
 
    “Jeeze, Carmine.” Peter’s jaw dropped. “I’m sorry, about all this. I mean, the cops and everything. Getting you involved. And I want to thank you for saving me back at the apartment. So, thanks.” 
 
    “And I was just starting to like you, kid,” Carmine said. “You don’t owe me an apology. I owe you one. Don’t worry about me and the cops, kid, they got nothing. At best, they pull me in for questioning. I lie. They let me go.” He wiped his hands together. “Easy peasy.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Okay…” Peter said. 
 
    “Even so, we probably shouldn’t be seen together. I stick out like a sore thumb cause I’m so god damn sexy.” Carmine wiped orange sesame sauce from his chin with the back of his hand. “What we need to do is find you a place to stay. Then we find out where to go from there.” 
 
    “Okay.” Peter’s shoulder was starting to throb. 
 
    They ate, Carmine far more heartily than Peter, who barely touched his meal. 
 
    “You okay, Pete?” Carmine asked, his fork poised before his mouth. “Not hungry, huh? How’s the shoulder? Itchy?” 
 
    Peter just shrugged and grunted, rubbing his shoulder harder. Then he rolled up his sleeve as high as it would go. “Holy Shit!” 
 
    It was as though a great black cloud were growing just beneath his skin, from the elbow up. Streaks of gray lightning shot from the cloud down his arm, pulsating with each beat of his now-rapid heart. 
 
    The waitress came back with a tray. Peter quickly shoved his shoulder and arm under the table. 
 
    “Hey, Pete, getting a little frisky, eh?” A look of mock-ecstasy suffused Carmine’s face as he started banging the table from beneath with his knee, the plates of food jumping. “OOOh, that’s the spot. A little to the left!” 
 
    The cute waitress raised one slim eyebrow, placed her tray down and, in a flash of long black hair, bolted. A rumbling tray of pineapple chunks and three fortune cookies were all that was left of her. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Peter said. 
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
     “Bite me.” 
 
    “You’re the freaking vampire.” Carmine skewered a chunk of pineapple with a toothpick. He ate it; then he ate several more; then he ate the rest. 
 
    Peter just grumbled, rolling down his sleeve. 
 
    “Look, Pete,” Carmine said, “we’re going to fix this, okay? Here, can you still feel your fingers?” Carmine took Peter’s hand in his and examined it on the table. It still looked normal. He took his pulse. 
 
    “Yeah, I can feel them fine. It’s just my shoulder to my elbow. Throbbing. My forearm feels, tingly, I guess.” Peter looked up just as the waitress came back, saw them holding hands, dropped the check, blinked, and disappeared. 
 
    Peter opened his mouth to say something, but then he just hung his head. 
 
    Carmine laughed. “Look, Pete, I don’t think she’s interested. Probably thinks you’re my bitch.” 
 
    Peter sneered, but finally gave in and started laughing. “You’d be my bitch, you fat bastard.” 
 
    They laughed for a while. 
 
    “So, which one you want?” Carmine glared like a hungry leopard at the pack of fortune cookies, stalking them, trying to find the weakest one. He pounced, scooped one up, cracked it open, popped the halves in his mouth, and held up his fortune. “Uhhg. I hate these. Tell you something you already know, and it’s never a fortune.” Carmine read it out loud. “Lose some weight, it says. 
 
    “Come on! Look at me.” He grabbed a roll of fat on his stomach and shook it. “That’s not a fortune, not to mention, it’s a pretty poor marketing device for a restaurant. If I went on a diet, this place’d go under.” 
 
    Peter smiled and then cracked his open. He read his fortune. “Follow the path of the samurai.” He placed it down. “What do you think that means?” 
 
    Carmine frowned. “Jesus, I don’t know, Pete. Samurai aren’t even Chinese; they’re Japanese. There’s the Street Samurai, though, a gang. Cyberpunk fans, apparently. Whoever’s making these fortunes don’t know shit.” 
 
    In that instant, the doors to the kitchen burst open and steam poured out. From within the dense cloud of white strode a figure, seemingly in slow motion. He was tough to make out, a large man. Upon his wide shoulders was a white kimono and his sandal-shod feet clacked as they struck the floor. Upon his brow was a white headband. As he rounded a booth, and the double doors swung closed, Peter could make out, held smooth and firm within thick, callused hands, a katana, cold, sleek. The man approached, emerging from the cloud as though a smoldering god of Mount Olympus, or something. 
 
    “The samurai…” Carmine and Peter said together, both rising to their feet. 
 
    Their looks of wonder suddenly changed from disbelief to disappointment as the cloud of steam dissipated and the tall old man approached. It wasn’t a kimono; it was a backward hospital johnny. And they weren’t sandals; they were powder-blue rubber flip-flops. And it wasn’t a katana blade; it was a broom, an old, bent broom. And the man wasn’t old; he was very old. Probably, he always walked in arthritic slow motion. 
 
    “Hello,” the old man said, uncomfortably, nodding curtly. Then he began to sweep the floor. The bristles on the broom snapped cleanly with each flick of his wrist as he quickly formed a pile. The old man’s stomach growled like a polar bear. 
 
    “You hungry?” Carmine asked. 
 
    The man raised his hand and shook his head as his stomach growled again. 
 
    “Here.” Carmine tossed the man a fortune cookie. The man caught it as though he were expecting a cookie to be hurled at his head. 
 
    “Thank you,” said the old man. 
 
    “If you want any more, we haven’t touched much,” Carmine said. “Well, Pete here hasn’t touched much. And I’m trying to watch my figure.” 
 
    “Yeah, watch it explode,” Peter muttered. 
 
    “No, thank you,” said the old man. 
 
    The cookie cracked in the big man’s hands. He stopped, turned. 
 
    “Do you fellows know which one is the Joyce Bridge?” he asked. Absently, he placed half the broken cookie in his mouth and crunched down, pulled his fortune out, and ate the other half. “I’ve been … I’m new in town.” 
 
    “Me, too,” said Peter. 
 
    “Hey, what’s your cookie say?” asked Carmine. 
 
    The old man shrugged, “I don’t read them.” 
 
    “Ah, well, sir, actually. What’s your name?” Carmine asked. 
 
    “Elliot.” 
 
    “Well, Elliot, I’m Carmine.” He held his hand out and shook Elliot’s. “And this is Peter.” 
 
    “Hi.” Peter shook the old man’s hand, glancing sidewise at Carmine. “You look familiar, sir.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Elliot said. 
 
    “Elliot,” Carmine stood, “Peter here, is well acquainted with the Joyce Bridge. He’d love to guide you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15. 
 
    “TAKE THIS LEFT.” Peter pointed. He glanced at Elliot. Know I’ve seen you before. Where? Where the hell are we? Why the hell am I even here? I don’t know where the hell I’m going. “Yeah, straight ahead. It’s right over there, I think.” Fucking Carmine. 
 
    Elliot, intent on driving, nodded, slowing down. Through the whole ride, he had not uttered a word. Next to one of the giant red-brick mill buildings flanking the street, a few hundred feet shy of the twin obelisks marking the entrance to the Joyce bridge, he parked. He killed the ignition. The rumbling beneath the hood of the Gurkha’s gray Dodge Ram died abruptly. 
 
    “Best if you wait here, Peter,” Elliot said. 
 
    “Uh, okay.” 
 
    Elliot nodded, his eyes locked on the bridge. “I will return shortly. If I do not … here are the keys. Drop them off at the Jade Palace for me, okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” Peter caught the keys.  
 
    Elliot stepped out, closed the door, and strode like a king towards the bridge while Peter watched. 
 
    Only pants the Gurkha had that would fit him, I guess. And a hospital johnny? Not that I should be talking … with my purple freaking sweatpants. Peter looked in disgust at his own clothes, well, Ringo’s. He pulled his long coat around him tight and remembered something. “Shit!” Frantically, he rolled down the window and stuck his head out. 
 
    “Elliot! Elliot!” he yelled as loud as he dared. “Call him LORD Brudnoy! LORD Brudnoy!” 
 
    Elliot, in the distance, gave no indication he heard as he leaped the stone parapet and disappeared. 
 
    “Shit.” Peter rolled the window up and locked the door. It was dark, and the mills stared down at him with hundreds of black menacing eyes. 
 
    Maybe I should go tell him? No, he knows. He must know. Besides, Brudnoy’ll kill me … Brudnoy’ll kill him … Brudnoy’ll kill me! 
 
    A trashcan banged in the distance, and Peter jumped in his seat. “What the—?” Peter said, comforted somehow by the sound of his own voice. The reverberation of the trashcan died in the distance, and things went quiet once more. The gray giant mill buildings loomed overhead. “It was nothing, a cat, definitely a cat. Probably Winthrop.” The gray car, the cruising shark, entered his mind. 
 
    Hunkering down as low as he could, Peter’s eyes just peeped over the dashboard. Shadows played across the wet streets, cast by the few streetlights working. Peter double-checked the locks on the doors and settled back deep in his seat. Wanda’s kitchen knife was clutched in a white-knuckled fist within his pocket. Hurry up, Elliot. 
 
    Time passed. 
 
    Hurry up. 
 
    Peter drummed his fingers on the dashboard and hummed. Maybe I should go. He slid the key into the ignition and turned them counter-clockwise. The radio came on. Music was a little comfort; it drowned out the background noises that sent Peter twisting in his chair and sweating profusely. Come on Elliot. 
 
    Shit, battery’s gonna die. Peter turned back the keys and took them from the ignition. He didn’t know Elliot, didn’t trust him, and truth be told, he made him nervous. But when sitting in the dark, alone for any length of time, in a strange city, where monsters really do exist, any company is good company. Even if it is a geriatric, johnny-wearing geezer who looks like he just escaped from a mental institution. 
 
    Peter waited. From the corner of his eye, something moved. What the fuck is that!? 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    It was a gray, bedraggled cat. It sauntered across the street in front of the truck. 
 
    “A cat, a freaking cat.” Peter took a deep breath. “I love cats.” He settled back in his chair and watched it saunter across the street, watched it turn, freeze, arch its back and then bolt away hissing. 
 
    “I hate cats.” 
 
    Squirming down into his seat, eyes peeping over the dashboard, Peter watched as black mist rolled from the alleys and mills, converging upon the street. Just mist, just normal, everyday, black mist. Probably pollution, moving, moving against the wind, rolling along, walking? “What the—?” 
 
    The night shadows were playing tricks on his eyes; they had to be. He rubbed them. Something was gliding through the black mist. A man? Streetlights are swaying. Must be … or, or moving. Yeah no. Peter watched despite the dread metastasizing from his stomach down to his bladder. They weren’t phantoms. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry. 
 
    They were men. 
 
    They were men who moved like ghosts, without effort, melting from one shadow to the next. Sliding almost noiselessly along the ground, they loped along like a pack of ethereal wolves. Only the soft pat of gray flesh and the click of bone and nail on concrete gave them away. The army of darkness shambled from the night. Clambering out of sewers, over fences, and emerging from within huge mill buildings, they came in droves towards the bridge. Supported by their crooked spines, their long arms hung low, knuckles scraping the concrete curbs as they lurched along. Intent upon their hunt, for they were hunting, make no mistake, they ambled past. Around the gray pickup truck, like river water around boulders, they slid, dead lolling arms tapping against the doors. They were not men. 
 
    They were ghouls. 
 
    “Oh my God, oh my God, if you get me through this, I promise…” 
 
    Peter was shivering in the fetal position on the floor of the truck before he even knew what he was doing. Should’ve gone with Elliot. He pulled his hood over his head. Should have stayed home. 
 
    With his back to the passenger’s door, he peeked up as shadows cascaded past. He froze! For a split second, a ghoul glanced in; it paused, inspecting. It was grotesque, twisted, but it had been human, once, long ago. Now it was a nightmare, a rotting, gray nightmare. Black empty eye sockets and gray chisel teeth burned into Peter’s mind, long, crooked, nasty, shards of teeth. Then it was gone. 
 
    In silence, the parade of horror and filth marched past. Enthralled, transfixed, Peter edged up the door to watch. Beneath the obelisks, at either side of the bridge, they massed like some pre-Cambrian cult. They slid beneath the obelisks, to the parapets, jostling. Then, one by one, groping, they pulled themselves over the concrete wall headfirst like reptiles. 
 
    What the fuck do I do? Do something, even if it’s wrong! 
 
    Peter yanked the lock up on his door and immediately slammed it back down. 
 
    Can’t go out. They’ll kill me. Last time they … DAMN! Just get the fuck out of here! 
 
    Peter scrambled into the driver’s seat, fumbling with the keys. He jammed the key into the ignition and then yanked it out. “I can’t leave. Elliot. Jesus, what the fuck? I don’t even know him! You don’t even know him! He’s old! Brudnoy’s people, they’re gonna kill them.” 
 
    Peter froze. 
 
    “Fuck!” He slammed the steering wheel, hitting the horn. “Shit!” he yelled, not doing it again. Eyes wide with fear, he looked up. The ghouls paid him no attention, waiting their turn to go over the wall until the last had crawled over. 
 
    “Bastards.” Peter drove the key into the ignition and started it. He popped it into drive and screeched the tires, slamming the horn the whole way. 
 
    HAWWWWWWW! 
 
    Screeching to a halt beneath the obelisks, Peter laid on the horn. It was the only thing he could do. He popped the truck into park, kicked open the door, and jumped out. 
 
    Gunshots rang out beneath the bridge. 
 
    His knife was in hand as he bolted to the parapet and screamed over it, “ELLIOT! BRUDNOY! ATTACK! GHOU—” 
 
    He looked down. “Sweet Jesus.” 
 
    Up the wall, the ghouls clawed their way, black grimaces and dead eyes rising. 
 
    Turning, arms flailing, twisting and tripping, Peter sprinted back to the truck. As he reached the door, ghouls clambering over the other side of the bridge, he was wrenched from behind, neck cracking, face-to-face with a chisel-toothed nightmare! He swung the knife— 
 
    The ghoul slammed him into the door, twisted shanks of teeth bared to the skull. 
 
    Thunk! 
 
    The knife sank to the handle in the ghoul’s eye, which did not stop it, or even annoy it. Peter was airborne then, crashing headfirst into the bed of the pickup truck, stars exploding before his eyes. 
 
    Dazed, scrambling to his knees as ragged claws grasped at him from every direction, Peter’s hands found something metal and heavy, and he swung it. “Tire iron.” 
 
    In the truck’s bed, Peter stood, swinging the tire iron about as sallow flesh and black nails grasped at him. Thwack! Bone crunched and flesh tore, but more took their place. 
 
    “Help! HELP! FUCKING HELP!” Peter swung for his life amidst a sea of corpses, and then he fell to his knees, and they froze; they all froze. 
 
    Peter glanced up, confused, battered, bleeding. Behind, ghouls peeled off with nary a whisper, bolting towards the gray mill towers in the distance. Those before Peter turned as one, shuddering, muttering. Afraid? 
 
    “HAI DURENDAL!” 
 
    A cry split the night air as a man somehow vaulted the parapet wall, landed on the bridge, and charged without hesitation into the seething pack of ghouls. 
 
    Peter just stood, watching. “Elliot?” His eyes went wide. “The vegetable?” 
 
    Into the fray Elliot charged, smashing ghouls aside like a sledgehammer. In his fist, he bore a rune-marked bastard sword, and Elliot knew how to wield it. 
 
    Only a blur of light and gore was left in the wake of each swing, each stab, each hack. Like a mad beast, Elliot charged the mob again, and he slaughtered everything in his path, everything. He blasted through the thick wall of them, stomping the fallen, shattering with knees, hammering skulls and spines with elbow and fist, but that sword, that sword took its toll, and in five seconds ten ghouls were gone, and five seconds later still, it was over. Elliot, the vegetable, had cut them down; he had cut them all down. His breath was white mist in the night. 
 
    He staggered suddenly. 
 
    “Elliot!” Peter leaped from the truck bed. 
 
    Elliot collapsed to one knee, hand upon the pommel of the sword to steady himself. Runnels of sweat traced down his bald head. He clutched at his chest, each breath a rasp. 
 
    High-stepping through the mangle of corpses, Peter knelt by his side. “Stay down, Elliot. Just breathe.” 
 
    Elliot lurched up, though, and with Peter’s reluctant help, staggered to the side of the bridge. He collapsed to his knees again. 
 
    “Just stay down, Elliot,” Peter pleaded. “You okay? Chest pain? Don’t move. You hurt anywhere else? Let me call an ambulance.” He glanced around in vain for a phone. 
 
    “I’ll be alright,” Elliot said. “Please … please, follow.” 
 
    “No, no, just relax, just breathe.” 
 
    “No time.” Elliot grasped Peter’s shoulder and hauled himself to his feet once more. “Got to go now. Come on.” Elliot lifted a leg over the parapet and, despite Peter’s attempts to stop him, slid over. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    “Elliot … Elliot, you okay?” 
 
    “Come, Peter, hurry.” 
 
    Peter peered down into the dark, then back at the massacre, and then the gray mill towers. He looked down again. “What the hell?” he said, and climbed over the parapet. 
 
    Peter slid to a halt at the bottom of the muddy bank. “Thanks.” Peter took Elliot’s hand and stood. 
 
    “You have to hit their heart,” Elliot beckoned Peter under the bridge, “or dismember them, unless you have Durendal. This way.” 
 
    “Okay,” Peter said, following. “Look, this is a bad idea. I was here last night, and it didn’t go too—” 
 
    “You’re needed down here, Peter,” Elliot said. “No harm will come to you. You have my word. Come now. Quickly.” Elliot disappeared beneath the bridge and Peter followed, stumbling into the pitch black. 
 
    “It was a close thing.” Elliot trudged ahead. “Nearly they broke through. Dozens. Steel and lead, tooth and claw, we broke them. That was a brave thing you did, Peter; it confused them for a moment. Long enough for us to mount a counterattack.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever.” 
 
    There was a click in the darkness, and Elliot was suddenly visible ahead. Someone had a flashlight. “Over here,” called a voice, vaguely familiar. 
 
    Following Elliot, Peter wended his way through a maze of trash littered with dozens of gray corpses. Some were cut apart as were the ones on the bridge above. Some were not. Some were torn apart in ways that made Peter shudder. “Brudnoy.” His voice echoed as he stepped gingerly past. 
 
    Sirens began to blare in the distance. 
 
    “Hey, Pete, quit lollygagging,” the voice said. “They won’t bite.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Peter muttered, glancing at the corpses as he passed. Elliot disappeared down a tunnel, the tunnel Lord Brudnoy had dragged Peter the night before. The bars once covering the entrance were twisted out like pipe cleaners. Two men pulled on them, grunting, trying to straighten them with hammer and blowtorch. 
 
    The light disappeared down the tunnel. 
 
    “Hey!” He hustled for the light. “Wait up!” 
 
    Peter followed the light, turned left, and walked through an open steel door. On either side of the door stood two bent, shaggy men. Both carried sawed-off shotguns. One smoked a cigarette. Both looked extremely nervous. Their fingers caressed the triggers of their guns as they fidgeted from one foot to another. The one on the left jerked his head, telling Peter to go. Peter hurried on. Behind, the steel door screeched shut with a clang and a clack and then silence. 
 
    “In here, Peter,” Elliot called from within a lit doorway. 
 
    Peter stepped past him and into the room. Light blared. Peter shielded his eyes for a moment, blinded; then it passed. “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    Benjamin Salazar stood before him, more haggard than the night before. Blood saturated his clothes and covered his arms from hand to shoulder. Frozen, he just stood there, pointing. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy lay unconscious upon the floor, his fur coat matted to his skin with blood, four legs splayed out at unnatural angles. Patches of fur were torn from his body, and makeshift cloth bandages covered him, all soaked crimson. He was breathing, ragged, gurgling maybe, but he was breathing. His head lolled back, and his tongue hung from his mouth like some enormous black slug. 
 
    “There were too many,” Salazar said. “They had guns. Silver bullets. Cheaters.” He blinked. “Can you save him?” 
 
    If Peter’s jaw didn’t hit the floor, it came close. “What?” 
 
    “Can you save him?” Elliot placed a hand on Peter’s shoulder. 
 
    “What? He’s a — I’m not a — you’d need a trauma surgeon. For dogs. I wouldn’t know where to start.” Peter stared down at the werewolf. Jesus, and if I could save him, would I want to? “Look, guys, why me?” 
 
    “You saved me last night,” Salazar said. 
 
    “That was a little diff—” 
 
    “He is dying,” Elliot said, “and his only hope lies in you. His people’s only hope. I must go. I shall return.” 
 
    “Where the hell you going?” Peter asked. 
 
    “To mind the gates and stem the flow,” Elliot said. “Do your best.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Peter surveyed the scene again. “What the fuck.” 
 
    “Please, Peter…” 
 
    Peter glared at Lord Brudnoy and stepped over. “Go get me some more bandages,” he said to Salazar, without looking at him, “clean ones, some alcohol, strong, some trash bags, a rubber mallet, a stapler, pliers, a razor, two lampshades, and a really sharp knife, and some kind of suction … thing. Okay? And boil some water. I’ll need a few more hands, too. Oh, get me a two or three-liter bottle of soda and some tape, like duct tape. And gloves, I need rubber gloves.” 
 
    Salazar nodded, juggling the list in his mind and bolting like a spooked rabbit. 
 
    Peter examined his patient, starting at the head. “Okay, ABC’s, airway, needs some suctioning. He’s breathing. Good. Now, where’s he bleeding the most from? The neck. Got to be the neck.” Peter peered close at the neck and pressed down on it with his hand. “Silver bullets, huh?” 
 
    Salazar skidded back in, briefcase wide open in either hand. A huge pyramid of junk rose from its depths. Some of it Peter had even requested. He dumped it on the floor and looked expectantly at Peter. 
 
    “Gimme the turkey baster,” Peter said. 
 
    Salazar stooped, rifling through the pile, “Turkey baster, hmmmm, where would I be if…?” he asked himself, picking stuff up and tossing it over his shoulder, “mallet, wiffle ball, steel wool, ron—” 
 
    “Ron?” 
 
    “Dominican rum, 175 proof — turkey baster. Here.” He held up a turkey baster. 
 
    Another man stepped into the room, wearing potholders and carrying a large pot of water. Behind him came another man, carrying a hibachi; he set it down and turned the flame up high. The first man placed the pot of water on the flame. 
 
    “Okay, Salazar,” Peter grabbed a rag and pressed it on Lord Brudnoy’s neck, “suction the blood out of his mouth.” 
 
    “With?” 
 
    “The turkey baster.” 
 
    “Really, I’m more of an idea man.” 
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    Turkey baster in hand, Salazar probed Lord Brudnoy’s most dangerous orifice. He squeezed the bulb, sucking out blood and saliva. He squirted it out on the floor. “Is that enough?” 
 
    “No.” Peter rummaged through the junk pile. “Put these in the water once it boils.” He handed a sharp knife and razor to one of the two men. 
 
    “It’s almost boiling,” one man said. 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    “We were making spaghetti,” the man explained. 
 
    “Ah,” Peter said, junk in hand and inspecting Lord Brudnoy’s silver collar. 
 
    “Don’t touch that!” Salazar adjusted his glasses and squirted blood out onto the floor. 
 
    Peter ignored him, still examining the collar. It was a silver circlet with a small combination lock connecting its two ends. “I have to take it off. What’s the combination?” He peered closer. Miniscule tendrils of smoke curled up from the fur and flesh beneath the collar. “It … it’s burning him.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to,” Salazar said. 
 
    “I need to get it off.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s in the way,” Peter said. “I need to get under it.” 
 
    Salazar leaned close, growling. “Fine,” he said, fiddling with the lock. It sprang open, and he took it off. “It goes on as soon as this is done. The second it’s done.” 
 
    Peter ignored him, studying Lord Brudnoy’s neck. “What’re these other scars from? Hey you, spaghetti-boy, I need some direct pressure here.” Peter pointed at Brudnoy’s neck. “They’re not burns. I don’t think … they look old.” 
 
    Salazar shrugged. 
 
    “Grab me the knife and pliers…” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The operation was gruesome. Perhaps a sawbones at Shiloh worked under worse conditions, with inferior equipment, in a less sanitary environment, and with less skill or training, and more pressure. It’s debatable. 
 
    The trash bags were ponchos. The turkey baster kept Lord Brudnoy’s mouth clear of saliva, blood, and vomitus, of which there was more than enough to satisfy the gagging Salazar. The three-liter bottles of soda, once emptied of moonshine, along with the duct tape, were used to ventilate the werewolf lord, for though he was breathing, every little bit of oxygen helped. The rubber mallet was tough-love anesthesia. The most obvious equipment were the gloves. They protected Peter’s hands when he cut into Lord Brudnoy, when he reached inside him, searching for the silver slugs that were killing him. That was the idea, anyway. 
 
    Peter was drenched with blood up to his trash bag-wrapped shoulders within ten seconds. 
 
    “How is he still alive?” Peter asked. 
 
    Salazar shrugged. 
 
    The bullets were deep. Peter delved with flashlight and knife into the cavern of flesh that was Lord Brudnoy’s neck and chest. The two men Salazar had brought helped hold the wound open while Peter reached in up to his shoulder. The turkey baster helped there, too, suctioning away precious blood, allowing Peter to catch the shine of bullets in the light. 
 
    “Just a little deeper.” 
 
    He pushed in. 
 
    Finally, triumphantly, Peter pulled one silver slug out; then he pulled some more. Lord Brudnoy grunted in his stupor, and Peter in his. A few more slugs came out, clicking on the concrete. They, too, were silver. 
 
    “I think that’s it,” Peter said. 
 
    “No, there’s more,” Salazar said, spurting out more blood. “There’s got to be.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “Fine. One more time guys, pull.” 
 
    Peter reached in. 
 
    Deep. 
 
    Feeling. 
 
    “Rrrrg…” 
 
    Deeper. 
 
    Searching. 
 
    “Come on, come on.” 
 
    Then he brushed it with his fingertips. It was deformed, slick with lycanthropic blood, deep within Brudnoy’s chest cavity, lodged against his beating heart. Between thumb and forefinger, shoulder deep in flesh, Peter had found it. He grasped it, slipping, and then he plucked it between thumb and forefinger and pulled … and pulled. “What the—?” The cavern of dense flesh collapsed suddenly around Peter’s arm, contracting; he barely pulled free. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Peter collapsed to the floor, “I got it.” 
 
    The slug clicked on the concrete floor. 
 
    Salazar pounced on Lord Brudnoy, wrestling the collar back on. It clicked. 
 
    Peter tore the poncho off in pieces. “I think that’s the last one.” 
 
    Salazar removed his glasses and peered at the wound. “How would you know? You’re hardly a doctor.” 
 
    “Started healing as soon as I grabbed it,” Peter said. “Almost pulled me in. Jesus, couldn’t get my arm free for a second.” 
 
    “He is healing!” Spaghetti-boy said, pointing. 
 
    “Mother of God.” Peter shook his head. “We gotta help it along, though, Salazar. I’ll hold it shut, you staple.” 
 
    “I’d rather not…” 
 
    Ka-chung! Ka-chung! Ka-chung!  
 
    Eighty-eight staples later, the rest of the bandages, another dose of anesthesia, some well-placed Ron, most of it down Salazar’s throat, though some for sterilization purposes, and the procedure was complete. 
 
    Whether or not Lord Brudnoy would survive what could probably be referred to as the biggest hack/Mickey Mouse surgery performed since cavemen invented trepanning was the question Benjamin Salazar tactfully posed to Peter. 
 
    “It’s a miracle he’s still breathing.” Peter tore off the rest of the poncho. “But, if I had to give Vegas odds…” 
 
    Not many surgeons will give Vegas odds on patients, especially to the friends and family. 
 
    Peter searched the cluttered floor, scuttling around the three despondent men who stared down at their fallen leader. 
 
    “Yes!” Peter said as his eyes lit upon the two pieces of equipment that lay yet unsullied on the concrete floor. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Can you feel this?” Peter squeezed Elliot’s hand. “Wiggle your fingers. Good. Okay, let me just wrap it up.” Peter wound a long piece of cloth around Elliot’s bloody forearm. “That too tight? Wiggle your fingers again. Good. They feel okay?” 
 
    “Yes, they feel fine. I heal quickly.” Elliot flexed his hand. “How is Lord Brudnoy?” He glanced at the hulk in the corner, unconscious. Elliot raised an eyebrow. “Is that a lampshade?” 
 
    “Two lampshades, actually, stapled together,” Peter giggled. “So he doesn’t lick his stitches, er, ah, staples.” 
 
    “Are you alright, Peter?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, hang on one second,” Peter crouched by Lord Brudnoy’s side, “I’m getting better at this.” He pressed his fingers into the fur at the base of Lord Brudnoy’s neck, beneath the silver collar. Peter pushed the lampshades around the werewolf’s neck up a bit. He felt for a pulse. “Keeps getting stronger. Wish I had a BP cuff, not that I’d know where — whatever. Well, Elliot, while you were outside carving up the dead, I was carving up the living.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re well, Peter?” asked Elliot. 
 
    Peter took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah, I’m okay, Elliot, thanks,” he said. “I just feel a little weird, light-headed, I guess. But okay. Thanks.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll survive?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Peter said. “In the movies, only a silver bullet to the heart can kill a werewolf, right? He seems to be getting better, though.” He scratched his chin. “If you’d asked me that three hours ago, I’d have said he had no chance in hell. That’s what I told Salazar, anyways. But now I’m not so sure. His wounds, even the neck one, are already closed. I had my arm in up to the shoulder in it, too.” 
 
    “Incredible.” Elliot knelt. Across his shoulder, he held the sword, three and a half feet of forged-steel death. “They were grave…” 
 
    At this, Lord Brudnoy coughed. Amber crescents appeared between his fuzzy eyelids. He grumbled something, then muttered something, then tried to raise his head. 
 
    Peter knelt and scratched him behind the ear, “It’s okay, boy. Just rest. Rest.” 
 
    “My people … are my people?” Lord Brudnoy’s voice was a whisper. 
 
    Elliot strode forth and knelt upon one knee. “Your people live to see yet another sunrise, my Lord,” Elliot said, his voice clear light fending off the dark. 
 
    “This … your doing?” asked Lord Brudnoy, eyes open, out of focus. A huge paw of his came up, wavered, and fell. “They — my people thank you. What … what be thy name, sir knight?” 
 
    “Elliot Speares, my lord, though I am no—” 
 
    “Then I dub thee, SIR Elliot Speares.” Lord Brudnoy’s voice grew clear and strong. “Knight of the Underside, Paladin of Tara, opponent of Sliggtown, faithful protector of the … hmmm? From whence do you hail, Sir … Elliot?” 
 
    Elliot glanced at Peter, who shrugged. 
 
    “From Lawrence, my Lord,” said Elliot. 
 
    “And what brings you to my realm?” Lord Brudnoy’s head wavered. “Be it damsels, Sir Elliot, or dragons?” 
 
    “My damsel is dead, my Lord,” Elliot said. “Murdered. I … I failed her. I awoke too late.” His gaze fell. “I can hear her scream. I came for the sword.” He held it out. 
 
    “The sword? Ah, yes, of course, the sword. A knight should be not without his sword, and a fine sword it is, too. Ahhhrrrmmmm, my good knight,” Lord Brudnoy said. “And … and if your lady be dead, Sir Elliot, then it must be dragons, for those are the dual purposes of knights, Sir Elliot. Yes, damsels and dragons.” His eyes glazed over, his voice faltering along with his head. “Knights and, er, hmmm? What was I saying, old boy?” 
 
    “He said rest, my lord.” Salazar stepped into the room. In his arms was a large brown-paper bag. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy’s eyes twitched to Salazar, “Ah, Benjamin,” and then rolled to Peter. “The … Lord Tyr?” Brudnoy muttered as he slid back into a misty sleep. 
 
     “Yes, rest, my Lord.” Salazar placed the bag down. “You must heal and regain your strength. Tonight is but half a day away.” Salazar looked up. “I brought food.” 
 
    “I don’t eat rat,” Peter muttered, turning away as Salazar pulled some doughnuts from within the bag. 
 
    “Excuse me?” asked Salazar. 
 
    “He would love one.” Elliot took a doughnut and devoured it in two gulps. He took another. 
 
    Peter took a bite, but a wave of nausea gripped him as he chewed, swallowed. He nearly gagged. 
 
    “Help yourself to more.” Salazar pulled some cups from the paper bags. “Coffee? Juice? Not hungry, Peter?” 
 
    “Coffee, please,” Elliot said. 
 
    Peter took a glass of juice and managed to choke it down; it tasted awful. 
 
    “I brought some chairs.” Salazar stepped out and back in. He handed some rickety folding chairs to Elliot and Peter. The chairs unfolded with a creak, but despite appearances, were sturdy. 
 
    “Well, I can’t begin to thank you, gentlemen,” Salazar said, quite officiously, taking his own seat. “Why, last night was almost the end of it all. The citizens of Tara thank you, Elliot, especially. Last night, you saved us all.” 
 
    Elliot shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “And Peter, without you, we would have no tomorrow. Your brilliant surgery has given us all a second lease on that wonderful gift we call life.” 
 
    “Brilliant?” Peter muttered beneath his breath. “Uh, thanks. Look, I have to go. Now. If Lord Brudnoy wakes up—” 
 
    “Go? But wait. Why? You only just arrived. Why, I could find you a bed, food, good food, some feminine companions perhaps?” 
 
    “Look, Salazar,” Peter whispered, “the last time Lord Brudnoy was awake, he said he was going to eat me. Now, I’ve done all I can for him and despite that, he’s getting better. And as for you and your people, they were about to convict me of murder. If you hadn’t overdosed—” 
 
    “You mean,” Salazar said, raising a finger, “if I hadn’t saved you?” 
 
    “You? Saved me?” 
 
    “You are still alive, are you not?” 
 
    “Now wait a second, you accused me of murder!” 
 
    “I am a lawyer, Peter.” 
 
    “But you were my lawyer!” 
 
    “The world is not black and white.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?!” 
 
    “It means I was protecting you.” Salazar rolled his snake eyes. “You don’t live down here, Peter, so you can’t know. You’re ignorant. No, no, don’t apologize, it’s not your fault, entirely. I had to protect myself, as I was protecting you. Can’t have my own people thinking I’m protecting a murderer, now can I? Especially Ringo’s murderer.” 
 
    “But I wasn’t — he’s not — I’m not a murderer.” 
 
    “Of course you’re not a murderer.” 
 
    “So then why did you accuse me?” 
 
    “Look, Peter, I was drunk and high. Besides, Lord Brudnoy thought you were a murderer,” Salazar said, “and that’s more than enough to convict you in his courtroom. Trust me.” 
 
    “Trust? Yeah right.” 
 
    “Peter, down here it’s not smart to rule against the beliefs of the one person that keeps out the night. Got it? Very bad manners. Lessens the life expectancy dramatically.” 
 
    “Bad manners? Life expectancy? So the trial was fixed,” Peter said. “I was dead, no matter what.” 
 
    “Absolutely, and sort of. But, no, the trial was not fixed.” 
 
    “But, how can you say that?!” Peter said. 
 
    “Because you’re alive right now,” Salazar said. “Lord Brudnoy’s is one of the most demanding courtrooms in the world for two reasons. Number one, he knows jack-shit about law,” Salazar lowered his voice. “Courtroom protocol he gets from old Matlock reruns. And number two, he’s crazier than a shithouse rat. Makes up whatever suits him, whenever it suits him. No rhyme and even less reason. And he doesn’t play by any rules, but neither do I.” 
 
    “So, why do you stay here?” 
 
    Salazar straightened, straightening his lapels. “Lord Brudnoy was — is my best friend. Best man at my wedding, and I at his. Before he was a werewolf, of course. And besides, on the upside, we’re both marked men.” 
 
    “Marked? Like people want to kill you?” 
 
    “Jesus, kid, yeah! Don’t you watch any TV?” Salazar gasped. “Yeah, they want to kill us; what the hell you think that was tonight? A junky-suck social? No, it’s the same old story; once the corpses build up, and the hunger hits critical mass, they come a-calling.” 
 
    “How long’s it been going on? How long you guys been down here?” 
 
    “Ahem, well, we founded this place … what was it? Sixty- nine, yes, November 12th, 1969. Cold autumn night, if I remember correctly, just like this one. It was the night Lord Brudnoy changed.” 
 
    “He wasn’t always a werewolf, then?” 
 
    Salazar shook his head. 
 
    “So, how’d he become one?” 
 
    “The mayor.” 
 
    “Okay, so who marked you?” Peter asked. 
 
    “The mayor.” 
 
    “Which mayor? The mayor right now?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s been around for quite some time, Peter. Lord Brudnoy ran against him in sixty-nine. Perry was the incumbent even then. His family’s ancient. Town’s named after one of them, way back, and I’m talking pilgrim-way-back.” He rubbed his eyes. “Had some witches in his bloodline back then or at least some that were hung for witching. Some who did the hanging, I imagine, too. He’s from a long line of back-stabbing-opportunist-inbreeding-ass-maggots who currently never fail to run for and win office. Lot of money. Pirate money, no doubt.” Salazar said ‘pirate money’ like most people say ‘summer’ during winter. “Perry was universally hated even before he took office. A gift from his predecessors.” 
 
    “So, wait a second, a werewolf ran for mayor?” 
 
    “He wasn’t a werewolf at the time; he was a man.” 
 
    “What was his name?” 
 
    “Terry.” 
 
    “Terry? His name was Terry Perry?” 
 
    “No, it was Terry Brudnoy.” 
 
    “The mayor?” 
 
    “No,” Salazar said. “Lord Brudnoy’s name was Terrence Brudnoy. The mayor’s name was, and still is, James Perry III.” 
 
    “Is the mayor a werewolf?” 
 
    “No, he just hired one.” He noticed the look on Peter’s face and shrugged. “He has some strange connections.” 
 
    “Are you serious, cause it’s late? I can’t tell.” 
 
    Salazar nodded slowly as though talking to a two-year-old. 
 
    “So, Lord Brudnoy, the werewolf lord’s name is, Terry?” 
 
    “Terrence, but yes. Why?” 
 
    “Just seems a little wussyish. For a werewolf lord. Y’know?” 
 
    “Wussyish? You dare call my liege wussyish?” Salazar bolted from his chair. “Why if I weren’t half the man — no, a quarter of the man. Well, I shouldn’t get hasty. I am old. Where was I?” 
 
    “The mayor was an asshole.” 
 
    “No. The mayor is an asshole,” Salazar said. “Y’see, the Tribune took a poll on the coming election. Lord Brudnoy — er Terry, was ahead. Way ahead.” 
 
    “How ahead?” Peter sat back and rotated his arm around in a circle. It was getting stiff. 
 
    “Ahead so much that there was no way he could lose. Ahead so much that even Perry’s campaign staff weren’t going to vote for him. His mother wasn’t going to vote for him.” He settled back into his chair. “So he took desperate measures. First, he tried changing his image. A kinder gentler Perry. Then came smear campaigns. Neither worked, so logically the next step was vampires.” 
 
    “Vampires?” 
 
    “What? Stuff happens like that all the time. Look at the Kennedy’s. So maybe it’s not always vampires, but anyways… They failed. Killed Terry’s wife Alicea, though. Wonderful woman. Simply awful. Terry got real sick afterwards. Who wouldn’t?” Salazar removed his glasses and wiped them with a handkerchief. “About a week later, in the dead of night, the mayor’s cohorts broke into Terry’s campaign headquarters while we were still there, working late. Abducted both of us. Dragged us down here to the sewers. Set their werewolf on us.” 
 
    “Their werewolf? How—?” 
 
    “Well, he’d had some previous elections polled and going the same way. Those opponents were usually gunned down. Bodies create problems, though, speaking as a lawyer, for the defense, anyways, and after the werewolf was done with us, bodies wouldn’t have been an issue. They’re about as finicky about diet as garbage disposals,” Salazar said. “Politics is deadly in this town, most towns.” 
 
    “So how do you fit into this?” Peter asked. His shoulder and arm were throbbing. He clenched his fist. 
 
    “As I said, he was my best friend. I was also his campaign manager,” Salazar said. “We were going to change this city. Rejuvenate it, fix the roads, the schools, get a minor league baseball team, a four-ring-circus.” 
 
    “Four-ring?” 
 
    “Okay, two rings, but that’s not the point. The point is, it’s all gone now.” Salazar bit his knuckles. “They chained us down here and set the wolf on us. It was a full moon that night, I remember. Huge, it was huge, like Lord Brudnoy is now, but crazy, a slavering beast, no reason. It just sprang, all saliva, hair, hate. Tore Terry apart. I mean, it was horrible. I remember screaming the whole time. It just ripped him down, and then as it came for me, I just closed my eyes … and crapped my pants.” Salazar wiped his forehead with a pair of old briefs from his case. “I remember thinking I was dead. Then suddenly there was snarling, snarling and fighting. I opened one eye, and there were two werewolves fighting! One was all torn up and bleeding but holding his own. And boy, did he hold his own. Terry. Grabbed that other wolf by the neck and shook him like a god-damned rat. It was beautiful, beautiful.” Salazar shook his head slowly and glanced at Brudnoy on the floor. “Well, anyways, the mayor and his people saw which way it was going. They ran. I prayed. And I’m not a religious man. I prayed a lot, though. 
 
    “Terry won, or the beast that was Terry.” Salazar shuddered. “Then he ate him. Every last ragged chunk, bones and all. Crunch crunch crunch. Thought I was next. Closed my eyes again, and well, next thing I know, Terry’s curled up on the ground napping like some puppy, some giant mutant puppy.” 
 
    Peter’s stomach growled. 
 
    “Way I figure it, werewolf bit him and turned him into a werewolf. Turned just in time before he died, or something. Only took a few seconds. Saved my life that night, though. More than a few times since.” 
 
    Peter turned to Elliot. The old man, his arms wrapped around the cross-guard of his sword, snored softly. He looked like an old man again. He was an old man. 
 
    “Let him sleep,” Salazar said. “Fought long and hard tonight. Saved a lot of lives. Leeches came in force, twice. Biggest raid in years, organized, too, for them. Knew they’d hurt Lord Brudnoy in that first wave. Came back to finish it. I thought it was over. Knew they’d be back once they regrouped. Your friend turned them back, though, with Lord Brudnoy’s sword. Some of them had guns, too. Getting smarter. Where’d you meet him?” 
 
     “I don’t really know him.” Peter shrugged. “Just met him tonight. He’s been in a coma for a while, I think.” 
 
    “A coma? Him?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. He doesn’t talk much, even when he’s awake.” 
 
    Elliot snored. 
 
    The two sat in silence. 
 
    “What’s a werewolf need a sword for?” Peter picked up a doughnut and forced himself to take a bite. Nausea hit him again. He gagged it down, though, and reached for another. 
 
    “He likes shiny stuff.” 
 
    “So, Lord Brudnoy protects you from the vampires.” 
 
    “And whatever else comes along. There’re worse things in this city than vampires, let me tell you.” 
 
    “Like what?” Peter dropped the doughnut as his hand began to spasm. “RRRRrrrg…” The dark cloud seized his hand, and the gray lightning streaked down his fingers. 
 
    “You’ve been bitten.” Salazar stood. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How long?” Salazar asked from behind his chair. 
 
    “Two days…” His stomach twisted. “God, I’m gonna puke.” 
 
    “You haven’t got long, then.” He peeped from the doorway. “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “You were right, before,” Salazar said. “You have to go.” 
 
    “Gee … Rrrg … thanks.” 
 
    “It’s for your protection, Peter. You don’t know the people down here. Psychos, all of them, ingrates, degenerates, murderers, barbarians. They find out, they’ll kill you. Not that it’d change much, in your particular case…” 
 
    “Have you, have you ever heard of a cure, or an antidote, or something, anything?” Peter wiped drool from his chin. “Does anyone know anything?”  
 
    Salazar shrugged, holding the chair in front of him, a bulimic lion tamer. “I can ask around, but you’ll have to leave today. Now. The sooner the better.” 
 
    “If you find out anything…?” 
 
    “I will see to it that someone contacts you, though it most assuredly will not be me.” 
 
    “Right,” Peter scowled, “let me just check on Lord Brudnoy again. Then I’ll go.” 
 
    Salazar watched him go. “Doughnuts,” he muttered, shaking his head. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16. 
 
    “I’VE BEEN A FAN of his work for yearsss,” Lil said, softly, sibilantly, sensuously. She couldn’t help it, not that she would have tried to help it if she could. Her voice was like a cool night wind wafting against his ear. Shivers ran up and down his spine, good shivers. Demure, quiet, but he could hear it without straining. It was refreshing, memories of dark summer nights in late September. The warmth was there, but a chill touched it, on the horizon, promises of things to come. 
 
    Things rustled occasionally in the cages lining the walls like some giant subterranean kennel. In point of fact, it was a giant subterranean kennel. 
 
    “His career I have followed since even before his arrival,” she said. Even in the dark depths, her eyes shone a pale jade green. Alluring. Tempting. They asked questions. Baaad Questions. Gooooood questions. He wanted very badly to answer those questions as he followed by her side like a remora. His wife would never approve of those questions let alone the answers. 
 
    “Dearly, I would love to taste him.” She glided down the dank, close hallway. Like a panther, she moved, even, fluid, silent, powerful. With this fluidity, this grace, she walked like no other woman walked. Marilyn Monroe could have walked this good on her best day. Maybe. 
 
    “Now tell me, Jamesss.” 
 
    He loved the way she said his name, the way she held the ‘S’ sound between her tongue and her teeth and then let it die away, slowly. 
 
    “What can you possibly do for me?” She paused, a hand on her curved hip, and turned toward him. She was beautiful. Dark. Mysterious. Sweat beaded on his shiny forehead. He ran a hand through his mass of curly brown hair. 
 
    “Uh, um, uh,” James managed, trying to keep the drool from spilling from his gaping mouth. 
 
    She closed it for him with a gentle push up on his chin from her small, porcelain hand. Her dress twinkled in the dark like some tropical sea alive beneath the stars. Her perfume was exotic, the scent of morphine and euthanasia, a sharp contrast to the foul tunnel air. 
 
    “Oh, Jamesss, you must control yourself.” 
 
    James Perry the Third was fighting desperately, and with little success, to control himself. Taking a deep breath, he counted to ten and then looked around. He was really sweating now. The cages lined the walls from the floor to the ceiling, three high, as far as the eye could see. They were all full. He just knew it. Heat from their imprisoned bodies fouled the air, creating a thin yellow mist of sweat and piss and shit that crawled along the floor like squiggling, rotting screwworms. “Hope they’re not all voters,” he said. “Ha-ha, uh … ha. Ahem, well, Lil, the thing is, you see, he’s become a problem.” 
 
    “Really?” Her eyes went wide with surprise. She sauntered over to one of the cages. A man’s arm hung limp outside the bars. She stroked it with her fingertip. “Hmmmmm.” 
 
    “Ah, well, at first, it was good for the city, y’know? Killing the deadbeats and troublemakers. But now he’s killing people with respectable jobs. People who pay taxes. People who vote. They’re starting to notice. Why, the Tribune ran an entire series.” 
 
    “That’s sooooooo interesting.” She lifted the caged man’s arm up and then let it drop. It banged against the bars of the cage below. She giggled. “Shhhh, he’s sleeping.” She sauntered on down the line of cages. James hurried after. “Poor, poor James, what is your point? Surely, you didn’t come to me to speak of newspapers and taxes.” 
 
    James stammered when he spoke, especially in her presence. To be fair, most men did. “My point is, uh,” James said, “we need to do something about him. Serial killers attract a lot of attention. What if the feds get involved? I’m just looking out for you. For us. Y’know? It wouldn’t be a problem if you were willing to, ah, change me?” 
 
    “Ohhhh. I understand, Jamessss.” She slid up close to him, her hot scent enveloping him. “This is an election year. My, how time stands still while your life flies by. I’m so sorry, James, but I still need a man. And I still need you to be that man. No, James, not another word of this.” She stalked to another cage. “OOOOh. This one.” 
 
    She clapped her hands and from down the dark curved hall emerged four women. All were beautiful in their own way. They all moved like Lil did. Maybe they weren’t quite as beautiful, or mysterious, but they were close. It would depend on the beholder. James stepped aside as they glided past, their evening gowns tailored perfectly to their forms. Heels click-scratched on the bedrock floor. 
 
    “This one, girls, and be gentle.” 
 
    To the cage they strode as one; Lil stepped back. 
 
    Their combined perfumes cleared the palate of the reek fouling the tunnel. One of the four stepped forth, an Asian beauty, withdrawing a key from within her gown, and unlocked the cage. She dropped the key back, with a snarl, to parts regrettably unknown. 
 
    James gulped. 
 
    Then she reached into the cage and pulled a man out by his hair. The other three stepped forth and helped. 
 
    “Ich … ni … san,” said the one, and they yanked him free. 
 
    For a second the filthy man wriggled feebly. Then he looked up, locked eyes with Lil, and fell limp. The four hoisted him bodily, careful of their gowns, and followed Lil down the long hallway. “James, hon, be a dear and shut the cage, please?” 
 
    The door crashed shut, and James waddled after them. Down the hall for what seemed like ages, past innumerable cages, he huffed after the five ladies. When they moved, it was like slow motion. Smooth. Their smoothness belied a hasty speed, however, as the sweating, huffing-puffing James knew. 
 
    “Hurry James,” Lil’s voice echoed. 
 
    James scurried after them into a parlor, closed the door, and turned. Already, they had the man splayed out upon the table. Each of the four grasped one of his limbs. Lil straddled the man’s back. Her small, delicate hands kneaded the flesh of his back, pressing and pulling, twisting. Lil froze James with a glance, a smirk. 
 
    The man moaned softly. 
 
    “Now, James, I understand that we have a problem. I understand the solution to the problem. So what is the problem?” She was massaging the man’s shoulders now. 
 
    “Uh, I thought — what?” 
 
    “The problem, James. Stay focused.” 
 
    “I thought that you would take care of it. You know him, right?” 
 
    “Dear Jamessss,” her jade eyes sparkled with mirth, “I am not acquainted with him, per say. I am more acquainted with his tool. Though his work. Hmmmmm? I am familiar with that as well. You don’t expect me to do all of this, do you? James?” 
 
    “Uh, well, I thought, you could get someone, y’know?” 
 
    Lil crawled down the man’s body, now working his lower back and buttocks. She paused for a moment, thinking. “Hmm, you were right to bring this to my attention, James. Something must be done. I have had my people looking into it for some time, of course. They have all been … unsuccessful. None of my people will touch it, now. I could force them, but that presents a moral dilemma. I could go outside? Billy might—” She pouted for a moment then smiled. “No. He’s still not speaking to me. You’ll just have to find someone on your own.” She continued working, digging, rhythmically. 
 
    “I’ve had my best people on it for months,” James whined. “They can’t find this guy. They’ve got nothing on him. Even Winters can’t find him. It has to be done soon, Lil. The public requires it, no, demands it.” 
 
    “Well, James, I never. I do so love it when you get forceful. You do sway me so.” She dug her nails into the man’s hamstrings. “I suppose, since I’m in such a giving mood, I could give you something.” 
 
    “What Lil?” His heart leaped, visions of immortality dancing before his eyes. 
 
    “Information,” she said. 
 
    James’ shoulders slumped. “Oh...” 
 
    “Your serial killer is a heroin junky.” Lil worked the calves now. “Billy Rubin makes a delivery to him every Sunday night, after sundown. That’s what Ilyana says, and she’s very reliable. Aren’t you honey?” 
 
    Ilyana growled. 
 
    “They rendezvous at a different location every Sunday. Billy’s soooo bad. He’s the only one who’ll deal to him. Very hush-hush. Everyone else is too afraid. Billy fronts a tough crew.” 
 
    “Why are they afraid, Lil?” asked James. “They — they’re already dead.” 
 
    “They’re afraid of that big,” she dug her nails into the man’s back, “BAD,” she dug in again, “tool in his pocket,” Lil’s eyes lit up. “I just had a thought, James. I’ll have Ilyana find out where Billy’s meeting him tomorrow. She’s very persuasive.” 
 
    “Okay?” James nodding. “But, how does that help me?” 
 
    “You’ll send word out to all your trouble-makers,” Lil said. “Winters, the priest, whoever. Something’s bound to come out of this for the good if they all come together. Send out the word, James. You’ll be like Paul Revere. One if by land, or is it two by … oh, I can never remember.” She frowned. “You just remember, though, James, no matter what happens, the artist’s tool is mine. The gun. Bring it to me. Then,” she said ‘then’ as though it were some far off mystical land, “you can have whatever you want. Now off with you. I’ll call you.” 
 
    “O—okay.” 
 
    “Oh, and James, be a dear and close the door on your way out.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Something was wrong with the place, horribly wrong. He pushed on, careful where he walked for the footing in this realm was treacherous, slick. The tortured wails of human infants slaughtered his ears, screeching up and down his spine. The clash of the metal cages in which they were imprisoned shattered his nerves. Sweat began to trickle down his back. He didn’t want to be here. He shouldn’t be here. 
 
    “I need a beer. I need many beers.” 
 
    It was a maze. A maze where mad harpies reigned supreme, chattering, clucking at one another, fighting and screeching in tearing-misery. It was a maze a man could wander forever, searching for what he desired and never find it. 
 
    Exotic flora littered the walls of passageways. Some were beautiful in a foreign way, some offensive to both sight and smell. The thought of touching, or even tasting one; a shudder ran down his spine. The babies wailed, imprisoned as they were, their tiny arms reaching out for the solace of their harpy-mothers. They keened and screeched with delight, poking and prodding and grasping. 
 
    Carmine always felt out of place when he laid foot within the produce department. 
 
    “Who the hell listens to a fortune cookie?” he asked of no one in particular. He pushed his carriage down the aisle and it swerved. “Broken frickin’ wheel. Oh, excuse me, miss … miss? Ah, miss, could you—? Excuse me, okay. Never mind, I’ll wait. Oh, don’t trouble yourself on my account, lady. Stepping to the left would be way too strenuous for someone built like you. I should know. Blob. Yeah, I said it. What are you gonna do?” 
 
    Carmine expounded aloud some more, but the gaggle of chattering-mad-harpy-shoppers would not move or even acknowledge his existence. In the middle of the aisle, like cholesterol in one of his own arteries, they stood congesting, occluding, ignoring. 
 
    “Hmmmm.” Carmine looked around. Buying and preparing food was so much more strenuous than takeout. It was as though he were de-evolving. “Thousands of years of food service evolution crumbling before me to dust.” 
 
    “Cha Chi’s, right down the street. Two blocks. A short ride. Six bucks a pop, no bitchy old ladies, no screaming babies. Mmmmmm, spicy burrito wrap, no cooking, drive through, don’t have to leave car … no. NO!” 
 
    He steeled himself and grabbed a head of broccoli, and then just stared at it as though it were a head of broccoli. “Oh, how the obese have fallen.” He dropped it in his carriage. “Health food’s one thing, dealing with the people who eat it’s another.” He needed to quit this place, fast. The vegetables, the fruits, the grains, vitamins, they were closing in on him, suffocating— 
 
    “Excuse me, ladies,” Carmine said. “EXCUSE ME.” 
 
    The ladies with their babies were still chatting, still ignorant of the existence of other shoppers. 
 
    “Fine.” Carmine lowered his shoulder and slammed his carriage straight through theirs, clanking and causing their children to continue screaming bloody murder. 
 
    “Well, I never!” 
 
    “Some people!” 
 
    “Really!” 
 
    “What’s a fine piece of meat doing—” 
 
    Huffing, Carmine sprinted to the front of the department, focused, not looking back once, then skidded to a halt. Warmth blanketed his soul. He had found it. It was comfort; it was a comrade at arms in an enemy land. Amongst all forms of produce, it was the sole entity Carmine could name friend, the mighty potato. 
 
    “Hmmm, red bliss, russet, you’re so bad.” 
 
    “Did you … were you talking to me, sir?” A produce clerk turned, knocking over a bag. 
 
    Carmine dove forward, shortstop quick after a grounder, catching it, holding it, caressing it. 
 
    “Sir?” The clerk looked down. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “Treat them well, my son,” Carmine said, a tear glistening in the corner of his eye. He wrestled himself up and handed over the bag. 
 
    “I thought I heard — thank you.” The clerk took the bag and stacked it on top of the display with one hand. His other was jammed into his pocket. 
 
    “No problem.” Carmine pushed his carriage onward. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, but, are you an ambulance driver?” 
 
    Carmine cringed, a reaction built over his seventeen-year-career. Calling an EMT an ambulance driver was like calling a surgeon a butcher. He did do more than just drive an ambulance: he assessed patients, provided first aid, CPR, mental and emotional support, carried fat old people downstairs, carried fat old people upstairs, and a whole lot more. “Uh, yeah. More or less. How’d you know?” 
 
    Now that pleasantries were dispensed with, the guy was going to tell him about how he had chopped his fingers off in a freakish blender accident, or about his skin problem, or his ass problem, or his ass-skin problem. It never failed, and it was never a hot twenty-five-year-old swimsuit model with breast pain. Never. Ever. 
 
    “Oh,” the clerk’s shoulders were hunched over like vulture wings, or he’d have been much taller, “sometimes I’m at calls and I watch. I have a police scanner I listen to. I — I’ve seen you. A few times. You help people.” He brushed his long greasy hair from his face. 
 
    “Ah, yeah,” Carmine said. “Guess I do stick out in the crowd, in all directions.” He pointed to the vast assortment of vegetables he had amassed in his carriage. “Trying to fix that a bit, anyways.” 
 
    “I was wondering if you could … help me?” The clerk closed his eyes a moment, a slight spasm shaking his body. In pain? He giggled, waving a hand. “Oh, never mind, sir. Have a … have a nice, nice day.” The clerk turned, continued stacking potatoes one-handed, with engineer-like precision. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17. 
 
    “COME ON, COME ON.” 
 
    Carmine jiggled his keys, trying to untangle them and balance the three paper grocery bags in his arms. The screen door banged against his side. 
 
    “We need to talk,” said a voice from behind. 
 
    Carmine jumped. “God-damn, don’t do that!” 
 
    It was Detective Winters. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, talk, okay,” Carmine said. “Jesus, almost gave me a heart attack. Here, hold these for second, will ya?” He handed the three bags to Detective Winters, untangled his keys, and unlocked the door. Carmine then stepped inside and clambered up the stairs. 
 
    Detective Winters watched him then followed. 
 
    “Just drop them on the kitchen table.” 
 
    Detective Winters strode into the kitchen and dropped the bags down on top of the mass of newspapers covering the table. 
 
    “So, what do you want, detective?” Carmine rummaged through the bags. His house smelled of garlic; he only noticed it when he first walked in. 
 
    “How well does he endure?” 
 
    “What?” Grimacing, Carmine pulled broccoli from inside of his bags. “Who?” 
 
    “I am not here to play games.” Detective Winters’ pale blue eyes glowed fierce. 
 
    “You sure? I’ve got Atari.” 
 
    “Peter. The boy. I can smell him on you.” Detective Winters took a deep breath, his eyes widening. “You have been around him sometime in the past … twelve hours. How does he endure the change?” 
 
    “Better than most, barely touching him.” 
 
     Detective Winters nodded. “In any case, he must be put down.” 
 
    “Put down?” Carmine growled. “What, is he a fucking dog?” 
 
    “Worse. A rabid one.” 
 
    “Like Old Yeller?” Carmine asked. “He ain’t even biting, yet. Jesus, you fucking cops.” 
 
    “I do not enjoy certain aspects of my position.” 
 
    “Really? Remember, I’ve seen you work, detective,” Carmine said. “I’ve seen it all. So don’t tell me you don’t fucking enjoy it.” 
 
    “I do what is necessary because no one else dares do it. I thought you, alone, might understand that,” Detective Winters said. “Would you, Carmine, delve into the blackest of arts? Bend the spines of dark tomes that best lay dormant. Would you perform the Mass of Saint Secaire? And mean it? Sell your soul for a pittance of the occult, that you may one day glean use for that knowledge? For good? I would have once, willingly. And I did, and now I do so in spite of what I know. It is my legacy, it seems.” 
 
    “You’re my hero,” Carmine said. 
 
    “Nothing may affect my work, Carmine, and nothing so ephemeral as hope. Hope is for cowards and liars, and you are neither, though you play at both,” Detective Winters said. “You understand this better, probably, even than I. When the night comes, and you are alone, you know that what I say is true. There is no cure. You tried harder than any to find it. And you failed where all others failed. There is no shame in it, but the boy will die. The boy must die.” 
 
    “His name’s Peter.” 
 
    “Now it is but a matter of time and of corpses.” 
 
    “You knew the other night.” Carmine launched out of his chair toward the refrigerator. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If you knew, why didn’t you do it then?” 
 
    “I will explain my actions to you this once, and only this once, because he is your friend.” Detective Winters raised a finger. “I was occupied with an investigation. You were there. It took priority. I had not the time to deal with one infected little boy. Besides, it was too early to tell. If it were but the rot—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t even have to lift a finger.” 
 
    “Yes, precisely. Glacier ice doth run through my bastard veins. Yes, he would simply die, given time, and for once, it would be easy,” Detective Winters said. “But as you know, it is never easy. And so he turns, Carmine, he turns. And this cannot be allowed. Like the Masque of the Red—” 
 
    “Spare me your fucking analogies,” Carmine spat. “He’s just a kid. A stupid kid but a good one. There’s got to be something, someone to help him, to slow it, maybe, something.” He pulled two bottles of beer out of the refrigerator, sat down, and plunked them on the table. He cracked one open and snapped the cap into the trash can. He took a long, hard pull. 
 
    Detective Winters glanced at the other bottle on the table. “I don’t drink.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to.” Carmine wiped his mouth. “Look, I took him to see the Padre, to see what he’d say. Mentioned something about killing the head vampire, called her the queen. Said it might stop it, the disease.” 
 
    “This is not Dungeons and Dragons, Carmine,” Detective Winters said. “This is real. Killing the queen won’t end it. Even an amateur like Lonigan knows that. I’ve killed hundreds of them, Carmine, but only with these two hands. Even if you could find the queen and somehow kill her, it would stop nothing. Another would take her place. And still, Peter would turn. And you know where he would go, Carmine. You know.” Detective Winters shook his head in disgust. “Lonigan offered the lie, but you are the one who swallowed it.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” Carmine killed his beer then cracked open the other. He took a pull off of it, wiped his mouth. 
 
    Detective Winters just sat watching. 
 
    “So, that’s it, huh? Kid’s done, then?” 
 
    “The moon waxes with each of its passes, and Peter’s life wanes. On Thursday it will have been one week. By then, for certain, but most likely sooner. Three, usually four days at the most. You know. They all end the same,” Detective Winters said, “with a ferry across the Styx, and the myths lie, Carmine. Charon requires no tolls, only passengers.” 
 
    Carmine took another pull. “Well, he shouldn’t have to pay for my fuck-ups. Just a kid, a damned unlucky kid. Shit.” 
 
    “Carmine, I came to you for two reasons.” Detective Winters withdrew a roll of cloth from within his coat. He placed it on the kitchen table. 
 
    “Put it away.” Carmine pointed with his beer. 
 
    Detective Winters unrolled it, revealing a silver dagger and three sharp steel stakes. Detective Winters pushed them across the table. He looked up. “This is the first reason.” 
 
    “Put them away.” 
 
    “For him,” Detective Winters said. “You are his friend. You could make it painless.” 
 
    “I said put them, the fuck, away!” He flung his beer, shattering against the wall. 
 
    “You could make it quick, in any event.” Detective Winters didn’t even blink. “If the police catch him first, and they are looking, Carmine. He is no junky-suck; they know where he will go, and they will find him, given time, and they will put him down. But they will put him to the question first.” Detective Winters frowned. “I know he knows nothing. You know he knows nothing. They even know he knows nothing. But they will torture him for the sheer pleasure of the act. For practice. Bragging rights. It is their way, and it is effective.” 
 
    “I can’t.” Carmine was at the fridge again, bottles clattering. “I … I can’t do it.” Carmine cracked another one. “He’s a good kid.” 
 
    “Irrelevant.” 
 
    Carmine closed his eyes. “No.” 
 
    “Then who better to do it?” He backhanded the bottle from Carmine’s hand. It shattered. 
 
    “Who then, Carmine? Some stranger who does it not for the good but because of the badge he wears? Because he likes inflicting pain? So he might brag to his friends over beers later that night?” 
 
    Carmine cracked and pounded down another and then another. “I’m gonna keep drinking till you disappear.” 
 
    “Perhaps what I ask is inhuman. What I do certainly is. And perhaps you are correct in your estimation of me. Perhaps I do not hate it. But what I do, I do because no one else will. You know what is out there, Carmine.” Detective Winters fixed Carmine with his cold blue eyes. “We cannot allow this wound to fester and jeopardize others, innocents.” 
 
    “The only innocents in this town are in the grave or on their way.” 
 
    Detective Winters nodded. “Perhaps I was wrong about you.” 
 
    “Perhaps. So screw-off.” Carmine took a deep breath and examined his beer bottle in great detail. 
 
    Detective Winters peered close at Carmine. “Where have you been in the past four hours?” 
 
    “Look, Winters, you can shove it!” Carmine said. “I don’t have to tell you shit. You may be right about Peter, and you may be a cop, but I’m not telling you—” 
 
    Detective Winters rose, and despite his height, he towered. “This is not about Peter. This is about the Devourer of Souls.” 
 
    “The Soul … Biter?” Carmine laughed. “You come up with that? Sounds like a lame punk band, or something.” 
 
    “It is what he is called on the street. He is known by other names, in other places. But he is here, in this city, and in this city he is the Devourer of Souls. He is shunned even by the ghouls.” 
 
    Carmine paused. “The one who killed Emily?” 
 
    “Yes, but not only killed, Carmine,” Detective Winters said. “He took her soul. He stripped it slick and kicking, screaming from her body.” 
 
    Detective Winters raised a hand. “Do not ask. I do not know what means he uses to accomplish this. The pain she experienced in the last few moments of life compares not to what she experiences every moment in her death. I shall end that. What the Devourer of Souls does requires power.” 
 
    “How much power?” 
 
    “Where have you been today?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I have hunted the Devourer of Souls these past years, and I have finally gained his scent. Insanity, fear, hate, vengeance, mad-hunger, desperation, he reeks of it. Intimate now, we have become, he and I, and I can smell him, even now, Carmine, upon you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18. 
 
    THE BISHOP OF COLTON FALLS was a decrepit old man. Aimlessly he plugged away at a calculator as ancient as he. His body was wasted nearly to that of a skeleton enshrouded by a thin caul of liver-spotted, paper skin. There were reasons for this decrepitude, reasons too numerous to count. Once a hale man, even in his early and mid- seventies, he was now but a whisper of his former self. 
 
    Worries. Worries, like cancer, ate away at his bones, chewing the very marrow from within to without. He took a deep breath from the oxygen mask he kept on his desk. Those worm-eaten bones, crooked and bent, bore the weight, though, for now. 
 
    The church had seen better days. Scandals. Death. And more scandals. The glory was fading. The truth lost. Trust evaporated. All that survived were tabloid stories that claimed horror and the newspapers and depositions that proved it. Despite his wasted body, his tired sagging frame, despite the tissue paper skin that clung to his flesh, the Bishop’s eyes still burned when he was angered. They burned now because of the man who had stepped through the door and stood now before him. 
 
    “Sons, here, I have raised and reared, but they have disowned me,” the Bishop quoted as the man stepped before him. The room was immaculate. Books lined the walls, and not a mote of dust touched the Venetian blinds that glowed golden in the afternoon sun. 
 
    “It was you who disowned me, Tuley.” The Padre removed his hat. Confident, relaxed, he remained standing despite the chair next to him. 
 
    “I tried, at any rate, to help you, Brian,” the Bishop said. 
 
    “By banishing me?” 
 
    “No one sane wants the Colton Falls appointments.” The Bishop waved a hand. “They scramble for transfers as soon as they get here. Why should you be any different?” 
 
    “Because it is here that I have found my calling. It is here that help is needed most.” 
 
    “You’re a joke, Brian.” The Bishop wheezed as he spoke, as he breathed. “You didn’t use to be, but you are now. So much potential. Wasted. You gallivant about like some half-ass superhero trying to save the world. Look how you dress. You’re a disgrace.” 
 
    “A man’s raiment is no measure of his worth,” the Padre said. “It is a man’s deeds weighed upon the scales, your eminence, and it is not I that disgraces. Once you were a great teacher, as well as leader, Tuley.” 
 
    The Bishop’s burning gaze quavered for a second, but he held it. 
 
    The Padre did not blink. “Yes, I say leader. Not like the leaders of today.” He said the word ‘leaders’ the way most people say tapeworm. “Manager would be a more fitting term. A manager does not lead people, a manager drives subordinates before him until they fall, and break, and when they do, their corpses cushion his own fall. You have become a manager, Tuley. And too many managers preside over this era.” 
 
    The Bishop’s eyes glazed over, but tears did not run. “I do not use my people. I protect them, in ways, ways I cannot speak. Though the ways be subtle, they are there. Sacrifices are made, yes, but for the greater good. The dam may trickle in order that it not burst. But without the dam, all is lost.” 
 
    “Your land before your eyes strangers devour,” the Padre quoted. “Monsters have set upon this town and gripped it in fear, for decades. I have battled, and I will continue. The dam is gone, Tuley, and the town is flooded. People drown before your eyes, and you offer them a twig. Nay, I shall not quit this place.” 
 
    “You shall be excommunicated.” 
 
    “So be it then; it shall not stop me.” 
 
    “Why have you come before me, today of all days?” The Bishop breathed heavy. “You know the troubles I — our order faces.” 
 
    “It is a foul stew brewed with the souls of young boys. One many priests have tasted. They should pay. It was allowed, not deterred, not detested. Just moved. Moved to prey again. They should pay in blood.” 
 
    “To talk of your brothers so, times have changed,” the Bishop said. “Fifty years ago…” 
 
    “One hundred, one thousand years ago, and still it happened,” the Padre said, “but no one dared speak. Now eyes are open. Theirs, yours. The opening of eyes heralds the beginning of knowledge and wisdom, which promotes change. The one thing the Church has never dealt with, and it is the one constant throughout the millennia. Change, it is a fearsome word in these hallowed halls. It will be its doom.” 
 
    “You presume to educate me?” 
 
    “I presume to open your eyes.” 
 
    “You know nothing of my travails!” The Bishop struggled to his feet. “The tests, the trials I’ve endured, the words, lies, the abominations! All for the church. For it. Everything for it. It will survive. It must survive. The world and the people need it.” He collapsed back in his chair, sucking hard on his oxygen mask. He raised a hand. “I am fine. No, listen, wait, Brian.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    The Bishop waved a hand. He wheezed, slow, slower. 
 
    “I did it for you, Brian,” the Bishop said finally. “To protect you. I thought if I sent you away, you would be spared the condemnation that surely awaits. You could do so much—” 
 
    “He that believeth not is condemned already,” the Padre quoted. 
 
    “Go with God, then, Brian.” The Bishop slumped. “Do your work. Do it well. And when the black shadow of death creeps beneath your skin, remember that we talked here today, and I gave you a chance to leave. Now ask of me what you will and be gone.” 
 
    “Can the disease be cured?” 
 
    The Bishop hesitated. 
 
    “You know what disease, Tuley. Is there a cure? Would killing the queen who propagates it end it?” 
 
    Fear lit upon the Bishop’s eyes. He looked down. “I … I think not. Do not try, Brian. For God’s sake, she would be but a shadow to your eyes, enlightened by God though they are. Yeah, your eyes would be a hindrance. She would strike you down, she, the Adh Seidh.” 
 
    “Adh Seidh?” the Padre frowned. “Mere folklore. Tell me what you know. Help me. Help your people. Give back what was lost.” 
 
    The Bishop looked down at his desk. He glanced up, about to speak, and the phone rang. It rang five times before the Bishop finally picked it up. 
 
    “Hello?” That was the only word the Bishop spoke. Then he just listened, eyes wide, trembling. Slowly then, shivering, he hung it up. The Bishop looked away. 
 
    “What is it?” the Padre asked. 
 
    Many deep breaths the Bishop took before he spoke, and when he did, he did so quietly. “There is much I cannot say. My soul is bound. Know this, though, Brian. Though the many branches in this tree you seek may grow in different directions, bearing different fruits, they erupt all from the same trunk. I … I will choose the fruit for you, though I think it folly. Killing her won’t stop it, Brian. Even if I…” 
 
    “Speak, Tuley.” 
 
    The Bishop’s voice slid to a whisper, “At the corner of Marsh and Wilbur street, tonight, just after sundown, a meeting will take place. At least one of them will be a vampire. A powerful one, one who knows such things as may benefit you, if you can pry them from his rotten skull. His name is Billy Rubin. He knows the one you seek.” 
 
    The Padre stood. “Who was that?” 
 
    “It was an old friend, Brian.” The Bishop did not look up. “I can say no more.” 
 
    Lips pursed, the Padre donned his black preacher’s hat. “Why tell me this? Now?” 
 
    “Because you ask, Brian. Because they want you to know. Because they want you to fail. And because, Brian, against all hope, I pray, pray you will succeed.” The Bishop looked up, then, into the Padre’s eyes. “But mostly, Brian, mostly it is because you are correct in your estimations. I am weak.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Ronnie! Ronnie! Coffee! Now!” yelled the Chief, because that’s what he did. 
 
    Ronnie poked his head in the door. “Black, two sugars, Chief?” 
 
    “Yeah. Wait!” the Chief yelled. “Do we have Winters’s number?” 
 
    “In the rolodex, Chief,” Ronnie pointed at the rolodex on the Chief’s desk, “with all the other numbers.” 
 
    “Right.” The Chief dove in. He dialed Detective Winters’s cell phone. It rang. On the fourth ring, someone picked it up. 
 
    “AAAAHHHHRRRRGGG!!!!!!! LEGS!! BURN IN HELLLLLLL!!!!” screamed an inhuman voice which was quickly silenced with a loud, crack, and replaced by Detective Winters’s cold, strained voice. 
 
    “How can I help you?” 
 
    “Winters? This is the Chief, what the hell are you doing?!” 
 
    After a pause and a thwack, Detective Winters answered, “Taxes.” 
 
    “It’s November,” the Chief said, looking at his calendar. 
 
    “Then I am doing something else,” Detective Winters said. “Is this important? I am busy.” There were a few thumps in the background and then what sounded like someone thwacking a side of beef with a sledgehammer. All was accompanied by screams of pain and rage and fear. 
 
    The Chief drew the phone away from his ear, looking at it in a mixture of disgust and horror. “You okay? Winters? Winters!” 
 
    “What do you want?” Detective Winters asked, huffing. 
 
    “Got a tip tonight. About our serial killer. A good source.” 
 
    “What is it?” Detective Winters asked. The hammering started again, accompanied by more screaming. 
 
    “ARRRRRRR! It BURNS! RRRRRRRRRRG! FREEZES!” 
 
    Thwack! Thwack! 
 
    The Chief could barely hear him. 
 
    “Marsh and Wilbur, at sundown!” the Chief said. “The killer’s a dope addict! Going to be there for a buy! Winters?!” 
 
    Thwack! 
 
    “Who’s the source?” 
 
    “Never mind, Winters. You know I can’t divulge that.” The Chief smirked to himself; he had used the word ‘divulge.’ 
 
    “Why? We are not in court,” Detective Winters said. The line went fuzzy. 
 
    The Chief frowned, tapping the phone. “Well, because I can’t. And I’m sending the monster squad with you.” 
 
    “I will not require them.” 
 
    “No dice, Winters. I’m Chief. What I say goes. Now be there and get this guy. I want the report on my desk tomorrow morning when I come in, and I want it to say you caught him!” 
 
    “Marduk’s balls!” Detective Winters roared in the background. There was a bang like the phone dropped then the sound of scuffling, a round being chambered followed by, blam! Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam! 
 
    Then nothing. 
 
    “Winters! Winters! You there? Hello? Hello!” 
 
    “I got it, Marsh and Wilbur,” Detective Winters said. “Sundown. M-Squad. Right? Tell them, crew room, four o’clock sharp. That all? Good—” 
 
    Before the Chief hung up, he heard a gun being loaded. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The smooth lacquered wood was cool against his cheek. It was dark inside, though light was present still within the vast confines of the church. The stained glass windows still cast red and green and blue images upon some of the pews. 
 
     “Rrrg…” Peter doubled over, staggering in pain. Razor blades, rusted, broken, churned in his belly. Slowly, centimeter by centimeter, Peter could feel their jagged edges ripple along his intestinal tract. They cut as they went. “Urrrrg…” Peter bit his knuckles as he collapsed in the last row. Sweat pooled beneath his face and soaked his entire body. His clammy skin registered with pain every air molecule that bounced off it. Even the little sunlight filtering in seared his eyes through clamped lids. 
 
    “Please, just a minute, a second, stop.” 
 
    The violation beneath his skin had spread like a cancerous black octopus, reaching, searching, devouring. Halfway across his chest, his back, it had infested, growing, always growing. He could feel it now, the offense, the indignation, the rape. Rage simmered and grew in his chest, his stomach, until his body could contain it no more and it boiled up his throat, spuming out his mouth. 
 
    He screamed. 
 
    He screamed loud, and he screamed long, and those screams echoed, twisting, reverberating, shaking the very foundation of the church. 
 
    A seizure of hate welled up inside his body, and he lay quivering. He punched the back of the pew ahead of him. He did it again, and again, and again. 
 
    Then, there, halfway between shadow and light, he wept. 
 
    “Uhhh…” He wiped his mouth, his eyes. The nausea returned. A foul stench permeated the air, but Peter could not move away. Barely he had stumbled past it when he had burst through the doors to hide. It was the only place he knew. Smells like a sewer … worse. 
 
    The stench had a physical quality to it, a musk, an oil. Peter could feel it on his skin, clogging every pore, permeating his clothes, his hair. It gummed his eyes and congealed at the back of his throat. 
 
    “Uhhhh…” A wave of nausea struck him like a punch to the gut, bile burbling up the back of his throat and leaving that awful bitter taste. 
 
    He spat. It was the house of God, but he didn’t care. He spat again. Not much came out; there couldn’t possibly be more. 
 
    “No more doughnuts.” He squinted up at the vaulted ceiling. 
 
    Why am I here? Stupid. Smells like shit … the Padre, he’ll be here. Soon. Call Carmine. Peter laid back down on the pew bench, feeling the coolness against his face. It was comfortable, so comfortable, a pillow. Squinting in the dim light, Peter leaned his head over the seat and stared at the floor. Better. Reaching out his pulsing, defiled arm, he grasped the kneeling bench and flipped it up with a bang. 
 
    Snake-wise then, he slithered off the seat and onto the floor. Under the pew and against the wall he wedged his back. Even better, five walls, safe. 
 
    “Hey, kid, wake up.” 
 
    Whack! Peter’s head bounced as he awoke headfirst into the wooden pew. 
 
    “You can’t sleep here. Wake up! Come on. This isn’t a shelter. That’s right. Up. Was that you screaming?” 
 
    “Uhhhhrrg…” Peter rubbed his head. It was barely light outside, inside. “What?” The sewage smell slammed him again; nausea was not long off. “Where the hell am I?” 
 
    “Saint Lucy’s,” the man said. 
 
    Peter rubbed his eyes. “Padre?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to leave unless you want to stay for mass,” the priest said. “I have a four o’clock coming up.” 
 
    “Is the Padre here? This is his church, right?” 
 
    “Father Lonigan is not here, presently. He’s meeting with the Bishop today.” 
 
    “Is he doing the mass?” 
 
    “No, as I said, I’m performing it. Father Lonigan doesn’t do the four o’clock anymore. I do. I do most of everything around here lately. Here, now, get up. Grab your coat.” 
 
    “Look, you mind if I stay for a bit?” Peter covered his mouth. The nausea was returning. “I’m waiting for Father Lonigan. I have nowhere else to go.” 
 
    The priest frowned. “Yeah, okay, come with me. Hurry up.” 
 
    It was his first shower in nearly two days. For the normal man, two days would be rough. Rough for him. Rough for anybody in the vicinity of him. For Peter, running through polluted streams, wading through sewers, fighting zombies, dirty zombies, and performing bullet removal surgeries on comatose werewolves, it was extra rough. 
 
    Forty-five minutes blew by as he scrubbed away at his filthy body, chipping away layer upon layer of grease and dirt and skin. The steaming water felt good, refreshing, even on his diseased arm and chest. He refused to look down. I’m not one of them. His pores opened and the grease and the stink and gravel of his nightmares loosened and oozed out. For the first time in days, Peter felt good. 
 
    Outside the shower, the priest had lain some clothes, an old pair of blue jeans, and a tee-shirt with the symbol of the Green lantern on it. A pair of old black sneakers and a pair of white socks, yellow stripes at the top, lay on the neatly piled clothes. 
 
    Everything was roughly his size, and once dried he put them on. 
 
    It was heaven. Mmmmmmm, clean socks… 
 
    Peter brushed his teeth with his finger and some toothpaste, another godsend from the priest. Smoothing his hair down, he walked out of the bathroom and into the rectory kitchen. 
 
    At the table, hands folded, sat the Padre. A dish of chicken and peas was laid out. 
 
    “Come, Peter. Sit. Eat.” 
 
    Peter sat. 
 
    “You have seen the oracle?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “And what did she say?” 
 
    “You mean, it,” Peter said. “It, was a fortune cookie, and, it said to follow the path of the samurai, or something.” 
 
    “A fortune cookie?” the Padre muttered. “Hmmm? The path of the samurai, budo, the way of the warrior, interesting, though the samurai is also a servant. Clearly defined duty … what did you do?” 
 
    “I followed a hundred-year-old ex-coma patient down into the sewer. Then I performed surgery on a dog.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Glad someone does.” 
 
    “Peter, no man can predict the future. We walk the path of our own choosing. God gives us this choice. You were lost and without hope. But you must remember, there is always hope, even in the final hour, when all seems darkest.” 
 
    “Well, if no man can predict the future, why the hel-eck did you send me to an oracle?” 
 
    “To start you on a path, whatever path it may be. A deer caught in headlights, is dead, Peter. It matters not whether it chooses left or right, so long as it does, in fact, make a choice,” the Padre said. “Remember, too, that there are others who will help you. Myself. Carmine. Men and women you have yet to meet. But it is up to you to follow your own path, make your own decisions, whatever we may advise. Eat, Peter.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Your arm, it is worse.” 
 
    “Yeah. It … it’s spreading across my chest.” Peter shuddered. “Is there anything — I wish I could just tear it out.” 
 
    The Padre whipped something from his coat pocket faster than an adder strikes. Peter stumbled back, knocking over his chair. 
 
    “What the—?” Peter shook his head. “Thought it was a gun.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to startle you, but it was necessary.” The Padre brandished a crucifix. “How does it make you feel?” 
 
    “Not as bad as the doughnut I ate. Puked all the way up Common Street.” 
 
    “It is near night, now. It’s stronger at night. It begins to coalesce. You are still human, though. And it creeps through you, slowly. That is something. No ghoul could stand before me as such. Not here, not now. Perhaps your name is apt, Peter.” He stowed the crucifix away. 
 
    Peter remained standing. 
 
    “Sit, Peter, please. No harm shall come to you from me, now. I’ve spoken to my bishop.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Peter asked. 
 
    “He said that, tonight, we have a task to perform.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19. 
 
    ASPIRIN. HE NEEDED ASPIRIN. Pathetic. Never had he relied on pain-killers before. He would ask Benjamin, though. In a circle, he moved his arms, stretching out the stiff, old muscles, muscles unused for decades. But they had worked, and they had worked well at that. Dozens he had killed last night. It had been good work. There still was a place for him it seemed. 
 
    The sun fell, and he waited. In an hour it would be night. Elliot squinted. The glare off the river was harsh. Durendal gleamed in the failing light. A breeze wafted its way beneath the bridge, carrying with it the smell of hotdogs and French fries and the dying sounds of laughter and traffic. From the normal scents and sounds below the bridge, it was a welcome relief. 
 
    Grunting, Elliot stood. Every joint in his body was stiff. “Hello, old friend,” Elliot said to the Gurkha as he stepped beneath the bridge. 
 
    “Hello, Elliot!” the Gurkha called, a grin beaming on his little brown face. He made his way over, scuttling like a crab through the refuse. 
 
     “These you have not met.” The Gurkha turned, smiling, holding his hand out as though presenting a prize from a game show. Two men came under the bridge behind him, identical smiles on their faces. 
 
    “My sons,” the Gurkha presented them as they wrestled through the garbage, “Mainlo and Jetho.” 
 
    “Jethro, father,” Jethro said. 
 
    The Gurkha frowned. 
 
    “We are pleased to meet you, sir.” Jethro and his brother nodded, grinning like their father. They were younger images of him, though their skin was lighter. At their hips were kukris. 
 
    “How do you do?” Elliot shook each one’s hand in turn. 
 
    “Well, Elliot, we do well,” Jethro said. “It truly is a pleasure to finally meet you, sir. Father has told us many stories about you. About the war, the trials, the city.” Jethro turned to his father. “The sword does suit him.” 
 
    “Suits him better than you your name.” The Gurkha swatted him on the head. 
 
    Jethro ducked. 
 
    “You’ve done well, Bahadur,” Elliot laughed. “They are strong and handsome like their father.” 
 
    “Handsome?” They stood looking at one another, stupid grins on their leathery old faces. 
 
    The Gurkha nodded. “Ah, yes, they are fathers of their own, too. I have seventeen grandchildren. Eight are boys. They will not be coming with us, though they pleaded much. It is a school night.” 
 
    “School. Yes, important,” Elliot said. “Seventeen? You two have been busy.” 
 
    Jethro and Mainlo stopped smiling. “They are not all ours,” Mainlo said. “Two of our brothers are dead.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Elliot said. 
 
    “Nothing to forgive,” Mainlo said. “They died in battle. They died well.” 
 
    “It will be a war tonight?” Jethro tested the edge of his kukris with his thumb. “Like Kingston, father?” 
 
    “Yes, Jethro, killing for all there will be.” The Gurkha grinned. 
 
    His two sons nodded, smiling again, children on their first trip to Disneyland. 
 
    Elliot raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Word has reached us of a meeting tonight,” the Gurkha said. “It is the killer of your Emily. The killer of many. He carries much danger. Others will be there. Ghouls. Dangerous ones. Much power. He is hunted by many, even as he hunts. It is an opium deal.” 
 
    “Heroin, father.” 
 
    Elliot nodded. 
 
    “The leeches possess guns, as well,” the Gurkha said. “We will have guns. It is good to have you back, Elliot. You have been missed.” 
 
    “Tonight, then.” 
 
    “Sundown.” 
 
    “One hour.” 
 
    “Tell me of our adversaries,” Elliot said. 
 
    The three Gurkhas gathered around, and all crouched on the ground. In turn, they each told of what they knew or surmised. It did not take long. 
 
    Elliot, as he always did, listened, formulating a plan in his mind. As Mainlo, the younger brother, finished talking, the ground began to shake. 
 
    Doom! Doom! Doom! 
 
    It came from the tunnel. 
 
    Eclipsing the darkness of the tunnel lumbered the form of Lord Brudnoy. His huge, shaggy bulk shook with each ponderous step; his chain clinked and clanked. Thick nails scraped deep into the concrete. A glazed look sloshed in his eye. He blinked, looking at the sword in Elliot’s hands. 
 
    “The task is complete?” Lord Brudnoy addressed the Gurkha. “Good. You recall the bargain, Sir Knight? The price?” 
 
    “Yes, the task is complete,” the Gurkha said, “and I remember the price. You are well?” 
 
    “My wounds heal fast, old boy,” Lord Brudnoy said, his voice deep, a growl. He lowered his haunches to the ground. “The moon grows stronger. By sunset, I shall be whole once more. When they come, I will take them.” The growl grew slowly from deep within his chest, shivering his fur, vibrating the ground. Patches of hair were missing all over his body, but the exposed wounds were healed, only scars and staples visible. 
 
    “Benjamin tells me you stood guard until dawn, Sir Elliot,” Lord Brudnoy said. “Again, I and my subjects are in your debt. They thank you. I am tired. It has been years, decades without sleep…” His voice trailed off. He glanced at the Gurkha. “You remember the price?” 
 
    The Gurkha nodded again. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy nodded absently, rising. “Good. Soon.” He turned back towards the tunnel. 
 
    “You should thank the boy, as well, my lord,” Elliot said. “He saved your life last night.” 
 
    “No,” Lord Brudnoy lumbered away into shadow, his voice an echo, “he just prolonged it.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Do I hafta wear it?” Beefrick pouted, his chubby hands on his hips. “It makes me itchy.” His voice echoed slowly and stupidly in the huge garage. 
 
    “YES! YES! Put the damned thing on,” Billy Rubin yelled. His voice was shrill and gurgled, a drowning munchkin on crack. 
 
    “Why?” Beefrick asked, stooping his head. 
 
    “Look, Beefrick, for the last time, we do this every week,” Billy Rubin explained. What little patience resided in his voice was cracking fast. “This is my special client. Remember? The special client we see every week. Okay? You remember that gun he has? Yes, the one he always points at us? The one he always threatens to shoot us with? Well, we don’t want to be shot with that gun, right?” 
 
    After a long pause, Beefrick answered, “Yes?” 
 
    “No,” Billy Rubin said. “It’s a bad gun, very bad. Not like the guns the meat use. I don’t want to be shot by this gun. This one is dangerous. I’ve seen it work. It doesn’t miss.” 
 
    “Oh,” Beefrick said. “But why do I have to wear the shirt?” 
 
    “Well, you see, Beefy, that’s where you come in.” Billy Rubin raised a little finger. “You’re special, and you have to wear the shirt because you’re a titanic blob, and we’re going to use you as a shield if and when there is a gunfight. Just like last week. Just like every week.” Billy Rubin let his tactical plan sink into Beefrick’s thick head. “But not to worry, Beef, you’re so disgusting that even bullets probably won’t want to touch you. And the shirt’s more to protect us than you. Besides, Mary made it especially for you. She says your special.” 
 
    “She did?” 
 
    “Yeah, and that if you didn’t wear it, you’d make her sad.” Billy Rubin nodded. “And you know what happens if you make her sad, don’t you?” 
 
    “She eats babies?” 
 
    “Yes, but she also cries.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want that. Did she really say I’m special?” Beefrick grinned boyishly. If there had been blood in his body, he would have blushed. He glanced left and right, and whispered, “I think Mary’s special, too.” 
 
    “PUT THE FUCKING THING ON!” Billy Rubin screeched, a window shattering. 
 
    Beefrick nodded, wrestled the shirt over his head and promptly became entangled. The shirt consisted of a Kevlar tent, with a head and arm holes punched in it and forty-five-pound barbell weights strapped on it, all overlapping, like some insane type of scale mail armor. It was very heavy. Beefrick was very heavy, too, though, so it didn’t bother him as much as one would think. 
 
    “Is the carriage full?” Billy Rubin asked. 
 
    Beefrick mumbled an answer from beneath the massive folds of Kevlar and steel; Billy Rubin ignored him. 
 
    “Yeah, boss,” Slazenger answered, wrench in hand. He was lying sprawled beneath the baby carriage. His face was grease smeared. “Changed the oil and gassed her up. Gear’s loaded. The usual, right?” 
 
    Billy Rubin just nodded. Then he scratched his chin, thinking. 
 
    “You’re real cute, you know that boss?” Beefrick’s smiling head emerged from the hole in the top of his shirt. “You sick, though, boss? You look a little blue.” 
 
    “I feel fine, Beefrick,” Billy Rubin said through gritted gums. “This is my normal color.” 
 
    “You look like a cute little smur—” 
 
    “IF YOU SAY I LOOK LIKE A FUCKING SMURF AGAIN I’LL KILL YOU! I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU! AND IF YOU EVER COME NEAR ME WITH ONE OF THOSE LITTLE WHITE HATS, I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU AGAIN!” Billy Rubin screeched, his gums bared. “SMURFS! ALL DAY IT’S FUCKING SMURFS!” 
 
    Beefrick shrank, though not much. 
 
    “Now where the hell’s Slack-jaw Mary? Oh,” Billy Rubin said, as Mary slid into the garage. The door slammed behind her as she limped slowly in. “Over here, you stupid bitch.” 
 
    “Thure thing bothhh,” Mary lisped. Her jaw was slack and hung open constantly. Her skin was the color and texture of boiled squid, and despite her emaciated body, she possessed multiple chins. 
 
    “Gimme a lift, Mary.” Billy Rubin held out his arms. Mary picked him up. “Bob should be here soon.” 
 
    “BOB!?” Slazenger and Beefrick said simultaneously. Slack-jaw Mary just hung like rotten lettuce. 
 
    “No way, Boss, you’re joking, right?” Slazenger wiped his face with a rag. “He ain’t really coming. Is he? Shit man, he’s a freak. He ain’t doing the job with us?” 
 
    “Me no like Bob,” Beefrick said slowly. 
 
    “Me too,” Mary said. 
 
    “Slap a monocle and cane on him and he’s Mister-fucking-Peanut,” Slazenger laughed, “and that spray-on-hair-shit. Looks like Eddie-fucking-Munster! Remember him? And that accent?!” 
 
    Beefrick grinned stupidly, and even Mary was giggling shyly. 
 
    “Well, we all know not to mention the spray-hair,” Billy Rubin said thoughtfully. “Remember that night at Harker's? Fred’s still picking pieces of that guy out of the radiator.” 
 
    “And do you know vy dey call me dee Count?” Slazenger said, doing a poor Transylvanian accent. He paused, for effect. “BECAUSE I LOVE TO COUNT THINGS! AH, AH, AH!” 
 
    Lightning crashed in the background. 
 
    Slazenger crippled over with laughter. The others laughed, too, except Billy Rubin. 
 
    He glanced around nervously. As he opened his mouth to speak, the door at the far end of the garage opened. “Shhhh, that’s Bob!” Billy Rubin whispered. “No, he ain’t doing the job. We got some quick biz. Then he’s smoke. Don’t mention nothing.” 
 
    Slazenger’s laughter died immediately and echoed in the garage. Footsteps approached from the darkness. Slow measured footsteps. The ghouls all went pale, even paler than usual. 
 
    Billy Rubin withdrew a key and cleared his throat, “Hello, Bob, nice to see you.” 
 
    “Good Eeeevening,” said the Count. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Why?” Raymond Gurlek couldn’t do it. He just couldn’t do it. And it wasn’t through a lack of trying or a deficiency of willpower or character. He had sawed off half of his fingers trying. He simply could not do it. Others did it every day. Without effort. With less destructive means at their disposal. Just a quick click, a sixty-degree revolution and all was forgiven. All the fighting and thinking and straining and starving and sweating, freezing, puking, killing, and eating, and watching and crying and dying and done for good. All of it, in one single shot. One little shot. It was never for good, though, not with Raymond. Not with the shots he could take. 
 
    “Once, just once…” 
 
    The dark bedroom was musty. 
 
    His gun was cradled like a babe in his shivering, crooked arms. It was an old Colt Single Action Army revolver. A very old one, made of black-charred steel, a classic, really. One of a kind. 
 
    Raymond had won it in a fixed game of Russian roulette a long time ago in the dark hold of a ship named the Starhaven, as it chugged its way across Lake Superior. They had set out from Thunder Bay, Ontario. On board, talk of the dreaded Sisters abounded, though as it would turn out, they were entertaining elsewhere that day. It was a favorite song of his now or had been, once upon a time. 
 
    “Please, please…” 
 
    Even at such a young age, Raymond Gurlek had wanted to die, which made the vote unanimous. Everybody else on board the Starhaven had wanted him to die, too. One, in particular, was Esteban de Chaco, the gun’s former owner. He had fixed the game, like he always did, for he knew the gun’s secret, or thought so, anyways. 
 
    Unfortunately for Esteban, it wasn’t a close contest. Raymond won the game hands down. It was the first thing he had ever won in his life. It was also the last. All of Esteban de Chaco’s possessions, eighty-five cents in nickels and pennies, mismatched shoes, and gun went to Raymond. That was standard. Raymond hadn’t tried to take the man’s clothes. They wouldn’t have fit. Raymond was very thin even then. 
 
    The first thing Raymond did after winning the game was try to kill himself. At this, even, he was a complete failure. 
 
    Click! Click! Click! Click! Click! 
 
    It hadn’t worked then, and it didn’t work now. 
 
    At his temple it didn’t work, Click! Click! Click! 
 
     In his mouth, the same, Click! Click! Click! 
 
    Others had died in the hold of the Starhaven instead that day. That had quelled the feelings awakened within the pit of his soul, for a time. Years later, Raymond had found one other thing that quelled the urges he felt, though he yearned still for the permanent solution. The temporary solution, though, brought Raymond to Colton Falls, where such solutions were cheap. 
 
    Raymond placed the gun down on the arm of the old chair he was enwrapped in. Like an iron claw, stunted, his hand clutched the butt of the gun. He concentrated, but he couldn’t uncramp his mangled fingers from it. It had been a long while since he had tried, once with a hacksaw, another time with a claw hammer. How long had it been? He didn’t know. 
 
    “I’ll fix you…” 
 
    He wrapped the tourniquet around his arm with his free hand, knotted it, twisted it tight. 
 
    His wasted body had built up a resistance to heroin. That was the problem. He had tried speedballs, but the cocaine made it worse. Massacres ensued. Grass never even touched him. Amphetamines were as bad as the coke. Hallucinogens? Well, he wasn’t sure if they worked. So he stuck to the heroin, injected, not smoked or snorted, for what it could do for him. 
 
    The longer he did heroin, the more he required to make it go away, to make it all go away. And he had been shooting heroin for a long time. He shot more heroin than anyone he knew. Not that he knew anyone, but if he did. The amount that would kill him was undisclosed at this time, but he kept trying. 
 
    “Fix you good…” 
 
    That was what he wanted, of course. To die. To squeeze that plunger down and watch everything go fuzzy and warm and tingly, and then nothing, nothing but deathful, blisssssssss. 
 
    Every time he shot more. Every time it was not enough. 
 
    He twisted the tourniquet tight. 
 
    “This time it will work…” 
 
    Heroin had been a godsend to him at first. More than a diversion, it had saved him, saved others, countless others. It had given him hope. How many nights had his craving, his addiction, his killing, been overwhelmed in a torrent of horse? Not enough. He read the papers. Some though, some … and that was something. Wasn’t it? 
 
    His veins were standing now, defined, waiting, begging. Beads of sweat clung to his skin like ticks to some cold, ancient reptile. He took up the syringe. 
 
    Hate boiled in his eyes as he glanced at the gun imprisoned in his grip, or was it? The gun that never missed, never misfired, no matter how poor his treatment of it, no matter how many different ways he tried to break it, smash it, destroy it. He never cleaned it or took any measures to keep it in good working order and: 
 
    when he aimed at a whore, he blew her brains out. 
 
    when he aimed at a pimp, he blew his brains out. 
 
    when he aimed at a child, he blew his brains out. 
 
    when he aimed at his own temple, click! Every time. He pulled the hammer back with his thumb, squeezed, click! Nothing happened. Ever. 
 
    “Come on, come on…” 
 
    A sharp prick from the needle, hardly noticeable, and he was in. He drew back on the plunger a bit, and blood flashed in the heroin like red wine in water. 
 
    “I hate you…” 
 
    He pushed down, down, down, and his thoughts melted away, away, away, along with his desires and his black urges, his needs, everything melting away with the last of his junk. 
 
    They would be back, though. They would always be back, despite the amount. And soon. Too soon. For now, though, Raymond Gurlek collapsed in his easy chair, a limp scarecrow of a man without worries, without hope, without will, for maybe half an hour. As everything went swirling purple and fuzzy-numbing-cool, he passed out, and his cramped fingers loosened their grip on the gun, but it would not last long. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20. 
 
    MATTHEW KARNAK HAD A GOD COMPLEX. People able to exert a tremendous deal of control over the lives of others occasionally develop this complex. It is characterized by a profound belief by an individual that he, or she, is something more than human. 
 
    Psychologists attribute the origin of this psychosis to that person’s profound ability to radically alter the course of another human life. Doctors and paramedics are known to develop this complex because they are able to so radically affect the lives of their patients. In short, they hold others’ lives in their hands, and in the blink of an eye, can create or destroy it. Matthew Karnak was neither doctor nor paramedic. 
 
    “Patience … patience is the key, Johnny-boy. This’s cake. Nam was tough, man. I survived it. I’ll survive this. You just stick with me, man. You got my back. I got yours. Simple equation. We walk out together. Cake. 
 
    “Hell, it’s damn-near pleasant up here. Nice crisp November breeze blowing by, bout eight miles per hour, east to west. Sunset was good, great from up here. Lotsa orange, y’know? And then pink at the last minute. I like that. You nervous? 
 
    “Just relax, man. No unnecessary moves. Don’t waste any energy. Just breathe. This is so cake, Johnny. We wait. We watch. We Wham! Ha! I thought that up. Not too great, but let me tell you, you do just about anything to pass the time on this job. And like I said, this ain’t nothing. 
 
    “Try lying in a drainage ditch in 120-degree heat. In fucking jungle heat. Humid y’know, dripping wet? Fucking leeches the size of knockwursts wiggling around, latching on to your dick and shit. Can’t fucking get them off cause you don’t want to tip your position. Just you and your spotter, if you’re lucky enough to have one, and he’s not a complete fuck-off.” 
 
    “Uh, maybe we shouldn’t talk, Mat,” John said. 
 
    “Naw, wind’s strong enough. No one on street level could hear us up here. What’s this? Nine stories. Anyways. The fucking leeches, man, they’d crawl all the way up your pant leg and — Oops. Hang on. We got one mark coming north on Wilbur,” Matthew Karnak said into the mike at his neck. “Longknife-one’s on him.” 
 
    Someone was walking on Wilbur Street. In one smooth, fluid motion, Karnak’s seemingly ponderous rifle was trained on the moving figure. His breath was even, his body relaxed. Karnak lowered his thermal imaging lenses. The mark was human. The figure walked on down the street, oblivious to the fact that death was a stranger’s finger twitch away. Matthew Karnak’s gun followed each step. Voices over the mike chimed in, “Longknife-two, Marsh, clear east.” 
 
    “Longknife-three, Marsh, clear west.” 
 
    “L-K-three, Wilbur street, clear north.” 
 
    The figure continued walking north on Wilbur, through the intersection at Marsh, and kept on going. 
 
    “Snipers, stand down,” Detective Winters’ voice crackled over the mike. “Again, snipers stand down. The mark is cold. Not our target. I repeat, not our target.” Detective Winters was on the street level with the rest of the assault teams, the Knives. Only the snipers, the Longknives, and their spotters were on the rooftops. Containment was spread out in a standard four-point perimeter formation. 
 
    “Ten-four from Longknife-one,” Matthew Karnak answered, and the other snipers piped in after. He scanned the street below slowly and evenly, making sure it was clear before he retracted his rifle. He scanned the other rooftops, glancing at his competition. “Fucking guys.” 
 
    John, his spotter, said nothing. 
 
    Matthew Karnak went on. “Check out two, three, and four, over there,” he said. “Fucking guys. Laser range finders for a fucking road job. Forty-five yards to the kill zone tops, and they pack that tec-bullshit. I could plug this with a forty-five. Fucking amateurs. And fucking Winters, don’t use the codes. Weird mother—” 
 
    “Snipers,” Detective Winters’ voice crackled, “one mark moving west on Marsh, three marks moving east on Marsh pushing a baby carriage. They will meet in two minutes.” His voice went silent for thirty seconds then he spoke again. “The three are ghouls. The one is our primary target. Men know your jobs. Targets are hot in fifteen seconds. Snipers receive?” 
 
    “Aces.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “I’m on.” 
 
    “Received.” 
 
    Matthew Karnak’s rifle was up, pointed down below at the ghoul pushing the carriage. “Huge bastard, practically rolling down the street.” Thermal imaging showed it was a vampire. No heat signature, they only had one right after feeding, and it faded fast. He switched to night vision. “What the hell’s he wearing?” 
 
    John had no answer.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Remain here, Peter. I know the owner.” The Padre gazed out the storefront window and into the dark. He loosened his blade in its cane scabbard. “Snipers.” He frowned. 
 
    “Snipers?” Peter said. “For what? Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the Padre said. “Tactical SWAT, though. Assault’s probably honeycombed all over this area. Surprised we didn’t run into them. Probably going to hit this Billy Rubin. I’ll see what I can do. Stay in here, Peter. Keep your head down.” 
 
    “You got a gun?” 
 
    “No.” The Padre vanished out the alley-side door. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A crumpled newspaper whipped past, caught up in the November gale. Leaves rustled, whipping, from what trees, who knew? Light from the blocks north and south mingled with the twinkle of the awakened stars, all reflected off the slick wet ground. 
 
    Raymond Gurlek moved like sewage in the gutter and slid along through the darkness towards the three figures looming in the distance. With stick arms tucked deep down within pockets and long legs pumping, he strode along towards his rendezvous. He moved unnaturally, strangely angular, seemingly inefficient, off-rhythm, but was, nonetheless, swift. 
 
    One of the three figures ahead was enormous, nearly eclipsing the other two, whose heads were just visible around the fat one’s shoulders. The fat one pushed the baby carriage. They stopped across the street. It was them. He didn’t know their names, didn’t want to know their names. 
 
    The heroin was in the baby carriage. 
 
    “My heroin…” Raymond groaned out loud. His mouth watered; his stomach growled; he could feel the urge. His veins cried. He needed more, fast. He felt the urge to pull the gun, gripped tightly in his right hand, deep inside his pocket. He stifled the urge, fighting it down. It wanted to come out, to kill. “I am just a vessel,” he said, looking up at the dented, rusted street signs. “Marsh and Wilbur.” In his head, whispers, voices of men, all around. 
 
    “Something? Something? Knives?” Raymond drawled. He continued ambling forward towards the trio. His eyes focused on the buildings. 
 
    The trio had guns. They always had guns. The big one had two, one in each hand now, machine guns. Big machine guns. 
 
    Across the street from the trio, Raymond stopped. A slight drizzle began to fall. 
 
    “My heroin.” Raymond wiped a long strand of drool from his chin. He stared down the trio of leeches, glanced at the roof, the sewer grate, back at the trio. Raymond’s eyes flitted from object to object, taking in all his surroundings. “Wrong, something…” 
 
     “Yeah, we got it.” A ghoul wearing a leather jacket stepped around the huge one. “You got it?” 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Raymond muttered to himself. 
 
    “I said, have you got it?” 
 
    “Yes, yesyesyes. I have it,” Raymond giggled as he strode forward, his face contorting into a mask of hate and green madness, whipped his gun out, and started blazing. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Matthew Karnak took aim. He had his target. The drizzle and wind were slight, but it was going to change fast. The targets were hot in five seconds. 
 
    His eye stared unblinkingly relaxed through the scope. His body, like a caliper, adjusted minutely, four seconds. 
 
    He held the crosshairs on his prey, watching. Supple, relaxed, his body was, three seconds. 
 
    He moved the crosshairs across his prey, his prey’s right eye to be exact, two seconds. Then Matthew Karnak took a deep, relaxed breath, and he squeezed the trigger, and his brains were promptly blown out the back of his head. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Goddamnit! They’re dead!” screamed a voice over the mike. “They’re ALL fucking dead.” 
 
    “Hold back.” Detective Winters keyed the mike. “Keep your heads and cover. Maintain the crossfire. Captain! Hold your men!” 
 
    Across the street, Captain Bianca charged. 
 
    “Stand down!” Detective Winters ducked back against the wall as a spray of bullets exploded by his head, shattering the window. 
 
    “Containment, hold your position!” Detective Winters roared. It was no use. He flung the radio. Containment was rushing in. “Amateurs.” 
 
    He had lost control. 
 
    Chaos. 
 
    Tonight, many would die. 
 
    Panic was death. The ninja-black SWAT team exploded into the street from all directions and converged on the foursome in a firefight. They had the angles. They had the cover. That, at least, should have mattered. 
 
    Detective Winters held a broken piece of glass up, using it like a periscope, even though he knew what was happening. “Marduk’s balls.” He shook his head in disgust and, from within his coat, drew one FoeHammer.50 then a second. Their weight was reassuring. 
 
    He dove out the window, then, guns blazing. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A mass of SWAT officers exploded like a swarm of ants from the buildings all around. Their guns blazed, and they shouted like madmen as they charged like Pickett and his men at Gettysburg. It was just as brave, just as glorious, and just as successful. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Raymond Gurlek didn’t aim; he didn’t think; he didn’t blink; he just squeezed the trigger and the backs of men’s heads exploded. He didn’t need to reload. Through the cacophony of guns blazing all around, Gurlek’s gun boomed. It boomed! 
 
    To Raymond, they were in slow motion, boom, boom, boom! 
 
    It wasn’t, though. It was fast, a shatterstorm of lightning strikes echoing thunderclaps. Bullets shanked, careening off his gun, his shoulder; one blew out his knee. Still, though, he stood like some horrid, twisted scarecrow nailed upright; then he turned, and then he ran. 
 
    Through the mass of men that rushed him, he mowed down a path paved in corpses, and that is the path he took. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Double-fisting blazing machine guns, Beefrick never took his fingers off the triggers. It was just too much fun. It was loud, and it was messy, two of his most favoritest things. The vibration of the two guns jibbled his whole body, and the bullets ricocheting off his armor went ping and plink in a way that made him giggle. It tickled. It seemed everyone was shooting at him! He was so lucky. Billy was the best. Mary was the best, too. He stood in front of her now, shielding her. 
 
    With a huge claw, he flipped a car and wedged himself between it and the building to his right. Slazenger and Mary huddled behind, covering his back. Beefrick grabbed the carriage and whipped it behind him. He unloaded everything he had, churning a great deal of meat into hamburger on the corner of Marsh and Wilbur. He was so focused that he didn’t notice the headlights approaching. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Gurkha crouched behind the wheel of his gray Dodge Ram pick-up, wicked glee riveted to his face, flying east down Marsh through the firestorm. Elliot, Jethro, and Mainlo crouched in the speeding truck’s bed. 
 
    They had guns. 
 
    They had blades. 
 
    None could use them, however, for they were currently occupied, clutching on for sweet-ever-shortening life. 
 
    The Gurkha’s driving was fast and finesseless as he fishtailed, dodging SWAT guys, slammed curbs, sideswiped mailboxes, and roared on faster and faster. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Elliot’s hands were white-knuckled vises clamped onto the truck’s sidewall as the wind whipped through his fast receding hair. 
 
    Through the confusion, the insanity of the SWAT team fighting, and shooting, and bleeding, and dying, and vampires doing the same, Elliot spied his prey as he dodged the screaming truck and hurtled past, gun blazing. 
 
    “Emily…” Elliot growled, standing. 
 
    Then he vaulted out of the truck. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Beefrick, the huge, bloated death machine, was not fleet of foot or of mind. 
 
    Dimly, he noticed something approaching through the torrent of bullets aimed at and hitting him. He leaned forward, squinting at a small silver billy goat head rapidly approaching his face. He cocked his head. “Hmmmm, billy goat…?” 
 
    Attached to that little silver billy goat head was a truck, a large one, moving quite rapidly. It jumped the curb at about fifty miles an hour and slammed into Beefrick. It nearly took his head off. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Rolling once on the pavement, then springing to his feet and running, was Elliot. SWAT guys scrambled ahead of him, coursing down the street after the killer. 
 
    Sword in hand, Elliot blazed down the street, meters behind. 
 
    The thin man was fast, though, faster than Elliot, faster than the SWAT team chasing him, jockeying for shots. 
 
    As the man ran, he turned, and he fired. There were many targets. He couldn’t miss. He didn’t. 
 
    Rapid fire, men died on the street chasing that man. 
 
    Elliot gained. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Gurkha lay trapped. The front end of his Dodge Ram looked like Jaws had taken a huge crescent bite out of it. His windshield was one giant twisted mass of spider-webbed glass. He shoved it off him. The dashboard and steering column had wrapped around him nicely. Cars that hit moose have sustained less damage. Something warm trickled down his face. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he was hurt. He wasn’t really sure where he was. His gun was gone. His kukri, mercifully, was at hand; he cut his seatbelt, took a deep breath. It hurt, and his legs, he found, were twisted in the wreck. 
 
    Goggle-eyed, head lolling back and forth, he noticed two ghouls sprawled on the ground next to an overturned baby carriage. They’d been hiding behind the fat one. Ghouls. If they had been human, they’d be dead, crushed by their titanic comrade as he rolled over them. 
 
    Though they would never be teen models, the two ghouls were very much alive, in an undead sense of the word. Then they, one a man, the other a woman, and the accident could only have improved her looks, made for his truck. The Gurkha squirmed. 
 
    Within his leg, bone grated on bone. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Peter, huddled in the store, ducked as bullets shattered the window and ricocheted past. What the fuck do I do? Jesus Christ. I have a fucking steak knife! Twice he nearly stood and bolted out the alley door. Bullets ricocheted down the alley, too. There was nothing he could do. Nothing. The Padre told me to stay here. I should listen to him. 
 
    A SWAT guy bolted past the storefront and was thrown back in a torrent of bullets. Upon the ground the man lay, still moving, still awake, “Help, Medic!” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Peter said. I have to. He grabbed a package of tee-shirts from off a shelf and, one, two, three! He bolted out. 
 
    Ducking, running, Peter flung himself onto the yellow line dotting the middle of the street, next to the wounded man. “Where you hit?!” 
 
    Gunfire neared. He tore the man’s Kevlar vest open. His stomach was bleeding. He tore open the tee-shirt package and pressed down on the man’s stomach with it. 
 
    He didn’t notice the mass of men running towards him. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Beefrick sat up, shook his head. It didn’t help. A few shots had penetrated his armor, silver. They burned inside, like Mexicans. Grimacing, he ripped a steaming chunk of metal from his skull and looked at it, the silver billy goat head! “Neat.” He smiled, stuffing it into his pocket, then looked at the steaming truck. It had knocked him far. 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    A large portion of his face was torn off. He tried to stand, but his leg hurt, and it felt as though someone was stabbing him in the back. 
 
    “OOOF!” 
 
    There it went again. 
 
    Someone was stabbing him. 
 
    Beefrick rolled over and, “UHHNNF!” got to his feet. Like a baseball player dusts himself off after sliding into third base, Beefrick brushed away truck shrapnel that had lodged in his stomach and chest and damaged armor. Pieces were missing on his front and backside, as well as his helmet. “It’s ruined,” he pouted. “Mary’s gonna be mad.” 
 
    In one meaty lump of a hand still was one of his machine guns. He raised it. 
 
    “Uhhn!” The sharp pain in his back reminded him that someone was stabbing him, and so he turned and bared his crooked-rusted teeth. His eyes exploded with surprise. 
 
    “Winters.” 
 
    He lowered the machine gun at the meat in the neat gray suit. Beefrick throttled the trigger— 
 
    Detective Winters dove. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Drool coursed down Slack-Jaw Mary’s chin as she scuttled like a cockroach onto the hood of the gray Dodge Ram. Pinprick pupils mad with hate and hunger locked on the meat entombed in metal. “Ith like thhhpam.” Her left arm and leg had been pulverized when Beefrick rolled over her. They hung limp like uncooked bacon and slapped on the hood of the truck as she pulled herself up. She grinned at the meat as she crawled near. 
 
    Frantic, it swung a knife at her as she tore the smashed windshield from her path and hurled it aside. Then she dislocated her lower jaw. 
 
    “Get off my hood, crazy bitch!” the meat shouted, swinging its knife around. “I just had it painted!” 
 
    Mary glanced back at Slazenger, who was grinning like the devil. “Out of the way, Mary.” He launched onto the hood. “Me first!” 
 
    “Go check Biwy,” Mary slurped. “Thith meat ith mine.” She turned back to the meat, and her jaw hung low, quivering with strands of drool. Her teeth were orange. Her nails were black and long. Sharp. Close. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Never shares.” Slazenger hopped off the steaming, buckled hood. There was still meat around, dangerous meat. 
 
    The carriage lay on its side by the building, still intact. “Built you well.” He was protected, right now. Between the building, the car Beefrick had flipped over, and the one that had run him down, Slazenger had cover on nearly all sides. 
 
    He slid over to the carriage. 
 
    A white shadow caught Slazenger’s eye an instant before an arc of white steel schluck!  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Direct pressure. That’s all Peter could do. With both hands, he pressed down on the man’s stomach. 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” the man screamed. He was bleeding, not profusely, but the bullet holes were in important places. The man closed his eyes. 
 
    “Hey! Dude! You awake? Wake Up!” Peter’s ears rang from the gunfire. The man didn’t respond. Peter checked for a carotid pulse, very weak, very fast. 
 
    Footsteps stomped close as Peter turned and was bowled over. 
 
    Stars exploded. 
 
    Rubbing an eye, Peter cleared his vision, looked up, and stared down the black barrel of a gun. Peter saw the man draw back the hammer. It was an old gun. 
 
    Antique? 
 
    The hammer dropped— 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Beefrick pulled the trigger and the night exploded. Chunga, chunga, chunga! Then it stopped. Stupidly, he looked down and shook the machine gun. “Huh?” 
 
    Detective Winters rolled to his feet again and unloaded twin FoeHammers directly into Beefrick’s fat frame. The titanic ghoul stumbled back as Detective Winters advanced, unloading point blank until both clicked empty. 
 
    Beefrick slammed back into the building. 
 
    Detective Winters pulled the second triggers on his guns; the 12-gauge shotgun shells below the main barrel discharged, exploding, tearing the fat ghoul’s face apart. 
 
    Smoke dissipated. Twin guns clattered to the ground as Detective Winters cast them aside and yanked a three-foot-long steel cord from inside his coat. 
 
    Beefrick sat up, gobs of face falling from his masticated skull. 
 
    “Out of bullets, little man?” sneered the fleshless skull, leaning forward to stand up. “UHHHNF!” 
 
    “No.” Detective Winters whipped the cord out and around the ghoul’s thick neck. He caught the other end. 
 
    Beefrick lurched up, the steel cord biting tight, Detective Winters sling-shotting into the air. 
 
    Like some mountain rappeler, Detective Winters hung for a moment in mid-air; then gravity and momentum took over, and he twisted around, falling, his knees slamming into the ghoul’s shoulders. His hat went flying. 
 
    He wrenched back, tearing on the pegs, kicking one foot into the back of the ghoul’s head, driving it down into his chest. Simultaneously he ripped the cord deep into the ghoul’s neck. 
 
    Back and forth he ripped on the pegs. 
 
    Beefrick’s head came off screaming. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Back!” The Gurkha stabbed and hacked with his kukris. “Off my hood! OFF!” 
 
    The she-ghoul lay sprawled over him, her jelly-like flesh and broken arm whipping like overcooked spaghetti. 
 
    Hunkering down, the Gurkha used the steering wheel and kukri for whatever pitiful cover they could afford. Orange teeth loomed over him, and black nails groped for his throat, grasped, and pulled, AND PULLED! 
 
    All of a sudden, the she-ghoul was ripped away down the hood from the Gurkha. 
 
    “Father, cut the arm!” 
 
    Behind, wrenching on the leech’s legs were Jethro, Mainlo, and the Padre. Her claw still wouldn’t open on his throat, though, and she stretched! Like a convict drawn but not yet quartered, she hung in the air, her black nails sunk into the Gurkha’s jugular, then— 
 
    The Gurkha swung his kukri. Shluck! 
 
    The she-ghoul was suddenly gone, dragged away down the hood. 
 
    The Gurkha pried the severed hand off his throat as his sons hacked and stabbed the she-ghoul, dismembering her. 
 
    Red lights in the distance flickered weakly, and sirens sounded from afar. 
 
    “You don’t appear comfortable, father.” Mainlo grinned, holding one arm across his chest at a hideous angle. 
 
    Jethro pulled a crowbar from the bed of his father’s truck and staggered over. He and his brother started tearing their father loose from the twisted steel, using their kukris as saws and pry bars.  
 
    The Padre’s attentions were drawn away, to an overturned baby carriage. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Raymond Gurlek squeezed the trigger, and the gun discharged, boom, like it always did, but the boy did not die. A whisk of white steel flashed before him, and the bullet died with a ricochet. 
 
    In longer than he could remember, Raymond Gurlek had pulled the trigger, and someone had not died. Eyes opened wide with fear at the old man before him who could do with a sword what no man should be capable of. 
 
    He had deflected the bullet. 
 
    On purpose. 
 
    Again, it was slow motion, everything except Raymond and the old man. The boy scrambled out of the way, moving as though through jelly as the old man whipped his sword out in an arc-blur; then Raymond’s hand and gun were gone, and then his— 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The gun clattered on the wet street. 
 
    Peter peeped open an eye. 
 
    “Are you, are you okay, Peter?” Elliot was huffing hard. Mist poured from his nose and mouth as he leaned forward on his sword. The point sank into the stone curb. Steam evaporated from his glistening bald head as though on fire. “Peter?” 
 
    In the cold November night, red lights bounced off the brick walls of the dark buildings. Only dead echoes sounded. Peter reached out, and his fingers slid around the grip of the gun. It was cool. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Padre strained, “Uhhhg, must be steel, bullet-proof,” lifting the carriage back up onto its wheels. It was barely damaged. He doffed his hat and looked inside the carriage. “Mother of God, Peter. PETER!” 
 
    Within the black carriage lay a young babe, his skin the color of a dead azure moon. He was not breathing. Limp as a doll he lay, eyes glued shut, his tiny body lost within a diaper which seemed far too large. His translucent blue skin was a roadmap of vein and artery. 
 
    “PETER!” The Padre cast aside his sword. He grasped the child gently and supported his head in one hand, lifting him free. 
 
    The ambulances, sirens wailing, seemed leagues away. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Running, Peter was running again, sprinting down Marsh street. He could see the Padre ahead, hollering. He was holding something. By the Padre’s side slumped the Gurkha, supported on either side by his sons. 
 
    Through the obstacle corpse of twisted black arms and legs and bodies Peter ran. It was not far. 
 
    The Padre turned. In his arms was a baby. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The baby started to move, slowly. Its arms and legs, before limp, lifeless, now twitched. Crescent shines appeared between its eyelids. Its arms started to gather strength. Tiny hands, miniscule nails, began to flex and grasp. The baby wriggled its arms, reaching down into his diaper with both hands. He yawned a great big yawn. 
 
    “He must be cold.” Jethro tore off his flannel shirt and handed it to the Padre. 
 
    The Padre took the flannel shirt and turned back to the baby in his arms. “Good Lord—” His eyes burst as two little guns went off in his face. 
 
    “Eat that, ya pedophile!” Billy Rubin screamed, his little guns blazing. 
 
    The priest fell back, and Billy Rubin, a miniature gun in each hand, fell with him, slapping on the cold pavement. 
 
    He was on his feet quick, though, and shooting. 
 
    The other men dove behind their truck wreck as tiny bullets sprayed. 
 
    “Die motherfuckers!” the baby screamed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Peter didn’t stop. He didn’t take cover. He just ran. 
 
    The baby, intent as it was upon its miniature massacre, did not see him. Like some tiny Doc Holliday, it took tentative steps forward, guns blazing until, whump, Peter kicked it at a full out sprint. 
 
    It soared in the air. 
 
    End over end. 
 
    And crunched into the building. 
 
    The baby’s guns clattered to the sidewalk an instant before it did. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21. 
 
    EVERYTHING WAS GRAY. The drizzle was gray. The beat-up, shot-up, run-down buildings rising up all around were gray, as was the smoke that poured from them. The bodies of the men, cool and lifeless, were gray. Detective Winters’s suit, torn up, rumpled, and stained, was gray. Detective Winters’s soul was gray, too, though it was in worse condition than his suit. 
 
    He surveyed the carnage as EMT’s and paramedics hustled to and fro, triaging dead men, searching for viable patients, in vain. 
 
    Eight men only had been taken by ambulance to Colton Falls General Hospital. Detective Winters glanced at his watch; three were dead by now. Picking amongst the fallen, he had done what he could for the few living he could find, directing the EMT’s and paramedics to them. 
 
    “Sir? Sir? Detective Winters, the Chief would like to have a word with you,” an officer said. “He’s in car eighteen. Over there.” 
 
    “No, thank you … so many?” 
 
    “Excuse me, Detective?” the officer said. “I couldn’t hear you, sir. Detective, what’d you say?” 
 
    “I said twenty-five men had their brains blown out the back of their skulls, sergeant. The charnel god feasts well tonight.” Detective Winters stared off into the gray rain. “One might survive, thanks to a bystander. Twenty-five men dead.” 
 
    “Good men,” the sergeant added, looking down. 
 
    “Good men, you say?” Detective Winters fixed him with blue eyes. 
 
    “Well, yes, Detective, of course they were.” 
 
    “They were psychopaths.” Detective Winters frowned. “Psychopaths who reveled in death and destruction. Men who fed off carnage. Begged, no, wished, yearned for awful things to happen. Crossed their fingers each night they punched in, praying to Ares. Praying to use their guns. So they could fight. So they could blow things up. Turn their destructive urges to something sanctioned. To something good. So they could invite harm upon others. Their prayers were answered tonight, sergeant.” 
 
    The sergeant shifted. 
 
    Detective Winters just stared as the EMT’s covered the bodies with white sheets, and detectives began scuttling about, circling shell casings and body parts and bodies. “They fought, though.” Detective Winters nodded. “They chose a side, and they fought for it. The same side I chose. And I am not a good man. I have never been a good man, sergeant. After tonight, I have no hopes ever of being a good man.” 
 
    The sergeant just stood there listening, silent, melting away in the rain. 
 
    “Winters!” a voice screamed. It was the Chief, and he hustled over, a cup of coffee in one hand and umbrella in the other. 
 
    Detective Winters didn’t blink. 
 
    “I want a fucking word with you, mister.” The Chief jabbed a finger into Detective Winters’s chest. “What the fuck happened?! How many? How many dead? You’re fired! Pack your shit. And what’s this I hear about the Padre and these other people involved? Civilians?” 
 
    Detective Winters still did not blink. “The Padre is dead. My report will be on your desk in the morning.” He glared down at the Chief’s finger still in his chest. 
 
    The Chief pulled it away. 
 
    “I want it now,” the Chief said. “You catch the guy?” 
 
    Detective Winters withdrew a wallet from his pocket and flipped it open. “Gurlek, Raymond. White. Male. Age, undetermined, around twenty to forty-five by the looks of him. All he had on him was a library card and a few bills. Forensics is on it. They’ll have a report in a few hours.” 
 
    “Well, is it him? You’re a fucking sniffer, right?” the Chief whispered. “Is it him?” 
 
    Detective Winters nodded, water spilling from the brim of his hat. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, where is the son of a bitch?” the Chief asked. “I want to see him with my own fucking eyes.” His eyes lit up for a second, and he flipped open a cell phone and pressed a button. “Ronnie!” he yelled into the phone, “grab a reporter from behind the lines and have him meet me by the body. The serial killer’s! No, wait! Scratch that. No one gets through. No one! Press conference at the station in twenty minutes, tell them. And get me Alagiery!” He flipped his phone shut. “Now where the hell is this guy, Winters?” 
 
    Detective Winters pointed down the street. “Over there, and over there, and a little over there, too.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22. 
 
    ELLIOT SPEARS TOOK A DEEP, dark pull off the cigarette. Eyes closed, he held it for a second and then exhaled slowly. The smoke twisted and turned like a dragon clawing its way up into the night sky. They stood atop the Immortal Jade Palace, and it was still late night. So late it was practically morning. Elliot took another pull from the cigarette, held it, and let it go, too. He flicked the cigarette off the roof, watching as the red ember tumbled to the ground below, sizzling in a puddle. 
 
    The Gurkha and his two sons stood like statues against the short parapet running around the top of the building. Jethro sharpened his kukri against a large whetstone in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “Go downstairs, please,” the Gurkha said to his two sons. “We may have visitors tonight.” 
 
    Elliot lit another cigarette and shook out the match. The two sons left. 
 
    “Elliot, I know you’ve been in a coma for, what, fifty years?” Peter said. “But, cigarettes are bad for you.” 
 
    Elliot smiled faintly. “Perhaps they are bad for the body, Peter,” he said, “but I have found solace in them where no other solace could be found.” The tip of his cigarette flared red. 
 
    “Great.” Peter crouched against the parapet, hands deep within his pockets. Next to him was a thermos of coffee and a few cups. In the center of the roof was a blue duffel bag. “So what do we do with him?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Elliot answered. 
 
    “Nothing?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” echoed the Gurkha. 
 
    “But I — we need information,” Peter said. “He knows the queen vampire.” He felt stupid every time he said ‘queen vampire.’ “I have to find her, to get better. The Padre said—” He took a deep breath and looked down at his right hand. His skin was gray. “What are we doing? Why are we just sitting here?” 
 
    “Nothing is what we are doing right now,” Elliot said, “though we could just as easily call it waiting. Or perhaps, biding out time sounds more proactive.” 
 
    “Look guys, I know you’re all part of the same secret society or whatever, and I’m not, but I’ve only got four days. Four days at the most! I need answers!” Peter sagged back down in his corner, gripping his right hand in his left. He glanced up at the two of them. “Waiting for what?” 
 
    “Waiting for him to tell us what he knows.” The Gurkha hobbled next to Peter. He had a cane now, and his leg was in a makeshift splint. He poured himself a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure that’ll only take fifteen years or so,” Peter said. 
 
    The Gurkha’s grin turned to grimace as he sat down. 
 
    “You need to have that leg looked at,” Peter said. 
 
    “You looked at it.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I told you it’s broken.” 
 
    “I had known it was broken.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you shouldn’t walk, or even be able to walk on it.” 
 
    “You splinted it well.” The Gurkha slapped Peter on the back. 
 
    “Look, man, I’m just an EMT, a new one. And I’m telling you, you need to have it looked at. Now. By a doctor. You’ll get gangrene or something.” 
 
    “In the morning.” The Gurkha took a sip. 
 
    “Great.” Peter frowned. “So then, when is he going to tell us what he knows?” He lowered his voice. “Are you going to torture him, or something?” 
 
    The Gurkha and Elliot looked at one another for a moment; the Gurkha shrugged. 
 
    “The sun will do our work,” the Gurkha said. “He will talk, then.” 
 
    “Okay…” Peter leaned back, hugging himself, trying to warm up. 
 
    “Drink this, Peter, it will warm you.” The Gurkha handed him a steaming cup of coffee. 
 
    Peter took the coffee and looked up at Elliot leaning upon the hilt of his sword. “Elliot, where’d you learn to do the stuff with the sword? I mean, nobody can block bullets, I thought. You were like Luke Skywalker back there.” 
 
    “Who?” Elliot glanced at the Gurkha for a second. 
 
    The Gurkha shrugged. 
 
    “I mean, the Padre carried a sword. I thought he was crazy, and well, he was, but, how do you do it?” 
 
    “I simply do, Peter,” said Elliot. “The Japanese warriors of old strived for one thing in their quest for martial prowess. Do you know what it was?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “Think about it.” 
 
    Well, I can’t go for the obvious ones, strength or speed, or being completely psychotic. Well, maybe steroids? No. Endurance? Finally he said, “Endurance.” 
 
    “No,” Elliot shook his head, “though endurance is surely important. It is mushin.” 
 
    “Mushin?” Peter turned to the Gurkha, “Don’t you guys serve that downstairs? With a side of pork-fried rice?” 
 
    Peter didn’t even laugh at his joke. 
 
    “Mushin is action without thought, Peter,” Elliot said. “It’s your body knowing exactly what to do and doing it without conferring with the brain. You have time to think or time to act. But time only for one.” 
 
    “So it’s fast reflexes?” 
 
    “Fast, appropriate reflexes,” the Gurkha said. 
 
    “Michael Jordan has fast reflexes, but he can’t dodge bullets.” 
 
    “Michael Jordan does not have Durendal,” the Gurkha said. 
 
    “Durendal, huh?” Peter studied the sword. “You name it, Elliot?” 
 
    “Hmmm?” Elliot leaned back. “No, I cannot rightly remember how it got that name. There are runes etched upon the blade. Beautifully done. See?” He proffered the blade. “I can’t read them. Perhaps I met someone who could, and he told me. I don’t remember.” 
 
    “Why was it at Brudnoy’s?” Peter ran his hand close upon the blade. Strangely, he thought he heard it hum, and the closer his hand got to it, the more it felt as though a magnet were in the palm of his hand repelling him from it. 
 
    “Careful, Peter, there is no blade so sharp as that of Durendal,” Elliot said. 
 
    Peter withdrew his hand, examining his palm, “Huh? Yeah. So, where’d you get it?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Carmine pulled into the parking lot of the Immortal Jade Palace, put the ambulance in park, and got out. His uniform was rumpled, stained. 
 
    “Here’s the portable.” Shotgun held the portable radio out to Carmine. “You okay, man? You look like shit.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Carmine strode away. In his arms, he held a package. He banged on the side door of the Immortal Jade Palace and waited. A shadow crept up to the door a few seconds later, and a head appeared at the barred window. 
 
    “Upstairs, on the roof,” Jethro said. 
 
    He let Carmine in. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I thought it a sign from God, whom I had ceased believing in, in those days.” Elliot studied the sword. “So I took it. And lived.” 
 
    “How’d you guys meet?” 
 
    “A POW camp in Italy.” 
 
    “Pow?” Peter raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Prisoner-of-war. We both had been captured.” Elliot glanced at the Gurkha. “Bahadur at Tobruk, and myself at Kasserine. Africa. Hard fighting, always hard fighting. The Desert Fox in his element. We were taken to Italy. Where we met. Two months later we jumped the line and made our way west, into France.” Elliot lit another cigarette and continued. 
 
    “War awakens things in men, Peter. Dormant things that, once awakened, change a man forever. No matter how old he may get, some things he will never forget, though he may try.” 
 
    The Gurkha nodded. 
 
    “This was World War Two, right?” Peter asked. 
 
    “You … you did graduate high school?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “Well, didn’t they teach you about the men who died serving their country? The men who sacrificed their lives in Africa? Europe? The Pacific? The women? Pearl Harbor? The mothers and fathers who lost children, across the entire earth? D-Day? All for the freedom of not only the United States but the entire world? Don’t they teach that?” 
 
    “Uh, not really.” 
 
    “What about history class in school?!” 
 
    “I did have history class every year. We always started off with the pilgrims and ended at the industrial revolution. About 1840, or so, I think. About as far as I ever got.” 
 
    “What about the Civil war?” Elliot asked. 
 
    “The Civil what?” 
 
    “By all that is HOLY!” Elliot roared. “Why, countless lives—” 
 
    “Chill-out.” Peter raised a hand. “I’m just kidding, I’ve heard of the Civil War.” Then he muttered, “I just don’t know who won.” 
 
    Elliot scowled. “I should have stayed in my coma. It was less disappointing. You serve your country and expect at the very least, those after you would do well to appreciate it. To learn, to understand, or at least to try anyways, what you went through. What you sacrificed. So that it can be avoided. 
 
    “War changes a man, Peter, and perhaps it is simply because something good inside is lost, or killed,” Elliot said. “Now tell me, what it is you require of this abomination?” 
 
    Peter glanced down at the blue duffel bag. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Huffing and puffing, Carmine finally reached the top. His whole body ached. Cool sweat poured off his forehead. “I have to, Jesus, I have to…” 
 
    Muffled voices droned on the other side of the heavy steel door. Carmine reached into his pockets and withdrew the sharp silver knife. Detective Winters’s knife. Carmine glared at it, gleaming in the darkness. Never had he seen something so ugly. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “So, you have only days to exterminate this vampiress in order to release you from the curse?” Elliot asked, his hand lightly grasping Durendal’s hilt. He glanced at the Gurkha. He did not look pleased, or hopeful, not even in the least. His hand rested on his kukri. 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “Yeah. The Padre said that it might work,” Peter sat down on the parapet, looking out over the city. “He wasn’t sure, though. Seemed to think it was a long shot, a ‘Hail Mary’ he called it.” Peter shrugged. “I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Have you questioned anyone else?” Elliot asked. “There must be others in this town who dabble in the occult. Always there are some. Fools, but necessary, on occasion.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The door opened smoothly, not a creak. The green neon sign of the Immortal Jade Palace was the only light in the dark city. 
 
    The three of them were talking. The old man, Elliot, the Gurkha, Peter. 
 
    Peter’s back was to him. 
 
    Carmine crept forward, the silver knife gripped tight within his fist and stuffed in his jacket pocket. 
 
    Deep in conversation, Peter didn’t notice. The Gurkha did but said nothing. Anyways, he understood. Hell, he’d encourage it. It would be quick and almost painless. 
 
    It was for his own good. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “There is Winters,” the Gurkha said. “He knows much. You could ask him.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Peter nodded. “Carmine said there was a decent chance he’d kill me, though.” 
 
    As Peter continued talking, a black cloud of anger began growing within him. He put a hand to his head. “I, uhrrg…” He shook his head to clear it and continued on, “I met him once that first night. Night I was bit. He knew about my shoulder first off—” 
 
    Suddenly Peter whipped round, slinging out the gun. 
 
    “Whoa! Hey, easy there, Pete. Fat-guy season don’t start for another week.” 
 
    It was Carmine. He looked awful, haggard, sweaty. 
 
    “Mushin,” Elliot and the Gurkha said simultaneously. They glanced at Peter. 
 
    “Mushin?” Carmine asked. “I’ll have mine with a side of pork fried … rice?” He glanced at the faces of the three before him, “You guys hear it before? Never mind. Hey, easy with the pistol, Pete.” 
 
    “Sorry … sorry, Carmine, just, never mind.” Peter relaxed, or at least he tried to as he put the gun back in his pocket. “You okay? You look awful.” 
 
    “Shotgun says I look like shit.” 
 
    Peter glanced at Elliot and the Gurkha; all three nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Rough shift?” Peter grimaced. His fingers were cramped tight around the butt of the revolver, quivering with the strain of trying to release it. He forced it down. 
 
    “You okay?” Carmine eyed Peter’s hand twitching deep in his pocket. “Itchy? Don’t tell me you got bit by a ghoul, and got crabs in the same week?” 
 
    “Crabs might’ve been fun getting, at least,” Peter said. 
 
    “Kid, you been hanging around me way too long.” Carmine slapped him on the back. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Peter said, and his arm went limp. He put the gun away without another thought. “No, I’m fine. Are you okay? You do look like shit.” 
 
    “Jeeze, kid, don’t hold back, tell me what you really think.” Carmine wiped his sweaty forehead. “Really, though, I’m fine. Just a rough shift. First truck in at an MCI, rough, lot of reports, lot of stupid bullshit, lot of triaging dead guys. SWAT guys. Twenty-seven, last I heard.” 
 
    The roof went silent. 
 
    “Pete, I don’t think it’d be a good idea for you to go see Winters,” Carmine said. “Hmmm, how do I put this...? He wants to kill you.” 
 
    “That’s wicked awesome,” Peter said to himself. “Fucking cops, homeless guys, my God-damned neighbors. Is there anybody in this town who doesn’t want to kill me?” 
 
    The three other men upon the rooftop looked around and said absolutely nothing. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “It’s time,” Elliot said, looking out on the horizon. 
 
    Zzzzzzzzzzzip! 
 
    He unzipped the blue duffel bag. 
 
    From within its steel-toothed maw, he wrenched the writhing, maggot-fat, slimy, azure baby, Billy Rubin. Duct taped mummy-style, his cries were muffled. Only his eyes, his deep blue eyes, pupils vertically slit, shone between the tape that cocooned his entire body. 
 
    The sun was rising. The horizon glowed in anticipation. 
 
    They gathered round the prostrate writhing baby-mummy. Peter. Elliot. Carmine. Bahadur, the Gurkha. 
 
    “Hold his head.” Elliot knelt. 
 
    The Gurkha eased down slowly, laying his crutch aside. He nodded. 
 
    Elliot ripped the tape from Billy Rubin’s mouth while the Gurkha held him down. 
 
    “AAAAAAAAaarrrrrrrG!” 
 
    “Careful, Elliot, he is very slippery.” The Gurkha adjusted. “Like trying to hold a fish.” 
 
    “Bite my fish stick, monkey-shit!” Billy Rubin screamed, horrid, shrill, uneven. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Carmine stepped back. “What is he?” 
 
    “Keep the fat one away from me. He looks hungry!” Billy Rubin’s skin was blue, a transparent sickly blue. Veins and arteries crawled and wriggled beneath that skin. His skull, visible, grinned horridly. He lay still a moment, silent, examining his captors, contempt steam-pressed into his tomato sized head. 
 
    “So this little-blue-jelly-fuck killed the Padre?” Carmine said. 
 
    “I thought the pedophile’d be—” 
 
    “Enough!” Elliot said. “The Padre is dead, yes, and for that you will die. The sun rises, and you have a choice to make. Time presses us as well. We need information. Information only you possess. Tell us what you know of the vampire queen.” 
 
    “Vampire queen?” He giggled. “You guys’re wasted.” 
 
    “If you tell us what we wish to know, your end will be swift,” Elliot said. “I give you my word. If you do not cooperate, you will burn. Think and choose, swiftly now. The sun rises.” 
 
     “Look at me, you inbred-fucking-retards,” Billy Rubin said. “You ever seen a more disgusting creature? A more tortured soul? What can you do but release me from my hell? Idiots!” He spat. “Compared to what she’d do to me, you got jack-fucking-shit! Fucking monkey-shit! I ain’t no snitch.” 
 
    Elliot leaned closer; his voice softened. “You had no part in choosing your fate, in becoming what you are. I understand this, and I am sorry for you. Fate deals us strange hands. If I could help you I would. Alas, I cannot. 
 
    “You’ve perpetrated a great many wrongs to a great many people. Those atrocities have been all you know. Have you ever done good? Have you ever loved, Billy Rubin? This boy here, Peter, bears the same affliction you bear. He has a chance to cure it before it is too late. We are here to help him. Help us help him. You are his only hope. Do something good for this world that has so maltreated you. Perhaps some of you will live within the good Peter may someday perform for others. His chosen profession is one of service, sacrifice, honor. Will you help him, Billy Rubin?” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself you bitch-queer!” Billy Rubin screamed. 
 
    “FuckinglittleblueassholeSmurfmotherfucker!” Peter dove on top of Billy Rubin. 
 
    “SMURF? SMURF!” roared Billy Rubin. 
 
    “I’ll crush your goddamned skull!” Peter proceeded to slam Billy Rubin’s head against the roof until Elliot and Carmine yanked him off. 
 
    They held him back. 
 
    “Cool it, kid,” Carmine grunted. “Not yet. We need info.” 
 
    All the while, Billy Rubin, azure veins popping from his skull, was spitting and screaming obscenities, “Don’t call me a Smurf! You half-breed piece of ass-licking-dog-shit!” 
 
    “God-damn you!” Peter launched back at Billy Rubin. 
 
    “Blow me!” 
 
    “OOOF!” Carmine intercepted Peter, catching him in mid-air. 
 
    “Let me at him!” Peter drew the gun. “I’ll kill you!” He aimed at Billy Rubin; Elliot grasped his arm— 
 
    Boom! 
 
    “AHHHHH!” 
 
    The gun blazed. Had Elliot not wrenched it skyward, it would have killed Billy Rubin. The recoil knocked Peter back, Elliot in tow. 
 
    Billy Rubin started jabbering. Elliot restrained Peter, and the sun rose above the horizon and cast its rays upon the emaciated city of Colton Falls. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what you want!” Billy Rubin squirmed, his slit pupils constricting in terror. “Just keep it away! Keep it away! Please! Please!” 
 
    “Go on, then, talk!” Carmine said. “Pete! BACK!” 
 
    “They’re called Socials!” Billy Rubin blubbered, feverishly, his eyes darting back and forth between Carmine, who questioned him, and Peter, who was locked in a full-nelson by Elliot. The gun waved. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    “What are socials?” asked Carmine. 
 
    “WhereyoufindPussywillow!” Billy Rubin yanked one arm free of the tape. 
 
    The Gurkha struggled to hold him firm with one hand as he wiped slime from the other. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    “Who’s Pussywillow?” 
 
    “Lil’s friend!” 
 
    “Tape is slipping!” the Gurkha warned. 
 
    “Who’s Lil?” Carmine asked. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    “HER! The one you want! The vamp-queen!” 
 
    “Where do we find her?” 
 
    The sun was rising fast. Only the stone parapet on the roof kept the morning rays from falling upon Billy Rubin. Smoke began, in tiny rivulets, to stream from the corners of his blue eyes. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    “Don’t know! No one can find her, AAAARRRCCHH!” 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    “Bullshit!” Carmine said. 
 
    “No-no-no-no, really, I don’t know — eerrgg!” 
 
    “Give us something! The sun’s rising!” 
 
    “Pussywillow, her friend, goes to Socials, every one. Always there. Always goes home with some poor shlub. Keep it AWAY! Keep it away!” 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    “Where are the socials held?” 
 
    “Everywhere!” Billy Rubin’s eyes started smoking. 
 
    “Where’s the next one?!” 
 
    “The Gin Dingo! Downstairs! The club! Tuesday night’s the next one!” Billy Rubin wriggled free from his duct-tape cocoon and popped free from the Gurkha’s grip like a wet bar of soap. 
 
    Carmine and the Gurkha, leg splint snapping, both dove. “Grab him!” 
 
    Billy Rubin slid free, eluding their grasp, sliding away on his belly, a snot-toboggan, toward the door. 
 
    Elliot and Peter, wrestling, paused. 
 
    “Block the door!” 
 
    Elliot hurled Peter aside then dove. 
 
    He missed. 
 
    Billy Rubin banged a one-eighty and bolted. 
 
    Elliot was back on his feet. 
 
    Billy Rubin slid, a trail of slimy foot and hand prints leading to the parapet wall. 
 
    Peter, on the ground, gun drawn, rolled over and aimed, but it was too late. 
 
    Perched on the parapet, Billy Rubin’s eyes locked for an instant on Peter; then he chose his fate. Under full brunt of the risen sun, blue flesh blistering and boiling to bursting, he turned and sprang. He screamed, immolating in mid-air, and then fell burning to the streets below. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23. 
 
    “THEY PANICKED?” The Chief scratched his chin. “That’s the best you can come up with?” 
 
    “They panicked a lot.” Detective Winters leaned back in his chair, thumbing through one of dozens of notebooks neatly stacked in his small cubicle. A green triangle sticker was pressed neatly into the notebook cover. He noticed the Chief much as an engorged anaconda might notice a hummingbird. 
 
    “Now look here!” the Chief said. “Someone has to take responsibility for last night. Twenty-eight men dead. You were in charge.” 
 
    “I was in charge.” Detective Winters placed his notebook down on his desk, carefully selected another one, and began thumbing through it. 
 
    “Your report doesn’t mention the whereabouts of the murder weapon or this character, this Billy Rubin.” The Chief glanced at the report. “Where is it? Who has it? Who the hell is he?” 
 
    Detective Winters glanced up from his notebook and looked the Chief in the eye. “The gun was not found.” 
 
    “Well, what the hell happened to it?” the Chief asked. “Didn’t anyone see it? Containment? The spotters?” 
 
    “Does it truly matter? The man is dead. He will never go to trial. He will never be convicted.” 
 
    “Damn straight it matters! This is unacceptable. It’s shoddy detective work, and I won’t stand for it, not on my force!” 
 
    “Perhaps someone took it as a souvenir,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “One of those civilians,” the Chief grumbled. “Well, I want it, evidence, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” Detective Winters’ piercing blue eyes never left the Chief’s. 
 
    “So…” the Chief glanced away, “you’ll find it, then? Soon?” 
 
    “You fired me last night. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Never mind that. You just find that gun.” 
 
    “Who gave you that tip?” Detective Winters balanced a pencil on the tip of his finger. “A source with intelligence like that has some hefty connections. Someone with connections hefty enough to bring down the biggest heroin dealer in Colton Falls certainly must possess other useful information. I would bet my soul on it.” 
 
    “Drop it, Winters,” the Chief said. “Mention it again, see where it gets you.” 
 
    Detective Winters grinned, barely. “Biggest heroin dealer in town. Word on the street says he is dead. We do not know how or why. We cannot confirm it, cannot disprove it. Word also says he was there last night. No body, though. Only a diesel-powered baby carriage stocked with thirty pounds of heroin, three vampire corpses, none of them Billy Rubin, and a pair of tiny Derringers. Ballistics is still out, but they were used to kill Father Lonigan. See this notebook?” 
 
    Detective Winters held up a thick notebook and fanned its pages open. Every page was packed with tiny neat script from one end to the other, top to bottom, all in black ink. “This is one of many. I have compiled a profile on most of the high-bloods in this town. Many of the low-bloods, too. Much of it is first-hand intelligence. I know little of Billy Rubin, though. I do not even have a physical description. I know the disturbing legends. Some of his methods, none of his history. I know he is a monster one more difficult to grasp than most. But that is all I know, and none of it first, or even second hand. Only myths, lies, conjecture. Do you know why?” 
 
    The Chief shook his head. 
 
    “He has regular customers he deals directly to, as well as middle-men he funnels through,” Detective Winters said. “Billy Rubin is smart, for a vampire, elusive. Took down the human dealers decades ago. Made men come to him. Front door delivery. Convenient. Meet in a different location each deal, all arranged by trusted mouths. No paper trails. Deals are fast, random, for flesh and blood. Usually. Billy Rubin almost never shows. There have been some supposed sightings, but all are suspect. Customers never know if they are the buyer or the goods. Keep coming, though, cows to the slaughterhouse. Junkies… 
 
    “And we saw last night, he brings muscle with him. Heavy muscle. Billy, incidentally, is the only one who deals to Gurlek. Only intelligence I possess from multiple sources. Vampires were afraid of this guy. Billy, too, apparently. Thing is, I know Gurlek was buying heroin. We found that in the carriage. I still do not know what Gurlek was trading for the transaction. Any ideas?” 
 
    The Chief’s eyes were wide. 
 
    “Any idea why vampires would be afraid of a man?” Detective Winters asked. “Autopsy report has not returned. Their card is full today. Perhaps they will glean something. Perhaps he is a monster. He did not reek as one. Odd, but not a monster. Perhaps the others will start talking, now that he is dead.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the Chief said. 
 
    “You know,” Detective Winters said, “when blood seeps from the walls, and the carpets coagulate with blood. When the basement fouls with the stink of the rotten corpse, people cry monster. Monster, chief. Because they do not know. They have no idea. That is when I come in. I know monsters, chief. It is in my blood. The mentality of rabid hyenas. Eat their own young just to do it. Monsters, chief, would sell their mother, their brother, their people, for a pint of anemic blood.” 
 
    Detective Winters stood. “Excuse me, I have a funeral to attend, and an apartment to ransack.” He closed the notebook and placed it neatly amongst the piles on his desk. Then he pulled on his coat and donned his gray, Oxford-quality hat. 
 
    “What the fuck is your point, Winters?” the Chief demanded. 
 
    “Monsters, chief, some are almost as bad as men.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Sometimes a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do,” Nathaniel said. “My old man told me that just before … just before he turned into a butterfly, a beautiful butterfly.” He smiled, eyes glazed. 
 
    “Uh, thanks, dad.” Peter plunked down in the chair next to his father’s bed. He fidgeted, glancing at his father’s legs, each one wrapped in some sort of brace. “How’re the legs feeling, dad?” 
 
    Nathaniel grinned. “My legs are broken.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, dad, I know. Must be feeling a little better. Nurse said you are. Well, do they hurt?” 
 
    Nathaniel smiled. 
 
    “That’s good,” Peter said because he didn’t know what else to say. “Look, dad, I might be leaving soon. I just wanted to tell you. I’m gonna get my stuff together tonight and get out of town tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Slow understanding settled within Nathaniel’s eyes as he fought against some chemical barrier between him and reality. “Y-you’re taking off, Pete? Is … is your sister back yet? Michelle? Is she back?” 
 
    “No, dad, she’s still in Florida,” Peter said. “And I know it sucks, Dad. I know, and I don’t want to leave you here, but I have to. I’m going to talk to Mom and Michelle today, dad, I swear it. They’ll get you out of here. I wish I could. I’d carry you out now, but I can’t. I can’t.” 
 
    Peter glanced away. “I … I’m sorry. It’s that trouble I told you I was in. It’s worse. Getting worse. You wouldn’t believe it. I don’t know what to do. But I have to go away. Far away.” Peter glanced back at his father. He looked so pathetic. His once strong body seemed so small and frail lying there wasting away. 
 
    “Even my friends, dad. Friends, I’ve-I’ve only known one of them more than a day. I don’t know who to trust. They don’t say it, but even Carmine, dad. My partner that night, we had a huge fight. Should’ve heard what he said. What he’s done. Told me I was being a … well, he was right. He was right. And that’s why I have to go.” 
 
    Nathaniel reached out and placed a hand on Peter’s shoulder. “It’s okay, son. You see my new roommate over there, Pete? I’ve only known him for about one day, maybe two. Don’t even know his name. Nope. I trust him, though. Know why?” 
 
    “No, dad, why?” Peter glanced over. The man was snoring peacefully. 
 
    “Cause he’s a drooling vegetable.” Nathaniel nodded sagely. 
 
    “Okay?” Peter raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “These friends of yours, Pete,” Nathaniel said, “they ever give you reason not to trust them?” 
 
    “No, I guess not, but—” 
 
    “Hmmm, have they offered to help you?” Nathaniel sank into his pillow. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, they’ve all helped me.” Peter lowered his head. “And I never even asked them to. Never said thanks. Just took off like a selfish jerk.” 
 
    “Peter, son, there are three types of men in this world. Good ones, and bad ones. And only one way to know for sure which is which.” 
 
    “How’s that, dad?” 
 
    “Well, first you give them a knife, and then you turn your back.” 
 
    “Okay.” Peter turned. “Dad, what’s the third type?” 
 
    “Dead ones,” Nathaniel mumbled. “And you know what, Petey?” 
 
    “What, dad?” 
 
    “They’re the worst of the lot…” 
 
    “Goodbye, dad,” Peter said, sitting on the edge of the bed. It was a long time before he left. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24. 
 
    EVERYONE WORE BLACK. Everyone except Detective Winters. In his garb of gray, with hawk eyes, he observed. The day’s Tribune was folded beneath his arm. 
 
    Some of the men Detective Winters knew personally. Some by reputation. A dossier he had on each of them. Secrets, they all held them. 
 
    A small knot of cops huddled together, hands in pockets, looking down, away, then glancing up periodically at the cool smooth coffin perched above the gaping hole in the earth. 
 
    A few firefighters and EMT’s were interspersed amongst the crowd, Carmine amongst them. He never glanced Detective Winters’s way.  
 
    Even a few of the old Cowboys were scattered throughout the crowd: Skins, Lady Jay, and Wilton James, last of the great Kung Fu-ists. All had come to pay respects to a man who had died in the same line of work as they. 
 
    The clergy was represented as well, of course. The Bishop of Colton Falls conducted the ceremony. It was brief, cold, sterile. The overall feel of the ceremony matched Detective Winters’s clothes more than the masses’, gray, dull, apathetic. The drone of the Bishop’s animatronic voice was accompanied by the hum of cars in the distance and the gray sky. 
 
    Most gathered had never been comfortable around the Padre when he was alive. He had been that kind of man. No one was particularly upset that the man was dead. In fact, it was something of a relief. Priests, in general, make people nervous, and with the Padre, it had been even more so. Not a tear was shed, but many a half-hearted prayer was mumbled beneath quick breaths lodged between furtive glances at lagging wristwatches. When the casket was in the ground, a communal sigh of relief broke the tension, and people fled. 
 
    Detective Winters swooped down upon one of them. 
 
    The Bishop of Colton Falls stood no chance, even with his entourage following. Try as he might, he couldn’t shuffle his shriveled legs and lift his ornate cane fast enough to elude the predator he knew was descending upon him. 
 
    “Tuley,” Detective Winters stepped in front of the Bishop and his entourage, “a word about the Padre.” 
 
    “I have nothing to say about Father Brian,” the Bishop seethed. 
 
    “It was a beautiful ceremony,” Detective Winters said. “All the warmth and emotion of a hysterectomy. Tell me, Tuley—” 
 
    “Father William,” the Bishop said; a burly bearded priest stepped to his side. “I want to leave.” 
 
    “Take a walk.” Father William crossed his thick arms in front of his body. 
 
    Detective Winters smirked. 
 
    The Bishop continued on, his entourage in tow. One stepped forward and took the Bishop’s arm, helping him down the slope and around gravestones. 
 
    Father William remained. 
 
    Detective Winters, too, remained, watching the Bishop crawl away. As the Bishop finally reached his limousine, Detective Winters’s voice resounded. “I knew he would die, Tuley, and so did you!” 
 
    The Bishop froze and turned. Even from that distance, the grimace pulling down the corners of his mouth was prominent. Throwing his Bishop hat aside, he surged back up the hill. Through his entourage of priests, he churned, throwing his cane aside as he tore up the hill, clawing at gravestones for support. 
 
    “He was a pterodactyl, Bill,” Detective Winters said to the burly priest. “You all are.” 
 
    “Look, guy, I was Golden gloves champ two years in a row,” Father William cracked his knuckles, “before I was a priest. You know that?” 
 
    Detective Winters grinned. “One hundred percent of boxers suffer from brain damage, Bill. Did you know that? Just the man to offer advice and spiritual guidance. Oh, hello, Tuley,” Detective Winters said. “Take a minute. Catch your breath.” 
 
    The Bishop did just that, leaning upon the gravestone next to him. His entourage stood around him. 
 
    “Bishop, are you—?” 
 
    “You may leave.” The Bishop shooed with his hand. “All of you, go. This will be over in minutes.” 
 
    Detective Winters and the Bishop watched them all go. After a minute of heavy breathing, the Bishop grimaced, pushed off the gravestone, and stood. 
 
    “What is it you want of me, detective?” the Bishop asked. 
 
    “Many things, Tuley.” 
 
    “From me.” 
 
    “Where would a priest glean the whereabouts of last night’s heroin transaction?” Detective Winters asked. 
 
    The bishop didn’t even blink. “Father Brian wasn’t much of a priest.” 
 
    “He was shepherd to your flock.” Detective Winter unfolded the Tribune newspaper. “You’re quoted as saying that he was, hmmm? ‘An asset to … spiritual community … a shining beacon to the priesthood … a servant of God.’ Please, God?” He shook his head. “A farce. Hmmm, blah, blah, blah, ‘horrible tragedy that happened last evening … Father Lonigan will be missed.’ Should I go on?” 
 
    “If you have a point, get to it,” the Bishop said through grinding teeth. “I have twenty-eight more funerals over the next few days. All officers of the law. All your colleagues. You were their commanding officer, I understand.” 
 
    “You knew he was a hunter,” Detective Winters said. “He must have reported to someone, if not you. Someone has information I require. He crawled through hell for this town. For his god. For his order. For you. Someone owes him. That someone is you.” 
 
    “Brian was a loose cannon, a menace.” The Bishop’s face turned red. “A menace to himself and others. Always running around with swords and knives, meddling. The man would not listen to reason. Would not leave. Would not … well, now he is dead. You say you knew he would die? Well congratulations, detective, I’ve known that for years. I told him that the last time I talked to him.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “Yesterday. I tried to help him. I tried to get him out of here, to transfer him, but he refused. I tried to get him to stop this nonsense.” 
 
    “You were trying to help yourself,” Detective Winters said. “You did not give a damn about him.” 
 
    “Damnit, yes. No! I was trying to help the church,” the Bishop raised a finger to Detective Winters’s face, “but I was also trying to help him. He was like a son to me. And don’t you dare say I didn’t care. You have no inkling, even, to what I’ve gone through. The sacrifices. All for the greater good.” 
 
    “The greater good? Hmmmm…” Detective Winters said. “I use that line myself on occasion. To rationalize. Too ambiguous to argue.” 
 
    “Go to hell, detective.” 
 
    “This town is an iceberg, Tuley,” Detective Winters said. “Ninety percent of it seethes concealed beneath the cold black depths. You know what lies in the depths, Tuley? Most people never know, do they? Only a few. And only at the surface, vainly, do they scratch. Mostly the junkies, the prostitutes, the homeless, before they die. People no one listens to, no one sees. Of those few, Tuley, of those few who know, most do not live to tell about it. But then, they never truly understand. Only men such as you, Tuley, and men such as I. We have seen the depths of oblivion and comprehend. But we are at odds, my good Bishop. 
 
    “You believe you are a good man, Tuley.” Detective Winters smirked. “You believe it so hard, it is truth.” 
 
    “What?” the Bishop asked. 
 
    Detective Winters held up the newspaper, the story about the Padre on top, coupled with a story of church scandal. “The irony, Tuley. The irony is that every word you say about the Padre is truth, though you believe them lies,” Detective Winters pointed at the church piece, “and everything you believe to be lies, Tuley, is truth.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The carbon dioxide hissed, and foam gushed from the beer bottle as Carmine cracked it open. He flipped the top toward the trash in the kitchen; it clinked across the linoleum. 
 
    “Leave it,” he muttered, waving a hand. 
 
    Plunging into his leather recliner, he took a long breath, pulled the handle, and his feet sprang up. 
 
    Beer, it was his friend, his best friend. Reliability, the true test of friendship. Throughout most of his forty-seven years, beer was the only thing he could consistently rely upon through the good, the bad, and the horrid and still name friend. 
 
    “Here’s to you.” 
 
    He saluted, raised the bottle to his lips, drained it, and clunked it on the table, immediately reaching for another. 
 
    It suffered a similar fate, only faster. Carmine was going for the record. It was all he had. He took another one, cracked it. “Abso-fucking-lutely nothing, nothing like pounding a case of beers first thing in the morning after a friend’s funeral. 
 
    “To reliability.” 
 
    He saluted again. 
 
    He clicked the television on with the remote, settling into the flickering images. 
 
    “This is a good one, the best.” 
 
    The Duke got his bell rung by Victor McLaglen. 
 
    A hard night … it had been. All those men, it was definitely worse, much worse, and the Padre. Carmine had known only a few of the SWAT team and then only in passing. The Padre’d been a friend, though. A good friend. As reliable as beer, just without the charming intoxicative qualities. He took a slug. Certainly not as fun to be with, certainly more foreboding, but he was about the best friend Carmine had in this damn city, besides Shotgun, and beer. Another empty clunked on the table. 
 
    He cracked another. They weren’t touching him yet, but they would. He’d make sure of that. He could always make sure of that. 
 
    And then there was the kid. Carmine felt worse about last night than everything else. Worse … worse because it was all his fault. Worse because the others were all players in the game, willing players. They all knew the stakes, the score, the rules, the bullshit, and they still played. Not Pete, though. Pete’d been sucked in, like Carmine. 
 
    “God damn it!” Carmine pounded another empty onto his table. He wiped his mouth with his hand and stared at the ceiling. He closed his eyes and was back on the rooftop of the Immortal Jade Palace, yelling at Peter. 
 
    “So, now what the hell do I do?” Peter stared down at the puddle of Billy Rubin spooge. “It’s a fucking wild-goose chase! I’m, goddamnit, I’m so fucked.” He was wild with rage and his gun was in hand. 
 
    “Kid, put the gun down,” Carmine said. “We find this Pussywillow-chick. She gets us to the queen. Put the gun down.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Peter said. “I’m screwed, and that’s it. It’s probably not even going to work, even if we do find this fucking bitch and stake her. Jesus, I’m—” 
 
    “Put that fucking gun down!” Carmine yelled. “You made him jump! You almost killed every-fucking-person on this roof. So put it away. Put it away.” 
 
    Peter glared at Carmine then at the gun, and he forced it down, slowly, into his pocket. He glanced back at Elliot and the Gurkha, both silent. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about that. I … I don’t know what the hell I was doing. I lost it, okay? I know. I’m sorry. It’s just, I’m scared. Okay?” 
 
    “God-damnit, Peter! It’s not just about you!” Carmine seethed, gripping the silver knife in his pocket. “You only think it is, but you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Then you tell me what it’s about, Carmine!” Peter said. “Huh? What’s this all about? You’re not dying! Are you? You’re not changing? Do you have any idea what I’m going through? Huh? Are you the fat-fucking-ghoul expert?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am!” 
 
    “Why? What makes—” 
 
    “Dominick Royal,” Carmine said. “My first partner. For five years we rode through this town. Good friends, kid, best friends. I didn’t know what the hell was going on in this town, but he did, and he taught me. Hell, my first day he told me to get out of EMS altogether. Said it was a trap. I should’ve listened, but I was young, and I thought I knew everything. I had a wife and kid to support.” 
 
    Peter said nothing. 
 
    “Dom got bit, Pete. Just like you. Fucking junky-suck. And just like you, Dom asked me to help him. But do you know what help he asked for? Huh? Take a guess, a wild-fucking-guess.” Carmine rubbed his stubbly chin. “He asked me to kill him, Pete. And do you have any idea what that’s like? Your best friend?” Carmine just stared at him. “Told him I couldn’t, so he begged me. He fucking begged me to do it. Begged me to fucking kill him. And do you know what I did?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I … I did nothing.” Carmine looked away. “Cause I was too weak, too stupid. I couldn’t, not my best friend. How do you kill your best friend? I didn’t do it, couldn’t do it, and you know what happened? Do you know what a ghoul does when it realizes it’s a ghoul? When its hunger awakens, and only one thing will satisfy it?” 
 
    Peter shook his head. 
 
    Carmine’s eyes watered over. “It starts killing and starts feeding on people. That’s a given, though. The trick is, it starts on the people it knows, people close to it, people it cared about most in life. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because it’s all they know, maybe instinct. Hell, maybe it’s just because they’re just sick, evil fucks, and they want to cause as much pain as they can. I don’t know, but that’s what they do, and that’s what he did. 
 
    “First he killed his wife, his two kids, and then their fucking pet dog. I was working that night, got the call, and I went there, responded, saw what he’d done.” Carmine took a deep breath. “Realized what I had done to his family. What I had to do.” Tears streamed down his pudgy cheeks as he stared Peter in the eye. He nodded. “And so I did it. I found him. That same night, I knew where he would go, where I’d find him, and I found him there, and I killed him. Animal.” He took a deep breath and gazed at the stars. “I killed him in my own fucking bedroom, Pete, standing over my … my Gloria, and my daughter, God, Susie. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Peter looked down. “I’m sorry, Carmine. I didn’t—” 
 
    “Your sorry doesn’t fucking matter,” Carmine spat. He was crying then. “Not now. And sorry won’t be worth shit later. In this town, who do you know? Huh, Pete? Who do you fucking know?” 
 
    Peter looked up. 
 
    “Us, you know us. Me, Elliot, the Gurkha, and his family. So you know who you’re coming after if we don’t finish it? Us. Me. Him. And him. So don’t fucking tell me it’s all about you, cause it ain’t. And don’t tell me you’re sorry because you’re nothing but a fucking death sentence for everyone standing here!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Carmine opened his eyes. 
 
    The Duke was dragging Maureen O’Hara now, kicking and screaming, five miles to Innisfree. 
 
    “I’m sorry, too, kid,” Carmine said to the television. The Duke paid him no heed. 
 
    The chair creaked as he fumbled out of it and made his way to the kitchen, arms full of empties. Clinking and clanking, he dropped them into the trash barrel. They don’t recycle in Colton Falls. 
 
    Not bottles, anyhow. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25. 
 
    “YOU ALLOWED HIM into the apartment.” Detective Winters strode down the hall. Behind walked the apartment manager. 
 
    “I … I didn’t,” Officer Smith said. 
 
    “You are lying to me, Officer Smith.” Detective Winters sniffed. He recognized that scent, that slow, ignorant scent. “The key.” He held his hand out to the apartment manager. 
 
    Officer Smith cringed like a beat dog. “It was … I had to let him in.” 
 
    “No, you did not.” Detective Winters took the key. “Is he still here?” 
 
    “N-no, sir.” 
 
    “How long was he in there?” 
 
    “Uh, ten — no, fifteen minutes, or so.” 
 
    “Did he take anything?” 
 
    “Umm, not that I could see,” Smith said, after a pause. 
 
    “Did he say anything?” Detective Winters caught Smith’s eye and held it. His gaze then shifted to the apartment door. Across it was yellow, ‘Police — Do Not Cross’ tape. 
 
    “Uh, he said the guy was a sick fucking bastard, I think,” Smith said. 
 
    “I’m going in, Smith,” Detective Winters said. “Forensics will be here in about,” he looked at his watch, “five minutes. Tell them to wait outside. Can you handle that?” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir.” 
 
    “And if anyone else comes along,” Detective Winters said, “perhaps some six-year-old blind-girl, please see if you can possibly keep her from entering and contaminating my scene further.” 
 
    Officer Smith just looked down. 
 
    Detective Winters pulled on a pair of gloves and pulled the tape off the door. “You ever have complaints about this tenant?” Detective Winters asked the apartment manager. 
 
    “A … a few times,” the apartment manager said. “Loud banging noises, screaming, mostly from the back room in there, supposedly.” 
 
    “Ever report it?” 
 
    The manager looked at his feet. 
 
    Detective Winters’s frown contorted to a grimace. 
 
    The manager fled. 
 
    Detective Winters turned. He unlocked the door and stepped inside. He paused; then he closed the door behind, locking it. 
 
    A large television stood against the wall, a stack of VHS tapes and DVD’s beneath. Lining the walls from floor to ceiling were bookshelves. Stacked neatly, their edges precisely lined up, meticulously ordered chronologically according to episode number, on each shelf stood, with not a speck of dust, and in pristine condition, wrapped in plastic, the original shrink-wrap plastic even, none rewrapped, were every episode of Star Trek ever produced. Every movie, DVD, every VHS tape ever made. 
 
    Detective Winters inspected the collection. 
 
    “Beowulf’s thunder,” Detective Winters froze, “the entire Betamax collection…” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Peter shielded his eyes with his hand. Damn, sun’s bright today. It burned his eyes even when he wasn’t looking up. His exposed skin, too, burned from the glare. He needed to get back in his apartment. It’d be cool there, dark and safe and cool. 
 
    The embankment he had crouched on for the past hour was muddy, as it had been the night he had bolted out. Trash still littered the backyard. No one had gone into or out of the house in the hour that Peter had been watching. Cops had cruised by twice. No cars were parked in the driveway, especially his. Bastards. I don’t give a shit. Going in. What’s the worst they can do?  
 
    Peter stood, started forward. Locking his fingers in the chain link fence, he hauled himself up and over, landing with a muffled thump on the other side. Beer bottles, broken and whole, lay in abundance in the crabgrass. Lucky. Didn’t cut my feet. 
 
    The back door was unlocked. 
 
    Into the hallway and up the stairs he went, stopping on the landing of his apartment. The door was closed. Someone, probably Carlo, had spray-painted a bunch of A’s and 8’s and even some 9’s all over the door and floor, intermingled with black spades. Some were expertly done, with a 3-d effect. Peter couldn’t appreciate it, though. Michelle’s gonna kill me. 
 
    He gripped the doorknob in his left hand and with his right, the butt of his gun. It was a comfort to him. 
 
    He turned the knob and pushed, letting the door swing open until the wall stopped it. Gun drawn, he stood there listening, waiting. 
 
    “Winthrop…?” Peter finally whispered. The white Persian was not in sight. “Screw him,” Peter said under his breath as he stepped in. He closed the door behind and locked it. His Louisville slugger lay on the linoleum in a puddle of water. 
 
    The kitchen was ransacked. 
 
    He moved into the living room. 
 
    A tornado of spray paint and razor blades had apparently blown through the apartment. Nothing lay untouched. 
 
    The rugs and furniture in the living room were torn up, the same in the bedrooms. Everything of apparent value was gone or lay in a million little pieces on the floor. 
 
    “She is so gonna kill me.” 
 
    His stomach growled. 
 
    When was the last time I ate? 
 
    He had no answer and stepped into the kitchen. 
 
    The freezer door hung open, dripping, feeding the huge puddle on the linoleum. Mercifully, the freezer was empty, though something still reeked. He closed it and opened the refrigerator. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    The stench came from one of the crisper drawers, and despite better judgment he opened it, a blast of revulsion hitting him full in the nostrils, infesting his brain, dropping straight to his stomach. Sweat poured from his skin. His nostrils burned as though soldering irons had been shoved into his brain. 
 
    With a smash, he slammed the drawer shut and stumbled back. Over the sink he curled, retching, heaving without effect, without result. “Urrgg.” 
 
    Soaking his face with cool water almost helped. He waited for the nausea and burning to pass. 
 
    A long while later it did, though the reek hung still in the air. 
 
    Should call Michelle … what do I tell her? She has homeowner’s insurance, right? Or does she rent? Renter’s insurance? He picked up the phone. It was dead. He put it down. 
 
    “Got to eat something.” 
 
    Dried noodles, mixed with tap water, cooked over the stove was his dinner. He ate five packages, and none even touched his hunger. Worse, he vomited again, this time, with effect. 
 
    Rummaging through the rooms, Peter pieced together some of his belongings: socks, sunglasses, gloves, underwear. Unfortunately, his luggage was gone, and he was forced to use Kenny junior’s Mighty Morphin Power Rangers backpack. Peter frowned as he stuffed the small pack full of his things. 
 
    Meandering back and forth through the room and grabbing what little of his he could find, he stepped on a shard of mirror, crushing it. 
 
    “Great,” he stooped, “more bad luck.” Most of the mirror lay in three great pieces. Only a small piece still hung. 
 
    He picked up one of the great shards, “Holy shit!” He dropped it. 
 
    It shattered on the floor. 
 
    His legs went weak, his head buzzing as he stepped back, 
 
    reaching for, then sitting, on the bed. 
 
    Blinking, shaking his head, he tried to clear his mind, to shake away the tunnel vision. The room spun, and he steadied himself. 
 
    “Whoa.” 
 
    Long moments passed as he breathed deep, head in his hands, clenching his eyes shut, refusing to believe the mirror. What he had seen within the mirror, what he had not seen within the mirror. Vampires and mirrors, vampires and mirrors… 
 
    The dark cloud beneath his skin had engulfed his whole torso now and had spread down his other arm. He knew because he could feel it. Feel it pulse within, a second heartbeat, an unlife of its own. It felt dirty, an oily slickness that infected upon, in, and under, his skin, his blood, his bones, a fungus that consumed him, revulsed him, engulfed him. He couldn’t wash it off, though he had scrubbed and scrubbed. 
 
    He stepped on the mirror shards, grinding them to dust. 
 
    It was three-thirty in the afternoon, and orange sunlight still peeked through the cracks and rips and tears he could not cover up. He was tired. Tomorrow. Tomorrow, I’m gone. Get a bus ticket or train, and I’m gone. Shit. I have no money. Patting his pockets, he realized he had no wallet. On the kitchen counter, he’d left it when he’d got home from work that night. 
 
    He patted his coat and pants again and felt something. From his hip pocket on his coat, he withdrew the envelope Carmine had given him in the back of the ambulance. He opened it. There was a note, and, “Whoa.” One thousand dollars in hundreds. The note said: 
 
    We’re not even yet, Kid. I’ll pay you back. 
 
    Reading the note, and then rereading it, Peter just stood there, regretting. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Seagulls wheel, climb, screech, and dive as the sun casts its last rays upon Colton Falls. The sea is far off, some fifteen miles, but seagulls may as well be called dump gulls. They jabber and squawk loudly, valiantly bullying smaller gulls away from the trash that is edible. Seagulls are not particular in what they eat. 
 
    Nor is Lord Brudnoy. 
 
    Atop a mountain of refuse sits the Lord of Tara. The river runs below and the Joyce Bridge across. Collared in silver, his vast chain trailing, he sits like some prehistoric god, watching over the sunset. Absently, he munches upon some remains of a submarine sandwich that someone has thrown away, perhaps three days ago. Like the seagulls, it, too, has traveled far to be here. 
 
    The sky grows gradually from red to indigo across its great expanse. Lord Brudnoy glares down the refuse mountain as he hears a noise. Eyes squinting, he peers into the shadow of the hill. It is his nose, and not his eyes, that tells him who made the noise. 
 
    “Hello, old boy,” Lord Brudnoy says to his friend. 
 
    “Ahem, hello, Lord Brudnoy,” Salazar says. He wears the same beat-up, mismatched three-piece suit he has worn for the past twenty years. His lens-less glasses perch upon his long nose, and his brown briefcase is, as always, at hand. “You wished to speak with me?” 
 
    Lord Brudnoy shakes his great shaggy head. “No, I most certainly did not, but why don’t you come up here so we can chat?” 
 
    Salazar gulps, looks up in fear, and then nods and starts climbing the hill, quite unsuccessfully. Briefcase in hand, poised above his head, knee deep in trash, he flounders at the bottom. 
 
    “See here, old boy,” Lord Brudnoy says, “mayhap you should leave the briefcase. I believe it’s mucking things up.” 
 
    “But … my documents and the scrolls are in it.” Salazar stares up the considerable precipice. “Important confidential papers. The contracts. They’ll be stolen.” 
 
    “Hmmmm?” Lord Brudnoy paws his chin thoughtfully. “Perhaps by removing your suspenders, splicing them together using a carrick bend knot, and then attaching said cord to your briefcase handle, perhaps a surgeon’s knot? No, a half hitch, you can use the briefcase as a grappling hook and shimmy up here.” 
 
    “I’m wearing a vest, and my briefcase has no handle,” Salazar says. 
 
    “Oh balls!” Lord Brudnoy scans the dump. “Hmm, Lord Tyr hates a litterbug.” He calls down again, “Well, then take out the contract, put it in your pocket, and climb up my chain.” Lord Brudnoy holds up his chain and shakes it, thrashing garbage. He watches. 
 
    With a key, Salazar unlocks his briefcase and, muttering beneath his breath, begins rifling through it. Over his shoulder, he glances after he buries it beneath a pizza box. 
 
    “Tally ho, Benjamin!” 
 
    Salazar does not look happy. 
 
    “You can do it, old boy!” 
 
    Salazar slips, repeatedly. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy sits drumming his claws on a trashcan lid, occasionally glancing at his wrist, though no watch is there. The sun has long since set. 
 
    Longingly, and every few links up the chain, Salazar casts his eyes back to the foot of the hill, to gaze upon the spot where he has hidden his briefcase. Finally, hand-over-fist, floundering like a cod, he reaches the top. A warm breeze carries mysterious scents from the nearby hills of refuse. Salazar, gasping, collapses at Lord Brudnoy’s feet. 
 
    “Ah, the richness of the air doth make for a heady brew, eh, Benjamin?” Lord Brudnoy takes a deep breath and holds it. Then he lets it out, and his shoulders and head sink low. “Across yon city, mine eyes do see the world. And a gray world it is, a gray world it is. Once there was a time I reveled in the dusk. As the last of the pent-up heat cast by the sun, trapped within the tar and concrete, dissipated slowly. 
 
    “Fire burned in my blood then, Benjamin. Fire and Ooomph! I reveled in the night. The coming of the leech and creeps. Defending the just by tooth and nail. I was strong, strong and fast, Benjamin, strong and fast.” He nods. “‘Let them come,’ I would call into the night wind, and it would speak to me. Like Nimrod himself, I was. No quarry could contend. They would come as hunters, for the promise of warm flesh, and warm flesh they would find, by the barrel, Benjamin, by the barrel. 
 
    “It is autumn, though, and a chill slides through my arthritic bones. They do not generate heat as once they did.” 
 
    Salazar sits up upon the mound of trash, next to his lord. His breath comes easier now. Lord Brudnoy looks at him and grumbles. 
 
    “You are old, Benjamin,” Lord Brudnoy says. “I had not noticed.” 
 
    Salazar fiddles with his glasses and places them back on. He nods in the failing light. “You have not worried yourself with such matters for a long time, Lord Brudnoy.” 
 
    “How long, Benjamin?” Lord Brudnoy glances up. “I cannot remember anymore.” 
 
    “About thirty years,” Salazar says after a pause. 
 
    “And how old was I before the change?” 
 
    “You were thirty — no, forty-five years old,” Salazar says. “You’re seventy-five, now, Lord Brudnoy.” 
 
    They sit there in silence for a long time. 
 
    “Seventy-five, I feel older than seventy-five. I almost died two nights ago, eh?” Lord Brudnoy says. “That has not happened before.” 
 
    “You have been injured before,” Salazar counters. “When they first started with the guns and, what was his name? Longmarsh. Lamprey Longmarsh. He and his Nuk-toads gave you a run for your money if you don’t mind my saying so.” 
 
    Lord Brudnoy takes a deep breath. “I do not mind you saying so, Benjamin. One thing I have not minded through my long life is truth. A gem so rare must be cherished. Though my mind has failed.” 
 
    “No! Lord Brudnoy, you are wise and hale as a—” 
 
    “Nay,” Lord Brudnoy says, “I have seen no need ever to lie, least of all to myself. My mind is warped, Benjamin. I can feel it, my body now, too. I can’t think straight. Bones creak, crackle, crumble. My ears alone do not fail me, for still I can hear things. The night wind yet whispers to me her song. Her desires. And still, I listen. And remember, I … I remember a wife, Benjamin. A woman. I cannot remember her face, though. It is as though on the tip of my tongue, so to speak, but when I try, when I can almost see her face, she eludes me.” 
 
    “Liz, she—” 
 
    “And I remember sleep. Peaceful dreaming sleep. Dreams that revitalized the body and mind. Solace. When I sleep, Benjamin, I do not dream. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, my lord.” 
 
    “Nor do I, nor do I.” Lord Brudnoy stretches out his back, vertebrae popping. He growls. “My wounds heal slow.” He turns his head, licks some of the stitches, then turns back, disgust etched into his wolf face. “To be taken by the leeches as the wolf, when I had escaped them as a man, and to be saved by man…” A shiver wriggles up his body. “You have the contract, Benjamin?” 
 
    “Yes.” Salazar pulls a roll of toilet paper from his coat. He unrolls it, and by lighter, reads aloud. 
 
    When he finishes, Benjamin adjusts his glasses and rolls it back up. 
 
    “The Gurkha is a man of his word?” Lord Brudnoy queries. 
 
    “As much as any man.” 
 
    “Good, good.” Lord Brudnoy settles back in trash. He gazes up at the stars, the cold white stars. 
 
    “My wife, Benjamin, what color was her hair?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Venetian blinds were closed in the Chief’s office. 
 
    “The man is dead. Very dead,” the Chief said. “In the morgue in three different pieces. There’s no one to lock up, no one to prosecute. As far as I’m concerned, all we have to do is receive accolades from the public on the great job we did, commemorate the officers killed, and call it a day. And you can move on, too, since your services here are no longer required. 
 
    “I’m sure you agree,” the chief continued, taking a step back from his desk. He pressed a button on his phone and spoke into it, “Uh, Ronny, come in here. I’d, uh, like some coffee. Coffee?” he offered. 
 
    Detective Winters said nothing. 
 
    “No?” the Chief said. 
 
    Ronny entered the room, skated around Detective Winters as though he bore the plague, and set a coffee mug down. It was steaming. Ronny remained. 
 
    “Understand, detective,” the Chief said, “it’s time to move on, to put it all behind. You’ve accomplished what you were hired for. You’ve been paid well. So once the SWAT team is buried—” 
 
    “Understand this,” Detective Winters raised a finger, “there will never be a time to put this behind. It is war, and last night a blow was struck. A major blow, perhaps, but not likely. More likely it was merely a changing of the guard. An oozing cracked scab stanching the flow of blood momentarily, shivering under the pressure building behind. The scab will crack into so many shards, and blood will pour forth, churning the flesh from this town’s bones. It will be worse than before, much worse.” 
 
    “Now, hold on there,” the Chief said. “What do you know that you’re not telling me?” 
 
    “As much as you know and are not telling me,” Detective Winters said. “What did you take from Gurlek’s apartment?” 
 
    “I — nothing,” the Chief said. 
 
    “Why were you there?” 
 
    “I’m the Chief of police, it’s my job to—” 
 
    “Write inane policies, sit on your fat ass all day, and powder the mayor’s ass,” Detective Winters said. “It is not your job to contaminate my scene of investigation. What did you steal?” 
 
    “I won’t be interrogated by you!“ 
 
    “Ronnie,” Detective Winters’s eyes never left the Chief’s, “go get a cup of coffee for the chief.” 
 
    “Uh, he has one already.” Ronnie’s eyes flitted back and forth between the Chief and Detective Winters and the steaming cup of coffee on the Chief’s desk which Detective Winters picked up and took a sip of. 
 
    His eyes never left the Chief’s. “Good coffee,” Detective Winters said. “Ronnie, coffee, now.” 
 
     The Chief backed himself against the wall. “No, Ronnie stay.” 
 
    The door shut as Ronnie disappeared out it. 
 
    “Chief.” Detective Winters snatched the Chief’s tie and yanked him forward over his desk. He took a sip of the steaming coffee. “I want to know what you stole from my scene. And I want it. Now. You have it, and it would be much better for you if you gave it to me. Now. This is excellent coffee, chief, excellent.” 
 
    “There are fifty cops in this building right now. One yell from me and—” 
 
    “They will find their chief without half of his face,” Detective Winters finished. 
 
    “And they’ll fucking kill you!” the Chief whispered. 
 
    “I live on the edge,” Detective Winters said, his pale blue eyes searching. “Give me what I want, and I will leave.” 
 
    The Chief gave him what he wanted. It was a diary, of a sort. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26. 
 
    WHERE THEY WEREN’T STAINED a reddish, brownish rust color, which was just about everywhere, the tiles covering the walls and floor were a sickly green. Brass sconces lining the walls lit the room with a flickering, medieval glow. Dirt and grime, decades old, stained the grout between the tiles. 
 
    Three men sat in the dim corridor that faded off into darkness. Two wore faded black and gray camouflage, while the other wore a finely tailored suit. The rattle of cage doors in the darkness and the occasional sob broke the monotony of the cool wet splooshes of water dripping … somewhere. They sat on metal folding chairs across from a small wooden door. Steam poured from their nostrils as they breathed in and out, waiting. 
 
    The small wooden door opened inward and a large pair of creamy jade eyes regarded the three. Jet-black hair, lustrous even more so in the darkness, spilled down her shoulders, which were bare. The black satin dress she wore possessed a sheen in the flickering darkness. Her lips were red. 
 
    The three men gasped as one. 
 
    The one dressed smartly in the finely tailored, three-piece-suit recovered first, restraining his gasp to a concise intake of breath through his nostrils, located just above his prim mustache. His dark skin complemented his light, cream-colored suit. His hair was slicked back neatly with not a one out of place. A white silk scarf rested lightly across his shoulders, spilling down parallel with his lapels. Absently, he adjusted it with his gold ring-encrusted fingers as he stood to meet his host. The scent of the pomade in his hair, musky in an almost chemical way, though not unpleasantly so, was eclipsed by Lil’s soft, sweet, misty scent. He took a deep breath and met the woman’s gaze, another deep breath and she moved closer. 
 
    He whisked a small case from within his coat, withdrew a black cigarette, and offered it. 
 
    “Yesssss, thank you, Sanjay.” Lil leaned forward and lifted the black cigarette to her pouting lips. She poised there for a second, languid, lazy, diaphanous, her dress defying nature, gravity, barely. 
 
    To Sanjay’s credit, his mouth remained closed, and no drool rolled down his chin. His eyes jumped, though, as they always did when he gazed at her. With a golden lighter, he lit her cigarette, snapped it shut, and it vanished within his pocket. 
 
    Chest heaving, Lil took a deep pull on the black cigarette; the tip flared. She closed her eyes for a moment, holding it, then let it go slowly, smoke tendrils slipping from between her lips. “Come with me, Sanjay,” she said, “we have a businesssss proposition to discuss. 
 
    “Oh, and boys,” her voice a whispered caress, “I’ll be with you in one moment.” 
 
    Sanjay followed the smooth, pendulum swing of her hips, back and forth, through the small wooden door. 
 
    Sanjay stepped across the threshold and into another world. It was a sheik’s harem sheathed in Goth. Almost everything was black. The low tables were black. The billowing silk curtains were black; long mesa-like pedestals were black. The stalactite-covered ceiling and stalagmite-covered floor were black. The five huge mesas rose in a pentagram on the floor, and upon each, men and women writhed amidst a tumble of hot-pink pillows. Their voices, though far away, each caressed Sanjay’s ear as a lover’s. He glanced to either side of himself, adjusted his tie. 
 
    “Well, come on then,” Lil whispered, impossibly far ahead. “You’ll see much better from up here.” She sauntered up a smooth ebony staircase that wound around the mesa at the far end of the room. Her high heels clicked on the stone with each step. Men and women’s voices echoed in the dark. Sanjay adjusted his scarf and followed. 
 
    “So how do you like my domicile?” Lil collapsed like a shorn daisy amidst a mass of pillows. Languorously, she arched her back, her hand stretched out like a cat above her head, toes pointed. “MMmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm,” she said then just stared up expectantly at him. “Come, sit, relax, come.” She smiled, the tips of her white, white teeth just gleaming through parted red lips. 
 
    Sanjay loosened his collar with his index finger and took a deeeeeeeeeeeeeep breath. He remained standing despite every cell of his body demanding otherwise. He was suddenly smoking another cigarette; he snapped his lighter shut. 
 
    Lil stared at Sanjay for a long moment. For Sanjay it was hours, and then she sat up, drawing her legs up under her arms and leaning forward. She had long, long legs. She took a deep breath and let it out in disappointment, pouting. Men and women moaned in the distance, in Sanjay’s ear. 
 
    “Your domicile is very, very beautiful.” Sanjay’s Hindi accent was thick. 
 
    Enraptured, eyes glowing, Lil turned, twisted forward so she was lying on her stomach, leaning up on her elbows, giving him full advantage of her cleavage, “Why thank you, that is so nice of you to say,” Lil said, eyes ravenous. “Puss did the decorating. I thought the pink pillows would be too girly, but,” she paused a moment, playing with her lustrous hair, twirling it with a finger, but Sanjay moved not. “And how is your place of business, my dear, dear Sanjay?” 
 
    “The restaurant and club flourish, my Lady,” Sanjay said. “Thank you for your concern. We are very, very busy. Tomorrow will be a very great party.” 
 
    “Excellent, the girls will be so pleased. They love your club, the décor, the location, the bouncer.” Abruptly, Lil slid up on her knees. “Dear Sanjay, could you unzip me?” She half-turned on her knees, offering her back to him. “It’s such a bother, I know.” She gathered that long black liquid hair within her hands and lifted it to reveal her neck. 
 
    If the Black Mother herself had struck Sanjay a blow, he could have been no more stunned. His black cigarette stuck to his gaping lower lip. For once in his life, he did not know what to do. He knew what he wanted to do, of course. Oh, he knew. Sweat beaded on his forehead as, involuntarily, he stepped forward. His cigarette fell, but he snatched it and stamped it out on his palm without a flinch. Starving, he knelt and touched her hair, lifting it out of the way of the zipper. His hand brushed the back of her neck and dizziness struck him like a hammer. Between thumb and forefinger, he took the zipper and, hands trembling, lowered it, following the curve of her back. 
 
    “Thank you, Sanjay.” Lil turned, snuggling back into the mass of pillows. Then she was kneeling, her dress held up by one graceful hand across her bosom. 
 
    “Ahem.” Sanjay tried to clear his throat. 
 
    “Sanjay, I asked you here for a small business proposition,” Lil said. 
 
    “Whatever you desire, my Lady.” 
 
    “It’s just a teensy, weensy favor, really.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “I want men killed.” Her eyes were noticeably more reptilian all of a sudden. 
 
    “Their wives weep already. Tell me their names, addresses, descriptions.” Sanjay might have been trading recipes. “When, Lady? How?” 
 
    “Oh, almost immediately,” Lil said. “I know tonight is really short notice. You’re so capable, of course, but tomorrow night would be perfect. I will see to it that they come to you.” 
 
    “Would there be any special instructions, method, or manner?” Sanjay inquired. 
 
    “Oh, whatever suits you and your mother.” Lil laid back into the mass of pink pillows. She reached up to her bosom, pulled the front of her dress out, and slid her hand down within. Pulling her hand back out, and with a flourish, she held out a small gray envelope to Sanjay. “Their names and descriptions are all there.” 
 
    Sanjay took a deep pull on his cigarette then flicked it off the mesa into the stalagmites below. He stepped forward to take the envelope. As his hand brushed it, Lil flicked it playfully out of his reach. Sanjay just stood there perched above her, his arm outstretched. 
 
    “One other thing,” Lil said. “One of them possesses a certain item, an antique. I want it. I’ve noted it on the list.” Her eyes glowed. “Get it for me, will you, dear Sanjay?” She held him with her eyes, which were not playful, not in the least. From all corners of the room, men started to scream in pain and fear and panic. Long, it did not last long. 
 
    Sanjay swallowed, “I shall retrieve what you desire.” Then he took the envelope and a step back, his eyes searching the darkness around him. Upon the four other mesas, Sanjay could see nothing. Walking up the center of the room, though, between the mesas, were four women. Four women walking slowly, purposefully. Four women who could rival Lil, perhaps. The click of their heels as they started up the spiraling stairs encircling Lil’s mesa reverberated. 
 
    “Sanjay, we have yet to discuss … payment.” Lil grinned. Her teeth were pearly, white, sharp. “What do you desire for this little … proposition?” Lil crawled forth, a tigress, her eyes flashing. Behind, the four other women strode, clearing the pillows from their path. Their teeth were pink. 
 
    Sanjay backed up to the edge of the mesa, “I would like to leave here alive, my lady,” Sanjay said, stepping off the edge of the mesa. 
 
    Lil paused, considered to herself, and said, “Done.” 
 
    Through the air and onto the spiral stairs below, Sanjay fell. He sprinted through the stalagmites like a gazelle stalked by cheetahs. 
 
    “Sanjay, one other thing,” Lil said, her voice in his ear. 
 
    Sanjay paused, spinning around, his hand on the doorknob. 
 
    The four ladies, cold, beautiful, stood around him. Sanjay smoothed his hair and stood up straight. 
 
    Lil stood upon her mesa in the distance. “When you leave, send the men in, please.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At first, he thought she was an angel. 
 
    Then he thought it was the drugs. 
 
    Then he thought she was an angel again. 
 
    “No,” Nathaniel Pool said to the angel. “I’m dead, aren’t I?” 
 
    The angel nodded slowly. She was beautiful. Just how he would have pictured an angel to look. Long flowing blond hair. Tremendous sparkling blue eyes filled with sorrow and love, understanding. Around her neck was a black leather choker, an onyx pendant dangled from it. A white lace corset was practically painted on, along with the white mini-skirt belted about her waist. Below were her long, long legs, consumed by white fishnets and held tenuously by garters. She just stood there, smiling down upon him, angelic. 
 
    “Are you an angel?” Nathaniel rubbed the sleep from his crusty eyes. His eyes refused to focus. 
 
    The angel smirked. “Well, sugar, that’s one thing I’ve never been accused of before,” she said in a southern-belle accent. Her voice rang like wind chimes. 
 
    “My name’s Nathaniel.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “People call me Pussywillow. Now.” 
 
    “Pussywillow? That’s a beautiful name,” Nathaniel said. “Have you come to take me away?” 
 
    Pussywillow nodded slowly. 
 
    “Does my son know?” 
 
    “No, but he will, sugar, he will.” Pussywillow smiled. It was a pleasant smile. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27. 
 
    “NEXT!” THE TELLER YELLED. 
 
    Peter stepped up to the window. He shielded his sunglassed eyes with a gloved hand. Glancing left and right, he pulled Carmine’s envelope from his pocket and withdrew a hundred dollar bill. 
 
    “Uh, hi. I’d like one to Boston,” Peter said. 
 
    The teller glanced up. Something like recognition, or fear, seemed to flash across his face but was gone just as fast. 
 
    Peter peered through the window but didn’t recognize him. 
 
    The teller, for his own part, typed like a hurricane, face buried in the monitor of his computer. 
 
    Whatever. Peter glanced around the crowded platform. One of his mom’s favorite songs suddenly popped into his head. Buffalo Springfield? 
 
    “That’ll be twelve dollars.” The teller tapped on the glass. “Sir? Twenty-five. Thank you. Your change, sir.” 
 
    “Uh, sir, where do I get on?” Peter took the change and stuffed it in his pocket. 
 
    “Platform three, over there.” The teller pointed. “Next!”  
 
    Knifing through the crowd, Peter fought his way to platform three. Men and women in business suits milled about, packed tight, shoulder to shoulder, near to suffocation. 
 
    Peter glanced around, shifting from foot to foot. 
 
    Homeless abounded here, as well, hunkered down on the vents in the warm sun. Long coats were wrapped tight and hoods pulled up to fight off the morning chill. One of them stood, a long gray beard wisping from within his hood. Others rose, all graybeards. 
 
    Peter glanced down at the train tracks again and watched the mice crawling around. Suddenly, the mice all disappeared. 
 
    Peter slid his glasses off and rubbed his eyes. Waking up had been hell. He put the glasses back on, and as he did so, someone bumped him from behind. 
 
    “Pardon me,” the someone said. 
 
    Peter turned, but the crowd was too thick, and the person had moved on. 
 
    “Shit!” Peter said, patting his pockets for Carmine’s envelope. Pickpocket! Peter patted himself down then let out a long breath. The envelope was still there, secure in his inside pocket. He pulled it out and opened it, thumbed through it, and stuck it back in his pocket. 
 
    Brrrrring! 
 
    “Sweet Jesus!” Peter jumped, nearly slipping off the platform as something in his coat pocket started ringing. 
 
    Fumbling, he yanked it out. A cell phone? It rang again. Peter glanced through the crowd. “Whatever.” He pressed a button and held to his ear. “Hello? Hello…? Anyone there? You get one more hello then—” 
 
    “Pete? Pete, hey, listen,” said a voice … Familiar? 
 
    “Who’s this?” Peter cut off the speaker. “Whose phone is this?” 
 
    “Pete, if you wanna live, just do what I say,” the voice said. “It’s Ringo, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Peter glanced around. “Who put the phone—” 
 
    “Sid,” Ringo said. “Now listen. You got to get out of here. This place is watched. And you been seen.” 
 
    “Look, Ringo, I’m out on the next train. Just a few minutes.” 
 
    “You’ll be dead in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll be dead in two days, so what the fuck does it matter!” Peter yelled into the phone. Then he looked up and realized everyone was staring at him. “Uh, sorry.” 
 
    A circle of space dilated around him. 
 
    “Pete.” 
 
    “Look, I appreciate the warning, but I’ve got to go,” Peter said. “You take care, and thanks for—” 
 
    “They got your dad, Pete.” 
 
    Peter froze. “What?” 
 
    “They got your dad.” 
 
    “Who? Who’s got him?” 
 
    “There ain’t no time, Pete. Take a look around.” 
 
    Peter did. Nothing was different. “So?” 
 
    “So!? They’re coming for you! Seven of them!” 
 
    Peter looked around. “I don’t see anyone, Ringo, are you here somewhere? I thought I heard—” 
 
    “Redcaps, Pete! Run!” Ringo screamed, and Peter could hear him on the phone and somewhere close-by. 
 
    His jaw dropped when he saw them, coming for him, parting through the crowd, lions stalking through tall grass. No one seemed to notice, except when they bumped past, and only for a second. 
 
    Peter saw them, though, amber slit eyes glowing above long gray beards hanging from within the blackness of hoods, seven of them, from seven different directions, a half circle, crooked hunched bodies, twisted steel claws, the wake of people being pushed from their paths, footsteps ringing like sledgehammers on the concrete. 
 
    In the distance, the train roared. 
 
    The ground rumbled. 
 
    “Pete! Down here!” a voice yelled from below. “Quick!” 
 
    Peter looked down. 
 
    Brakes screeched like Godzilla. 
 
    “Are you nuts!?” Peter screamed. 
 
    “THERE’S A MAN ON THE TRACKS!” someone yelled. 
 
    “STOP THE TRAIN!” 
 
    “SOMEONE GRAB HIM!” 
 
    “HOLY FUCKING SHIT!” 
 
    “YOU GRAB HIM!” 
 
    “DON’T DO IT!” 
 
    “Jump down!” Ringo shouted from the tracks. “Shit!” Like lightning, he grabbed Peter’s ankle and pulled, as cold iron claws snatched across Peter’s face, and he was yanked tumbling down onto the tracks. 
 
    Smash! 
 
    In a daze, Peter felt the cold steel rail smash against his teeth; then he was lifted, hurled, onto the platform on the other side of the tracks. 
 
    The train’s brakes screeched close, sparks cascading in waves. Peter turned, reached out, and grasped Ringo’s outstretched arm, heaving him onto the platform as a redcap dove after him, growling, the train screeching, crash, flesh and steel smearing down the tracks. 
 
    The crowd continued screaming. 
 
    “Come on, Pete.” Ringo was on his feet, pulling on Peter’s arm, running. “Won’t stop them, just piss them off.” 
 
    Peter followed in Ringo’s wake, surging through the stunned crowd, down the stairs, and into the parking lot. 
 
    “Taxi!” Ringo pointed. 
 
    The clomp of steel boots changed to clangs as the redcaps gave chase through the parking lot, smashing cars aside. 
 
    “Hurry!” 
 
    Through the maze of steel, the duo raced to the street and dove into the open back door of a waiting taxicab. The door slammed shut as the rear tires screeched smoking, and a redcap hurled himself onto the trunk of the car, smash! The taxi’s rear end sank a foot, sparking along the street. 
 
    Iron claws punched holes into the trunk as the redcap crawled like a spider, arms splayed out, amber eyes glowing heinous in the early morning sun. Wind tore its hood back, and bright red hair, thick and viscous, coagulated bloody with dreadlocks, whipped like vipers. 
 
    “Sid! REDCAPS!” Ringo yelled. “Punch it!” 
 
    “God damn!” Sid spun the steering wheel left and then right, screeching the tires as the taxi veered. “Can’t shake the bastard!” 
 
    “Punch it!” 
 
    The redcap clawed its way to the rear window and smashed it in with one blow from its iron fist. Broken glass and wind blew through its beard as it tore at Peter with rusted razor claws. 
 
    Ringo screamed. 
 
    Sid screamed. 
 
    Peter drew the gun and blew its head off. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Now, easy there, buddy.” Salazar raised his hands up. “I can see plainly that you don’t like me, but we do have a deal. I have the contract right here. It stipulates the aforementioned articles of…” He popped open his briefcase and started moving his bags of heroin around, searching. He pulled the toilet-paper roll out. “Ah, here.” 
 
    The Gurkha, sitting in his wheelchair across the table, casted leg elevated, leaned forward and tore the briefcase from Salazar’s grasp. He slammed it shut. “I do not want opium in my business and home.” 
 
    The restaurant was empty, except for the Gurkha and Salazar and Elliot, who, eyes closed, stood in the center of the room breathing slowly. His sword was at his side. 
 
    “Contract?” the Gurkha said. 
 
    “Now see here, sir!” Salazar stood. “You signed a contract, and you will live up to it.” 
 
    “I signed no contract,” the Gurkha said. “I gave my word.” 
 
    “I realize the circumstances of your health presently,” Salazar glanced at Bahadur’s casted leg. “I was also aware, however, of the circumstances of your health when you signed the contract. Didn’t think I knew, did you?” Salazar leaned back in the booth, his arms folded across his thin chest. “The chemo seemed to do the trick, eh? Or was it radiation? Lord Brudnoy’s a big fan of radiation. My money was on the chemo.” 
 
    “It was the love of my wife and family that gave me the strength to endure,” the Gurkha said. 
 
    “Yes, well, that is, very touching.” 
 
    “And I signed no contract,” the Gurkha said. 
 
    “But, as you’ll have to agree, the fact that you did not sign a contract, a binding contract, mind you, when you believed you would not be around to fulfill it does not entitle you to welch on said contract,” Salazar took a deep breath, “just because you had the misfortune of living and not signing it. Dark practice. Highly illegal.” Salazar pointed with his glasses. “Most impressive, though.” 
 
    The Gurkha raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I am not dead,” the Gurkha said though gritted teeth. 
 
    “Precisely my point, my dear little Gurkha. You took a gamble signing the contract, expecting to die, therefore releasing you from it. It was only your sad misfortune that you pulled through. My regrets to you, sir. Now, about the contract.” 
 
    “I told you I did not sign a contract, and I am not bound by some rolled-up toilet paper with scribbles on it,” the Gurkha said. 
 
    Salazar sat back, aghast. “It’s shorthand. Besides, when I report this to Lord Brudnoy, he will not be pleased,” Salazar said. “In fact, I won’t report this. He’ll probably eat me. He hates welchers.” 
 
    The Gurkha nodded and raised his kukri. “I will kill you, now, Mister Salazar.” 
 
    “What?” Salazar scrambled from the booth. “Why’s this always happen!?” 
 
    “Easy, Salazar,” Elliot said. “He won’t kill you.” Elliot opened his eyes, saw the look on the Gurkha’s face, his kukri in hand. “I was wrong. RUN! Lien! Bahadur! Sit back. Put the knife away. You have to keep that leg elevated.” 
 
    The Gurkha grumbled, frozen in mid-stab. 
 
    “Mister Salazar, what Bahadur means,” Elliot began, “is that you don’t need a contract with him. He gave Lord Brudnoy his word. A man such as he can be bound by nothing greater than his word.” Elliot nodded at the Gurkha, whose gaze never strayed from Salazar. 
 
    “Ah, well, my apologies for … my rude outburst.” Salazar pawed at his briefcase. “I deal with a great deal of people to whom contracts and words of honor are broken as a matter of course—” 
 
    “It may be considered sharp practice to hold men to a contract that they have not signed,” Elliot said. 
 
    “Yes, well, I am a lawyer,” Salazar said, “and a lawyer’s practice, if not sharp, is dull and ineffectual, by nature. I am sorry if I offended you, Bahadur.” He straightened his tie. “I realize that with your leg in its present state it may impede your ability to perform the tasks required. But, that is not my problem. The problems of a war-weary gimp should be neither mine nor Lord Brudnoy’s problem.” 
 
    The Gurkha’s homicidal mood darkened. 
 
    “Bahadur and I have discussed the terms of the agreement,” Elliot said, “and it is I who shall fulfill them. It was for myself, that Bahadur watched the sword those forty years. Thus, the agreement is between Lord Brudnoy and I. I shall fulfill it.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” Salazar said, “but the contract, er, ah, agreement, stipulates that for every day of service rendered, an equal amount would be owed.” 
 
    Elliot glanced at the Gurkha. 
 
    “Just over ten years, Elliot,” the Gurkha said. 
 
    Elliot nodded. “Ten years, then.” 
 
    Benjamin Salazar raised a sympathetic eyebrow. “I hate to point out the obvious, Mister Speares, but you’re an old geezer,” he said. “And there’s no way you’ll last ten years. You could die of a heart attack tomorrow.” 
 
    “I will be by his side,” the Gurkha said. “I can still wield a gun and my kukris. My sons and grandsons as well.” 
 
    “Don’t even get me started on you, cancer-boy,” Salazar said. “Your sons have always been excellent in the past, very valiant warriors. But, they have families, other commitments more dear to them than Tara. They’d do their best, I am sure, but they could not be there always. I do this not solely for Lord Brudnoy. Tara is my home, too. She’s the home of hundreds. And she may be a shithole, but she’s the safest shithole in town. She’s been good to us all. A true sanctuary, one worth fighting for, worth dying for, maybe. Anyways, I aim to keep her that way, long after Lord Brudnoy’s gone. A lot of people count on her, good people, well, some.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Elliot asked. 
 
    “I have another proposal for you,” Salazar said. “It ties into the second part of the first contract.” 
 
    “And what would be the benefit of saying yes to another contract?” the Gurkha asked. 
 
    “I have information about Nathaniel Reynolds, Peter’s father,” Salazar put on his glasses, “and the leech who abducted him.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A shiver still ran through his body, not just his hand or his arm, but his whole body. Feels tingly. His heart was racing, no saliva, he felt … he felt good, strong. 
 
    “Pete? Peter, you okay?” Ringo asked. “Pete? Pete!” 
 
    “Jeeze, that was loud.” Sid wiggled a finger around in his ear. “He okay? What the hell’s he smiling about? Hey, Pete, get a grip!” 
 
    “Hmmm? I’m okay.” Peter shook his head. “Did I … did I hit him?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Sid muttered. 
 
    “You blew his fucking head off.” Ringo sat back, looking pale. 
 
    “Blew my fucking window out, too.” 
 
    “The redcap done that.” Ringo rubbed at his leg. 
 
    “Insurance don’t cover redcaps.” 
 
    “Shut it, Sid,” Ringo said. “You okay, Pete? He get you?” 
 
    “Never shot anything, anyone, before,” Peter said. “Guess I shot at … at Billy Rubin, I think. On top of the Jade Palace? It was loud, you know? Different, though, if you actually hit someone. I mean, I thought I’d feel bad, or awful, or something, but I … never mind, forget it.” 
 
    “Pete, number one,” Ringo said, “you’re scaring the shit out of me. Number two — Hey Sid, slow down, would you? Redcaps ain’t some-ones, they’re some-things.” 
 
    “Hmm, what?” Peter asked. “Thought ghouls didn’t come out during day.” 
 
    “Redcaps ain’t ghouls, Pete,” Ringo said. “They’re some other kind of monster. Mean, creepy little bastards, like Sid, here.” 
 
    “Screw you!” 
 
     “Strong, too,” Ringo said. “They get those iron claws in you, you’re done.” Ringo lifted his leg onto the seat and showed where his pant leg had been shredded. Blood spurted out of his shredded ankle, and then again, and again. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Artery!” Peter rifled through his backpack and yanked a tee-shirt out. “It cut an artery, man. Here, hold this on it, tight. Tight! Never mind, I’ll do it.” Peter wrapped the shirt around Ringo’s crimson leg and squeezed. “You got any diseases?” 
 
    “Tons.” 
 
    “Great. You’re gonna need stitches, man. Hey, hey, Sid, we need to get to a hospital fast.” Peter ripped off his belt. “So, when’s the last time you had a tetanus shot?” 
 
    “He ain’t getting blood on my seats?” 
 
    “Shut up and drive,” Ringo said. “Tetanus shot? Don’t know. Look, I don’t need no hospital.” 
 
    “Hey, you guys mind grabbing some eats?” Sid asked. “Cha-Chi’s, maybe?” 
 
    “Sid, shut the fuck up.” Peter wrapped his belt around Ringo’s leg, just below the knee. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “We need a hospital.” Peter cinched his belt tight. “Now!” 
 
    “I might miss my shows,” Sid said. “Why don’t you just fix it? You’re the doc.” 
 
    “I’m not a doctor!” Peter said, then to Ringo, “You need to go to the hospital.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Ringo said, “but you got to stay, whoa! Hey, slow down, Sid.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Pete, you got to stay in the car. Someone … someone’ll see you if you go inside. Easy, Sid, quit spinning.” 
 
    “Deal,” Peter said. “Here, lie back.” 
 
    “We going in circles?” Ringo asked. 
 
    “Probably.” Peter held tension on his belt; the bleeding had stopped. “Here, put your leg up now.” 
 
    Ringo collapsed across the seat, and Peter’s lifted his leg onto his lap. 
 
    “He still bleeding?” Sid asked. “Tourniquet? Or hold it out the window? Fresh air?” 
 
    Ringo and Peter ignored him. 
 
    “So, how’d you find me?” Peter asked. 
 
    “You kidding?” Sid asked. “You’re practically a celebrity! Everyone in town knows who you are! Doc who saved Lord Brudnoy!” 
 
    “Sid’s right, sorta. Not everybody knows you, but enough regulars.” Ringo closed his eyes. “Hmmmm. Brudnoy … Brudnoy sent me to find you. Says I owe you.” 
 
    “What?” Peter asked. “Look, Ringo, don’t talk, relax. Rest. Besides, I owe you.” 
 
    “Yeah … owe you … for you not eating me,” Ringo murmured. 
 
    Peter just frowned. “He said he was the one that was going to eat you.” 
 
    “Yeah … but he hasn’t … yet … I think,” Ringo said. 
 
    “Why the hell do you go there at all?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Oh … hardly ever eats anyone … anymore,” Ringo said, laughing. Then he shivered. “There was a time, though…” 
 
    “Just rest.” Peter sat back, but suddenly started, “You said they have my dad!” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Shit … sorry, Pete,” Ringo said, barely able to lift his head now. “Reason … reason I came to find you … got nabbed last night … from Benson Manor.” 
 
    “Nabbed? What’s that mean? I mean, who, or why?” In his pocket, Peter’s hand found the handle of the gun. 
 
    “The enemy, Pete … whatever … you call her, it, them … she … Pussywillow, I think it was,” Ringo murmured. 
 
    “Pussywillow? But why?” Peter grabbed Ringo’s shoulder, his fingers digging in deep. His other hand squeezed the gun. “Is he dead? Did they…?” 
 
    “Cause they want you, Pete. Don’t want you to leave. Ease up on the grip, would you?” Ringo patted Peter’s hand. “Don’t know if he’s dead. Sorry.” 
 
    “Where is he now? How’d you find out? Shit. Punch it, Sid.” 
 
    “Ringo! Ringo?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28. 
 
    HANDS CLASPED behind his back, Detective Winters strolled through the classroom admiring the many pictures tacked up. Deeply, he inhaled through his nose as he walked. The room was filled with rows of desks, the scent of crayons and markers, paste. A thick book lay at the top left-hand corner of each little desk … spelling. 
 
    Tacked to the walls were pictures of purple dinosaurs, blue dogs, Barbie dolls, golden hamsters, red cars, green beetles, and everything else a little boy or girl in the third grade might draw. Outside the windows, hundreds of children laughed and screamed … recess. Detective Winters glanced casually outside for a second before resuming his tour. One picture struck him suddenly. He stopped for a moment, studying it. 
 
    It was a picture of a tenement apartment building by night, drawn on black paper in blue crayon. A blue crescent moon hung in the sky. Outside the tenement played stick-figure children. A car with three wheels was parked next to the building. There were fourteen windows on the side of the building depicted. Inside some were faces. 
 
    Detective Winters pulled a magnifying glass from within his coat pocket and peered closer. It was the face staring out of one of the basement windows of the tenement that caught him. A sharp orange zigzag ran through the mouth of the face. The zigzag gave the appearance of sharp, orange teeth. It was the only color in the picture not blue or black, and the face was so small in the picture that it would have been very difficult to notice unless one were looking for it. Which Detective Winters was. 
 
    It was a ghoul, and below its crooked orange teeth, it was wearing a bowtie. 
 
    “Hmmm? Hello, Bob.” Detective Winters scratched his chin. “It has been a long while.” 
 
    The name at the bottom of the picture was Tommy Johnson; it was entitled, ‘My House.’ 
 
    Detective Winters began rifling through the teacher’s desk. A crystal with a flat side had the name ‘Miss Higgens’ etched into it. On top of the desk, under a pile of papers, Detective Winters found the seating chart. He searched through the drawers and found Tommy Johnson’s address. “Ten Minnefield Road. Apartment 302.” 
 
    He went to Tommy’s desk. He rifled through that, too. 
 
    “EXCUSE ME!” A young woman said as she marched into the classroom. In one arm, held tight against her chest, she carried an armload of books. In her other hand, she carried a cup of steaming coffee. She didn’t say anything other than that for a few seconds. If she could have put her hands on her hips, she would have. 
 
    Detective Winters continued rifling through Tommy Johnson’s desk. 
 
    “EXCUSE ME!” The woman placed her books and coffee on the nearest desk then stood there with hands on her hips. “What are you doing here? I’m calling security.” 
 
    “I am security,” Detective Winters picked up a notebook and fanned its pages, “in the purest sense.” 
 
    At that, the woman walked over to the desk and picked up an old green rotary phone. She started dialing. 
 
    Detective Winters glared up at the young woman. “You can hang that up, Miss Higgens.” Detective Winters strolled over to her desk, notebook in one hand. 
 
    She pointed her free hand at him as she yanked away on the rotary phone, “Don’t come any closer!” 
 
    “I am an officer of the law.” Detective Winters placed his badge down on her desk and walked back to Tommy Johnson’s desk. “My name is Detective Joshua Winters. I am conducting an investigation.” 
 
    Miss Higgens, maybe against her better judgment, stopped dialing and glanced at the badge. She picked it up. Peering at it, she flicked it with her fingernail. Satisfied, she put it down. Slowly then, she hung up the phone. She marched over and yanked the notebook out of his hands. 
 
    “Being on a case doesn’t give you the right to invade Tommy’s privacy, Mister, Officer—” 
 
    “Detective.” 
 
     “The constitution is still in effect, I presume, detective?” 
 
    “Parts of it.” Detective Winters pulled papers from Tommy’s desk. 
 
    “Stop it!” Miss Higgens barked, dropping the notebook and pulling the papers from Detective Winters’s grasp. “Put them back!” 
 
    “How much do you know about this Tommy Johnson?” Detective Winters knelt and studied the graffiti etched into the desktop. He pulled hardbound schoolbooks from inside the desk and stacked them on top. Each was covered with a brown paper supermarket bag. Graffiti covered the books as well. 
 
    “Has he done something wrong, officer?” 
 
    “Detective, not that I am aware of. Have you met his parents?” 
 
    “Yes, I have. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I am conducting an investigation.” 
 
    “You said that already.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. You are quite astute,” Detective Winters said. “What subject do you teach?” 
 
    “All of them, this is only the third grade.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Why are you here, detective?” 
 
    “This is where I go sometimes when I am stuck on a case, when my leads have all dried up, and blown away,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “You come to my classroom, detective?” 
 
     Detective Winters lifted one eyebrow sarcastically but said nothing for a moment. He turned a book over in his hand then opened the cover. 
 
    “I go to any classroom in the area where my investigation is centered. A wealth of untapped knowledge resides on the walls and in the desks of these schools. Invaluable knowledge. One of the greatest resources to a man in my line of work.” 
 
     “Really? How so?” Miss Higgens asked. 
 
    “See these books?” Detective Winters splayed his hand out over the whole desk area, pointing at the book on each table. 
 
    Miss Higgens nodded. 
 
    “Each book is covered with a brown paper bag to protect it, to preserve it. On each cover is, initially, a large blank spot. Now, any child that sees a blank spot sees a place to draw, or write. They idly write or draw whatever comes to mind while they sit in class. Each one is a psychological fingerprint, if you will, of its owner. This is not a paper to be read and graded and judged by some adult, and so the child does not hold back. By reading and interpreting the interplay of the artwork and script on each book cover, one can discern a great deal about the mental health of not only the child but of his or her entire social structure. Particularly the inside cover portions, where whatever the child draws or writes lies hidden. The subconscious.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Miss Higgens scoffed, rubbing her neck. 
 
    Detective Winters began walking up and down the rows of desks, picking up each individual book, turning over, studying it a moment, and saying, “Bully. Nerd. Middle child. Homosexual. Parents are divorced. Hmmm? Potential serial killer.” Detective Winters pulled a notepad from his pocket and began scribbling. “What is this child’s name?” 
 
    Miss Higgens took a step back, her hands on her hips again. “Those, those are Danny’s things.” 
 
    “Danny who?” 
 
    “Leave them alone! What are you writing? You’re telling me he’s a serial killer? He’s nine years old.” 
 
    “All serial killers are nine years old, at some point.” Detective Winters pulled things from Danny’s desk and studied them. “He is probably not a serial killer. Yet. He simply exhibits some traits common to serial killers. For instance, Danny has a hyper-dominant mother.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Danny is one of the sweetest kids.” Miss Higgens puffed up in defense. “He loves animals. He’s good with the other kids. I’ve met his mother. She is a bit … overbearing.” 
 
    “Right. He has had numerous pets,” Detective Winters said, “and many of them die or disappear, some mysteriously. Everyone just writes it off. No one sees it.” 
 
    “Well, his dog ran away about a month ago.” Miss Higgens pulled on her lower lip; it was a fine lower lip. 
 
    “Hmmm.” Detective Winters nodded, scribbling. 
 
    “That doesn’t make him a serial killer, though,” Miss Higgens said. 
 
    “No, no it does not,” Detective Winters said. “I merely stated that he exhibits many of the traits that fit the serial killer profile. Keep an eye on him, perhaps you can help him before I have to.” 
 
    “O-okay…” Miss Higgens said. 
 
    “I would also like to see more of Tommy’s work,” Detective Winters said, “and speak to him.” 
 
    “Well, of course, I’ll have to notify his parents and the principal,” Miss Higgens said. 
 
    Detective Winters glanced at his watch. “No time. When is recess over?” 
 
    “About ten minutes,” Miss Higgens said. 
 
    “That will be enough.” 
 
    “Wha-well, I can’t just let, well…” 
 
    “Miss Higgens,” Detective Winters said, “there is a veneer gilded over this city. A cheap, two-penny façade. Everyone knows this is a bad town. They take it for granted. They avoid the worst sections. They lock their doors at night. Some go to church and pray to their gods to protect them, to save them. They do not know it, Miss Higgens, but when they kneel in those pews of their old stone churches and pray to God, they pray to me. Now I am here today, Miss Higgens, because I am at the end of my rope on an investigation. I do not admit that to many people. I have a dossier on every monster in the city, but I am missing pieces. Big pieces. Pieces I need to fill. Gaps, holes, fast, tonight. I am here and I am telling you this because it is a matter of life and death, and sometimes the only thing you can rely on is luck. Dumb luck. As we speak, there is a man out there, a young man, cursed. Cursed by what he carries in his hand and in his heart. He is on the cusp of becoming a killer, and I aim to stop him. One way or another.” 
 
    “Are you trying to catch him, detective?” Miss Higgens asked. 
 
    “No, Miss Higgens, I am going to catch him,” Detective Winters said. “But it is not only about him. Events have been set in motion, Miss Higgens, and something big is going to happen. For good or for ill. In times like this, the world needs men not only who know but men who will act.” 
 
    “And are you a man who will act, Detective Winters?” Miss Higgens clutching at the front of her blouse. 
 
    “You’re damn right I am, Miss Higgens,” Detective Winters said. “Now get me Tommy Johnson.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29. 
 
    “C’MON, SID, GRAB HIS LEGS,” Peter grunted as he dragged Ringo from the back seat. 
 
    Ringo was pale, sweaty, limp, unconscious. His pulse was still jumping hard and fast. Tough bastard. “Sid, grab him.” 
 
    Fumbling, Sid grasped Ringo behind the knees and followed Peter, who carried Ringo from behind, under the armpits and over the wrists. 
 
    “Pete, you think this’ll be long? Magnum’s almost on.” 
 
    “Shut it, Sid.” 
 
    The automatic door opened as Peter and Sid hauled Ringo into the emergency department waiting room. Ringo felt lighter to Peter as soon as they entered the building. 
 
    The woman behind a desk marked ‘registration’ frowned as they pulled Ringo up. “Does he have any health insurance?” the woman asked, pulling out a pen and writing on a form. “Does he have a co-pay?” 
 
    Peter looked at Sid, who shrugged. 
 
    “Lady, he’s lost a lot of blood,” Peter said. “He’s in shock, unconscious, he needs help. Fast.” 
 
    “Now, I know you’re not using that tone of voice with me.” The woman lifted her pen. “If you—” 
 
    At that moment a woman in nurse scrubs stepped out of the doorway marked ‘triage.’ “Bring him right through here.” She pointed to a door which she opened. Then she called down the hall, “Hey, Doris, grab a stretcher, will you?” 
 
    The nurse held the door open as they dragged Ringo through. “What happened?” 
 
    Peter and Sid wrestled Ringo onto the stretcher. 
 
    Without pause, and with complete confidence, Peter said, “He was, ah … bitten. Bitten by a dog, a big dog, I think.” He looked to Sid for corroboration, but Sid was too busy staring at the nurse’s panty line showing through her scrubs. 
 
    The nurse pushed the stretcher into a trauma room, lit with fantastic lights and cluttered neatly with stainless steel equipment. 
 
    Peter and Sid followed. 
 
    “A dog?” Doris raised an eyebrow while cutting away Ringo’s pants. More people flooded the room, one jabbing Ringo with needles, another taking his blood pressure while another hooked him up to a heart monitor and one more checked his pupils. Still, others just stood by watching; one might have been a janitor. 
 
    Peter and Sid stood huddled in the corner, answering whatever questions were barked at them, surrounded people in many colored scrubs, all pastels. Peter answered all the questions he could, as truthfully as he could, but couldn’t quite come clean as to exactly how Ringo had sustained the injuries. Yeah, it was a lawn gnome, a lawn gnome with huge fucking teeth and metal claws. 
 
    “It was a dog, a big dog,” Peter repeated lamely, as he edged his way towards the curtain door. He slid out and made for the exit. 
 
    At the exit, Peter froze. 
 
    Carmine was pushing a stretcher in with one hand and doing chest compressions on an old man with his other. Shotgun followed, ventilating the old man with a bag-valve-mask. 
 
    “Shit.” Peter turned, took a left, then stood with his back to a door as Carmine and Shotgun whisked by, pumping and squeezing. 
 
    Sid appeared by his side. 
 
    “I’ve got to get out of here, Sid,” Peter said. 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “First, to grab a bite to eat, cause I’m starving. Then to find a nice cool, dark place to rest, cause I’m beat,” Peter said, putting on his sunglasses and making his way towards the exit. “Then I’m going to the Gin Dingo for a social tonight, and I’m going to find Pussywillow, and find my dad.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Carmine wrote his run report on ambulance fourteen’s hood: 
 
    ‘On arrival at thirteen Willoughby St., second floor, crew found sixty-five-year-old male, lying on the floor in a puddle of shit and piss. Patient was comatose, blue, cool, and very sweaty. Family was screaming, useless. No pulses found on patient. Size 8 oral airway placed, CPR started with bag-valve-mask at twenty-five liters of O2. Automatic external defibrillator applied, CPR stopped while AED analyzed, shock advised, patient shocked three times, CPR continued.’ 
 
    “Hey, Carmine.” Shotgun propped a long-board against the ambulance bay wall; it was covered with dried blood. “Wasn’t that your boy Peter? When we came in?” 
 
    Carmine stopped writing. “In the hospital?” 
 
    “Yeah, you were doing compressions. Had your back to him, I think,” Shotgun said. He sprayed the backboard down with disinfectant and watched it fizz. “Pretty sure it was him. He took off, though. Didn’t see him when we came out.” 
 
    “What the hell’s he doing here?” 
 
    “He’s changing, man.” Shotgun shrugged. “Maybe he figured out why he’s so hungry, and nothing’ll satisfy him? Blood bank, maybe? He was out in the sun, though, so he hasn’t changed, yet. Looking pale, though. Real pale. When was he bit?” 
 
     “Thursday,” Carmine said, his eyes still on his report. 
 
    “Four days.” Shotgun leaned against the ambulance. “You know what we got to do, man.” 
 
    Carmine’s pen clicked. 
 
    “Hey, I don’t like it any better than you.” Shotgun raised his hands and stepped back. “Winters was right. You know he’ll come calling. Tonight. Tomorrow. One of these days.” He put his hands in his pockets. “I know he’s a good kid, man. That’s why we got to do it.” 
 
    Carmine pocketed his pen, crumpled his report, and stomped off. 
 
    “Carmine.” Shotgun followed. 
 
    “Hey, Doris!” Carmine called out, stepping into the emergency room. Nurses from all corners of the ER glared at him. 
 
    “They love you,” Shotgun said. 
 
    “There’s a lot to love,” Carmine said. “Hey, Doris, there was a kid in here a couple minutes ago.” 
 
    “Yeah? We’ve got a lot of kids in here today.” Doris flipped a page back on her clipboard. “It’s a pedi-day.” She shook her head. “Sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, this kid, he’s actually about twenty or so.” 
 
    “A kid.” She nodded. 
 
    “He was wearing a, um…” Carmine looked to Shotgun for help. 
 
    “He was with a midget,” Shotgun said. 
 
    “Oh,” Doris said, eyes on her clipboard. “Yeah, I took him in.” 
 
    “He okay?” 
 
    Doris shrugged. “It was for his friend, actually.” 
 
    “What’d he come in for?” asked Carmine. 
 
    “Patient confidentiality, Carmine.” Doris slammed her notes closed. “Are you related?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “Uh, maybe.” Carmine turned toward the exit. 
 
     “Hang on.” Doris took a sip of coffee. “Guy came in, had his leg torn up pretty bad, arterial bleed, kid dragged him in. Leg was bandaged, at least. Tourniquet, too.” 
 
    “The midget’s?” Carmine asked. 
 
    “No, homeless guy, off the streets by the look of him. The little person helped.” Doris looked through her notes. “Kid said it was a dog bite.” She smiled. “Looked like a dog with some pretty serious claws, maybe lion or tiger or polar bear? Something strong at any rate. No saliva in the wound, though. Docs gave him the thrice over. Tetanus shot, you know. Probably a series for rabies, too, if he lives. Should be fun.” 
 
    “Can we talk to him?” asked Carmine. 
 
    “No. We got his pressure back up, and he came around, but he’s up in the O.R.,” Doris said.  
 
    “How about when he wakes up?” asked Carmine. “I need to ask him about the kid.” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask the docs, y’know,” Doris said. “I’m just a nurse, Carmine, not one of the anointed.” 
 
    “Any idea when he’ll wake up?” 
 
    “No idea, heck, sometimes they wake up during the surgery,” Doris laughed. “He’ll probably be gorked-out for a while.” 
 
    “Gorked-out, huh?” Carmine said. “Technical term?” 
 
    “Nurse jargon,” Doris said. 
 
    Carmine pulled a notepad from his chest pocket and wrote something on it. He handed it to Doris. “That’s my cell phone,” he said, “call me as soon as he wakes up. Okay?” 
 
    “And, could I call you for something else, perhaps?” she asked. 
 
    “Baby, you could, but I don’t think you could handle me,” Carmine said, in his deepest voice. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30. 
 
    THE SUN WAS SETTING. 
 
    Detective Winters glanced at his watch. 
 
    He grimaced. 
 
    It was late. 
 
    Tommy Johnson’s tenement loomed like a great, many-eyed beast slumbering under light of dying day. Other beasts, eyes aflame in the dusk, huddled close, claustrophobic. These, too, perhaps, harbored horrors. Perhaps one day Detective Winters would lance them, too, like a pustule, spilling the rotten dregs into the light of day where they would be seared pure. 
 
    Today, tonight, though, it was Tommy Johnson’s tenement Detective Winters was interested in. It was Tommy Johnson’s tenement he would lance. 
 
    The car door slammed, and Detective Winters strode through the parking lot, trombone case in hand swaying rhythmically. The sea of children playing parted for him as though he strode from Egypt. They paused in their game, and a ball bounced into the street, unattended. They whispered ‘copman’ as he strode past, his neat steel toe oxford shoes crunching the gravel. 
 
    “Hey! Copman!” a voice called from amidst the myriad. “Naw, that is him. Guy from school. He’s whacked.” 
 
    “Come here, Tommy.” Detective Winter paused, a panther on the prowl, relaxed, coiled. His eyes were fixed on one window in the tenement, but he saw everything. 
 
    “See?” Tommy said to his friends, surrounding Detective Winters. “I ain’t trippin’.” 
 
    “Tommy, I want you and your friends to go inside,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “Yo, I’m—” 
 
    “Do not argue. You all should be inside before the sun sets. Caution. Your parents lack it. Ignorance. You know, though.” 
 
    Tommy glanced over at one window in the tenement, black, the basement. His gaze lingered there long. 
 
    Then Tommy nodded absently. The others gathered round. 
 
    “You have all known loss,” Detective Winters said. “You have told your parents, your teachers, perhaps even the police. They refuse to believe. Their eyes brand you liar as they pat you on the head and send you out the door. I know better.” 
 
    Tommy nodded again, his gaze fixed on the window. 
 
    “Well, I believe you,” Detective Winters said. “Now go inside, all of you. Cover your ears. Lock your doors.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It smelled like a very dead dog. 
 
    Detective Winters picked the lock cleanly and snipped the security chain with his bolt cutter. He opened the door a crack and oiled the hinges with a small squeeze tube of lubricant. He waited for the oil to work, to settle in, and then slowly worried the door back and forth, minutely at first, until it moved smoother, silent. He tucked his tools away. 
 
    Kneeling to the side, he opened the door, silent. Silence is not enough, however. A gun was in one hand, loaded, trained on the darkness. Reaching into a pocket, he withdrew three little plastic spheres. Squeezing them, he felt an inaudible pop! He shook them a bit and bowled them in. An eerie green, they glowed as they rolled across the cracked cement. 
 
    It was a very dead dog. 
 
    On the floor, its putrefying fur melting, lay a St. Bernard, maybe, months dead by the looks of it, by the smell of it. Great brown stains encircled it like the rings of Saturn. Hunks had been gouged from its side, though it was not just in these spots that maggots feasted. 
 
    Detective Winters hefted the trombone case and slid inside. Pupils dilated in the green glow; he could see. No light came from the window. It was spiked over in plywood, painted black. 
 
    The faucet dripped, slowly, methodically. 
 
    The dog-reek was staggering, but Detective Winters focused on the fumes in the next room. It sent the hairs on the back of his neck tingling, like it always did, the scent of darkness, of hate, of evil, of whatever you want to call it. It smelled bad. 
 
    He closed the hall door behind him. There was a door straight ahead and one open to the right. The stench came from the room in the back. The St. Bernard, a tag on his neck said his name was Rufus, lay in the middle of the kitchen floor. One of the green globes was lodged in Rufus, and his fur glowed an ominous green. 
 
    Maggots wriggled in the valleys of the grooved linoleum. 
 
    Detective Winters flicked the green globe rolling into the open door on the right. He slid inside. A bathroom and it was empty. Reddish-brown stains covered everything. He squeezed four more light globes, green light popping forth, and held them in his fist. 
 
    Into the kitchen and to the door from whence the stench emanated he walked, silent. He stood the trombone case up on end behind him and turned to the door. 
 
    His steel toe oxford shoe blew the door off its hinges and four green globes soared into the room, igniting it green. 
 
    Shadows reeled. 
 
    Twin guns leveled before the door slammed on the ground. His eyes blazed. 
 
    A man and a woman lay together embraced on an old oak Victorian bed. The door slammed to the ground in the green light. Both glared up. 
 
    “Vinters…” the man said. His pallid skin was green in the light. A prim tuxedo lay draped over the foot of the bed. An enormous widow’s peak whipped down nearly to his eyebrows. Idly, he gnawed on a femur. Human. He frowned and put it down. 
 
    The woman was street trash, a junky suck. Rearing up on the bed, she snarled like a feral cat, hissing and spitting. 
 
    “Charming,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “It has been a long vile,” the man said in a very thick, very poor, quasi-Transylvanian accent. 
 
    “Drop the bone and the accent, Bob,” Detective Winters said, his two guns deadlocked on their respective targets. “Show me what passes for your hands.” 
 
    “They call me ‘the Count.’” Bob held his hands up and grinned. 
 
    “Tell your date to show me her hands.” 
 
    She snarled but otherwise did not move. 
 
    “These are fifty caliber Leech-rounds, Bob. Three seconds…” 
 
    “He vill shoot you, my dear.” 
 
    “Two seconds, one.” 
 
    She sprang. 
 
    Detective Winters unloaded. 
 
    Blam! Blam! Blam! 
 
    She was blown back into the wall. On the ground, writhing and grunting like an animal, she lay. 
 
    “I was gonna use her as my hostage,” Bob said, his accent gone. 
 
    “Ghouls do not make good hostages, Bob,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    The woman stopped screaming and just lay there limp now, whimpering, hissing. 
 
    “Silence her, Bob.” 
 
    “You shot her!” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Leave her alone. No one’s going to hear anything, detective,” Bob said. “I ate everyone in the adjacent apartments.” 
 
    Detective Winters glanced at the walls and ceilings. “Low income sound proofing.” 
 
    Detective Winters stepped to the bureau, feet sticking as he went. Scattered across the top of the bureau were dozens of framed pictures, all of the same woman. “Scarlett…” Detective Winters picked up one of the frames.  
 
    Bob lurched up, as though Detective Winters had reached into his stomach and taken a fistful of his entrails and squeezed. “Please, detective, be very careful with that. It’s one of a kind,” Bob said, eyes out of focus, his accent back. Out reached his hands as though cradling the picture. “That one, it is my favorite.” 
 
    “Pathetic, Bob.” Detective Winters studied the garden of photos. “A tragedy, really. What does she go by now?” 
 
    “She, ha-ha, she calls herself, uh … hmmm … No!” 
 
    Detective Winters dropped the frame on the floor and then accidentally crunched on it with his well-polished steel toe oxford shoe, twice. “Oops,” he deadpanned. Another picture was in Detective Winters’s hand as Bob tore forward to the end of the bed and froze, bloodshot eyes twitching in the green gloom. 
 
    A sneaky-mad look wriggled in his eyes. “She calls herself Pussywillow. Now. She has since she turned.” 
 
    “Yes, Pussywillow. Were these taken before or after she turned?” 
 
    Bob started to quiver, from his toes to his head, and he giggled like a little girl. “He, he, he. After.” 
 
     “Still attractive, Bob. Nice white teeth, for a ghoul. What is her secret? You were a dentist.” 
 
    “I … I love her,” Bob said. 
 
    “I think not,” Detective Winters said. “Legend has it you ‘loved’ her as only a psychotic, ex-dentist/stalker, turned, vampire-stalker could. That you gave up your practice, your wife and offspring, for her. Though even when she was human, still she would not have you. And then she turned. What was that? Three years ago? She turned and you tried to give up your humanity. To be with her. Touching. But, and there is a big but, Bob, she would not turn you. She refused to have anything to do with you even from a predator-prey relationship. Is it true you laid outside her lair for two weeks, covered in pig’s blood, to try and tempt her?” 
 
    Bob said nothing. He looked away, impotent madness festering in his eyes. 
 
    “And she still would not touch you,” said Detective Winters. “Bob, I have to ask, where did you procure that much pig’s blood? Cannot have been easy to come by.” 
 
    “You’ve pig’s blood running through—” 
 
    Blam! 
 
    Detective Winters shot him. 
 
    Bob jerked back, and he lay splayed out, his eyes unfocused on the ceiling. Stalactites of dried blood hung down. 
 
    “I know what you are wondering, Bob,” Detective Winters said. “New bullets. Hollow-points, larger caliber, silver rods inserted, designed to spread, cut. Tough to find, remove, not to mention the chemicals. Can you imagine, Bob, only eighty years ago your typical vampire-hunter used a smooth bore musket and homemade bullets. Silver is too soft. Imagine them running around with muskets? Ramrods and wadding? One round a minute? You were spawned in the wrong era.” 
 
    Bob said nothing but sat back up, stiff like a corpse. A large hole was in his shoulder but no blood. Reaching into the wound with his fingers, Bob grunted as he searched. 
 
    “You have spirit, Bob, good,” Detective Winters said. “Who turned her? I never found out, and I made it a point to. Someone big. Not the street trash that turned you, eh, Bob? Slackjaw Mary was it? The Gurkhas took her head. Nice. So who turned Pussywillow?” 
 
    “GRRRRRRRraaaaaaaaaaawwwww!” Bob tore the slick silver shards from his shoulder. Limp fingers dropped them on the bed, steaming. “I don’t know who turned her. She won’t talk to me. Won’t see me. Won’t accept my gifts. My mementos. Letters. Tapes. Photos. Collages, even the diorama.” 
 
    “I believe you, Bob.” Detective Winters nodded. “Do you know why?” 
 
    Bob shook his head. 
 
    “Because you are a loser.” Detective Winters’ eyes lit upon the tuxedo. “Going out tonight, Bob? A Social?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You have a tuxedo.” 
 
    “I, rrrrrg, always wear a tuxedo.” 
 
    “But not always so nicely pressed, Bob,” Detective Winters countered. “Where is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I need to be there, Bob.” 
 
    “I von’t tell you!” 
 
    “So there is one.” 
 
    Cursing, Bob smacked himself in the face and pulled down, giggling, laughing. As his hand reached his mouth, he stuck his fingers in and whistled. 
 
    Claws clomped on linoleum. 
 
     Rufus the rotting St. Bernard dove. 
 
    Detective Winters ducked and spun and leapt as maggots sprayed through the air like wedding rice. 
 
    Rufus pounded down, turned, skidded, and charged. 
 
    The street-trash scrambled to her feet, arched, hissing like a cat. 
 
    Twin FoeHammers.50 discharged rapid fire and tore the two to pieces. It did not take long. 
 
    Then it was knife work. 
 
    Detective Winters adjusted his hat and turned. “Bob?” 
 
    Bob was gone, so was the tuxedo. He had not escaped past him. Detective Winters reloaded his guns and then unloaded on the bed, tearing it to shreds of satin, timber, and brass. 
 
    Then he flipped it over. 
 
    “Marduk’s balls.” 
 
    A tunnel had been bored through the concrete foundation, straight down. 
 
    Grabbing his trombone case, then fixing his tie, he took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and jumped down. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31. 
 
    “THIS DRINK HAS GREAT SHAKTI,” Tim said, in a mock-Hindi accent. He nodded and smiled, brandishing the martini. 
 
    The other three laughed. 
 
    Tim set his cocktail glass down and adjusted his tie. All four wore expensive suits their parents had given them, their fraternity letters tie-tacked on. 
 
    “Dude, what the fuck does that mean?” Eric giggled when he spoke for he was a little drunk. 
 
    “How the fuck should I know?” Tim downed the rest of his martini. “That’s what the dude said when I ordered it. Thought you might know, Jay. You’re half-fucking towel-head, right?” 
 
    They guffawed, high-fiving each other, except Jay, who took a swig of his beer and grumbled. 
 
    The patrons at the nearby tables cast glares. The young men of Alpha Kappa Kappa paid no heed. 
 
    “I’m half-Italian, man,” Jay said. 
 
    “Whatever, dude, chill out,” Tim said, feeling good about himself. Putting others down often made him feel that way. “Here.” He raised his cocktail glass unsteadily. “Hey, let’s have a toast or something.” 
 
    “Dude, that glass is so fucking gay,” Jay said. “What’s that floating in it? A fucking nut?” 
 
    Three of them laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, yours, you fucking cocksucker,” Tim said, “that’s why it’s green!” 
 
    Blank stares… 
 
    “Dude, what the fuck does that mean?” Eric asked. 
 
    “Shut up,” Tim said. “When’s the waiter coming?” He looked at his Rolex watch. “We’ve been here for ten minutes.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, that’s, like, about nine minutes longer than you last with your old lady,” Alex said. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, dude,” Tim said. “Never see you winning any awards in the circle.” 
 
    “Dude, I was just kidding.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Tim said. 
 
    “So what’s in it?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Dude, it’s a martini,” Tim said. 
 
    “Yeah, thank you, Captain Obvious,” Alex said, “but what’s in it? Just cause I’m not an alcoholic like you motherfuckers—” 
 
    “Gin. Tanqueray gin, the finest.” The waiter suddenly materialized. “Imported directly from England, dry vermouth, and a green olive with the pit. Are you gentlemen ready to order?” His Hindi accent was thick. A black silk scarf graced the shoulders of his burgundy double-breasted suit, and his hair was perfect. 
 
    Tim silenced Alex with a look then said, “We’ve been ready, dude.” 
 
    “And what would you gentlemen be preferring this evening?” the waiter asked. He carried no pen or paper. 
 
    They ordered meals, and the waiter whisked off after reciting their orders back to them verbatim. 
 
    “Dude, wasn’t that the same dude from the front?” Jay asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the — what the hell do you call it?” Eric said. 
 
    “The fucking dumbwaiter,” Alex laughed. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, dude,” Tim said. “It’s called a maître d’, you fucking morons. Reason the fucking waiter looks like the maître d’ is they all fucking look alike. Thought he was Jay for a second. Just hope they’re as good at fucking remembering food orders as they are at math.” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” Eric said. “I got one sitting next to me in stats and pre-cal. Without him, I’ll never fucking graduate.” 
 
    They laughed. 
 
    “When do you want to go downstairs?” Alex asked. “Think they’ll let us in?” 
 
    “They’ll fucking let me in.” Tim downed the last of his second martini. “And we’ll go after we eat, dip-shit.” 
 
    “Pardon me, sir,” the waiter said. “Would you be so good as to accompany me?” 
 
    Tim put his glass down, “Huh?” 
 
    “You ordered the short rib, sir,” the waiter said. “It is customary at my establishment that one who orders such a meal should choose for himself from the meat locker that which he believes to be most delectable. I think you will be most pleased with our selection. You all will be. Come.” 
 
    Tim pushed his chair back and stood. “Excellent.” He tossed his napkin and followed the waiter. 
 
    The other three followed suit; it was their way. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The trail was unmistakable, its signature clear even through the dank reek of the misty black sewer. Like the viper tracking the heat signature of the rat, Detective Winters slid along at an even pace, never wavering, never stopping, never blinking. His breath was even, slow, and for now, the walls were not closing in. 
 
    The blackness was no hindrance. Guns loaded, the viper hunted its prey through the twists and turns of muck that ran for miles underneath the city, spilling off somewhere into the winding Merrimack. 
 
    He walked for a long time. He stopped finally. Sneering, he took a deep breath, fighting back the worms wriggling in his belly. He looked up. “Thank you.” The metal rungs leading up were cold and rusty and, like everything else, dripping wet. Holstering one pistol, he grasped the ladder, pulling himself up. 
 
    The manhole cover was thick and heavy, and Detective Winters popped it up with a shoulder and wrestled it grating to the side. He restrained himself, easing his head to street level, breathing deep, breathing slow. 
 
    It was bright outside, despite the thick street mists of night. A buzz cloaked the chatter of conversation and reverie residing within the building to the north. Shielding his eyes, Detective Winters saw the source of that warm yellow glow, a neon sign that blinked on and off, buzzing when lit. 
 
    On the first phase, the sign was a golden dog smiling and winking and holding up a martini. On the second phase, after a blink, the same dog had the glass down and was pointing with his other hand at Detective Winters. 
 
    The sign said: The Gin Dingo! 
 
    The Count’s trail lead directly through its front doors. 
 
    Detective Winters ducked down. 
 
    Three men emerged from the mist, walked up the concrete stairs and disappeared inside. 
 
    One was grossly overweight, another tall, with a pronounced limp, and the third carried a sawed-off shotgun hidden within his coat. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Now that is most certainly some fabulous meat!” Tim said, looking at the beef carcass hanging in the meat cooler. Mist poured from his mouth and nostrils as he exhaled. 
 
    “Notice its marbling is most fine, most fine,” the waiter said. “Come, touch it. Aged to perfection.” 
 
    They just glanced at each other sidelong, snickering. 
 
    “He wants you to touch his meat,” whispered Alex. 
 
    “Uh, we’ll pass.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” the waiter said. “I shall be back most swiftly. I must bring other customers in. While I am gone, you must choose.” The waiter left, and the cooler door shut with a boom! 
 
    “You must choose your meat!” Tim said in a bad Hindi accent. 
 
    “You will go to Pankot Palace,” Jay said. 
 
    “DEY vill be found, Dr. Jones!” Eric cried. “You von’t!” 
 
    They guffawed as the echoes of their voices died away. Then they were quiet. 
 
    “Uh, guys,” Alex said. “How do you know if the meat is, uh, good? Maybe we should’ve asked the waiter-dude. He seemed to know.” 
 
    “Dude, the guy’s Indian,” Jay said. “What’s he doing working here?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Aren’t cow’s, like, sacred, or something?” Jay said. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Tim said. “Told you he was a towel-head. Who the fuck’d worship a bloated piece-of-shit-cow?” 
 
    “I worship your mom,” Jay said, “and she’s a fucking cow. She’s got nice legs, though.” 
 
    “Hey, shut up,” Tim warned. 
 
    “And she’s hot.” 
 
    “Damn right she is,” Eric said, “I’d get on my knees and worship her. Two or three times maybe.” 
 
    Jay and Alex elbowed each other. 
 
    “Dude, I swear—” Tim said, cut off as the door to the meat cooler opened. Like the cartoon wolf, his eyes bulged from his head, his slack jaw hit the floor, and his tongue rolled out. 
 
    The other three had similar reactions. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “You sure this is it?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Yeah, right down there,” Sid replied. “Way down.” 
 
    They stood by the brick wall of an old mill building, towering eight stories, that paralleled the river. But what was truly impressive about the building was its length. Gazing down its side, they could not see where it stopped. 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s big.” 
 
    Within his pocket, Peter’s hand clutched his gun. It and Sid, despite his personality, were his only sources of comfort. 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Sure, I’m sure,” Sid said. “Gin Dingo’s on the other side, club’s more or less underneath it. Entrance is down there, way down.” Sid stared off into the darkness. 
 
    “I see it,” Peter said, squinting. 
 
    “No way. It’s too dark.” 
 
    “No, really,” Peter said. “Why not go through the restaurant?” 
 
    “Little too swanky for blue jeans and Green Lantern tee-shirts, Pete.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Peter shrugged. “Long as we get in.” 
 
    They walked. 
 
    He didn’t care about how they got in, or where they got in, or even what happened after they got in. He didn’t care about much right now. Buzzed, that feeling of confidence and strength, that’s what he felt now. The confidence of three or four beers, but sharp, clear, crystal. Since the sun had set, and he had awakened clutching his gun, he had felt it pulsing within him, that feeling… 
 
    Whatever it takes. I’m coming. When he had awoken an hour or so ago, something had changed within him. Conscious, he was conscious now of it, his preparedness to kill. Strangely, it made him feel better, confident, though he should have been disturbed, repulsed. He didn’t dwell on it. 
 
    He just walked inside. 
 
    Through the archway he went, to the double-doors recessed within. The knob turned easily, and Peter pulled open the door. 
 
    “Jeeze, it’s dark, for a club.” Sid peered in, shaken. “Maybe this ain’t the place, Pete. It’s too quiet. Maybe we should go.” 
 
    “No, this is the place, Sid.” Peter squinted. “I know it is. I can see. It’s written on the walls. There’s an arrow pointing down.” 
 
    With the gun clenched in his fist within his coat pocket, Peter stepped into darkness. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “Sid?” he called out the door. 
 
    Sid stood in the street, wringing his hands. “Pete, I…” He lowered his head. “Look, I can’t go in there. I can’t. Ringo asked me to help, and I owe you—” His hands balled into fists. “I just wanted to thank you … for helping Ringo and Lord Brudnoy.” He swallowed. “But I can’t go inside.”  
 
     Peter, nothing more than a black shade in the depths of night, nodded. “Okay, look, if I get out of here alive, Sid, I’ll try to remember to forget I know you … when I’m dead. Take care.” 
 
    “I’ll be in the taxi,” Sid said. “I’ll wait for a bit” 
 
    “Don’t,” Peter said. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “And I’ll have the T-bone, rare, with the smashed garlic potatoes, and, what do you guys have on tap?” Carmine said. 
 
    “Ahem.” Elliot cleared his throat. 
 
    “Ah, never mind.” Carmine glanced at Elliot. “Just make it a Guinness.” 
 
    “A most excellent choice,” the waiter said, “a most excellent choice, indeed, sir. I shall return in a moment with your drinks and jojo potatoes.” 
 
    Elliot frowned. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Carmine said. “But I have a reputation amongst the eateries of this burg, and if I don’t order something alcoholic, our cover’s blown.” 
 
    Elliot continued frowning. 
 
    “Amongst the eateries? Burg?” Shotgun laughed. He turned to Elliot. “He’s right, though.” 
 
    Elliot smiled. “What in god’s name is a jojo potato?” 
 
    “Like steak fries, only fatter, softer, and,” Carmine closed his eyes, “Mmmmmmm, tastier.” 
 
    “It’s a quarter of a potato, deep-fried,” Shotgun said. “How you’re not dead right now? Well, plenty of time for that later.” 
 
    “Yes, we must locate the ‘Gates of Hell.’” Elliot leaned forward. He was uncomfortable. 
 
    “Uh, can we just call it, the club downstairs?” Carmine took a sip of water. “Just sounds less terrifying.” 
 
    “This hall reeks with a fume of evil whose roots crawl deep into the earth,” Elliot said. 
 
    “I think it smells good.” Carmine glanced around. 
 
    Dozens of middle-aged couples sat around the spacious cream-colored hall and ate and conversed happily. 
 
    “Good that they did not frisk us,” Elliot said. 
 
    Shotgun nodded. 
 
    “You normally get frisked before dinner?” Carmine asked. “Never mind, one of us has to case this joint, find out where the back entrance to the club is. There’s a front entrance on Canal Street, if we have to.” Carmine looked back and forth from Elliot to Shotgun. “I figure this way is less obtrusive.” 
 
    “Obtrusive?” Shotgun raised an eyebrow. “That mean you’d score more food this route?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Carmine said, quasi-insulted. “Plus, I don’t think they’ll let old geezers like us in the front door. Well, who’s gonna go check it out?” 
 
    Elliot and Shotgun just sat there, smiling. 
 
    “Fine. Let the fat guy do all the leg work.” Carmine stood. 
 
    “Sir,” the waiter said, “would you please come with me. It is our custom here to allow the customer to choose which meat portions he feels will surely be most tastiest.” 
 
    “Now, that,” Carmine pulled the napkin off his lap, “is a reason for leg work.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Behind the waiter, four women sauntered diaphanously. Like the sea they moved, waves rolling slowly into the beach from far out to sea. A smooth undulation of flesh that moved forward gracefully, inevitably, with hidden power that said without saying that nothing would stop it from crashing finally upon the shore. Ripples and eddies of dark satin and velvet swirled about their bodies. 
 
    They were babes. One blond, one tall and darker than night, one vermilion-haired, and the last an exotic Asian woman. It was a frat-boy’s dream come true, minus the waiter, who gave the four women the same meat speech he’d given the boys minutes before. 
 
    “Now that’s some meat I’d like to taste,” Tim whispered, back-handed, to Jay. 
 
    The blond, amidst the throes of caressing a large beef carcass, paused mid-stroke; she turned. Blue eyes drew a bead on Tim. With that gaze, she stalked forward smooth and fast and grabbed him under the chin. “What’d you say, sugah?” she asked in a musical tone akin to the whistles of the collapsed lungs of a dying asthmatic. No mist came from her mouth as she spoke. 
 
     “I, um, said, we, that is, are … jerks and stuff,” Tim babbled, euphoric on his tiptoes, at the feel of her palm on his neck, her nails digging into his cheeks. 
 
    “What’s your name,” she asked in a southern-belle accent. 
 
    “Um, Tim.” 
 
    “Well, Tim, and y’all.” She pointed lazily with an outstretched arm. “Call me, Pussywillow. That’s what my friends call me. You boys want to be my friends?” 
 
    The four boys nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Now, let me just introduce you to my three best friends in the whole, shiny, world. We’re in sort of a fraternity for girls, kinda like you boys.” 
 
    “A sorority?” 
 
    “No.” Pussywillow smiled. “Now, this lil firesparker’s name’s Cherry.” 
 
    Cherry strode forward and slung her arm through Eric’s. 
 
    “Hi, ulp. I’m Eric.” 
 
    Cherry swiftly pulled Eric towards him and devoured his lips with the fury of a lioness suffocating an antelope. 
 
    “Oh, my…” Pussywillow said, a hand at her neck. “And this is Cherry’s younger sister.” 
 
    The tall black woman strode forward and slid her arm over the shoulder of Jay, her breasts very close to his face, very close. “Her name’s Mocca.” 
 
    “Sweet, dear god,” Jay said, in a strangled voice of prayer, his eyes magnetized. “Thank you, God. Thank you.” 
 
    Mocca smiled. 
 
    And then the Asian beauty stepped forward, garbed in black leather, horsewhip in hand. She snatched Alex by the back of the head, kicked the back of his knee and pulled his head back. “Maggot will call me, Queen Ilyana, Mistress and Daughter of Pain.” She cracked her whip. “You will pleasure me.” 
 
    Alex fainted to the ground but was quickly revived by the copious amount of whipping that ensued. 
 
    “Now, y’all coming with us?” Pussywillow asked, though in truth it was no question. 
 
    The boys nearly snapped their necks nodding.  
 
    “Sanjay,” Pussywillow said to the waiter, who stood by, “you can cancel these boys’ orders. Unless, of course,” she glanced around, “y’all not satisfied with the meat you have?” 
 
    There were no even half-hearted disagreements, only grunts, and those were from Alex. 
 
    “Well, alrighty. Let’s have us some fun.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I should wait,” Sid said to himself, wringing the steering wheel. 
 
    He sat in his taxicab, engine running. The river ran to his right; the titanic mill building loomed on his left, stretching far into the night. All he had to do was kick the shifter into reverse, back out, bolt. 
 
    Sid kicked the shifter into reverse, hit the gas, “Motherfu—” then the brake, screeeech! 
 
    He’d have kept going, but something, something compelled him to stop. It wasn’t his sense of honor; Sid’s sense of honor was about as compelling as a Republican’s sense of fashion. And it wasn’t shame; he’d killed that years ago. And it certainly wasn’t any debt to Peter. After all, he was nearly a blood-sucking leech. 
 
    No, what kept Sid from bolting at this particular time and place was the fact that a man garbed in gray stood in the path of his taxicab, twin pistols trained on him, a black case on the ground by his feet. 
 
    Another man, and Sid would have punched the gas and run the bastard over; Sid was after all, a tough target to hit, especially when traveling at thirty miles per hour and encased in the finest steel Detroit had ever cranked out. 
 
    Sid knew this man, though, by sight, and by reputation, and he was not one to be run over lightly. 
 
    “Winters.” 
 
    Detective Winters walked around to the driver’s window. 
 
    Sid rolled it down with the enthusiasm of a Vegan cranking out blood sausage. 
 
    “Sid,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “Uh, hi, inspector, sir,” Sid said. “I’m in kind of—” 
 
    Sticking his head in the window, Detective Winters inhaled deeply, frowning as though sniffing rotten cabbage. “You have been transporting ghouls.” 
 
    “Uh, no sir,” Sid said. “Just dropping off some—” 
 
    “It was not a question, Sid,” Detective Winters said. “Peter Reynolds. He was in here, recently.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Do not insult me,” Detective Winters said. “It is not safe transporting him, Sid. He is changing; you know this? Yes, of course you do. And I understand your debts,” Detective Winters looked at his watch, “but he may be a ghoul by now. The hunger gnaws at his soul like a wolverine through elk marrow. Are you keen on being there when it breaks through?” 
 
    “Uh … no?” 
 
    “Then keep driving him around, and you will join him.” Detective Winters pulled his head out of the window. “Did he have a pistol with him? An old revolver, looks like a cowboy’s. Black, charred steel. Does not seem to need reloading on a regular basis.” 
 
    “No,” Sid said. 
 
    “Do not lie, Sid.” Detective Winters studied the taxi. “The truth, Sid. I am pressed for time. He used the gun today, in this car, from the rear seat. What did he shoot?” Detective Winters stepped toward the trunk. “Redcap marks all over the bumper and trunk, Sid. Ringo Lister was mauled at the train station this morning by a gang of wrinkly old men, long gray beards.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “Well, since ZZ Top is not playing in town, they must be redcaps. Hospital says he was brought inside by a young man and a midget.” 
 
    Sid blinked. “You know ZZ Top?” 
 
    “He used a gun,” Detective Winters said. “The gun.” 
 
    “Blew the thing’s head off, my rear window, too. Hopefully my insurance covers—” 
 
    “It does not. Where is Peter now?” Detective Winters asked. “He went inside the restaurant?” 
 
    “No, the club, the front entrance.” Sid pointed down the street. “Down there.” 
 
    “The Gates of Hell.” 
 
    Sid looked away. 
 
    “When he is a ghoul, Sid,” Detective Winters said, “he will come for you. To help him curses you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I just…” Sid said, still looking away. “Can I go now?” 
 
    “What else do you know?” Detective Winters asked. “Why did you bring him here?” 
 
    “He wanted to come here,” Sid said. “Said he’s looking for some chick named Pussywillow or something. Ringo says she snatched his dad. Says she’s a vampire. She’s here, supposedly.” 
 
    “Hmmm, Pussywillow here? Providence? Synchronicity?” 
 
    “Yeah, she—” 
 
    “Her dance card is full tonight, Sid,” Detective Winters said. “I just hope she saves one for me.” 
 
    “You going to ice her?” 
 
    “No, Sid,” Detective Winters marched away, black case in hand, “I am going to save her.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The aroma of perfume lingered in the air, some exotic wildflower scent coupled with that of the huge shanks of beef hanging from the ceiling by metal hooks. Carmine took a few steps inside, eyes wide, a fat guy in a candy store. 
 
    “I shall be returning in but one moment.” The waiter closed the door with a thump and a clack that silenced the clash and clang of the kitchen. Carmine was left alone in a world of meat. It was all so, so wonderful. 
 
     He strolled about the meat cooler, along the walls, getting the full layout. The restaurant was only a small part of the huge mill building it was situated within. The full building went far beyond where he presently stood, practically to the river. “Maybe a door back here?” he muttered to himself, feeling along walls. There hadn’t been any other doors around the inside perimeter of the restaurant; he’d checked before going into the meat cooler. The waiter had been more than obliged to give him a full tour of their facilities. 
 
    Keeping his left hand to the wall, he circled the meat cooler clockwise, his vision clouding intermittently from his exhalation. His back was to the far wall as he stepped with purpose towards the door to the kitchen. 
 
    Carmine suddenly stopped. “Hmm?” Something tingled underneath his left hand, pressed against the wall. Almost imperceptibly, he could feel something, a slight vibration? Carmine kept moving along the wall and the vibration became a soft buzzing noise, a rhythmic buzz, barely audible. It was … music? 
 
    His gun was in hand, he noticed vaguely, even before the dread overtook him. From a large zip lock bag in his pocket he pulled a small loop of garlic on a string. He placed it around his neck. Meager protection, maybe. His revolver, loaded with silver-tip rounds, was the real security. He took a deep breath and watched the mist evaporate. 
 
    The feeling intensified. The feeling that someone, somewhere near, was watching him. It sat in his gut, stalking him, at his back, his neck. 
 
    “Shlllggh!” he gurgled, as something black and sinuous flashed for the briefest instant before his eyes and around his neck— 
 
    It was too late. 
 
    His mind raced for the half-second it took for his vision to collapse to a tunnel, to pinprick, and then to nothing. “Where?! Who!?” he screamed, but he didn’t scream, couldn’t scream. 
 
     Vaguely, he heard his gun echo, clanging to the ground as he did so, too, and as he struck the ground, head bouncing off the hard floor, the grip on his neck loosened a bit; his vision clouded back. 
 
    “You are the Carmine,” said a voice from above. 
 
    “Huh? What?” He blinked and tried to push himself up, but couldn’t. Someone had something, a rope, maybe, around his neck, very tight, had him pinned on his stomach to the cold, wet, red floor of the meat room. The antiseptic stench burned his nostrils. Beef soared swaying about his head like flensed angels. 
 
    “Yeah, I am the Carm … I’m Carmine,” he croaked. His gun lay on the floor, far, very far away. From the corner of his eye, Carmine could see a dark man in a red suit poised above him, the maitre d’, waiter. One of his long arms snaked toward Carmine and held him by something wrapped around his neck. 
 
    “It is a ruhmal,” the maitre d’ said. “A silk scarf. I could kill you easily. And I will, soon. Your shakti, your power, will be a sacrifice to the Black Mother.” 
 
    “I gave at the church,” Carmine grunted, but the ruhmal closed tight for a second, along with the arteries to Carmine’s brain. 
 
    “Upon the demon’s corpse she stands and watches. Me, her very faithful son, sacrifice.” The maitre d’ pulled close to Carmine and whispered in his ear, “My name is Sanjay; I am King of the Stranglers.” 
 
    Straining his eyes and neck further, Carmine looked the man in the eye. Behind him was a door in the wall, open. “What do you want?” Carmine’s eyes were wild, flitting now to his gun, even further away. 
 
     “Do not try,” Sanjay said, “I could kill you with the flick of my wrist.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Carmine said, “saw this movie once, said fat guys are hard to choke.” 
 
    “Apparently that is not the case.” Sanjay tightened his grip for an instant, and then loosened it. 
 
    “What do you want?” Carmine said, blood rushing to his head again. 
 
    “I want to know where the boy, Peter, is,” said Sanjay, “but first, I want you to beg.” 
 
    Carmine commenced begging. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32. 
 
    THE THIRD GRIMGORGON, the Kyberwulf, stood like a statue, a glint in his malevolent eyes the only hint of his presence in the dark. That, and the round tip of his cigar, the diameter of a silver dollar, which flared with each deep pull he took off it, lighting his entire torso and face with an orange blaze, also hinted at his presence. 
 
    The Kyberwulf was fuming, literally. Smoke poured from his nostrils with each exhalation he took from the kielbasa-sized cigar, but also from his second left arm, the lower of the two. Steam, or smoke, poured from the lower end of his thick appendage that ended in something resembling a hellish Gatlin gun. It had been riveted searing hot into his flesh decades ago by the German doctor Hans Ulbrick von Stengler. 
 
    The Kyberwulf had nearly died that day, long ago, forty years give or take, disemboweled, his arm torn from his body and ingested by the Hunstruck Wyrm as they two battled. He did not die, for unconscious he was found lying upon the corpse of the great wyrm strangled to death by the very entrails it had laid bare. It was the good doctor who had found him, who had fixed him, who had healed him, conjoining him and the gun, and who had, indeed, made him better. 
 
    The binding of a demon, however, is not without risks, as the good Doctor soon found out. 
 
    The Kyberwulf healed fast, and full, and when he did, when he was strong, stronger, of course, he shattered the pentacle the good doctor had bound him with, for it was flawed, and then tore the very bones from his body as he lay screaming for pity. The good doctor received none, for the Kyberwulf does not understand pity, and if he did, he would not condone it. 
 
    Outside the Gates of Hell, he stood. Cracks in the stone floor emanated from round the giant’s feet, for the very spine of the earth cracked when the Kyberwulf chose to exact his stride upon it. Rarely does he speak, but when he does, it is the sound of titanic slabs of granite dragging and scraping slowly across one another, echoing deep within the caverns of the earth where no men can tread. 
 
    The Kyberwulf fumed because he was smoking, because he was part machine, and because he was bound by an oath. He had served fifty years of that oath, and weary he had grown. Hateful, even more, the demon had grown. That is saying something, for demons, by nature, are hateful beings, but the Kyberwulf, even more so. Men who know not of the Kyberwulf sleep better at night. 
 
    “HHHHHHHRRRRRRMMMMMMMMMM … ENTER,” the Kyberwulf rumbled, as a small crowd strode past. With his great upper left arm, he pulled the massive door open and allowed the five vampires in. Music blared and bass pumped and strobes flickered through the open door. The Kyberwulf knew them for what they were, though, for although they appeared human, one cannot hide their soul, even traces of it, from a demon. For that is their trade. 
 
     He slammed the door shut with a thunderclap and waited for others. 
 
    It did not take long. A young one, not nearly turned, soon showed up, moving apprehensively in the dark. The Kyberwulf squinted. This one burned with a strange fire, different, a fire the Kyberwulf had not seen in this world … something familiar? 
 
    He let the boy in, shut the door, and then pondered. 
 
    The Kyberwulf, third and last of the grimgorgon, slayer of the Hunstruck Wyrm, the stripper of bones, was the bouncer at the sassiest new nightclub in town. He wears a tuxedo to work at night, and it is tailored to him perfectly. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “He’s been in there too long,” Elliot said. 
 
    “It’s his Graceland.” Shotgun buttered a roll. 
 
    “No. Come.” Elliot shot to his feet, his chair blasting back. 
 
    People muttered. 
 
    Shotgun stood. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “He’s in peril,” Elliot hissed, his brown eagle eyes latching onto the kitchen door. “Come!” 
 
    Elliot was off, limping awkwardly, at first, across the dining room. 
 
    Shotgun followed, stuffing the last of his buttered roll into his mouth, and grabbing his coat. 
 
    Halfway across the room, Elliot unbuttoned his double-breasted jacket, and at his right hip and side was the hilt of the sword, Durendal, the blade strapped to his leg. As he limped across the crowded floor, he managed to unsheathe the blade from its hazardous scabbard without cutting pants, patrons, or privates, but it was a close thing. 
 
    With a crash, the kitchen doors split like lightning, and Elliot and Shotgun poured through. 
 
    The cooks scattered. 
 
    Elliot never broke stride. As he reached the meat cooler doors, he wrenched away the thick padlock as though made of paper. 
 
    The door was open. 
 
    He was in. 
 
    His breath froze. 
 
    “CARMINE!” he roared, and it echoed. The walls shivered. 
 
    Elliot could see nothing but swaying shanks of dead cow suspended from the ceiling, an impenetrable wall of meat. He could sense someone, though. 
 
    “Carmine!” Shotgun slid in. He knelt, looking beneath the meat. “There!” he pointed, and that was all he had to do. 
 
    Elliot, like a jungle trailblazer, split a path through the cascading carcasses, straight and true. 
 
    Beef plummeted. 
 
    “Help him!” Elliot leapt over the prostrate form of Carmine, towards a fleeing crimson figure. 
 
    The figure disappeared through a doorway. It slammed shut. Elliot, full speed, met it with his shoulder and blasted it concave off its hinges. 
 
    The figure fled in the dark, and Elliot pursued, his blade gleaming, but froze mid-stride when Shotgun yelled, “Elliot! Carmine needs help!” 
 
    Eyes slits of vengeance, Elliot watched the figure disappear in the dark and distance for a split second before turning. 
 
    Carmine’s face was blue. He wasn’t breathing. 
 
    Shotgun knelt over him, examining the inside of his mouth. His fingers were pressed into Carmine’s neck. 
 
    “He is dead?” Elliot said. 
 
    “Not breathing.” Shotgun adjusted Carmine’s head. “Has a pulse. Can’t get an airway.” 
 
    Elliot bolted to the kitchen. With his massive sword he pointed at one of the kitchen help who stood mummified in shock. “If an ambulance is not here in two minutes it will be a bloodbath.” Elliot turned. 
 
    “His throat’s crushed.” Shotgun patted his pockets then pulled out a Leatherman and started unfolding it. “Fucking bastard crushed his throat! Going to have to crike him.” 
 
    Elliot raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Cut a hole in his throat so he can breathe!” 
 
    Elliot looked down, and pushed Shotgun gently out of the way. 
 
    “What the—?” Shotgun said. 
 
    Elliot raised Durendal in a two-handed grip, point down. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Shotgun gasped. “I’ve got a — Dio. No! Too deep!” 
 
    From somewhere, far down the tunnel, music wafted upon dark winds, and as Elliot struck down, disco rocked on. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A haze of marijuana smoke hung in the air above the crowd and shivered with each boom of the bass that cranked so loud it shook down to even the most atrophied cores of the shriveled souls present. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Peter slid amongst them. Amidst the bodies wrapped round one another, amidst the fists and elbows that flew as people seized to the music, slamming into one another for fun, spite, and might: the mosh pit. A tangled mass of salty bodies slamming into one another, people flung each other into walls of flesh and stone. God forbid one fell to the sticky, wet ground, plastered with broken bottles and old moist joints soaked in sweat and beer. 
 
    Is that her? Peter squinted. No. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    The lead singer, a pallid crack-whorish skeleton of a man, swathed in crushed-red velvet, clutched a microphone big as his fist and screamed with passion and little else. Wreathed in neon and strobes, like heroin gods the band stood on the stage amidst the waves of wild men and women and the others. 
 
    Is that? No. 
 
    Through the sweat and flesh of the crowd, inch by inch, and with as much control as a canoe in a typhoon, Peter fought. Faces and bodies of men and women and monsters flashed before him as he drifted haphazardly through the mess. His heart pounded with each boom of the bass, and it was getting faster. And with each beat of the bass and of his heart, his grip on the butt of his gun became tighter and tighter. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Okay, might be blond, might be a red head, probably blond, though. Very attractive, she’s very attractive. Great, they’re all very attractive. That was the full extent of Peter’s dossier on Pussywillow, compiled collectively from the mental stylings of Ringo Lister and Sid the Midget. Hell, she might be a six-hundred-pound fricking blond walrus. Well, no. Hundreds of blond women were cavorting, and most were very attractive, even the scary Goth chicks. Any one could be Pussywillow. 
 
    Through the waves and jolts of the mosh pit, Peter tumbled free onto the other side of the enormous room and crawled forward on hands and knees. He looked up. The pale faces above cast buckets of disdain upon him. In neon, above the bar and faces, a sign read, ‘Styx.’ 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Peter stood. 
 
    Pale lithe women in tight black leather tended bar, while grim-trendy would-be sharks with overdeveloped pectoral muscles and tight shirts gawked on. In the midst of the feeding frenzy, against all odds, a bartender, an attractive one, acknowledged Peter’s existence. She smiled and was very attractive doing so. Leaning way forward over the bar, she wiped it down. She pointed up at the neon sign then shouted in Peter’s ear, “You need to forget!” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “I said, you look like you need a drink!” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “WHAT DO YOU WANT TO DRINK!?” 
 
    “NO THANKS!” 
 
    “WHAT?” 
 
    “I’M GOOD!” Peter glanced down the bar and immediately looked the other way, and kept looking that way. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    “HEY, YOU OKAY?! LOOK LIKE YOU SEEN A GHOST!?” 
 
    “I AM A GHOST!” 
 
    “WHAT!?” 
 
    “Nevermind!” 
 
    Peter slowly turned and snuck a glance down the bar at the face he’d feared he’d recognized. Unfortunately, he did. Carlo, bad neighbor. Damn. Peter looked away again as Carlo scanned past, up the bar. Long red scabs across his face formed a misshapen ‘W’ up one side of Carlo’s face and down the other side. Winthrop, good boy. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Two men stood at either of Carlo’s tattooed shoulders, desperately trying to look aloof and cool. They might have been the two men who broke into Peter’s apartment that night; he wasn’t sure. Peter hadn’t really studied their faces, hadn’t recognized them as people. 
 
    “Fuck,” Peter said; nobody even came close to hearing him. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Strafing down the bar, away from Carlo, Peter moved slowly, deliberately. The swarm of grim-trendies suffocating the bar was intent on liquor and sex, so the going was not rough. As Peter shouldered past some ladies, he felt a distinct pressure in the hand clamped around the gun. A distinct pressure of up-and-out, as though his hand were iron and some magnetic force were wrenching it up from his pocket. 
 
    Peter barely noticed it until his arm was free of his jacket pocket, the gun rising in the direction of the bar, toward Carlo, where Carlo was standing, where Carlo was standing and looking directly at him. Flickers of recognition sparked in his eyes, then fear. The few people who noticed the gun ducked and moved, clearing a path between the two. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    “Jesus!” Teeth grinding, Peter forced the gun down, wrestling it back into his pocket. Peter glared at Carlo, who stood wide-eyed for a second, then grinned as the gun disappeared. 
 
    Peter turned and walked. 
 
    No one got in his way. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The room was still part of the club but entirely different. It was not so dark. It was not so dreary, in the traditional sense. A raised checkerboard island of red, blue and yellow and green squares blinked on and off to the rhythm of the music, surrounded by a sea of mist. It was the dance floor. The rhythm was the same for every song. It was dance, it was, debonair? No, it was disco. The ladies loved it. And because of this, so did the men. 
 
    The Bee Gees played on. They almost always played. No one seemed to mind. Some were the vampires who, nostalgic, had been turned thirty years hence, when disco ruled the charts, and would be forever drawn, compelled to such tastes and styles. 
 
    Pussywillow, dread princess of the night, disco queen extraordinaire, was not one of those hopeless sots. She had been turned a few years ago and was here because she chose to be. She was not compelled. She was not compelled to do anything. 
 
    How many years she had been changed, she was not sure. For once the intoxicating elixir of immortality sets in, even the undead kind, the first trait lost, not counting the conscience, if indeed the person ever possessed one, is the concept of time. Tonight she did not think about her loss of life, or time, or her questionable conscience. 
 
    Tonight, she danced. 
 
    Later, she would dine. 
 
    Breath-taking she was on the dance floor; they all were. Like sleek cats they flowed, poised and balanced, no matter what their posture. Fingers skyrocketed up and down as pelvises jolted to the beat of the song, hair whipping about as they spun and twirled and ducked and dodged. The music took them. They took the men. 
 
    Tim, Eric, Alex, and Jay were not so breath-taking, nor so skilled, but they tried their best because they wanted desperately to hook up. 
 
    In the center of the dance floor the four vampire sisters converged and twirled synchronous in a rotating circle. Neon lights blared, arms shot skyward, cool mist rolled amidst a forest of high spike-heeled shoes and long, long legs; hips gyrated, swayed, thrust. 
 
    The frat boys drooled outside the circle, jockeying for position like jackals around a wildebeest carcass. 
 
    “How about now?” Mocca licked her teeth. They were gleaming white. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cherry pouted, “I’m getting hungry.” 
 
    “Uck,” Ilyana, Mistress and Daughter of Pain said, “frat boys are like Chinese food, fleeting satisfaction, and they cannot dance properly. We will be hungry within the hour.” 
 
    “You’re so bad.” Pussywillow shook her head as she shook her thang. “Dessert? Already? My my. Right here?” 
 
    “Yes!” Ilyana spun in rhythm to the music, grabbed Alex by the throat and dragged him like a polar bear dragging a baby seal, fast, hard, close, and as her lips caressed his neck, and her tongue felt his blood pumping fast and strong through his carotid artery, she stopped. Her eyes went wide for an instant as she glanced past Alex’s head. 
 
    “Oh Puss,” she mumbled, her mouth full, “I do believe it’s our lucky night.” 
 
    “Hmmm? Well…” Pussywillow looked past Ilyana and prey. Her eyes clamped to mascara-slits, as the young man who just entered the room picked himself up off the luminous floor and looked around to see if anyone had noticed him trip. 
 
    “Gnar,” she said, gliding off towards him, followed by her three sisters. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was a scary public restroom, which is to say it was typical of the public restroom institution as a whole. A line of closed stalls stretched out to the wall at the far end of the bathroom. Complementing the stalls on the right side was a long line of urinals and a couple of sinks near the exit. Everything was sopping wet. Dripping wet. Puddles on the floor rippled from the constant barrage of water droplets. Graffiti covered nearly every surface, poorly spelled graffiti. 
 
    Detective Winters strode through without concern. His trombone case splashed as he dropped it by his side and took position at the first urinal, which, statistically speaking, is usually the cleanest. It was a statistic that Detective Winters followed religiously, though he knew it was false. Urinals were like life: unpredictable, dirty, made to be pissed on. 
 
    Crouching to almost a kneeling position, careful not to wet his gray trench coat, Detective Winters glanced casually under the stall doors. No legs dangled. Turning, he unbuttoned his double-breasted coat and his pants. Glancing up, he did his business, reading the profane yet insightful graffiti covering the wall above his urinal. 
 
    Behind, the restroom door opened and then closed. Footsteps splashed towards him, stopped directly behind for a second, then continued on to the adjacent stall, breaking the first rule of bathroom etiquette. 
 
    Detective Winters frowned, staring straight ahead. 
 
    The stranger, silent, hunkered up to the stall and likewise began his business. 
 
    Like a mouse in the dark, sensing a great owl gliding by overhead, Detective Winters could feel eyes upon him, studying, gauging, hunting. He was not one to be hunted. 
 
    Detective Winters leaned back and looked past the stranger and at all the open stalls beyond. 
 
    “What’s with the case?” the stranger asked, breaking the second rule; he was a thickset biker-type, a goatee and beard christening his wide, dead face. 
 
    Detective Winters zipped up, buttoned his pants, and flushed the urinal, seconds before the stranger. Saying nothing, Detective Winters snatched his trombone case, spun, and walked to the sink. Laying in the sink was a black cufflink. He turned the water on, snatched the cufflink, and punched granular soap into his hand from the dispenser. He scrubbed then punched more soap into his hand. 
 
    The stranger had followed him and now stood behind Detective Winters as he washed. Detective Winters glanced up into the mirror and was all alone. 
 
    “Son,” the biker-leech laid a paw on Detective Winters’s shoulder, “I asked you a question.” 
 
    The biker-leech squeezed. 
 
    “I am with the band.” Detective Winters turned, whipping a fistful of granular soap in the biker-leech’s eyes. He screamed. 
 
    Grasping the leech’s hand, twisting up, stepping, and locking it, Detective Winters took another step and pushed, crack, releasing. The man stumbled, smashing into the tiled wall. His arm hung like a wet dishrag. 
 
    “Any requests?” Detective Winters asked. 
 
    Regaining his balance, the biker-leech repositioned himself between Detective Winters and the exit, rubbing at his eyes, and clutching a deformed wrist. 
 
    “Ain’t going nowheres, boy,” the biker-leech sneered, his tongue playing across orange, jagged teeth. 
 
    Detective Winters looked at his watch. “I am meeting someone.” 
 
    “Oh?” the biker-leech said. “Who might that be?” 
 
    “The Count,” Detective Winters said. “Have you seen him?” He brandished the cufflink. “I know he is here.” 
 
    The man’s face dropped a bit, and he involuntarily stepped back. “Like I said, boy — UUUHHHHHHHFFFFFF!” 
 
    Detective Winters stepped forward, launching the trombone case underhand into the leech, who caught it in his gut, arms folding around it. The blur of an arm, smash, and Detective Winters pistol-whipped him across the face. Orange teeth scattered like marbles to the floor. 
 
    Stunned, but to his credit, and stupidity, the biker leech regrouped almost instantaneously and lunged forward, only to find Detective Winters’s pistol jammed into his mouth. Remaining teeth shattered inward, shoved down his throat along with the twin barrels of the gun. If he had had a gag reflex, he’d have been choking. Detective Winters cocked the hammer back with his thumb. 
 
    The trombone case fell. 
 
    Detective Winters strode forward until the back of the biker leech’s head spidered the tiled wall. 
 
    “Now, how much noise would a 12-gauge shotgun shell make if it were discharged within the oral cavity of a leech such as yourself?” Detective Winters pondered. “Enough to alert your friends? I have a hypothesis, a few theories, but that is all they are, theories. No numbers. No proof. No empirical evidence. 
 
    “What are the variables in such an experiment? Barrel length, diameter? The powder, of course. Ambient noise. Wall thickness. The density of your skull? What is your name?” 
 
    “Harro—“ 
 
    “Scratch that, I do not care,” Detective Winters said. “Where is the Count? Have you seen him? I tracked him here. Really? You would not lie to me, would you? Not with my gun in your mouth. That would not be very intelligent. So unlike the man of science you have become in these last few moments of your un-life.” 
 
    The leech squirmed. 
 
    “That is what I have come to admire about you,” Detective Winters said, “you have helped me to confront, head-on, one of the questions that science fears to ask.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Barry Gibb screeched at the top of his lungs as Peter pushed himself up off the glowing disco dance floor. Real smooth, moron. No one saw … maybe. Glancing back out the door, the crowd seething in a wall of flesh, Carlo was nowhere to be seen. Then Peter’s view was suddenly obstructed. 
 
    “What the—?” Four women suddenly descended upon him, around him, enveloping him, four really hot babes. 
 
    Peter raised an eyebrow as they, the four babes, danced round him, seductive, twirling, spinning and dipping, graceful as swans, really hot swans, leaning forward to test the durability of the fabric that clung miraculously to their cleavage. Peter glanced around the room in wonder, the four hottest chicks in the room, in the world, dancing, with him. 
 
    Something was definitely wrong. 
 
    The blond spoke first, softly, a southern lilt to her speech audible somehow above the music. “How y’all doing?” One delicate finger of hers lit like a dove upon his chest. 
 
    She’s speaking to me. 
 
    “You’re so handsome.” 
 
    She wants me. 
 
    “My friends and I saw you over here. We wanted to ask you to dance.” 
 
    They all want me. 
 
    “We saw you trip. You okay?” 
 
    I’m an idiot. 
 
    Peter just grunted and shook his head and managed, “I’m … I’m okay, thanks.” 
 
    The music was blaring, but he could hear her soft voice nonetheless. 
 
    “Well, I for one am so embarrassed.” She placed a hand to her cheek and looked Peter up and down as though he were naked and very impressive. 
 
    He was neither but deigned not to argue. 
 
    “Why, imagine a big, strong, handsome man like you getting all hurt in such a silly lil accident. We girls can be so worrisome sometimes, I suppose. Hope you don’t mind me being worrisome?” She placed a hand on Peter’s shoulder, and his knees went weak. 
 
    “Uh, I’m okay, thanks.” Peter fought to keep his legs solid beneath him. A cyclone of voluptuous flesh, the women began to circle him again. His head turned as though possessed by Lucifer himself. 
 
    “Dude! What the fuck?” A man shouted from beyond the circle. The man, well dressed, stepped past the women and shoved Peter hard. 
 
    Arms flailing, Peter regained his balance. “What the hell?” His hand was suddenly dug into his pocket. 
 
    Behind the well-dressed young man stood three others. One cracked his knuckles. As a whole, they did not seem happy. 
 
    “Dude, what the fuck?” the first one repeated. He was a frat boy. They all were frat boys. “These are our chicks. Dude, what the fuck you doing scooping our chicks?” 
 
    “I wasn’t … they came over to me,” Peter said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “You guys see him fall?” the second asked. 
 
    “Fucking chicks left us for a clown!” said a third. 
 
    “You a clown, faggot?!” asked the fourth. 
 
    “He’s a fucking, clown-faggot!” yelled the first, and he pushed Peter again. 
 
    The frat boys laughed. 
 
    Peter did not. 
 
    “Nice shirt, asshole!” one said. “Where’d you get that? The Salvation Army? Dude! Look at his shoes! Fucking skippies!” 
 
    In his pocket, Peter’s hand strangled the gun, his arm beginning to shiver. 
 
    “Dude, look. I think he’s jacking off!” 
 
    The music started again. 
 
    Peter’s hand was clamped, an iron claw, around the butt of his pistol, and he fought the urge to draw it free. 
 
    As the four women resumed dancing around Peter, the frat boys insinuated themselves within and circled like preppy sharks. As one they struck, tearing him apart verbally. 
 
    “Dude! He’s turning red!” 
 
    “I think he’s taking a shit!” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s constipated!” 
 
    “I’ll loosen it — I mean, he’s stupid!” 
 
    “He’s so stupid!” 
 
    “I think he’s going to cry! Are you going to cry?” 
 
    “You fucking pussy!” 
 
     “Hey! Pussywillow!” one yelled to the blond woman. 
 
    Peter froze. 
 
    “What the fuck you see in this guy, anyway?” 
 
    “Pussywillow…” Peter glanced at the blond woman. 
 
    His eyes dilated black. 
 
    Peter’s hand flashed like lightning. Fabric tore as Peter whipped the pistol free. 
 
    “Pussywillow!” Teeth gleaming he rushed like a pit bull, casting squealing frat boys aside, tackling Pussywillow to the floor. 
 
    Writhing beneath him, her lips parted back in a tiger snarl. 
 
    He pressed the gun into her forehead. “Where is he?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    On his way out of the bathroom, Detective Winters stopped at the bar. “I clogged one of your toilets,” he confided to the bartender. 
 
    She sneered at him in disgust. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Like a panther, Sanjay stalked through the dark tunnel, toward the mote of light in the distance. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he stole on, aware that, for now, pursuit had ended. He had stopped running, though still he moved with purpose, listening beneath the distant music for the noise he dreaded most, footsteps behind, the gleam of steel whisking through the air. 
 
    One was dead, almost certainly. “Damnation.” He had been rushed, very unprofessional. Three more were needed to satisfy the contract. A sudden gunshot ripped through the music in the distance. 
 
    Sanjay stole on. 
 
    Within feet of the end of the tunnel, Sanjay stopped. 
 
    Disco blared. With his ruhmal, he patted away the sweat on his forehead, unsightly. With a scoop of pomade from a tin within his pocket, he fixed his hair, smoothing it out with the palm of his hand then brushing his mustache with a small comb. He fixed his ruhmal, tie, and lapels, and brushed himself off. With a mirror, he gave himself a last once over, and satisfied, pushed open the one-way mirror-door and stepped out into the disco hall. 
 
    Abruptly, he stopped as he scanned the club. His dark eyes widened. “Sleeman’s corpse,” he muttered. Casual, he turned, withdrew a cell phone, and pressed one button. It rang once before someone picked up. 
 
    “Me,” he said. “Yes, I do know; there are three left. Two stand within the disco hall right now before my eyes … yes, yes, yes … two. The third one? He will be down shortly … I know because I know. Do not question me. I am your master for now … the fourth? Dead … by my hand … I do not explain myself to you. You? I reinvented the old ways! I am King of the Stranglers! Kali-Ma graces me with her blessing and you, you are at my beck and call. Now get yourself in there and kill them, and the third when he arrives … I don’t know, shortly, I am sure. I do not care about the old ways. Shoot them, tear them, eat them. Do what you must. Just be very careful on my floors.” 
 
    A not too distant boom shot through the music and crowd like a rifle report scattering a flock of geese. Dust flittered from the ceiling. Then another boom, and another, closer, and another, as though someone very large were running closer. 
 
    Sanjay snapped his cell phone shut with one hand and slipped it into his inner pocket along with his pomade and comb. 
 
    Then he slid back inside the tunnel and closed the door. It would not do to be present any longer. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Beneath him, Pussywillow writhed like a serpent nailed to a skillet, struggling to break his hold. She clawed and raked at his face, growling. Peter’s grip was steel, though, and he squeezed tighter. His irises bled smoldering night. The glowing checkerboard floor shattered as he drove her head through it, screaming. 
 
    “Where is he?!” 
 
    Slam! 
 
    “Where is he!?” 
 
    Slam! 
 
    Others fell upon him then, from all about, latching onto his back like wild dogs, biting, pounding, and tearing. Men and ghouls. 
 
    He noticed them not, so keen was his anger, his spite, and he cast them off. 
 
    “TELL ME!” Peter drew back the hammer on the pistol, the cylinder rotating and, click, it was ready. Peter growled, and the gun quivered as he pressed the pistol down, down, down into her forehead, steel biting deep into her dead flesh, into her skull. 
 
    “WHERE IS HE, YOU BITCH!?” 
 
    Beneath him, teeth bared in a most unladylike manner, Pussywillow spat, hissing and squirming, but Peter’s grip was iron. 
 
    The whites of his eyes burned black as soot, and he growled, his bared teeth growing sharper, longer. 
 
    She went still. 
 
    The music stopped. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Please, please don’t,” she whispered. 
 
    For a moment, breathing a coarse, deep growl, hatred spuming black from his eyes and mouth, Peter froze. His arm shook in his battle to not squeeze the trigger, though he wanted to, needed to. “RRRRRRRrggg!” A spasm of pain and rage jolted his body, inciting the rage and the hate, the killing mechanism, murdering his sense as Peter’s finger touched the trigger… 
 
    “Peter, stop,” a quiet, strained voice commanded, cutting through the chatter and screams of the crowd. 
 
    Glancing up for a millisecond, Peter saw the crowd, hundreds frozen in fear, caught between running and crying. In the midst of them, hands up and palms out, trombone case at his feet, stood Detective Winters. 
 
    “Peter, to shoot her, is to damn your father,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “I … I can’t stop.” 
 
    “The shirt you wear,” Detective Winters pointed at the green shirt under Peter’s open coat, “bears the sigil of the Green Lantern.” 
 
    Peter growled. 
 
    “Creativity and willpower were the engines behind the man who bears the symbol you wear on your chest.” Detective Winters stood rooted to his spot. “Willpower, Peter. True strength. Master the rage. Fight it. It is not yours. Imposed upon you it is, by that which you bear. The gun, Peter. It is evil. Fight it, or it will take you. Your soul.” 
 
    “I’ll have no soul in a day, detective,” Peter snarled, “and there’s nothing I can do. I’ll be a…” 
 
    “Willpower and creativity, Peter,” Detective Winters said, steady, calm. “Willpower to master the gun, and creativity to find the cure.” 
 
    “Willpower and creativity?” Peter said. “That supposed to inspire me? You sound like a fucking guidance counselor. And Green Lantern? He went insane and killed the entire Corps.” 
 
    Detective Winters shrugged. 
 
    “Besides, why should I listen to you, anyway? You’re a cop.” 
 
    “I was recently terminated.” 
 
    “And you want to kill me.” 
 
    “Yes, but that does not mean you want to kill me, Peter.” Detective Winters took a tentative step forward. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Do you want to kill me, Peter?” Detective Winters asked. 
 
    Peter looked down for a second at Pussywillow, masked in fear, then up, and shook his head. “No, I … I don’t want to kill you, don’t want to kill anybody.” 
 
    “Say it again, Peter,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “I don’t want to kill anybody.” Peter glared at the gun. His eyes narrowed and the whites came back to them. He blinked. 
 
    “Now keep repeating it, Peter,” Detective Winters said. “Make it your mantra.” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Fight down the rage, the hate, the killing. The long, dark path with no end in sight. Do not set foot upon it.” 
 
    Peter eased up. 
 
    Prostrate on the ground, Pussywillow made to get up. 
 
    “Just relax.” Detective Winters drew a gun from his pocket. “Peter is not a killer, Puss,” he plunked his trombone case down and leveled his pistol, “but I am.” 
 
    Peter’s hand lowered to his side, and he nearly had his gun tucked away when a loud, thoom, exploded from the next room. The very walls of the building rattled, cracking. The doors exploded in as a hurricane wind tore whipping past, knocking men and women over. It died almost instantly. 
 
    Thunder crashed then, the footsteps of a god, and then again and again and again. 
 
    Men and women screamed. 
 
    The walls shook. 
 
    The floors cracked. 
 
    Ceiling fell in chunks. 
 
    Peter fell. 
 
    Detective Winters was suddenly at Peter’s side, grasping Pussywillow by her hair. “If you believe in a god, Peter, start praying.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The bones of the earth split and splintered, shattering in mute agony as the Kyberwulf strode forth. Dark flames of hate and acrid smoke poured from his nose and mouth as he chewed his cigar. 
 
    Men scrambled like beetles from his path or never did. Like a great bellows, his massive chest rose and fell, spilling demon spume into the air as he moved with the destructive force of an earthquake. Stooping, he stepped through the doorway and into the disco room, cracking a stone column with his thick forearm. He took a quick hard pull on his cigar and then on his Gatling gun-arm, chambering a round. His burning eyes barely scanned the swarming crowd before he started. 
 
    The whirr and roar was that of a jumbo jet engine blazing to full force as the demon unloaded on the crowd, cutting men down and in half, baptizing them in a river of hate. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “What the—?” Peter said, vaguely aware as walls shattered and exploded around him. 
 
    “Beowulf’s thunder!” Detective Winters grasped Peter by the collar of his jacket. They were running, and then Detective Winters was hurling him bodily over the bar as a hurricane whir of bullets blew by. Liquor and glass and plaster and brick broke their fall. 
 
    Men and women screamed. 
 
    The earth cried out in pain. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “The bouncer,” Detective Winters answered, occupied. 
 
    “Where’s Pussywillow?” Peter yelled. 
 
    Detective Winters cast a clump of blond hair on the ground and nodded his head toward the doors. 
 
    Peter peeked over the bar as Pussywillow slid out the door, dragged along by, “Carlo?” 
 
    “Down.” Detective Winters yanked Peter down as the wall exploded under a hail of bullets. 
 
    Peter watched on as Detective Winters threw open the trombone case and pulled out a four-foot-long black pipe with a handle. In one motion, Detective Winters plunked himself on the ground, braced the contraption with his feet, and pulled back on a lever until it clicked. He slid a missile in one end and propped the other end on the bar. 
 
    Peter’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “You may want to move down.” Detective Winters hoisted it tight against his shoulder and brushed off his hat. 
 
    “Bazooka?” Peter asked, scuttling crabwise away. 
 
    “Yup,” Detective Winters grunted. 
 
    The Demon unleashed a roar and a hail of bullets, and it was the buzz of a thousand chainsaws on chalkboards. 
 
    “Dude, what is that thing?” Peter covered his ears. 
 
    “Hamburger.” Detective Winters squinted, aimed, fired. With a flash and a zoom, the bomb leapt towards its target and exploded in a cloud of smoke and fire. The bar, soaked with alcohol, lit up like a bonfire, along with Detective Winters’s coat, which he deftly removed and beat out. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Peter yelled. 
 
    Detective Winters pulled his smoldering coat back on. 
 
    “He dead?” Peter asked. 
 
    “No. Wrecked his suit, though.” 
 
    “You have another missile?” 
 
    Detective Winters nodded. 
 
    “Shoot Him in the head, then!” Peter yelled. 
 
    Reloading, Detective Winters paused, glanced up, frowning. “I just did.” He clicked the firing mechanism into place. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Peter whipped his head up over the bar for a glance and dropped again as bullets roared by. 
 
    “Job security.” Detective Winters slumped behind the bar again; then he was crawling towards Peter, then past him, the loaded bazooka in tow. 
 
    Peter scrambled after. 
 
    Broken shards of glass shivered with each footstep of the Demon. 
 
    Detective Winters turned back; Peter froze. 
 
    “Hurry,” Detective Winters said, as the floor shook and trembled and split, cracking, shattering, falling as the Demon trod closer, as He leapt onto the bar, splintering it down level to the ground with His sledgehammer feet. 
 
    Scrambling on, they coursed down one wall, turned right, then on along another wall of the immense disco hall. Broken glass bit into their hands and knees. Neither one noticed. Over corpses they crawled, and soon-to-be corpses. 
 
    Ahead, Detective Winters stopped, turned. 
 
    “Wall.” Detective Winters turned, pulling the bazooka up and over the bar. 
 
    Peter glanced past him as they hit the wall, literally. There was nowhere else to go. 
 
    As one they gazed up at the Hell-spawned thing that pursued them. Piecemeal, He smashed the bar away as He strode forward, face jagged with shrapnel, broken teeth protruding from His mouth. His tuxedo, along with His cigar, had been reduced to smoldering black cinders. 
 
    Peter throttled the gun. 
 
    The Demon strode on as though nothing on earth could stop it, and it looked as though nothing could. He raised His gun-arm, aiming. 
 
     Detective Winters said, “Duck,” as he raised the bazooka. 
 
    The Demon chambered a round just as Detective Winters’s bomb exploded on His gun-hand. 
 
    The Demon roared. 
 
    Heaven and hell crumbled. 
 
    Smoke cleared. 
 
    His gun, twisted charred metal scraped along the floor. Smoke poured off it in tendrils, and the Demon’s eyes followed those tendrils, for a moment, in disbelief. Then He turned His gaze and pounced forward. 
 
    Peter stumbled back. 
 
    Detective Winters unleashed a volley from dual FoeHammer.50 semiautomatics, and the Demon roared as bullets thudded into His flesh. On He came through the hail of bullets and twin shotgun blasts that stopped suddenly with a click and a click and then an expletive. 
 
    Forward with two great hands grasping, He snatched Detective Winters, hoisting him up towards His open jagged maw. 
 
    A snatched whiskey bottle in hand, Detective Winters shattered it over the Demon’s head and then stabbed him repeatedly in the face. 
 
    The Demon roared and hurled Detective Winters into the wall, crash! 
 
    He turned towards Peter. 
 
    Peter scrambled back, gun drawn. 
 
    The Demon’s sunken eyes went wide. He froze an instant as Peter drew the hammer back, squeezed the trigger and the hammer flipped forward, down, click, and nothing, absolutely nothing, happened. 
 
    “Shit…” Peter said. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Crouched within the black passage, Sanjay watched, frowning, unprofessional, but effective. His employer cared not for the niceties of his trade. She cared only for results. The Kyberwulf assured them, yet with a maximum risk to Sanjay. One stray bullet and his soul would be forfeit. 
 
    A whirr of bullets ripped past. 
 
    It was almost over. Lit up like a jack o’ lantern, Sanjay’s face was rapt with attention, watching the massacre unfold. Massacres, as a rule, are not good for business in the short run, but it would not ruin him. In the long run, given the proper marketing to the proper people, they would return in droves to dance in glee upon the bones of the fallen. Of this, he was certain. The floors would certainly need fixing, the bar, too, everything. Sanjay had never been content with the bar, though. Yet again he had found the silver lining. 
 
    The ground shook once more, and Sanjay was again covered in dust from the deteriorating ceiling. 
 
    “Sleeman’s corpse!” Sanjay swore, pulling his silk ruhmal from off his shoulders and whipping the dust off it. He reached inside his suit coat pocket for his comb and froze, the hairs on the back of his neck rising. someone was coming. Sanjay melted into the darkness. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Barely had the rounds penetrated His thick hard skin, remaining where they had struck like short, dull porcupine quills. One eye oozed yellow, deflating. Black demon ichor oozed from every hole in His body. His teeth were chipped, cracked in half, His gun-arm nearly vaporized. Grumbling, He twitched the muscle in his arm that was connected to the trigger and nothing happened. 
 
    First, He must kill the boy. Then, he would take his time with the Chaldean. 
 
    All these thoughts roared through the Kyberwulf’s head as he sprung forward. He snatched the scrambling boy around the midsection. The boy screamed as the Kyberwulf lifted and squeezed him like a fistful of writhing slugs. The Kyberwulf peered close at the dying boy, split charred teeth revealed in a snarl. A rib popped, then another. 
 
    He savored it, the pop and snap of ribs, when something suddenly slammed into Him, knocking Him to His knees. HIM. To His knees! 
 
    And for the first time since the Hunstruck Wrym had wrapped its great coils about Him, the Kyberwulf knew fear. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The wide bright sword Durendal slammed to the hilt, hissing, a forged blade quenched within the flesh of the Dragon’s back, but still He lived. 
 
    He rose defiant. 
 
    Elliot’s thick muscled hands twisted the searing sword, and the Dragon turned with an unearthly cry, Elliot attached by an umbilical of steel. 
 
    Four massive paws on long arms reached round from the front and grasped at Elliot. He kicked them away. Lurching, the Dragon snared Elliot’s leg, tearing him off in a torrent of burning dark gush and the scrape of steel on bone. 
 
    Elliot crashed against the wall. 
 
    The Dragon roared, and all who heard trembled. 
 
    All fell. 
 
    All except one. 
 
    Landing with a thud amidst the crunch of broken glass and corpses, his sizzling black blade still in hand, Elliot roared, and he stood. Then he was charging. “HAI DURENDAL!” 
 
    Durendal, a quicksilver lick of steel slicing through the air, split the Dragon open, and entrails poured free, a mass of slick, black anacondas writhing. 
 
    The Dragon’s massive paw whipped out, shattering Elliot’s shoulder and driving him back. Spume oozed from His mouth as He withdrew his cigar and tossed it aside. 
 
    Elliot charged once more, ducking and slipping inside the Dragon’s bludgeoning arms, burying the blade into His chest, driving him back. 
 
    Columns tumbled, and the very brick’s and stones of the building shook at the roar of the Dragon. 
 
    Men covered their ears and their drums exploded. 
 
    Elliot drove the sword deep, deeper, driving the Dragon back, back, back, and into, smash, through the wall. It gave way and timber and stone block cracked and buckled. 
 
    Upon the fallen Dragon’s chest, amidst an orgy of writhing snakes that were the Dragon’s guts, Elliot stood knee-deep, amidst a noxious cloud. Stones like meteors rained; Elliot forced the blade deep and deeper down into the very stones of the earth. Upon his back the Dragon lay sprawled, teeth bared to black gums, snarling, grasping and tearing and slamming! 
 
    Elliot withstood it. 
 
    Bruised, battered, shattered, he took it all, always driving down, down, down and neither heaven nor hell could stop him. There was only the Dragon and himself and the blade that connected them, which the Dragon grasped, severing fingers, slowing its descent, forcing it up, forcing it out! 
 
    Rising. 
 
    Roaring. 
 
    But Elliot roared back! 
 
    The Dragon screamed! 
 
    And the ceiling trembled, cracking, caving. 
 
    And Elliot drove Durendal down one last time, and with a massive blow from his hand, he broke the hilt from his blade as the Dragon’s arms grasped him, holding him fast, crushing him as the sky fell, and reality tore from the jagged ends of the blade like silk. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    South, across the river the great wolf paces, back and forth, rapid-mad, his thick hairy paws thumping upon the wet concrete beneath him. Agitated, he is agitated. Anxious. Indeed he is anxious. Something is about to happen. 
 
    “Something something something something,” he mutters in the dark to anyone nearby. 
 
    No one is nearby. 
 
    Near-perfect circles, orange as jack o’ lanterns, shine in his eyes as he glares up through the grating in the bottom of the bridge and at the moon. 
 
    The chain around his neck clinks and chingles as he strides back and forth in an arc beneath the bridge, His bridge. It chinks and chingles louder as he grumbles to himself and stops pacing, listens. Something is happening. Across the river, men are dying. Ghouls are dying, again. A battle. A glorious battle. Knights. His knights and dragons. 
 
    On thick night winds ride screams and gunshots. The wolf inhales deeply, smelling the smoke and the blood and the brains, tasting the flesh tinged with the spice of gunpowder. He begins to drool; his pupils constrict in the dark; his thick tail wags. Then it stops. 
 
    Everything stops, his tail wagging, his drooling, even his breath. A torrent of rage that has built within him breaks free and engulfs him. 
 
    A Dragon has been slain. 
 
    A knight fallen. 
 
    The sword broken. 
 
    “A promise!” he roars, rearing up at the end of his chain, straining every link. “Broken!” 
 
    “A promise! An oath!” the wolf roars, fighting harder. “Oath breaker!” 
 
    “I’ll be the fool!” 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    “NEVER!” 
 
    “NEVER!” 
 
    And then his collar snaps. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Elliot hears nothing. 
 
    Choosing, he sacrifices. 
 
    One hand held high, Elliot clutches the broken sword. As the impaled Dragon screams, Elliot slams down the hilt, again and again and again. 
 
    Huge slabs of stone and brick fall. 
 
    Thick arms flail, shattering bone. 
 
    Men scream his name from afar, but he hears them not. 
 
    His thick, strong arm snaps. 
 
    Down he is drawn, toward the Dragon and the glittering dark chasm beneath. 
 
    He blinks, dropping the broken sword, clutching his chest, crushing pain boring through his heart, his very soul. The Dragon roars, falling. 
 
    The ceiling gives way and the floor with it. 
 
    They fall. 
 
    Swirling darkness. 
 
    It is now only a dull pressure, only a tickle in his chest; it is nothing. 
 
    He blinks again. 
 
    There is no pain, his last scattered thoughts as he falls through the void … Emily Tine … his wife, Alicea, and children from long, long ago. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33. 
 
    DAWN WAS BREAKING. 
 
    “Well, you see,” Salazar pushed his glasses back up his nose with one finger, “the reason I’m here to renegotiate the contract is not that Mister Speares is almost certainly dead, that was merely a matter of time, and of no real concer — uh, we had accounted for that with our last negotiations. Our bone of contention lay in the fact that, reportedly, the sword has been broken.” 
 
    Salazar skimmed one of his documents and then looked up. 
 
    “That, I believe, is the word on the street, as well as what the reports support. Neither Mister Spears nor the sword have been found at this time.” He flipped through the documents. “Hmmm, massive structural damage, water main break, gas leak, some sort of inter-dimensional rift? Ridiculous.” 
 
    He held the report closer to his face, “Witnesses state the sword was first lodged within the, ah, the chest cavity of a rather large four-armed-hell-spawned demon. That’s a direct quote. The, ahem, demon had sustained terrific wounds prior to his alleged death. He had also inflicted mass carnage upon dozens, at the very least it says, of people in the club that night. Anyways. These reports are about as reliable as the internet. The sword is nowhere to be found, though investigators are still looking. We have people looking, too, of course. Touchy business. There was quite a bit of damage, as I said; most of the mill collapsed. May take months to find. That’s being optimistic. Even were we to find the hilt and recover the blade from the demon’s corpse, the one man alive who could possibly re-forge it is, shall we say, indisposed. Its power is broken, perhaps. Do you follow?” 
 
    “Elliot is dead, then.” The Gurkha folded his hands. 
 
    “Yup, as a doornail, you can bet on it,” Salazar glanced at his report, “but let’s, just for a moment, focus on what’s important.” 
 
    “On what is … important,” the Gurkha repeated, his eyes cold, dead, far. 
 
    “Now, now,” Salazar raised a finger, “I’m not saying Mister Speare’s death wasn’t important, he did kill a,” he squinted at the report, “jabberwocky or something.” He shook his head. “But the fact of the matter is that Lord Brudnoy is not happy. Not happy at all. The breaking of the sword breaks the contract. Lord Brudnoy was counting on using that sword in the near future. He believes that it was a holy relic from the days of yore. Called it the Blade of Tyr. Believes Genghis Khan may have used it, or was it Attila? Anyways.” 
 
    “Blade of Tyr?” the Gurkha said. 
 
    “Norse God of … something.” Salazar shrugged. “Who gives a shit? Lord Brudnoy called it that, so that’s what it was, to him. Yet, one must always remember one thing.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Lord Brudnoy can and does lick his own crotch,” Salazar said. “You only met him that one time?” 
 
    “I knew him through reputation as a man of his word,” the Gurkha said. 
 
    “He is a man, or werewolf, of his word,” Salazar said. “If he said something, he would do it. If he remembered it anyways, or didn’t twist it in his mind somehow. Admittedly, that wasn’t often. Anyways, he believed the sword to be a holy relic because he wanted it to be one. I dug up some convincing information that might support the Blade of Tyr theory. Of course it’s more convincing if you’re stinking hobo drunk, but the fact that Lord Brudnoy believes the sword to be holy does not, of course, make it so. Anyways, as you know, the sword itself was to be the presiding instrument of his preliminary funerary arrangements. No other blade is sharp enough.” 
 
    “He wished to kill himself,” the Gurkha said. “I know this. We discussed it.” 
 
    “Of course we had,” Salazar said. “We discussed it when we wrote the contract you did not sign, and we discussed it not two nights ago. You and I and Mister Speares were here.” 
 
    The Gurkha nodded. “What is your point?” 
 
    “My point is, my little brown leprechaun,” Salazar said, tempting fate, “that everyone at that meeting knew that Lord Brudnoy wanted to die by that sword in a special ceremony. Even had a song picked out. It was so precious, Dust in the Wind. By Kansas.” He wiped a tear. 
 
    “Now my point is that the party that I represent did not break the contract. And the party that you represent did not break the contract, oh, my mistake!” He whipped some papers from his coat and slapped them down. “It was your party that broke the sword. So that means it was your party that broke the contract. The contract that Lord Brudnoy held so dear. And so you represent the party that selfishly sent poor, poor Lord Brudnoy careening over the edge.” 
 
    “Selfishly…” the Gurkha reached for his kukris. 
 
    “Indeed!” Salazar stood up from the table and edged away, his briefcase held before him as a shield. “Your party broke the contract, and now Lord Brudnoy’s gone rabid. You ever seen Old Yeller? Worse than that! Broken his chain! Raving about the sword! Raving about the contract. Eating men and women and children! All because of Mister Speares, incompetent old bastard! Did he have to break the sword? I wouldn’t have broken the sword? Why not simply cut off the demon’s head? Hmmmm? Seems more efficient to me. Just cut it off. Then everybody’s happy. That’s how I’d’ve done it. But then, I’m not a welcher.” 
 
    The Gurkha wheeled forward on his wheelchair, his knife clenched between his teeth. 
 
    “We’re not finished!” Salazar scuttled out it just in time. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Beep-beep, beep-beep, beep— 
 
    “My Dio! Would you just fucking die already!?” Shotgun screamed. 
 
    Carmine grunted and chucked him the finger. He lay scowling in bed, gauze around his neck, various wires and electrodes shooting out from under his hospital johnny. Greedily, he took a scoop of the green Jell-O in front of him. Then he said, slowly and gratingly, as though his throat had been crushed by an expert assassin, “Screw you, pansy. You let him get away.” 
 
    Shotgun gritted his teeth and looked down, “He just disappeared! And I was rushed, not to mention the fucking demon!” He adjusted the bandage wrapped around his head. “Besides, I’m not the one he put in the hospital. Imagine, a skinny, little guy like that kicking your fat ass? If Elliot and I … forget it.” 
 
    Carmine looked down at his quivering green Jell-O. It was all he could eat. He was not disappointed. “How’s the kid?”  
 
    “Not too good, man,” Shotgun said. “He’s way along. Tomorrow’s his last sunrise, if today’s wasn’t. Six days. Longer than any I ever heard of. Could barely stand the sun today. Held out tough, but it’s almost over. He knows it.” 
 
    Carmine nodded. 
 
    “Funny thing, though,” Shotgun said, “he doesn’t even care. Can see it in his eyes. He wants it to be over, wants to die. If it weren’t for his dad, he’d have — you can feel it just being around him. Despair. Knows what’ll happen once he changes. What he’ll do.” Shotgun looked Carmine in the eye. “To who.” 
 
    “Yeah, he knows,” Carmine said. “I sure as hell didn’t pull any punches telling him. Asshole.” Carmine shook his head. “I’m sorry how I did it. Harsh. He’s just a kid.” 
 
    “He ain’t a kid, Carmine,” Shotgun said. “He’s been through a lot. More than just about anyone.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Carmine said. “Do me a favor, Eddie, help him, if you can. And tell him I’m sorry. Whatever that’s worth.” 
 
    “Look, I’ll do what I can,” Shotgun said. “But I don’t even know where to start. Tried talking to Winters, but he was pretty banged up. We barely got out. Wasn’t in the mood to talk.” 
 
    “Figures,” Carmine said. “Where’s Pete now?” 
 
    “They’re staying at your place,” Shotgun said. 
 
    “Good.” Carmine raised an eyebrow. “They?” 
 
    “They.” Shotgun nodded. “The kid and Winters.” 
 
    “You left them alone? A vampire and a vampire-fucking-hunter?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Bad idea?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Peter’s skin was on fire. 
 
    A caustic blaze sizzled blisters into it, which crinkled, dried and sloughed away from his skull. He clutched at his face. He screamed! Neither helped, for now his hands seared, and his flesh and nails turned black, twisting up in smoke. As he cried out in pain, his fingernails fell from the charred pretzels that were his fingers; then he awoke. 
 
    And his face and hands were burning! 
 
    “Jesus!” 
 
    Sunlight blared like atomic death through a window. Peter stumbled from the futon and lurched from the sun’s path, into the corner, into shade. 
 
    “Jesus,” he squinted, rising, blocking the sun with his outstretched hand. His ribs hurt, moved, grated. Grunting, he pulled the shade down. “Thought I pulled it down last night.” 
 
    He rubbed his eyes. 
 
    The cool was momentarily refreshing. Slowly, he breathed, wincing. A fawn testing out its new legs, Peter raised his arms, testing his broken ribs. “Uuuhhhgg…” 
 
    They failed. 
 
    His stomach rumbled, and again because he couldn’t do anything about it, he tried ignoring it. 
 
    He looked around. Carmine’s apartment was silent, empty, except for the beer bottles and scuttling cockroaches. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    Shotgun and Detective Winters were gone. In the kitchen was a note, written in a tight, neat script by a steady hand. 
 
    Peter read it: 
 
    You may wonder that you are not dead. 
 
    Do not. 
 
    Science and magic … ignorance and curiosity. 
 
    My life’s blood. Today, I waste some on you. 
 
    DO NOT KILL. 
 
    DO NOT USE THE GUN. 
 
    REMAIN HERE. 
 
    Flesh is stronger than steel if the will behind it is. The gun is evil if such a thing exists. 
 
    Your soul may be saved, though you must travel through hell to get it. It is a path known to me. When next we meet, it shall end. 
 
                J.W. 
 
    “Great.” Peter crumpled the not then tossed it in the garbage. 
 
    Throwing on his coat and shouldering his backpack, Peter said, “Ignorance? Yeah, I’m fucking ignorant, but not stupid. And I sure as hell ain’t staying here.” 
 
    He dialed the phone. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The smell of old books was infused in the air. 
 
    “I require access to the tomes.” Detective Winters stepped up to the desk. He rubbed his bruised chin. 
 
    The typing stopped; dust settled. 
 
    The air grew dense. 
 
    The Archivist pursed her lips in annoyance and looked up at the monitor. “You look like hell.” She squinted and adjusted her thick glasses. She clicked the mouse in her right hand many times then squinted again at the screen. “Which ones?” 
 
    “You know which ones.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, nodded. “Occult histories anthology, 1969 to 70, and town politics guide, same year.” She pointed towards a spiral staircase behind her. “Top shelve, towards the back, occult section, number five.” 
 
    She clicked again with her mouse. 
 
    “And the other?” Detective Winters asked. 
 
    “That’s kept here for safe keeping. The Baron Ludwig Von Nettesheim owns it, officially. It’s his property; I can’t grant you access.” Her hands, anxious eagle claws poised above the keyboard, ready to delve in, froze again. Her face was a mask of annoyance. She glared at Detective Winters. “I compiled the politics and occult together that year. For you.” She continued typing. 
 
    “I require access to The Black Book,” Detective Winters said. “Without it, the rest is as good as forfeit.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Best not to—” 
 
    “I need it,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “You’re not ready for it.” 
 
    “I have delved in such secrets before.” 
 
    “I know. It’s too soon,” she said. “Besides, without an Elder Sign or similar protection, it’d be suicide.” 
 
    He stepped past her. “I have the Sign,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “Wait.” The Archivist looked down, shaking her head slowly in the soft glow of the monitor. “Come, let’s get it over with.” She stood and walked off. 
 
    Detective Winters did not thank her because she didn’t want to be thanked. Not for this. Never this.  
 
    The Archivist guided him down deep into the cellar. Through a maze of shelves stocked with dusty brown tomes, she led him to a reinforced steel gate set in a concrete wall. There was a small keypad set into the wall, and behind the gate on a small table there lay a locked book. 
 
    The air was dead. 
 
    “Weapons,” she said. 
 
    Detective Winters placed them all on a small desk. 
 
    “That’s all of them?” She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Detective Winters nodded. 
 
    “Here.” She took a set of goggles out of the desk drawer. She held them out and then just stood there, looking away. 
 
    “Unlock it.” Detective Winters snatched them. 
 
    “Turn away.” 
 
    Detective Winters turned. 
 
    She punched in the code. 
 
    Clang! The gate screeched open, protesting. 
 
    “You’re sure?” She looked over her shoulder. “There’s no other way?” 
 
    In answer, Detective Winters stepped silently through the gate. Clang! It closed behind him. 
 
    “It’s locked,” she said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    Detective Winters took a deep breath. 
 
    “Fine, here, catch.” She withdrew a key chain. “You have the sign? Present it in a bold fashion.” She tossed the keychain through the gate. 
 
    Detective Winters caught it and nodded. 
 
    He pulled down the goggles and turned toward the book. It was thick, and it was ancient, bound in cracked leathered blackness. Its cover bowled out convex, and Detective Winters imagined it to be breathing, slowly. He always imagined it thus. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” droned the Archivist, all life sucked from her voice. “I’ll be down in an hour, to unlock it. I can’t remain.” 
 
    Detective Winters waited for her footsteps to subside; then he opened the book. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Lien opened the door and recoiled involuntarily as though Peter carried some terrible disease, which he did. And though she backed off a step, she recovered and did not shrink. “Sorry.” She rubbed her temples. 
 
    “I’m used to it.” 
 
    “My grandfather wishes to speak to you,” Lien said, her gaze strong, even. She seemed on the verge of saying something more but didn’t. 
 
    “Thanks.” Peter stepped in, avoiding Lien’s predatory gaze and meeting the eye of the jade dragon guarding the doorway instead. 
 
    Exotic scents wafted through the air, poultry and fish, meats and spices. The scent of Lien, however, was what grasped Peter, shook him, awoke desires within him, human, and otherwise. 
 
    She is so beautiful, so, so smooth. He found himself stepping involuntarily towards her, his tongue within his mouth caressing his sharp canine teeth. His stomach groaned audibly, and he stopped, blinking. 
 
    “I-I’ll wait in here.” Peter stepped into the restaurant and took a seat at one of the booths set far back. He pulled down the brim of his baseball hat. 
 
    “Would you like something?” Lien asked. 
 
    Peter grinned and laughed to himself, shaking his head at the thoughts racing through it. “No … no thanks,” Peter muttered. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Come on, I can hear your stomach growling,” Lien said, “When’s the last time you ate?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Can I get you some breakfast? Something? Anything?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine, really.” 
 
    “It’s not all just Chinese food.” 
 
    Peter’s chest filled with air as he sucked in through his mouth, “No, I’m fine, really,” Peter lied. “You should go. Just tell your granddad I’m here. I have to go soon.” 
 
    Lien nodded abruptly, turned, and left. 
 
    “Thank you, though,” Peter said as she left, though she made no indication that she had heard him. A flash of long black hair and she was gone. Her scent lingered, though, young, fresh, warm. 
 
    Peter waited, the hollowness within his stomach, within his body, within his soul, rising within him. Fidgeting, he pulled a plastic straw from a box and started twisting it around and around from either end. The air pocket caught in the middle grew terser and terser until it popped. He threw down the ends and stood to leave, but noticed a pair of lens-less glasses on the table next to him, “Salazar,” he murmured to himself. He looked up. The Gurkha had arrived. 
 
    Sitting within his wheelchair and flanked by his two sons, the Gurkha wheeled forward, his casted leg protruding ahead like a lance. His kukri, shining, lay across his lap. One of his sons carried a shotgun across his arm while the other one had a suspicious handle protruding from his arm sling and a pistol at his belt. The Gurkha wheeled himself to the booth, locked the wheelchair, and lifted himself into the opposite booth using only his arms. He smiled. “Enjoy your legs, young man.” 
 
    “I will, thanks,” said Peter. “How’s the leg?” 
 
    “Better,” the Gurkha answered. “Why have you come?” 
 
    “To tell you some bad news about Elliot,” Peter swallowed, “and for some advice.” 
 
    “The lawyer Salazar was here earlier,” the Gurkha said. “He spoke of Elliot and what has happened. I nearly was able to kill him.” He shook his head in disappointment. 
 
    “Maybe next time.” Peter glanced at the kukri then at the door. His fingers caressed the butt of his pistol. “You know about Elliot, then? I just figured the guy has no family, except, well, you two were friends. I just wanted to tell you, to let you know.” 
 
    “I knew Elliot was dead before Salazar told me,” the Gurkha said. “He missed breakfast.” 
 
    “Huh? He missed breakfast? That’s it?” 
 
    The Gurkha nodded. 
 
    “So you knew a demon killed Elliot because he never showed up for breakfast?” 
 
    “Men today break their word more often than they break their fast,” the Gurkha said. “Men of old did not do so. To men of old, their word was their bond. Elliot was a man of old.” 
 
    “It was just breakfast,” Peter said. “What if he was running late?” 
 
    “Elliot was not the type of man to make commitments and then break them,” the Gurkha said, “no matter how trivial they may have seemed. Would you trust a man with important commitments, if he broke trivial ones?” 
 
    “What if his car broke down?” 
 
    “What advice is it that you seek?” The Gurkha frowned. “You have already spoken to the oracle. You remember what she said, yes?” 
 
    “Oracle? The fortune cookie you mean?” Peter asked. “Yeah, it told me to—” 
 
    “Then do it,” the Gurkha said, “or do not do it. The choice is yours. It is always yours. You may not ask for her wisdom again. It sickens her, weakens her. I will not have it. You let the world blow you around as the wind takes a leaf. Be a rock Peter and stand your ground. Do as you will, while you still can. Find your father, or leave, or die. Your time grows short in that skin.” He laid his kukri on the table. “Do not come back here. Were you not as you are, you would be welcome. But, you are as you are.” 
 
    “One last thing.” Peter rose. He glanced over and saw Lien standing in the kitchen doorway. She’s beautiful. He looked away, ashamed. “You guys know about the gangs in this town, right?” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “The Aces and Eights,” Peter said. 
 
    Within his coat pocket he clutched his pistol, quivering. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Black book slammed shut and the screaming voices stopped defiling. The one voice stopped. It stopped tearing at him. The others pulled, stopped pulling, twisting, calling, commanding. His soul, it was still, even after all the wailing and bleeding and banshee keening, his. 
 
    Detective Winters staggered into the steel gate and ripped the shattered goggles from his head. He threw them and rubbed his eyes with his palms. It was still there. It closed even. He could see it, slammed shut, locked, chattering, shivering. He spat crimson, slumped, clutching onto the gate. 
 
    “Winters! Is it locked? Are you okay? Did you lock it?” 
 
    Detective Winters nodded, disoriented, searching for the source of the voice. 
 
    “You’re sure?” It was the voice of the Archivist. 
 
    “Yes. I am sure,” Detective Winters gasped. 
 
    She punched the keypad. 
 
    Clang! The gate opened. 
 
    “Come on. Hurry.” 
 
    He stumbled out and splayed out onto the floor. 
 
    Clang! The gate slammed shut behind him, reverberating long and loud. 
 
    “Did you find it? What you were looking for? My God, I hope you did. I hope it was worth it.” 
 
    “I need … I need the journal,” Detective Winters groaned. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Why don’t you rest?” 
 
    “Now…” He leaned against the wall, swallowed, then wiped his chin with his sleeve. He looked up at the Archivist, “Goggles were a good idea.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Pete, I don’t like this. These guys put a contract on your head last week.” Sid looked into the rear-view mirror. “You still want to go in there?” 
 
    “Is this it?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Yeah, this is Camden Street. Wait, Pete, I’ll do a couple laps around this shithole,” Sid said, eyes wide with concern. “You need me, just run out screaming or something.” 
 
    “Sure.” Peter opened the door and stepped out. “How much I owe you?” 
 
    “How much you got?” Sid asked. “Seriously, though, Pete. What good is money to a dead man?” 
 
    Peter scowled, but handed him the envelope with the last of Carmine’s stash in it. “I want that back later, Sid.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Pete,” Sid said, eyes aglow, thumbing through the cash, “if you’re alive.” 
 
    * * * * 
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    …after 108 died today in the largest gang battle to date. Warring factions were grouped under the two premier gangs of the area, the Aces and Eights and the Improper Gents Incorporated. The Improper Gents Incorporated, or IGI, as they are known on the street, previously the largest and most powerful gang in the town, was crippled in a surprise attack at dusk by the Aces and Eights. 
 
    The Aces and Eights, run by the infamous death dodging, Azban Sklar, took the Gent’s stronghold, the Camden Street projects, crawling through the sewer, and thus past the fortifications, and surging forth guns ablaze. 
 
    Unlike most of the directed gang battles, civilians (mostly wives, girlfriends and children of the IGI), were considered targets. Forty-nine of the deaths were civilians. Fifty-one killed were gangsters within the Gents’ organization or those affiliated with them through ancillary gangs. Seven killed were affiliates of the Aces and Eights. Only one killed was a confirmed member of the Aces and Eights. 
 
    At the behest of the mayor, police took no action but stood by mainly to contain the fighting within the southeast side and the Camden Street projects. 
 
    This battle consolidates the heroin trading rights, north of the Merrimack River, into the hands of the Aces and Eights and their many affiliates, most prominent among them being a Mister Billy Rubin, who is purported by some to have directed the battle, and thus may have large interest in the Aces and Eights gang. His name is synonymous already with… 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Camden Street housing projects were a veritable fortress set atop a steep hill. Huge red brick monstrosities, notable only for their lack of aesthetic design, plywood shutters occluding all the ground floor windows and most above, sat in a football-shaped loop with perhaps ten-foot alleys in between each. Huge dumpsters were set between each building, making entry difficult, except between buildings nine and ten. A steel gate locked with thick chains and padlocks and topped off with razor wire blocked off any access to the vast courtyard within. Vehicles could not enter. 
 
    A man could, though. 
 
    Ka-chung! That was the first thing Peter heard as he made his way up the hill and towards the passageway through the red brick titans, the slide of the nines being loaded. Two dark forms lazed upon a set of concrete steps. 
 
    Both watched as Peter made his way to them. One took a deep hit off a joint and held it. The other had a cell phone to his ear and spoke in a hushed tone. 
 
     “Check out this mother-fucker,” one said, stepping into the light. “You better have one hell of a story. Johnny-man, you believe this?” 
 
    Johnny held up one finger as he whispered into the cell phone; then he looked up. “Chill, Marty.” 
 
    “Boss, want me to ace him?” Marty scratched his chin with his gun. 
 
    Peter stood his ground, his hands fidgeting, hidden. 
 
    “Hands.” Marty took a step forward and raised his pistol sidewise. “Hands, bitch.” 
 
    “Relax,” Peter said as he withdrew them. 
 
    Marty opened the gate and stepped through. 
 
    “Now what the fuck you want?” 
 
    “To talk to your boss,” Peter said. 
 
    Marty stepped forward, grabbed Peter by the shoulder, and shoved him face-first against the wall. Rough brick chafed against his cheek as Marty pressed a gun to his temple. He could hear the blood pumping in Marty’s veins, thump, thump, thump, and beneath the stench of marijuana, he could smell it. 
 
    “No one talks to the boss.” 
 
    “I got something he wants,” Peter said. 
 
    “Who says he’s here?” 
 
    “I just want to talk to the boss,” Peter said, “whoever he is.” 
 
    “I’m the boss right now, bitch” Marty said, “so you talk to me.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the boss doesn’t pull fucking guard duty on weekday afternoons,” Peter said. 
 
    “Oh, mother, you done it now.” Marty grabbed Peter and whipped him around face to face. He shoved the barrel of his gun into Peter’s mouth. “Now what you got to say? Huh? What’s that? I can’t hear you.” 
 
    The steel barrel grated against Peter’s teeth, and he involuntarily bit down on it, his teeth scoring the metal. 
 
    “Chill, Marty,” Johnny said, pulling Marty back slowly, the gun scraping from Peter’s mouth. Johnny held the cell phone to Peter, “The boss. You got thirty seconds.” 
 
    “To whom am I speaking?” asked the boss. 
 
    “Peter Reynolds.” 
 
    “Ah, the good doctor. And what does he want?” 
 
    “It’s what you want,” Peter said, “and what I have.” 
 
    “Explain,” the boss asked. 
 
    “It’s an item you want, everybody wants,” Peter said. “I got it, by chance, Monday night.” 
 
    “Monday night, hmmm?” the boss said. “May I assume its last owner died by the sword that same evening?” 
 
    “Right in front of me.” Peter’s eyes flickered back and forth from Johnny to Marty. 
 
    “Put Johnny back on,” the boss said. 
 
    “He wants to talk to you again,” Peter said. 
 
    Johnny put the phone to his ear. “You sure? Naw, looks like a daisy,” he said, “but he could be carrying. No? You sure? Okay.” He clicked the phone shut. “Hands where I can see. Now, after you, doctor.” 
 
    * * * * 
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    …and Eights are puppets. 
 
    While it is taken as gospel by the masses that they run the heroin trade within the city, this is untrue. Above and beyond the powers of the gangs hang various shadowy figures beyond my ability to see. Billy Rubin is one barely visible to me. 
 
    He, or they, has revolutionized the heroin trade, increasing distribution and lowering prices to the point where heroin is literally cheaper and easier to obtain than cigarettes or alcohol within the limits of this city. He has done this without diluting his product. Junkies fester in the streets, pouncing on each other and civilians for… 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A cool wave of relief flooded Peter’s body and soul as he ducked under the low doorway and into shadow. He stopped sweating almost immediately. He removed his sunglasses. 
 
    Two men in Celtic winter jackets met Peter and Johnny within the doorway of building number nine. Both handled shotguns nonchalantly and bade Peter to follow. One, taking a hit off a joint, took the lead, while his partner remained inside the doorway. 
 
    Peter followed the man through the maze. Johnny walked behind. 
 
    It was a labyrinth of brick and crumbling mortar and makeshift walls of nailed particle board and plywood; the sun poked through crusted brown windows and ragged holes punched through drywall and brick. Otherwise, it was dark. 
 
    Trash littered the ground and the crunch of broken glass underfoot was constant. Peter lost his way amongst the many twists and turns, the stairwells down into shadow and the ladders up into light. The constant scream of babies fought against blaring music and televisions. 
 
    Doors ajar revealed wasted bodies draped over couches, track marks running up and down arms, tourniquets twisted tight over biceps and thighs. Glazed eyes watched Peter from behind peepholes, and small children, underfed, unwashed, stood and stared at the strange visitor to their world. 
 
    Finally, the man led them to a room with four windows boarded up and nothing within it except pipes running up the wall into blackness. The floor was a treacherous mix of beams and studs and rotting carpet.  
 
    Peter’s two guides turned. 
 
    Johnny raised his pistol as Peter went for his, and Johnny banged his once against a pipe, then three times. He paused then banged it four times, paused, then one last time. 
 
    A clang reverberated through the room and down the dilapidated hallway, vibrating mortar and brick, and then slowly, it died. From above, a panel in the ceiling was pulled out and a rope ladder dropped, rolling down. It snapped to a stop inches from Peter’s face. 
 
    “All you, man.” Johnny twitched his head up towards the ceiling. He grinned at the other guard, who just gazed at Peter, cold mirth in his eye. “Nice knowing you.” 
 
    “It’s been special.” Peter grasped the rope ladder in his hands and peered down through the holes in the floor. 
 
    He tugged on it; it felt sturdy. 
 
    * * * * 
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    …and the homeless are currently most at risk. With the reduction of the heroin trade, the junkies no longer deliver themselves to the ghouls’ doorsteps with their previous regularity. The ghouls must once more stalk the night. The public remains stubbornly unaware. 
 
    The ghoul population is furious with these recent developments but must follow at the behest of the mayor in his very public battle against heroin, or risk exposing themselves. Kingston, always, is on their minds. 
 
    It is nearing election time, and the mayor needs to gain support from somewhere. He is despised by most of the populace, and it is a sad joke how he maintains his station, term after term. No one dares run against him. Perhaps this barrister, almost fresh off the boat, Terrence Brudnoy, will fulfill his promise. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Welcome, Doctor.” 
 
    “I’m not a doctor.” 
 
    “Of course you’re not.” 
 
    Within the bubbling froth of the hot tub sat the boss and six naked women, three to either side. He grinned, glancing to his left and then his right and then up at Peter. His long thick arms stretched out along either side of the hot tub, across the backs of the women. A thick cigar was in his mouth and gave off the not unpleasant scent of pipe tobacco. He blew a smoke ring and watched it sail away. 
 
    The women ignored Peter and jockeyed for position around the boss. All had tattoos on their necks, aces and eights. 
 
    “Hello.” Peter squinted. The room was bright from the massive skylight overhead. 
 
    Peter donned his sunglasses and glanced back through the door he’d just entered. The bodyguards he had passed stepped out and closed the door behind. 
 
    It echoed loud. 
 
    The décor of the room was what Peter would have expected within the palace of some Greek god. Long marble floors stretched and ended in huge windows that gazed out to all points of the compass. Tall columns rose to the ceiling. Zeus should live here. In one of the corners was what appeared to be first class gym equipment. In another was the largest television screen he had ever seen, surrounded by chairs and couches Peter would have paid to sit in just to see if they were as comfortable as they looked. What appeared to be a gourmet kitchen, flawlessly clean and sparkling, was off to another corner, and a man in a tall white hat made final touches to some sort of pastry. Zeus couldn’t afford to live here. 
 
    “My name is Mister Sklar.” Mister Sklar stood up in the hot tub, extending a hand. “You may call me, Mister Sklar.” 
 
    Peter stood strong where he was, digging his hand deep into his pocket. 
 
    At once, two women at the far ends of the tub pulled loaded spearguns from under the bubbling water and held them steady on Peter’s frame. 
 
    The four other women, and, indeed, Mister Sklar, gave no indication of a change in mood, though he did glance at his extended hand quizzically before retracting it. Mister Sklar simply grinned up at Peter. “You will please remove your hands from your coat, Mister Reynolds,” he said in his deep voice. “My bitches are very protective of me. It does not pay to make bitches nervous. With a few notable exceptions, of course.” 
 
    Peter stared at the spearguns. I can take them. What—? Slowly, minutely, Peter removed his hand from his pocket and held both up. The gun was in his pocket; he could feel it pressing against his leg, the useless piece of… 
 
    “So, you are the famous Peter Reynolds?” Mister Sklar said. “I know your father.” He grinned, sinking back in the water and back to his original position. It was an enviable position. 
 
    “My father—” 
 
    “You have made quite an impression on this town in the one week you have been with us. It takes much to do so. Not many succeed. And how do you like our fair city?” He laughed as though he had made an outrageous joke. Maybe he had. 
 
    “Not so much,” Peter said. “Been a rough week.” 
 
    Again, Mister Sklar laughed. “Rough you say? Rough? Marked by the leeches the night you come to town? By the police as well. Marked by my men? And you call that rough? You have a gift for understatement, Mister Reynolds! And despite the heat, you manage to save the life of his Lordship Brudnoy? Are you surprised I know? Don’t be. News travels quicker in this town than clap through the seminary. News worth knowing, anyways,” he laughed again, this time perhaps more sinister. “Well, Mister Reynolds, I cannot say I foresaw you coming. You are brave or ignorant, or both. Were you even aware of the price on your head? Quite a sum, indeed.” 
 
    “How much?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Well, if you add it all together,” Mister Sklar gazed up at the skylight, “the police ‘bounty,’ along with Lil’s proposition, which is now open to the public since the towel-head fucked it up, not to mention side bounties. Hmmm, I even put one out on you Peter, for breaking poor Carlo’s hand. More a show of support to my men than any real interest, you understand. A modest sum. Then, after the shootout, the mayor added some to the pot, which was increased by the police chief. Even the church has tried getting in on the action. They need some publicity that doesn’t involve their policies concerning the male youths of our nation,” he laughed, “but this isn’t exactly something they can get printed on the front page of the paper, now is it? Foolish. 
 
    “How much? Oh, I don’t know. Enough capital to supply a family of heroin addicts a year or five. Enough to tempt every junky, leech, cowboy, crackpot, and cop in town to put on his dancing shoes and give you a twirl.” Mister Sklar took a pull off his cigar and blew out a cloud. “In the end, Peter, the offer on your head is worth much more than the trouble to hunt you down and kill you. Probably more than it would be worth to find any leech and spike him. Or so I had thought. 
 
    “You’re a tough man to find, though, Mister Reynolds. Much tougher than I ever could have credited you with,” Mister Sklar said, “and here you stand before me, a hen in the fox house. A financially sound move, from my perspective, you understand, would be to skewer you, quarter you, and then mail a portion to all interested parties. Then collect. I could even collect from myself! What do you think?” He looked up. “No, don’t answer that, Mister Reynolds, I’m just having sport. So, which portion is it that they want, do you think? They all can’t have you. And really, why should they? What makes you so special to warrant such attention?” 
 
    Peter shrugged. 
 
    “Come, come, Mister Reynolds. You’re ignorant, not stupid. None of them really do care about you. Consider the statistics; there are more leeches in this town than in a Victorian operating room. The cops spike them when they find them, but they don’t go out of their way to do it. Who would? Martyrs, madmen, sociopaths? I’m no psychologist.” He raised his hands. “Bad for business. Cops can’t publicize it; neither can the church, so who wants to risk his neck doing it if they’re not getting credit? Most of the leeches prey primarily on the lowlifes of this city, anyways, and lowlifes don’t pay taxes, so fuck them. So why put such a hit out on a guy who’s not even a leech yet? Answer, of course … the item.” 
 
    Peter nodded. 
 
    “Well, Mister Reynolds, you certainly are naïve,” Mister Sklar said. “And I often find that naïve people are lucky. Could luck have carried you this far? Why come here? Now? Was it fate?” 
 
    “You said you knew my father.” 
 
    “To bargain, of course!” Mr. Sklar slapped his hands together, splashing his women. “Of course! That makes sense, you know. But what makes you think I might know anything?” 
 
    “I guessed.” 
 
    “Hmmm, risky. I like that.” He blew more smoke. “Now, Mister Reynolds, tell me what it is you want.” 
 
    “Pussywillow.” 
 
    “Hmmmmmmmm, don’t we all,” Mister Sklar said, as though he were talking about the most chocolate pie. 
 
    “She kidnapped my dad,” Peter said, “at least that’s what I’ve heard, all I’ve heard. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Wait.” Mister Sklar held up a hand. “We are in the preliminary stages of bargaining. Never tip your hand, Mister Reynolds. Unwise. Now, you have come to bargain the item for the life of your father? How noble of you. But, why come to me, Mister Reynolds? I’m no leech.” 
 
    “At the club, I had her pinned on the ground, Pussywillow,” Peter said. “She had a tattoo on her neck. An ace and an eight, just like these ladies. Just like my downstairs neighbor. Just like all of you.” 
 
    “Good show, Doctor Holmes.” Mister Sklar wiped an eye. “Really, though, I envy you. It’s been years since I had that bitch writhe beneath me. Nothing like it. Absolutely nothing. Mmmmmm. Finest piece of … ahem.” He glanced left and right and grinned. The women shifted uneasily, trying their best not to look jealous, which was not very good. “And your sources are correct; it was Pussywillow who abducted your father, but please, proceed.” 
 
    “Okay, after we fought,” Peter said, “I saw Carlo and her.” 
 
    “Carlo, hmmm,” Mister Sklar said. “You’re sure it was him?” 
 
    Peter nodded. “Yeah. Big, tattoos, black cast on his right hand. He attacked me in my apartment.” 
 
    “Ha! That’s Carlo,” Mister Sklar laughed. “I know. I talked to him. Heard the story. Too bad my boy didn’t whack you that first night. Oh, excuse me, but it would have been easier on everyone. Hmmm, except you, I suppose … or maybe not. How’s Therese doing?” 
 
    “Who’s Therese?” 
 
    “You’re fucking her, right?” Mister Sklar leaned forward and winked. 
 
    “Therese? Uh, no.” Peter raised his hands. “No!” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “I’m not fucking anybody,” Peter said, and then under his breath, “except maybe myself.” 
 
    “You damn right.” Mister Sklar’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Look, Mister Sklar,” Peter said, “Carlo was beating the shit out of her, and she runs upstairs and starts banging on my door. She’s all bruised up, so I let her in. Carlo comes up the stairs with a meat cleaver and attacks me. I whack him. She goes off with him again.” 
 
    “So, you claim you’re not fucking her?” Mister Sklar said, voice dropping, humor evaporating. “Carlo told me you were.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not. I’d remember. Trust me.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Mister Sklar frowned. He picked up a phone from behind him and said, “Vinks, yes. Send Carlo up; I want to speak with — oh, he’s already here? Quicker than clap in the seminary. Send him in. You too.” 
 
    The door Peter had entered through opened, and in strolled Carlo across the long marble floor. A large man, presumably Vinks, sauntered behind. They stopped by the hot tub. 
 
    Carlo’s eyes were on Peter the whole way, except when they glanced at the women in the hot tub, but they never lingered long. Hatred quivered like a hunted rodent within those eyes. 
 
    “Bitches, would you all be so kind as to give us some privacy.” Mister Sklar only phrased it as a question. 
 
    The women stood at once, dripping wet, and stepped from the tub. They gathered towels from the cool marble floor and scampered away. 
 
    The men watched. 
 
    “Hey, Tony! Take a break!” Mister Sklar called out to the pastry chef. Tony stopped his pastry decorating, bowed, and walked out a small door in the kitchen area. 
 
    “Carlo,” Mister Sklar said, “a few questions.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mister Sklar?” Carlo’s wide eyes flitted back and forth between Mister Sklar and Peter. Confusion, hesitation, he was a deer tied to tracks in front of a bullet train. 
 
    “You seen Pussywillow lately?” Mister Sklar pulled the cigar nub from his mouth and squashed it out. 
 
    Carlo’s eyes remained on Mister Sklar’s as he replied, “Uh yeah, yeah, I seen her last night, at the club. During the fight.” He picked at the cast on his right hand. “This piece of shit was there, too, Mister Sklar. I was tailing him.” 
 
    “Yes, now, come over here.” Mister Sklar waved his hand. 
 
    Carlo did as Mister Sklar bade and walked around the hot tub. He knelt in a puddle. Mister Sklar wrapped a large bejeweled hand around the back of Carlo’s neck as he whispered something in his ear. Carlo glanced up at Peter then whispered something back. They spoke for a minute in hushed tones. 
 
    Peter couldn’t hear what was said. Fidgeting, he stood there. As the silent conversation went on, Peter became increasingly aware of Vinks’s eyes upon him, judging him. He did not seem like a nice man. 
 
    “Well, alright, Carlo, yes, you may go,” Mister Sklar said. “Oh, one last thing, Carlo, before you leave.” 
 
    Carlo froze. 
 
    “How’s Therese doing?” Mister Sklar stood up in the hot tub then stepped out, dripping. Vinks placed a terrycloth robe over Mister Sklar’s shoulders and held out a lighter. Mister Sklar cut the tip off another cigar then lit it over Vinks’s lighter. He took a deep pull. 
 
    “Uh, she’s good, Mister Sklar.” 
 
    Vinks drew his gun— 
 
    * * * * 
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    …and despite the price on his head, Terrence Brudnoy has proven himself once again by prosecuting the leader of the Aces and Eights, Mister Azban Sklar, on eighteen counts of murder. Despite the outcome, which is a sham, the jury was certainly paid off, or under threat of death, Terrence Brudnoy has shown his worth to the people of the city by standing up and fighting where for decades men have laid down and cowered. The people believe in this relative newcomer and, in recent polls for the mayoral race, he is the certain victor. 
 
    The people believe in him and will vote him mayor next month. Certainly, this has unnerved the incumbent, who in his past four terms has met no resistance. Thus, he embarks on a last-ditch smear campaign to sully the name of the man who can, and in the past two years since he has arrived here, do no wrong. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was over before Peter could react, before he could draw, not that his gun even worked. 
 
    Vinks lowered his pistol. Smoke oozed slowly from its barrel, dissipating in the sunlight. There had been only one shot, point-blank, in the head. Like a sack of shit his body thwacked against the hard marble floor and slid halfway into the hot tub, turning the churning water crimson. 
 
    “Excellent, Vinks.” Mister Sklar scanned the marble floor; it sparkled. 
 
    Vinks said nothing; he had other concerns. 
 
    Peter stood frozen, his pistol clutched in his hand aimed at Vinks. 
 
    In the bubbling red water, Carlo’s carcass bobbed. 
 
    “Easy, Mister Reynolds.” Mister Sklar strolled around the hot tub. “Vinks doesn’t miss. He’s not paid to. Sit. Please. We shall discuss.” 
 
    “I can discuss standing,” Peter said, his gun riveted on Vinks, who stood likewise. Peter took a cautious step back to keep Mister Sklar in his peripheral vision. 
 
    “Guns, Mister Reynolds, are poor bargaining tools when both sides possess them,” Mister Sklar said. “Now tell me, exactly what you want, and I’ll tell you exactly what it is I want.” 
 
    “I want to know where my father is and if he’s still alive.” Peter could feel pressure in his hand, his trigger finger alive, squeezing in. “And if he is still alive, I want to walk out of here still alive.” He swallowed. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want that gun you’re holding.” Mister Sklar picked a folded towel up off the floor. “It’s unusual, indeed, Mister Reynolds. A most unholy piece of steel, truly, though the same could be said about all guns. A result of their limited use, I’m afraid. A very specialized tool.” 
 
    “Look, enough bullshit,” Peter said. “Tell me what you know. Where’s my father? What did Pussywillow do with him?” 
 
    “I haven’t spoken to Pussywillow in years, Mister Reynolds,” Mister Sklar said. “Not since her Cowboy days. Before her change.” 
 
    “Then, what did Carlo tell you?” Peter snarled. 
 
    Mister Sklar slung the towel over his right arm and began to walk around the pool again. 
 
    Peter shuffled back, keeping both men in view. 
 
    “Carlo told me where he took Pussywillow,” Mister Sklar said. “Apparently you pistol-whipped her a few times and caused her some discomfort. Oh, I wish I could have seen that! Mmmmm… She needed help, and Carlo, ever the gentleman, gave her some. He took her back to her lair.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that, of course,” Mister Sklar said. “If I tell you, then I have only you’re word that you’ll give me the gun. I don’t think you’d give me the gun once you knew, Mister Reynolds.” 
 
    “So you want me to give you the gun?” Peter asked. “And then you’ll tell me? How do I know you’ll tell me or let me go?” 
 
    Mister Sklar nodded, a slight grin upon his lips. “You see the difficulties in bargaining with guns.” He and Vinks stepped forward as Peter stepped back. 
 
    The pressure in Peter’s hand was great; it was a strain for him not to fire his pistol … his pistol, it was his, not anyone else’s. Anger surged through his bones. I won’t give it away. 
 
    “Lay it down on the floor, Mister Reynolds, and I shall give you what you desire.” Mister Sklar dropped the towel draped over his arm. He had a gun, too. “Lay it on the floor. You’ve been out-bargained, Mister—” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    * * * * 
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    …has made no public appearances since the attack on his home on the night of the sixth, when ghouls slaughtered his wife and attempted to do the same to him. 
 
    Terrence Brudnoy was injured in the assault but fought off his attackers and was taken to Colton Falls General Hospital with a minor neck injury. He refused treatment and was released. 
 
    Benjamin Salazar, Esq., Terrence Brudnoy’s comrade, colleague, and campaign manager, spoke today affirming that Brudnoy is physically well, with only a minor injury, but is in mourning now for his lost wife. He promises that Brudnoy’s run for mayor will not be hindered by this most heinous of crimes, and he will certainly be fully recovered by election day and carry on despite what has transpired. 
 
     Lies are within his eyes as he speaks. 
 
    Alicea Brudnoy’s funeral was held today as well, at Saint Patrick’s cathedral. Her body was cremated… 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Peter’s fingers quivered in anticipation, saliva flooding his mouth. He didn’t fire again, though every tendon in his hand, every muscle in his arm wanted to, tensed to, begged to. 
 
    “I’d like to apologize, Mister Reynolds.” Mister Sklar lowered his gun. He glanced down at the marble floor. 
 
    Upon it lay Vinks, squirming, clutching the side of his head. 
 
    Peter didn’t glance down; he didn’t dare; he had just shot a man. Venom rose within his throat, but he fought it down, focusing on Mister Sklar, whose gun now was by his side. Slowly, coolly, despite the fear Peter could smell coming off the man, Mister Sklar bent down and placed his pistol on the marble floor. 
 
    “Really, Mister Reynolds, I do believe we got off on the wrong foot.” 
 
    Peter’s gun remained level, aimed at Mister Sklar’s head. The door at the back of the hall burst open, and men poured in, only to stop short. 
 
    “We’re fine.” Mister Sklar raised a hand. Not a trace of fear lay in his voice. He might have been calling out numbers in a bingo parlor. The men remained. “We’re in a tight spot, indeed, Mister Reynolds.” 
 
    “I … I didn’t want to shoot him,” Peter said. “It … it wasn’t loaded.” 
 
    “Hmmm, yes, well, don’t let it bother you.” Mister Sklar threw a towel down to Vinks who, still thrashing, ignored it. “All part of the bargaining process. When only you and Vinks had pistols, it was seemingly even, and so bargaining was grid-locked. We were getting nowhere. I added a gun, thus gaining the advantage, seemingly. However, because you’re quicker than the mongoose at Surely’s, you took back the advantage. I know some things about that gun, Mister Reynolds, and while I am quite willing to risk Vinks’s life, I am more than hesitant to do so with my own. Even now that I have eight guns to your one, I realize that my soul would be forfeit were a firefight to ensue at this particular time and place. Easy, Mister Reynolds. I’m going to send them out.” 
 
    Mister Sklar raised his voice. “Go on, men. Just bargaining. Take five. Vinks is fine. Carlo … well, just go.” 
 
    The men, confused, reticent to leave, eased their weapons down and made their way out the door. 
 
    Vinks clutched the towel and pressed it to the side of his head. 
 
    The door slammed shut with an echo. 
 
    “Now we can bargain, Mister Reynolds,” Mister Sklar said. “Easy, Vinks. So, you want to know where Pussywillow lives, eh? Well, Carlo took her to her hole down on the corner of River Street and Bruce. Basement floor, it’s only one of her holes, but that’s where they went.” 
 
    “Is my father there?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but Pussywillow is, or was,” Mister Sklar said. “She was pretty banged up. She probably hasn’t moved yet. Not until tonight. And now that I have given you what you want, you must give me what I want.” He held out a hand. “The gun, Mister Reynolds.” 
 
    Peter raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Not quite so naïve.” Mister Sklar smirked. “If you leave by the pastry chef’s door, you’ll have a head start on my men. You understand. Go down two flights, and hop out the window onto the dumpster and off you go. You do realize, in order to save face, I have to send them. Especially since you murdered one of my men.” 
 
    “Vinks is still alive,” Peter said. “He needs an ambulance, maybe I can—?” 
 
    “I don’t mean Vinks, Mister Reynolds.” 
 
    Peter glanced at Carlo in the hot tub. 
 
    “I couldn’t have him abusing my niece,” Mr. Sklar explained. “Therese. Anyways, you must be going. The snakeheads will tend to Vinks. I’ll give you five minutes, Mister Reynolds. Run very fast, please. I don’t want any more of my men killed.” 
 
    * * * * 
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    …of Brudnoy’s private security state both were abducted from the campaign headquarters around ten p.m. The Colton Falls police chief states there is no evidence to indicate that any wrong-doings or foul play took place, despite one security guard’s apparent demise due to massive hemorrhaging. The police have confiscated the security tapes from Brudnoy’s campaign headquarters and make no further comment. 
 
    Shadow powers are at play. Terrence Brudnoy and Benjamin Salazar are more than likely dead, if they are lucky… 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Just go, Sid!” Peter slammed the door shut. 
 
    “Chill out, Pete,” Sid said. “Would you? And talk normal, what happened? You work it all out?” 
 
    “I … Sklar … just go.” Peter clutched his chest. He glanced out the window back the way he came. The Camden projects loomed still, though no activity yet. “Just go.” 
 
    “Is Timmy trapped in a well, boy?” 
 
    “Go!” Peter reached over the seat and popped the car into drive. 
 
    “God damnit!” Sid slapped Peter’s hand. The car rolled forward, and Sid grabbed the wheel. “Don’t paw my baby!” 
 
    “I need you to take me to a building at River and Bruce street. Pussywillow’s place.” Peter clutched his ribs. 
 
     “River and Bruce? Fine. No problem. That’s all you had to say.” Sid scowled in the mirror. “Well, you’re not dead, so I assume your meeting went well. Got that contract taken care of?” 
 
    “No.” Peter curled up into a ball on the floor. 
 
    “No? But, you must have come to some kind of arrangement,” Sid said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Agreement?” 
 
    “Kinda, maybe…” 
 
    “Well, who’d you talk to? One of the Big Boys? Spider? Or Daryl? Or, what’s that other guy’s name?” 
 
    “Mister Sklar,” Peter said. 
 
    “No, that’s the boss,” Sid said. “Guy I’m thinking of is real skinny, sick looking, real sick looking. What’s his name? He’s a shooter.” 
 
    “No, I talked to Mister Sklar,” Peter said. “In his penthouse.” 
 
    “The Azban Sklar?” Sid asked. “No shit? You must be like royalty, Pete. He don’t see no one. What’d he say? He cancel the contract, then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What agreement did you make?” 
 
    “He, uh, he increased the price on my head, and I ran out the door.” 
 
    “Increased it!” Sid said, screeching the taxi out of control. “What the hell’d he do that for?” 
 
    “Well, I sort of … shot one of his men,” Peter said. “It was an accident. Vinks, he drew his gun on me.” 
 
    “Vinks, you shot?” The taxi began traveling considerably faster. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “We both fired. I thought he was going to, but I did, and now he’s … I don’t know.” 
 
    “Holy shit, where’d you shoot him?” 
 
    “Uh, in the head.” 
 
    “HOLY SHIT!” 
 
    The tires screeched. 
 
    “I didn’t think it was loaded. It was just reflex. I didn’t — it just skimmed him, maybe.” 
 
    “Skimmed?” Sid floored the gas. “Got to get you out of my taxi. You’re not safe here. I’m not safe here! Streets’ll be swarming with hit men. Where’s my vest? Where can I take you? You need to disappear fast!” 
 
    “River and Bruce,” Peter said. 
 
    “Shit shit shit,” Sid said. “Fucking Vinks! Gonna put a cap in my — is he dead? What’s at River and Bruce?” 
 
    “Pussywillow,” Peter said. 
 
    “Good, excellent, wonderful.” Sid barrelled through an intersection. Horns beeped. “Running from the hit men to the freaking vampire princess herself. I hate you, Pete, but that might make sense, somehow. Hit men don’t like vamps either, right? You sure she’s there?” 
 
    “Mister Sklar said she is.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34. 
 
    AIDS WAS KILLING Kade Valentine. More precisely, it was pneumonia, his fifth in as many years. For three nights straight he had been unable to lie down flat. Fluid building, growing, dividing, wriggling alive in his lungs made it impossible. Impossible if he wanted to breathe, if he wanted to live. Did he want to live? The purulent fluid that sat at the bottom of his lungs like stagnant pond water made him gurgle with each breath he took. Each breath was harder than the last. He took a deep pull off his cigar and let the smoke waft out of his mouth, twisting away in a white double helix. 
 
    Skinny, pale birch twigs his arms had become. His skin was wet and moist, like a frog’s, he imagined. Mirrors repulsed him. He couldn’t stand to see what he was. In his mind’s eye, he knew what he had been, what he had become, and what he should be. 
 
    From within his pocket, he withdrew a bottle of pills. Did it matter what they were? He cracked it open, grunting, palmed two and took another swig from his bottle. The whiskey burned his mouth as whiskey should, and then he swallowed. The pills slid down without a gag, another skill he’d mastered. 
 
    The whore by his side, Maggie, cracked open one sleepy lid at the sound of the pills shaking and pawed listlessly at Kade’s arm. 
 
    He shouldered away, protecting the grenade he wore about his neck. It was for a special occasion. He gave her the pill bottle and pushed her away. 
 
    Overflowing her cupped hand, pills rolled out onto the table in every direction, clicking onto the floor like an elfin tap dance. Three or four she managed to pounce on, grasp in her limp palm, and pop into her mouth. As she bit down they crunched. She grinned. 
 
    Before she could paw at his shoulder again, Kade pushed the bottle of whiskey her way. He didn’t look at her as much as he could. She had been beautiful; now she was a cracked reflection. His focus lay elsewhere as he stroked his long mustache and gazed with detached interest from the balcony and at the pit below. 
 
    Gangbangers, Street Samurai by their powder blue colors, screamed and yelled and hollered all around, waving fistfuls of cash in the air as the combatants rolled on the ground inside the pit. 
 
    A flurry of fur and scales, strikes and parries, dodges and ripostes, long serpentine coils and chittering teeth. It was too fast for the eye to follow. The cobra dwarfed the mongoose and by all rights should win. One bite and its poison would kill it, would kill thousands of them. And that’s where most of the money in the joint was, on the snake, the king of cobras. 
 
    “Sucker’s bet.” Kade peered down, grinning in gray anticipation. His money was on the mongoose. It was always on the mongoose. When work was slim and times tight, that mongoose fed him, housed him, got him whores. He loved that mongoose. 
 
     The cobra’s hooded head reared up five feet off the ground and struck forward at the mongoose, and it was over. 
 
    Kade’s limp skin hung from his face like boiled spinach, and no expression graced it. Fire burned in his eyes, though, passion, passion for one of the few things that made him forget. 
 
    The Samurai booed, shoving and cursing as the handler stepped into the ring, thick gloves on his hands. He grasped the mongoose and pulled and tugged and finally wrenched it bloody flipping from the back of the dead cobra’s neck. The handler dropped the chittering horror as it turned its fury on him. He swore in anger. The men still booed as beer bottles rained down into the ring, shattering as the man ran out. 
 
    Kade collected his winnings from behind the bar and limped away past angry faces. 
 
    “Mister Valentine,” one of the bookmakers said, holding up a phone. “For you, sir.” He handed the phone off then wiped his hands on his smock. 
 
    “Yes?” The phone was lead in Kade’s hand. He held it to his ear, listening. 
 
     “I’m dying still, Mister Sklar, and you?” Kade said, gurgling. He wiped his chin with a handkerchief. “Yeah, yeah … the fights … Surely’s … the mongoose, always the mongoose … doesn’t know how to lose … not in its genes … please, jousting’s a sucker’s bet now, fucking kids today killed it, level of play’s shit the bed … yeah, worse than basketball … oh, right as rain … Sure, I’ll take it … what time? Okay … Bruce and River … what’s he look like? … Desperate? … not as desperate as me … he packing? Hmmmph, Vinks never impressed me … no, not even during that Chinatown thing … could’ve done it with a staple gun … I’ll head right over … consider it done. Okay, I’ll contact first … the item? It’ll be gift wrapped.” He hung up the phone and stalked away in a listless drunken swagger. 
 
    Maggie was passed out at their table, her hair matted in a puddle of drool and half-dissolved painkillers. Kade Valentine picked up his black hat and placed it on his head. 
 
    Then he left. 
 
    * * * * 
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    …since the night of November 12, 1969. Benjamin Salazar is not dead. He stood outside city hall as Mayor Perry was sworn in, once again, in yet another outlandish ceremony. Salazar left in disgust once the ceremony was complete, according to eyewitnesses. No interview was obtained. 
 
    Salazar’s return to the public eye was brief by necessity, as the price placed on his head, by the Aces and Eights headman Mr. Azban Sklar, months ago, doubled after his disappearance, and tripled, and has reportedly quadrupled in recent months. The same happened with Terrence Brudnoy, who has made no appearance in public. 
 
    The name “Lord Brudnoy” has been whispered by the street people in the past month, though. They speak of him with awe… 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “So, let me get this straight.” Sid looked over his shoulder at Peter huddled on the floor. “Here.” He handed him the envelope. “You want to go to River and Bruce?” 
 
    “Yeah, Sid.” Peter snatched the envelope and stuffed it in his pocket. 
 
    “Cause Azban Sklar told you to?” 
 
    “Yeah, Sid.” 
 
    “The same Azban Sklar who put a contract on your head last week?” 
 
    “Yeah, Sid.” 
 
    “And increased it today, because you shot and maybe killed one of his Big Boys?” 
 
    “Yeah, Sid.” 
 
    “In front of him?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “While he was trying to kill you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This doesn’t strike me as a particularly smart move, Pete,” Sid said, “and I’m not particularly smart.” 
 
    “No, you’re not, Sid.” 
 
    “So this place is more than likely going to have not only vampires that want to kill you but also a large number of hit men who want to kill. Not to mention the cops are still looking for you.” 
 
    Peter nodded. 
 
    “Think you might be walking into an ambush, Pete?” 
 
    “Sid, just shut the fuck up and drive.” 
 
    “It’s just that—” 
 
    “Pussywillow’s a vampire,” Peter said, “and she has to stay inside during the day. She can’t move around now, so she has to be there. She has to be. And I have to get to her before she moves. She knows where my dad is. She’s my only connection.” 
 
    “But if you just waited?” 
 
    “I don’t have much time, Sid,” Peter said. “I have to do this. I have to. Sun’s going to set in a couple hours. When it does, I’ve lost, and my dad’s dead, if he isn’t already. Now, I’m not asking you to come with me. You’ve done enough, Sid, you have. Just drop me off near River and Bruce. I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to go to Cha Chi’s?” Sid asked. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    Neither said anything for some time. 
 
    “Look Pete,” Sid broke the silence, “I’ve been thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Couple things,” Sid said, “Maybe you oughta change your coat and stuff. I mean, they’re gonna be looking for a guy of your description and stuff. You know, a disguise.” 
 
    “Yeah, what else you been thinking of, Sid?” 
 
    “I’ll take you there, Pete,” Sid said, “and I’ll … I’ll wait for you. I promise.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Faintly, within the Colton Falls Historical Society building, beneath the kaw of a murder of crows, the sharp clack of typing could be heard. 
 
    The crows had gathered upon and around the many downcast statues in the yard out in front of the building. Every day at dusk it was their routine. 
 
    The statue faces were worn smooth and unrecognizable with age, with decay, with vandalism. Faces of history unrecorded and unremembered. Men and women who had performed great deeds, heroic deeds, deeds of valor and sacrifice in the name of something as intangible and oblique as the greater good. Men and women, who once had performed these deeds, now forgotten, forcibly disgorged from memory by necessity. 
 
    The door to the building burst open. 
 
    As one the crows took flight, kawing angrily as a man in a charred gray suit burst from within the building, his face hidden by the long gray shadows of dusk. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35. 
 
    TIED ROUND HIS NECK by a thick leather shoelace was a fragmentation grenade. Absently poking his finger through the pin as though he might pull it, Kade Valentine sat watching, thinking. His thoughts were bent this evening on death, which was the status quo. Tonight, though, it was not his death that was the focus. The suicide hotline call takers would receive no call this evening. They would not have to debate, beg, make up ridiculous reasons for living. They would wonder, and they would joke, nervously. 
 
    Kade laughed; it was a wheezy, gurgled noise. 
 
    Even with the car heat on full blast, the hot dry air blowing in his face and on his feet, Kade Valentine shivered. Sweat trickled down his cheeks slowly. A quick swig of whiskey from the glove box and he warmed considerably. 
 
    His long duster was wrapped around his body tight, and his wide-brimmed hat was pulled down snug over his sweat-matted hair. The butts of his two pistols nestled at his hips were uncomfortable, yet comforting. He wiggled in his leather-bucket seat to settle them. 
 
    As the sun plummeted, he sat there in his green Mustang, heat blasting full, sweating, smoking, shooting whiskey and then gin and then whiskey, the sawed-off shotgun upon his lap. He waited and watched and waited outside the apartment complex, watching until dark as men and women entered and left the building. 
 
    The wind kicked grit and trash past him as he pulled himself from his car and crunched across the sand and blacktop to the phone booth. The man in the booth stood casually within, laughing as he spoke. Kade swaggered to the door, change in his pocket jingling with each step he took. Two quarters he placed in his palm and then pressed against the glass. 
 
    The cold circles mirrored his eyes. 
 
    The man inside paused, squinted, focused; his eyes dropped; he said a quick word into the phone and left. 
 
    Kade Valentine dropped the two quarters into the slot, punched ten numbers, then waited. 
 
    “It’s me,” he said. “Yeah … a lot of people … bald guy just went in a minute ago … fit the description … probably your boy, altered his appearance … you want I should go in? … No? That’s sweet of you … Discretion? I don’t do discretion … but I’ll do the job.” He hung up the phone and stepped out, gazing at the huge tenement looming ahead of him. 
 
     The wind was picking up.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Hello? Eric…? Jay? Hello, is anyone there?” he called. “Alex? Anyone, is anyone there? I can’t feel my legs.” 
 
    The basement floor of the apartment building was not dank. It was not dark, as you might expect the abode of a vampire to be. No stalactites hanging from ceilings, no satanic symbols or cauldrons boiling with blood, no rats scurrying underfoot, no screeching of bats or baying of wolves. In fact, the humble abode of this vampire was noticeably lacking in the creatures- of-the-night department. 
 
    It was in fact, quite comfortable, homey even. It smelled of potpourri. Perhaps it is a testament to the strength of this vampire’s will and character that her home did not degenerate into the post-modern-quasi-gothic/medieval sort of torture chamber one might come to expect. It happens to so many ghouls. 
 
    “Hello, is anyone there?” 
 
    The most alarming thing a casual perusal about the lair itself would reveal were the heads mounted on the walls. There were many of them, and their many dead eyes glazed out with sorrow into the pantry, the guest bedroom, and if you left the bathroom door open when you were sitting on the toilet, into your eyes. Rams mostly, one deer, and a moose, and not a particularly large moose. A large moose might have overwhelmed the room, might have made guests refer to it as the moose room, which she did not want. She had chosen a smallish moose, an unobtrusive moose, for this very reason. 
 
    Out of respect for the dead, she dusted the heads on a regular basis, polished the eyes, and spit shined them, and never, ever allowed anyone to hang their coats on them. She had respect for the dead. It was for the living that she let her morals slide. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Everything was blurry. How long had he been here? Where was here? Even without his contacts, his vision was never this bad. Hangover, Tim the frat boy thought. It was dark inside, and he could still see. The pounding in his head was getting worse, pulsing with every beat of his heart. He gave up calling for help. Hell, the bed was comfortable, more comfortable than his bed at the frat house, and this was definitely not the frat house. Definitely not. He looked around. 
 
    It was western motif as far as the eye could see. The walls were painted a light tan, and pictures of mountains and saloons and cowboys covered them. Outside the bedroom door, animal heads stared in. Outside the windows were cacti, mountains, and buttes and rivers. Except that they weren’t windows at all, they were paintings made to look like windows. The sun shone in them all. 
 
    Tim struggled for a moment against the bonds that held him in bed. Then he gave up, tired, tired and weak. Thinking hurt; moving hurt; Tim took a deep breath, and nonetheless, tried both. 
 
    A door closed in the animal head-room, and Tim looked up. 
 
    Odd, he thought to himself, looking past the half dozen lawn gnomes with red hats that jostled into his room. They crowded around his bed, smiling. 
 
    They weren’t the odd part. Behind them She stood. He had seen Her before, the woman, the angel, the demon. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Rivulets of mud now beaded and coursed down his gray charred suit. At the bottom of the embankment, he slid to a halt, grunting; his oxford quality hat flipped off his head. 
 
    Frowning, he picked it up, poured the water out, and after one last glance up at his car, disappeared beneath the Joyce Bridge. 
 
    Cars streamed by overhead, and the river ran near. The water was high today, and it roared endlessly. Through the murk and the trash and the junk, he waded, pushing back deep. He was not quiet. 
 
    At the gateway to the subterranean realm of Tara, the Lord Brudnoy’s abode, Detective Winters stopped, studying it. It was still the same. Thick rusty bars stood before him and beyond, in the pitch, men, four of them. He could smell them, their fear, their confusion, their desperation. Dangerous. Strangers they were to him. 
 
    Detective Winters placed a hand on the cold rusty bars. “I need to speak with Lord Brudnoy,” Detective Winters said, his voice a strained whisper that cut through the roar of the river and the vroom of cars tooling by overhead. 
 
    Uneasy shuffling in the darkness and dripping water answered him. 
 
    “Open the gates, or I will,” Detective Winters warned. 
 
    “Scram, freak, or get a lead facial.” 
 
    “Freak, eh?” Detective Winters said. “You know me, then?” 
 
    “We know you, Defective,” cut in another voice. “We know all about you.” 
 
    “Open the gates or by Nodens’ spear—” Detective Winters said, his knuckles white in the dark. 
 
    “Screw off.” A wide face appeared in the dark behind the bars; it frowned. It was attached to a wide body. A shotgun barrel slid between the bars and pressed into Detective Winters’s stomach. “You got five seconds to boot.” 
 
    Detective Winters glanced down at the barrel. He slid his hands down the bars. 
 
    “One,” the man with the shotgun said. 
 
    Detective Winters met the man’s eye. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    Detective Winters could smell the man’s breath, close. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    Detective Winters pressed in closer. 
 
    “Four!” 
 
    Detective Winters grinned. 
 
    “Five!” He squeezed the trigger, “What the—?” He yanked on it. 
 
    Behind the shotgun trigger, Detective Winters had slid his finger. He held on for dear life. His own pistol was out, loaded, dug into the man’s ample belly. “I would like to speak with Lord Brudnoy, now.” 
 
    The man let go of the shotgun, and Detective Winters ripped it through the bars and tossed it away. 
 
    Blam! 
 
    Rats scurried in the dark. 
 
    “If you kill me, they’ll get you,” the man said, his pale moist face pressed between the bars. His breath was rank. 
 
    Detective Winters glanced left and right at the close walls of the tunnel. “You make an awful good shield.” Detective Winters glanced down at the man’s bulk. “What are they feeding the homeless nowadays?” 
 
    The man sweated audibly in the cold. 
 
    “Kielbasa?” Detective Winters asked. Then a new scent struck his nostrils, one more nauseating, one he recognized. “Salazar.” He craned his neck past the fat man. 
 
    “Let him go, Winters,” Salazar said, behind, from the darkness. “He’s on guard duty. Just doing his job.” 
 
    “He still is,” Detective Winters said, “my side now.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Salazar’s voice echoed. 
 
    “Brudnoy,” Detective Winters said, “I need to speak with him.” 
 
    “It’s Lord Brudnoy,” Salazar said, “and you can’t.” 
 
    “Time presses,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    “He doesn’t like you,” Salazar said. 
 
    “No one does,” Detective Winters said. 
 
    Salazar’s birch tree frame squeezed up next to the man against the bars, and he took a furtive glance past Detective Winters. He whisked off his glasses. “Jeeze, you look like sand-blasted dog shit,” Salazar said. “No offense, though. Rough night of killing?” 
 
    “I need to talk to him, Salazar.” 
 
    Salazar took a ragged breath, “He’s not here,” he whispered. 
 
    Detective Winters could smell it on Salazar, truth, a rare, distinctive scent as out of place on him as laughter in a nursing home. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Gone. I don’t know where,” Salazar said. “He … he broke the chain, late last night, early morning. I don’t know. No one knows. Our people are looking. We’re worried. Defenseless. If word gets out…” 
 
    Detective Winters peered at the bars, grasped one, and shook it. Rust fell. “Weak.” Detective Winters released the man, who backed off into the darkness. 
 
    Salazar stepped forward. 
 
    “Detective Winters, I know we’ve had our differences,” Salazar licked his lips nervously, “but that’s all in the past. I mean, that was all just a silly misunderstanding, right?” 
 
    “You hypnotized Brudnoy and told him I was a pork chop,” Detective Winters said, “and then locked me in a room with him for an hour.” 
 
    “I know.” Salazar solemnly placed his hands upon his pigeon chest. “We were both victims. No hard feelings here, though. And in light of your recent, ah, what’s the term? Career plummet? Ah yes, the Estate of Tara would be willing to provide generous compensation for any security services you might be willing to render.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then perhaps—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well if you—” 
 
    “I need Lord Brudnoy. You know him better than anyone. Where would he go?” 
 
    Salazar slumped against the bars, despair etched in the creases of his defeated face. “I don’t know,” he said. “Off raping and pillaging, I would guess. Maybe a, um…” 
 
    “His collar is off?” Detective Winters asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Salazar nodded slowly, “and his mind has been deteriorating fast lately. It’s like trying to deal with an eight hundred pound Alzheimer’s patient with fangs. Remembers what happened thirty years ago just fine, but what happened yesterday? You never know. And without his collar to keep him focused, he’ll be wild, an animal, practically. You’ll need it if you want to talk to him.” Salazar turned toward the darkness, “Romano, get Lord Brudnoy’s collar.” 
 
    Footsteps scuttled off into the darkness. 
 
    “Thirty years ago…” Detective Winters muttered, and then he looked up. “Marduk’s balls.” 
 
    Salazar cocked his head. “What? What is it? You know something,” he said, as Romano appeared behind him, handing him a silver collar. Salazar held the collar out through the bars; then he withdrew it. “You swear you won’t kill him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He held the collar out again. 
 
    “It is broken.” Detective Winters peered at the dangling broken collar. “What use is it?” 
 
    “We fixed it. See?” Salazar said. 
 
    “Duct tape?” 
 
    “Look, he could have broken it at any moment, but he didn’t. It keeps him regular, focused, sane, more or less, anyways. The burn of the silver bites through the insanity. It cools him down, somehow, usually…” 
 
    “Prozac.” Detective Winters took the collar. 
 
    “Just get it on him, and you’ve got a chance, maybe,” Salazar said. “If you can find him, detective.” 
 
    Detective Winters stuffed the collar into his coat, pulling a pistol out as he turned. “Reinforce the gates, Salazar,” Detective Winters said, sniffing the air. “They are coming.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Pussywillow glared down at the man, practically a boy, with distaste. She would have to wash those sheets. The scent of a frat house lay on him, a numbing bouquet of ignorance and malevolence, as satisfying as even love and charity, to the connoisseur. The dull rumble of hunger that was beginning to spasm through her stomach blazed at the sight, the smell, the scent of him. It was a disgrace even to touch him, though. He required cleansing. She sighed as she stretched dead muscles and tendons. It had been fitful sleep. 
 
    Pussywillow glanced with disdain at the redcaps hunkered around her. Chittering greedily, they clicked their teeth and iron claws together in growing anticipation of the deeds to come. Rust water oozed from their lips; they would desire meat before their slumber. 
 
    “Puss? Puss, what’s up?” Tim held his bound hands up as much as he could. “I like getting freaky, but, what’s with the gnomes?” 
 
    Pussywillow said nothing; she adjusted the sash about her silky robe. She closed her eyes. The grog of her sleep was nearly gone. The sun had almost set; she could feel it, feel her strength wax as the sun slid further down, creeping, falling until it vanished. 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
    She opened her eyes and glided over to the desk and answered it before it rang twice. Fluid she was as she moved, never taking her eyes off Tim, craning her long neck as she flowed. 
 
    It made him anxious, afraid, aroused. 
 
    “Hello, good morning,” she said softly into the phone; then she listened patiently for a response. “I have one right here, but — alright, sure thing, sugar.” She hung up. 
 
    “I’m going to take a little shower,” Pussywillow said, eyes still on Tim. 
 
    “Okay…” Tim said. “If you’d untie me, I could wash your—” 
 
    “Then I’m off.” Pussywillow cut him off. “Dip your caps, but do it in the kitchen.” She raised a finger. “I don’t want stains on the rug.” 
 
    “What?” Tim said to Pussywillow as she glided away to the bathroom, her eyes finally leaving his. 
 
    She started the water and climbed in. Even with the water on full blast, she could hear Tim scream as he was dragged into the kitchen by cold iron hands. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Fat, complacent pigeons scattered into the new night as the tipped port-a-john lid yawned open, held by a long arm from within, attired in sable silk. 
 
    From within, the Count arose as the last rays of sun evaporated. Shaking his head, he sneered at his surroundings, his emergency lair, secluded deep within a dell in Miranda Park. 
 
    Disgraceful it was for someone of his stature, his presence, his charismatic charm. To have sunk so, so very low. “The situation vill be rectified. Curses!” His tuxedo was crumpled, he noticed, smoothing it out maniacally with the palm of his hand, to little effect. It reeked of marijuana and gunpowder and little girls’ screams and … something else? 
 
    The lid of the overturned port-a-john crashed open and the Count stepped out. From within he pulled a satchel. He looked in, shaking it. “It is all there.” 
 
    An exciting night it had been, yes. Detective Winters discovering his lair and the Kyberdemon going berserk were but minor scenes, appetizers. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhh.” The Count revealed long yellow shards of teeth. He had seen her last night, Pussywillow! Long haired, long legged, smoothed skinned, my Sweet-tooth, flower of a daisy, Pussywillow. 
 
    “Vy don’t you love me?” He crooned over a wallet photo of her. His last photo. The others? Detective Winters would pay. He quivered but mastered the rage as he caressed the photo. 
 
    “My love … my love.” 
 
    Some time it had been. He could almost feel his heart beating again, pumping blood through his veins, almost alive. It would have been heaven. If … if only he could have spoken to her, explained to her that the love that burned within him still flared like an impacted molar every time he saw her, thought of her, made love to his dolls. If only he could have touched her, then she would see! She would know! She would feel it, too. Oh yes. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Unrequited love? 
 
    Never. 
 
    Romeo and Juliet? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Together … together in death. 
 
    “Vy? Vy can you not see the romance?!” He roared. She wouldn’t see him, though. She refused. She ignored. She ran away screaming in terror, “HARLOT!” 
 
    No, she had not been with him since he had sacrificed his humanity, to be with her, HER! Well, not even before that either, but the Count did not count it, perhaps for reasons of ego. She would not see him now, but he could still see her. “Oh, yes, my dear, Pussywillow.” 
 
    From deep within the shadows and crowds, he had watched her dance, had watched her dance and undulate and gyrate and swing and sway, and he had followed her, and had by chance, by kismet, by fate, found her lair. 
 
    Now he could be with her. Her Romeo and his Juliet. The last time he had found her lair … he clamped his eyes shut, trying to suppress that memory. It hurt too much. 
 
    “Two veeks,” he mumbled to himself, on the verge of acid tears, and then, “Two VEEKS!” His fangs gritted just imagining it, and those thoughts melded into last night, the club, her lair. “Those, men, those boys! Children!” 
 
    She had hurt Bob, the Count, more than perhaps words can say. Rage frothed at his mouth, heaving, foaming rage that only a deranged, psychopathic, ex-dentist turned vampire could possess. His very arms shook as he thought of it now, thought of those men laying their hands upon her body, thought of gnashing-gnawing into their intestines and bathing in their blood, wearing them. “I should have seen her!” 
 
    “But no!” She could not see him like that, trammelled, unkempt, without his hair-care products. 
 
    “Damn you, Vinters.” He reached into his knapsack and removed the can of spray hair then smiled up at the night. “Tonight, oh, tonight, my sweet, sweet Juliet.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Dinner at the Mayor’s had been going splendidly. Just some minor-minor glitches. 
 
    “Oh, oh yes, dear, yes, Sunshine. You’re very cor-cor-correct. I’m so stupid … so stupid. He is still moving,” the Mayor, James Perry the Third, said, laughing to his guests and picking up the lobster by the tail. “HOO! Hot!” he cried dropping it on the table. It twitched considerably in its death throes and knocked over some wine. 
 
    “Oh my!” he laughed, glancing sidewise at his wife. 
 
    She was not laughing. 
 
    The guests laughed, though, disgusted and embarrassed as they were for him. James Perry the Third whisked the lobster, wrapped in a napkin, past the two cooks and waiters, into the kitchen, but he could still hear the conversation in the dining hall. 
 
    “Honestly,” commented Denise, the mayor’s benevolent and wise wife, “I don’t know why you can’t just whack them over the head? Wouldn’t it be so much kinder than boiling them? It’s so cruel.” 
 
    “What is the main course, Denise?” inquired the Police Chief’s wife, Doris, a peach. 
 
    “Baby veal,” James announced, stepping from the kitchen, a platter in hand, heaping with steaming breaded cutlets. James enjoyed serving his guests; he believed it made him appear more magnanimous, or at least, that’s what his wife told him, so he did it and shut up, even though inevitably he dropped half the things he served. 
 
    In the middle of the table, he placed the platter, drawing his dangling tie out from its midst. “Ooh, sorry.” He flipped it over his shoulder and moved round to the head of the table, taking in his twelve distinguished guests, the cream of Colton Falls’ society. Not one, except perhaps the Chief, had worked an honest or hard day’s work in their life, and it shone upon them as divinity itself. 
 
    “James, fix your tie,” Denise said. 
 
    He did. 
 
    “So, Chief,” asked Milroy Farnsworth, director of the Colton Falls opera house; he looked like the director of an opera house. “What’s all this ya-ya about last night at the Gin Dingo?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s no ya-ya,” The Chief smiled. 
 
    “I heard there was a shootout?” Milroy Farnsworth made little pistols with his hands and shot some of the guests. 
 
    “Just a little gang dispute.” The Chief wiped his mouth. “The club downstairs. A couple were seriously hurt. That’s all, though. Everything’s fine.” 
 
    “Really?” Mrs. Farnsworth raised a delectable eyebrow her husband’s way. “I heard half the building was gone.” 
 
    “No, no,” the Chief said. “The owner is remodeling.” 
 
    “I own half of that building,” said Gregory Hauser Junior looking up. 
 
    “Oh, did you say Gin Dingo?” the Chief asked. “That was a gas main explosion. Half the building is gone. Hundreds dead and wounded. Hope it’s not your half. Would you please pass the carrots?” 
 
    “Hmmm, well, it was about time to spruce it up,” Mrs. Farnsworth said. “Not that I would go down there, mind you. Not that area, even for that restaurant. I do hear it’s sooo trendy, though.” 
 
    “You never come down off Bradford Hill, you snob,” Mr. Farnsworth chided, a well-manicured hand on his chest. 
 
     “Is there a need to?” Mrs. Farnsworth asked. “I don’t like downtown, it’s … it’s yucky. All those poor people and the homeless, just moping around. Reminds me of ‘Cats.’ And I don’t think I’m a snob, it’s just that I know I’m better than those people. Honestly,” she continued, now addressing the Chief, “isn’t there some place you could take them all? I’m not saying mistreat them or anything too harsh, but, just lock them all away, somewhere, someplace safe, somewhere you don’t have to look at them. Or smell them. Or have them ask you for money or food.” 
 
    “I only wish it were that easy, Mrs. Farnsworth.” 
 
    “Call me Kitty.” 
 
    “Kitty,” continued the Chief, grinning to himself and adjusting his tie, “the mayor and I have discussed this very problem ourselves. We’ve come up with some ideas to cut down on this and many of the other unsightly problems one finds in urban areas. This veal is splendid, Mrs. Perry.” 
 
    “Well, Chief,” Denise said proudly, “I did supervise and monitor the help the whole time they were preparing it. Made sure they cooked it just right. I can’t take all the credit myself, though. The butcher assured me the baby cows were housed in the smallest possible enclosures to limit any form of exercise or physical exertion.” 
 
    “Really? I had no idea,” said Dorothy Muffin, wife of the very influential Milton Muffin. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” continued Denise, “the butcher also said they massage the baby cows every day to keep them soft and yummy. I wish I were a baby cow! They have it so easy. Just lie around all day waiting for the masseuse. Pass the butter, James?” 
 
    “I wonder if they have cable television?” James asked, and the whole table laughed again. He was so funny. He paused in his laughter and looked up in surprise through the great hall door and into the foyer. Someone was at the front door. 
 
    “I wonder who that could be?” 
 
    Dinner had been going splendidly. Just a few minor-minor glitches, and then a werewolf burst in and ate Mrs. Farnsworth’s head. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36. 
 
    “THEY ALL LOOK THE SAME,” Peter said to himself, glancing down the hall one way and then the other and then back the other way again. As far as the eye could see, red doors ran parallel on either side of the hall. A dim bulb every forty feet or so provided what light there was in the bowels of the apartment building. Which one? 
 
    Walking slowly down the hall, his footsteps were silent on the thick carpet. All the doors were identical. There were no names on them. Like a fucking vampire’s going to put a name on her door. 
 
    “They’re probably all fucking vampires,” he said and then immediately wished he hadn’t. He glanced at his watch and realized he wasn’t wearing it anymore, realized he didn’t need it anymore. 
 
    The sun was already down; it was night, officially. He could feel it. His stomach rumbled, and he realized how hungry he was, how much he needed to eat. He needed to eat. He needed to — Peter’s wandering mind shot back into focus when he heard the first scream. The gun was out and in his hand before the scream subsided. A man’s voice. Definitely a man’s voice. Dad? 
 
    Across the dull blue carpet, he strode with purpose. God damn it! Finally, he laid out in a full sprint. Within seconds, all that stood between him and the screams was a red door. 
 
    Crash! His shoulder met the door. Audibly, it cracked, the door, not his shoulder, but did not break. Peter launched a leg at it, but it whipped open suddenly as he did so. Momentum pulled him in, off balance, and he landed flat on his back, surrounded. 
 
    Slitted yellow eyes from beneath floppy red hats, nailed through flesh and into bone, glared down at him with hate and chittering-mad-hunger. They descended. 
 
    “Ahhhh! Motherfu—!” 
 
    The gun was up — a steel claw thicket ripped into him from all around, sinking into his flesh, biting, piercing bone. 
 
    Peter kicked and punched, a crack of thunder then, boom, he unloaded the gun. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Dead. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    He fought his way up. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    There were many, though, swarming like ants, and they latched onto him, ripping him, bearing him back to the floor. Their weight crushed his chest, pinned his arms, his legs. 
 
    Like a maniac Peter swung and tore one arm free, fighting, writhing as teeth chewed into his flesh. 
 
    He screamed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Mayor’s front doors and the guards to go with them were torn open. 
 
    Detective Winters stepped through the twisted metal doors and into the foyer of the house just as sirens started blaring in the distance. Police, they would be here in less than a minute. 
 
    Detective Winters wasted no time. 
 
    A Tommy gun slung over his shoulder and in hand, he stepped softly and quickly, scanning his way through the house. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy had been here. 
 
    Was still here. 
 
    Detective Winters could smell him, the reek of lycanthropic sewer madness crackled like a charged fever in the air. Within his coat, he checked the ducted-taped silver collar and chain, a slim hope, a fat chance. 
 
    A rhythmic pounding reverberated through the house every few seconds, the west wing. Detective Winters glanced up at the security cameras in the living room. There had been cameras outside. He moved on. 
 
    Corpses in the dining room, five. Guests. Dinner jackets and dresses. 
 
    Corpses in the kitchen, three. One waiter, two guards. 
 
    Dinner at the mayors? No thank you. 
 
    Corpse in the hallway. Guest. 
 
    Corpses in the smoking parlor. One guest. One waiter. 
 
    The pounding was getting closer, or rather, he was closing in on the pounding. 
 
    Sirens wailed and blue lights flickered in the windows as police cruisers screeched to a halt outside. 
 
    Detective Winters stopped. 
 
    The pounding, the thick, thwack, thwack, thwack, of flesh on metal was in the next room. The floors and walls shook. Paintings dropped, shattering, and furniture shimmied and tangoed across the hardwood floors. The clomp of feet in the foyer announced the arrival of the police. 
 
    Detective Winters stepped through the door and into the mayor’s bedroom. “Brudnoy!” he yelled, Tommy-gun trained on the mountain of muscle and grizzled fur.  
 
    Lord Brudnoy bolted around and growled, insanity sizzling in each yellow wolf eye. Blood matted the fur on his head and nose, dripping from beneath his chin. White feathers, from masticated bed and pillows, wafted through the air like a blizzard, sticking to the wall, the ceiling, the werewolf. Past the wolf was a dented steel vault door that would not have looked out of place in a bank. Blood and long strands of hair stuck to it. Long claw marks slid from top to bottom. 
 
    “Brudnoy,” Detective Winters said, “pull yourself together. We need to talk.” 
 
    Lord Brudnoy, his head low as he turned and slunk forward, lips curled, snarling, eyes sparking in recognition, uttered one word, “Pork-chop.” His paws thumped heavy on the thick carpet. 
 
    “Is the MAYOR in there?” Detective Winters pointed at the vault door. “MAYOR JAMES PERRY?” 
 
    Skidding dead to a halt, tearing tracks in the carpet, the werewolf stopped, and something less tenuous than sanity snapped in his eyes as he turned once more to the vault door, “Perry!” he roared as he hurled himself. The crash of his head ramming the vault door shook the house to its foundation. 
 
    Detective Winters steadied himself in the doorway as a ceiling fan fell. 
 
    Throwing back his head, slavering silvery strands of long cobweb spit high in the air, Lord Brudnoy let out a howl that shook the very earth. 
 
    Detective Winters clutched his ears as windows shattered in the bedroom, in the den, the kitchen. The thwack of meat on steel resumed. 
 
    Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! 
 
    Seconds later, three police officers edged into the smoking parlor, guns drawn. 
 
    Detective Winters inserted ear plugs. 
 
    They saw him. 
 
    “Don’t move, Winters! You’re under arrest!” One officer pointed a pistol. “Gun on the floor, Winters, and raise your hands above your head! You have the right to remain silent.” 
 
    “Officer,” Detective Winters stepped from the doorway, revealing the scene within, “I am the least of your worries.” Detective Winters pointed with his thumb, hitch-hiker style. “Your employer and boss, at present, are in that vault.” 
 
    “Holy Shit!” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Are you packing silver?” Detective Winters asked, his back to the wall. 
 
    “Uh, no.” 
 
    “Then get the hell out of here,” Detective Winters said. “He is almost through.” 
 
    Lord Brudnoy dented the vault door concave with one mighty charge then worried his claws screeching behind the door. The vault door screeched like Godzilla as it was mangled outward, slowly, inevitably, rolling down like a sardine can. Frantic cries from within the vault were barely audible. 
 
    “Help us!” 
 
    “Take my wife!” 
 
    “Lord Jesus!” 
 
    “Her! Not me!” 
 
    “Operations! Operations! This is car eighteen on scene at the mayor’s,” one of the officers cried into the mike at his shoulder. “We need backup, we need — we’ve got a wolf over here, a big fucking wolf!” He pointed at one of his partners. “Reynolds, go get the shotgun!” 
 
    Reynolds bolted. 
 
    His partner glanced enviously at his fleeing form. Outside, more police cars screeched up. 
 
    Detective Winters grimaced. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A dozen scenarios flickered through Kade Valentine’s mind as, slid down the hallway, red doors as far as the eye could see. He stepped to the door, the door the gunfire had come from, a hundred outcomes augmented by thousands of variables all scintillating through his mind, and then it went blank. 
 
    “Redcaps.” He chucked his cigar away. 
 
    He started shooting into the mass of man and redcap that fought, struggling and clutching and biting and gnashing on the floor, a twisted pretzel of demon and man. 
 
    Kade Valentine’s weapon of choice: the shotgun. At close range, there is no substitute. 
 
    Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam! 
 
    The tough hides of the redcaps were no protection as Kade Valentine blew away flesh and bone, pumping the gun after each shot, reloading it. He reloaded it and shot and reloaded and shot until there were no shots left, until the air was thick with the acrid smell of gunpowder, until nothing moved, nothing screamed. 
 
    Kade Valentine slid an arm inside the door, stepped in, and closed it, glancing both ways down the hall quickly before he did so. 
 
    This building held no secrets from Kade Valentine. He dealt death, and he dealt with the dead. Its mark had been made privy to him. These halls, these apartments, were full of it, coursed with it. The sole consolation to Kade Valentine: the cry of death and destruction in this building was as mundane as the sound of loud televisions in other apartment buildings. 
 
    He locked the door and reloaded his shotgun. His eyes scanned the pile of corpses heaped at his feet, the dead kid in the corner, watching for any movement, signs of life, of unlife. Dexterous fingers slid round after round into the slot of the gun until it was full. He pumped it once. 
 
    Sliding forward, he pulled a chair out from the kitchen table and collapsed into it, shotgun across his lap. He fingered the grenade at his neck, breathing, rasping deep. 
 
    As the adrenaline wore off, it became harder to breathe, and his limbs slackened to the jelly state that was the norm. Deep breaths he took, gurgling as he did so. He wiped his wet crimson chin with his handkerchief. 
 
    The shotgun was lead and sagged in his arms. 
 
    “Shit.” He recognized the sound coming from the other room. It had been just background noise at first; now it was the only noise. Running water. The shower! He was on his feet when something beneath the redcap heap shifted, and one rolled off the top, clattering on the linoleum. 
 
    Sawed-off shotgun in one hand, Kade Valentine yanked a redcap by his beard, tumbling him limp from the pile onto the floor. It squished; then he dragged another. He kicked another, but its jaws and iron talons were firmly latched onto the arm of a … a man. A man buried at the bottom of the pile. The man Kade Valentine had been sent to find: Peter Reynolds. 
 
    About twenty years old, his head had been freshly shaved, smooth as glass, except for a few nicks at the top where it was scabbed over. 
 
    Kade Valentine, knelt, peering closer, shotgun barrel inches away from Peter’s face. He was not a vampire, yet, then. “Mr. Reynolds,” Kade Valentine whispered, and then he looked up. 
 
    The shower had stopped. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “MOMMY! MOMMY LOVES ME! OH GOD!” James Perry the third screamed at the top of his lungs as the claws slid between the vault door and its frame, as the dented door began twisting, buckling, shuddering. 
 
    Then he stopped screaming. A man’s voice was audible, shouting, behind the grunts and snarls and howls. 
 
    It was Detective Winters. In the dark, the mayor’s eyes locked on the Chief’s. He recognized the voice, too. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Then hinges bent, rivets popped, and a huge yellow eye peered inside the small room that the Mayor, his wife, the Chief and his wife, and Mr. Farnsworth had made it to. 
 
    Mr. Farnsworth was screaming; they were all screaming, but to be fair, but Mr. Farnsworth, being an opera buff, seemed to have an edge. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Hello … sugar?” The voice was wind chimes, music, symphonic. 
 
    A dead weight was lifted from Peter’s chest, then, literally; he sucked air into his lungs and lurched up in a half-crouch and stumbled back until his back hit something solid. 
 
    It was a door. 
 
    His gun was drawn. 
 
    Blinking, he shook his head. 
 
    The dead weight was a dead redcap, very dead. 
 
    The something that had lifted it off him was a woman. An incredible woman. The woman. “Holy shit,” Peter gasped. “Pussywillow.” 
 
    There she stood before him, Aphrodite, Venus, hair flowing disheveled across her bruised face, her bruised, lovely face. A fluffy white bathrobe, spattered red with blood, hung loose off one shoulder. She opened her smooth hand and the redcap corpse clutched to her bosom smacked to the ground. From her mouth, she brushed a long strand of blond hair. Blood speckled her long legs, and she was still dreamy. 
 
    “Please don’t aim at me, sweetheart.” Pussywillow shied away from the gun. “I’m not your enemy.” Her voice was quiet, seductive, even, but animal fear lay deep within her eyes, riveted to the gun. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Peter blinked. The gun, trained on Pussywillow, shivered slightly in cold anticipation. “But you tried to take it.” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment then opened them. “Yes,” she said, “I tried. But in the spirit of helping you. Helping you gain your freedom.” 
 
    “You? Me? Help? Yeah right, like you helped my father?” said Peter, snapping to. “Where is he?” 
 
    “I did help you,” Pussywillow soothed, her voice a caress. “Who killed these redcaps? What would have happened to you if they were allowed to live? Can you imagine? Being in the thrall of such lowly devices? If they took you back to their murder holes? What they would have done to you? And they would have, too. They are not so loyal as dogs.” 
 
    Peter glanced around at the corpses littering the kitchen floor. 
 
    “I did it to help you,” Pussywillow pleaded, “to save you. You don’t deserve such a fate. Not now. Not when you’re so, so close. So close to me. I haven’t dreamt since my rebirth.” She seemed suddenly bashful. “But I dreamt last night, dreamt about you. About feeling you, touching you, holding you against my skin. Last night in the club, when you touched me.” Her hand lit like a sparrow upon the bruise at her lip. It detracted naught from her beauty. “It was unlike anything I’ve experienced. Such … such…” 
 
    “Where is my father?” Peter straightened. He took a deep breath. “He’s here somewhere, isn’t he? I could just shoot you and — and find him after.” 
 
    “No, you need me.” Pussywillow enveloped herself in her own arms. “You’re mine. You were meant to be mine. A long time it has been in your coming. Years we have waited. All of us. Hoping, yearning. She wants you for her own, but she — she can’t have you, because I want you, just for a little while, before She drags you down into Her dark, awful, clumsy dungeon. Don’t you want to be with me?” Her voice was a little girl’s vulnerable squeak, but it turned to a kitten’s meow, then a lion’s purr. “You’re so powerful, now that your brother is gone. You could have anything, anything. Don’t you want to have me?” 
 
    Peter’s arm relaxed, but the gun did not falter, did not waver. “Look, I do want you, but … my brother?” Peter raised an eyebrow. “I don’t have a brother.” Peter froze when it struck him. She’s talking to the gun… 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Scrrrrrrreeeeeeeeeeeeach! 
 
    The vault door squealed back, screeching in impotent protest. Men and women cried from within; the werewolf lord howled from without. 
 
    The police called for more backup. 
 
    Through the door and into the bedroom Detective Winters slipped. He sprang onto the bed and bounded off. Flinging the shoulder strap of the Tommy gun over the werewolf’s head, Detective Winters landed cowboy style on Brudnoy’s hackled back. The gun strap bit deep into fur and bucking diaphoretic flesh as he twisted it around tourniquet style. 
 
    “Beowulf’s Thunder!” 
 
    Like a Brahma bull, Lord Brudnoy reared back, almost bucking Detective Winters off. A yellow eye glared back at him as the werewolf wrenched his head back and, quite unlike a bull, howled! 
 
    “HHHHOOOOOOWWWWWWWLLLLLLL!” 
 
    Teeth jarring as the werewolf slammed into the wall, Detective Winters nearly lost his grip and his tongue. He dug his hand tight under the shoulder strap of the Tommy gun as, legs clutching, bounding up and down and into the ceiling, he drew one pistol and shoved the barrel inside Lord Brudnoy’s ear for leverage. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy bristled, rumbling. 
 
    “Silver bullets,” Detective Winters grunted as the werewolf reared back, and the Tommy gun sprayed fire randomly across wall, ceiling, and floor. 
 
    “Open fire!” the police yelled. 
 
    Detective Winters slid off Brudnoy’s back, still holding the shoulder strap, as the police opened fire from the doorway. Lord Brudnoy was broad-sided by a barrage but didn’t seem to mind, intent as he was upon Detective Winters. 
 
    Twisting around in a circle, Brudnoy’s snapping jaws clamped shut always just out of reach of Detective Winters’s dancing legs. His yellow eyes still glared up at Detective Winters, who kicked his heels off the wall and pulled himself back onto the slavering beast’s back. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Detective Winters yelled as another volley of lead screamed past, grazing, and thudding into flesh. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy glared back at the vault and then roared off, growling and howling as he sprung snarling from the bedroom, bowling police aside and bucking the detective strapped to his back. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “He loathes you, Peter,” Pussywillow said, her eyes finally drawn away from the gun, looking Peter directly in the eye. “He hates all things, but you, especially, he hates. His loathe of you, I can hear it. I can smell it. I can taste it. Pulsing, it grows, radiates warmth, heat, so warm, like the sun. I remember the sun.” 
 
    “Wh-what are you talking about?” Peter asked, though he already knew. “Who hates me?” 
 
    “Have you killed, Peter?” Pussywillow asked. “Have you murdered anyone, yet? Anyone at all?” 
 
    “No. I haven’t, I think.” Vinks’s face flashed before Peter’s eyes, him lying on the ground, blood streaming from the side of his head. He was still alive… 
 
    “You’ve wanted to, though. Have you felt the soul whisper warmth through yours as their flesh falls limp?” Pussywillow sauntered forth. “Felt that last warm breath upon your cheek when their flesh turns as cool as your own, and you take that final ounce, that final taste of life, of joy, that most precious nectar, from their bodies?” 
 
    “You sound like Winters.” Peter raised the gun slowly. 
 
    Pussywillow stopped. “That is all we have, Peter, that warmth. You will learn that. Accept it, cherish it, the need. The act.” 
 
    “Shut up. Where’s my father? Tell me now, or I swear I’ll start my killing spree with you.” 
 
    “He’s not here, Peter,” Pussywillow said. “Feel free to take a stroll about, though. I’ll even give you a tour. We could start in the bedroom? After all, you’ve seen the kitchen. I’m sorry it’s such a mess; redcaps are so hard to train, especially when they’re dead.” She looked down at the massacre at her feet. “But the bedroom is much nicer, much nicer, indeed.” 
 
    Peter followed her gaze as his stomach growled, and against every instinct, his mouth … his mouth began to water. He swallowed, disgusted, enthralled. How long had it been since he had last eaten, since he had last eaten and was satisfied. Something smells so, No! The redcaps? Not human. It wouldn’t be … they’re foul, though — Stop. His stomach growled again, and he put a hand to it. His senses pulled him past the redcaps. In the corner lay the body of a man. He looked vaguely familiar. Last night? Frat boy. As repulsed as he was by the thought of it, images choked his mind like weeds, and he wasn’t repulsed. Yes. Peter was powerless. He couldn’t fight it again, sinking his teeth slowly, NO. He wouldn’t. Couldn’t. But, he’s already— 
 
    “Dead,” Pussywillow said, reading his thoughts. “You’re no killer, Peter. That’s why he loathes you so. But, then, you don’t have to be. You wouldn’t be killing him, now, would you? My redcaps had that simple pleasure. I would have, but I have plans, and besides, he was just a frat boy.” She turned. “I could just leave you two alone? Privacy does sometimes make all the difference. ‘Behind closed doors,’ they used to say. You’d just be feeding, staying strong, surviving. It’s just protein, Peter, sweet delectable protein. Men have done it before. To stay alive.” When she smiled it radiated sex. “I know what you want, Peter. You want a way out. We all wanted it, once. I wanted it, too, once. I wanted … it doesn’t matter what I wanted, Peter, because I was wrong. I got more in the end, Peter. So much more.” 
 
    “No.” Peter’s voice cracked. Stay strong, focused, eyes on the … but … don’t I? If I’m weak? I can’t save him. I can’t … save who? Peter could feel the saliva flowing, the smell was, he couldn’t describe it, divine, satisfying, intoxicating. It was everything he wanted, everything he needed to be whole again, until the next night, and then the night after, and the night after that. 
 
    “You may as well, Peter.” Pussywillow stepped gingerly to the man’s corpse. “Give yourself a going away present. Yes, going away. The sunset tonight was your last. Poor, poor, Peter. You will never gaze upon her beauty, nor feel her warmth again.” She put her hands on her hips. “Six days is impressive, Peter. Most don’t make it three. You must accept it. I promise you won’t miss her. Not after long.” She sank low in the pool of blood, careful not to stain her robe further, and dipped the tip of her finger in the crimson pool. She held it up to him. “You want it, Peter. I can tell. Just a taste. Just one little taste.” 
 
    Peter’s knees wobbled as he nudged a step forward and stopped. No. He drew himself up and raised the gun. It felt heavier than before. “No,” he said. “You took my father. You lie. No.” 
 
    Pussywillow raised a hand in protest, but Peter cut her off. 
 
    “You took him,” Peter said. “Don’t deny it. Don’t tell me you’re sorry. Just tell me where he is.” He could see the fear in her eyes again, fear of the gun. The facade of confidence shattered like china. It was fear, now, and uncertainty that danced about her eye. 
 
    “He’s not here.” Pussywillow’s hands fiddled with the sash holding her robe together. 
 
    “Let’s take that tour, anyways, shall we?” Peter said. “Get up. Now. After you.” 
 
    “Oh my, such a gentleman.” 
 
    Peter herded Pussywillow out of the kitchen at gunpoint and followed her into a living room plastered with animal heads. And then the bedroom. 
 
    “I told you he’s not here. It’s just you and me.” Pussywillow turned as she stood by the bed, and the robe slumped and fell from her shoulders, slipping in a soft half-moon clump at her feet. She turned. Magnificent. 
 
    Peter gasped. 
 
    “What do you want, Peter?” she asked. “Say it and it’s yours.” 
 
    “Uh…? What do I want?” Peter echoed, his gun once more wavering, his knees once more turning to jelly. For a moment, he glimpsed a cowboy wraith, shotgun in hand, standing in the bathroom adjoining to the left, but he forgot it in an instant as Pussywillow slid forward quickly and placed a finger on the tip of the now trembling gun. 
 
    “I’ll give you what you want,” she said. 
 
    Peter’s eyes slid down involuntarily. 
 
    “But, it will cost a bit, just a tiny, tiny bit.” Pussywillow grinned, sliding a hand around Peter’s neck and pulling him toward her parted red lips. 
 
    Tomorrow, Peter would be a ghoul, but today, as of right now, he was just a man. Powerless to stop, even if he had wanted to, he didn’t. Gone was the hunger, the pain, the loss. Gone was his father, his friends. There were only those wanting eyes and that hungry body pressing against his. He gasped as her hands caressed him, then froze. 
 
    They froze because someone had knocked on, and then opened the front door to the apartment. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Shotgun blasts echoed in their ragged wake through the sea of dark blue shirts and shining badges. The wail of the sirens and the blazing blue lights were dwarfed by the howl of the mad werewolf lord and the gleam in his terrific yellow eyes. 
 
    He tore through them, and they pursued close down the hill and into the city, screeching around corners in their desperate bid to keep up through the claustrophobic alleyways. As close as they kept in the chase, none were as close as Detective Winters, who clung still to the werewolf’s back by nothing more than a vinyl strap and a grip bull riders might envy. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “What in damnation are you doing?” Pussywillow hissed as she yanked Peter back and held him like a shield before her. 
 
    The Count, with a flourish of his Batman cape, stepped into the bedroom. “Ahhhuuuurrmm!” He cleared his throat. His bloodshot eyes glowed wide in ecstasy as they lit upon her bare frame, wriggling, and sliding, infecting and suffocating those soft curves and smooth expanses like a coarse, smallpox-infected blanket. 
 
     “Velcome,” the Count announced in a voice so deep it echoed. Whisking his cape back and over his shoulders, he strode into the room a prince, a prince of darkness. Black roses in his fist he thrust forward. “For you, my dearest, my Pussywillow, my … Juliet.” 
 
    Pussywillow covered herself like Eve, “Robert?” 
 
    The Count dropped forward in a dramatic sweeping bow. “Lady Pussywillow, I have come for you. Surely, I am velcome, if these things are.” He straightened from his bow. Madness simmered in each eye as he glanced first at the boy, and then the man, shotgun in hand, standing in the bathroom. Both stood statue-like, enthralled. 
 
    “Surely, they will not be required, this evening,” the Count said, his fist crushing the rose stems until they wilted over. 
 
     “Bob,” she hissed like a cat, snatching her robe, wrestling it on. “I can’t deal with this now. I’m busy.” 
 
    “You invite men, entertain them, cast upon them lovings of a most fell nature, and yet I am not amongst the chosen?” 
 
    “I didn’t invite them, and I certainly did not invite you.” Pussywillow yanked her sash tight. 
 
    “Ah, a VAM-pire is powerless,” the Count raised a finger, a twinkle in his mad eye, “and at the mercy of his host if he calls uninvited. I am at your every whim, Lady Pussywillow.” 
 
    “Leave then.” 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah, the lady, she jests, yes?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But then, she is so coy,” the Count said, conspiratorially to the boy, who, enthralled, did not blink, did not move, did not register. The Count winked at Pussywillow and brandished his most ravishing set of jagged orange teeth. 
 
    “Jesus, Robert, weren’t you a dentist?” Pussywillow asked. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” The Count covered his mouth. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What I mean to say, Bob, is that you make mosquito larvae seem attractive,” Pussywillow said. “I mean, I would rather suck a church cookie, while a Bishop douses me with holy waste and a nun saws away at my neck slowly with a dull, silver Crucifix than even hear your voice.” 
 
    “I, don’t understand.” 
 
    “I want you to walk out that door, Robert, and to never come back,” Pussywillow said. “I want you, should we ever meet, ten thousand years from now, to turn around and walk the other way. I want you to get the hell out of my lair and get the fuck away from me. Period.” 
 
    “Puss-puss, why can we not stop playing these games?” the Count asked, his Transylvanian accent gone. “Why can’t we just come out and say how we feel about each other?” The Count, arms outstretched, took a step forward. “Don’t hold back, baby.” 
 
    Pussywillow retreated behind her bed. 
 
    “You truly prefer this?” The Count grasped the boy. “This, boy, you crave?” Hatred shining in his eye, his hand spasmed into an arthritic, Lugosi-claw. “This, over me?” He tore at his hair, smearing black spray hair down his face like run mascara. “The Count!?” 
 
    His claw hand raised high. 
 
    “Blasphemy!” 
 
     He grasped the boy and hurled him out the door. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There is no thought of escape. It is a concept foreign to him. 
 
    The blue men are blown away. Slow, they are, weak. The pack of sleek steel hounds cannot keep pace. They are domesticated, tame. Even the great black screaming bird is too slow, left in the clouds of ashen road dust he kicks up pounding down the tight paths and whipping into caves of the stone forest. It has been a long time, but still he remembers. 
 
    No pretense he makes of escape. Indeed, he is oblivious to them. They were nothing. They are nothing. Threats are alien. 
 
    It is the man on his back, latched on like a tick, burrowing into his back, digging into his spine, to soften him, to master him. 
 
    He will fail. 
 
    He must be dislodged. Deep he has dug, though, and he, too, is strong. 
 
    The wind blows. 
 
    Mountains shatter as he crashes into them, through them, red stones flying, men and women screaming. They are not innocent, but shall not die this night. He will remember their warmth on cold nights ahead and judge them hence. 
 
    Steel hounds wail as he barrel rolls into them. 
 
    Crush Him! 
 
    They cave, overturn, blaring, screaming, bending, eyes shattering underfoot as he gives this man the ride of his short little life. 
 
    Across mountaintops and down through their caves. Down hills and into the stinking tunnels he blazes. Somehow the steel blue hounds find him, baying. They are ahead. They are behind. They are many. 
 
    Hard nails dig into the stone of the span as he sprints across. Nothing is to either side of him, nothing but water, air, the moon. 
 
    The blue lights emerge, and he is surrounded. 
 
    He howls. He growls. He will take them. He will take them all. 
 
    Halfway across the span, blue lights blazing before and behind, he skids to a sparking halt, spins. There are more blue lights. He howls again. The bridge wriggles beneath his feet. Water ripples and shakes in growing circles, the baying hounds are silenced. 
 
    Flashing blue, the hounds careen in from either side, tearing and screeching, stopping, poised, staring at him, dozens of dead black little eyes that see only pain and death. He has looked in those eyes without fear, without hesitation, and triumphed. 
 
    In defiance he howls again, and his lungs burn as vessels pop within. No matter. It is louder, deafening. The hounds shatter, the black eyes faltering, looking away. They are his now to take. 
 
    The black death god, he sees it, the giant bird in the sky, the raven. It is death come to greet him on high, yet he is not so polite, not so inviting. He does not to hesitate. 
 
    Forward he leaps from the span as the great black bird turns to meet him. It opens up, blazing, roaring in mid-air, its dark talons ripping at him, invisible, but still momentum carries him forth, and his claws scrape the great bird, scoring its iron scales, his teeth closing down, tearing pieces free, and he falls, falls, falls, soaring for seconds before crashing into the icy black water below. And still this man on his back holds on. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kade Valentine blinked. 
 
    And, mercilessly, it prolonged his life. 
 
    A pair of shapely legs emerging from within a cool white silk robe, the last thing he remembered. Porcelain feet padding across thick carpet. Those long legs had been attached to the rest of her, Pussywillow, a nice package, and Kade had been ensnared in her trap even as he realized who it was, what was happening. 
 
    “Well now.” Kade raised his shotgun and fired repeatedly into the chest of that raging rat-bastard, the Count. 
 
    It barely slowed him down. 
 
    As he fired and pumped and fired and pumped, Kade slid from the bathroom and strafed along the wall to his left, over the soft bed and off the other side. His shotgun was level and blazing at its gothic target throughout. 
 
    Every shot hit its mark. 
 
    Every shot enraged the Count more. Any man would have been dead eleven times over, but the Count, the torn and ripped, bloody-mad Count, was no longer a man. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Well, now,” someone said, somewhere. 
 
    Peter was nuzzled toward consciousness. 
 
    Something, something was tugging at his arm? No, the gun… 
 
    Guns started firing. Nearby. 
 
    “What the—?” He yanked the gun to his chest. 
 
    Bolting to his feet, Peter immediately dropped back to the carpet as stray rounds blasted through the doorway and wall. Animal heads fell, cascading from above. The walls were covered in them, deer mostly, and an unobtrusive moose. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Something white flashed from the corner of his eye, a white robe, into the kitchen. 
 
    “Pussywillow!” Peter scrambled into the kitchen as shot after shot was fired in the bedroom, and the walls went polka-dot. 
 
    The moose head crashed. 
 
    Stumbling into the kitchen, Peter flew, tripping over redcap carcasses, just glimpsing the blur of Pussywillow as she made it out the front door and into the hall. 
 
    Then a blast went off in the bedroom. The floor shook. Peter didn’t stop. 
 
    High-stepping over and through corpses, slipping on slick linoleum, he slammed into the hallway wall. He turned. 
 
    Pussywillow, robe flying, sprinted away, banging on doors and screaming for help the whole way. 
 
    Peter took off after. 
 
    Doors opened before and behind Peter. 
 
    Tenants emerged. 
 
    “They are all fucking-leeches,” he said, stopping, surrounded. 
 
    “Leeches, huh? You pissant,” one said. 
 
    Pussywillow, mounting the stairs, turned and shouted, “Kill him!” And the vampires’ confused looks were traded for looks of purpose. 
 
    Peter uttered the inevitable line, “Fuck,” as more bodies emerged between him and Pussywillow. He glanced for an instant down at the gun in his hand. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” a leech asked. 
 
    The leeches closed in. 
 
    The gun answered. 
 
    As claws from all about latched onto Peter, seeking his flesh, to pull him back, to pull him down, his insides out, the gun answered. Demon visages hovered about his face. But he was prepared this time. The gun was prepared. He felt nothing as nail and tooth sank into his flesh, no pain, no anguish, no fear, nothing but the cool steel perfectly tooled to fit in his hand, and one other thing, recoil. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Detective Winters slogged up the riverbank through weeds and mud, on hands and knees, coughing and gagging, and sputtering up water. Against a rusted chain-link fence, he collapsed and watched headlights zoom by on route 495, not far away. 
 
    Wrestling free of his trench coat, which had done nearly as much to drown him as Lord Brudnoy, he flopped down on his back in the wet mud, shivering in cold and pain. Which was worse? He looked to the stars for the answer. Orion, his colleague, stared back down at him. 
 
    The pain, definitely, he decided. And the cold was probably dulling it. He staggered up and faced the highway through the steel curtain. Grasping it with his left hand, he took a deep breath and yanked his body back quick and hard. He grunted. With a sucking pop, his shoulder slid back in place, and once more he slumped against the fence and back to the ground. He raised his elbow, feeling the burn of strained muscle and sinew, wincing at the effort, but relishing it somehow. He brushed his sopping hair out of his eyes and placed his hat back on his head. He looked down. 
 
    His suit was definitely ruined. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “They don’t count,” Peter said to himself, hobbling up the stairs as fast as he could. 
 
     They only look like men, like women … like children. Blood seemed to ooze from every inch of his body, and his clothes were in tatters. 
 
    “They don’t count.” 
 
    He pushed open the front door to the building and stepped out. He didn’t glance back. He had to move on, find Pussywillow, save his father. He couldn’t let her go. 
 
    Down the stairs, aided heavily by the banister, and out into the parking lot, he staggered, scanning for Pussywillow… 
 
    A flash of white. 
 
    Any trace of Pussywillow. 
 
    Anything at all. 
 
    Nothing... 
 
    She was gone then, long gone, escaped. I failed. Wherever vampires go in the night, to do what they do, kill others, innocents, his father. Gone wherever she wanted. There was no way to follow her, no way to find her. 
 
    He stood in the night, broken, defeated, gazing down the business end of the gun as though watching a sunset, a sunset so beautiful he wanted to cry. So warm. So comforting. A breeze blew. Tempting, so tempting to watch it forever, were that possible. It was. It so was. It would just make everything so much simpler, easier — a car horn suddenly blared behind him. 
 
    “Hey, man, you okay?” asked a man. 
 
    “Sid?” Peter turned. 
 
    It wasn’t Sid. 
 
    The man saw the gun and bloody clothes, shifted, and did the wise thing. Tires screeched. 
 
    “Fucking Sid.” He glanced around the parking lot. Sid, in his taxi, was gone. “Useless.” 
 
    Cops’ll be coming soon. 
 
    And anyways, he had to be moving on. 
 
    His stomach growled. 
 
    They don’t count. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37. 
 
    “SIR… HAVE TO … newspaper keeps calling … official statement.” 
 
    The Chief blinked slowly, shook his head and stood up with the aid of two detectives who proceeded to shoot him questions he wasn’t quite ready to comprehend let alone handle. His wife was still on the floor inside the vault room, curled up in the fetal position next to Mr. Farnsworth and Denise. 
 
    “Here, let me help.” The Chief pulled his wife up off the floor. “Barnes, where’s the mayor?” 
 
    “We’re moving him to a more secure location,” Detective Barnes said. 
 
    The Chief nodded succinctly. “And the beast?” he asked, gaining momentum, adjusting his tie. 
 
    “Half the department chased it down, Chief, cornered it on the bridge,” Barnes said. “It, uh, it dove into the river. Detective, uh, Joshua Winters went in with it.” 
 
    “So, Winters is in league with the beast?” the Chief asked. 
 
    “Actually, sir, Officer Pepper, who was first on scene, he felt—” 
 
    “So, Winters was in league with the beast.” The Chief nodded to himself. “Why was he not arrested? We’ve had a warrant out on him for over twenty-four hours. I’d like to personally speak with Officer Pepper.” 
 
    “They did attempt to apprehend him, Chief,” Barnes said, “but he—” 
 
    “Resisted arrest,” finished the Chief. “I see. Shots were fired, of course?” He looked around at the walls, the damage. 
 
    The detective nodded and began flipping through a notebook. 
 
    “Stop that.” The Chief placed a hand over the notebook. “It ended at the river?” 
 
    “We believe so, sir,” Barnes said. “We have a dive team—” 
 
    “Good. I also want men on either bank combing down all the way to Lawtown. How cold is that water?” 
 
    “Cold sir,” Barnes said, “a man couldn’t last long in it.” 
 
    “I want both banks swept until they find something,” the Chief said. “It’ll take more than cold water to kill a werewolf and Winters. Like fucking cockroaches.” 
 
    “Should we notify the Lawrence, Methuen, and Haverhill depart—” 
 
    “Should I remind you of the confidentiality agreements you signed?” the Chief asked. “Should I remind you of the repercussions you and your family shall incur should you break silence for any reason?” 
 
    Barnes clenched his teeth. 
 
    “I thought naught, detective,” the Chief said. “And the officers won’t be seen, will they? Will they, detective?” 
 
    “Uh, no sir,” Barnes said. 
 
    “How big a blanket are we going to need?” the Chief asked. 
 
    “Big, sir.” Barnes again flipped through his notebook. “I don’t think, uh, the newspapers won’t stop calling, and four of the big stations are all over town interviewing eyewitnesses. What should I give them? Animal from the zoo story? Circus?” 
 
    The Chief shook his head in frustration, “God-damnit! Three incidents in one week! What’d we use Monday? Gang violence, suppress the body count. Last night? Gas main break, suppress the body count. Tonight, fill in the blank, suppress the body count.” 
 
    The detective shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “What is the body count?” 
 
    “Fourteen here, sir. Guests and help.” 
 
    “And on the street?” 
 
    “None, sir, thankfully. A few officers were injured when it broke out of the house. Broken arms, twisted ankles, nothing life threatening. Few eardrums ruptured. A lot of damage to the bird. Pilot had to set her down on the bridge. They’re moving it now.” 
 
    “Good.” The Chief scratched his chin. 
 
    “Media’s going to have trouble swallowing whatever we give them,” Barnes said, “especially after last night.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about the media,” the Chief said. “They’ll swallow what the blanket squad gives them. If not, we just shove it down their throats. Remind them who signs their paychecks, detective.” The Chief took a deep breath. “No, it’s the feds I’m worried about. Don’t want them getting wind of this and sending in any of their ‘independent investigators.’ This will not be another Kingston.” 
 
    Barnes nodded, scribbling. 
 
    “How many 911’s were called in?” the Chief asked. 
 
    “One hundred and four related to this call,” Barnes said. “We only kept up with the wolf by tracking the origin of the 911’s. Lot of people saw him.” 
 
    “Any up close?” 
 
    “Uh, not that we can tell,” Barnes said. “It’s early still, and we’re talking to the dispatchers now, but it seems like most of the calls registered on the enhanced 911 system, so they were in their homes. Easy to follow up. No payphones. A few cell phones, though.” 
 
    “Any bystanders injured?” the Chief asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good, health insurance is out of the line. How about property damage? You’re talking to the owners?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re also assessing the damage,” Barnes said, “but it seems like at most a few damaged automobiles and probably some fences and trash cans. Stuff like that. There were a few apartment buildings, as I said.” 
 
    “Okay,” the Chief said. “Moriarty’ll handle that. You’re sure no one was hurt?” 
 
    “None reported, sir,” Barnes said. “Down at the River Street apartments, though, two officers—” 
 
    “Never mind that,” the Chief said. “Tell Fitzsimmons, no, no, write this down. Tell Fitzsimmons to get Alagiery down to the bridge. I want a standard movie blanket. It’s been a few years. They’ll bite. Bring the whole shebang. Film crew, lighting, get some teamsters down there.” He scratched his chin. “I want Alagiery as the director down there in fifteen minutes. Get a wolf or a fucking bear costume and get someone in it, and have them tossed over the bridge. Tell Alagiery he’s there for a retake on some scene or other, let him handle the details. Cops on the riverbank are security. They’re paid by the movie people. This is not overtime for them, make sure the news gets that. Alagiery fields all the questions. He’s filming a … a werewolf movie on scene here, like the others. He knows. Cheap permits, friendly local government, inner city ambiance, the works. Tell him to come up with a title, get creative. Last Tango of the Wolfman, or Fall of the Werewolf Lord. Something like that. Got it?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, Chief,” Barnes said, still scribbling. 
 
    “I want this done yesterday, detective,” the Chief said, “and I want the television crews and newspapers down there. Any of the property damage caused by the film crew will be reimbursed by the movie producers. The city will also fine them and … and the Mayor’s going to reconsider the permit in light of the ruckus caused tonight. Again, Alagiery does the talking. Only Alagiery. And I want a formal apology to the people of Colton Falls on the eleven o’clock news tonight.” The Chief wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Okay, now, detective, tell me what happened on River street.” 
 
    “Okay, two officers were gunned down outside, but that was nothing compared to…” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Jesus, what’re they feeding you?” Shotgun stepped into the room. “Crisco?” 
 
    “Why? This make me look fat?” croaked Carmine, pulling on his hospital johnny. He pressed a button on his rail, and with a whirr, the motors in the bed sprang into action, raising his torso until he was sitting up. “Suppertime.” 
 
    “Just what you need.” 
 
    It was past midnight. 
 
    Carmine pressed another button, marked ‘nurse,’ and sat smiling, waiting. 
 
    “You’re never going to leave here, are you?” Shotgun asked. 
 
    “Sponge baths and Jell-O, my friend, sponge baths and Jell-O.” 
 
    A nurse stepped into the room, carrying a bowl full of green Jell-O and a look that could curdle paint thinner. 
 
    “Hello, Milady,” Carmine said. “Working the overnight?” 
 
    Milady strode into the room. 
 
    “How’re your assignments tonight?” 
 
    The grim look of death etched in her face soured. 
 
    “What time’s breakfast?” 
 
    She slammed a bowl of green Jell-O down in front of Carmine, turned, and strode out. She did not say a word. 
 
    “Infatuated with me,” Carmine confided, digging into his Jell-O. He pressed his clicker, turning on the television; it was the news. 
 
    A news anchor behind a desk spoke… 
 
    “…over one hundred 911 calls was apparently nothing more than a man in a wolf suit on the set of the movie, ‘Fall of the Werewolf Lord.’ The producer of the film, Mr. Dennis Mentiro, apologized publicly to the citizens of Colton Falls for the numerous disturbances caused. He further stated that the Able-Dulles Cinema company will pay for any and all damages incurred. 
 
    “This incident occurred less than a mile from a scene that was not so harmless—” 
 
    The screen changed to a long shot of a burning building. 
 
    “Sources allege it was the scene of a double shooting of two Colton Falls police officers, followed by a five-alarm blaze. Both officers were reportedly injured, before this blaze began, in what has been a week of violence and tragedy in this urban community. Police won’t comment on whether this incident is related to a shootout that took place on Sunday in which ten officers were injured. Both are believed to be connected to the disturbing trend of a rise in gang violence in this area. In other news, Iraqi—” 
 
    Carmine clicked off the news. 
 
    “Two more.” Carmine shook his head. 
 
    “Yeah, I transported both of them,” Shotgun said. “Double whammy. DOA. Shotgun blast. Close range. To the head. No chance. M.E. just wanted the bodies out quick. It was sketchy, you know? Had that feeling that something big went down. You know what they say about that place.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Think it’s true?” 
 
    “Maybe. It’d explain a lot.” 
 
    “You ever been in there?” 
 
    “No. You?” 
 
    “No,” Shotgun said. “Story’s a blanket, though. Gotta be. Place was blazing when I got there. Started in the basement, fire chief said, but no one even tried to go in, so I think he’s full of it. They’re still just watching it burn. Cops were shot in the parking lot. Anyways, bucket-heads aren’t even pouring on the water, just containing it. Sucker’s gonna burn till there’s nothing left but lead paint and asbestos.” 
 
    Carmine sucked down more Jell-O. “You hear from Pete?” 
 
    “No. He and Winters left your apartment. I stopped by the Gurkha’s. He saw him early this morning. Went by to tell him about Elliot. Didn’t go too well, the Gurkha wanting him dead, and all. He told him so, at least.” 
 
    “Join the club,” Carmine muttered, looking down. 
 
    “I’m surprised the Gurkha and his boys didn’t do it.” Shotgun shrugged. “Pete was asking about some of the gangs.” 
 
    “Gangs? Which ones?” 
 
    “Aces and Eights. Oh, and I talked to Wilton, too. Saw him on Fuller Ave. Says he’s in if we need him, but…” 
 
    “Still half in the bag?” 
 
    “Probably all the way in by now,” Shotgun admitted, “but at least he’s still around.” 
 
    “Great. How about Winters?” Carmine asked. 
 
    “Not sure,” Shotgun said. “Heard a rumor, but, well, he left your boy a note. Real pleasant. Weird. Wants the kid dead, too, not that we didn’t already know that.” 
 
    “He didn’t kill him, though,” said Carmine. 
 
    “No, not yet,” Shotgun said softly, not looking Carmine in the eye. “But maybe he should have. Hell, someone should have.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The streets of Colton Falls glistened like a slick indigo serpent as Svetlana pulled her little shag jacket tight around herself and hustled out, pocketbook swinging. She brushed the hair from her face and glared back at Ivan, the Russian pimp with the metal tooth, her pimp. 
 
     “You will go now, or I cut you!” Ivan cried out into the night. “Lady, you will come back. You will bring man. Will make much money!” He shook his fist in the air, a straight razor gleaming in it. 
 
    “Yah, yah, yah.” Svetlana waved her hand, hurrying on. 
 
    She glanced down alleyways that hissed and steamed and banged from unexplained origins. The night was cold and goose pimples rose across her legs as she hustled down the street with a purpose, if no direction. 
 
    Hate, hate was perhaps the word she would choose. It wasn’t in regards to Ivan the pimp, though. Svetlana had had much experience with many men, and she had found that all were like him at heart. No, she could handle Ivan, for all his yelling, his punching, his cutting. He was a businessman, and he had to conduct business; that was only natural. 
 
    And it wasn’t this city that she hated either. This city with its thin veneer of respectability and open arms that promised an embrace, when it really meant to grasp, to squeeze, to suffocate. It was like most towns she had known, and she had been to many in her short life, from Moscow to St. Petersburg and on. Across the cold Atlantic, life was much the same, only the tongues differing and the currency. Colton Falls was no different, smaller perhaps, more concentrated. 
 
    No, hate was not the word. One must first be capable of emotion to hate, no matter how base that emotion may be. 
 
    Svetlana did not even hate her present situation, one of wandering aimlessly through the night in a land she had just arrived in, in search of a man she did not know. A man who would mistreat her, a man who would give her money, money she would give to another man, who would mistreat her. No, Svetlana did not hate; she did not feel anything, and perhaps that is how she survived. She still had her looks, which in some women would be gone by her age, and so she still ate regularly and slept in a dry bed. 
 
    Click clack, click clack, went her thin heels as she walked down the deserted street toward lights, toward the strip where men went to find women, and men and girls and boys. 
 
    Nearly to the lights, Svetlana paused an instant as a man stepped cautiously from an alleyway, between her and the light of the strip not far in the distance. The faint chatter of lewd propositions, of dark cars slowly rolling by, and the buzz of gross neon signs flashing on and off in the distance promised sanctuary. 
 
    The man walked toward her along the dark sidewalk. He was young, bald, walking with his eyes down. A long trench-coat graced his shoulders, brand new. Tags on plastic threads hung still from his sleeve. 
 
    Casually, Svetlana pulled a knife tucked inside her skirt top and held it concealed along her forearm. She was a good judge of men; she had to be. That was the first thing she had learned. The second thing she had learned was to always carry a knife, and that it was better if they did not know you possessed it. Svetlana was not stupid. She strode on confidently, her eyes up and her chest out … bait. She threw her arms up over her head in a stretch as the young man passed. 
 
    “Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmm,” she said, her breath frosting. 
 
    He continued on his path, glancing sidewise at Svetlana as he passed, but his eyes registered nothing and flickered back to the ground. 
 
    He continued on. 
 
    Svetlana stopped for a moment and turned, watching the man continue off into the dark. He hadn’t even gawked at her, not even one bit! “Hey handsome. Hey, man with new jacket!” she called out. “Hey, man. You there, stop. Wait.” 
 
    The man stopped, turned. He glanced to either side of him, as though to see if there was anyone else she could possibly have been talking to on the deserted street. “Me?” He pointed to himself. His other hand was thrust deep in his long coat pocket. 
 
    “Yes, of course, you,” Svetlana said. “Why do you not stop and take in my scenery? Am I not gorgeous?” 
 
    The man glanced to either side of himself, then looked her up and down. He nodded. 
 
    “Then why do you not stop and look?” she asked, hands on her hips. 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “Are you fairy?” 
 
    “Very what?” 
 
    “No, fairy, you know, with bug wings.” 
 
    “Oh, hey — what the hell? No, I’m not a fairy. I’m just busy, okay. I’ve got a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “Then come here,” she purred. “Come with me. We will go on date. It will have happy ending. You will see. Come, have look at me; I am gorgeous, no? You already say I am. I know I am. It is okay.” 
 
    “Uh, um…” 
 
    “Come, come, what is name?” Svetlana sidled up to him, running her thumb along the collar of the man’s coat. 
 
    “My name’s Peter.” 
 
     “This is new coat, eh, Peter?” she asked. “It is very nice coat. Very warm, no? Where you buy? Let me see, tags are still on.” 
 
    “I stole it.” Peter yanked the tags off the sleeve. “Actually, I left money for it, the window, too.” 
 
    “You have money?” She raised a thin, well-plucked eyebrow. 
 
    “Uh, some.” 
 
    “You are not police cop man?” 
 
    “You’re a hooker!” 
 
    “No, I am gorgeous prostitute,” Svetlana corrected, raising one French-manicured finger. She leaned in close. “There is difference, no? I smell pretty good, too, eh?” Her eyes flashed. 
 
    Peter closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, nodding slowly as he did so. “Yeah. Yeah you do. You smell pretty good.” When he opened his eyes they were ravenous. 
 
    “Come with me,” Svetlana smiled. She recognized that look, the look that kept her fed, warm, clothed. 
 
    Peter glanced left and right, as though considering something, but Svetlana broke his concentration by looping her arm through his and huddling close. 
 
    “We will go on date.” She tightened her grip around his arm, pulling him along, away from the lights. “It will have happy ending. You will see.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Detective Winters possessed superb tracking skills. Without exaggeration, by vision alone he could detect clues of the passage of an ant across pavement at night. He had been trained to track a variety of prey. Human, beast, and otherwise. 
 
    Training, yes, he had, but Detective Winters possessed a natural affinity for it as well. It was something he was born to do and was realized at a young age. His superb vision, or rather, ability to recognize and interpret spoor was not tantamount to his abilities. 
 
    Detective Winters excelled at his profession because he relied on his eyes, while hunting, only as a last resort. Time and time again it was his sense of smell that shed the grim light of justice upon his quarry. Everything in creation and destruction had its own scent. Fear, hate, lies, truth, death, undeath, disease, anger, strength, poison, magic. And Detective Winters knew them all. 
 
    Tonight Detective Winters tracked a werewolf through the night, along the bank of the Merrimack River. The werewolf, a most dangerous quarry. All of Detective Winters’s training, his skills, all of his abilities and cunning and experience, his eyes, his ears, his incredible, perhaps supernatural sense of smell, all of them were completely and totally unnecessary. An elephant trudging across a beach littered with paint-filled balloons would have left less slots than Lord Brudnoy did as he had trudged through the weeds and mud with the presence of mind of a deranged wildebeest. “Hmmm? Perhaps fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    Detective Winters glanced at the moon as it slowly dipped beneath the horizon. Tomorrow night it would be full. 
 
    Creeping forward, he froze suddenly in the dark, eased to a crouch. The clatter and cough of a police patrol moving west along the bank, back towards the Joyce bridge, sounded ahead. Their flashlight beams jostled as the men made their way. They would be upon him in seconds. 
 
    Frowning, Detective Winters glanced at his watch. Cover was sparse here; a chain-link fence cut off any hope of silent escape to his left, and he couldn’t afford to lose time. Brudnoy’s tracks led east, past the patrol. He gazed out over the black river. 
 
    Like a ghost he moved then, down to the water, which he entered with naught a splash, knee deep. It was freezing cold, and it gripped him, swirled around him, the current strong, waist deep. Detective Winters gazed for a moment out across the river. Pale yellow eyes gazed at him from the deep water, far out, shoulder deep. They gazed at him with hatred and debt, for the deep ones never forget … and they never, ever, forgive. 
 
    Dropping low in the water, Detective Winters gave the audience of eyes, far out in the black water, one last glance before taking a deep breath, and he submerged. They would come fast with their gripping cold hands and their gnawing teeth. He must be swift, silent. 
 
    Floating face up, gazing at the stars that rippled and pulled and twisted overhead, he clutched his hat to his chest. The current took him, pulling, and he let it pull, steering with his hands when he had to, kicking, but otherwise just floating. 
 
    Kappas were on his mind as he floated in the black abyss, kappas, deep ones, death. It would not be swift. They would come for him with their black slime skin and drangling hair. They would grasp him and pull him deep down to their claustrophobic warrens and mud tunnels and rejoice as they rended his flesh slowly, and kept him alive through it, eating him by inches. The water was frigid. He wanted to scream. Flashlight beams reflected off the water surface above, and he knew he must go further, and his breath was nearly at an end, and they were coming. They were coming. 
 
    The burning in his lungs wriggled down to his loins. His arms and legs were numb, sluggish, and then he heard … singing? Was his oxygen-starved brain failing him? No. It was not failing him; it was the deep ones. They sing? Odd. He had not known. No one had ever known. None except perhaps those unfortunates who had met their gristle-toothed fate deep in the dark rivers and oceans of the world. Perhaps they had heard the songs as claws clutched them and drew them down. As they stared up on their downward journey, helpless, with only the certainty of a cold black death to comfort them. 
 
    Detective Winters had certainly never taken a duck in the river to explore the lifestyles of the deep ones. Water swished, not far away, from numerous sources, but Detective Winters remained submerged. His lungs burned, and his head reeled. The lights of the patrol were still above. Did they seem dimmer? His breath was at an end. 
 
    The kappas sang still, and it was louder, stronger, closer, and it was a song about him. About what he had done, and what they would do. Retribution and Revenge. It was beautiful, but then it devolved, degenerating into something crude and oily and filled with hate and hunger and the sound of sharp chitinous teeth clicking. He would pass out. 
 
    Detective Winters exhaled slowly, limply, bubbles sliding like a silver centipede from between his frozen blue lips in a soft line wriggling to the surface above, creating barely a ripple. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She’s a fucking hooker, a gorgeous fucking hooker, but she gets paid to have sex. I do still have some cash. But she’s probably got syphilis and gonorrhea and shit. Yeah, and I’m going to be a freaking vampire in a day. But it’s wrong. I’d be taking advantage of her. Damn, she looks so, so good in thigh-highs. But she probably does this because she’s poor or something, has to feed her kids. Well, maybe she doesn’t have any kids. Damn, this town’s got more fucked-up beautiful women than Vegas, not that I’ve been to Vegas, but she is so hot. But syphilis, AIDS, gonorrhea, crabs, lobsters, monsters, chlamydia. Jesus Christ, she’s taking off her shirt! Whoa. Deep breath. Stay cool. Leave, just walk over there past those long smooth legs and her heart is pumping so strong and smooth, and she is so hot. NO! 
 
    Peter jammed his envelope of cash deep in the pocket of his new coat, turned and froze. In the dim half-light, Peter watched her move as she stretched her arms out and up like a cat. “I have to go,” blurted out Peter, moving toward the door. He could hear her heart pumping in her chest. 
 
    Springing like a cat, a cat dressed in thigh-high stockings, Svetlana intercepted Peter as his fingers brushed the doorknob. “You do not want to go,” Svetlana whispered in his ear. 
 
    The hair on Peter’s neck stood. 
 
    “We have not finished date.” With a hand on his chest, she guided him back. “We have not started date.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, about that…” Peter took another deep breath. “I … jeeze,” he said as Svetlana tossed her shirt in the corner and pushed in practically atop him. She smelled so good, and he could hear her heartbeat pound beneath that smooth, soft skin, just begging to be— 
 
    “I know you want me,” Svetlana glanced down, smiling, “and I want you, baby. You will be paying first, of course.” She pulled back and in her hands was his envelope. “Come, Peter, you paid, so why not be getting laid?” 
 
    “Did you really just say that?” 
 
    She just smiled, though, and stood there, swaying back and forth just a bit, the corner of the envelope touching her bottom lip. Then she placed the envelope on a small nightstand by the bed and stalked forward, grasping him by the collar of his coat. 
 
    A buzz was in Peter’s ears as her smooth skin touched his briefly, and the smell of her perfume, of her hair, of her skin, of her blood, overwhelmed him. He swallowed the saliva that gathered beneath his tongue, pouring down the inside of his mouth. The pounding of her heart as it sped up was hypnotic, and Peter could see the pulsing of her blood vessels beneath that graceful neck. Every contraction of her heart sent warm rich blood spurting throughout that beautiful body that Peter wanted, that Peter needed, that Peter took in his arms. His teeth were very long now, long and sharp, and they ruled him. There existed no memory of who or what he was, no feeling, no emotion, only a vacuole of lust and hunger that needed so badly to be filled. 
 
    For the first time in his life, Peter removed a bra in one smooth motion and tossed it to the floor. Svetlana played with the collar of his new coat before she yanked it back off his shoulders. 
 
    Her eyes went wide. 
 
    She screamed. 
 
    Peter snapped to, drew back. “What the—?” He looked down as his coat fell to the ground, at his clothes beneath, his torn-fairly-apart and blood-soaked clothes. A definite mood-killer. 
 
     “I’m sorry Svetlana, I — holy shit!” he yelled, as a pimp, bat in hand, burst through the door. 
 
    “What is this!?” the pimp bellowed, a metal tooth gleaming in his mouth. “Whose blood?” he screamed, but he wasn’t interested in an answer, for he set about whacking Peter in a terrible pimp fury. 
 
    “Ivan will kill you. He has strength of ten pimps!” 
 
    Falling back against the onslaught of the vicious pimp, Peter tripped into the nightstand, knocking over the lamp. Its dim half-light winked out with a spark. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Peter scrambled to his feet, knocking over a lamp. 
 
    “Whack him, Ivan!” Svetlana screamed. 
 
    Ivan whacked him. Repeatedly, with the whacking-fury only a pimp defending its hoes can muster. 
 
    “Die you bitch mother-fucker!” 
 
    Whack! 
 
    Peter grabbed the bat as it banged next to his head, and pulled himself up, only to be whipped bouncing across the bed on Ivan’s back swing. 
 
    With a crash, he landed on the floor, and his own fury tore open, awake, alive, aware as his sense of horror and sorrow boiled away into nothing. 
 
    Ivan charged round the bed, shoving Svetlana out of his way, cocked the bat back and stopped. “Shit,” he said. 
 
    The gun was in Peter’s hand, cocked and trembling in full anticipation of death. In an instant, the pimp’s fury yellowed to fear. The bat dropped, and he retreated, hands up, pursued step for step until his back hit the wall. 
 
    Rage without trace of sanity boiled in Peter’s black eyes, ash coursing from his mouth like smoke from a stack. 
 
    “Please, no,” Ivan whimpered, eyes clamped shut. 
 
     Teeth gritted vise-wise in a savage jagged gash, Peter drove forward, his gun pressing into the pimp’s skull, pressing until blood started to ooze down Ivan’s forehead in a thin trickle, bisecting his face until his forehead, around the gun barrel, grew brown. The brown spread beneath the pimp’s skin like the shadow of tumorous tentacles, digging, pulling, rending. 
 
    Ivan screamed. 
 
    It could be heard for miles. 
 
    Necrotic black flesh peeled off in flakes around the gun barrel on Ivan’s forehead as the brown cloud pushed from within its flesh and bone prison, ragged marks as though some great beast within his head clawed, struggling to burst out. 
 
    Peter’s eyes were black as night. “RRRRRRrrrrrg…” He pressed further. 
 
    Ivan’s soul screamed then, touched by some great black beast, and though Peter had never heard the scream of a soul devoured, somewhere in the back of his mind, dimly, he knew exactly what it was, and he did not stop. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the last instant, before unconsciousness stole him, and the tunnel vision rushed in, Detective Winters pulled his hat over his face and took a deep breath from the air bubble trapped within. Life rushed to his brain, and the screaming in his lungs abated. He opened his eyes. 
 
    No lights shone above the water now, and Detective Winters, stiff, freezing, half-drowned, swam hard beneath the waves toward the riverbank. Swishes behind spoke of a worse fate than horrible death. 
 
    They were coming hard. 
 
    Fistfuls of slimy mud he grasped as he reached the bank, and it was satin, silk. He loved it in that instant, would have hugged it, kissed it. Each fistful he loved, but that first he loved most. 
 
    His head shattered the water’s surface, and he gasped a mouthful of freezing air, heaven, and cut like a snake through the water, fast, smooth, silent. 
 
    Claws latched upon him then, digging into his legs, as he tug-of-warred himself slogging onto the riverbank. Gasping, he lost, his fingers furrowing the mud in ten long lines as he was dragged back into the water, back into blackness. Clutching at mud, grasping at weeds, he turned. Amber eyes met him. Needle teeth grinned. Detective Winters glanced at the police patrol far away and let go, drawing his pistol. 
 
    The head of the kappa and the river water muffled the shot, and Detective Winters’s feet tingled with cold and adrenaline and anticipation to be free of the black ink of the kappas. He crawled until he was meters from the water, his back against the chain link fence that ran along the river. 
 
    In the water, at the bank, dozens of pale eyes regarded him, clambering up onto the mud like a pack of leopard seals. 
 
    A collective hiss, in a rush they could take him, easily, but more would die, for Detective Winters knew their secret, their gift, their immortality, their gurgled curse that they would not risk, and so they came no further. They could afford to wait. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “What are you doing to him!” Svetlana gasped. 
 
    The ghost glimmer of reason left in Peter’s mind knew what was happening to Ivan, was horrified, but frozen, but that glimmer grew, sparking, flaring, glaring bright as he stared into those lifeless pimp eyes. 
 
    “No—” Peter wrenched backward with two hands, one on the grip, the other on the barrel. “NO!” Peter heaved back on the gun, greedy beast that it was, straining to pull it away from the pimp. It was strong, though, and it was hungry, crazed, starving, and this was its first chance to feed in days. It would not relent, “Stop!” 
 
    He placed a foot on Ivan’s chest and PULLED! 
 
    “Let him go!” he screamed, veins standing out on his neck, teeth gritted, hard chitin scraping on bone, slipping, scoring, biting, “MOTHERFUCKER!” and Peter ripped the pistol bloody back. 
 
    He fell. 
 
    Ivan fell, too, slowly, to the floor. His arms postured decorticate inward, twitching, twisting, unnatural. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Peter gasped, sitting back up. 
 
    He sneered at the gun in his hands, a faint green glow oozing like venom from its barrel and chambers. Rage pulsed palpable from it; tendrils of it coursed into Peter, inviting him to feel the same, and he did, his vitals twisting into knots as it welled up in the back of his throat, choking him until he felt he could spit it out, scream it out, puke it out. He made to hurl the gun, smash it. Destroy it! And he could! He would!  
 
    But he couldn’t. Wouldn’t. He turned. 
 
    “What have you done? What have you done to my Ivan? Oh, mother of God, what have you done?” Svetlana was sobbing. On the floor, curled up in a ball she lay there trembling. Eyes wide with fear were lost, roaming. “Get away from me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He stepped toward her. 
 
    “Stay away. Away!” she cried as she scrambled back against the bed, pushing it a bit in a desperate attempt to escape. There was nowhere to go. “You are monster!” 
 
    Peter started and just looked at her. Then he looked at the gun in his hands, felt the tips of his teeth with his tongue, sharp. She was right; he was a monster. He was a monster, and his tenuous grip on who he once was and would never be again had slipped, was gone. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” Mascara scored Svetlana’s cheeks. 
 
    Peter said nothing; he looked away. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he lied, not looking at the prostrate pimp, not looking at the woman. “I’m sorry,” he said again as he turned to the door. He paused by Ivan as he stepped out. 
 
    The pimp was breathing. His eyes, wide in frozen panic, locked on something, something clutching, horrible, near. Peter felt for a pulse; it was so fast he couldn’t count it. The claw marks from the inside of his face showed bright red now, crisscrossing gashes. In the center of his forehead, the size of a quarter, was a hole surrounded by flaky black necrotic flesh. 
 
    Peter had seen it once before. “Call 911.” He grabbed his coat, and then he left, closing the door behind. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The trail ended abruptly. 
 
    Detective Winters shivered, gazing east and then west along the banks of the river, but there was no choice. It took only a second, if that. Brudnoy would not have gone back in the water. The wind changed then, and Detective Winters could now smell Brudnoy’s passage north, back into the city. He had leapt the chain link fence in one bound. Detective Winters squinted. Yes, the depressions where he had landed on the other side were plain. There was no choice. 
 
    Detective Winters stepped back a pace, then forward, leaping and grasping the chain links as high up as he could. He pulled himself up. His shoulder, stiff and sore, burned, but he reached the top, swung a leg over, and let go. He landed with a thump and continued on. 
 
    His pistols were in hand. 
 
    The silver collar pressed at his side. 
 
    He could smell Lord Brudnoy’s passage, could smell what he had been feeling at the time: a mixture of burning hatred, hunger, anger and confusion. Yes, mostly confusion, it tainted his every move. 
 
    He had gone into the slaughterhouse district. Sliggtown. Bad. 
 
    Here, he had licked his wounds. 
 
    Here, he had marked his territory on a Mercedes. 
 
    As Detective Winters followed the trail through a parking lot, back towards the river, and then along it, he sensed a new emotion in his quarry, urgency. 
 
    Here he had doubled-back on his own trail twice. 
 
    Rage overtook him here; he had mauled a telephone pole. 
 
    Here he had eaten a German shepherd. 
 
    Less hunger now… 
 
    More urgency… 
 
    Why? 
 
    Here Lord Brudnoy had collapsed for a short time, exhausted. Detective Winters gazed up at the sky; the moon had set. And not far ahead, Lord Brudnoy had done something he had done only once in decades. He had become a man. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38. 
 
    IT WAS BACK TO THE STREETS for Peter. With a black purpose, he moved now, darker than the deep night. Images, ideas, flashed through his head as he hustled along, head down, hands thrust deep within his pockets. Even this late at night the city was alive still with sounds. Cars screeched. People yelled obscenities, declarations of love, hate. Sirens wailed, and lights flashed, fending off the darkness. 
 
    Peter saw none of this, heard none of this. He was focused now. Today he had tried to kill two people, to murder two people. He had failed, succeeded. 
 
    Only through luck had he been able to regain some semblance of sanity, to hold himself back at that last instant, when it was already too late, when he had already given in, failed. 
 
    It was this last reserve of what he called sanity with which he propelled himself toward a new goal. They were both dead, perhaps. Probably the pimp was dead, and if not, worse, certainly. That hole was deep. Until morning, just a couple hours away, he would cling to that last mote of sanity, and he would kill one last time. 
 
    His decision was made. 
 
    He walked. 
 
    He thought. 
 
    He remembered images of his family. When it was a family. They flashed through his mind along with the scent of Thanksgiving dinners and the bickering of his grandparents on the Fourth of July, and Trina, the day he’d got the balls to ask her out, the first time they danced, her smell, the way she felt, her laugh, her smile. 
 
    “I fucking had her!” He kicked over a trashcan. “God damn fucking shit licking, FUCK!” He screamed at the sky, collapsing against a car parked in the street. Tears began to roll from his eyes as he slid down the car, until he was crouched on the pavement. He elbowed the car behind him in fury. 
 
    Inside his pocket, he squeezed the gun until he thought his bones would snap, but they didn’t, they couldn’t. Peter crouched there sobbing for how long? He did not know. 
 
    “Come on. Get up. Suck it up.” 
 
    Finally, and once more, he pulled himself up, shoving away from the car and off in the direction he had been traveling. 
 
    It was still dark when he reached it, the bridge. The moon had set; the sun had not yet risen. As he ambled along the span, he looked only down and at his feet. 
 
    In the middle, he stopped. He looked up and gazed out over the dark waters sandwiched by city. 
 
    He drew the gun forth and gazed at it, turning it over in his palm. He hated it. And it … it hated him. 
 
    Pussywillow had been right. The gun despised him. He could feel it even now, pulsing, alive, a thing of dark murder, slithering, sliding, sickening hate encased in cold, black steel. 
 
    “How could I not feel this before?” he asked. 
 
    The gun did not answer. 
 
    Hungry, it was so hungry, and Peter would not feed it ever again, would not serve it, and so one of them must break, and one of them must break here. 
 
    “Flesh is stronger than steel.” 
 
    No cars drove down the bridge. The sounds of the city were dim and distant, carried in whispers only on the occasional waft of air that broke through the walls of brick, concrete, and steel. 
 
    Water roared by underneath. 
 
    His stomach growled. 
 
    The wind blew soft, but it was rising. 
 
    Soon it was strong, and it tugged, pushed, howled. 
 
    “I hate you,” he said to the gun, though still he stared out over the black horizon. No cars were coming. Then, raising the gun over his head, Peter slammed it down onto the concrete wall of the bridge. 
 
    Slam! 
 
    Slam! 
 
    Slam! 
 
    Bright sparks of green hatred flew like fireworks as steel met concrete, as steel bit into concrete like a devil into bone, again and again and again. Until he was breathless, Peter smashed; until his arm felt as though it would break, he smashed; until sweat caked his skin in a salt sheen, he smashed, and though he could lift the gun no more, he did anyways. 
 
    Smash! Smash! Smash! 
 
    Finally, collapsing, he caught himself upon the wall. He knelt there, cold, gazing at the water below, then at the gun, unscathed. A huge gouge stared unblinking out of the wall where he had done his work. 
 
    “Fine.” He was breathing heavy, fast, faster, his heart pounding. “Fine!” 
 
    Screaming, he rose, drew his hand back to hurl the gun into the water, far into the deep black water. His hand shot forward, and the gun, the gun stayed in his hand as though glued. 
 
    “No.” He looked at his hand. The gun was not glued. It was that he could not release it. He couldn’t control his hand. 
 
    “RRRRRrrrrg!” He pried at his fingers, but couldn’t open them. He bit at them, prying with his teeth! And still he couldn’t open them. But … he could cut them. 
 
    “My knife?” He patted his pockets, but it wasn’t there. “Where is it?” 
 
    The gun did not answer. 
 
    “We’ll just wait then. Wait till the sun comes up.” Peter leaned on the stone parapet. He looked at the gun. He held it out over the water. “Be rid of each other then.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Detective Winters slid through the alleyways, between the ancient slaughterhouses, monstrosities of brick and steel and corrugated iron. Blanketed in a yellow mist of industrial waste, the monstrosities rotted defiantly along the north side of the river, and Detective Winters was one who dared learn what they house. It had not been pleasant. The abode of the leeches and worse. Sliggtown. 
 
    Men that came here, heavily armed men, came here only during daylight, never lingering late or long, concluding clandestine meetings well before the sun had even met its zenith. 
 
    Even were he still a hulking wolf, Lord Brudnoy would be in danger here. But now … now he was probably just a dirty old naked guy, his only defense being the fact that he was a dirty old naked guy. 
 
    Detective Winters stalked on, gaining ground, tracking, Brudnoy’s trail growing stronger with each footstep Detective Winters took through keystone archways and dark megalithic crypts where not only bovine blood had been spilled daily in the last two centuries. 
 
    Brudnoy’s trail told a different tale, now. A tale still of confusion, yes, but a tale now intertwined with fear and panic. He was a man hunted. 
 
    Detective Winters hurried. 
 
    Through tells and spoor, Detective Winters glimpsed a man lost, utterly lost, devoid of even primitive survival instinct. A man who knew not who he was, let alone where he was. Adrenaline alone drove him now. 
 
    Silently, Detective Winters cursed the loss of his Tommy gun, now at the bottom of the Merrimack. His hands tightened on the grips of his pistols. 
 
    Terrence Brudnoy was a man stalked by Detective Winters and now leeches, many leeches. They were coming out of the woodwork. 
 
    Detective Winters could smell them, now, too. 
 
    He ran. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The horizon pinked, barely. 
 
    “This is it,” Peter muttered, squinting, for even the dim first light of dawn was painful. “Hope she’s right. Just make it fast.” 
 
    Wasted, bruised, broken, he wanted it to be over. To be done. That’s all he wanted. He glanced at the gun in his hand and sneered, holding it out over the water. When he burned, it would fall. “Sploosh.” He smirked. 
 
    He glanced down one end of the bridge then the other. “No chance for second thoughts, either.” A long way, either way. No escape, no cover from the sun, even if he did change his mind, which he was convinced he wouldn’t. 
 
    He was weak, though, he told himself, and once the pain really started, once the process was in full effect, once the flesh was sloughing off his bones in strips, he might not be himself. 
 
    His thoughts turned to Billy Rubin, didn’t need to see that, agony, pure, screaming, squishing, crying. He was a baby, though. 
 
    A few cars rolled by on the bridge and the sky lightened. 
 
    Peter readied himself. He pulled his coat off, hung it over the wall and did likewise with his blood-stained shirt, faster this way, sunlight directly on his skin. He thought briefly, very briefly, about taking off his pants, too, but dismissed it. There was suicide, and then there was masochism. 
 
    Peter turned his head, covering his eyes with his arm, gun thrust out over the water, unwavering. 
 
    The sun peeked above the horizon. “RRRRRRRRg…” It burned his eyes, then the rest of him. “AAAAAAHHHHHHHHH! MOTHERFU—” he screamed as the sun clambered above the horizon and bore its blare through him, searing white-hot rays of pure pain flaring across every square inch of his being. 
 
    Shivering, lowering his arm, he opened his eyes, forcing himself to gaze for one last time upon that which was to destroy him. 
 
    “AAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” 
 
    Just then, a school bus pulled up. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Marduk’s balls.” Detective Winter skidded to a halt, reading the signs of struggle. 
 
    There had been four of them, street trash, junky-sucks, moshers. Minutes ago. Detective Winters’s eyes skimmed over the scattered signs of ambush left in the alleyway. 
 
    “Good spot for one.” 
 
    They had harassed him, herded him as a pride of lions does a wounded wildebeest. They had toyed with him, but it was late, and they had been hungry, ravenous. 
 
    But there was no body. 
 
    They had taken him. 
 
    The sun had almost risen. 
 
    Perhaps there still was time. 
 
    At a crossroads, he stopped. 
 
    Which way? There were no signs, no scent. They ended right here, right beneath his feet. 
 
    His guns were out. 
 
    He took a deep breath in through his nostrils and looked at the manhole cover by which he stood. He holstered a pistol. Then, stooping, he grasped the manhole cover up and slid it grating, a pistol trained on the darkness, to the side. 
 
    The light of the new morning could not yet pierce its depths, and the sound of water trickled in the mists below. 
 
    A spasm of panic wriggled up his spine; he inhaled deep, exhaled, quelling it as he always did. 
 
    “Tunnels and tombs, tunnels are tombs…” 
 
    Checking his ammunition, he nodded, loosening his knives in their sheaths. He drew a deep breath, as he always did before descent, holding it, and he cherished that foul, slaughter-tinged city fume, and then dropped silently through the mist, landing, splashing knee-deep in festering, swirling, darkness. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39. 
 
    “SKULLDUGGERY, I SAY!” Salazar moaned. “Grrrrr. A brilliant career in narcotics dispersal ruined, destroyed, by the drudgery of law school. Oh, how I hate you, dear father. You wicked man.” His teary eyes opened wide in anticipation as he eased open his briefcase on the empty conference table. He often spoke to his briefcase, and always with love, and especially when stocked with gear. “So versatile. You can shoot it, smoke it, snort it, cut it, sell it, hell, you can shove it up your — never mind.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, running his finger over the clear plastic bags full of powder. “Richer, certainly would have a better reputation, position, though, in lieu of my current position as werewolf’s assistant, that’s not much of a feat.” Salazar paused and glanced up as the door to the conference room opened. “Yes? Can I help you?” he asked, though in such a tone as to imply, “Get the hell out of here.” 
 
    The heads of the five families strode into the room in single file, dispersing, stepping to, and sitting in each of the five empty seats at the conference table. 
 
    Salazar gritted his teeth. After shaking visibly for a few seconds, he settled, managing a grin. In turn, to each of the four men and the one woman, he nodded. “Chyme, Two-fer, Lady Jay, M.J., Pearl,” said Salazar, still smiling, hideously now, and shaking again. “I suppose we’re in session then?” 
 
    “Yes, Benjamin,” said Lady Jay. 
 
    “Fine, I wasn’t busy, not at all. Only place you can get privacy is…” He reached into his briefcase and withdrew a stick and then a gavel head. Ceremoniously, he attached the head to the stick, rose, and banged twice. 
 
    “This meeting is now adjourned!” he announced as the gavel head ricocheted off the table and flew past Mungo Jerry, who ducked. Salazar watched the gavel head soar for a moment. He blinked then threw the stick in his briefcase and snapped it shut. “Ahem.” 
 
    Two-fer stood, ripping his hands out of his pockets, spilling dozens of pills scattering across the table. “This meeting is not over, Salazar!” Two-fer leaned forward and scooped pills toward himself. 
 
    “I beg to differ.” Salazar slapped Two-fer’s hand, snatched pills, and stuffed a handful into his mouth. Chewing, chomping, “I am master of ceremonies, I.E., second in charge, and therefore, I dictate when it’s over. Therefore, it’s over.” 
 
    A loud crash resonated through the room as Pearl burst from his chair and slammed his two jewel-encrusted fists on the table. “Have a seat, Benjamin,” Pearl said in a deep voice, whisking his long blond hair back. “We have much to discuss.” 
 
    “Of course.” Salazar took a seat expeditiously. He fixed his glasses on his nose, cleared his throat. “Proceed.” 
 
    “As I have said, we have many issues to discuss.” Pearl cleared his throat. He spoke with a lisp, except when he was angry. “Chyme, as is custom, you have the floor first.” 
 
    Salazar added, “Chyme, you have the floor. Proceed! Report! Enlighten us with your wisdom!” 
 
    “H-hello my, my fellows.” Chyme fairly oozed out of his chair and to his feet, his words slurring as though saliva pooled under his tongue, which it did. “I just wanted to report on the Lord Brudnoy search. As you all know, he ended up in the river after an incident at the mayor’s residence. We were able to find some trace of him along the river, but lost it.” 
 
    Mungo Jerry sniffed loudly. 
 
    “It was near impossible to track him in town,” Chyme said. “There was no method to his madness. But … it seems to me he might have been headed into … ah, Sliggtown.” 
 
    “Then he’s fragged,” Mungo Jerry said. 
 
    “Shut it, Jerry.” Lady Jay launched to her feet. “Are you sure, Chyme?” 
 
    “N-no, Lady. Just guessing, but a good guess, I think. My boys scoured the rest of the city and under-city proper. No luck, no sign, not a peep.” 
 
    “Lord Brudnoy don’t peep,” said Mungo Jerry. 
 
    Chyme frowned. “Sliggtown. That would be my guess. Anyhow, my boys are double checking, but my question is, how far do we proceed? I lost one of my trackers last night in the mills, Jacob. The others are begging to be cut loose, to find him. I’m holding them right now. ” 
 
    Lady Jay yanked the toothpick from her clenched jaw. She might have been beautiful once. “We do what we have to, to find him. Then send more men. Arm them. Raid Sliggtown. We flood them.” 
 
    “Arm them? Arm them with what?” Mungo Jerry picked at his long yellow fingernails. “Shotguns? Silver knives? Handguns? Maybe you ain’t checked lately, Lady Jay, but we’re homeless.” 
 
    Lady Jay held him with her silent gaze. 
 
    “Look, I’m not trying to be a dick, but guns are worthless,” said Mungo Jerry. “Well, they don’t stop them, right?” 
 
    “They slow them down. And with silver—” 
 
    “Yeah, and where we gonna get the silver, Pearl? You gonna melt all your pretty necklaces?” Mungo Jerry asked. “Besides, the leeches are learning. Even if we had silver ammo, it don’t bust Kevlar. The weapons we got are old, broken, obsolete,” he cleared his throat, glanced left then right, and even then spoke softly, “like Lord Brudnoy.” 
 
    Pearl bolted to his feet and roared, along with the others, but Mungo Jerry held his ground. 
 
    “Am I wrong?” Salazar put his hands to his chest. “What saved him last week? Huh? What? No! It was dumb luck! Yeah, I said it, dumb luck. And who was it attacking? Berefold? No. Custaminides? A fucking Grimgorgon? No. It was a bunch of leeches. A bunch of fucking leeches, junky-sucks at that, almost killed him. Lord Brudnoy ten years ago, five years ago, would have torn them to shreds. That night, though, while we was all huddling down in—” 
 
    “I was not huddling!” Lady Jay said. 
 
    “And a whole blob o’ good it done, too,” Mungo Jerry said. “No, I ain’t saying you wasn’t no help, Lady, but you ain’t the one who saved us. It was a stranger. A fucking stranger who saved us and a fucking stranger who saved Lord Brudnoy.” 
 
    “He is our leader,” said Lady Jay. 
 
    “He’s dead, fragged, I say,” said Mungo Jerry. “Dead, dead, dead.” He pounded the table. “And if he ain’t dead, he will be, soon. Without his collar, he’s dumber than Two-fer. Sit down, he’s dead. If not the leeches then the cops. And I say it ain’t worth making more of us dead, to make him not dead. Besides, like I said, we ain’t got the arsenal to pull him out, even if he is alive.” 
 
    “You weak, conniving priss,” Pearl said. 
 
    “Then you go traipsing down there, Pearl,” Mungo Jerry sneered, “with your shotgun and handbag, and see how long you last against them on their turf. You ever been there, even in daylight, Pearl?” 
 
    Pearl’s nails scratched along the table into fists. 
 
    “It ain’t just leeches, either, Pearl. You tell yourself that, you’re retarded.” 
 
    “We owe him,” said Lady Jay. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Oh, my, oh, my.” Mayor James Perry paused in his pacing just long enough to stamp out the last of his cigarette butt. As of last week, he had quit smoking for the last time. Denise had insisted upon it. “People who smoke are bad,” she had said, and she was right. Well, maybe she was right. Who knows? Who cares? She smoked. 
 
    James habitually quit smoking. He quit smoking after nearly every single cigarette. He was quite proud of this and believed it set a good example, especially since he’d banned smoking in all public buildings in Colton Falls. His crowning achievement in his war on smoking had seen him stand proudly by as the Colton Falls Police arrested five men for smoking in the Pleasant Valley homeless shelter. 
 
    “It sets an example and a precedent,” the mayor had declared to the press gathered on that auspicious day, and it did. “I, myself, quit today,” he had said proudly to the members of the cheering press and the five homeless dregs as they were handcuffed and led away. The sound of sharp rhythmic clicks outside the thick rusted door, which was the only entrance to the room, a cell really, broke James from his nostalgia. 
 
    Lil, it had to be Lil. He could hear how long her legs were by the sound of her high heels clicking and grinding on the floor. Oh, how he wished they would click and grind into him. The bolt mechanism slid from the outside as someone turned a key, and the thick door screeched as it opened inward, an obvious fire hazard. 
 
    “I just relieved your men, James,” said a voice that was all butter and cream. “Are they all so tense?” 
 
    “M-my police guard? You relieved them?” James asked, a stitch of fear in his voice at the meaning behind the word ‘relieved.’ 
 
    “Oh, James,” Lil sauntered into the room, “don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “Wh-why, y-yes.” 
 
    “Dear, sweet, stuttering, James, I mean that I sent them home.” Lil’s lustrous hair shone in the dark. “They were so tired, and they so needed to rest. They wanted to stay, but I told them no. No, the city will need them. Their Mayor will need them rested this evening so that they might carry on their duties once again when the great blue sky settles once more into our realm of deep, dark pleasures. I told them I personally would see to your well-being.” 
 
    “Oh?” James perked up. “Well, that was kind of you, Lil. I was thinking that—” 
 
    “James,” Lil stretched out a hand, a finger, touching his pudgy lips to silence him. 
 
    For the briefest instant as her finger touched his lips, before the sensuality of her soft skin soothed and entranced him, before her green eyes hypnotized him, before her perfume enveloped him, for just one instant, upon his lips, James felt the writhing briny prickle of a sea worm’s spiny needle feelers tasting him; then it was washed away, forgotten. 
 
    “James, you really shouldn’t think too much,” Lil said, “or even at all. No good shall come of it, truly. Thought, I believe, is considered taboo in your profession.” 
 
    James couldn’t stand it anymore, and he blurted out, “Make me a vampire, Lil. Please. Oh, please, I need it. I need it so bad. Brudnoy’s broken his chain, and I can’t — he’s missing. Tried to kill me last night. Ruined my wife’s dinner party, ate the help, the guests. He’s coming, Lil, oh, he’s coming!” 
 
    “I heard all about it, dear James.” Lil rolled her eyes. “You were attacked, and so you came crawling on your belly to me for protection. Get on your belly, James. Now.” Her hands were on her hips. “Do it,” she commanded, and for all her beauty, her physical perfection and grace, all her sensuality, alluring eyes and mystifying scent, she was horrible to look upon in that moment. The room shrank around her. 
 
    His knees creaked as he eased himself down onto the dusty, rust-caked floor. He was wearing his best suit. 
 
    “Now James,” said Lil when the mayor was finally prone. “This is a position more suitable to my tastes, if we are truly to discuss your intellect and decision-making prowess.” 
 
    “My? My intellect?” James said. 
 
    “And decision making prowess, James. Please keep up,” Lil said. “You were hunted last night by Brudnoy. Yes? Yes, James, nod your head. It was no mistake that he found you on the very day he broke free. Was it, James? Do you know why?” 
 
    “Uh … he hates me?” James ventured. 
 
    “Everyone hates you,” Lil said. “Aside from that, the werewolf’s vengeance is matched only by its ability to hunt. They’re the greatest of hunters, James, and once one has your scent, no amount of running or hiding can save you. Thirty years will make no difference in your scent, or the raw hatred that fuels the werewolf stalking you. He remembers. And as long as he lives, your life is in jeopardy, James. If his legs were shorn off, he would crawl on his belly slug-wise through fields of rusted razor blades to sink his canines into your bloated carcass. You learned that tonight, and yet you still came to me.” 
 
    James blinked. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Lil cut him off mid-sentence with a chop at the air. “Do not speak out of turn. You are not sorry, James, not by half, not yet. You don’t understand.” Lil set about strolling in a circle around James. She examined her long nails as she moved. “I don’t mind the werewolf, James. They are pleasant in their own feral way. Quite mad. It is what this werewolf brings with him that annoys me. The man. Winters. He does not amuse me. He is a demon hunter and possesses something — never you mind. The wolf follows you, and the man follows the wolf.” 
 
    James wiped his brow with his sleeve. 
 
    “We really must erect a monument to your stupidity,” Lil said. “First, you fail to bring me the gun, the one thing I desire. And when you do fail, what do you do to make up for it? You leave a trail of breadcrumbs to guide a demon-hunter into my very home. Then you have the temerity ask me to give you the gift of unlife.” 
 
    “I had Winters fired, though,” James blurted out. 
 
    “Cut him loose from any form of control or influence you could have exerted over him, you mean?” Lil said. “Now not even the pitiful excuse of the law holds sway over him. And I still do not possess the gun.” 
 
    “What’s so special about that gun?” asked James. 
 
    “You only need to know that I wanted it,” Lil said, “and you failed to retrieve it for me. You continuously fail me, James.” She shook her head back and forth. 
 
    “Maybe if I were a vampire?” 
 
    “I would have no use for you as a vampire, James,” Lil said. “Be glad you still are of some use to me as a man, if that is indeed what you are.” Lil strode out the door. “Come James.” 
 
    James pushed himself up slowly, and Lil’s voice cut through the thick steel door. “No, stay on your belly James,” echoed her voice. “We’ll find quarters more suitable for you. And perhaps a use as well.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that looks good. Mmmmmm, yummy.” Sid peeled the wrapper halfway back on his egg, cheese, and bacon sandwich. He took a hefty bite and chewed slowly, eyes closed. Then he placed it back on the empty passenger seat of his car. Sid opened his eyes; the light ahead was green, and he drove on, glad to be alive. Glad to be watching another sunrise. Glad to be eating another tasty breakfast sandwich. 
 
    Last night had been close, real close, too close. Sid was not a connoisseur of the finer things in life, perhaps just the finest: freedom. Freedom, the only thing Sid really cared about, and it was reflected in many aspects of his life. His job, for example, as a taxicab driver was one aspect. He drove around all day driving people where they wanted to go. Except for the occasional cranky customer, and they could all go fuck themselves, and he had no problem explaining that to them in those exact terms, Sid was his own boss. He drove and owned his own cab. No one told him when to punch in or out. 
 
    “Hey, jackass!” he yelled out the window. “Move it!” 
 
    For the most part, Sid was content, if not happy. It was when that freedom was taken away that he lost it. When he was pushed around that the walls started closing in on him, and he found it hard to breathe. 
 
    Last night he had found it hard to breathe. Last night, for a time, he had lost his freedom, and, he knew, very nearly his life. He took a deep breath and the last bite of his sandwich. Then he crumpled the wrapper up and tossed it out the window. 
 
    Sid hated a mess in his cab, and these past few days had been trying. Last night had been very trying. A man on the side of the walk hailed him as he drove on, not stopping. 
 
    “Screw you!” the man screamed. 
 
    No, Sid made his own hours, and right now, he was off duty. Yup, he was going home, taking a nice long bath, and then getting some serious shuteye. He hadn’t had any last night. 
 
    “Straight home, no delays.” He turned the taxi onto the bridge. “Ah, shit!” He pulled up alongside a bus stopped near the middle of the bridge. Its red stop sign was out, and so Sid could not go past, legally. He glanced behind for cops. He couldn’t afford a ticket. 
 
    With a click, he turned the knob on his police scanner and turned up the volume. Police scanners were a source of entertainment for him. Nothing better than listening to a high-speed chase unfold over the air. He loved it, loved hearing about someone down, someone who had it worse than him, and the guys being chased always had it worse, or would, real soon. 
 
    “Car 18, car 18, your location?” chirped the police dispatcher over the radio. Sid knew the female dispatcher’s voice and wondered what she looked like. She sounded like a babe, but you never could tell. 
 
    “Operations, car 18, at the intersection of Basswood and Casa Verde,” answered the officer. 
 
    “Respond to the Joyce Bridge, in the center, for the possible jumper,” the dispatcher continued on, “approximately 16 to 25-year-old male, reportedly brandishing a gun. This came to us from a school bus on scene. Car 25 and 34 will be your immediate backup. Sergeant Grimes will also be responding, but you are closest. Proceed with caution, sir.” 
 
    Sirens blared over the radio even as the officer answered, “Ten-four. Joyce Bridge. Armed and dangerous.” 
 
    Sid glanced up and hit the brakes. “Shit.” He glanced out the passenger window and at the bus driver, waving at him. Sid lowered the window. 
 
    “Hey, guy,” yelled the bus driver, “some dude’s up ahead on the side of the bridge with a gun! I’d just hang back here a bit, or bang a U-ey. Radioed my dispatcher to call the cops. Should be here in a minute.” 
 
    Sid shot him a thumbs-up and closed his window, edging up past the bus a bit to get a good look at the man with the gun. Suspicion had gnawed at him the instant the jumper’s description went over the air, and when he saw who the jumper was, it was confirmed. 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    Pulling his shifter into reverse, he looked in his rear-view mirror. It was clear behind him. Clear all the way. His fingers tapped the steering wheel nervously, then hard, and then harder, until he was slamming it with his palms. 
 
    “Shit!” He popped the shifter into drive and pulled screeching past the bus. 
 
    “Car eighteen, what’s your ETA?” asked the dispatcher over the scanner. 
 
    “One minute,” answered the officer. 
 
    The taxicab screamed to a halt next to the sidewalk, and Sid rolled his window down. “Holy shit,” he said, looking at Peter, who stood there on the sidewalk screaming at the top of his lungs as smoke steamed slowly from his skin. 
 
    “AAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!” screamed Peter. 
 
    “Hey, Pete, PETE!” Sid yelled. “What the fuck you doing?” 
 
    “AAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!” 
 
    “HEY PETE! WHAT THE—?” 
 
    “AAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” 
 
    “GET IN THE FUCKING CAR!” Sid unlocked the passenger side door. 
 
    “AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Pete!” Sid slid out the passenger side door. “There’s kids watching!” He pointed at the busload of children down the road. They were all bunched at the windows, watching, pointing, screaming. Sid yanked open the rear passenger door. “Get in!” 
 
    Peter just kept on screaming. 
 
    “God Damn!” Sid ran to Peter. “Hey, watch the gun!” He grasped Peter by the back of his pants and pulled him stumbling backwards into the back seat of his cab. 
 
    “AAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” 
 
    Sid climbed over the seat and behind the wheel, popped it into drive and took off so fast the door slammed. The tires screeched as Sid hit a one-eighty and screamed off. 
 
    “AHHHHHHHHHHHH!” 
 
    Sid raised the windows. 
 
    As he turned off the bridge, in his rear-view mirror, Sid saw blue lights at the other end of the bridge. He kept driving but slowed down as a police cruiser whizzed by him, and then another one. 
 
    “Car eighteen’s out, investigating,” one of the officers said over the scanner, followed almost immediately by car twenty-five and thirty-four. 
 
    “We got to hide, Pete.” Sid pulled down a side street and into a parking garage. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “So what happened to Lord Brudnoy’s gorgeous silver collar?” Pearl looked around the table. 
 
    Salazar, his face held up only by his fist, propped on the table by his elbow above a puddle of drool, glanced up from the bottle cap he was spinning to entertain himself. These meetings were all the same. Start off raring to save the world, or Lord Brudnoy in this case, and end up arguing about fashion, bacon bits, or politics. Salazar grinned inwardly for a moment and then steadied his face. Deep breath. “Ahem, I entrusted the collar to Detective Winters,” he said. “Hope that was okay with y—” 
 
    As one they launched from their chairs, and the room was jungle thick with hostility, all directed at Salazar. 
 
    “To an outsider!” 
 
    “What gives you the right?” 
 
    “Dirty buggering—” 
 
    “I’ll cut off you’re—” 
 
    “Maggots! Maggots!” 
 
    “Easy people,” Salazar said, but the verbal onslaught raged on. 
 
    “You monkey lathering—” 
 
    “Your mother sucks—” 
 
    “Maggots! Maggots!” 
 
    “AAAhhhhrrg!” Salazar lifted his briefcase overhead as though to heave it at Chyme, who oozed under the table, but he froze. He blinked. “Sacrilege.” Salazar set his briefcase back on the table, petting it as though to regain its trust. The room was silent. “I’m so sorry, baby.” 
 
    “Now, Salazar, you had no right—” 
 
    “Shut it!” Salazar said. “Now, I have sat here for,” he looked at his broken watch, “four hours, and we have done nothing even remotely approaching constructive. What have we done, except vote on whether Lord Brudnoy is dead or alive? We have taken the work of the Almighty in our hands and dealt a hand of destiny to an honorable friend of many years. Who are we to callously vote on the life of another human being? Are we … are we gods?” Salazar pulled his lens-less glasses from his face and held them by his heart. His eyes glistened. “He was a werewolf, perhaps, but first and foremost, a man. A good man.” Salazar looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. A tear streamed down his cheek. 
 
    “YOU’RE the one who called for the vote,” said Lady Jay, “and YOU voted against him!” 
 
    “Exactly my point,” Salazar pointed with his glasses in hand, “exactly.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t answer my question!” said Pearl. 
 
    “Oh, the collar, eh?” Salazar said. “If Brudnoy’s alive, and someone wants to go get him, then by all means they should go. Especially if that person is not me. It stands to reason, that whoever goes after him should take the collar. That someone was not me, and so I gave it up, despite its immense sentimental value, to someone that was going after Him, if you follow? No, don’t … don’t thank me. I only do what I can and leave the rest to,” he gazed up at the ceiling as though cherubim flittered about, “the Almighty.” 
 
    “Salazar, Winters kills things,” Lady Jay said through gritted teeth. “What if he finds Lord Brudnoy and kills him? As a human, he wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “It was a risk,” Salazar nodded slowly as his gaze slid round the table, “but I was willing to take it.” 
 
    “So, the only chance Lord Brudnoy’s got is to be rescued by a homicidal madman?” asked Mungo Jerry. 
 
    “Precisely,” Salazar said. 
 
    “The plan does have its merits.” Mungo Jerry sat back. 
 
    “What merits?” Lady Jay asked. “That it keeps everyone out of harm’s way? That it raises apathy and indecision to an art form? That it foists our problems onto a party that neither cares for nor understands our own goals or way of life?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Mungo Jerry said. 
 
    “Dear, dear, Lady Jay,” said Salazar, “whatever would you have us do? What could we possibly do?” 
 
    “We could go ourselves, or at the very least we could find someone else to go,” Lady Jay said. “Someone on our side. Someone who cares about life, who can hide, someone covert, to blend in, maybe, but fight, and fight well, when and if he has to. Someone who’ll bring him back.” 
 
    Salazar sat back and folded his arms. “Haven’t you heard, my dear? Rambo is dead.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Hey, Pete,” Sid called out over his shoulder. “Pete? You okay? Pete?” 
 
    Peter stopped screaming. Stock-still he sat upright in the backseat of the taxi, his hands out straight in front of him, blistered, shaking, trying to touch nothing. His arms, like the rest of him, felt as though his skin had been scraped off with sandpaper and then singed with a blowtorch. Even just the movement of air caused a sharp intake between his pursed lips, stiffening his spine, “RRRRRRRRG!” Which caused more pain. 
 
    As the taxi entered the parking garage, and shade overtook him, it was ice-cold crystal water to a wilted, dying fern, replenishing him. With each turn, deeper and deeper down, Peter felt a little better, a little stronger, a little clearer. 
 
    He blinked. Still, he felt only pain, but less, perhaps, and that was something. 
 
    The mangle of screams and fire and hatred parted, and he was Peter once more. “Drive … drive deeper,” he said, lips cracking. He squeezed his eyes shut and went rigid as salty tears burned down his face. “Drive down to hell, Sid, if you can.” 
 
    Sid drove, twisting and turning, round and round, down, always down, always darker, always deeper. Then they stopped. 
 
    “This is it.” Sid pulled the cab into a space, wrenching the shifter into park. 
 
    It was dark, and it was empty. Cold. A desolate alien planet. Old gray car corpses wasted away in row upon row, rust skeletons, far into the darkness. 
 
    Sid killed the engine. 
 
    The sounds of the streets were gone. There was only the flickering of an incandescent bulb and its incessant buzz, on and off, on and off, far in the distance. 
 
    They sat in the darkness. 
 
    Sid rolled down a window to air out the reek of charred flesh. “You look like shit.” 
 
    “Feel like shit.” Peter winced as the corner of his lip split like stale bread. 
 
    “What the hell were you doing?” Sid held out a handkerchief. “Here.” 
 
    “Doing?” Peter asked. “I … I was trying to kill myself.” 
 
    “Jesus, Pete, you even screw that, ulp!” 
 
    Like an adder, Peter’s hand shot out and grasped Sid by the throat, nearly pulling him into the back seat. “What the fuck do you care, huh? You, Rrrrg … goddamn lip, you ditched me last night. Had her, Sid, I had her … or would have. She went right out the front door. You’d’ve seen her go right past. Rrrrg … could have followed her. Found her. Found my dad…” 
 
     “Well Pete,” Sid clutched onto Peter’s wrist, “it’s an interesting—” 
 
    “RRRRrrrrrr…” Peter squeezed. The skin on his hand split open. Growling mad, Peter drew the hammer back on the gun in his right hand and aimed it at Sid’s trembling face. Do it. “Ought to just fucking kill you. You said you’d stay! My last connection to Pussywillow. Gone.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Sid said. 
 
    “I understand you screwed me,” Peter said. “I understand you’re a self-centered little prick, and you’ve got tiny fucking balls even for a midget. Why shouldn’t I kill you?” 
 
    “Cause you ain’t a killer, Pete, and you ain’t no vampire, yet,” Sid said, wrestling the hand around his throat. “Don’t you get it? That’s why you ain’t dead. 
 
    “You think vampires get sunburn, Pete?” Sid asked. “No way. A fucking ghoul steps out in the sun and, foom, he’s gone. Toast. Liquefied shmooze. You ain’t a vampire, and you ain’t no killer.” 
 
    “Pussywillow said I’m—” 
 
    “Pussywillow lied, ulp, to you, Pete.”  
 
    “What’s a couple hours difference?” Peter squeezed tighter. Sid’s face went red, then purple. “I’ll be one tonight. I already got the hunger, Sid. I can hear your heartbeat. Pounding, pounding. Fast right now.” He drew him close. “Your blood? I can smell it, Sid, pumping through your veins. And you know what?” 
 
    “It smells good, Pete, don’t it?” Sid said. 
 
    “Damn good,” Peter’s eyes shadowed over, “and I’m so fucking hungry, Sid. So fucking hungry.” Peter let go of Sid and shoved him back, repulsed. “Get out of here. Go. Now.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do?” Sid rubbed his neck, his color returning to normal. 
 
    “I’ll … I’ll just stay down here tonight.” Peter looked around. “I’ll go up tomorrow. Let the sun take me then. It’ll work tomorrow.” He shuddered at the thought of the sun on his body again, the blinding, the shining-burning searing his cracked blistered skin. Will you do it again? Now that you know? “Sid, where the hell are we?” 
 
    “You won’t do it, Pete, though,” Sid said, “not once you’re a bloodsucker, you won’t. You won’t want to. You’ll just want to eat. That’s all you’ll care about, feeding, killing.” 
 
    “No, I — I’ll do it.” Peter glanced down. “I will, I swear.” 
 
     “But what about your dad, Pete?” asked Sid. “You just going to give up on him, too?” 
 
    “Do you know the shit I’ve been through this week, Sid? Huh?” Peter asked. “I have done everything I could to help him, to save him. And I’ve failed every time. Every single time! I got nothing left. I don’t know where he is. I don’t know where to start. No one will help me because everyone wants me dead. Everyone. What should I do? A door-to-door search? What if I turn before I find him? More death. And the people I care about’ll die first. No … no, at least I can stop that from happening, maybe. Maybe I won’t screw it up for once.” 
 
    “No, Pete, it’s just that—” 
 
    “Just leave, Sid.” Peter opened the car door. “Go while you still can. Drive to … go to someplace warm and sunny, with no vampires or demons or whatever. Where you can run wild, Sid, wild and free.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go, Pete,” Sid said, “and I’m gonna find your dad. You can come with me, or you can sit here in the dark touching yourself.” 
 
    “I can’t go outside, Sid,” Peter said. “My legs are burned, too, even though I left my pants on.” 
 
    “Good thing, too,” Sid said. “Kids on that bus were screwed up enough as it is. Might’ve put them over the edge. Besides, Pete, don’t worry, we ain’t going topside.” 
 
    “What? We going to crawl through the sewers?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much,” Sid said. 
 
    “Okay, and where we going to start, Sid?” Peter asked. “You got some magical connections to my dad? Or to Pussywillow? Maybe you have a map in the glove box with an ‘X’ to mark them? Maybe there’s pirate treasure, too!” 
 
    Sid reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a crumpled map. Smoothing it out on the seat, he flicked a few crumbs off it. He pointed to a spot on it. “Here.” He held up the map. He took out a pen and made an ‘X.’ 
 
    “Here, what?” Peter leaned forward. 
 
    “That’s the Craddock Slaughterhouse, in Sliggtown. Where I dropped Pussywillow off … last night.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40. 
 
    THE NEW GUY was freaking out … typical. 
 
    Nathaniel pressed his face between the steel bars and looked down the hallway. It was cages upon cages upon cages set into the walls, either way, as far as his straining eyes could see. The devil woman was not there, nor were the others. He adjusted his crooked legs, grunting. His head was clearer, at least, though his back still burned, muscles cramping and joints grinding. His legs were twisted. 
 
    Across the narrow hall, into the cage positioned directly across from him, he peered. There was a man in it now, though he could make out none of his features. He was freaking out, kicking the bars and swearing. Neither did much good. 
 
    “Hey, guy,” Nathaniel whispered. “Cool it, you’ll just bring trouble. Quiet.” 
 
    The man, wailing and kicking the bars, paused for a second and then started up again. 
 
    “Hey jackass, quit it!” Nathaniel whispered. 
 
    The man stopped again, looked out. His face was a shadow behind the bars. “Who said that?” His thick fingers wrapping around the rusty bars. 
 
    Nathaniel stuck a finger between the bars and waved. “Me. Sorry. Might as well relax, though,” Nathaniel said. “You tried. We all try. You won’t break them. Good steel. Solid steel.” Nathaniel adjusted his legs with a grunt. “Used to work steel. Metal. All kinds. You’ll just hurt yourself. Or worse.” 
 
    “Worse?” said the man. “Worse than what?” 
 
    “You’re still alive.” Nathaniel said. “Am I right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not supposed—” 
 
    “Rabid dogs don’t deserve this,” Nathaniel said, “but, I’m telling you, if you make a lot of noise and piss Her off, She’ll take you away.” 
 
    “Her?” 
 
    “Yeah, that broad who put us in here,” Nathaniel said. “All of us. Beautiful woman, really. Unnaturally so, I think. Comes down here once or twice a day and nabs someone. Takes them away.” 
 
    “Away?” 
 
    “Yeah … away,” Nathaniel said. “You’ll see her. She’ll drag some poor bastard by soon enough. He won’t come back. My advice? Be quiet and try not to be him.” 
 
    “Um, where does she take him?” 
 
    “Out of the dentist chair and into the proctologist’s office,” Nathaniel said. 
 
    “Proctol — proctorolo—” 
 
    “Forget it. No place good.” 
 
    They sat for a while, not speaking. The sound of a man whimpering and sobbing occasionally broke the mortuary silence. 
 
    “So, uh, how long you been in here for?” the man asked. 
 
    “Don’t know.” Nathaniel picked at his fingernails. “No clocks. No sunlight. No noise, except the dregs in the other cages. They’ve fed me eight … eight or nine times, I think. I’m not sure. I was a little out of it when they brought me in. Just ate a few hours ago, though. They’re pretty regular.” 
 
    “Must be awful,” said the man. 
 
    “It’s drugged,” Nathaniel said, “but it’s better than I was getting.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “You go,” Peter said. “This is your idea.” 
 
    “My idea, yeah,” Sid scoffed, “but I’m doing all this for you.” 
 
    “You’ve done this before.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” Sid said. “You don’t listen. I’ve heard about it.” 
 
    “But you lived down there.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I wasn’t exactly belle of the ball, if you know what I mean. And now that I’m legit — well, besides, you’re the damn celebrity. You go first.” 
 
    “I’m not a celebrity.” Peter gazed with trepidation down the black hole that gaped at his feet. “And you know these people.” 
 
    “You’re the one who saved Brudnoy.” Sid stopped for a moment and looked around with fear. “Uh, LORD Brudnoy, that is. And you saved him. It’s been all over the street for practically a week, Pete. It’s a saga. You’re the man. A hero! So, you go first. People do it all the time. Really. Just make sure you land feet-first.” 
 
    “Why? What’s at the bottom?” Peter gazed down but try as he might, he could make nothing out in its depths. 
 
    “Hmmm, I thought you’d be able to see…” 
 
    “Well, I can’t. All’s I can see is some … shapes.” 
 
    “Shapes, huh? That’s not too vague.” 
 
    “Bite me. What’s down there?” 
 
    “A net,” Sid said. 
 
    “A net?” asked Peter. “What? Like in the circus? You sure?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “Screw you, Sid,” Peter said. “We find another way or some rope.” 
 
    “Pete, we’ve been over this,” Sid said. “This is the only way. The cops have my plates and medallion number. They’re scouring the city, and they’re looking for both of us. We’re lucky they haven’t checked down here, yet. They will, though. Give them time. Thorough bastards. So, it’s either we jump down this hole right now, or we pack you in the trunk of the taxi and go on a suicide run across the river.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea right now.” Peter gazed down into the abyss. 
 
    “Won’t be when they stop me and search my trunk.” 
 
    “Isn’t that illegal?” 
 
    “Hah, yeah sure. Illegal.” 
 
    “You’re sure there’s a net?” 
 
    “What are you worried about?” asked Sid. “You were trying to kill yourself a half-hour ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, this is different,” Peter said. “The dark…” 
 
    “You know, your face’s clearing up,” Sid said. “The boils and blisters, a bit, maybe. Wish I could’ve done that in high school.” 
 
    “The dark. Don’t think I’d want to die here. Given the choice. I feel better now, but there’s a dirty, a bad feel down here. At least in the sun, I knew. I could see, y’know?” 
 
    “Fear of the unknown.” Sid nodded, arms crossed. “Man’s greatest fear.” Then soberly, he added, “We must face our fears, Pete. That is man’s greatest accomplishment. Confront your fear.” 
 
    Pete just stared down at the black hole. “Fuck you, Sid.” 
 
    “Don’t be a pussy.” 
 
    “Yeah, and what about you?” 
 
    “It’s twice as high to me!” 
 
    “Oh, now you use a handicap defense?” 
 
    “Handicap? Look, you’re a fucking leech. It probably won’t even hurt you.” 
 
    “Ants don’t get hurt when they fall.” 
 
    “Screw you, creature of the night!” 
 
    “I am not a creature of the night!” 
 
    “So then fucking jump!” 
 
    “No!” said Peter, glancing down again, and then he felt a jolt! 
 
    “BAAAASSSSSSSTAAAAAARRRRRD!” 
 
    Peter fell, floating in the darkness, Sid’s screams echoing above like a little girl, and Peter struck bottom. But whatever he struck had give to it, a lot, but it certainly was not a net. For a millisecond, Peter stopped falling, and then he was launched back into the air, bouncing down through the darkness, down a steep spongy slope. 
 
    Above him, then below, he could hear Sid, still screaming as he, too, bounced down the spongy slope. Then Peter thwacked off a solid floor, one with absolutely no give, and rolled onto Sid. 
 
    “Get off me!” Sid grumbled. 
 
    Peter rolled off him. 
 
    Sid scrambled to his feet. “You scream like a little girl.” 
 
    “That was you.” 
 
    “Bite me.” 
 
    “A net?” Peter muttered from the ground, quivering in the fetal position. 
 
    “It was just like a net.” 
 
    “Yeah, like you’re just like Magnum-freaking-P.I.” 
 
    “Don’t you bring Magnum into this!” 
 
    It wasn’t close to a net, and it was far more than a mound, more like a mountain. A mountain of old rotting mattresses piled on top of one another, reaching up far into the darkness. The stench of decades old B.O. was thick in the musty dark. 
 
    “I think my ass is broken,” Sid said. 
 
    “Good. So’re my ribs. So what next?” 
 
    “I think I need to wash.” 
 
    “Great. And after that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, can’t see a damned thing,” Sid said. “It’s pitch-fucking-black.” 
 
    “Too bad, Sid, I can see just fine.” Peter glanced around. He could see. 
 
    “Then you lead,” Sid said. Then he muttered something that sounded like, “God-damned creatures of the night.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Uh … I said there should be a door somewhere, Pete, or something. A guard, maybe? What do you see?” 
 
    “Nothing, aside from that mattress mountain, and you,” Peter said. “Oh, wait, it looks like a … yeah, it’s a tunnel. Come on.” Peter grabbed Sid by the back of his collar and pulled him through the darkness. 
 
    “Looks man-made.” Peter looked at the tunnel walls which were crumbling concrete in some spots and plywood in others. Above, a string of dusty old light bulbs hung overhead, cold and dark. “There’s some light bulbs overhead, too.” 
 
    “Look for a light switch.” 
 
    “Did Brudnoy’s people make this?” Peter asked. 
 
    “It’s LORD Brudnoy, Pete,” Sid said. “Especially down here. Some people won’t care what you call him. Others will, and if he hears you, he’ll rip your lungs out your back. And no one knows how long that chain of his really is. So, better safe than sorry.” 
 
    Peter nodded, throttling the gun in his hand. 
 
    “No,” Sid said, after a minute or two of walking. 
 
    “No, what?” 
 
    “This tunnel,” Sid said. “Lord Brudnoy’s people didn’t build it. They built others, but this one’s older. The twenties and thirties, at least, I think. The parking garage we hid in used to be Mel’s, way back when. It was one of those, uh, what the hell do you call them?” 
 
    “A bar?” 
 
    “No. Well, yeah, it was a bar, but they called it something else,” Sid said. “The tunnel was an escape route for customers. Prohibition. Heard about it before, the tunnel. Don’t know where it comes out, though. What direction we going?” 
 
    “Gee, Sid, I left my compass back in the car,” Peter said. “Besides, you’re the one with the map.” 
 
    “Yeah, and good thing it’s in fucking Braille, too,” Sid said. “Not to mention it’s a street map, not a secret-fucking-sewer-tunnel map.” He snapped his fingers. “Speakeasy!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    They walked along, bickering, past old clapboard walls and corrugated iron slats covered in decades of dust and ruin, following the winding tunnel and long string of dead light bulbs dangling overhead. 
 
    “Hey, Sid,” Peter ducked under a low doorway, “what’s prohibition?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Got any kids?” the man asked. 
 
    Nathaniel glanced through the bars and let out a harsh gust of air from his lungs. “Yeah, two, I’ve got two,” Nathaniel said, trying to end the conversation purely through tone. The thought of asking the man whether he had children, just to be polite, crossed Nathaniel’s mind, but just kept on going. Silence, Nathaniel wanted silence, and he would get it soon enough, he was sure. Either the devil-woman would come take one of them away, or this newbie’d eat the drugged food and turn zombie like the rest of them. 
 
    “Boys or girls?” asked the man, breaking the silence again. 
 
    “Both, one of each, okay?” Nathaniel said. 
 
    “Hey, sorry if I’m bothering you,” the man said, “but I’m scared. Jeeze.” 
 
    Nathaniel rolled his eyes and took a deep breath. “No, no, I’m sorry. I’m an asshole,” said Nathaniel. “Haven’t been around people much, lately. Conscious anyways. I’m not used to it. Know what I mean?” 
 
    The man just grunted in his dark cage. 
 
    “How about you. Any kids?” Nathaniel asked. 
 
    “I always wanted a son.” 
 
    “Oh, daughters, huh?” 
 
    “No, lazy sperm,” said the man. “That’s what my doc said I got. Says they sort of just swim around in circles, bump into stuff, and stuff like that. No kids. We have a dog, though, a … a Pomeranian.” 
 
    “Oh, nice dog?” Nathaniel asked. 
 
    “I hate it.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “God-damn, it’s good to see again,” Sid said as they entered the cavern. 
 
    “Ooooh, yeah, that’s bright.” Peter cupped his hand before his eyes, blocking out the light of the dozens of candles set in front of the door. Nausea suddenly blew through him as he glanced around the hall. Painted on all of the walls were symbols, great and small. Crucifixes, giant red ones and small black ones, pentacles going from one wall to another, silver ankhs and other arcane symbols covered every available surface. 
 
    A slow deep breath and thoughts of Carmen Electra settled his rising nausea. It rose no further. The hall was old, in disrepair, in shambles. The crucifixes were faded, weak … lies. No conviction lay behind them anymore, no belief, no faith. They held little power now, except to shock. 
 
    “You alright, Pete?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s try the door.” 
 
    A wooden door was set in the far wall of the hall, surrounded by tall, white candles set in small alcoves all about, some even upon the floor. Wax pseudopods spread out in all directions from each candle. 
 
    “Must be the place.” Sid’s voice echoed. “Probably a guard, so let me do the talking.” 
 
    “Cause you’re so good with people.” 
 
    Sid stepped up and knocked on the door, a muffled thump which didn’t seem to carry. A long, wide panel on the door slid back, revealing darkness. “What do you be wanting?” a voice asked from inside. 
 
    “We want to—“ 
 
    “SID? By the hound! That you?” 
 
    Sid squinted into the panel. “Yeah … yeah, it’s me,” he said. “Granger? That you, man?” 
 
    “It’s a fact,” said Granger. “Been a long while, me lad, since before you gone legit. How long’s it been?” 
 
    “Few years, anyways.” 
 
    “Still working the bars?” 
 
    “Naw, got a taxi cab now. I’m my own boss.” 
 
    “Aye. And good for you, good for you. Knew you’d be getting out of this rotten hole sooner than later. A taxi, that’s grand. And who be this lad by your side?” 
 
    “This is Peter Reynolds.” Sid held up his hand as though he were a game-show model revealing a prize. 
 
    “Hoy, the famed doctor and all, that’s a fact, eh?” Granger said. 
 
    “I’m not really a—” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Doc. Heard the stories. Like to thank you, lad, for what you done for me Lord Brudnoy. Spoke to some was there and seen you working. You’ve the healing graces of an angel, you do. Thought you’d be a wee-smack taller, though.” 
 
    “Wee-smack? Uh, thanks, and you’re welcome, I guess,” Peter said. 
 
    “And so what can I do you gents for?” Granger asked. “Anything your heart desires, anything.” 
 
    “We need safe passage through Tara and to the north side of the river,” Sid said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t do that,” said Granger. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Well, how about just into Tara?” Peter hunkered forward. 
 
    “Ah, no.” 
 
    “Why not?” Peter asked. 
 
    “I don’t have the authority,” Granger said. “With you being a leech and all, begging your pardon, Doc, but everybody knows. And, even were you not, these be dark times. I need authorization from Lord Brudnoy, or Mister Salazar, or the families. Still, much obliged for what you done, Doc.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    “Can we talk to Lord Brudnoy?” asked Sid. 
 
    “He’s disposed of, at the moment,” Granger said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Usually means he’s eating someone,” whispered Sid behind his hand, “or humping a couch.” 
 
    “Great.” Peter threw up his hand. 
 
    “How about Salazar?” asked Sid. 
 
    “He’s busy, too,” Granger said. 
 
    “He humping a couch, too?” Peter muttered. 
 
    “What’d you say?” asked Granger. 
 
    “He didn’t say nothing,” Sid said. “Look, we need to get through here. It’s a matter of life and death, Granger. Can you just go get someone … anyone to let us through?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t.” 
 
    “Because why?” asked Peter. 
 
    “Because they’re all at a meeting, and … and because I got me no legs.” Granger burst into a sob. 
 
    “Here we go.” Sid rolled his eyes. 
 
    “And me wheelchair is rusted!” Granger wailed. “Oy! The world showers no love upon me. Why, when I was a boy, sweet Dorothy Jones left me for another lad. A golden wee-chap by the name of Pip. One of those pretty lads the dames all swoon for. Hair of gold, eyes of emerald. Could dance like a leprechaun.” 
 
    “Pip?” Peter raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Aye, Pip. Pip the rat-bastard. Even when I had me legs they failed me! Oh, how me knees would buckle and shake.” 
 
    Peter dropped his hands to his side in disgust, seriously considering raining a shower of bullets through the wooden door. “Sid … I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    “Good,” Sid said, and then after a moment. “Look, he didn’t used to be like this. Well, actually, he was. He had legs, though.” 
 
    “—and so now me days begin and end spelunking in the whiskey bottle,” Granger said, “because of sweet Dorothy Jones and Pip, who danced a jig on me poor lonely heart. Why when I was a wee-frog of a boy…” He continued babbling on. 
 
    Peter gauged the size of the panel hole, made a quick calculation, grabbed Sid, and stuffed him head first through. 
 
    “OY!” Granger screamed. 
 
    So did Sid. 
 
    “Unlock it!” Peter shoved Sid through the hole. It was a tight fit, too tight, but Peter valiantly shoved and shoved and shoved. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhh!” Sid cried. 
 
    “Unlock it!” 
 
    Whack! Whack! Whack! Whack! Whack! 
 
    “Have at thee!” Granger cried, muffled behind the door. 
 
    “He’s got a shotgun!” Sid yelled. 
 
    “Shit!” Peter wrenched on Sid’s kicking legs, but he was wedged in like a Pooh-Bear in a honey-hole. 
 
    “Arrrrrr! Rascals!” 
 
    Peter yanked. The door burst open, Sid in tow; Peter dove aside, and it slammed against the wall and spewed Sid out like vomit. 
 
    Peter wasted no time, was on his feet, pouncing on Granger, who, startled, fumbled his shotgun, dropping it to the floor. Landing on the man’s lap, Peter overbalanced the wheelchair, and both flipped over backwards sprawling onto the floor. 
 
    “ARRRR! Scallywag!” 
 
    Midway to his feet, Peter was wrenched suddenly back down. Peter shoved a palm in Granger’s face, pushing his head back. Granger was strong, though, and wrestled Peter down. 
 
    “RRrrrrrg, get off!” Peter croaked. 
 
    Sid suddenly appeared over Granger’s shoulder, wound up, and, thwack, Granger went all flaccid flesh-sack of bones and fell. 
 
    Peter just lay there, huffing. 
 
    “You okay, Pete?” asked Sid. 
 
    “Yeah, Sid, I’m fine.” Peter rolled Granger off him. “Tried to kill myself today, and then, after that, I get into a fistfight with a guy in a wheelchair.” 
 
    “And lost.” 
 
    “He was strong,” Peter muttered, “and my ribs…” 
 
    “Lucky I was here.” 
 
    “Very strong.” 
 
    “To protect you.” 
 
    “Put it on your resume!” 
 
    “Hey, screw off, Pete!” Sid said. “And if you ever stuff me in another hole—” 
 
    “I thought if you can fit your head through, the rest could make it.” 
 
    “That’s with rats.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Jerk.” 
 
    Sid glanced down at Granger, unconscious on the floor. “He going to be alright?” 
 
    “How hard you hit him?” Peter pulled the lids up on Granger’s eyes. He blinked and rolled his head. His breath was even, deep, regular, and his heart was beating normally. Peter could hear it thumping, pushing vital, fresh blood. “What do we do with him? He’ll talk.” 
 
    “Oh, he can’t leave his post,” Sid said. 
 
    “What?” Peter rolled Granger onto his side. “He knows we’re here. He’ll contact someone. Why wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “Cause I’m bending the wheels on his wheelchair.” Sid used Granger’s shotgun as a lever to do just that. 
 
    “I don’t believe this,” said Peter to himself as Sid wailed away at the chair like a psychotic gremlin. “You are one miserable little man.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The note was brief, written in a sloppy, almost illegible hand, but was none-the-less a welcome relief from the doldrums of the meeting. Benjamin Salazar mumbled a word of thanks to the retreating message-bearer and greedily reread the letter. The heads of the five families just sat in silence, mouths agape, wondering, staring, waiting. 
 
    “Ahem…” Lady Jay folded her arms. 
 
    Salazar loved it. He read the three little sentences again … and then again. 
 
     “Ahem!” 
 
    Salazar giggled. 
 
    “Salazar!” Lady Jay screamed. “What’s it say?” Her sawed-off shotgun was in hand. On its end was a long bayonet. 
 
    Salazar fumbled his glasses onto his face. “It says we may have just found our Rambo, or a reasonable facsimile, at least. Lady of the Jay, I need you to get me one of your broads, a good looking one,” he glanced around the table, “if you’ve got any, which is doubtful, considering.” 
 
    “A, broad?” Lady Jay fingered the political end of her spear. 
 
    “Am I deaf? Do you stutter? A broad. A dame. A chick! A Tomato!” Salazar smiled inwardly; it was just too easy sometimes. “And don’t give me any of that crap that they’re all beautiful inside.” Salazar stood and pointed a finger. “No dogs!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “So, Nate, your boy’s a real firecracker, huh?” the man said. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a wicked pisser sometimes.” Nathaniel leaned against the back wall of his cage. “Never gives up, never admits he’s wrong, never apologizes, always asking for money. He’s a good kid, though, a man, now, really. Just started a new job, too, driving an ambulance. Haven’t seen too much of him lately, though, with my accident and all.” 
 
    “He visit you in the hospital?” asked the man. 
 
    “Yeah, he came down a couple times, I think,” Nathaniel said. “Don’t remember exactly. I know he came to the hospital at least once … no, twice. And the nursing home, a couple times maybe. My wife, my ex-wife, even called after I broke my legs. Said she didn’t want Pete coming to visit me, bad town and all. Let me know it. Let him, too.” He sat there in silence. 
 
    “Women,” the man said. 
 
    “Well, knowing this city, she’s right,” Nathaniel said. “It’s just not right. I’ve seen it. Some of the stuff that happens…” He gripped the bars. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know; I like it here.” 
 
    “What are you, the fucking mayor?” Nathaniel asked. “Yeah, well, I told Pete not to come, but he came anyways. Took the bus, all the way from Salisbury. Alternator in his car was busted, I think.” 
 
    “Oh, so you, uh, think he’s coming to rescue you?” the man asked. 
 
    “Rescue? No. If he knew where I was, he’d come, sure,” Nathaniel said. “Even if it was to just hold it over my head that he’d save me. Probably remind me every Christmas, too. ‘Hey Dad, remember that time I saved you from certain death?’ Probably use it as an excuse not to give me a present, know what I mean? 
 
    “But no,” continued Nathaniel. “He ain’t coming. He doesn’t know where I am. No one does. If he did, though, if he did, he’d come. He’d come running. I know he would. A real pisser.” Nathaniel clasped his hands behind his head and smiled in the darkness of his cage. Then he leaned forward for a second, “What’s your name by the way?” 
 
    “Shhhhhh,” the man said suddenly, “someone’s coming.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The little girl’s heart thumped like a sparrow’s, quick, short. Peter could hear it. 
 
    “Please, sirs, follow me.” The little girl’s bright blue eyes sparkled in the grimy dungeon. “Boss-lady wants to talk with you. She told me so. No one will bother you, sirs, if you follow me.” She pointed down a tunnel even Sid would have had to duck to walk in. 
 
    “No guards? No locks? Every door just wide open for us?” Peter glanced around. “And then a little girl just pops up out of a tunnel to lead us to the boss-lady? Who the hell is this boss-lady? I thought Lord Brudnoy was the boss.” 
 
    “Lord Brudnoy is the boss, Pete.” Sid gazed at the little girl ducking into the small tunnel. “And he obviously knows we’re down here. Someone probably checked on Granger, and he gave us up. Can’t really blame him, after what we did to his wheelchair.” 
 
    “What you did to his wheelchair,” Peter corrected. “And what about this girl? Hey, what’s your name, little girl?” 
 
    The girl grinned and placed a grimy finger on her bottom lip, but wouldn’t say. She grinned and swayed back and forth. “You gots no hair.” 
 
    “The girl probably works for Jay,” Sid explained. 
 
    “Lady Jay,” corrected the little girl, crouching by patiently, hands folded on her grimy clothes. Her golden hair shone in the dungeon. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, Lady Jay,” Sid said. “Though if she’s a lady, I’m,” he glanced at the girl, “well, never mind. One of the five family-heads. Runs the sewer-folk on the east side. Shitbums, dirt-bags, trash-thieves, and muck-junkies. Low-lifes mostly. Some are alright. Our little guide, here, must be one of them. Sure smells like one.” Sid smiled at her. 
 
    The little girl smiled back. “You’re just a little fella.” 
 
    Sid growled. 
 
    “So what do we do?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Follow her, I guess.” Sid stepped past Peter and ducked into the tunnel. 
 
    Peter, glancing at the crumbling ceiling, followed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41. 
 
    “AH, PETER, PETER, it warms my aged heart to see you once more,” Benjamin Salazar said, standing, smiling, rubbing his hands, hunched like an old crow. “I’ve never seen you so bald and horribly burned. Mind the soot on the carpet, if you will. Lord Brudnoy sends you his regards, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” Peter glanced at the people surrounding the table, though ‘people,’ indicating human beings, was a generous term. Freaks might be more appropriate but would still be weasels to wolverines. 
 
    “And why, you’ve brought an old friend! An old dear friend.” Salazar’s eyes lit up as Sid stepped into the room. “Now tell me, Sid. How’s life up top? Legit? Running a taxicab, I hear. How lucrative. Left the bars, I see? Have you put on an inch? You look so big!” He offered a tray toppling over with chocolate chip cookies and two cups of milk. “Milk and cookies?” 
 
    “Thanks.” Sid took one. 
 
    “Peter?” Salazar asked, holding the tray to him. 
 
    “Not hungry,” Peter said. 
 
    “Oh, where are my manners? Sit … sit, both of you!” Salazar indicated two chairs. Then he turned back to the little blond guide and smiled like the python to the rabbit. “You may go now, my dear Cricket. I trust the gentlemen were gentlemen?” 
 
    “I like the little one,” the girl giggled on tiptoe. “He’s so little.” She waved to Sid. “Bye bye.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, well, run along now, Cricket. NO, no, no, those cookies are for our guests. No, you may not. You’ll spoil your supper. Wait outside a moment, my dear.” 
 
    Cricket, eyes dead, head down, slouched out the door. 
 
    “Now, where was I?” Salazar asked. 
 
    “You were crushing the spirit of little girls,” Peter said. 
 
    Salazar bit into a cookie and grinned. Crumbs crumbled. 
 
    “Look, we just want to get through here and be on our way,” Peter said. “That’s it.” 
 
    “Well, well, Peter,” Salazar said. “Get right down to business. I don’t admire that.” 
 
    “I don’t have much time,” Peter said, one hand stuffed deep in his pocket. “So if you’ll just point us in the right direction, we’ll leave. I know you don’t want us here.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t dream of keeping you waiting.” Salazar indicated the door and then raised one finger. “There is, of course, the question of tariffs.” 
 
    Peter paused, poised above his chair; he met Salazar’s eye. 
 
    “Ahem, yes, tariffs, taxes, you know.” Salazar glanced sidewise at the assembly. “Myself and my esteemed, ahem, colleagues here will require some monetary compensation for passage, and then would be glad to show you out of here. Hasta la pronto. Now gentlemen, would you prefer cash or charge?” 
 
    “How much?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Oh, not much, really, more of a formality, or a ritual you could call it. Like throwing a penny into a fountain, and such.” Salazar took a large calculator out from his briefcase. He started punching numbers, and mumbling to himself as the roll of paper spun, its tail growing longer and longer until Salazar shouted, “Eureka!” 
 
    He tore the receipt off and adjusted his glasses. “Six-thousand dollars,” he announced, grinning like an extra evil tax attorney. 
 
    Peter calmly pulled his gun out and aimed it at Salazar who promptly turned to jelly and slid into his seat. “Uh, how about … three thousand?” Salazar peeped. 
 
    Peter cocked the pistol. 
 
    “One thousand?” 
 
    Four at the table ducked under it; the woman remained standing. 
 
    Peter grimaced, squeezed his eyes shut, and his hand quivered as he glared at the gun in it. Slowly, painfully, he lowered it, and stuffed it, grimacing, back into his pocket. His arm went rigid as though trying to keep it there. “I figure zero.” 
 
    “Zero?” Salazar said. “No, no, I’m quite sure it was two thousand, in fact. Yes, two thousand. Lord Brudnoy sets the rates, I’m afraid. I am but a humble messenger, whom we are most aptly instructed not to shoot.” 
 
    “That’s funny, though,” Peter said, “because that’s the exact amount I charge for surgical procedures, particularly bullet removal operations and werewolf resuscitation. And I haven’t been reimbursed for the work I performed last Saturday.” 
 
    “I was under the impression that was pro-bono work,” Salazar said. 
 
    “You were mistaken,” Peter said. 
 
    “Highway robbery!” Salazar slapped the table. “It’s worse than the HMO’s! We get a second-rate-EMT and get charged for a doctor! You aren’t even a properly unregistered snake-head! Where’d you go to school? Was it Harvard or community college? I can’t tell.” He whipped off his glasses and pointed. “I won’t have it. Congress shall hear of this!” 
 
    “Salazar,” Peter said, “I don’t want to be here. You don’t want me to be here. If I stay here too long, you really won’t want me here.” Peter glanced around at the faces peeking over the table. “You all know what I mean. I can taste your fear. I only have a few hours. You know it. Don’t keep me. For your own sakes, don’t keep me.” 
 
    No one said anything for a moment. Peter glanced at those around the table, their glares folding under his. 
 
    “Let me speak to Lord Brudnoy, then,” Peter said. 
 
    “I’m afraid Lord Brudnoy is—” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Salazar!” the woman screamed. “He’s not one of us!” She slammed a shotgun, with bayonet attached, onto the table. “Are you insane?” 
 
    “Nine out of ten dentists agree,” Salazar admitted to the woman. He turned to Peter. “The Lady Jay, here, doesn’t trust you. You see, she’s quite prejudiced against … oh, how should we put it? The living impaired? Her best friend is one, now. Tragic story, Peter, really. You’ve heard of her, I trust? She doesn’t trust you. Wants you dead. And she doesn’t want you to know that Lord Brudnoy has—” 
 
    “Salazar!” Lady Jay warned. 
 
    “—broken his chain,” Salazar finished. “He has left this humble abode we call Tara, and is, at this very minute, no doubt, cavorting about the city in an orgy of death and destruction. Sit down, Lady. Don’t give me that look. Please? Put the gun down. Thank you. Peter has not turned yet, and he has passed all the tests we set for him. The girl … well, not the cookies … but he passed the cripple test.” Salazar adjusted his glasses and regarded Peter with disgust. “Though might I say that bending poor Granger’s wheels was just plain sick.” Salazar nodded slowly. “In a way, though, Peter, I’m … I’m proud of you. You’re becoming a man.” 
 
    “It was Sid,” said Peter. 
 
    “Oh?” Salazar raised a glass of milk to Sid. “Cheers!” 
 
    Across the table, Lady Jay stood, pumping her shotgun loaded with one hand. Around the table she marched, bayonet in the lead, now hovering by Peter’s ear. “Stand up,” she said. “And if you move…” 
 
    Peter rose, gripping his gun. His arm trembled. 
 
    “Against the wall. Under the light! Now don’t move,” she ordered. Lady Jay snapped on a chain-mail glove, reached forward, and pulled Peter’s bottom lip down. Closely, she peered and began examining his lower teeth, then his upper ones. The bayonet tickled his throat. 
 
    “Ut da uck?” Peter said. “Ahhh, da urts!” 
 
    “Sorry, Peter,” Salazar said. “Standard procedure. Lady Jay, here, is our resident leech expert. The good news is, she’ll give an objective estimation of how far along you are. Bad news, though, is she may decide she has to kill you. I know. It’s tragic, but we voted, and were all willing to take that risk.” 
 
    “Hmmm? These burns all over your body?” Lady Jay grasped Peter by the head and looked in his ear. “Sunscorch, right? How long was the exposure?” 
 
    “No idea…” Peter said. 
 
    “Four or five minutes tops,” Sid piped in. 
 
    “Hmmm, minutes, eh? Direct sunlight?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Sid. 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “Sunrise.” 
 
    “Hmmm? Eight hours ago. And you were bitten, when? Two … three days ago?” 
 
    “It’ll be seven. Tonight, around midnight.” Peter pulled his head away. 
 
    “Seven, eh?” Lady Jay looked at her pocket watch. “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I can personally vouch for Peter on this,” Salazar said. “Lord Brudnoy told me he was infected the night before I valiantly saved him in court.” 
 
    Peter growled. 
 
    “How many have you killed?” Lady Jay pressed the bayonet closer. 
 
    “I…” Peter started, but then he grabbed the bayonet. “Get that away from me!” 
 
    “You’re lying.” Lady Jay stepped back, keeping the bayonet aimed at Peter’s neck. “We know about your visit to the Aces and Eights. We know you killed Carlo Manfredo. Deny it.” 
 
    “I shot one, but he was going to shoot me. He might be dead. I don’t know. But his name was Vinks. I didn’t kill Carlo. Sklar did.” 
 
    “You bite him?” 
 
    “No, I … I shot him. He was trying to kill me, though.” 
 
    “He’s lying.” Lady Jay sneered. “I want him out, Salazar. I want him out now. Necrotic psychosis. Probably believes his killing is just, necessary. He’s lying about that, and he’s lying about the seven days. No one lasts that long. And even if he did, somehow, that’s even more reason to get him out. Out or dead. One of the other. Preferably both. Now.” 
 
    “Now wait, Lady Jay,” Salazar said, “is he, or isn’t he a vampire?” 
 
    “He’s close enough that it doesn’t matter,” Lady Jay said. “Lord Brudnoy could tell you if he were here, but he’s not. You’ve seen your last sunrise, kid, sure as shit. Midnight at the latest, and you’re done. We ought to help you along.” 
 
    “I call for a vote!” Salazar banged his gavel stick on the table. “Oh, Lady? Be a doll and grab my head, my gavel head, please. 
 
    “Now, all in favor of killing Peter? Thank you, Lady Jay—” 
 
    “Hey! What the hell?” Peter yelled. 
 
    “Say, Aye!” 
 
    “AYE!” 
 
    “All those opposed?” 
 
    “You can’t do this!” Peter said. 
 
    “Say, oh my, you’re right, Peter. Quite right.” Salazar raised his hands, quieting the assembly. “Quiet, hush, shut the hell up! Peter, you and Sid wait outside. It should be a secret ballot.” He ushered Peter and Sid to the door. “We have much to discuss in here. I don’t want you swaying any of the council! Out! Get out!” 
 
    “Salazar!” Lady Jay screamed, gavel head in hand. 
 
    “Gods, it’s like we’re married,” muttered Salazar as he herded Peter and Sid out the door. 
 
    “You can’t vote on—” Peter said as Salazar shoved him out the door. 
 
    The Council members stood as one. 
 
    Salazar pushed the door shut behind him and wedged his gavel stick under it. He set his shoulder against the door and then yiped out as someone started banging on it. “My dear, Lady Jay, wait but one moment!” 
 
    Inside, the council screamed and pounded on the door. 
 
    Cricket stood by waiting, twirling her finger through her hair. 
 
    The door jumped, but Salazar held firm. 
 
    “Ah, Cricket, my dear little sewer-urchin.” Salazar buttressed the door. He stooped down as much as he could and suddenly brandished a cookie between his fingers. 
 
    Cricket’s face lit up, and she clapped. 
 
    “Cricket, my dear, be a dear and take these two fine gentlemen to the squirrel hole. You know it, yes? Through VeilHaven?” 
 
    Thud! The door jumped. 
 
    “Yes, of course you do.” Salazar adjusted his glasses. “You’re such a big girl! Oh, good, good, splendid. Thank you, little one.” 
 
    Thud! 
 
    “Go go go,” Salazar gasped. “Just watch out for the Chicken Bone man. Quick now, quick as a mouse.” Salazar’s voice echoed in the dark, “Find Brudnoy if you can.” 
 
    Thud! 
 
    The door jumped, but Salazar held firm. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Detective Winters’s hands were filthy; that bothered him. Reddish grime was packed tight beneath each fingernail, ten crimson half-moons, dull in the darkness: sewage, blood, sweat, and grime. The skin on his palms and fingers was wrinkled white from his almost constant immersion in the bilge of the filthy town. Black water roiled back and forth across the brim of his gray, Oxford-quality hat, dripping off with each step as he slogged through the dank tunnel. Through darkness he trod, starlight shining in as he passed underneath rusted sewer grates. Detective Winters glanced at his watch, scraping oily sludge from its dead face. He grimaced. 
 
    The walls were closing in; he took a long breath to stave them off. 
 
    His trench coat tugged at his knees and hips with each step he took, and that distracted him. Time was short, the water deep, progress slow. On his shoulders he left his coat; for now it offered some protection from the cold, and later, from the chipped and splintered corpse claws of the prey he chose to hunt. The prey that lay ahead. The prey that lay behind. 
 
    Stifling black surrounded him, reaching inside him, sucking at the air within. 
 
    Detective Winters paused in his march, inhaling deep, not flinching at the putrid stench: sensing, searching, sifting, seething. The air moved little under the walkways and pot-holed streets of Colton Falls, but it moved, and it moved enough. His pursuers were close, closer to him than he was to those he hunted. 
 
    Leeches ahead and behind, concrete and cold steel everywhere else. 
 
    Detective Winters sheathed one pistol. Best to conserve ammo. He slogged on, drawing his brass-knuckled, trench knife and sliding it onto his fist. It fit like a dream. In the tightness of the twisting sewer pipes, there would be knife work, and Detective Winters was outnumbered. He knew he was being followed, hunted; that bothered him, too. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A thin trickle of bilge dribble dripped from its dark, rusted maw. Halitosis. The Squirrel Tunnel was big enough to fit Pete’s head and shoulders, but only barely. Once inside, he would not be able to turn around. He peered inside … darkness and filth as far as he could see. 
 
    “Hope you’re not claustrophobic, Sid.” Peter turned. “Exactly why do they call it the squirrel tunnel?” 
 
    “Cause they gots lotsa squirrels in em,” Cricket smiled. She stood on her tiptoes and peered into the darkness of the pipe. She snapped her fingers a few times. “Here chippers! Here, chip-chip-chippers!” 
 
    Peter raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Sid took a step forward and covered the little girl’s ears. “If you’re gonna go through, you got to have nuts, or be nuts,” Sid said. “Only six people have made this crawl and all for damn good reasons. All coming from the other end, though. More motivation coming than going.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Peter stuck his head in the hole. “How far is it?” 
 
    “Here chippers!” whispered Cricket. 
 
    “About half a mile, or so. Goes under the river. Like that prison movie, you know? Where the guy has to crawl through the sewage pipe to get out. Only he was crawling to freedom, and we’ll be crawling towards certain doom.” 
 
    “Sid, shut the fu—” Peter stopped. Arms out, Cricket danced around in a slow circle. “You just don’t help.” Peter glared at Sid. “This is the only way?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Sid looked back down the tunnel. Shouts and feet stomping echoed. “And we gotta hurry.” 
 
    “What if it’s clogged?” 
 
    “We spend eternity together in,” Sid reached out and covered Cricket’s ears, “shit.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to make the cab run?” 
 
    “No, after you.” 
 
    “No thanks, I went first last time.” 
 
    “You forgetting about the door? You first.” 
 
    “Like hell.” Sid let go of Cricket’s ears; she patted his head and giggled. 
 
     Peter clenched a fist and shook it in the air a second before admitting defeat. “Thanks, Cricket, now run along.” Peter thrust his arms into the pipe and hauling himself into it. 
 
    The thin trickle of water immediately soaked his chest and pants as his hands fumbled in the muck, trying to gain purchase. “OW!” He banged his head and immediately did it again. 
 
    “You okay, Pete?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Gimme a boost, will you, Crick?” 
 
    “Make sure she locks it behind us.” 
 
    “Yeah, top of my priority list.” 
 
    Dooooooooooom! 
 
    The pipe-lock slammed shut behind, echoing long in the stifling black, total darkness enveloping them. Concrete invaded from all sides, pressing in. Only the rush of water around the pipe and pounding of blood in his ears kept him company. And Sid. 
 
    “This sucks,” said Sid. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42. 
 
    TWO HUNDRED AND FIFTY-THREE feet the red brick smokestack thrust up from the city floor, its gaping mouth wide enough to swallow a car. Years ago it had been capped off, its foul spume now but a trickle, a residue, an insult to the glories of old. Depressed three feet deep within its maw, the two-foot thick steel cap offered a unique view to any who wished to climb the four hundred thirty-two stairs spiraling inside the soot-covered throat, a long dark climb. 
 
    The stairs were a relatively recent addition, their builders now all dead, certainly of unnatural causes. From this cancerous acropolis, one could gaze down upon the dark city and find it beautiful. 
 
    The five women perched like falcons upon the smokestack one would certainly find beautiful. Upon the edge one sat; the rest in a circle stood, backs to the abyss, their adorned furs pulled tightly around their hourglass forms. The furs were warm, though the women donned them not for their insulative properties. They donned them for pleasure. The pleasure inherent in being enwrapped within the husk of another. The scent of death still was upon them, despite their age. The scent of death, a perfume that never wanes, to those who have learned its subtleties. And these five women had learned, recognized, reveled in its subtleties. They traded them amongst each other according to their tastes. Soft mink fur for rabbit. Rabbit for spotted hyena hide. Hyena hide for grizzly bear. Grizzly bear for scalps. 
 
    In the chill night air the women spoke, no mist emanating from their lips, their flesh as cold as the earth that spawned them.  
 
    “You cooed like a dove for him, didn’t you, Puss?” Lil said, her cheek luxuriating against the rich fur of the grizzly bear. She opened her eyes and smiled. “You sang your siren’s song, didn’t you? Your southern whore impression. ‘I do declare.’ I know you did. How does it go, Puss? Did you tempt him? Did he like it? Did you touch him? Again? How did that feel? Mmmmmmmmm, it’s been so long.” She gazed up at the stars. 
 
    Pussywillow edged back, drawing her rabbit fur around her as though it might protect her. It hadn’t protected its owner. “I didn’t touch him.” 
 
    “Did you want to?” her three sisters droned in unison, hyenas, all, waiting on the matriarch to sanction a kill. To share the scraps. Their black eyes watched, twitching, waiting, wanting. 
 
    Pussywillow met their gazes. “Wipe your drool.” Hers softened as she looked to Lil who rose like a queen from her throne. “Yes, I wanted to touch him. I couldn’t help myself. I’d have done anything to get him. For you, Lil. Anything for you. You know that. You do. Don’t you?” 
 
    Lil slipped forward, placing her open hand over the spot on Pussywillow’s bruised face, where the gun had her struck nights before. For an instant, Lil’s soft fingertips hovered over Pussywillow’s pale flesh, and then they dropped. “You failed me.” Lil’s voice was all sweetness and dark, rotten, cavities. 
 
    “I failed. I failed because Bob interrupted.” Pussywillow paced like a spooked wildebeest. “I told you he must be dealt with. Because I—” 
 
    “What did he feel like?” Lil sidled close, her eyes peering deep, fangs sharp. Her tongue played against the back of her teeth. “Was he … strong? What did he say to you, Puss? Did he say he wanted you? More than he wanted me? Did you like it? Did you want … more?” 
 
    “I did not — I wouldn’t have—“ 
 
    “Of course you did,” Lil said. 
 
    Pussywillow’s eyes quivered. 
 
    “You know I hate it when you lie, Puss,” Lil said. “It demeans me. Remember the last time? Hmmmm? I know you do.” Lil nodded slowly. “And I also know you’ll never, ever forget. Your screams are etched in sigils within the honeycombed bedrock upon which this city stands. They echo through the dank caverns and dark wyrm’s halls still, crying for mercy. For forgiveness, for pity, and for death. A reminder. Always a reminder. They have failed, have they not?” 
 
    Pussywillow recoiled. 
 
    “He spoke to you, Puss.” Lil grasped Pussywillow by her rabbit fur. “I want to know what he said. He tried to seduce you. I know he did. That’s what he does. And, I also know that you believed you were seducing him. You believed it then. And you believe it now.” Lil’s pupils were slits. “You are mine, Puss. Not his. You will never be his. And even if you were his, still you would be mine.” Lil released her clutch on Pussywillow’s fur and drove her away firmly, slowly. 
 
    Lil turned to the edge, looking out. 
 
    “How close is he, Puss?” asked Lil. “Come now, you must know. A fool could tell. How many souls has he taken? Did he brag? Did he boast? Did he offer you a taste?” Lil turned her head and affixed Pussywillow with a predatory glare. 
 
    Pussywillow stepped forward. “He is close, so very, very close,” she whispered. “It is the boy. Peter. He holds him back. From breaking free. From…” 
 
    “The boy,” said the three sisters. 
 
    “The boy,” echoed Lil. 
 
    “Refuses to kill,” Pussywillow said. “He refuses to die. He refuses to surface. If he is not changed now, he will, tonight, soon. By the wax of the full moon.” 
 
    “He will kill, then,” said Lil, spite in her voice. “He’ll have no choice.” 
 
    “He will surface,” said Pussywillow. 
 
    “We will take him,” Lil said. 
 
    “He will come,” said Pussywillow. 
 
    “He will come.” Lil nodded. 
 
    “The father,” Pussywillow said. 
 
    “The father.” Lil licked her teeth. “He must be presentable. Come,” she said to the three sisters, as she stepped down through the hatch. A few steps down she paused and glanced up. “No, Puss. Remain here. Hand me the fur. Watch the moon rise, alone, tonight, and remember. It is a prelude of things to come.” 
 
    The three sisters filed past Lilith in the dark of the looming smokestack as she pulled the steel hatch closed and slammed the huge bolt home, locking it. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Another crossroads. 
 
    “Which way?” Peter looked left then right. Both tunnels were identical concrete pipes. The thick layer of scum floating on top of the sewer water seemed to be flowing to the left, though. 
 
    “Which way’s down?” Sid leaned against the concave wall, breathing hard. 
 
    “Left,” Peter gulped. A low growl rumbled in the dark. 
 
    “What the hell’s that?” asked Sid, shrinking, or trying to at least. “Your stomach?” 
 
    “NNnnnng … yeah.” Peter clutched his midsection. The pain was razor blades and glass shards stuffed in his entrails, twisting, stretching and contracting, begging for blood, for sustenance. 
 
    Peter opened his eyes, looked at Sid. So easy, it would be so easy to dissolve the pain, calm the fever, the hunger. He turned away and closed his eyes. He could hear Sid’s pounding heart, could smell it, thick pounding muscle fiber, wet and slick. He took another breath, fighting the pain, the need. It’d be so easy… 
 
    “Then we go left.” Sid pulled himself up. 
 
    “Sid, maybe you should—” Peter looked up at the dark concrete sky. The sun had set hours ago. Peter had felt it falling still beyond the horizon, some innate sense. With every inch it had fallen, Peter had grown stronger, gradually, sharper, and so had the pain, the hunger. When it had sunk finally beneath the horizon, and Peter had known the exact moment it had, his hunger had intensified. Intensified like a funeral pyre doused with inebriated Vikings. It was stronger now, almost complete, a separate entity within him, growing, angry, spiteful, envious. “Yeah, Sid, left. We go left.” 
 
    Through the wending tunnels of the sewers and catacombs, the two wandered, hiding sometimes from voices, sounds, leeches, and other things of the twilight and of the deep earth. 
 
    In circles, they traveled, through lairs, around gatherings, past now familiar landmarks, sigils, crossroads, and dead ends, skirting murder holes, and burrows of dirt and stone. And with each step, in the slick black of the subterranean world, Peter’s hunger grew. Thick water coursed over their ankles. 
 
    “Sit down, Sid.” Peter stopped. His stomach growled. He glanced down the tunnel either way. “It’s clear for now. Rest. Take a break. We’ve been walking for hours.” 
 
    Sid fell against the bedrock wall and glanced at his watch. “Three.” 
 
    “Six in midget-time,” Peter clutched his stomach and doubled over. “Uhhhhg…” 
 
     “Yeah,” said Sid, his nod but a twitch, too tired even for a “Screw you.” 
 
    Peter put a hand to the wall. In the distance, the trickle of water mingled with the echo of voices, far away. Sid looked up. 
 
    “They’re far, Sid. Noise travels far down here. This is safe, safe as any spot. No one’ll find us here, and if they do.” He clutched the gun. 
 
    “I’m okay, really,” Sid said. “We … we need to keep going. There’s not much time.” Taking a wobbling step, he tripped and he fell headlong into the sewer-muck. He raised his head and spat. “Maybe just a second or two. Would be nice…” 
 
    Peter knelt beside him. “Look. We’re lost.” 
 
    “No shit?” Sid scooped sludge from his eye. “Thought we were doing laps … for exercise.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’d better head back.” 
 
    “Back? Back where?” asked Sid. “I don’t have a fucking clue where we are.” 
 
    “Up, Sid.” Peter pointed with his thumb. “Just start heading up. You’ll find your way.” 
 
    “I can barely see down here as it is, Pete,” Sid said. “Without you, I … I got no eyes.” 
 
    “Jesus, Sid, then crawl, or walk with one arm on the wall, use your watch-light, or something, anything, but go,” Peter said. “Uurg.” Clutching his stomach, he slid down into the sewer sludge next to Sid. “I’m going to keep heading down. Rrrrg … you need to turn around, Sid. Need to start heading up.” 
 
    “No, I’ll be okay,” Sid said. “I’m good, really. I’m just covered in shit.” 
 
    “Sid, you won’t be okay. Go back.” Peter closed his eyes, shivering, drooling. “Please.” 
 
    “Pete.” 
 
    “Sid! I don’t know where I’m going, except that it’s down.” Peter grasped him. “I … I can hear hearts beating, Sid. Yours, mine, and others, a lot of others. And I’m going to follow them. Down. I don’t have much time. Rrrrg, you don’t have much time. Okay? Trust me. Please, just trust me, Sid. You need to get away from me. You need to run. To go. Now. If I had a map, if I knew where we are, but I don’t. So just go, Sid. Please, just go.” 
 
    “Pete, I—” 
 
    “Just, rrrrrg. God-damn! If you won’t…” Peter shook now, sweating, groaning. His teeth were long; the veins and tendons on his neck stood out, and in the darkness, his eyes melted black. He turned to Sid. 
 
    Then, in the distance, the echo of gunfire rolled past. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    For an instant, Detective Winters glanced up the spiral staircase he had just descended. A thin rickety splice of wrought-iron DNA, its top twisting away far into the misted shadows above. Nothing but the drip, drip, drizzle of scummy sewer water splashing on bedrock reached his ears, but he could tell that somewhere, nearby, chaos was afoot. 
 
    A stench wafted by, assaulting his nose, a fetid, rotten stench, unmistakable even within the dregs of the Colton Falls sewer system. He took a deep breath, sifting, searching for Brudnoy’s scent, hidden, twisting in the fume of waste, a single thread blowing long in the breeze. He found it, grasped it, followed it, knowing what he would find at the end. 
 
    Along the rune-marked rock walls, he strode through darkness. 
 
    Whimpers in the dark, mad, animal screams… 
 
    Steel rattled ahead, Brudnoy, the stench… 
 
    It was not far. 
 
    Before, in other towns, in other lands, in other times, he had followed it. Always it was the same. It was no surprise to him, no shock. Few things were capable of shocking him now. That part of him was dead, murdered through repetition, long ago. 
 
    He rounded a corner, guns out once more. He glanced up. 
 
    Perhaps the first time he had walked into such a place he was shocked, appalled even. Now, though, it was toast and jam, cream and sugar, newspaper and coffee. He gave a silent prayer of thanks to the Chief for firing him. Stretched out before him, along both sides of the hallway, was one shit-load of paperwork. 
 
    Cages lined both walls, three levels high, tapering in as they rose. The hallway was close, not more than five feet at the floor, less up high. Most were closed, locked, occupied. Arms hung, long and short, smooth and hairy, from inside the cages, like some forest of willow branches and brambles, bending gracefully down and splaying out upon the shorn rock ground. The forest of flesh and bone stretched on, lit dimly from above by lights lost in a green misted fissure above. How far it stretched on, Detective Winters could not tell, for the arms blocked his view. It stretched far, though; he was sure. 
 
    Detective Winters stepped over an arm. 
 
    They were men, of course. Men no one would miss: transients, homeless, rail-riders, junkies, broken men. Men whose futures, for once in their lives, were certain. Perhaps some even were men who would be missed, but it did not matter. None would see light of day again. 
 
    Down the length of the hall, he stalked, glancing into cage after cage, ducking past flaccid arms and long yellow nails. Coughs and sputters, moans and sighs filtered through the murk. Drool coursed down bars and stone. Addled mumbles of, “Help,” begged, sobbed, cursed. 
 
    He did not stop. 
 
    Brudnoy’s scent was stronger now. He had passed here, recently, with others. Leeches. His scent was close. He was here. Somewhere. Detective Winters crept on then stopped. 
 
    “Marduk’s balls,” he cursed beneath his breath as the scent and sound of leeches filtered from ahead. High-bloods … perfume and mildewed finery, Parisian, hidden in the distance and tangle of hanging human flesh. 
 
    There were many. 
 
    The men were theirs. 
 
    They were coming. 
 
    Detective Winters pivoted and slid back the way he had come. He froze, pistols in hand, suddenly as dead flesh slapped on metal. Many footsteps … the spiral staircase. “Junky-sucks,” he muttered, sniffing the coarse air. 
 
    They had found him, tracked him down from the sewers. Even from afar, filtered through the boil and rot of human waste and misery, their reek, the scent of their victims putrefying on their lips and tongues, of heroin, crack, alcohol, the ammonia stench of old piss, it was strong, suffocating. Into his lungs it reached, as he inhaled, squeezing, staining, soiling. But it gave them away. 
 
    They were in the hall now. 
 
    Again, Detective Winters spun and started back down his original route, his step quick now, body low, his arms loose and relaxed, guns ready. There was no escape. Down the hall, hidden in the dim light and distance, somewhere, the high-bloods, snobs of the demon world, approached. 
 
    “Hello, detective,” whispered the junky sucks behind. 
 
    “Come for a visit, detective?” 
 
    “Come for pie?” 
 
    Detective Winters kept on moving, determined now, hurtling toward the high-bloods. He still had time. They were coming. He doubled his pace then, following his nose, possessed, glancing left and right at the cages as he flew past. Men’s hollow zombie eyes watched from within, not caring, not comprehending. 
 
    Detective Winters skidded to a halt, kicking an arm from underfoot. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    They were almost upon him, claws as numerous as centipede legs scuttling along through the hall, scraping and clinking along the walls, bars. 
 
    “Oh, Detective!” called out a voice. 
 
    Hanging arms sucked back instantly, like anemone tentacles, into the cages, and all was visible. 
 
    The junky-sucks crept forward, gray flesh sucked in between ribs on hairless bodies. 
 
    Detective Winters glanced right, and the high-bloods were revealed, glancing primly into the cages as though to select which lobster next to boil. Dresses and suits of silk and lace, they paused for a moment, a look of confusion blossoming on their pale austere faces. Slowly then, as black ties, sleek dresses and monocles were adjusted, they were smiles, all smiles. Hideous-chic, they scrambled forward over one another. 
 
    The junky-sucks roared, charging. 
 
    Detective Winters lowered his gaze at the man in the low cage in front of him. Their gazes locked, the man’s eyes wide with terror, not dazed, not stupefied, not drugged like the others. He shivered, huddling against the back of the cage like a scared puppy. 
 
    “Get me out of here.” His voice cracked. “Please!” 
 
    “One second.” Detective Winters glanced at his watch, and then his guns whipped out, leveled, blazing orange, blazing streams of red fire; bullets screamed, shell casings flying, dancing off metal and stone. Junky-sucks and high-bloods fell back screaming, clutching chests and faces, bars, falling back into their brethren, but more came charging, screaming, more roaring forth towards the slaughter. 
 
    One gun went empty; Detective Winters flung it. With his last round, he took a step forward and shoved the gun muzzle into the lock of the cage in front of him. Blam! The bullet ricocheted, leaving a red trail across Detective Winters’s cheek. 
 
    The man inside the cage screamed. 
 
    He screamed as Detective Winters wrenched the cage open and seized his ankle, ripping him free. 
 
    The man screamed even more as Detective Winters hurled him ass-over-teakettle-wailing into the mass of high-bloods, knocking them back. They paused, engulfed him, ripped him down to the cold stone earth. 
 
    The man screamed and screamed and screamed. 
 
    “Marduk’s balls,” Detective Winters whispered. Turning, savage, he tore his watch from his wrist and flung it with a curse at the charging mass of junky-sucks. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Despite the strength that flowed through her cold, undead bones, Pussywillow could not escape. The hatch was thick and strong. Her nails chipped and cracked as she scrabbled at the hairline seam between hatch and floor. 
 
    In frustration, she shredded the fur she wore, tearing it from her arms and wrenching it from her neck, hurling it into the night. 
 
    She paced. 
 
    She swore. 
 
    She kicked and spat. She gnashed her teeth in the most unladylike manner imaginable as she watched the fullness of the moon rise over the horizon and cast its pale cyclopean glow over the night. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Their eyes were separated by a few inches and a set of sturdy steel bars. For the first time in the many days he had been captive, Nathaniel was thankful for those bars. Thankful as he watched the old man fall before him, thrust face-first to the ground, screaming in agony as ghouls piled onto him. The man’s head was pinned to the floor in horror and pain, and there was nothing Nathaniel could do except hope the man died fast. 
 
    “Leave him alone!” Nathaniel shouted, thrusting his fist out through the bars in a pitiful swat. “Get off of him! Get off!” 
 
    The ghouls, for all their finery, lace, and jewelry, for all their high-talk, giggled like rabid hyenas as they tore and chewed into the old man’s back. 
 
    He died then, blue eyes frozen, glazed, staring at Nathaniel. 
 
    “Bastards…” Nathaniel squeezed the bars. 
 
    The color bled slowly from the old man’s irises until cataract-scarred white. Nathaniel reached his arm out through the bars, quickly, towards those dead orbs. 
 
    “Rest in peace, old man,” said Nathaniel as he brushed the old man’s eyelids shut and quickly withdrew his arm back through the bars. As he did, one vampire, monocle in place, took notice, knelt on the ground and stooped, peering between the bars. 
 
    “You think he’ll dream nice-nice now?” the vampire sneered, his goatee dripping. He snagged the old man by the ear and dragged him close, wrenching the old man’s face up to the bars, so Nathaniel could see. Then he reached for the man’s eyelids and pulled one up. “Peek-a-boo,” he said, gritting his fangs. Growling, he tore. 
 
    Nathaniel cringed within his cage, cringed with fear, with hate, with pity, with anger, and spite. 
 
    “And now, for my next trick.” The vampire leaned forward in a half-bow. He reached. He grasped. He tore. With his face pressed now between the bars, he smiled. “Thank you … thank you.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” With his crooked leg, Nathaniel kicked out. 
 
    “My, my … feisty.” The vampire still held the old man’s head up. “And for my last trick…” 
 
    Nathaniel watched in fascination. 
 
    The old man’s eyes were yellow now, moving, Nathaniel saw, and locked on the vampire. Indeed, the old man hardly even looked the part of an old man anymore. Black lips curled back over teeth that put the vampire’s to shame. He snarled, rising. Now he was growing, changing, roaring, howling, rip-tearing, flinging, howling again, and howling more, as he dove into the vampires, biting, slashing, mauling, and flinging their corpses like terriers fling rats. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    High heels clicked on the uneven stone floor as the four women, creatures of the night, all, followed by a mob of others, lessers, pounded down the curves of the narrow hall, past untold numbers of men imprisoned within cages. Sallow faces quivered as they marched past.  
 
    They marched with purpose. They marched with spite. Towards the dying report of gunfire and the werewolf’s bite. 
 
    Then the werewolf was in sight, and Lil, unperturbed, nonchalant, even, simply stopped and pointed, and the mass behind surged forth past her, tooth and claw. 
 
    Her eyes and teeth gleamed as she watched. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The junky-suck’s skull caved in like a rotten Jack O’ lantern face under the force of the blow and then was gone, tumbling through the air as Detective Winters swept it off with his bowie knife and kicked the corpse down. 
 
    The Werewolf Lord, arisen, somewhere behind, howled insane, and the world shook in his fury. Bodies were thrown crashing into walls, and cages rattled as bedrock rained down. Men screamed, a mad beggars’ symphony, begging for their lives, for freedom, and Detective Winters heard none of it. 
 
    Bowie and trench knife were in hand waiting as he braced, the tsunami of gray undead flesh breaking over him, and he was slashing and cutting and stabbing as orange chisel teeth and cracked nails rasped and clutched and clawed and bore him crashing to the ground. 
 
    And still Detective Winters had not found God. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The madness of a rabid wolf would have paled in comparison to the madness of the Werewolf Lord as the black tide of night creatures crashed over him time and time again. And each time it broke. 
 
    Not him. 
 
    Never him. 
 
    For an instant he would disappear beneath a wave of grasping arms and teeth, and then rage back to the surface, crashing, clawing, breaking through a wave of cold dead flesh. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy roared and howled as bodies were flung, as fistfuls of fur were torn from his haunches, his neck, his back. Thick sharp teeth severed limbs in madness, and his claws split corpse flesh from bone as he hurled them back. 
 
    He hurled them all back. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Winters! 
 
    A glimpse was enough. He hadn’t even seen the cages, the men screaming, pleading. 
 
    “Get the hell out of here!” Peter propelled Sid back down the hall toward the spiral stairs. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    The gray coat, the bowie knife, slashing, fighting from beneath a tangle of gray emaciated leeches was all Peter saw as he sprinted down the hall, into the fray, teeth bared in an insane smile. The gun was free, ready. 
 
    It blazed. It blared, ripping shockwaves through the close quarters, and even the ears of the undead quailed when they heard it. 
 
    Rapid fire, it was from near point blank range, and the gun did not miss, did not pause, it just kept mowing them down until Detective Winters, bruised and battered, bleeding, stood up alone, the sounds of battle raging down the hall. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Lil’s eyes popped open as she heard the gun’s unmistakable report from far down the hall, past the rage of the Werewolf Lord. Her smile was gone. Her eyes were black, dead. So were the ones before her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Lord Brudnoy, all animal instinct, slavering, drooling, bleeding, had mastered them, had mastered them all. He gave chase. Roaring and snapping and tearing down the hall, he left a wake of bodies and parts. His onslaught continued, the scent of blood and flesh and close decaying bodies driving him wild as he roared, pounding after the fleeing ghouls. 
 
    From within the fast ebb of the black tide of undead, something emerged, a woman perhaps, and Lord Brudnoy leaped at her, and she met him. 
 
    Teeth bared, eyes shining, talons gleaming, they embraced. With a crash, the walls and floor shook, collapsing, killing men, entombing them. Walls and cages were shattered and undead fell to their knees as a chasm split the floor. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy was thrown back. 
 
    Dust settled. 
 
    Still the woman stood, though perhaps she looked less like a woman now. 
 
    And though his ribs were shattered concave, and his leg flopped by tendons, Lord Brudnoy turned, turned and ran faster than he ever had run before. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Move!” Peter yanked Detective Winters back by the coat and stepped in front of him. Slam! Peter was battered aside, into the cage wall, as Lord Brudnoy tore blasting past. 
 
    Spinning in mid-air for a long second, somehow comforted by the feel of freefall, Peter crashed onto the stone floor. 
 
    “On your feet,” a voice at Peter’s ear whispered, and he was yanked, dazed, to his feet. “Now move. Faster. Pick your damned feet up.” 
 
    Stumbling and running half-blind down the hall, Peter realized it was Detective Winters. Detective Winters, who had him by the collar and was dragging him at breakneck speed down the hallway he had just come. Cages with arms dangling, men screaming within, leeches squirming, all passed in a blur then were gone. Vaguely, somewhere, Peter heard his name called out as he was hauled along, trying to slow, trying to stop… 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Lil stomped down the hall, ripping her earrings off with two quick tugs. She was not happy. Her entourage streamed past her like ants. He was near. She had heard him. She could smell his scent in the air. 
 
    He was so close. 
 
    He would not escape again. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Like a report from a gun, Peter exploded out of his daze. Detective Winters stood before him, shoving a silver circle of metal into his hands and then pointing, shouting above the deafening ravenous screams from the hall. 
 
    “P-t t--s around --s n--k!” Detective Winters lips moved. 
 
    The screech of metal twisting back and forth pierced his eardrums — “What?!” Peter wiggled a finger in his ear. 
 
    “To save your father!” Detective Winters roared, pantomiming placing the collar over Peter’s head, and then pointing toward the spiral stair. 
 
    Peter turned. His jaw dropped when he realized what Detective Winters meant; he was pointing at Lord Brudnoy. 
 
    Before the spiral stair, stalking back and forth, amidst boulders and shale and felled rock, limping, was Lord Brudnoy. To either side he gnashed his teeth and snapped at invisible demons, muttering to himself as he shook his great coat. With each breath he let out, his great sides sucked in concave, bone grating on bone. His body was broken. 
 
    So was the spiral staircase, its bottom swinging free of the shattered ground, pendulum-wise, screeching from the invisible heights above as it bent and swayed. 
 
    Detective Winters dropped the collar into Peter’s hand then slapped him on the back, pushing him forward. 
 
    “You do it!” Peter turned but Detective Winters was gone. “Shit!” Peter glimpsed Detective Winters’s silhouette against the wall, in the hall of men, stabbing and thrusting with twin blades. 
 
    “Great.” He turned. “Nice, dog.” Peter took a step forward. “Uh, nice doggy.” 
 
    Why not just shoot him? 
 
    Reading Peter’s mind, apparently, Lord Brudnoy growled, snorting blood, rearing back, hackles raised on his blood-sopped coat. He howled, and Peter’s legs wobbled. 
 
    The gun was up then, suddenly, aimed at Lord Brudnoy’s forehead. Peter swallowed, advanced, fighting the gun down. “I don’t want to do this, Brud — Lord Brudnoy, sir.” 
 
    The iron staircase screamed, swinging past. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy growled deep, bone-rattling. His mad eyes focused on the gun for an instant then upon the silver collar. Recognition sparked then, within his eyes, and the madness entombed within erupted into the light of reason, sort of. 
 
    “And so, the Lord Tyr, he comes, comes to bind the wolf once more,” Lord Brudnoy said in a low throaty rumble, sucking in a deep breath then hacking out blood. “Debts to be paid, old boy, debts to be paid. Both parties are owed their due. Ragnarok comes.” The thick sharp teeth that could sever bone parted then, strings of saliva dangling. 
 
    “Easy … easy.” Peter edged towards Lord Brudnoy, drawn by the gun like a magnet, drawn by Detective Winters’s last words. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy backed against the wall, behind the inverted teetering of the broken spiral stairs. 
 
    Peter inhaled deep and sprung past the stair. It swung behind him now, screeching with each pass. Tentatively then, very, very tentatively he raised the collar out to place it over the tip of Lord Brudnoy’s snout. Duct tape? The gun went with it, close. 
 
    The sounds of combat played behind. 
 
     “Come on, easy, that’s it,” Peter said as the collar slipped over Lord Brudnoy’s nose. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy growled, lips rippling over dagger-teeth, saliva dripping. His jaws snapped, and Peter slid back, then forward as the stairs screeched past. 
 
    “Screw this.” Peter slung the silver collar over the gun and up his arm. 
 
    Yellow eyes examined his every move. 
 
    “Just relax, okay?” He stepped forward. “You’re hurt. I know.” 
 
    Lord Brudnoy growled. 
 
    “I’ll help you. I did before. Remember?” 
 
    Lord Brudnoy blinked. 
 
    Peter edged forward, gun muzzle in front of Lord Brudnoy’s mouth. “Don’t move, please. I won’t use it, I swear.” Sweat rolled down his face as his finger touched the trigger and stayed there, glued. Down his arm, towards Lord Brudnoy’s quivering snout, Peter slid the collar and met his eyes. 
 
    “Payment in full, old boy,” rumbled the Werewolf Lord. 
 
    “Easy. Easy. Almost got it,” Peter said as the Werewolf Lord lunged forth, jaws clamping down. Peter reacted, screaming, as his bone split like graham cracker, and he squeezed the trigger, blowing out the back of Lord Brudnoy’s head. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Adrenaline alone kept Detective Winters on his feet as foe after foe attacked. Hurled staggering back, he lost his bowie knife in a leech’s neck. Stumbling back, retreating towards the broken stair, towards Peter, toward Lord Brudnoy, he tripped, rolled, got to his feet and stumbled again. Then a gunshot ripped through the air, and Detective Winters looked up. 
 
    “Marduk’s balls…” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Against the wall, quivering, shaking, crying, Peter clutched at the bloody stump. This was not happening. He squeezed it, pressed it, but the blood would not stop, would not slow. He sank to his knees, clutching his vitals. 
 
    Crumpling to the hard earth, paralyzed, everything inside his body seized suddenly, twisting— 
 
    “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaarrrg!” 
 
    Spasms rocked him, an electric charge rattling every cell of his body as he convulsed, near unconscious with pain, feeling as though every organ and bone in his body were stretching and twisting and contorting and snapping. 
 
    His vision went dim, and he could see only black and white, then normal, then nothing, nothing at all. His teeth elongated from his gums, piercing his lip, and his fingernails grew long, long and sharp, slicing his palm as his hand contracted. Eyesight came back to him then as he felt his very skull contorting, shifting, cracking. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Wielding only a sundered blade attached to brass knuckles, Detective Winters stumbled into the room, hacking and punching, pursued by a pack of ghouls. They took him then, overwhelming him, three sociopathic beauties hurling him to the cracked floor, followed by an armada of scum and high-bloods. 
 
    Orion the hunter and Cassiopeia burst before his eyes. 
 
    The staircase swung, pendulous, banshee screams echoing in the dark. Detective Winters shook vertigo from his head, prostrate on the ground, surrounded by leeches, and he … he was not dead? 
 
    He pulled himself up. Why had they not taken him? 
 
    They could have. He faced them. 
 
    But they stopped in awe, staring past him. They stood frozen in fear, a pack of rabid ghouls. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Peter blinked. It was all he could do. Spasming, quivering in the fetal position, vomiting, he watched. 
 
    Lord Brudnoy’s corpse, past the swinging stair, nearly headless from the gunshot wound, twitched upon the ground. A harsh green glare spewed from his face-crater. The glow grew brighter, harsher. Beneath Lord Brudnoy’s matted fur, huge bulges formed, stretching the skin from inside, heaving, pushing, breathing. 
 
    Then they began to move, slowly at first. Werewolf bones shifted and popped, dislocating and snapping as the bulges slid beneath the skin, faster, and then faster, like some great school of fish trapped within a net trying to escape. 
 
    Through the pain and the seizures, the dim knowledge that his life was at an end came vaguely. As his legs bent and twisted, and his ribs split, Peter squinted out past his clawed hand as Lord Brudnoy’s corpse vomited an explosion of black liquid tentacles over Detective Winters and the amassed leeches. 
 
    Then, beneath Lord Brudnoy’s fur, liquid black tentacles burst from within to without, macerating the Werewolf Lord’s coat, and lifting the unrecognizable carcass free of the stone floor. 
 
    Something massive took shape within, something dark, defiant, pouring. The screams of a thousand souls rent the air, shaking it, vibrating the stones, the earth. Above, the spiral staircase twanged then fell, crashing seismic against the ground, bending and contorting, screeching against the wall, its top hidden in the mists. 
 
    A spasm of pain rocked Peter, contorting and crooking his spine as he cried out in pain. The corpse-thing, an oozing amalgam of slick black tentacles and wolf carcass and rippling faces, human faces, other faces, turned towards him. Feebly, he scratched at the ground with his twisted claw hand, trying to move, trying to do something, trying to do anything. 
 
    He couldn’t. 
 
    So he screamed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was not given to logic, or thought, or meanings, but only to the baser desires. Hunger, lust, pain. 
 
    Hunger drove It now, a hunger unsatisfied for the decades that It was trapped within the unholy fastness of Its steel prison. A hunger for warmth and life. 
 
    Sipping, tasting, waiting, biding time, energy, strength, all for one reason, to escape. To shatter Its bonds. 
 
    With the death of the werewolf, the grimgorgon broke free. Its animal mind, sharp, cunning, ruthless, would not be bound again. 
 
    As the demon grew, expanding Its massive squid-soft bulk within the womb-corpse of the werewolf, Its twisted beaked mouths tore at the carcass, consuming the animal flesh, along with the rot of the undead ensnared by its black oozing tentacles. Flailing arms and legs disappeared within the cavernous mouths, but the demon was not satiated, could not be and would not be. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Unholy black demon-spume burned Detective Winters’s flesh as he tore his arm free of his coat and dove from the demon’s horned black pseudopods. 
 
    He stumbled, turning as the grimgorgon slid and undulated, pulling itself towards Peter’s convulsing form. 
 
    Detective Winters knew it for what it was, a grimgorgon, one of the three, released from its prison of unholy steel. 
 
    The leeches screamed, fleeing past, ignoring him. They had the right idea. 
 
    It was almost upon Peter. 
 
    Detective Winters withdrew the Elder Sign and hurled it, bouncing it off the black demon to lay before Peter. Faces immersed in black tar ichor screamed, pleading, silent. 
 
    It turned towards Detective Winters then and charged, sliding faster than one could imagine, black tenebrous pseudopods grappling its distorted corpse-frame forward. 
 
    Detective Winters ran like hell. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “He is free, then.” Lil grasped one of the brethren by the neck, pinning him, writhing, against the cage wall. 
 
    The vampire’s eyes were wide with panic, an animal, scrambling like a rat from the great flood. She released him, striding forth through the river of dead-panic surging past her. They slithered past like fish, and hindered her not, for even in their madness, they knew better. 
 
    Lil saw it as it rounded the corner. She stood fast, dropping the fur coat from her shoulders to the ground as Gnar, the second grimgorgon, surged towards her embrace. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Detective Winters surged along with the leeches, through the hall of cages, punching and trampling them down as he went. One, a woman, he sensed great power from, but the surge of leeches at his back drove him on past her. 
 
    Past arms and pleas and cries, he surged along, until he tripped over … Sid? 
 
    Detective Winters was on his knees in an instant, covering his head from the charging vampires. Then he was on his knees, hand around Sid’s throat, reflexively. “Ulp!” 
 
    Detective Winters let go. 
 
    Men screamed from their cages. 
 
    “Detective!” Sid yanked on a cage door. “Where’s Pete?” 
 
    Undead bodies buffeted Detective Winters, raging past. He gripped the bars of the cage and withstood it. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Detective Winters yelled. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?!” shouted the man in the cage. 
 
    “Help me!” Sid yanked on the bars. “It’s Pete’s dad. Nate, we’ll get you out!” 
 
    Detective Winters frowned, glancing back at the leech who reeked so much of power. Her focus was elsewhere, the demon. 
 
    “Move!” Detective Winters shoved Sid aside and pulled a metal pick from his pocket. He glanced inside the cage. “One moment, Nathaniel.” He shoved the pick into the cage lock. Calmly, almost serenely, he moved the pick around, feeling, twisting, then added another. 
 
    “Who the fuck is that?” Sid pointed down the hall. 
 
    “The queen-leech,” Detective Winters said, studiously witching the picks. 
 
    “Holy shit! Hurry!” 
 
    With the cries of a thousand souls, the second grimgorgon revealed itself, rounding the corner down the hall. Long black glistening tentacles shot spattering into cages, ripping men from within, drowning and consuming them in foul ichor. It expanded, undulating down the hall, tearing men free as it went, consuming them without stopping. 
 
    “And what the fuck is that!?” Sid yelled. 
 
    “Her boyfriend.” Detective Winters focused on the lock. He twisted the pick a half-turn, click, and tore open the cage. Detective Winters dragged Nathaniel to his feet. 
 
    “My legs!” Nathaniel struggled to stand. 
 
    Detective Winters slung Nathaniel across his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. 
 
    “Wait, help him!” Nathaniel pointed into a cage. The man inside the cage was begging, pleading, crying. 
 
    Detective Winters barely paused as he glanced inside the cage and met the Mayor’s eyes and said, “No.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43. 
 
    WATER DRIPPED SLOWLY, rhythmically, methodically, somewhere off in the dark; his head was killing. 
 
    He cracked open his sleep-encrusted eyes as he wrestled from his slumber. “Hmmmm? What?” He’d heard something. Raising up and half turning his head this way and then that, his neck creaked as an arthritic old hound’s. Nothing, he saw nothing but the gray of cold concrete and chugging sewer water. He lay back down once again, huddling into the fetal position. 
 
    A chill in the damp sewer air shivered his naked body. Clutching the parts of him that dealt most poorly with the cold, he fantasized about warm blankets and clothes. Oh yeah, right out of the dryer. 
 
    Abruptly, he sneezed, every inch of his body imploding in pain. His vision shocked white for a split second, and then the crushing pain in his pounding head returned tenfold. Pushing himself up on his elbow, he wobbled then retched. 
 
    “Urrrrrrg!” Nothing came out. Goddamn, fucking ribs. A web of drool connected him to the ground. He hadn’t eaten since when? 
 
    He wiped his mouth. What the—? His hand was gone. No, how could? No! He clutched his forearm, studying it, feeling it, peering close, disbelieving. He could see clearly in the dark. His arm ended at the wrist in a tremendous, crusted scab. No. 
 
    He picked at it. 
 
    “What the hell?” Then he remembered as if watching snippets of a disjointed movie. The gun. He remembered the gun, and he remembered the werewolf. Lord Brudnoy. How he had lost his hand, remembered seeing it bitten, torn off, his stupefied shock. No pain in his hand, or his arm, just shock because that wasn’t supposed to be, couldn’t be, not to him. 
 
    Then he remembered something else from last night, the pain, the gushing twisting pain of the change. “Uhhhg…” An echo of it coursed from his memory like electricity, shaking through him, squeezing, stretching, grip-twisting every cell, pulling, dislocating joints, and then it was gone. Gone and he was left with only the hangover pain in his head, pounding, but a relief in comparison. Last night was something different. He lay back down. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The metallic taste of blood was in his mouth as he opened his eyes and pawed his lip absently, wondering whose it was. His stomach growled. 
 
    “Rrrrrrg…” 
 
    He looked at his stump then at the filth of the dark sewer. Should clean it. It’ll get infected. He sank, grimacing, shaking his head, realizing it wouldn’t. The dead don’t get infections. They infect. They are the infection. 
 
    Tears glistened in his eyes as he drew his knees to his breast. He shook his head. The sun, have to meet the sun. 
 
    The thought, though, the thought of stepping out into the sun to cauterize himself, he shuddered. Memories of the bridge swamped back, the burning, the searing light, the pain. 
 
    Everything he did caused pain. 
 
    He couldn’t do it. Even if he had the strength to … Jesus, can’t even stand. He tried but couldn’t, but he was too spent, too weak. 
 
    His stomach growled again. 
 
    “Shut up…” His voice echoed down the tunnels. 
 
    A rat scurried from a pipe, and Peter’s eyes locked onto its form. He froze suddenly, stiffening in a hackled crouch like some drooling wolf ready to pounce. 
 
    “My God.” He fell back. 
 
    The rat scurried down a tunnel, and Peter watched it go, restraining some new instinct within him, the hunter’s… 
 
    A faint breeze blew in then from that tunnel, and upon it he could smell the rat, hear its breath, and beyond that, far away, cars, voices, the river, the searing light of a new day. 
 
    “I gotta do this.” 
 
    Grunting, he pushed himself up. 
 
    His nails scraped on the concrete. 
 
    He stepped into the tunnel maw. 
 
    Naked, in the dark, chin up, trembling, he strode down. 
 
    His soft feet splashed in the sewer swill. 
 
    The path twisted; he could see light far ahead. 
 
    He limped down toward it. 
 
    The fresh air wafted against his face, invigorating him, and then suddenly it fouled, poisoned, something reeking upon it, something unfamiliar, burnt, charred, something … dangerous. 
 
    Peter froze, his one hand against the wall. 
 
    He heard footsteps then. Heel to toe. Heel to toe, clicking and grinding on the concrete. Slow measured steps coming up. Up to him. Shadows danced in the distance, rippling on the dull convex wall. 
 
    The shadow of a man. He wore a hat. 
 
    The hat he wore and the trench coat over his shoulders had been gray once but were now charred black. 
 
    “Detective Winters.” Peter stood up straight. 
 
    Detective Winters continued up the grade, hands hidden in his pockets. 
 
    He said nothing, just walked, face wreathed in shadow. 
 
    Peter took a step back. “Detective?” 
 
    Detective Winters’s hands were out of his pockets then, up, pointed at Peter, a gun aimed, unloading— 
 
    Blam! 
 
    An orange blaze, Peter was knocked off his feet, ribs shattering against the floor. Shockwaves of sound ripped past, and he was on his back staring up, and there was no pain yet, just the dull pounding in his brain, the spent cartridge clinking on the cold concrete. 
 
    Peter stared up at the tunnel ceiling, gulping, gasping silent. 
 
    The acrid stench of gunpowder singed the fresh air, and Peter heard more footsteps. 
 
    Close. 
 
    He could lift his head, barely. His vision blurred, the silhouette of an Oxford-quality hat glaring down at him. 
 
    “Winters…” Peter murmured. 
 
    The silhouette stared. 
 
    Peter’s lungs filled with blood. 
 
    “Good … good, you promised.” Peter stared at the gun in Detective Winters’s hand. 
 
    Detective Winters grasped his foot in one hand and turned. 
 
    Across the concrete, down the slope, toward the searing fate that awaited him, Peter scraped along through the muck, his fingers outstretched, reaching automatically, instinctively, for survival, for purchase. There was none.  
 
    Never looking back, never stopping, Detective Winters trudged down the tunnel slope. 
 
    Peter craned his neck, feeling the pain from the gunshot then, dull, muted, in his chest. Then fresh air met his face. He inhaled, barely. The light of the sun was closer now, blaring six-hundred decibels of searing pain he could already feel in his mind. 
 
    Peter’s fingers found purchase suddenly, a pipe, and without thought, he clutched onto it with the last vestige of his failing strength. 
 
    Let go. 
 
    “I can’t,” Peter said. 
 
    Please, just let it go. 
 
    Water drizzled from the pipe. 
 
    Outside, the river rumbled past. 
 
    Blam! 
 
    Detective Winters shot him again. 
 
    Shuddering limp, breathless, Peter let go and was dragged away, feeling nothing, no pain. He couldn’t move. The sunlight was so close he could taste it. The concrete left him as Detective Winters pulled him up to his knees at the edge of the pipe, limp, and then hurled him out into daylight. 
 
    Upon the concrete spillway, Peter smashed hard. Skidding and rolling, tumbling rag doll-limp, head over heels, down, down, down. He slammed to a final halt against a pile of rot and squish. He opened his eyes, but couldn’t see. 
 
    The sun! 
 
    He threw his arms up to protect himself, his eyes, but it was futile. He couldn’t move. Was he burning? He could feel nothing. 
 
    His vision returned after a moment, a swirl of colors zigzagged scarring across his eyes. He wasn’t burning, and he could see. And the cold trickle of sewer water soaking his back felt … refreshing? 
 
    For once it was not pain. 
 
    He tried to move, “UUUUhhgg,” but the pain rocked back. 
 
    His ribs slid, crunching as he inhaled. 
 
    Footsteps approached down the spillway. 
 
    Peter struggled to move, gagging up blood, growling. Still, he could not. His fingertips wriggled around a stick, forming a fist. Feeble. Peter glared up. 
 
    Detective Winters stomped down the long spillway, a cell phone at his ear. He tucked it away, looked down, his gun still in hand. 
 
    Peter struggled like a cocooned caterpillar, squeezing the stick. If he could just throw it? But, no, it fumbled from his fingers. 
 
    Detective Winters sat on the concrete edge of the spillway, looking past, out over the dark river, the cold clear sky. The sun was bright. He doffed his hat and pulled the clip from his gun. Bullet by bullet, he reloaded it. 
 
    “End it,” Peter mumbled. 
 
    Detective Winters pushed the last bullet into the clip. Just get it over with. He slid it back into the gun and pulled the slide back, ka-chung, loading it. 
 
    “Just do it already!” Peter snarled. 
 
    Detective Winters looked down at him; he shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Please…” Peter slumped. 
 
    “This is no longer my jurisdiction.” Detective Winters still gazed out over the river. “I told you I was currently unemployed, back at the club. Think of a good question.” 
 
    “Why…? Why aren’t I dead?” 
 
    “Which dead do you mean? Dead, or undead?” 
 
    Peter grunted. 
 
    “You will find that one will answer the other,” Detective Winters said. “First, Peter, you are not dead because I shot you with lead rounds. Deadly, of course, to humans.” 
 
    Peter looked up, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Peter, you are not dead from the bullet wounds because you are no longer human,” Detective Winters said. “You are a lycanthrope. A were-creature. In this case, of the wolf variety.” 
 
    “What?” It hurt to speak. 
 
    “I know because Lord Brudnoy bit you last night.” Detective Winters glanced down for an instant as if for confirmation. “And I know because Lord Brudnoy, too, once was a man. And during the night of a full moon, thirty-four years ago, a werewolf was set upon him by his enemies, by our enemies.” 
 
    Peter blinked. 
 
    “It mangled him, yes, but he survived, barely. That was enough.” 
 
    Peter shuddered. 
 
    “Terrence Brudnoy was attacked at his home, by leeches one week prior to his ordeal with the werewolf.” 
 
    “Yeah, rrrrg, his wife was killed,” Peter said. 
 
    “And Brudnoy was injured, as well. Infected by the leeches.” 
 
     “But, Salazar—” 
 
    “Salazar did not know. And still he does not. Brudnoy refused treatment, so there was no record of the injury. He kept it hidden. Only Brudnoy and the leeches who attacked him knew,” Detective Winters said. “And I suspect he tore them apart years ago. The vengeance of the werewolf is keen, swift, inevitable. They were probably his first, far from his last.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Research, reasoning, both inductive and deductive, intuition, torture, and interviews allowed me to form a hypothesis from the maelstrom of information.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Did Brudnoy speak to you last night?” Detective Winters asked. “Before you shot him in the face?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Rrrrrg … didn’t make much sense, even less than the last time I saw him.” 
 
    “His mind was deteriorating quickly.” Detective Winters nodded. “Even through his increasing dementia, though, he was still aware. Do you recall what he said?” 
 
    “Yeah, something about some payment or debt maybe?” Peter took a deep breath. “And something, some guy, named, Tear?” 
 
    “Tyr.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it.” Peter winced. “Something about ties, or binding? Binding some wolf. Him, I guess?” 
 
    “You will heal,” Detective Winters said, “and faster than you might imagine. Brudnoy’s method of paying off his debt. He gave you life, even as his was taken.” 
 
    “I…” Peter closed his eyes. “I didn’t mean for him to die.” 
 
    “He did, though, Peter. It was what he most desired. Release. It was his time,” Detective Winters said. “His was a harsh life, and he was old beyond his many years, in mind if not body. And so in one bite Lord Brudnoy released you from the gun and cured you of the infection. His efficiency was commendable.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He did so not as a gift, though, but as a reckoning, and because he saw worth in you, honor.” 
 
    “A reckoning?” 
 
    “A balancing of accounts.” 
 
    “Hmmm. So … we’re even?” 
 
    “That is for you to decide in the coming days, Peter. And only you.” 
 
    Peter nodded slowly, a twitch. 
 
    “Don’t remember being a werewolf,” Peter said. 
 
    “And you will not. You will not remember any of what transpires while you are ruled by the beast,” Detective Winters said. “I do not apologize for my actions. Within the crucible of pain, even wastrels can be forged into men. Its fires scar the mind, the body, and the soul. But there is no other method. Burning hot, searing, scarring, they brand the wise, the unwise, the unlucky. Any and all who dare.” Detective Winters gazed out over the river. “Risks too numerous, too great, I have ventured, and I have felt the kiss of flame and been scarred every time, but all was for the greater good, and I shall do it again if need demands. And need shall. A life bereft of scars, Peter, is flat, featureless, soft. Yours is none of those things now.” 
 
    “You scare me less when you’re shooting at me.” 
 
    “It had to be done, Peter. It was a test, and you passed because you live.” 
 
    “I can’t be a … a werewolf.” 
 
    “If still you remain unconvinced,” he brandished a silver bullet, glinting harsh in the sunlight, “I have this.” 
 
    “No … no thanks.” Peter took a deep breath. “So, I’m … I’m a werewolf then. What does that mean? Will my hand grow back?” 
 
    “No,” Detective Winters said. “It means many things, but, for now, most importantly, it means you have your soul, intact, and for that, a hand, a limb, a life, even, is no great sacrifice.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I noticed you didn’t want to put that damned collar on him.” 
 
    “You are quite astute.” 
 
    Peter almost laughed, but then his face fell, tears welling in his eyes. “Look, is my … my dad’s dead, right? I mean, isn’t he? Thought I heard him in the hall … in that hall, the cages, before that, that thing came out. Before it … it came for me. Couldn’t think. I was so scared. Jesus, it was even eating the freaking ghouls—” 
 
    “Your father lives, Peter.” 
 
    “Huh?” Peter grunted in shock. “ How? Where?” 
 
    “The hospital,” Detective Winters said. “I bore him out myself.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Credit Sid with saving your father, for he discovered him,” Detective Winters said. “They are both at the hospital. Sid does well. Your father, however, is in a coma. And no, Peter, he is not infected. He was lucky. He lives. Someday, he will walk again.” 
 
    Peter took a deep breath, smiling for the first time in perhaps the last week. He lolled back, grunting, into the soft trash bags at his back, and he was home again on his soft sofa. “Hey, Winters?” he coughed suddenly. “What were they saving him for? My dad, I mean? And those guys in the cages? They still alive? What were they saving them for? And what was that thing? Was it in the gun?” 
 
    Detective Winters met his eye and held it. 
 
    “Those questions do not demand answers, Peter,” Detective Winters said. “You should know better by now. Best to forget them. Put them away.” 
 
    “Put them away? Forget them?” Peter said. “The questions? Or those men down there?” Peter struggled to move; he grabbed Detective Winters by the sleeve, his knuckles trembling, white. “My questions, Winters. If they don’t demand answers, then what do they demand?!” 
 
    Detective Winters looked him in the eye. “They demand action.” 
 
    The End. 
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