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      Carl Kolchak has had a long and illustrious career. Here, we present 13 stories set between his time in World War II and his semi-retirement in the late 1990s.

      We hope you enjoy them.

      Viva Kolchak!

      

      
        
        – James Aquilone,

        Publisher,

        Monstrous Books
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            SUMMER IN ROME

          

          JAMES CHAMBERS

        

      

    

    
      Growing up in Brooklyn, I found it impossible not to dream about Rome.

      Neighborhood Italian families always seemed full of life and passion, and every morning, Italian bakeries along Flatbush Avenue filled the air with the delicious aroma of fresh bread and warm pastries. A second-generation Rumanian with few landsmen about, I sometimes found myself at cultural loose ends and gravitated toward Italian festivals and—especially—cuisine. I yearned to visit Rome, with its past glories and modern mystique, picturing myself eating pasta and sipping espresso while gazing at the Colosseum from an open-air café. Little did I know my chance to set foot in the Eternal City would come during some of the bloodiest days of World War II. Nor did I anticipate meeting there one of the most remarkable soldiers I encountered in my two years in Europe: the unkillable Private Salvatore “Lucky” Luca.

      June 5, 1944, 7:53 a.m., I rolled into my dream city in the back of muddy troop transport as copy boy, typewriter-bearer, and all-around aid to a pack of war correspondents dedicated to General Mark Clark’s press corps. Clark, who never met a cameraman for whom he wouldn’t pose or a reporter to whom he wouldn’t give a quote, ensured our presence to cover his grand liberation of the city.

      After months of grueling trench warfare at Anzio and a stalemate at Monte Cassino, Allied Forces had broken through the Gustav Line to snare the Germans in a classic pincer movement. The war with Italy had been over for nearly a year, but the German military still occupied the country. Simultaneous advances from Anzio and Monte Cassino offered a unique chance for the Allies to decimate the occupying force and end all conflict there—until, that is, General Clark defied orders and, rather than close the pincers as planned, redirected his forces to secure Rome, allowing the embattled German army to flee north.

      All for a good cause, if you believe Clark getting his picture in papers around the world justified infantry men dying in the thousands. Whatever the wisdom of Clark’s choice, he maintained a healthy press corps to document himself as the liberator of the first capital freed from Nazi control—an accomplishment, ironically, wiped from the news two days later by the D-Day invasion.

      Loading fresh film canisters for a cigar-chomping shutterbug at one of the general’s press conferences, I found Clark far less interesting than stories I’d clued into about Private Salvatore Luca. Rumored to have acted heroically at Anzio a dozen times over, he ducked any recognition for his bravery. The story of a lowly private fighting to free his ancestral homeland interested me far more than that of a general in a clean-pressed uniform staging photo ops with men who’d bled—and watched their brothers-in-arms die—to put him there. When I learned “Lucky” Luca hailed from Bay Ridge, a fellow Brooklyn boy, I knew I had to document his story.

      Luca, however, eschewed the spotlight as much as General Clark sought it. Every time I came close, I seemed to miss him by minutes. The soldiers in his platoon, now part of the Allied force occupying Rome, laughed, and told me he just went out on patrol, or to one of the makeshift mess halls, or souvenir hunting, or to the latrine, or to report at the CO’s post, or, my favorite of the lot, he’d gone to the Colosseum to reenact historical gladiatorial matches with like-minded infantrymen. None of it true, though I did appreciate the excuse to check out the Colosseum.

      Visiting the ancient ruins in uniform with soldiers, tanks, and jeeps filling the city didn’t match my boyhood daydreams, but I shot an entire roll of film to prove I’d been there. A few streets away, I found a working café and sipped that mythical espresso, while I pondered Lucky Luca and how such an accomplished soldier could remain so modest. I started to wonder if Lucky Luca even existed, or if perhaps the soldiers at Anzio, stuck for months in what they came to call the “sitzkrieg,” hadn’t simply made him up to entertain themselves. A battlefield urban legend. I hoped not—not after all the stories I’d collected about Luca during my search.

      Item. During the roughest days at Anzio, the Germans shelled the beachhead field hospital without mercy, killing nurses and patients, utterly ignoring the Geneva Convention’s restrictions against targeting medical personnel and facilities. It grew so bad, troops nicknamed the hospital “Hell’s Half Acre.” The Allied commanders sent a unit to the German lines to deliver a map and coordinates of the hospital and a demand they cease targeting it.

      After weeks of the enemy’s ruthless fury, the six-man messenger unit figured snipers or machine gunners would kill them before they ever came close. As they neared German lines, Lucky Luca instructed the other five men to dig foxholes a hundred yards out—then delivered the message alone. One of those men, Private Jeremy Bernstein, coincidentally another Brooklyn boy, watched in awe as his fellow grunt crossed an open field toward a German emplacement.

      “He never ducked or cowered,” Bernstein reported. “He walked with his back straight and his head held high, and he looked like a giant to us. Bullets chewed the earth around his feet. Shells went off nearby, blanketing the field with smoke, but Lucky Luca, the toughest goyim I’ve ever met, walked into it like it was summer rain. We could see the krauts from our foxhole. They stopped shooting and gaped at Luca, mystified. He handed over the packet, and they took it, too stunned to do anything else. Mission accomplished, Luca returned without once looking back. Oy, how my heart pounded, waiting for one of those filthy krauts to put a bullet in his back for fun, but they didn’t. If we’d approached as a unit, the ratzis would’ve mowed us down and laughed at our corpses. Believe you me, that crazy wop saved all our lives.”

      When I asked if the Germans stopped targeting the hospital, Private Bernstein laughed and slapped his knee. “Hah! That’s a good one, Kolchak. I think they targeted it even more.”

      Item. When the Anzio landing force advanced on the village of Cisterna, infested with Germans, who defended every inch of ground, fighting devolved into the worst kind of street combat, clearing structures one by one, room by room: One man tosses a grenade through a window then others storm the door, all hoping any Germans waiting inside are too stunned to shoot first. Cisterna laid heavy casualties on the Allied troops. Sniper fire picked them off, and when German infantry gave ground, their artillery hammered the evacuated zone.

      Private Albert Combs, a lanky Kentucky kid, told me he hadn’t seen anything worse in a year of deployment to the European theater. “Fellows like Lucky Luca kept our heads together marching through hell. Y’all ever see combat like that, Kolchak? No? Be grateful. The noise of it fills your head—gunshots, tank fire, shell bursts, collapsing buildings, screaming men. It jams up your brain until you can’t think two thoughts together. Like when you’re a boy, you see monsters in every shadow and under your bed, so you lay beneath the blankets, paralyzed with fear, praying for sunrise. You just wish it was over.

      “Luca, though—well, he paid it no mind, took to Cisterna like a Sunday picnic. Anytime the krauts pinned us down or we needed to clear a building, Luca took point, and Sarge let him. Why hold back a soldier with that kind of courage—or stupidity? I never could tell which Luca had more of. Some guys who act like that have a death wish. I don’t like those fellows, not at all. They have a wire loose, reckless, they got other folks killed, but not Luca. Every crazy stunt he pulled made us safer.

      “We needed to take this building, used to be a butcher shop, but a sniper on the third floor trapped us behind an old hay cart. Now, see, somehow we’d taken a wrong turn and wound up behind the German line, and the krauts, well, those sneaky bastards, they got wind of us, and were closing on our rear. We needed that old butcher shop to shelter us from becoming the day’s slaughter. That damn sniper, though, he picked off two of us the second we raised our heads. So Luca, he’s got a plan, bless his heart, and he spins it out, and I say to myself there’s a man who’s lost his religion, but before any of us can say boo, he jumps over that cart.

      “The sniper fires—and misses! The bullets can’t find Lucky Luca. Sniper fires three, four, five times, misses every shot. Luca closes on the building and hurls a grenade into the third-floor window. Before it even blows, he’s running straight into machine gun fire from the first floor, but does he bat an eye? No, sir, he does not. He reaches the building, and—this was his stroke of genius now, mind you—he climbs up the outside of it. Scrambles up the wall like an ant. In seconds, he’s in the third-floor window. Gunshots, gunshots, gunshots, and we don’t know—did Luca kill the sniper or the other way around? More gunshots, grenade blasts, screaming, and we’re all crouched behind that damn hay cart with Fritz breathing down our necks from the rear, wondering what the hell’s going on—when the front door kicks open, and there’s Lucky Luca, waving us all in.

      “That son of a bitch cleared the building from the top down. Inside, we find half a dozen dead krauts as we take up positions. A fellow like that, he doesn’t want to talk about what he’s done, even to a nice fellow like you, Kolchak, I find myself obliged to respect that.”

      Item. On the evening of June 5th, while I took notes watching General Clark and local officials pat each other on the back, Lucky Luca’s CO, Sergeant Frank Saxum, pulled me aside. I tend to question authority the same way I breathe, reflexively, which has made for some interesting times for me in the Army. Saxum’s face raised a dozen questions in my mind all at once, and at the same time it warned me not to ask a single one of them.

      “I hear you’re looking for Private Luca,” he said, and when I confirmed it, he told me, “Stop. Leave that soldier alone. If he wants to talk to you or any other reporter, he’ll come find you. Understand? Not every dogface wants their picture on the front page. You reporters follow General Clark around like hagiographers. The only time you care about the men who bleed and die in the dirt is when you think it’s some kind of freak show attraction. I won’t have it, and Private Luca doesn’t want it, so you will drop it. Is that clear, Private Kolchak?”

      I affirmed his clarity, but I spared a few more words—at great risk to my physical well-being judging by Saxum’s frown—to explain my position. I disliked General Clark’s grandstanding as much as him, I explained, but what could a lowly private do except follow orders, write what they told me to write, aim my camera where they pointed, and go where they sent me. Along the way, I hoped to capture the stories of those same men the sergeant defended. Their stories were the ones that won or lost battles. Their heroism meant more than that of any higher-up posing on the weight of their sacrifices. If Private Salvatore Luca rejected decoration for his valor on the battlefield, I found it inspiring, and hoped his story might inspire others.

      “Tell him,” I said, finally, “I’m only looking to jaw with a fellow Brooklyn boy.”

      Saxum raised an eyebrow, maybe mulling over whether to court martial me or just shoot me for insubordination. “Private Kolchak, I don’t know if I believe you or if I much like you. But I heard how you handled yourself at Salerno when the krauts ambushed your motorcade. I can respect a man who doesn’t run from a fight. But, make no mistake, Private Kolchak, if Lucky Luca wants anyone to know his story, he’ll be sure to tell it himself.”

      With that, Sergeant Saxum dismissed me back to taking notes on what kind of wine Rome’s city fathers uncorked to share with General Clark, and I figured my investigation of Private Salvatore “Lucky” Luca had reached its end. Thankfully, the next morning proved me wrong.

      “I hear you’ve been asking around about me” were the first words Lucky Luca spoke to me.

      I paused for a moment to take him in before replying. He did not cut an impressive figure. About five-foot-seven with a slight but muscular build, and classic, almost Roman features that didn’t add up to handsome, he stared me down. For a moment all I saw was the mud and blood caked into his uniform, the dirt smudged on his face, and the knobby claws his hands formed hanging at his sides, the hands of a laborer or a warrior, hands you could picture crushing bricks or choking a lion in the Colosseum.

      “You’re Kolchak, ain’t you?” Luca said, his Brooklyn accent breaking my surprise.

      “Yes, that’s me, in the flesh. Private Luca, I take it?” He nodded then extended his hand, which I shook, abruptly afraid my fingers might turn to dust in his iron grip. “I’d very much like to talk with you, ask a few questions, if you’re willing, that is.”

      “Okay. Not here.”

      He gestured to the storefront my press unit had occupied as a base of operations. Reporters and photographers buzzed around it like sleep-deprived bees in a disheveled hive.

      “Ah, no, of course not. I know a little café not far from here. Somehow, they’ve got fresh coffee, and they brew the strongest espresso I’ve ever tasted.”

      We walked to the café, trading memories of Flatbush Avenue and our favorite bakeries. I sensed Luca testing me, making sure we really shared a hometown. When he seemed satisfied, tension dissipated from his shoulders. Soon we were seated outside the café, and Luca was all talk.

      “I ain’t no hero, Kolchak. I want to set you straight about that up front. What kind of hero gives away his umbrella when there’s not a cloud in the sky?” he said.

      “Uh, I’m not sure I follow,” I admitted.

      “It started with the mal’occhio,” said Luca. “You know what that is?”

      “The evil eye. It’s a curse bestowed on one by the malicious glare of the person casting it, but, uh, how exactly does a curse to bring bad fortune earn you the nickname Lucky?”

      I sipped my espresso. Luca grinned.

      “When we landed at Anzio, before the krauts caught on and lobbed their whole damn army at us, I ran patrols inland. One day, we encountered a trio of kraut grunts lost, or spying, or doing whatever the hell krauts do when they’re not killing people they hate. For these culos, that meant raping a farm girl.”

      I flinched. Luca paused. I knew the depravities and depredations war sowed, but it still hurt to hear about them. More than that, the squint in Luca’s eye as he spoke those words cut to my soul. The tightening of his face hinted at outrage and determination beyond anything I could imagine.

      “Two krauts held the girl down, while a third unbuckled his belt. The girl’s grandmother stood by, helpless, shrieking for the men to leave them alone. I didn’t even pause to think. I shot the man dropping his drawers, hit him between the eyes. Then my unit rushed from the trees. The other krauts let go of the girl, but they’d put their rifles down while they restrained her, so one grabs a potato masher from his belt. Before he can toss it, one of my guys pops him. The kraut tumbles onto the girl and the grenade goes off, killing them both. The grandmother’s screams changed after that. Her voice ripped holes in the sky.”

      “What does this have to do with your heroism?” I asked.

      “I’m coming to that, and why there ain’t nothing heroic about it.” Luca lifted his espresso cup and drained it, gestured for another. “We didn’t want any harm to come to that poor girl, but in the heat of battle, all is chaos. I chased the last kraut and tackled him. I coulda shot him, but I wanted to feel it when he died. I wanted to bloody my knuckles on his bones. You ever feel filled up with rage you can’t control, Kolchak? It’s an irresistible force. While I’m pounding Fritz, the grandmother catches up to us—and throws the evil eye on us both. She’s screaming about her ruined village, her ravaged country, her dead, dishonored granddaughter. She had plenty of hatred for American and German alike, and I can’t say I blame her. We had the best intentions, but we’d screwed it all up.

      “I’ll never forget her face. You could see she’d been beautiful, remnants of hair smooth as silk, high cheekbones, a face like a statue, but age and war had dragged on her. She wore a necklace with three blown glass eyes hanging from it, and she, herself, had one perfect blue eye and one dead eye—glassy, yellow, and scarred. That strengthens the evil eye, you know? I heard all the stories from my grandmother since I was a kid. I know how it works. The old lady cursed me and the kraut. He didn’t understand what she was saying, but I did. It chilled me to the bone. Then a gunshot blasted inches from my face, and she dropped like a scarecrow. The kraut had gotten his hands on a pistol and shot her. I pulled my knife and cut his throat before he could shoot me too.”

      “I’m afraid I still don’t see the connection,” I said.

      “That stupid kraut, he killed the old lady before she finished her curse. She cursed me to die, but she never said how. In that moment, she seized control of my fate and bound it to her will, but she never wished her will upon me. Don’t you see, Kolchak? She opened the question of my death, claimed the answer for herself, then never gave it. I can only die how she says, and she never said! Now, I can’t be hurt or killed. She protected me. Those things I do sound brave, but no harm can come to me. That’s why there’s no heroism in it. Capisce? You have to be afraid before you can be courageous.”

      At that moment, as Luca and I finished off our second espressos, and I let the logic—or illogic—of his beliefs sink in, one of the other press aides came running down the street, hollering my name. Big news had broken. The Allies had invaded Normandy, and we scribblers were now all hands on. Luca joined us heading back to the press office. Crowds filled the streets as the news spread. Luca pulled ahead of me in the crush, then he stopped dead, and I almost ran into him.

      “Holy Mary, Mother of God,” Luca uttered, and made the sign of the cross as his face paled. I stared into the crowd, tracking his gaze to the wrinkled face of a woman with high cheekbones and faded beauty, a necklace of three blown glass eyes, and one eye so perfect blue it shamed the sky, the other like a dried and rotten egg yolk. “Tell me, Kolchak. Tell me you don’t see her. Tell me she ain’t there.”

      “Luca, I…” but what could I say? She was there. I saw her plain as day.

      A moment later the surging crowd separated us and swept me to the press office, where I launched into work that lasted for sixteen hours straight, then I collapsed and slept for six. By the time I woke, Luca’s platoon had moved out from Rome to join the battle against the remaining German forces. Who was it we saw in that crowd? The old woman herself, a refugee, badly wounded by the German’s shot but not killed, seemed the most probable solution. Less likely, but still plausible, a different woman entirely who possessed a remarkable, coincidental resemblance. Less feasible still, some echo or ghost of a woman long dead in a field far away. I doubt I’ll ever know, but when the woman noticed me and Luca watching her, she pointed a single knobby finger at Private Salvatore “Lucky” Luca and mouthed words neither of us could hear before the crowd carried her out of sight.

      Item. Six weeks later, I received a telegraph from Sergeant Saxum. It said simply: “Pvt. Kolchak. ‘Lucky’ Luca’s luck ran out, port of Ancona. Story over.” Luca and a lot of other good men had lost their lives in that battle.

      Whether or not Private Salvatore Luca possessed special luck born of superstition interrupted or he simply believed he did, it didn’t change the outcome. A lot of men survived the war or, at least, a battle, thanks to Luca’s actions. The thing about superstitions, though, is when you remove the talisman that represents them, they lose their power, real or imagined. When that wizened old lady in the streets of Rome poked her bony digit at Luca, she robbed him of his protection, real or not, and whether she was the woman from the field, answering after long delay the question of Luca’s fate or merely another old Italian grandmother, I’m afraid I will never know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE SHOT HEARD ROUND THE UNDERWORLD

          

          JAMES AQUILONE

        

      

    

    
      Amateur philosopher Yogi Berra once said, “You can observe a lot by watchin’.” I’ve observed some truly bizarre, weird, and unfortunate things in my life…things that would make the hair at the back of your neck stand up and do the Lindy. The last place I thought I’d observe the bizarre, the weird, and unfortunate was a baseball diamond in Rochester, New York. But, then again, Rochester was the last place I thought I’d ever end up.

      After losing my job in D.C.—never mind why; let’s just say the truth is problematic in the District of Columbia—I jumped from one Podunk paper to another until I landed at the Rochester Register, a daily broadsheet founded in 1835.

      Like most of my career, I was the low man on the totem pole. My biggest story, thus far, had been chronicling a fistfight that broke out at a community board meeting over picnic shelters at Seneca Park. I was polishing my resume with the hope of heading south and again trying my luck at one of the big papers in New York City when my editor, Bill “The Pill” Waterson, called me into his office.

      Bill, a short, fat bald man in a perpetual sweat, popped aspirin into his mouth as if they were Milk Duds. The aspirin addiction is how he got his nickname.

      “Carl, do you know anything about baseball?” The Pill asked after chasing Bayer tablets with a swig of lemon water. He said it was for migraines, most likely exacerbated by reporters like me.

      “Isn’t that the game with the hoops and the cheerleaders?”

      “Don’t be such a wise guy, Kolchak. You’re getting a chance to contribute to this newspaper instead of taking up space. Buck’s going to be out longer than we expected and, Lord knows, Mitzy isn’t working out on the baseball desk.”

      Buck Wagner, who smoked three packs a day and typed seventy words a minute with two index fingers, was the Register’s entire sports department. He covered all Rochester athletics, from the professional to the high school level, but at this time of the year, the Sultans were his focus. At least they were until Buck got a bad case of food poisoning, suffered a week ago after eating a bad frankfurter at Silver Stadium.

      “That must have been a heck of a coney,” I said.

      “Stay away from the concessions. We’re not paying you to eat. For now, you’re our baseball reporter. The Sultans game starts in three hours. I expect a recap on my desk before midnight, and if one word is misspelled, you’re fired.”

      And that’s how I became—for a little while—a sports reporter in the spring of 1959. 
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        * * *

      

      I had been to only one Sultans game since arriving in Rochester earlier in the year. The Sultans were blown out, 17 to 2. Despite the loss, the Sultans sat atop the International League and a buzz had been growing for the perennial basement dwellers.

      I grabbed a pastrami sandwich at Bosch’s Deli on the way to the stadium. I didn’t want to be tempted by the toxic franks. I managed to drip only half a gallon of mustard on my suit, so I considered it a win.

      The press box could have doubled as a shoebox. Thankfully, it was just me and the reporter from the out-of-town team’s paper, a thin bespectacled gentleman in a fedora. 

      He glanced up from his typewriter. “How do you spell lachrymose?”

      “Carl Kolchak, the Rochester Register,” I said.

      “So you don’t know?”

      “I tend to stay away from ten-cent words on account of my job being on the line if I misspell any.”

      He grinned. “Harvey Daily, Buffalo Dispatch.”

      I reminded myself to read Harvey’s report. I could use a better vocabulary.

      The Sultans had gotten off to a strong start for first-year manager Rickey Merrill, but in the past week they had dropped four out of five games. For the first few weeks of the season, Merrill seemed like a minor league Leo Durocher, but now the papers, including our own Buck, had been questioning the former big leaguer. At only thirty-five, he was the youngest manager in the league and maybe a little wet behind the ears.

      According to the Sultan’s program, which I perused to familiarize myself with the team, their top players were left-handed pitcher Austin Anthony and outfielders Mike Sorrento and Hank Hetfield.

      Tonight, the Sultans were taking on their rivals, the Buffalo Wings, who sported a 5-and-23 record.

      “I can already pencil in a loss,” poor Harvey said, and downed a Schlitz. He had three before the national anthem.

      I kept the box score and typed up notes during the game. Through the sixth inning, it was an uneventful match, a nightmare for a reporter. Back in my college days at Columbia, a professor told me to never make the game itself the story. You needed an angle. Boredom, unfortunately, wasn’t much of a hook. The Pill was going to have a whopper of a migraine if I turned in a by-the-numbers recap. I asked Harvey to toss me a Schlitz, and he obliged. Good man, that Harvey.

      The only highlight of the game, thus far, had been Roscoe, the Sultans’ golden retriever mascot that delivered fresh baseballs to the umpire between innings.

      I needed something. Then it happened.

      A high fly was hit directly between Rochester’s right fielder, Mike Sorrento, and center fielder, Hank Hetfield. Hank had hit a home run in his last at bat, a 500-foot whopper over the right-field fence, putting the Sultans ahead, 2-1. Now he was on a collision course with his teammate, a 250-pound behemoth from Passaic, New Jersey who lifted Buicks in the offseason, or so I assumed. I put down the Schlitz. The entire stadium watched in dreadful silence. It was like that moment when you hear a car’s screeching tires and you wait for the inevitable crash. And crash they did. Sorrento’s shoulder slammed into Hetfield’s chin, snapping it back. Damned if I didn’t hear it from the press box. The crowd gasped in unison as Hetfield went down, Sorrento landing on top of him.

      The ball rolled to the fence as the two lay motionless on the outfield grass. The batter rounded the bases easily with an inside-the-park home run. As soon as the Winger landed on home plate, Rochester’s manager and trainer ran onto the field. Sorrento had managed to get to his feet, but Hetfield was still unmoving.

      Eventually they had to call for a stretcher.

      Three more innings were left to play, but it didn’t seem that either team had much interest in the game. Rochester lost, 5-to-2.

      Their locker room was as silent as the grave.

       “Who the hell are you?” It was the Sultan’s bench coach, Rube Wallace, a short raisin of a man with a pinched face and a broken nose. Buck had once called him a cantankerous old codger. But aren’t all old codger’s?

      “Carl Kolchak. The Rochester Register. I’m filling in for Buck Wagner. He’s still trying to recover from a frank that attacked him.”

      “I don’t know any Frank. Anyways, no press tonight.”

      Coach Merrill exited his office, saw me, and walked the other way.

      I ran after him. “Coach, any update on Hetfield’s condition? How’s he doing?”

      “I’ve got nothing to say.”

      “Can I quote you on that?”

      Merrill shot me an angry look and left the locker room.

      None of the players would talk to me. They quickly got dressed and went home. I lingered. That’s one of my key attributes. I like to stick around, especially when no one else is there.

      Hank’s locker was at the end of the room. His hat and glove from the game sat inside, on the shelf below a placard of his name and number, 31.

      I picked up the glove for no reason other than I had never held a professional player’s glove. I could smell the oil and leather. It took me back to my days playing sandlot ball in Brooklyn as a boy. I threw a mean knuckler.

      Blood speckled the back of the glove. I took a quick photo. Just as the flash went off, I heard Wallace scream, “Are you still here, Kobain? Didn’t I tell you to scram?”

      “It’s Kolchak!” I yelled back. “And you didn’t tell me to scram, though that was the impression I got when I spoke with you.”

      “Get out of here before I ban you from the ballpark.”

      I didn’t need to get banned on my first day so I hightailed it out of the park and back to the newsroom. I had my story and it was on The Pill’s desk at ten minutes before midnight. My spelling triple checked.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Kathy Grunwald, the head of the Register’s photo department came to my desk with a quizzical look on her face. 

      “Why did you photograph that glove?”

      Kathy was a thin, middle-aged brunette with big glasses and an even bigger intellect.

      “I thought it might be a nice touch.”

      “Did you see what was on the back?”

      “You mean the blood?”

      Kathy dropped a couple of eight-by-tens on my desk. They looked sharp, real sharp. Maybe I was another Ansel Adams. Regardless, they didn’t use them with the story. In fact, no photos accompanied my column. The Pill said they didn’t have room.

      “Well, Carl, we can’t go around printing occult symbols…no matter how subtle they are.” 

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I figured you hadn’t noticed.” Kathy smirked, like the cat who ate the canary. “The second photo is a blowup. Look.”

      I picked it up, and wouldn’t you know it, something was etched on the glove. I hadn’t noticed it when I was holding it in the locker room. It looked like hieroglyphs—a collection of squiggly lines and shapes inside a crudely drawn circle.

      “Occult?” I said.

      “I bet it was invisible until you hit it with the flash. I used a dodge tool to bring it out. You know the word occult means hidden?”

      “I knew that, but do you know what lachrymose means, smarty?”

      “Tearful or mournful.”

      “Spell it.”

      “L-a-c⁠—”

      “Okay, Okay. No one likes a showoff.”

      The weird hieroglyphs were drawn in dark ink, almost the same color as the glove itself. But occult? It looked like a child scribbled a bunch of lines and loop-the-loops. 

      “I don’t see the Devil in the details, Kathy.”

      “Funny, Carl. I guess to a layman it’s just a Jackson Pollock painting, but I’m a student of the occult, and that”—she pointed at the faint lines—“is a sigil.”

      “I thought you said it was occult.” 

      Kathy blew air out of her mouth in frustration. Us dummies can be trying. “A sigil is a magical symbol. Magicians use it to exert their will, especially black magicians.”

      “Are you saying someone drew this on the ballplayer’s glove so he’d get injured?”

      “Did I say that? I don’t know who put that on the glove. It could have been the ballplayer himself for all I know.”

      “Are you saying the ballplayer is a Satanist?”

      “Occultists aren’t necessarily Satanists, Carl. Forget I said anything, okay?”

      Kathy walked off in a huff, and I chased after her. 

      “Now wait a minute, Kathy. You can’t go around talking about the occult and black magic and just walk away.”

      “I don’t have time. I have to develop three rolls of film from the Seneca Park flower show for the afternoon edition.” 

      “Do you really think it was the work of a black magician?”

      “Could be. Whoever put that sigil there didn’t want it to be seen.”

      “You saw it? Are you in league with the Devil, Kathy?”

      “Scram, Carl.”

      I scrammed. I was getting good at it. 
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        * * *

      

      Kathy took herself too seriously, if you asked me. I liked to mess with her. It was my sad way of flirting.

      The entire day I thought about devils on the ballfield. Wouldn’t that have been a great story? With such a scoop, I could get out of Rochester and be back in New York City, where the real action was.

      Despite the possibility, I filed Kathy’s fantastical hypothesis under hokum, pure bunk. Clearly the chemicals in the dark room were getting to her. But the next night, the Sultans took on the Wings for the second game in the series and things went from weird to downright bizarre.

      I had gotten to the game early. I desperately needed quotes from the players. Maybe with some time they’d be more amenable. Accidents were part of the game, weren’t they? Players got hurt all the time.

      I also wanted to get a gauge on the players. Maybe one of them really was an occultist or a Satanist.

      It was a hot, humid afternoon. The occasional gust off Lake Ontario teased comfort but never delivered. I loosened my tie.

      There’s certainly nothing like being at the ballfield during a game. Not much can match the electricity and energy of thousands of fans. But there’s also a certain magic that comes with being in the ballpark before a game, especially for a civilian such as myself getting that glimpse behind the curtain. I’ve been a baseball fanatic since my old man took me to see Dizzy Dean pitch at Ebbets Field the year he won thirty games and led the “Gashouse Gang” Cardinals to the National League pennant and a World Series win over the Detroit Tigers. Though there was excitement that Casey Stengel had taken over the Dodgers, the bums landed in sixth place that year. Now they’re basking in the sun in Southern California, ditching Brooklyn just as I did many years ago.

      Several players had congregated behind the batting cage, where The Sultans third baseman, Roger Gascon, was launching rockets over the left-field wall.

      “How’s it going, fellas?”

      “Better than Buck Wagner,” said a short wiry player I thought was Pee-Wee Henderson, the backup shortstop.

      “Have you boys been staying away from the coneys?”

      “I’m not a fan of reporters.” That came from star pitcher Austin Anthony.

      “Yeah, why is that?”

      “You’re bad luck.”

      “Are you a superstitious lot?”

      “Every ballplayer is.”

      “Buck was our good-luck charm,” Pee-Wee said. I noticed a rabbit’s foot dangling from his belt. “Then you show up and Hank goes down.”

      “Why was Buck your good-luck charm?”

      “After a bad loss in the first week of the season, he bought the clubhouse a round at Johnson’s Ale House. After that we went on an eight-game winning streak. Ever since then, we’ve been calling him our lucky charm.”

      “Yeah,” Anthony said, “And since he got sick last week, a number of things haven’t been going our way. Pee-Wee lost his luggage in Columbus, Gascon broke up with his fiancée, and then Hetfield got hurt.”

      “Sounds legit,” I said. “Well, boys, I can tell you I’m one of the luckiest people you’ll ever meet. I had an uncle who won the Irish Sweepstakes back in ’42.”

      Rube Wallace passed by and tipped his cap at the players. Anthony rolled his eyes and, along with his teammates, ignored the bench coach.

      I sensed bad blood. “Not a fan of Rube?”

      “I’m not a fan of you, Mister.”

      “The name’s Kolchak. Carl Kolchak.”

      “Leave us alone, Carl Kolchak. We have to warm up.”

      “I think you mean scram.”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      I took Yogi’s advice and decided to observe by watching. There was no use antagonizing these gents. Any sign of trouble and the superstitious crew was liable to blame me if one of them stubbed a toe. As the new kid on the block, I was a good candidate to be the scapegoat.

      I was still kicking myself for missing—what did Kathy call it?—the sigil. Spotting things out of the ordinary is usually my forte—and I held the damn glove in my hand. I grabbed a seat behind the Sultan’s dugout and took pictures.

      I raised my camera to take a snapshot of Roscoe, in his red harness, lying in the dirt next to the visitors dugout. I wondered how they trained the pooch to deliver the balls to the umps and not chase squirrels. We could use him in the press box. I bet he could hold a dozen cans of Schlitz in his harness. My shot was ruined when Rube Wallace came stumbling out of the visitors dugout.

      He seemed shocked to see me and scowled, though I was getting used to the unpleasant reactions to my presence.

      Roscoe gave the bench coach a low and long growl as he passed. The mutt instantly warmed my heart. I had to remember to bring the pooch a bone the next time I saw him.

      I wondered what Rube could have been doing in the visitors dugout. Maybe shooting the crap with some buddies on the opposing team. Wallace certainly knew everyone, having been around the game for going on fifty years.

      He was one of the most unfortunate players in baseball, playing exactly one game in his major league career, way back in 1910. Legend has it that as he tried to turn a double play, the young shortstop ran into a player named Ty Cobb, who slid into second base feet first with spiked cleats, which duly ripped into Wallace’s ankle, ending his career. Over the decades, he served as a scout, radio play-by-play commentator, and coach, mostly with Rochester.

      I went to get a big salty pretzel and beer before the game. The hot dogs rolled greasily at the concession stand.

      “You sell many of those dogs?” I asked the kid manning the grill. His skin looked like it had been marinating in the same frankfurter juice.

      “A ton of them.”

      “Even after Buck Wagner got sick?”

      “He must have been unlucky. No one else got sick as far as I know.”

      “Unlucky. Sure.”

      Back at the press box, I was thinking about luck and whether Buck ate a hot dog with a sigil drawn in mustard.

      The Sultans were up 2-0 in the fourth when Winger Dallas Samson came to the plate with runners on first and second.

      Sultans star pitcher Austin Anthony had been cruising along, striking out six with no walks. Dallas was an over-the-hill minor leaguer at twenty nine. The bush league wasn’t a place where you wanted longevity.

      It happened in a blink. Anthony threw a high fastball on a two-and-oh count and Dallas drilled a line drive right back to the pitcher. The crack of the bat and the crack of Anthony’s skull as the ball punched him in the temple sounded like a double tap at the shooting range. Followed by silence. Three thousand spectators held their breath as Anthony lay on the mound. To quote Yogi Berra, “It was déjà vu all over again.”

      The first baseman picked up the ball, holding the other team from scoring. The manager called a time out and rushed over to the fallen pitcher.

      “This team is cursed,” Harvey said. “And I thought the Wings had it bad.”

      The stretcher came out. They needed to give that guy a raise. They hauled Anthony off and brought in a reliever. After a few minutes of warm up, Lee Mitchell threw his first pitch, which promptly sailed over the right field fence for a grand slam.

      “I think you might be right,” I said to Harvey.

      The Sultans drifted through the rest of the game, losing 8-2.

      Harvey and I raced down to the locker room but no one was there.

      The attendant said all the Sultans had gone immediately to the hospital to be with Anthony.

      Harvey asked, “Wanna share a cab to St. Joseph’s?”

      I couldn’t stop thinking about Wallace coming out of the visitors dugout.

      “I’ll catch up with you later. I have to see about something first.”

      I found the bat boy outside the visitors clubhouse.

      “Rico, I’ll give you two bucks if you lend me Samson’s bat. The one he used tonight. I promise I’ll give it right back.”

      Rico was thirteen going on thirty-five. He had a thin mustache and ancient blue eyes.

      “Promise?”

      “Cross my heart.”

      “And hope to die?”

      That was too close for comfort.

      “Make it a fiver,” I said, “and hurry before someone notices.”

      Seconds later, Rico came back with the bat.

      “You sure this is the one he used in the fourth?”

      “Yeah. It’s his lucky bat. See the black tape around the handle?”

      Lucky. Sure.

      It looked like a normal bat. No markings I could see. But the same went for the glove. I took a few quick pictures and gave the Louisville Slugger back to Rico.

      “Hey, where’s the tenner?”

      “Tenner? What are you trying to pull?”

      “Samson might like to know a creep’s taking pictures of his lucky bat.”

      I reached into my pocket—the news game was getting expensive—and handed Rico a ten spot. My last dime.

      I raced over to the Register’s film department just as Kathy was about to head home.

      “I have an emergency,” I said.

      “Not tonight, Kolchak. Leave it on my desk.”

      “This could be more evidence of occult activity in Rochester.” I waved the film canister.

      Kathy raised an eyebrow.

      “I think I found another sigil.”

      “All right, Kolchak.”

      In the dark room, Kathy gave the raw film a few baths, created a negative, and hit it with the enlarger.

      There it was. The squiggly lines, the circle…

      “Whose bat is this?” Kathy asked.

      “Dallas Samson’s. He’s on the Wings. He hit a line drive into one of the Sultan’s faces. He’s laid up in the hospital.”

      “Sounds like someone really has it out for the Sultans.”

      I headed to St. Joseph’s.

      Just as the attendant said, the entire team was there, still in uniform, as was the manager. Wallace was conspicuously absent.

      “How’s Anthony doing?” I asked.

      “He’s still out, but his vitals are stable,” Merrill said. He was red eyed and his voice was ragged, like it had been dragged through the dirt. “Hell of a thing, Kolchak. Hell of a thing.”

      My last stop was Cobbs Hill Drive, five miles south of the stadium. Wallace owned a small cottage there. I had to wonder about the name of the street. Cobbs Hill Drive. Couldn’t have been a coincidence, much like this entire story, but I didn’t see the connection. Wallace lived alone. His third wife had left him about two years earlier. They say she went grocery shopping and never came back.

      I didn’t know what I was looking for. Maybe some pentagrams or coffins. I wasn’t sure what an occultist would own, but I’ve found that fishing around in the dark is better than twiddling your thumbs at home.

      It was starting to get dark. The neighborhood kids were heading home after a day of stickball or hide-and-seek.

      Cobbs Hill Drive was quiet when I arrived. As I headed down the cul-de-sac, I could see the cottage at the end. It abutted a forest called Washington Grove.

      I then realized I didn’t have a plan. If Wallace was home, what was I going to do? And if he wasn’t, I couldn’t just break in. Then I remembered that I was a reporter. I could ask him a few questions, couldn’t I?

      I knocked on the door and waited. The cottage didn’t look like the home of an occultist or Devil worshipper. But then again what did?

      No one came to the door so I walked along the side of the house.

      The narrow passageway was lost in shadows. Crickets chirped and fireflies flashed in the warm air.

      A dog whimpered from inside the house. It was a sad and pathetic sound, and being a dog lover I instantly stopped. I heard it again. The basement windows at my feet were uncurtained and dark.

      When I got on my belly to get a better look, I could see a dim light glowing inside. I pressed my face against one of the windows, which were only about a foot high.

      It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the sight, but it was unmistakable because only one golden retriever in the world wore a red harness. Roscoe. The Sultans’ mascot.

      The poor pooch was tethered to the wall with a heavy chain and collar.

      A robed figure stood in the middle of the room with his back to me. His arms flung wide open.

      Satanist or not, Wallace wasn’t going to hurt a dog on my watch.

      I jumped up and made my way to the back door. I kicked it open, found the basement door, and headed down the stairs.

      I made it halfway down when Wallace noticed me and pointed a dagger in my direction.

      He stood in a pentagram drawn on the floor. The same sigil that adorned the mitt and bat was scrawled dozens of times inside the five-pointed star.

      “This is none of your business,” Wallace said.

      “I’m a reporter. Everything is my business.”

      Candles flickered throughout the basement. Roscoe barked.

      “Hurting the players wasn’t enough,” I said. “Now you’re going to sacrifice that poor dog?”

      I descended another step. Wallace moved forward, poking the dagger at me. “Come any closer and I’ll stick you.”

      “It’s over, Wallace. I know about the sigils.”

      He looked as if I caught him naked in the middle of Silver Stadium. In a way I did.

      “What sigils? I don’t know a thing you’re babbling about.”

      His denial was weak.

      I pointed at the pentagram. “Those sigils. Right there. I have photos of the same ones etched on Samson’s bat and Hetfield’s glove. Coincidence?”

      “What do you know of sigils?”

      “Nothing until the head of the film department at the Register told me about them. Apparently, occultists like you use them for black magic.”

      Wallace laughed wickedly. “I’ve done nothing wrong. You can’t prove anything.”

      “You’re probably right. No one’s going to believe me. So tell me why would you try to harm your own team?” I took a stab in the dark, but I had a hunch. “Is it because Merrill rightfully got the managerial job you wanted?”

      His eyes burned. I knew tossing in rightfully would get his goat.

      “Merrill couldn’t manage a little league team. I’ve been with the Sultans for thirty years. I’ve given my life to his godforsaken team.”

      “So why didn’t they give you the job?”

      Wallace inhaled. I glanced at Roscoe. The dog kept his eyes trained on the robed nutjob. “They said the players didn’t like me. Can you believe that? I hope they never win another game.”

      “Look, Wallace, I get it. I’ve been held back at every paper I’ve ever worked for. Give me Roscoe and I won’t say a word about any of this. You have my word. The dog is innocent. You kill him, they’ll crucify you. You can’t hide that.”

      Wallace fingered the edge of the dagger. I figured if Wallace used hidden sigils to do his dirty work, physical confrontation wouldn’t be his strong suit.

      “You promise?”

      “Cross my heart.”

      Wallace inhaled again and then picked up a key ring from a nearby table and tossed them at me.

      “Go ahead. Get out of here. You ever say anything I’ll make sure something bad happens to you. I can do it too.”

      I believed him. Maybe it would be a sour Schlitz or a moldy pastrami sandwich.

      I carefully walked toward Roscoe. The chain was locked to a large metal collar around his neck, and the other end was bolted to the stone wall.

      I gently petted Roscoe on the head. He continued to watch Wallace.

      “I’m just going to unlock you and get you home, boy.”

      I wondered why the collar needed a lock for a dog and then I realized this collar probably wasn’t made for a dog. I didn’t want to think what Wallace had done down here or planned to do.

      I opened the lock while keeping an eye on Wallace, and freed Roscoe.

      “We’re just gonna go then,” I said, holding on to the scruff of the dog’s neck and guiding him toward the stairs.

      Wallace waved his dagger at the stairs. “Remember, not a word about any of this or there will be consequences. Like you said, no one’s going to believe you.”

      I led Roscoe up to the basement door, and that’s when Wallace lunged at me.

      I fell on the stairs face first, but before Wallace could plunge the dagger in my back, Roscoe leapt at the fiend, knocking him back onto the concrete floor. The dagger flew out of his hand, and I picked it up.

      Roscoe was growling and backing Wallace into a corner.

      “Get that mutt out of here!” Wallace shouted, his hand held up to his face.

      “That’s what I was trying to do before you attacked me.”

      Wallace grabbed what looked like an etching tool and started to scrape it against the stone wall. The bastard was trying to draw a sigil. I dropped the dagger and picked up the chain. Like a lion tamer, I snapped the chain at Wallace—whap!—striking him on the hand. He wailed, the tool flying into the shadows. While he cried, I socked him on the jaw for good measure. Wallace fell back, his head bouncing off the floor.

      I clamped the collar around his neck and locked the chain to it.

      With Roscoe by my side, I headed upstairs.

      I called the police and a car was sent over.

      No one believed me about the occultist angle except for Kathy. I didn’t push it. I was happy enough that Roscoe was safe and that they arrested Wallace for animal cruelty. He ended up only paying a fine, but his days with the Sultans and baseball were numbered. He probably couldn’t step into an ASPCA either.

      Rube Wallace didn’t play to win. He played to hurt. And that makes him the worst sport of all. For a man who would disrespect the game as well as a beloved dog, there’s a special place in Hell.
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      There’s something they don’t tell you about the jungle. 

      It’s loud. It’s alive and just too damned loud. Oh, you think you know this, but until you find yourself standing in the middle of it, you realize how small you are in comparison to this living, breathing monster that surrounds you. Even in those quiet moments, those too rare times when the war seems so far away, the jungle literally screams its displeasure at you. The whorp, chirp, whistle, and screams of the indigenous creatures who call this place home, those not of the human variety, at least, mingle into a cacophonic symphony that should not complement one another, yet somehow does. 

      If you listen to it long enough, it almost sounds beautiful.

      Almost.

      It was my third week in Vietnam as a war correspondent, my first assignment in country. During that time, I was embedded with the Twenty-Second Logistics Division. Though not a forward combat group, they were responsible for moving supplies and personnel from point A to point B. Trust me, being sequestered in a unit not on the front lines sounds good on paper, like you’re far from the fighting and relatively safe, but I learned pretty quick that, no matter where your camp is located, if you can hear the bombs and guns, you’re too close to the fighting.

      We were too damn close for my taste.

      Troop carriers were considered high-value targets. One direct hit could take out an entire squad and cripple an offensive operation. My editor thought some human-interest pieces on the brave soldiers who worked on base would be a nice counterpoint to stories focusing on death and destruction that dominated the news these days.

      To get my story, I volunteered to ride along on the bus. The company commander agreed, provided I wore utilities, like the others. He needed me to blend in, not stand out like a target in my civilian duds. Decked out all in green, I looked more like a soldier than a reporter, except I had no weapon, no padding, and only a satchel full of notebooks, pencils, and a small camera to protect me. A small badge identifying me as a reporter was clipped to my short’s pocket.

      We were on a bus heading back from a supply run with troops rotating back to the barracks for rest before rejoining their buddies on the front lines. At that moment, the war seemed far enough away that the mood was jovial. Tall tales were swapped, lies were told, and card games were played. I asked a few questions and got to know a few of these boys who were all so very far from home. I had the beginnings of a story my editor would love. He was strictly a meat-and-potatoes man when it came to stories. He couldn’t care one whit about them, but I was quite interested in the ghost stories a couple of the soldiers told, so I asked to hear more. I found the local folklore fascinating—ghost foxes, magic cows, dragons. It was the stuff of fantasy, but I ate it up.

      The bus driver was little more than a kid, a redheaded Georgia boy with big ears, freckles, and a thick good ol’ boy accent. I had interviewed him while the bus was being reloaded. Sweet kid. He gave us as smooth a ride as possible over the rocky dirt roads that cut through the dense foliage. The roads in the jungle left a lot to be desired. They were rough on a vehicle’s suspension and a passenger’s kidneys.

      War is Hell.

      Every war correspondent or commentator has or will utter these words at one point in their tenure covering the conflict. It’s inevitable, so I figured I would get it out of the way now so I won’t have to work the comparison in later. It’s funny, back home, people pack churches on Sundays in an effort to stave off a visit to that place of infernal damnation. It’s too bad the men who wage wars don’t put in the same effort.

      One moment, I was leaning back against one of the padded seats, lost in peaceful thought as I started to doze…

      The next, I awoke in Hell.

      Chaos erupted all around us. The once-empty road was suddenly filled with a fire and fury ripped straight out of the pages of Dante’s blasted Inferno. Mortar fire rained down from the heavens, pounding the road ahead into a crater-filled slice of land that resembled Swiss cheese more than a highway. Dust, fire, and smoke filled our vision as the bombs kept exploding all around us, fired by an unseen enemy.

      The driver, a skilled wheelman, despite his young age, cut the steering wheel to the left, angling the large green bus off the main highway and into the brush that ran along the side. The bus took a hard left and dropped down an embankment. Then gravity forsook us as the bus lost ground and tipped over, throwing us passengers around inside like the beads in a child’s rattle being slung around by an irate toddler.

      Something hit my face and I realized it was the ceiling. The next thing I knew, three guys landed on top of me as the bus came to a rest at a forty-five-degree angle. Off road and off balance, we all moved with deliberate pace as the ground beneath us shuddered. Each vibration caused the bus to slide farther down the embankment, and the mortar hits grew closer and closer.

      “Everybody out!” the driver shouted. The bus’s retractable door faced the sky. We weren’t getting out that way. The driver kicked out the window next to his seat and climbed out.

      The others followed suit, as did I. One of the soldiers offered me a hand getting through a window after he used the butt of his rifle to break the glass. It was a short drop and I made it more or less intact, landing in the bus’s shadow. Hitting the ground, I slid on the uneven terrain, dirt and rock sliding from beneath my feet as I struggled to keep my balance.

      I fell against a tree. It hurt but stopped me from tumbling into the darkness below.

      It was a long way down.

      While I steadied myself, back against the tree so I could observe and snap off a couple of photos with my trusty camera, the driver joined the soldiers by pulling his weapon and firing in the general direction of the mortar fire. I got better odds on a glue-bound hag at Belmont than they did of hitting anything by firing blind, but if they could slow the enemy attack, their odds would greatly improve. So would mine. It sounded good in theory.

      The next sound I heard made me recalculate those odds.

      Tires popping as the ground shifted beneath it, the bus slid down the embankment straight toward me. The soldiers broke cover and dove out of the way to avoid being crushed by the seven-ton mass of dull-green Detroit steel. For a moment, I froze and stared at the bus sliding in my direction. Praying the tree that stopped my fall, along with its companions, would hold fast against the bus, I pivoted around to the back side and looked for cover. There was no time to get out of the path of the bus on the embankment.

      I made it only two steps before the bus slammed into the trees.

      They shuddered under the impact, but to my surprise, the trees held.

      I wasn’t quite so lucky.

      The impact triggered another landslide and the ground beneath my feet made a break for daylight. With nowhere to run, I found myself swept along with the loose earth down the long, sloping embankment. I swear, I must’ve hit every rock and branch along the way. Each one hurt more than the last.

      Then came the sudden, painful stop when I hit the bottom.

      Ouch!

      Amazed, I survived relatively unscathed. I managed to hold on to my journalist satchel. My trusty camera took a pounding but also survived the trip. A lucky break. Thankfully, it wasn’t one of my legs.

      I found myself at the bottom of the embankment, a long way down. I couldn’t even see the bus above, or the soldiers I was riding with when the attack began. In fact, even the echo of the explosions ripping up the road didn’t make it down this far.

      Where the hell are you, Carl? That was the first question that sprang to mind. Before all was said and done, I would ask many more. Occupational hazard.

      Wherever this was, it was too quiet. That must be why the tinny clink of metal striking metal scared me witless. Expecting an attack, I spun around hard, slipped on the loose dirt all around me and fell hard on my backside. I cursed like a sailor all the way down. Sprawled out on the jungle floor, I couldn’t escape an enemy attack. I knew I was done for, so I closed my eyes tight and awaited the inevitable.

      It never came.

      The tinny clank sounded again. Closer this time. Louder. I opened my eyes a sliver, chancing a peek. That’s when I saw…it. It was the last thing I ever expected to see.

      Hovering over me stood a massive cow. Holy cow! This thing was the size of a small car. It stared at me like I was some alien from outer space as it nonchalantly chewed on the large branch hanging in its massive jaws. At least I thought it was a branch. Upon closer inspection, I discovered it to be a large, dead snake.

      Standing next to the big bovine was a young Vietnamese girl. She couldn’t have been more than six or seven. The kid stared at me as though I were the white devil so many of her countrymen believed us Americans to be, but she didn’t scream, didn’t run. She just stared. It was kind of creepy.

      That’s when I noticed the little girl was holding a rope. The other end of the frayed line was tied around the cow’s neck, though it didn’t seem to mind…or notice. Was it her pet? Lashed to the bovine were various supplies, linens, and a couple of baskets of what I could only assume, based on the aroma, held fish or fruit, so I decided pack mule instead of pet. The cow didn’t seem to mind the heavy load or the smell either. Personally, I was ready to vomit.

      The girl, whose language I could not understand, motioned for me to follow her.

      I tried to explain to her that I needed to get back to the unit I was embedded with, mostly by talking loudly and making wild hand gestures that seemed to amuse her greatly. Surely, by now the soldiers I’d been riding with were wondering where I’d gotten off to. I needed to get back to them before they started to worry.

      Following the direction of my finger as I pointed upward, the little girl simply shook her head and pointed deeper into the thick jungle. A small path cut through the foliage ahead, though the word path barely described this tiny sliver of dirt, which looked like something the cow’s dinner might have made before it became a chew toy.

      Once more, she shook her head and I realized I was never going to win this argument, so I relented, and with an exasperated puff of air, told her to lead the way. Since she understood my words about as well as I did hers, I motioned ahead. “You lead the way,” I said. She cocked her tiny head to the left, but then smiled. Did she catch my meaning? I guess this language barrier thing wasn’t as insurmountable as I thought.

      With her left hand holding the rope tied to her pack-cow, the little girl took my left hand in her right and, with a gentle squeeze, spurred me deeper into the jungle. For a moment, I wondered if I had just become her second pet.

      The jungle shade did nothing to cool the sweltering heat. In fact, I think it might have held the heat in. Sweat poured off me in buckets, but the little girl didn’t seem to notice it at all. I was envious. The heat made my head swirl, nausea welling up. I thought I might collapse, pass out. I needed water. It was the one thing her pack animal didn’t have strapped to it, darn the luck.

      The farther we went, the spookier our surroundings became. Deep shadows surrounded us, hiding the origins of the garbled sounds from within. I feared the local wildlife was hunting us. I was concerned about the little girl, but she didn’t seem to notice. This was her home. She lived there. Maybe spooky was normal. I couldn’t imagine going through life surrounded by the surreal like this. Give me nice and normal any day.

      When the white fox appeared, I thought I was hallucinating. Especially since it seemed to glow, a halo of white around its form, and I could have sworn it sported nine tails, which couldn’t have been right either. Surely, my feverish mind was playing tricks on me. If my young guide noticed the creature sprint across the path in front of us, she gave no sign. Perhaps this was normal? It certainly didn’t feel normal to me, but then, I wasn’t exactly firing on all cylinders. Head still spinning, I tried to track the fox’s course only to lose it in the thick brush.

      Seconds later, we came to a small clearing. That’s when a streak of white crossed our path again, almost a blur.

      This time, my new friend noticed. “Cửu vĩ thiên hồ!” she shouted. I certainly hope I spelled that right. No surprise, I didn’t understand what she meant. Was this the Vietnamese word for fox or did she know the critter by name? I tried repeating the name back to her, butchering the translation greatly. She laughed, either at my accent or maybe I said something funny.

      She said the name again and pointed.

      A man stood farther up the trail. Even in the thick shadows, I could tell he was not wearing clothes. Strangely, he glowed in much the same manner as the fox, as though a soft white fire engulfed his body. At first, I assumed it was my dehydrated brain playing tricks on me, but the little girl saw him, too. She pointed and called out again. “Cửu vĩ thiên hồ!” She shouted this not out of fear but joy. I could only guess that meant she knew the glowing naked man. I hope that made him a friend. I did not need a foe.

      I tried asking her what was going on, but I might as well have been speaking Martian for all she understood me. Maybe the man would understand better, I decided, and shouted across the gulf. “Hi! Uh, my name is Carl Kolchak! I’m a, uh…reporter!” Holding up the camera, as if that explained what I was trying to tell him, I pressed on. “See? Reporter! Look, I got separated from my bus and I think this little one might be lost! Can you help us?”

      He stepped forward, now wearing a long white button-up shirt that hovered slightly above his knees. I wonder when he put that on?

      “Hello?”

      The little girl repeated the word I couldn’t pronounce. I looked down at her, still holding my hand. “I’m working on it, kid,” I said, hoping to fill her with a confidence I didn’t actually feel. Then I looked back toward the mysterious stranger.

      He stood roughly two inches in front of me. So close that I could feel the cold air radiating off him. In the heat of the jungle, I felt a chill run through me. It was disconcerting. Still holding the little girl’s hand, I pulled her behind me so he couldn’t reach her.

      “Uh, hi…” I said, trying and failing not to stammer.

      Before I even noticed him move, the man in white grabbed me by the shirt and hurled me across the small clearing as easily as a quarterback might toss the ol’ pigskin downfield.

      I hit the ground hard, saw stars, and heard little birds chirp while they chased the stars around my head. Added to the nausea and lightheadedness from before, and now I had the mother of all migraines. There was no time to worry about that, though. The man stood in front of the little girl, looking down at her. He smiled and, even at a distance, I felt the menace reflected in his pearly whites. Was this the Devil himself?

      She stared up at him, her face innocent, neutral.

      Even though every inch of me hurt, I got up and headed back to my new companion’s aid. “Now, you see here, my friend,” I told the big guy, pointing angrily.

      He spun around to face me and that’s when I noticed he had a tail. Not just any tail. There were nine tufts of hair, each dangling from their own smaller tail. Just like the fox! I wondered what it meant, but there was no time to ponder the question.

      With an animalistic roar, the glowing man spun and hit me with the back of his fist, a trail of light marking its passage. Once again, I found myself flying through the air, helpless, and out of control.

      This time, when I hit the ground, I stayed down.

      At least for a moment.

      In an instant, the man stood over me, growling his displeasure. With little effort, he lifted me, my feet dangling as I struggled to free myself from his grasp. He snarled and bared his sharp animal-like teeth. My brain was a whirl with thoughts, none of them making any sense. 

      I tried to fight back, but I was way outclassed. I expected to be hurled around a bit more as the glowing man played with me like a wild animal toyed with its most recent kill. The part of my brain that reconciled the image of the man and the white fox couldn’t convince the terrified part of what I was seeing. I was done for. He knew it. I knew it.

      That’s when the little girl broke her silence with a bloodcurdling scream that echoed off the trees and filled the small clearing. As soon as she stopped, everything fell silent. Even the insects that were a constant background buzz fell silent at her command.

      No longer important, he let me go and dropped me to the jungle floor like day-old garbage. Truth be told, that’s about how I felt at the moment. Hurt in places I didn’t know could feel pain. I watched, helpless, as the man stalked across the clearing toward the little girl. I tried to move, but my body rebelled against me.

      She remained stock still, as sweet and innocent looking as when I met her. This little one was fearless. Beside her, the big dumb bovine she treated like a pet continued gnawing on its tasty treat.

      “Hey! You stay away from her!” I shouted, for all the good it would do.

      He reached out for her, fingers clamping down on her arm.

      She looked up at him and smiled.

      Things got weird after that. The next thing I knew, the glowing man flew past me as though he had been shot out of a cannon at the big-top circus back home. Now he knew how I felt being tossed around like a ragdoll. He crashed against a tree, the impact sending a rumble through the clearing and kicking up tiny puffs of dirt.

      Dropping to the ground, he raised his head. A small trickle of blood ran from his nose, over his lips, and down his chin. Fury burned in his eyes. I recognized the look. It was the same gaze that giant Rottweiler gave me when I cut through the wrong yard as a teenager. I still have the scars to remind me.

      He attacked, pushing past me to get at the little girl. Once again, he was denied.

      I never saw my little friend move, but again, her foe was thrown away from her while she remained angelic looking in the face of such terror. A snarl drew my attention back to him and away from the girl. The man was gone and, once again, the nine-tailed fox circled the clearing’s perimeter. No one was ever going to believe my story, so I snapped off a quick shot with my camera.

      The fox stared us down, fangs bared as it snarled its displeasure, but it was a hollow threat. After a moment, the fox turned tails and ran back into the jungle.

      As soon as it was gone, the usual jungle sounds returned in all their glory. Once again, the jungle was alive.

      Now that the adrenaline surge was beginning to fade, my head spun again, thunderous drumbeats performed in time inside my brain. I had to find answers. I needed…so tired… “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She smiled, nodded. Did she understand?

      “What…” I pointed to where the fox had stood only moments before. “What was that?”

      “Cửu vĩ thiên hồ,” she said softly.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know,” she said, and smiled with childlike exuberance.

      That smile was the last thing I remembered as the humidity, coupled with the injuries I sustained, and dehydration all caught up with me. I felt something brush against my shoulder. I looked up to see what was there. It was the ground. After that, everything was dark.

      When I finally woke up, confusion clouded my brain. “Where am I?” I started, sitting up far too fast and regretting it as soon as I did. I was sitting on gravel and mud. My head still pounded, though the urge to vomit had subsided a bit.

      “Are you okay, sir?”

      I raised a hand to shade my eyes from the sun. A man in Army fatigues stood over me, a confused look on his face.

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      “Are you okay?” The soldier offered a hand.

      “That’s a very good question,” I said, confused, but happy for the help off the ground.

      “Listen, man. Let me give you some advice. If you decide to tie one on, make sure you make it back to your bunk to sleep it off. It’s dangerous out here. It’s even worse if the CO catches you.”

      “Got it. Thanks.” I brushed the debris off my pants. “Is this the twenty-second?”

      “Man, you really did get good and plastered, didn’t you, sir?”

      “You have no idea,” I muttered, rubbing the knot at the base of my skull.

      “You’re about ten miles in the wrong direction. Did you miss the bus?”

      “Right. The bus. We were shelled.”

      “Shelled?”

      “I need to talk to your commanding officer. Quick. I need to make a phone call.”

      “Stay here, sir,” the soldier said. “I’ll be right back.”

      As he ran off to grab his CO, I leaned against a nearby truck. I ached all over, but I couldn’t rest until I made sure the boys on the bus were okay. I closed my eyes, tried to will the headache away.

      That’s when I heard the familiar tinny clank of a dented cowbell.

      I looked up, and sure enough, the little girl and her cow were there, standing in the middle of the makeshift road. The cow ambled forward until it was close enough to touch. I wasn’t sure what to expect. What happened next wouldn’t have made my top ten list.

      Bossy the cow dropped the dead snake at my feet. A parting gift, I assumed.

      “Uh, thank you?”

      With a derisive snort, the cow turned and slowly returned to the little girl. Before they walked away, she waved at me. I waved back. I’ll never know what really happened here, will I?

      “Mr. Kolchak?” someone shouted from behind me. I turned to see the base’s commander and the soldier I’d talked to running toward me.

      I turned to get one last look at my rescuer.

      I was not surprised to find the road empty.
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        * * *

      

      They say war is Hell and, whoever they are, they’re right.

      War is Hell.

      But this reporter has learned firsthand that Hell has many levels. Scary levels.

      Damn. I guess that Dante guy was on to something after all.

      Who knew?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ON THE ROAD WITH CARL

          

          DAVID AVALLONE

        

      

    

    
      Introductory Note: This brief account was found in the papers of missing reporter Carl Kolchak, who must have obtained it from its author—legendary journalist and editor Anthony Vincenzo—at some point during their long association. To our knowledge, it was never published during the life of either man. It is presented here by Vincenzo’s granddaughter, Jo Ann. With permission…but without comment.

      

      I’ve been run out of town twice in my life.

      Not on a rail. Not tarred and feathered. I managed to skip those quaint holdovers from the nineteenth century. But you get fired by the biggest paper in town, and the chief of police of a major American metropolis makes it clear you are not welcome in his precincts…well, you clear out while your legs still work.

      The first time—Las Vegas—I went my own way. Fate and Carl Kolchak found me, and enacted some kind of curse. Maybe my father was rude to a fortune teller once. Who knows?

      The second time—Seattle—God help me, I got in a car with Carl Kolchak, heading east. I wasn’t the only passenger. A pretty young thing named Lois Harpler rode with us. Despite being a decade or two older and twice her weight, I had a lot in common with her.

      We both had our lives destroyed by Kolchak. She was a first-timer on that account. For me it was becoming a nasty habit.

      We’d all been invited to leave Seattle, in one way or another, with varying degrees of politeness. Carl offered to drive, and like a sap, I said yes. I had few options, sure, but still. A sap. Lois had gotten entangled in our professional shenanigans, and in a moment of foolishness got in the car with us. Her options were likewise limited.

      She regretted this decision instantly, but Carl and I ran out of things to yell at each other about some time after Rockdale, and she finally was able to get some sleep. Turns out the delicate beauty snored like a buzz saw, and Carl and I had a good laugh about that. Without waking her. So we rolled on down Interstate 90, deep into the forest, the mountains…the night.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Carl’s plan was New York City. You know how plans are. They’re like hope and dreams and faith in the goodness of mankind. Fun to entertain, but they’ll break your heart. Still, I’m a newspaperman and I figured the biggest market in the country wasn’t such a bad place to land. New York had plenty of papers we could get fired from, and plenty of police precincts we could get thrown out of. Five boroughs worth.

      We never made it to New York, of course. If you’re reading this, you might already know that. You might know about Chicago, and all the crazy stuff that happened to us there. Maybe you believe it. Maybe you think we’re a couple of kooks. Well, friend, this story isn’t going to change your mind on that score.

      The kid was still snoring up a storm, and Carl was driving and whistling just loud enough to get under my skin. I was too exhausted to say anything about it. My eyelids had lead weights on them. I did what anyone else would do. I closed them.

      Never close your eyes with Carl Kolchak at the wheel. If you take away one lesson, let it be that.

      Suddenly, the car was screeching to a halt. I’m not a mechanic, so I can’t tell you if the smell was tires or brake pads, but…there was a smell. Acrid in the nose. Some very lucky reflex threw my forearm between the dashboard and my aching head. Small favors.

      “Carl, what the holy Hell…?”

      He was peering into the darkness, just beyond the reach of the headlights.

      “I saw something. Something…big. A shape in the headlights. Like a bear.”

      “I think it’s time to let me drive.”

      From the backseat, a drowsy voice. “Or me.”

      Carl shook his head. He threw the car into park. “I’m going to go take a look.”

      “Goddammit, Carl! We’re in the middle of nowhere! Can’t you have your next nervous breakdown at the nearest motel?”

      Lois sat up, rubbing her eyes. “It’s fine, Mr. Vincenzo. Let him go look. We can drive off as soon as the door closes.”

      “Very funny, precious.” Carl was already getting out of the car, camera in one hand, flashlight in the other. “I’ll be right back!”

      I looked through the front windshield as Carl edged out into the darkness.

      “What is happening?” she asked, reasonably.

      I sighed, heavily. “Carl saw something. In the dark, in the middle of the woods, in the middle of the night. So of course he had to get a closer look.”

      “Did he never touch a stove as a child? How has he lived this long? How have you lived this long being his friend?”

      “I’m not his friend.”

      “You’re not just his friend, Mr. Vincenzo. You’re his best and only friend. And he’s out there alone, in the dark. In the middle of the woods, in the middle of the night.”

      I glared at her. My glare is legendary. But it was too dark. Even my glare can’t work its magic in the dark. “Fine. When we don’t come back…remember to speak of me fondly.”

      Outside of the headlight beams, it was pitch black. And Carl had the flashlight. I lit a match, which was goofy and worthless, and stepped into the woods. I could see the flashlight beam bobbing in the distance, receding from me.

      “Carl!” I whisper-yelled. The flashlight didn’t stop bobbing. The match burned my fingers. Of course it did. That’s what matches do. Matches are just like stoves. I crashed on ahead, grumbling.

      Which is when I heard the noise. It wasn’t a growl. It wasn’t quite a howl. I’m not a zoologist. All I can tell you is it came from something with considerable lungs, and maybe a touch of rage. “My blood froze” is something of a cliché. As an editor, give me a piece with that drivel in it and the red line goes right through it. And yet…stand alone in the woods in the middle of the night in the middle of Washington and hear a growl/howl like that one and, well, you come up with a better description for it. I don’t have one.

      Peering through the dark forest, I saw nothing that might have made that sound. What I did see, shortly, was Kolchak’s flashlight. It seemed to be bouncing. And coming toward me. Kolchak was running.

      “Kolchak! Make for the sound of my voice!”

      “Run, Vincenzo!” came back at me from the bouncing flashlight.

      I didn’t run. Can’t say exactly why. I wasn’t paralyzed by fear. I’d admit it if I was. Maybe I wanted to make sure that maniac was safe, and I wouldn’t know until he got to me.

      “This way, Kolchak!”

      “Get back to the car, you idiot! Now!”

      He’s a charmer. He wasn’t entirely wrong. I started backing up. Slowly…and then, watching the bouncing flashlight get closer, faster.

      That’s when I heard the sound. Something enormous, crashing through the forest. After Carl.

      Toward me.

      And I ran. It wasn’t far to the road.

      I’m a newspaperman, not an athlete. Carl caught up to me before we reached the road. He doesn’t look it, but that little bantam can move when he needs to.

      “What is it?”

      “Big and angry, that’s what! Keep moving!”

      We made it to the road. To the headlights, and looked back.

      And there it was.

      All eight feet of it.

      I mean, it could have been a bear. It had two legs and two arms. But it was hairless, except for its head. A hairless bear, with a strange oval torso. Not a gorilla. There are no gorillas in these parts.

      It made the noise again, the growl/howl, and as unsettling as it was in the dark, seeing the creature make the noise was no less terrifying. We started backing toward the car, and it started advancing on us. That face…I wouldn’t say it was an easy one to read emotions off of…but certain things are universal, and this thing was angry. It had an awful lot of teeth. An awful lot of awful teeth. It was showing them, and it wasn’t smiling.

      “Well, congratulations…you managed to make a bear angry at you.”

      “Gumberoo…” whispered Carl.

      “Oh for Chrissakes…” I whispered back.

      “People have been seeing them up here since the nineteenth century,” Carl stated.

      I didn’t want to hear the rest. “Save the wacko history lesson. Why don’t we just calmly get back in the car before it gets any closer? Count of three?”

      “On three. One…”

      Carl never got to “two.”

      The thing, the hairless bear…charged. Full speed.

      I remember thinking it seemed like the most ridiculous way in the world to die. Eaten by a hairless bear, for going along with Carl Kolchak one last time.

      But all of us…me, Carl, and Carl’s “Gumberoo”…had forgotten Lois Harpler.

      She came around from the back of the car with two lit road flares. Bright red. Waving them over her head, as they sparked and flickered. Screaming her beautiful head off.

      The hairless bear, no fool, backed up, with a confused look on his mug. She charged him. And he turned tail—there was some small stubby tail—and ran. Smarter than the average bear, I guess.

      “Lois! You’re amazing!” Kolchak went to hug her, and she pointed the flares at him.

      “Oh, no you don’t! We couldn’t get a hundred miles from Seattle before you somehow attracted another…creature! You’re a menace!”

      “Aw, c’mon, honey…we didn’t get hurt!”

      “Not this time. But law of averages, Carl…one monster is just a crazy thing that happened. Two is a dangerous coincidence. Three? Forget it. I’m out.”

      Carl and I looked at each other. She wasn’t wrong. She wasn’t saying anything I hadn’t said. But I chimed in anyway.

      “Look, Lois…we all know Carl is unhinged, but they don’t have…creatures…in New York City. No more stopping in the middle of nowhere. Right, Kolchak?”

      “Don’t they?” she quipped.

      Carl hadn’t answered the softball I lobbed at him. He looked at me, a little hangdog. But he couldn’t bring himself to answer.

      “Right, Kolchak?!”

      Finally, he realized he had to go along and nodded. “I’m sorry. It was dumb and reckless. No more stops for anything but food or sleep. My hand to God!”

      She shook her head. “Leave God out of this. You two are dropping me at the next town. End of story.”

      An hour later, we were on the outskirts of somewhere with civilization. Easton, maybe? I don’t remember. Anyway, Carl was pulling into the one motel to release her from our company. It had been a silent, uncomfortable hour.

      Carl got her bag out of the trunk.

      I said, “I’m very sorry about this, Lois.”

      “It’s okay. You’re not bad men. You’re just madmen.”

      I objected. “He’s the madman! I’m just his put-upon long-suffering boss.”

      She shook her head.

      “Oh, Mr. Vincenzo…how do you not see it? Carl Kolchak is a hard-headed outsider who’ll do anything for the truth. Who comes on all tough and yet bleeds for mankind.”

      She kissed my cheek, and added, “Sound like anyone you know?”
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        * * *

      

      I’m not a blusher, dear reader. I don’t think I’ve blushed since grade school. Luckily, it was late at night, and dark. My blush was as invisible as my glare might have been. We said our goodbyes, got in the car, and continued on our way to New York…but Chicago, and the International News Service, had other ideas. That’s a story for another time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE BLACK VOLGA

          

          WILL MCDERMOTT

        

      

    

    
      This is a story about the dirty underbelly of religion and politics, about how God and greed can lead to death and despair. But not for the wicked. No. It is the innocent who always suffer in this world by those sworn to guide them toward the wonders of the next.
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        * * *

      

      December 21, 6 p.m. 389 Peckham St., Buffalo, New York.

      Seven-year-old Lukas Podowski and his brother, Jakub, were heading home from the St. Stan’s athletic club, a place where the youth of the hundred-year-old parish could stay out of trouble. They might have done just that if fourteen-year-old Jakub hadn’t gotten sidetracked by Maria Wardynski’s smile outside her father’s market.

      Little Lukas continued alone. It was only two blocks, Jakub told him. Lukas could see the long blue house, its multiple snow-covered roofs extending out the back like a telescope. But poor Lukas wouldn’t make it home. At that moment, a black-and-chrome limo with curtain-covered windows roared to life at the corner of Peckham and Fillmore.
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        * * *

      

      After Seattle, Tony and I wound up in Chicago. It wasn’t New York, but Tony had connections there, so I gave it a go. Sadly, Lois left before we even got out of Washington state, but that’s another story.

      Vincenzo was happy in Chicago. He was starting over. I could see the reporter he once was before turning into a crotchety old pain-in-my-ass editor. He’d found work as a stringer for some third-rate wire service. Even said he’d hire me when he was in a position to.

      But the Windy City wasn’t for me. I needed a place where not every police captain knew my name. Chicago was still a small town at heart. New York was to be my fresh start. A place where a guy could build something without all the baggage of the past. So, I packed up the Mustang and continued east, into the dead of winter.

      Buffalo wasn’t technically on the way to the Big Apple, but it wasn’t not on the way either. And with Christmas coming, I knew if I entered the state and didn’t stop to see Aunt Zofia, I would never hear the end of it.

      Zofia wasn’t my real aunt, just a kindly neighbor who took care of me while my mother worked, but she was always my favorite non-blood relative. She survived Bolsheviks, communists, and fascists, and could still smile at life’s beauty and mystery. She was a true Bohemian free spirit.

      When Zofia left the old country to come to America, the only place to land was Buffalo. The East Side to be precise—Polonia, the heart of St. Stanislaus Parish—which had the largest collection of Polish speakers outside Poland.

      I had forgotten how brutal Buffalo winters could be. Technically, it was the first day of winter, but the icy grip of the Cold Miser had been tightening around Buffalo for a month. Dirty piles of snow marked every street corner.

      Far from Norman Rockwell’s glittering snow-covered holidays, Buffalo winters were drab, dreary, and dingy. Perhaps that’s why so many Poles made their way here a hundred years ago. It felt like home.

      I shivered as I made my way down half-remembered streets. The old ragtop did little to slow the winter wind. But it wasn’t far now. I’d left the highway and headed east, past downtown. The roads were slick but passable.

      At least that’s what I thought before a raven-black European limo careened around a corner ahead and slid across both lanes on a patch of black ice.

      I jerked the wheel hard right as the limo’s chrome grill and blazing headlights loomed large. I tightened my grip on the wheel as the car spun on the ice, lampposts and buildings twirling around me.

      The limo swiped the rear bumper and straightened me out but left the car skidding toward a snow pile. I tried to steer out of it, but it was too late. Worse yet, the snowbank concealed a fire hydrant, which crumpled the passenger side.

      I slammed open my door and jumped out in time to see the limo turn and speed away, its side and rear windows covered from the inside with swaying curtains.

      A clattering on the icy pavement tore my gaze from the hit-and-run limo. There in the street lay a shiny metal circlet amid shards of glass. I slipped and slid my way out to pick up the mangled chrome headlight cover, which had a couple streaks of yellow paint smeared across one edge.

      I slipped and slid back to the car to check the damage, almost planting my face in a snowbank. There would be no opening that door. The mangled mass of metal wouldn’t budge without a crowbar, but it looked like the car was still drivable.

      I got in, twisted the key, and prayed. Luckily the old darling turned over, although she growled a bit in protest. I turned the wheel and eased onto the road, cringing at the sound of scraping metal and clinking glass.
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry I’m late, Zofia,” I called upon entering her home at the end of Lombard, the only house on the street that lacked telescoping additions out the back.

      Zofia lived alone. Always have, always will, as she often said. Every surface of her home was covered in art, curios, and trinkets—some of a quite scandalous nature—from her long life and travels. It was a museum to nonconformity and sexual freedom smack in the middle of orthodox monogamy.

      And yet Zofia’s neighbors loved her. She showed the mothers (and grandmothers) what was possible if they added a smidge of adventure to their lives. Plus, with no children of her own, she was “auntie” to dozens of families, always able to watch kids at a moment’s notice; just as she had for my own mom so many years ago.

      Zofia bustled from the kitchen in faded jeans and a flowing cotton top, her long graying- blonde hair pulled into a long ponytail. On anyone else her age, this would have looked ridiculous, but on Zofia it seemed natural.

      “Karel!” she called, adding an old-country syllable and an audible hard “K” to my name. “You are not late until the kraut goes bad.” The aroma of bratwursts and sauerkraut wafted through the swinging door behind her.

      “Can kraut go bad, Zofia?” I asked as I relented to a bear hug from the woman who’d been a hippy long before the term was coined.

      Zofia laughed as she stepped back, but then frowned. “You’re bleeding. What happened?”

      “I had an accident a few blocks back,” I explained as Aunt Zofia led me to the kitchen. “Some foreign limo ran me off the road.”

      Zofia’s head snapped around, her normally ruddy cheeks drained of color as she stared at me wide-eyed.

      “A black limo?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. “A Black Volga?”

      “I didn’t get the make and model,” I said. “Hell, I didn’t even get the plate.”

      But then I remembered something. Chrome letters on the fender that I could have sworn read Bonra. I mentioned this to Zofia, who nodded her head.

      “That’s Russian for Volga,” she said. “Only party members can afford them.”

      “What the hell is one doing on the streets of Buffalo?”

      But Zofia clammed up suddenly as she tended to the cut on my forehead. I got the rest of the story of the Black Volga out of Zofia later over brats and kraut.

      Her color returned somewhat after eating, but her eyes remained wide and vacant, as if she were looking beyond the kitchen at some long-forgotten horror.

      “It roamed the streets of Warsaw,” she told me. “Its windows covered and its blaring lights blinding on the dark winter streets. Wherever it was spotted, children disappeared. No one ever saw the driver, but many said it was a nun or a priest. Some said Lucifer himself was behind the wheel. I always thought that was just a story Nanna told to keep us kids from straying after school until…”

      Zofia stared at the snow swirling around the window. I got up and poured us some coffee. After a few sips, Zofia continued.

      “The Volga took my best friend,” she said, her eyes wet with tears. “Poor little Elzba. We were inseparable. We were walking home from church school. I saw the Volga turn the corner, and I ran. I thought Elzba was right behind me, but she must have frozen. I never saw her alive again.”

      “That’s awful.” I rested my palm on Zofia’s arm, which produced a weak smile. “What happened to the children?” I asked after a moment, my reporter instincts forcing me to push my aunt despite her pain.

      “Most were never found,” she said after a while. “I swear to this day, though, I saw Elzba one last time. Weeks later, as the ice broke up on the Vistula River, a small body floated to the surface. I never saw her face, but the remnants of Elzba’s Sunday school dress clung to the body.”

      Zofia stopped again. Tears streamed down her face as the horror played out behind her eyes.

      “She looked so pale,” Zofia whispered. “Her arms and legs were bone white. Not the blue of freezing cold or death, but white as if her body had been drained. Before I could scream for Nanna, the body disappeared under the ice.”

      “And now the Black Volga is here, in Buffalo?” I asked.

      Zofia nodded and whispered, “And children have begun disappearing.”
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        * * *

      

      December 22, 4:15 a.m., Niagara Falls Power Station.

      Jack McGill stared at the control room gauges and meters. He normally loved the graveyard shift, but when it got this cold, his joints and back ached after hours of sitting and staring at dials that never changed.

      Waterpower was dependable and eternal unless the intakes jammed. Winter months were the worst. Heavy snow brought down limbs and entire trees, which floated downriver toward the falls.

      Tonight had been calm, though. Calm and boring. Two hours to shift change and then Jack could drive home to his wife and a pile of blankets. As he sipped his sixth coffee, Jack started to doze, despite his blood being fifty percent caffeine.

      The flash of red lights and the blare of alarms woke Jack with a start. Pressure had dropped in the main intake.

      “Dammit,” Jack swore as he pulled on chest-high waders and a parka. This was going to be a cold one. “There goes my warm bed.”

      What Jack McGill didn’t realize as he trudged down service tunnels was that as cold as he was about to get, his body temperature was a hundred degrees warmer than little Anna Przbela, whose body bobbed and banged against the metal grate covering intake number one.
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        * * *

      

      I drove to the police station the next morning, my poor Mustang complaining the whole way. I told Aunt Zofia I wanted to report the hit-and-run so I could get a police report for the insurance adjustor. The truth was my insurance lapsed when Vincenzo fired me in Seattle, and Zofia would probably end up paying for the repairs.

      My real purpose at the station was to find out anything I could about the missing kids and that damn Black Volga.

      “I want to report a hit-and-run,” I told the portly desk sergeant, who barely acknowledged my presence.

      He jabbed the pencil in his hand toward the chairs and went back to whatever important matters kept his big butt glued to a desk all day.

      I sat for a good twenty minutes while the officious sergeant busied himself with anything he could find to avoid dealing with the public. I was about to explode when two detectives burst through the door behind the desk.

      “Got another one coming into the morgue,” said the lead detective, a haggard-looking career cop with a military haircut he probably hadn’t changed since the forties. “Anna Przbela.”

      “Damn, that’s what…the second in two weeks?” replied his younger partner, who was so green I could practically see the pleats his mom had ironed into his Woolworth slacks.

      “And one more still missing,” replied the first detective.

      “I wish we could do more than just inform the families, Greg.”

      “Don’t go down that road, Ben. Our hands are tied. You know that.”

      After the detectives passed, I stood, waved at the nice sergeant who’d kept me waiting long enough to catch a break, and followed them out the door.

      “Excuse me. Detectives?” I called after them.

      “Who the hell are you?” asked gray-buzz-cut Greg.

      “Kolchak,” I said, pausing to dredge up a memory. “Buffalo News.”

      “We got no time for the press,” Ben replied. He ran a hand through his long blond hair, another sign he and his partner came from different generations.

      Greg stared hard at me, sizing me up much as, I suspect, he once did with enemy combatants.

      “Never heard of you,” he said. “And I know every reporter at the News.”

      This got a raised eyebrow from Ben.

      “I’m the new guy,” I replied. “I don’t start until January, but I guess you can call me an eager beaver.”

      “Don’t much care for rodents,” Greg replied, but at least he didn’t push me for more details on my story. “And we’re in a hurry.”

      “Something to do with missing children and a mysterious Black Volga racing through your streets?” I asked.

      Greg, to his credit, never flinched, although his eyes hardened a bit. The young pup, Ben, bless his heart, let his mouth gape open so wide I could have ridden a train down his gullet.

      “This has absolutely nothing to do with the bishop’s visit,” Ben blurted before Greg could stop him.

      “Is that the official statement of the Buffalo PD?” I asked.

      Greg rushed forward faster than I imagined a man his age could move and grabbed me by the lapels. “You listen here, Kojak. I don’t know you, and I’m sure one call will put more holes in your story than I could put in your crappy suit with my weapon.”

      “It’s Kolchak,” I said, standing my ground despite Greg’s not-so-subtle threat.

      “I can’t place your accent, Kolchak,” Greg hissed into my ear as he tightened his grip. “But we don’t need no big-city reporter snooping around here. I see you again and you’ll be lying through a gap where your front teeth used to be.”

      Greg shoved me so hard I fell into the snow. He stalked away and shoved Ben toward their tan Plymouth.

      “You know Kojak’s a cop, right Greg?” Ben asked as Greg passed him.

      “Shut up, Ben,” Greg growled.

      Guess I hit a nerve. Now to find out what I can about visiting bishops.
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long to uncover the story. In fact, the signs were literally everywhere in Polonia. St. Stanislaus Parish, it seems, was celebrating its centennial. And just three weeks earlier, the Bishop of Warsaw had arrived for the celebration.

      Signs for the good Bishop’s Centennial service hung in every shop window and a huge banner had been erected across the main street in the parish.

      Not at all coincidentally, it was three weeks ago that a young parishioner named Anna Przbela had gone missing, the first of now three children who had gone to school, or a friend’s house, or the parish youth association never to return home.

      Even young Detective Ben with his, I assumed, several months of investigative experience could make the leap that these two events were connected. And yet all the cops could do was notify the parents when they found the bodies.

      In a nearby diner, I nursed a coffee and marked copies of local papers strewn on the table, while the lunch rush filled in around me. I could see it in their eyes. The terror.

      No one smiled. No one laughed. This wasn’t a community preparing to celebrate a hundred years of life. They stared at the ground as they moved through their days. They looked like everyone I had ever seen living in a war zone. Hope had left this neighborhood.

      Well, I was no knight in shining armor. Far from it. I was just a reporter who had seen enough shit to last a lifetime, and yet I was still standing. Chicago had been a nice vacation. I could see now that I had been hiding there for six months after Seattle. Well, it was time I stood for something again.

      Besides, I’d given Ben and Greg enough time to clear out of the morgue. It was my turn to see Anna now.
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        * * *

      

      “Show me the Przbela girl,” I said to the technician at the desk. “I’ve got to get my report in stat!”

      I hoped I looked official as I held a clipboard and a random form I found in a storage closet. I barely looked up as I scribbled gibberish on the supposed report, which I held close to my chest.

      “It’s pronounced Shubella,” replied the technician. “And who are you?”

      “I don’t have time to learn how to pronounce every Polish name in this damn city!” I railed, finally looking up to stare into the face of the young technician they had stuck behind the desk.

      I tapped my pencil on the side of the clipboard impatiently to further show my irritation at being held up in whatever official duties this kid now imagined I was part of. The kid held firm, though. I gave him credit for that.

      “Kojak,” I said. “New York State Coroner’s office, Western Region.”

      “Kojak?” asked the young tech. “Like the bald detective?”

      “Do I look bald to you, boy?” I yelled. His smile disappeared. “Look, I’m sorry. I drove all the way from Syracuse this morning, through snow and sleet you wouldn’t believe. I need to confirm your coroner’s cause of death and then drive all the way back to file this report before I can crawl into my bed tonight. Now, can you help me out? Or do I need to talk to your supervisor?”

      Two minutes later I stood at a slab in the back. I glanced at the young tech.

      “Trust me kid, you don’t want to see this,” I said. “I’ll cover her up when I’m done.”

      After he left, I steeled my nerve, which had quailed when I saw the diminutive form under the white sheet, and then slid the cover off her head.

      Anna looked just like Zofia’s description of her childhood friend, Elzba. Her face and arms were as white as the snow outside and she looked emaciated, as if more than just her life had been drained from her small body.

      I checked Anna’s arms and neck for bite marks but found none. What I did find, though, were two small needle marks, one in the crook of each arm, and what looked like glue residue on either side of a patch of raw skin where the tape had been ripped off.

      Anna’s blood had been drained all right, but not by a vampire. It had been doctors, or perhaps nuns trained as nurses. Such a thing was not unheard of. The Red Cross was a global entity.

      I was just about to leave poor Anna to her eternal rest when I noticed some strands of cloth clutched in her fist. Rigor mortis must have kept her grip tight enough to hold the scraps even after she’d been dumped in the Niagara River.

      I pulled the cloth from her clenched palm and held it up to the glaring light. I had seen this fabric before, I realized. I saw it swaying in the windows of that Black Volga as it sped away from me.
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        * * *

      

      December 22, 7 p.m. 128 Townsend St.

      Lukas Podowski awoke in the dark. He was cold, hungry, and tired. He also couldn’t move. His arms, legs, chest, and head were strapped down.

      He lay there in the dark, shivering in his gym shirt and shorts on an icy metal table that reminded him, not at all comfortingly, of the exam table at the doctor’s office.

      Lukas heard angry voices, muffled like the times when his mom and dad argued outside at night believing he and Jakub were asleep.

      “What do you mean, we need another?” a female voice asked in Polish. She sounded a lot like Lukas’s grandmother, who never learned English. “We haven’t even started on this one.”

      “It’s not enough,” replied a second female. “He needs more. Maybe it’s the cold.”

      “It’s cold in Warsaw, too.”

      A light blazed to life above Lukas, making him flinch from the glare.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” cried one of the nuns who now stood above Lukas. “He’s awake. Put him back under.”
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        * * *

      

      I had the curtain scrap and the busted chrome light cover from the Volga. Under normal circumstances, that would be plenty to get a search warrant for the bishop’s car. But with the Buffalo PD in the pocket of the church, I’m sure my evidence would get “lost” if I turned it over.

      So, as usual, the cops were no help and yours truly had to take matters into his own hands. So, I decided to check out the church before the early winter dusk.

      The imposing gray-stone cathedral loomed over Peckham Street. Two square bell towers flanked the sanctuary, rising a hundred feet above the street to patinaed brass domes topped by cupolas and trefoil crosses.

      The entire edifice screamed medieval Roman Catholic power. These gigantic shrines were built to enforce the will of the church upon the local populace from on high, a doctrine adopted by every government ever, because it worked.

      If the Bishop of Warsaw had set up a nefarious bloodletting lab, it wouldn’t be in the sanctuary and, I hoped, not in the bell towers. Too much climbing for an old bishop (or a middle-aged reporter). So, I drove around the church, looking for a more suitable lair for the visiting monster.

      Past the church, down Wilson, stood the recently renovated St. Stanislaus school. The remaining scaffolding engulfing the side closest to the church piqued my interest. But as I scanned the building for entrances, I heard the familiar roar of a European engine on the other side of the school.

      I sped around the block, nearly losing control on a patch of ice, but turned onto Townsend Street in time to see the Black Volga speed out of a driveway behind the church.

      I pulled up to find the entrance to the church rectory, the priest’s residence. The same gray stone used to construct the church had been used to build a mini-mansion for God’s messenger to the good people of Polonia. More importantly, opposite the rectory lay a three-door stone garage. Bingo!

      I parked on the street and slipped through the open gate. No need for security when everyone within a five-mile radius trusts you with their souls.

      The tire tracks in the snow led to the far bay, so I tried that door. It didn’t budge. Neither did the other two overheads nor the steel door on the side. The garage was locked tight. So much for trusting the parish.

      Using my hat to protect my hand, I punched a hole in the glass and reached through to unlatch the window.

      Everything was dark inside, but I could hear a strange whooshing sound, like someone sucking air through a straw. Down my back ran a chill that did not come from the winter wind slicing through the window behind me.

      I slid along the wall to the side door and found the light switch. After turning it on, I immediately wanted to switch it off again.

      Two metal gurneys sat side by side in the middle bay. On one lay the oldest-looking man I’d ever seen, dressed in a black habit. This guy would have given Methuselah a run for his money. Strapped to the other gurney lay a small boy in gym shorts and a T-shirt.

      Tubes ran from the boy’s arms to the whooshing machine, which was syphoning his blood and sending it into the arms of the bishop. Both of them appeared unconscious.

      I ran to the boy and yanked on the tubes, pulling the needles from his arms. Blood sprayed everywhere and the machine went from whooshing to clunking.

      I ignored the machine and grabbed some gauze and tape from a nearby metal table to staunch the bleeding, but the boy looked so pale I wasn’t sure I had gotten to him in time.

      As I worked on the straps to free the kid, I heard the rustling of heavy garments. I glanced up to see the bishop’s burning red eyes staring at me. He ripped the needles from his arms and rose like a dark apparition.

      “What have you done?” he cried. His voice penetrated my head and echoed inside my skull as if the sound had arrived there directly instead of through my ears.

      He rushed at me faster than a hundred-year-old man should have been able.

      I dodged around the kid’s gurney, but the bishop followed. In my haste to escape, I knocked over the supply stand. Needles, vials, and bottles of clear liquid tumbled off the side. When the bottles shattered on the concrete floor, I smelled the unmistakable aroma of pure alcohol.

      At the same time, the machine, which had been clunking louder and louder, began  grinding and sparking. I recognized the danger immediately, but the enraged bishop blindly rushed into the growing pool of rubbing alcohol as the first sparks reached the highly combustible liquid.

      As the alcohol ignited, I grabbed the gurney and ran. A huge fireball engulfed the bishop behind me as I pulled the rolling table toward the side door. After pushing the kid and table into the cold, I turned to see if I could do anything for the bishop.

      The sight awaiting me has haunted me ever since. Within the bluish flames stood a dark red creature with horns and a barbed tail—and a wicked, sneering smirk that chilled me to the bone and rooted me to the spot.

      I might not have escaped if the spreading fire hadn’t reached a huge jug of gasoline. The resulting explosion after the jug cracked from the heat sent me flying through the door into a snowbank beyond the driveway.

      As flames engulfed the stone structure, burning their way through the wooden overhead doors, I scrambled to my feet, grabbed the gurney, and ran for my car. I sped away toward the nearest hospital as flames licked the sky behind me.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, as Aunt Zofia and I drove through the darkness and swirling snow, she peppered me with questions. I had no answers. None I could tell the police. None I ever wanted to burden Zofia with.

      She had witnessed the horror of the Black Volga as a child, but despite her Bohemian lifestyle, she never embraced the Lucifer mythology that had grown around the legend. It would be better she thought the Volga a man-made horror than one with supernatural origins—and Devil horns.

      All I could tell her was that she should stay out of Polonia until after the centennial. As for me, I would try to forget what I saw. No one would believe me anyway.

      The Devil corrupting nuns and priests into sacrificing the blood of the innocent to his power and glory while the police and local politicians turned a blind eye? We live in the age of enlightenment, not the Middle Ages. That story would get me sent to the state hospital for good. Instead, I wound up back in Chicago, but that’s a tale for another day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UP FROM THE UNDERGROUND

          

          STEPHEN MARK RAINEY

        

      

    

    
      When my editor, the redoubtable Mr. Anthony Vincenzo, assigned me to cover a series of murders in the city—grisly ones, at that—to say I was surprised is like calling the Chicago River a tad murky. These days, Vincenzo preferred handing me stories he considered more appropriate to my talents, such as investigating a recent flood of anonymous, amorous letters to Miss E., the International News Service’s octogenarian advice columnist, which addressed her as “My Dear Young Lady.” Vincenzo had originally assigned the murder story to my esteemed colleague, Don Upton. However, because Uptight (a sobriquet I use with utmost affection) had cut himself shaving that morning and bled—“profusely,” in his words—he declared that covering bloody murders posed a personal conflict of interest. Thus, however reluctantly, Vincenzo turned to me. As much as I regretted disappointing Miss E., the mysterious murders intrigued me at least a little more than the identity of her secret admirer.

      A week earlier, on December 21, one Janice McDowell, personal assistant to Chicago’s newly elected mayor, had ventured out to do some near-last-minute Christmas shopping. At approximately 8 p.m., Ms. McDowell wandered blithely into Costello Street, a less-than-upscale row of shops and pubs at the northern edge of the Loop.

      There were few passersby on the street, and as Ms. McDowell exited a shop with an armload of presents for her three adolescent daughters, she spied something lying on the sidewalk that made her briefly doubt her senses. It appeared to be a little girl, but when she knelt to examine the figure, she realized it was actually a very lifelike doll.

      Upon closer inspection, she found that the doll resembled one she had particularly loved as a child. Unlike her doll, however, this one possessed dark deep-set eyes, ashen cheeks, and blood-red lips. Presumably, it had come from one of the nearby boutiques, most likely dropped by a careless shopper—or perhaps, due to the doll’s distinctly grotesque features, intentionally discarded. Still, Ms. McDowell couldn’t resist taking this most unusual item with her.

      Only when she had started on her way again did she realize that the doll trailed a long, fleshy tether. Confused and repulsed, she tried to place the doll back on the sidewalk—only to have the strange toy spring to life and attack her.

      Ms. McDowell had time to scream once before the doll locked her in a vise-like grip. The tether went taut and, with a sharp tug, dragged both doll and mayor’s assistant roughly down the sidewalk. The last thing Ms. McDowell’s panicked eyes saw before it swallowed her whole was a large, gaping mouth in the sidewalk—later determined to be an open manhole.

      Sometime after midnight, in the alley behind Costello Street, a passing vagrant found a bloody skeleton, a few shreds of meat still clinging to the bones, and dutifully called the police. At 8 a.m. on the 22nd, Chicago’s mayor received word he should start looking for a new personal assistant.
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        * * *

      

      The evening of December 24 found an irate and half-panicked Santa Claus named R. Burleigh Bass scurrying through the Loop on his way to the annual holiday soirée for employees of the venerable J. Pratt’s Department Store. This particular St. Nick’s flaring temper had turned the frigid evening downright sweltering because, during an admittedly ill-advised poker game, he had carelessly forfeited the gold watch his boss had entrusted him to present to Mr. J. Pratt himself following an elaborate Christmas Eve dinner.

      The only thing worse than showing up empty-handed would be showing up late, so to save time, he turned down a narrow alley that led almost to the rear door of the Pratt building’s annex, where the soirée would soon be starting. And here, he saw something that sent his heart leaping: beneath a rickety-looking fire escape lay a bulging canvas bag, its gaping mouth revealing a heap of suggestively gleaming contents.

      Upon examining his serendipitous discovery, Santa Bass discovered a prodigious quantity of rings, necklaces, earrings, bracelets, and…was that a watch back there? Briefly, it occurred to him that the loot might belong to someone important—such as a certain local mob boss—and that taking any of it could land him in much hotter water than missing a portion of the evening’s festivities. But here the bag lay, unattended, and if he pilfered something small, something that wouldn’t be missed, maybe he could present it to Mr. Pratt and smooth things with the executive board later.

      Thus resolved, Bass reached into the bag, and its canvas mouth promptly clamped shut on his arm. Only then did Bass notice a pale, fleshy-looking cord, which extended from the back of the bulging bag and disappeared into the wide black slot of a nearby storm drain.

      To Bass’s shock—and then relief—a strong hand grabbed his outstretched arm and pulled, clearly to separate him from the impossible thing now dragging him toward the drain. With an abrupt jerk, his arm came free of the bag and he fell on his backside. Once he struggled back upright, he watched his unknown, wildly thrashing benefactor disappear into the drain—which now gaped as wide as a great white shark’s jaws.

      Bass’s rescuer turned out to be Norman Dillard, a former-cop-turned-bouncer. Dillard had been working at a particularly rough club a few blocks down Halstead Street and happened to be walking past when the bag grabbed Bass. On Christmas morning, a pile of broken slime-coated bones turned up on the sidewalk in front of J. Pratt’s Department Store, and a most un-jolly R. Burleigh Bass spent the holiday staring silently at the walls of the Wilson Psychiatric Institute on Ontario Street.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you’ve confirmed it was Dillard?” I asked my companion, Lieutenant Detective Gina Cole. We sat across from each other, sipping espressos—weak, as usual—in a little coffee shop called The Daily Grind on State Street.

      She nodded, studying me with one cool blue eye. In twenty years, she had changed surprisingly little, except perhaps for the eye patch, which covered an empty socket, made that way by a raging reptilian-something that had come from deep beneath the earth during an ill-fated tunnel construction a couple of years back (an incident for which I also had a unique personal perspective; my account of it was one of many that Vincenzo had buried deeper than said reptile’s lair).

      “Ten o’clock tomorrow morning,” Cole said. “Captain Zisk is releasing a report to the press. Heavily redacted, of course.”

      “Zisk? As in ‘Mad Dog’ Zisk? I thought he’d retired by now.”

      “Don’t we wish.” She looked around before leaning close to me. “Okay. Here’s what you get from me. McDowell and Dillard were the latest two victims. There have been four others—at least, that we know of—all mutilated in similar fashion.”

      “Mutilated. Is that a polite euphemism for eaten?”

      She scowled. “Nobody’s saying eaten to the public, Carl.”

      “I believe Mr. Bass may have used that word before he clammed up tighter than a mime.”

      “Look, Carl, there hasn’t been a confirmed case of anyone being devoured by something…unknown…since our big lizard in the tunnel.” She paused, clearly uncomfortable with such reflections. “And this is very different. But, yes, these victims do appear to have been devoured by something, and the remains—the bones—were regurgitated.”

      “A new variety of human-based cuisine?”

      She put a finger to her lips. “Carl, I have a soft spot for you. You’re in the unique position to understand my position. You’ve had some weird experiences in your time.” Her blue eye glinted. “You’ll still have a head start—at the proper time. So, I’m sure I can trust you not to leak a word of what we talk about until I give you the green light.”

      I put on my most earnest, reassuring face. “Oh, yes, of course. I won’t breathe a word.”

      “I’m more worried about those little fingers of yours.” She mimicked typing. “You let me down, and you’ll have fewer digits left than I’ve got eyes.”

      “You know you can trust me.”

      It took her a couple of moments to decide whether to get up and leave. She did not. Lieutenant Detective Cole might not have known it, but she was the only individual of her profession whose concerns about my discretion—or lack thereof—were wholly unwarranted. “So, Ms. Traffic Cop, do you have any theories about what killed these people?”

      “Not that I’m ready to share. Not even with you.”

      “Some soft spot.”

      “You’re still a pain in the ass; you know that?”

      “Not yet, I’m not.”

      “This is the best I can give you, Kolchak.”

      I snorted. “Why did I bother to buy you that coffee? For what you’ve given me, you should treat me to dinner tonight.”

      “I’ll be working.”

      “How about a late dessert?”

      “Still working.”

      “Drinks at midnight?”

      “I don’t get off till next July, Carl.”
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        * * *

      

      The medical examiner was a rail-thin, dour-looking man with gray hair and sunken eyes named Dr. Metz. Bent over a microscope, his frame resembled a hastily scrawled question mark. He barely glanced at me as I entered the lab. “May I help you?”

      I had donned a pair of glasses and a lab coat, and—to my chagrin—left my hat in the car. Whether the old man might recognize me from certain past visits, I would soon find out. “I’m Dr. Payne, from X-ray, upstairs.”

      “You look familiar, but I don’t think I know you.”

      “I used to work with Graydon Spinner, the former medical examiner’s assistant. You remember Graydon, right?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” His eyes narrowed. “I might remember seeing you. But I didn’t think you were a doctor.”

      “You might say I’ve, um, moved up in the world.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Call it as a liaison. Captain Zisk from the police department called me, hoping we could shed some light on these rather curious murders. So, I told him I would come see you.”

      “Why the hell would he call you?”

      “Oh, Mad Dog and I go way back.” I lowered my voice. “You know he’s ‘Mad Dog’ to his friends, right? Anyway, it seems he’s been having a hard time getting through to your office, so he came to me. Thought I might be able to help.”

      “This is highly irregular. Anyway, he should know that we are up to our ears down here. And I’m sorry to be blunt, Dr. Payne, but Captain Zisk and I do not exactly see eye to eye. On much of anything.”

      I chuckled. “He can be abrasive, can’t he? But he does have a tough job. Under these, um, unusual circumstances, I felt I could—and should—help him out.”

      Metz frowned again. “Yes. Well. I’ve been looking at samples taken from the victim’s sinus cavities. What’s left of them, anyway. In each, I’ve found traces of some compound I haven’t identified yet. I believe it must be something administered by the killer before it strikes.”

      “It, you say. So, it’s definitely not a human being?”

      “Gracious, heavens, no. Whatever did this is something very large and very strong. And with digestive fluids quite unlike any I’ve ever seen.”

      “Eaten, indeed.” I pointed to the microscope. “May I?”

      He scowled and then shrugged. “Go ahead. Don’t know that it’ll mean a thing to a radiologist. Or whatever you are up in X-ray.”

      The illuminated field revealed to me nothing more than a nonsensical mosaic of colorful cells. Doing my best to correlate everything he had told me thus far, I ventured an opinion. “To get into the sinuses this way, it must be a vapor, or gas, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Some kind of tranquilizer, maybe? Something to render the victim immobile?”

      “It’s not a tranquilizer. The compound most closely resembles lysergic acid diethylamide. It would stimulate the senses.”

      “Lysergic acid—you mean LSD?”

      “It’s not LSD. But it has many of the same properties.”

      I whistled softly and was just congratulating myself on having endeared myself to my host when the door opened and in walked a suited figure with white hair, a prodigious nose, and eyes as piercing as a hawk’s. Right now, he was the last human being on Earth I wanted to see.

      Dr. Metz’s face fell in dismay. “Good afternoon, Captain Zisk.”

      “Dr. Metz.”

      The old buzzard’s suspicious eyes gave me a quick once-over. For the moment, at least, my glasses, bare head, and lab coat appeared to have bamboozled him.

      “I’m Captain Zisk, Chicago PD,” he said to me. “And you are?”

      “I’m Dr. Payne. Radiologist.” I barely kept my voice from quavering.

      “I know you, don’t I?”

      “Sure…um…from your previous visits here.”

      I felt Zisk’s suspicious stare hardening. Dr. Metz now gazed at me in bewildered anger.

      “Gentlemen,” I said, making sure my face looked duly calm. “I’m just on my way out. My compliments.”

      I turned and beat a hasty retreat from the lab, but with a last glance back through the door, I saw Zisk go suddenly erect, as if in the grip of a revelation. His eyes locked on mine, and by the expression on his face, it was clear my days of practicing radiology in Chicago were over.
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        * * *

      

      Two brief appointments later, just after sunset, I was walking down Costello Lane with Bob “Itchy” Loomis, one of Chicago’s long-term roofless residents. As such, he saw more goings-on in the Loop than most. Over the years, he had offered me a handful of substantive tips in return for an evening or two in lodgings fairer than Lower Wacker Drive. This time, he claimed he had seen Janice McDowell get gobbled.

      “Couldn’t understand why she picked it up in the first place,” he said, chewing on a wad of tobacco. He looked forty years older than when I had seen him last, but his manner hadn’t changed. “Can’t imagine a woman like her having any reason to want a ratty old doll like that.”

      “And you say this doll came to life, grabbed her, and pulled her into the sewer? Where were you during all this?”

      He pointed to an alcove a few doors down—the entrance to a boutique exclusively for full-figured Amazons. “An appealing view right there. Especially around the holidays.”

      I could just imagine Loomis getting his jollies watching the buxom women parading in and out of the shop. “So, what did you do when you saw this happen?”

      “Pledged to move to the boutique over on Clark. Better clientele over there anyway.”

      “It’s good to know that old number-one is not an endangered species. What about the police calls for eyewitnesses?”

      “You kidding? I might have an unpaid traffic ticket or two.”

      “You don’t have a car.”

      “Exactly.”

      I sighed and looked around at the ancient potholed street and the many shadowed doorways. No neon signs here, few streetlights, and no police officers on the beat. If I were a hungry nonhuman something-or-other seeking human prey, I might find this avenue appealing.

      “Hey, looky,” Loomis said, pointing down the street toward the entrance of an old, vacant movie theater. “That look like an expensive fur coat to you?”

      It took me a few seconds to fix my gaze on the thing he was pointing at; it seemed vague, insubstantial, and when I finally recognized it, it was nothing like what he had described. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I see an expensive camera.”

      Loomis shot me a curious glance. “You outta your head, boy?”

      “I’m not entirely sure.” I went forward a few steps to get a better view of the large SLR box. “That, Itchy, is a Nikon.”

      “That there is gray sable if I’ve ever seen it,” Loomis said. “What’s the matter with your eyes, son?”

      “My eyes are fine, Itchy. I do believe it’s my brain that’s a bit off. Yours, too.”

      “Eh?”

      “Don’t get close to that thing,” I said, putting my arm out as Loomis shuffled forward. “That must be how it gets people.”

      I could almost hear the gears grinding in his head. “You saying it’s some kinda trap?”

      “Some kinda.” I reached into my coat pocket, took out my Kodak Instamatic, and focused on the object on the sidewalk. When the flash went off, for a brief second, I saw something that resembled a fleshy, broad-petaled flower, with a long stem that trailed away down the street. My heart leaped to my throat, and I motioned for Loomis to keep his distance. I looked around, found a discarded whiskey bottle, and unable to resist, tossed it at the camera. The bottle passed through as if it were a ghost.

      “Okay, Itchy. Watch carefully when the flash goes off. Tell me what you see.”

      I snapped the photo, and I heard Itchy gasp.

      “Holy shit, Kolchak!”

      “What did you see?”

      “Looked kinda like a big daisy!”

      “Yep. That’s what I saw.” I sniffed the air, smelled only smog. Whatever compound Dr. Metz had discovered in the sinuses of the other victims, I must be inhaling it at this very moment. By rights, it should only affect my perception of the actual object—not its image stored on my camera.

      Evidence.

      Loomis took a few tentative steps forward. “That coat’s got to be real, Kolchak.”

      “You want to go grab it, Itchy? You go right ahead, but when that coat swallows you, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      His expression shifted from bafflement to disdain. And it was then that the Nikon leaped forward and blossomed abruptly into a shape with several wide, flattened petal-like “fingers,” which quickly encircled Bob “Itchy” Loomis’s torso. He cried out once and began to struggle. Then I saw the long, fleshy tether that connected it to an open manhole a short distance down the street.

      I leaped toward the long tendril that had begun to retract, pulling the old man along with it. Desperately, I reached into my pocket for my trusty pocketknife, fumbled it open, and jabbed the blade into the thing’s tacky flesh. It couldn’t have been much of a wound, but a piercing shriek erupted from the manhole, and the petal-like graspers brutally hurled Loomis’s body into the brick siding of the nearby building. He collapsed in a contorted heap.

      Something else caught my eye, and I turned toward the manhole, just in time to see a pair of long, barbed appendages zoom out of the opening. Another pair of bony limbs burst forth, and then another. After them, a massive, bulbous body, the size of a grizzly bear and the color of corpse flesh, oozed out of the manhole. I glimpsed an array of blood-red, globule-like eyes, all focused on me. The end of the tether line disappeared into a huge, black gulf beneath the eyes.

      The flowerlike tongue shot at me. In panic, I attempted to leap away, but I wasn’t quick enough to keep the sticky petals from closing around my right leg. It tugged me toward the black maw beneath the red eyes.

      The shattering sound of gunfire next registered in my brain. A few of the red eye blisters burst as if lanced by bolts of lightning. One of the barbed appendages shattered on the sidewalk next to me. A new barrage of bullets ripped into the fleshy mass, sending up geysers of black ichor, and the gripping pads released my leg. A couple of shadowy figures rushed forward. One of them planted itself in front of the monster, lifted an automatic rifle, and opened fire.

      Chunks of organic matter went flying, but now the bulbous, thrashing horror leaned forward, grabbed the police officer with a prehensile arm, and yanked him forward. His scream of agony was cut short when he disappeared into the horrible abyss. His partner fired a volley from his machine gun, and now the raging horror began to falter. Its movements became erratic as more and more bullets found their way to its unfathomable nervous system, but it still refused to succumb. By now, I had recovered sufficiently to snap shot after shot with my camera while making my way toward Loomis, to see whether he might have survived the terrible impact.

      Then Lieutenant Detective Gina Cole strode forward clutching a weapon of major destruction. Unperturbed by the monster’s slashing limbs, she raised her military-issue M240 machine gun and unleashed a long burst into the monster’s remaining eyes. The thing issued a long warbling screech, and one of the spear-like appendages went flying. Cole’s continued fire sent up a spray of gray flecks and thick black fluid that painted the nearby walls.

      Like some grotesque fruit rapidly withering, the swollen, bear-sized bulk began to shrink. One by one, the whipping limbs went still, until the only sound that remained was the repeated clicking of my Instamatic.

      I swiveled to get a shot of Detective Cole, and in the viewfinder, I saw not a silver-haired woman with one blue eye glaring angrily at me but the lovely blonde woman I had known all those years before, two crystal clear eyes gazing at me with pure admiration.

      I realized the sacs that stored the creature’s hallucinogenic fluid must have ruptured, and now the air was loaded with its vapors. For the moment, I didn’t particularly mind, as Cole and I looked each other up and down, not wishing to doubt our senses.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “I think so.”

      “How about him?” She pointed toward Loomis’s prone body.

      “No idea.”

      “Larabee,” she called, evidently to the other surviving officer. “Check that fellow out.”

      The uniformed cop rushed to obey, and Cole set her weapon against the wall of the shop next to us. “I should take that camera from you.”

      I stuffed it quickly back into my inner coat pocket. “Oh, no you don’t. What the hell are you doing here, Cole?”

      “Watching your back, since I know you’re incapable of staying out of trouble.” She sighed heavily. “Following you always was the best way to get to the bottom of a case.”

      “No wonder you haven’t improved your lot in life.”

      She stared at me with her glorious blue eyes. But the next thing I knew, her eye patch was back, and the touches of silver had returned to her hair.

      “What the hell are you looking at, Kolchak?”

      “A pleasant memory.”

      She scoffed. “You know, for a minute or two there, you weren’t exactly homely. I might better see a doctor.”

      “What time did you say you got off work?”

      “July,” she said. “July after next.”
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        * * *

      

      “Dr. Metz is a little mad at you, Carl.” From behind his desk, Vincenzo gave me one of his famous icy stares. “But Captain Zisk is threatening to cremate you along with the remains of, well, whatever that was.”

      “Oh, Mad Dog will get over it. So will Dr. Metz. We just have a few minor differences in perspective.”

      “Officially, Carl, you have no perspective.”

      “Oh, come on, Tony. If Itchy Loomis and I hadn’t been on-site at just the right time, that thing would still be down there. And God knows how many more bodies we’d have by now. By the way, Itchy’s in the hospital, if that means anything to you. Anyway, Detective Cole gave me a detailed statement.” I pointed to my typed manuscript on Vincenzo’s desk. “It’s all right there, Tony.”

      “You claim this thing was some kind of microorganism mutated by radioactivity. Radioactivity, Carl?”

      “Yes, Tony, radioactivity. And that, my friend, is news—NEWS—the kind of thing the public deserves to know.”

      “Captain Zisk tells me this radioactivity theory is pure conjecture. Determining the actual cause will take a full scientific investigation.”

      “From Detective Cole’s own lips, that was Professor Doctor Metz’s scientific determination. Radioactivity, Tony.”

      “From Detective Cole’s own lips. Did you get it from Dr. Metz’s lips?”

      “Well, not exactly. He’s still nursing that little grudge of his.”

      “He and how many others? Let’s say for argument’s sake they discover radioactivity. What’s your explanation for that? I’m sure you must have one.”

      “We figure someone is dumping nuclear waste. Either somewhere that it’s getting into the sewer system or even directly into the sewers.”

      “Who is we, Carl?”

      “Well, me…and Detective Cole, of course.”

      He thumped my manuscript again. “This is unacceptable, Carl. This is not journalism. It’s pure speculation. You know as well as I do that this news service adheres to a much higher standard.”

      “All right, Tony. It may not be clear to you, but it is clear to me that if there was one creature like this down there, there might be more—or something even worse. Whoever’s dumping radioactive waste, they’re clearly covering it up—and who knows for how long? Things like this don’t just happen overnight.”

      “Now, Carl, I⁠—”

      “You can sit and wait for proof, but the people of this city need to know that someone is taking public safety seriously. That’s us, Tony, US! We have to uncover what they are covering up.”

      “Now you’re taking things a little too fa⁠—”

      “You assigned me this ‘murder’ story, Tony, and here it is, right here.” I pointed to the pages on his desk. “But we’ve got to go deeper, and fast. That is what this news service needs to be about, Tony.”

      That was all the calm and cool I had in me. I stalked out of Vincenzo’s office, went to my desk, and retrieved my coat, hat, and camera. He burst through his office door, but by then, I was already on my way out. I desperately hoped Detective Cole might see fit to help me write the next chapter of this story.

      “Carl, don’t you walk out of here.”

      As I opened the door, I glanced back at him. “Don’t forget your antacids, Tony.”

      I scooted out and rushed down the hall to the stairs. Behind me, the door flew open again and Vincenzo’s voice followed me down.

      “Hold on there, Carl. Carl! KOLCHAK!”
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      If you had been in Chicago during that fateful week in January of 1977, you would have experienced one of the worst winters in the city’s history. Drifting snow brought traffic to a near standstill. Roofs collapsed and fights broke out over parking spots, all while an interim mayor worked to keep his new job.

      None of this, however, was as fascinating or as chilling as the events which took place between January 8th and 13th. And none of them were quite as terrifying.
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        * * *

      

      January 8th, 5:43 p.m. Alice Meacham (62), resident of 73 Washington Street, Arlington Heights, had just phoned her sister, Gladys, to inform her she had been removed from her will. The two spinsters had argued over the New Year’s holiday, and Gladys had moved out of their two-story Victorian.

      After the call, Alice, described by her neighbors as “thrifty,” noticed the furnace had gone out. She’d neglected to pay her heating bill because she had a fireplace in her bedroom and a woodpile in the cellar. Maybe, if she hadn’t, she would still be alive.
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        * * *

      

      Alice switched the light on and peered down the cellar’s wooden steps. The naked bulb, which hung above, flickered, lighting the room up like a cheap disco dance floor. She frowned as fresh anger stabbed her heart. “Darn it, Gladys,” she muttered aloud. “Why couldn’t you change the darn bulb before you left?”

      Alice descended and approached the small pile of wood in the corner. She pulled a log off the top and headed back toward the stairs. But when she reached the first step, the log slipped. It fell and landed with a heavy thump on the floor. She reached down to retrieve it and a pain shot through her lower back.

      Alice leaned against the wall and rubbed the sore spot. No way she’d ever get that thing up the stairs, not by herself anyway.

      The lightbulb above her continued to flash. In the intermittent glow, she caught sight of a small chest sitting on the old washing machine in the corner. She crossed to it.

      The little box was a foot high, a foot wide, and about three inches deep. It contained three small drawers and the black lacquer that covered it had worn away through the years. The bare wood that showed had been sanded and painted black.

      The box had been abandoned by the previous owners, and Gladys had been trying to fix it up. It’d taken her thirty years to get this far.

      Alice grinned. The box was a heck of a lot easier to lift than a log. It would probably smell better when it burned too.

      Something rattled inside when she lifted it, but she didn’t stop to find out what it was. There’d be plenty of time for that up in the well-lit sitting room. She hurried to the stairs but never made it there. Her foot caught on the log she’d dropped on the floor. She went sprawling onto the cement and the box flew from her hands. It crashed against the stairs and one of the drawers flew open. Something slid out.

      Alice moaned as pain, white and hot, flared through her hip. She reached out, and tried to pull herself toward the steps, just as the bulb above ceased to flicker and the room was plunged into darkness.

      She hadn’t brought a flashlight. Hadn’t even thought about it. All she could do was lie there in the dark.

      Something moved and the cellar stairs creaked. Footsteps descended and stopped before her. Alice lay still, her heart pounding hard in her chest. Too hard. Her left arm ached.

      Something moved close, but it gave off no heat. It licked her hand.

      Alice pulled it back with a sharp gasp. The ache in her left arm grew worse, her heartbeat labored.

      The lightbulb above flashed on for a second, revealing what stood before her. When the room went dark again, the image remained before her eyes, just like a camera’s negative.

      She screamed.

      Alice’s heart stopped seconds after. Thankfully, she was not alive for what came next.
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        * * *

      

      January 9th, 8:03 a.m., Gladys Meacham (60) returned to the house with a peace offering for her sister, a box of old-fashioned donuts. When she didn’t find her on the upper floors, she tried the cellar. That’s where she discovered a human head and a few pieces of bone—all belonging to Alice.

      Gladys had always been the more cool-headed of the sisters. Once the police had been and gone, she took the will from the strongbox, along with $20,000 in bonds and $2000 in cash. She also took several of Alice’s dresses and the small black box she’d found in the cellar.

      At 10:12 p.m., Gladys went up to her third-floor flat at the Shady Oaks apartment building. It had been a long day, and she was glad to get in bed.

      Gladys had been prone to nightmares as a child. So, when the movement began under her bed, she didn’t think it was anything but a dream. She was wrong.

      Dead wrong.

      Gladys blinked against the darkness. Something had touched her hand. Something cold and wet. She quickly switched on the light.

      Nothing seemed out of place in the small bedroom. The box still sat on the floor where she’d placed it. Alice’s dresses lay over the back of the chair and her purse…

      Her purse was still under the bed.

      The nightmare squatted, fresh and frightening in her mind. She didn’t want to reach down. Didn’t⁠—

      Something shifted, bumping the mattress. She scrambled out of the bed and rushed across the room.

      It slid out then, slid out from underneath, its gray skin shining. The mouth was full of teeth.

      Gladys screamed. She raced out of the bedroom and toward the front door. She fumbled at the chain and then at the doorknob, but no matter how much she pulled, the door wouldn’t budge.

      The creature entered the room, its eyes glowing. Gladys screamed again and rushed for the window. She threw it open, but never made it out. The thing caught her by the arm.

      No one ever heard her scream.

      January 13th, 1:09 p.m., the International News Service’s offices. Tony Vincenzo had gone to Manny’s for lunch with Bram Marblestein, head of the International News Service, and returned in his usual foul-tempered mood. The coffee and danish must’ve disagreed with him because he began his usual criticisms of my newest article the minute he walked through the door.
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        * * *

      

      “It stinks, Carl. You were supposed to write a human-interest story on the good deeds done by the people of Chicago during the recent snow, and you turned it into a traffic report. What do ‘stalled cars’ and ‘double parking’ have to do with lifting the spirits of this city? You’re depressing people.”

      “That may be, Tony, but it’s the news. They haven’t plowed the streets since New Year’s Day and the weather report says there’s more snow to come. The mayor should have the plows out clearing those streets. Instead, he’s curled up in his warm office while everyone else freezes.”

      “The weather isn’t your concern. Neither is traffic. And you shouldn’t be giving your opinion on the competence of City Hall. That’s Upton’s job.”

      “Uptight wouldn’t know a competent politician from a concertina.”

      “Enough, Carl. Get back on the story I gave you. And quit calling him Uptight. He’s your coworker and deserves your respect.”

      “Did somebody call me?” Uptight asked, peeking into the office.

      “No, Don,” Tony said. “No one called you.”

      “I couldn’t help overhearing you mention the mayor. Would you like me to go up and interview him? See what he thinks about the parking situation?”

      “That is a terrific idea. Head on over to city hall and see what you can find out. See what he thinks of the coming blizzard too.”

      “Tony!” I cried. “That’s my story!”

      “This situation requires finesse, Carl. Something Don has plenty of.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Vincenzo,” Uptight said with a smug smile. “Just so you know, I have it from a reputable source there won’t be a blizzard. It’s going to bypass us and head east toward Kalamazoo.”

      “And who is this source?” I asked.

      “Someone who would never associate with someone as uncouth as you. She happens to be a noted meteorologist and advisor to the mayor.”

      “What does she advise him with? Tarot cards? Ouija boards?”

      “Alright, basta! Enough!” Tony cried. “Carl, get out there and report on the story I assigned you. Go to a rec center or a church or something. As for you, Uptight⁠—”

      The smug expression faded from Uptight’s face. “Mr. Vincenzo, it’s not Uptight. It’s Upton.”

      “That’s what I meant—get out there and interview the mayor.”

      I held my grin in until I was out of Tony’s office and standing at my desk.

      I had just collected my parka, camera, and tape recorder, when Miss E., a grand lady and our resident Miss Lonely Hearts, entered the offices. She shivered as she approached her desk.

      “Miss E.?” I asked as she dropped into her chair. “Are you alright? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Miss E’s face seemed pale, the shadows under her eyes, deep. “I’ve had a terrible morning, Carl,” she said in her high, thin tone. “Just terrible. One of my neighbors, Miss Meacham, passed away in her sleep last night.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “It gets worse. Because of all the snow and the double parking, they can’t get in to collect the body. The poor woman was still lying there when I left.”

      “That is just a shame, treating people that way. You live in the apartment building on South Plymouth Court, isn’t that right?”

      “No, I live in the Shady Oaks apartments on South Wabash.”

      “Two-Thirteen South Wabash⁠—”

      “No, Two-Eleven.”

      “I hope they collect her by the time you get home.”

      “Oh, I won’t be going home. I’ll be visiting with Mr. Cartwright this evening. The heat in my apartment isn’t working very well, and he said I’d be warmer at his house.”

      “I’m sure you will,” I said. And with a smile and a tip of my hat, I was out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Tony wouldn’t have been too happy to see that I hadn’t taken his advice or that I’d ignored his assignment. But I had bigger fish to fry. Uptight had stolen my story, and I was about to get it back in a big way. But first, I had to find a place to park.

      The snowdrifts from the New Year’s storm were still pretty high, and I had to climb over some of them on my ten-minute hike to Shady Oaks apartments. Luckily, the air was warming up. Twenty-five degrees felt a whole lot better than ten.

      The doorman, Herbie Nelson, was tall, thin, and looked like he’d just starred in an Ingmar Bergman film. But he was a good friend of Miss E., and after I’d introduced him to my friend, Andrew Jackson, he was happy to show me Meacham’s apartment.
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        * * *

      

      “Right here, Mr. Kolchak,” Herbie said, indicating the floor near the window. “She was lying right here.”

      “I thought she died in her sleep.”

      “She did.”

      I pulled out my camera and snapped a picture. “Heart attack?”

      “Hypothermia.”

      “Hypothermia? How did that happen?”

      “The window was open, and the heat wasn’t on.”

      “Why wasn’t the heat on?”

      “She was old. She liked the heat off at night.”

      “When did they finally come and pick up the body?”

      “They didn’t. The manager couldn’t get anybody over here. They put it in the basement.”

      “The basement!”

      “Shh! Keep your voice down. You think I want to lose my job?”

      I lowered my voice to a whisper. “They’re storing her in the basement?”

      “The manager didn’t want to keep the body in here, might keep the place from being rented. Bad enough she died in here.”

      “Yeah, bad enough.”

      “There was something weird about the body too. The manager didn’t want anyone to see it.”

      “Why not?”

      He looked to the left and then the right. “You know Alexander Hamilton?”

      “Hamilton?”

      “Yeah, the Secretary of the Treasury.”

      I frowned, reached into my pocket, and pulled out a ten-dollar bill. “Just so you know, the only presidents I have left are Washington and Lincoln.”

      “Fine. I like them too.”

      “Tell me about the weird thing.”

      “Her legs are missing.”

      “Missing? What do you mean, missing?”

      “They were gone. Looked like they’d been chewed off.”

      “By what? Rats?”

      “No way. We had the exterminator in here last week. Besides, there weren’t any bones left behind. Her legs are just gone.”

      “What could have done that?”

      “Search me. Look, if you don’t believe me, go see for yourself. The door isn’t locked. Just don’t mention my name if the building manager catches you.”

      “You gonna show me the way?”

      “I’m not going down there. Dead bodies give me the creeps. You can take the elevator down. Just press the ‘B’ button.”

      I followed Herbie’s advice. After a quick ride, and too much terrible music, the doors opened on a concrete room. It had been used for storage, and was surprisingly well organized, except for the sheet-wrapped corpse on the floor.

      When I uncovered Gladys Meacham’s face, I found more than I bargained for. Gladys’s expression was far from peaceful. She looked terrified. I snapped a picture and uncovered the rest of her. Just as Herbie had said. Her legs were definitely missing.

      I was about to take another picture when a footstep sounded behind me. I spun around, just as the thing stepped out of the gloom and into the glow of harsh fluorescence.

      I’ve seen a lot of horrible things in my life, things that would make your toes curl, but I had never seen anything like this. The thing stood at least six-feet tall, its skin the color of granite. A huge stomach hung down to mid-thigh, and for a moment there, I thought it might be pregnant. It gazed at me with glowing eyes before it unhooked its jaw, and the mouth grew impossibly wide.

      I backed away from the creature and my foot got tangled in the sheet. I fell onto my back as it picked up Gladys’s body and shoved it headfirst into its mouth.

      I held onto my camera, and as I scrambled up, I pressed the button seven times. The thing stared at me, unblinking, as the flash strobed. Then it dropped what remained of Gladys and charged.

      I took three steps before it hit me on the side of the head and knocked me to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally came to, my head felt like Dave Kingman had used it for batting practice. I rose to a sitting position, rubbed the goose egg just above my neck and looked at my watch. The luminous dial read three, which meant that I had spent the last hour on the concrete floor.

      My tape recorder lay there beside me, but my Rollei 16 mm had disappeared.

      It wasn’t the only thing.

      Gladys had too. A torn and wrinkled sheet was all that remained of her.

      I wondered, as I rose to my feet, why the thing had let me live. It certainly could’ve killed me while I lay helpless.

      The elevator hummed as it began its descent. I didn’t have time to hide. I don’t think I could’ve had I wanted to. The doors slid open.

      Herbie and a short, balding man entered the room. Both of them stared at me.

      “Who the hell are you?” the short man asked.

      “Carl Kolchak,” I replied. “INS.”

      “INS? We don’t have any immigrants in this building.”

      “It’s the International News Service. I’m a reporter.”

      “A reporter?” He glanced past me at the empty sheet on the floor and his eyes narrowed. “How did you get in here? Herbie, did you let this guy in?”

      “No, sir. I did not.”

      “Throw the bum out.”

      “Wait just a minute there,” I said. “Mr…?”

      “Smith.”

      “Mr. Smith, did you notice that the body you placed in your basement is missing?”

      This time Smith glanced behind me and, with a completely unconvincing exclamation of surprise, said, “What body?”

      “A Miss Gladys Meacham. You put her down here because no one would pick her up. Well, sir, something did pick her up. It picked her up and shoved her right down its throat!”

      Herbie and Smith stared at me as though I were the creature and had just eaten Miss Meacham before their eyes. Then Smith turned to Herbie and said, “Get this nut job out of here.”

      “Alright, I’ll go,” I said, holding up my hands. “But I want you to know this. Gladys didn’t open that window for nothing. Something scared her enough to make her do that. And something took her legs. Or have you forgotten?”

      Smith glared at Herbie, shook his head, and then turned his back on me. They led me to the elevator.

      I thought I was on my way out into the snow for sure, but when the elevator doors opened on the apartment lobby, everything changed. A woman’s muffled scream sounded from the nearby stairway.

      Herbie and I hurried over and found an elderly woman with a small dog pointing at the archway that led to the stairs.

      “A monster!” she cried. “It’s in there!”

      Unlike Herbie and Smith, I didn’t stop to find out what the woman had seen. Instead, I entered the stairway and crept up the stairs. Nothing waited on the first floor, nor on the second. I was about to go up to the third, when I heard voices down the hall.

      “It’s not that kind of monster, Ricky. I know it isn’t.”

      “Yes, it is. You saw it when you went through the door.”

      I followed the voices until I found their owners. Two boys sat on the floor at the end of the hall. They each had a pencil, paper, and dice. The dice looked strange.

      The first boy, dressed in a striped shirt, jeans and sneakers, jabbed his pencil in the air. “It is a ghoul, Jimmy. It eats the dead!”

      “What eats the dead?” I asked.

      “Ghouls.” The boy in the striped shirt said. He nodded his head at Jimmy, who wore a similar outfit, but whose hair was red, and his cheeks freckled. “He thinks it’s a vampire. Vampires suck blood and you kill them with a wooden stake.”

      “Vampires do suck blood,” I said. “And you do kill them with a wooden stake.”

      “How do you know?” Jimmy asked.

      “Let’s just call it experience. What are you guys doing?”

      “Dungeons and Dragons. It’s a game,” Jimmy said.

      “And you kill monsters in this game?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How? I mean, how would you kill a ghoul, for instance?”

      “With a fire spell, of course,” Ricky said. “Fire is the only thing that works on things that eat the dead.”

      “That’s not what Mr. Qi says,” Jimmy interjected. “Mr. Qi says you have to do a special ritual and then they disappear.”

      “Those aren’t ghouls,” Ricky said. “Those are hungry ghosts.”

      “Hungry ghosts? What are those?” I asked.

      “They’re Chinese ghosts,” Jimmy said. “Mr. Qi knows all about ’em. You should ask him.”

      “Where do I find him?”

      Ricky pointed toward the ceiling. “Three-E.”

      I left the boys to their game and retraced my steps to the stairway.

      Mr. Qi opened the door after my second knock. He wore a black daopao, and his hair was cut short and close to his head.

      “Mr. Qi? I’m Carl Kolchak.” I pulled out my wallet and flashed my press pass. “I’m a reporter with the International News Service.”

      “How can I help you, Mr. Kolchak?”

      “Well, my editor wants me to write an article on different types of folklore and I was told you are an authority on different Chinese ghosts, is that right?”

      “I would not say I’m an authority, but I do know something of ghosts. Won’t you come in?” He paused in the doorway. “Please, remove your shoes. If you like, you may wear these.” He motioned to a pair of slippers nearby.

      I nodded, kicked off my tennis shoes, and followed him into the apartment.

      The place wasn’t what I expected at all, mostly because there was nothing in it. No furnishings, no dishes, no curtains, no nothing. The only exception was a framed black-and-white photo hanging on the wall near the window.

      “You must excuse the state of my apartment,” Qi said with a sigh. “The moving company has not yet delivered my things and, with the snow, I think it will be a long wait.”

      “You moved in this week?”

      “Yes, on Tuesday. May I ask how you learned of me?”

      “The two boys on the second floor mentioned you, Ricky and Jimmy?”

      “Ah yes, they are quite inquisitive. I’ve shared some of my stories with them.”

      “I’m particularly interested in the ones about the hungry ghost. Could you tell me about them?”

      “The èguǐ?”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “The èguǐ are hungry ghosts. They are the spirits of those who have led a life of greed or have been forgotten by their families. They are never sated and must consume for all eternity. Some must eat only excrement, while others eat the dead.”

      “Have they ever eaten the living?”

      “Rarely. If they do, that person is either of a covetous nature or a great annoyance.”

      “What do these ghosts look like?”

      “Their mouths are usually small, unless they are consuming. Then they grow. The belly is large but can never be filled.”

      “Sounds like quite a punishment.”

      “It is. Sometimes, deserved.” He glanced up at the photo then, and for the first time, I really looked at it. The beautiful Chinese woman within it smiled.

      “My wife,” Qi said, his voice breaking a little. “I am sorry, Mr. Kolchak. She has been gone for some time, but I still miss her.”

      I waited until Qi had composed himself before asking my next question.

      “How do you get rid of a hungry ghost?”

      “There are two ways. One is to destroy something it loved in life. The other is to feed the ghost, as is done during the Zhongyuan Festival”

      “Zhon…Zhong⁠—”

      “Zhongyuan Festival. The Ghost Festival. It occurs on the fifteenth night of the seventh lunar month.”

      “When is that, exactly?”

      “Between August and September. One must make offerings to the ghost. These include the burning of incense, food, and paper money.”

      “Sounds expensive.”

      “Perhaps. But well worth the price. For, once appeased, the ghost returns from whence it came.”

      “It’s a bit late for the Zhon…for the Ghost Festival. Can this ritual happen anytime?”

      “It can.” Qi glanced at the picture once more. “You must understand, Mr. Kolchak. The hungry ghost is a miserable being. It is ashamed of what it does. Its only wish is for peace.” He lowered his eyes. “You must be of great courage to give it what it wants.”

      He didn’t say any more after that, and I didn’t press him. I went out the door and collected my shoes.

      Gladys Meacham’s apartment stood across the hall. I wondered if another clue might lie inside. Maybe something I’d missed. The door was stuck but not locked. I gave it a good tug, and it came open. To my surprise, I found the place half-empty. Only the furniture remained.

      “Mr. Kolchak?”

      I jumped as Herbie came down the hall toward me.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Are you going to tell Smith?”

      “Listen, I’m sorry about that. I want to keep my job.”

      I motioned to the apartment. “Where did everything go?”

      “Most of it is in Mr. Smith’s office. He’s holding it for the family.”

      “That was quick.”

      “Smith doesn’t waste time where money is involved.” He peered down the hall and back up again. “You got a Lincoln for me?”

      I dug in my pocket and shoved the bill into his hand.

      “Smith is already selling her stuff.”

      “What?”

      “I overheard him on the phone with an antique dealer. He found some old black box in her room and he’s going to sell it, along with a bunch of her jewelry.”

      “Black box? What’s it look like?”

      Herbie spread his hands about a foot apart. “About this high. Has a lot of drawers.”

      “Where’s Smith now?” I asked.

      “In the lobby with Mrs. Peterson, trying to calm her down. But don’t worry about him. He can’t throw you out. There’s a blizzard out there.”

      Herbie led me to the nearby window, and we both looked out. Just like he’d said, the world was awash with white, and it was quickly growing dark.

      Herbie motioned to the cars parked below. “No one’s going to get in or out tonight. We’re stuck.”

      “With something that eats the dead,” I muttered.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing. Nothing.” I led him toward the stairway and down to the lobby. “Tell me, Herbie, do you know anyone around here who might have some incense?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Go get it.”

      “Why?”

      “If we don’t, your boss might just be next.”

      A scream sounded from the left, the kind that chilled the blood. It sounded like Smith.

      “Too late,” I said.

      What awaited us in the lobby made my stomach turn. A long smear of blood covered the floor. We followed the trail to the back office where a man lay just outside the door. Smith gasped as we turned him over. He was covered in blood and losing more with every second.

      “The monster…” Smith groaned. “Box…”

      “What?”

      “Black…box. Xian Ji…” He pointed toward the office.

      I hurried inside.

      Gladys’s belongings lay strewn about. I found a purse full of cash and bonds, but no black box. When I ducked back out of the office, Smith was already dead.

      Herbie and I covered the body with a sheet and moved it to the basement. Then I went upstairs to the third floor.

      Smith’s last words concerning the box were a mystery to me, especially the words, “Xian Ji.” But I figured Mr. Qi could help. Perhaps in more ways than one.

      When I reached apartment 3E, I knocked three times. No one answered, but the door wasn’t locked. I removed my shoes and crept inside.

      “Mr. Qi?” I called.

      Silence.

      I hadn’t been to the bedroom the last time I’d been to the apartment, so I started there first.

      The room was as empty as the others, except for the bedroll on the floor. I crossed to the closet and opened it.

      Nothing hung inside. But two things lay on the floor. The first was my Rollei 16 mm. The other was a small black lacquer box. I picked both up and carried them into the living room. When I entered, I found Qi blocking the front door.

      “I thought you might come, Mr. Kolchak,” he said. “You are most tenacious.”

      “Is this her box?” I asked, glancing up at the photo on the wall.

      “It is.”

      “Smith called it ‘Xian Ji.’ ”

      “The English equivalent is ‘Golden Opportunity.’ But I suspect he meant, xiang zi.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means ‘box.’ I suppose he thought it valuable.”

      “Is it the reason he had to die?”

      “Smith is a creature of greed. That is why he was killed.”

      “You can’t protect her, Qi,” I said. “She isn’t your wife anymore. She’s a monster.”

      Qi stared at me for a moment and then laughed.

      “My wife is no monster.”

      “She’s dead.”

      “My wife moved to California thirty years ago. As far as I know, she is still alive. She left the box behind…with my ashes in it.”

      He laughed again.

      I smiled along with him. Wishing I could laugh. It’s hard to when your blood’s turned to ice.

      His laughter faded and his expression grew serious.

      “Please, leave, Mr. Kolchak. I have no wish to harm you. I promise, I will take no more lives. And when the snow abates, I will go to the graveyards where I belong.”

      “To be forgotten?”

      “I have already been forgotten,” Qi replied. “It is what I deserve.”

      “What if you don’t?” I hefted the box. “I don’t suppose this means much to you?”

      “It was my final resting place⁠—”

      I lifted the lacquer box above my head and smashed it on the floor over and over until it was nothing but splinters.

      Nothing happened.

      “As I was about to say. It holds special sentimental value to me—but nothing more.”

      My gaze turned toward the picture on the wall. I rushed forward.

      Qi changed the moment I started moving. The ghost was quick, but I got there first. I grabbed the photograph, and the thing grabbed me.

      Cold hands held me in a grip of iron, and the mouth unhinged. As it crushed the air from my body, I smashed the frame over its head. The glass shards did nothing to stop it, but when I took hold of the photo and tore it, the thing shrieked.

      I tore the photo again, and it released me. We both fell to the floor.

      I continued to tear, and the ghost continued to scream. When the last piece had been shredded, the ghost and Qi vanished in a whirlwind of ash.
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        * * *

      

      The blizzard ended two days later, and when the police arrived, they found only Smith’s body in the basement. They didn’t believe my story and when Herbie couldn’t corroborate it, they labeled me a kook and sent me home.

      I returned to the office on Monday morning, ready to receive another tongue-lashing. To my surprise, Tony met me at my desk with a new assignment.
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        * * *

      

      “Carl, I need you to interview the mayor today.”

      “The mayor? I thought that was Upto—Uptight’s job.”

      “Upton won’t be at work for a few days. He got in a fistfight and has two black eyes.”

      “Uptight? In a fistfight?”

      “He went to city hall this morning and was attacked by two ruffians who demanded his parking spot. If Miss E. hadn’t been there, he might have been murdered. She beat them off with her purse.”

      “Way to go, Miss E.! Where is she?”

      “Out buying a couple steaks for Upton. Which reminds me, a friend told me about a new Chinese restaurant on Monroe. Want to go? It’s all you can eat.”

      “What’s it called?”

      “The Hungry Ghost.”

      I shook my head. “No, thanks, Tony. I think I just lost my appetite.”
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      Wednesday, September 13, 1978.

      It was three days until the annual celebration of Mexico’s Independence Day and, in the city of Chicago, Mexican Americans and Latinos were preparing for a day of music, parades, and festivities.

      In the Little Village area, known as the Mexico of the Midwest, flags were being hung from lampposts and displayed in shop windows in preparation for the merrymaking.

      Meanwhile, in the shadowy basement of the Chicago Cultural Center, Ray Ballard worked late into the night unpacking wooden crates containing priceless Mexican artifacts and pieces of art for the center’s heritage display. The items were on loan from the Mexican government, and should have arrived earlier in the week, giving him plenty of time to unbox the crates and properly set up the display upstairs, but bad storms south of the border had delayed the shipment.

      The basement rumbled with the sound of thunder, causing Ray to pause. The storms seemed to have followed the shipment to Chicago; outside, the weather was cold and wet.

      The thunder sounded again, louder, echoing along concrete canyons and between towering skyscrapers. It would be louder upstairs, where invited dignitaries and local celebrities enjoyed a wine-and-cheese reception. Even the ambassador from Mexico, Maria Guadalupe Sanchez, was in attendance.

      Ray smiled. The items he unpacked were supposed to be on display for the event, but he could not perform miracles when he was the only one who volunteered to work late.

      He was about to open another crate of pottery when he heard footsteps behind him. He turned but saw no one.

      “Hello. Is someone there?”

      Not getting an answer, he set down his crowbar and went to investigate. Maybe someone attending the reception decided to explore the cultural center, wandering down into the basement. If so, he needed to send them back upstairs. The basement was off limits to visitors.

      He entered the next room, but it contained only broken furniture and storage boxes filled with paperwork. He was about to dismiss the sound of footsteps as an overworked imagination, but then he heard a woman laughing, soft and muffled, as if she had laughed into her hand, trying not to be heard.

      Ray stepped back into the hallway, looking toward the rear of the basement. Darkness loomed down that way, some of the overhead lights no longer working.

      If someone was messing around in the basement, he had to find them before they got into trouble, or before they got him into trouble.

      He wondered if the woman was alone, or if she had someone with her. Perhaps a young couple, bored with the party and tipsy on wine, decided to sneak away for a romantic interlude. Maybe sex in a culture center basement seemed more exciting than hobnobbing with local VIPs. If so, he was about to spoil their fun.

      He continued down the hallway, reaching a room not being used for anything. Ray looked inside. No one was in there, but the room was no longer empty as it had been earlier in the evening.

      In the center of the room stood two, nearly identical, carvings that had to be part of a larger statue, for they were the legs of a woman. The legs stood upright; feet encased in bright red shoes. Scattered on the floor around them were dried leaves and tiny pieces of charred wood, possible packing material spilled when the legs were uncrated.

      He entered the room, wondering where they had come from. One of the other employees must have carried them down here, perhaps slipping past him while he worked.

      Where is the rest of the statue?

      Ray looked around, but there was nothing else in the room.

      Maybe the legs were the entire sculpture. Perhaps they were modern art, a subject he never fully understood.

      “Weird.”

      The legs had been carved and colored perfectly, looking exactly like the tanned lower extremities of a young woman. They ended just above the knees; an inch or two of realistic carved bone protruding from the statue’s flesh.

      “Now, that’s disturbing.”

      Ray wondered why the artist added the femur bones. Maybe they were trying to make some kind of statement. It would probably make more sense once he knew the story behind the carving.

      He bent over to touch one of the legs, shocked to find it felt amazingly real; soft and warm, instead of cold and hard like wood or stone. Even the broken femur felt like actual bone.

      He picked up the leg and grabbed the shoe, surprised when it came off in his hand.

      They used a genuine shoe. Gucci.

      Beneath the shoe was a very realistic foot, complete with painted toenails. He squeezed the foot, feeling tendons and bones below the surface.

      Oh, my god. It’s real.

      Ray dropped the leg and staggered back into the hallway.

      What the hell. Someone got her legs cut off.

      From the darkness at the far end of the hall, he spotted a strange glow. Someone was there, at the very back of the basement, using a flashlight or candle.

      “Who’s there?” Ray yelled, hearing the fear in his voice. He no longer wanted to be in the basement, nor did he really want to know who was there. He wanted to be upstairs, under bright lights and surrounded by happy people, far away from the severed legs.

      The glow at the far end of the hallway grew brighter, larger, moving toward him.

      “I’ve called the police.”

      As the glow drew rapidly nearer, he saw it radiated from something flying toward him. A larger buzzard, or maybe a turkey, with a massive wingspan and clawed feet, its hideous bald head looking almost human.

      Ray turned and ran, but he got only twenty feet before the bird slammed into his back, knocking him to the floor.

      He rolled and flailed, trying to knock the thing off. But the bird landed on his chest, razored talons tearing the fabric of his shirt and sinking into his flesh.

      “Noooo—”

      A long tongue, pointed and hollow, shot from the creature’s mouth. The tongue embedded deep into his neck. Ray tried to pull it out, but he wasn’t strong enough to remove it or stop the flow of blood being sucked from him.

      Darkness descended over Ray Ballard, and the last thing he heard was the laughter of a woman.
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        * * *

      

      I hated covering social events, disliked rubbing elbows with snobby politicians and city elites, but my boss, Tony Vincenzo, insisted someone from the Independent News Service cover the opening of the Mexican art exhibit at the Chicago Culture Center. After all, it was almost Mexican Independence Day and they needed an article for the local events page. Normally, the job would have gone to Uptight, but he had the sniffles and couldn’t be out in inclement weather.

      So, at 9:30 on a Wednesday, I found myself parking my yellow Mustang several blocks from the culture center, in a No Parking Zone, and slogging my way through the pouring rain. As fate would have it, I didn’t have an umbrella and had to hold a newspaper over my head in a feeble attempt to stay dry and protect the tape recorder hanging from a strap around my neck…my suit and hat catching most of the rain.

      Reaching my destination, I saw several police cars and an ambulance parked in front of the building with lights flashing. A curious crowd of spectators had gathered outside the doors, and I had to squeeze through them to get to the police officer barring entrance into the center.

      The police officer held up his hand. “Sorry, sir. No one is allowed in. If you’re here for the party, it’s been canceled.”

      I looked past the officer, seeing a lot of important people still inside the building with drinks in hand. Whatever was going on inside, it apparently had not put a damper on their gala.

      “Carl Kolchak, Independent News Service,” I said, and presented my press pass to the officer.

      The police officer read it and stepped aside. “Yes, sir. You can go in; just don’t touch anything. It’s still an active crime scene.”

      “Crime scene, you say?” I nodded, leaving my press pass hanging from my pocket and stepping past the officer. “And I thought this party was going to be dull.”

      Entering the building, I saw several police officers taking statements from the guests. I caught snippets of conversation as I crossed the room.

      “No. I didn’t hear anything. I didn’t even know there was a basement,” said an older gentleman with a glass of champagne in hand.

      “I saw Ray Ballard earlier in the evening,” said a young woman with tears in her eyes. Her name tag identified her as an employee of the center. “I promised to bring him a sandwich, but I guess it’s too late now.”

      Beyond the people being interviewed, I spotted a group of dignitaries huddled together that included Barbara Englewood, head of the culture center, and the deputy mayor, Scott Hamm.

      There was also an attractive Hispanic woman in a stunning green dress, whom I recognized as the ambassador from Mexico. There was a regal air to her, but there was also a sadness in her eyes. That look turned to fear when she spotted my press pass.

      I studied the woman as I walked past, making my way toward the stairs. I had heard the word basement and knew that was where the action would be. Maybe this evening would prove to be far more interesting than a stuffy social event.

      Descending to the lower level, I found a narrow hallway crowded with police officers. They were stationed outside a storage room, watching what took place inside.

      “Excuse me, fellows,” I said, squeezing through, turning on my tape recorder, and pulling the camera from my suit pocket.

      Inside the storage room was the medical examiner and his assistant. They were talking to Homicide Detective Bradley Hardwick. At their feet was the body of a man, presumably Ray Ballard. Beyond the body were stacks of wooden crates, some of them open, revealing pottery and artwork.

      Mr. Ballard lay on his back. His shirt had been torn to shreds, revealing bruising and deep cuts on his chest. There was also a round puncture on the right side of his neck.

      “Evening, gentleman,” I said, snapping a photo. The flash of my camera flooded the room.

      Detective Hardwick turned and saw me, frowning. “Kolchak, what are you doing here?”

      “I was invited to the party, Detective,” I replied, snapping another photo.

      “Well, you weren’t invited to this party.” Hardwick straightened up, motioning to the officers standing behind me. “Someone, get him out of here.”

      I held up my hand. “Now, Brad. Wait a minute. I’m only here to get the truth.”

      “It’s Detective Hardwick, and you wouldn’t know the truth if⁠—”

      “Why isn’t there any blood?” I asked.

      Hardwick looked back down at the body. “We’re trying to figure that out.”

      I turned to the medical examiner. “No blood? None?”

      The examiner shook his head. “Not a drop.”

      “The body’s been drained?”

      “Now, wait a minute,” said the detective. “He didn’t say that.”

      “Vampires?”

      “That does it,” Hardwick said, angry. “Get him out of here. Now.”

      One of the police officers stepped forward, taking me by the arm.

      I pulled free of the officer. “Okay. Okay. I’m going. No need to get rough.”

      As I turned to leave, I spotted something sticking out from underneath the body.

      I pointed. “What’s that?”

      The medical examiner looked where I was pointing, pulling a large bird feather from underneath the victim.

      “Forget vampires,” I said, snapping a photo of the feather. “Find the bird that lost that feather and you’ve found your killer.”

      “Out!” yelled the detective.
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        * * *

      

      Thursday, September 14.

      Vincenzo was less than impressed with my story or the photos I developed to go along with it.

      “Kolchak, are you out of your mind? I can’t print this.”

      “Tony, I’m telling you, it’s true, every word of it. I was there and saw everything. Just look at the photos.”

      Tony glanced down at the pages and photos in his hand. “‘Giant Vampire Bird Kills Worker in Culture Center Basement.’ How do you know it was giant?”

      “Well, I—” I faltered. “Maybe it wasn’t giant, but it was pretty big. Just look at the feather. Have you ever seen a feather like that?”

      “Looks like a turkey feather to me.”

      “A turkey feather? Are you nuts?”

      “Turkey, hawk, bald eagle—it doesn’t matter. I can’t run this story.” Tony threw the papers on the desk. “I sent you to cover an exhibit at the culture center, and you come back with another hair-brained vampire story.”

      “Truth, Tony. Truth,” I argued, pointing my finger at the ceiling. “I brought you the truth. That man’s body was drained of blood.”

      “I don’t care,” Tony cried, his face turning red with frustration. “I need a story we can run for Mexican Independence Day; that’s only two days from now. Now, you get back out there and get me that story.”

      I grabbed my tape recorder and camera, and put on my hat. “You know, Vincenzo, someday you’re going to appreciate me. Someday this will be a real news outlet, one that actually reports the news.”

      “Kolchak!”

      “I’m going. I’m going.”
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        * * *

      

      I fully intended to get the fluff piece Tony wanted for the newspaper but decided to stop by the medical examiner’s office to see if there was any new information on the mysterious death of Ray Ballard.

      The boss man was out of the office, leaving his new assistant, Mitchell Andrew, holding down the fort. Mitchell was the talkative type, probably got lonely being around stiffs all day, so it took only a few questions to get him to open up like a can of sardines about the Ballard case.

      “Never seen anything like it,” Mitchell said. He tossed a file folder on the desk in front of me. “Here. Look for yourself. Just promise not to tell the boss I showed you.”

      I held my hand up in a three-finger swear. “Scout’s honor. This is strictly off the record.”

      I opened the folder and quickly read through the report. “Drained of blood—I knew it.”

      “That’s not all,” Mitchell added, seeming to delight in sharing forbidden knowledge. “They found saliva in the neck wound. Not around it, only inside.”

      I looked up. “Saliva? Like from a tongue?”

      “Judging from the shape of the wound, it was more like a proboscis.”

      I closed the folder. “Proboscis? You mean like a mosquito’s mouth?”

      The assistant smiled, nodding. “Strange, isn’t it?”

      “I’d say.”

      “But it gets even stranger,” Mitchell said. “The saliva is not human.”

      “Not human?”

      Mitchell shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Then, what is it from?”

      The assistant shrugged. “They haven’t figured that out yet. Some kind of animal, I guess. Maybe the rats got to him after he died. He was in a basement.”

      “Maybe.” I nodded, my mind thinking up a dozen different theories.

      “By the way, they identified the feather found under the body.”

      “Go on.”

      “It’s from a Meleagris californica, more commonly known as a Californian Turkey.”

      “Californian Turkey,” I repeated, shaking my head. “Never heard of it.”

      Mitchell grinned. “Not surprised. They went extinct about ten thousand years ago. Only this feather wasn’t that old. In fact, the boys in the lab think it came from a live bird.”
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        * * *

      

      I planned to visit Chicago’s predominantly Hispanic sections for a quick photo shoot, but those plans were put on the back burner after my visit to the medical examiner’s office.

      Besides, it was another cold, rainy, miserable day in the Windy City, and there probably wasn’t much going on in the way of preparations for the parades and other celebrations scheduled to take place in the Little Village and other barrios.

      Instead, I drove straight to the Chicago Cultural Center, wanting to snoop around and see if I could discover anything overlooked in the previous night’s crime scene investigation. There were a lot of crates and boxes in the room where the body had been discovered, so it was very possible the police had missed something. After all, they didn’t even know about the turkey feather until I pointed it out.

      “A ten-thousand-year-old turkey feather,” I said aloud, thumbing the record button on the tape recorder hanging from the strap around my neck. “Now, all I have to do is find a ten-thousand-year-old vampire turkey to go along with it.”

      I arrived at the center thirty minutes later, surprised to find a parking spot close to the building.

      A few minutes later, I discovered why parking was not a problem, because a note on the entrance door said the culture center was closed due to an “unforeseen event.”

      Unforeseen event was a polite way of saying one of their employees had been mauled, murdered, and sucked dry in the gloomy darkness of the center’s basement.

      Determined not to give up so easily, I walked around the center looking for another way in. It might be closed to the public, but that didn’t mean all work had stopped on the inside.

      I was halfway around the building when I discovered a service entrance door left ajar. I started to enter through the open door, but heard voices inside the center coming closer.

      I barely had time to duck out of sight before two workers exited through the open door. I watched as they carried toolboxes to a nearby pickup, setting the tools in the bed of the truck.

      Now was my chance. Both men were busy loading up and not looking my way. Hurrying to the open door, I quickly entered the building.

      I had just gotten inside when the door was closed from the outside. Turning away from the exit door, I started down the semi-dark hallway.

      I moved slowly, quietly, not sure if other people were inside the culture center. But if I did get caught, I would show my press pass and claim I had gotten locked in by accident.

      Halfway down the hallway, I heard sharp creaking sounds coming from the room ahead. It was the same room where they had found the body of Ray Ballard. Was it another employee finishing up Ray’s job?

      I practically held my breath as I moved slowly to the open doorway, peeking inside the room. The storeroom was dark, illuminated only by a flashlight sitting on one of the wooden crates.

      In the light’s beam was a woman, dressed in black slacks and a blouse, her face partially hidden beneath a floppy hat. She didn’t notice me as she struggled to pry the lid off one of the crates with a crowbar.

      Even though her face was partially obscured by the hat, I knew it was the same woman I had seen the night before at the party. Only then Maria Guadalupe Sanchez, the ambassador from Mexico, had been wearing a stunning green dress.

      I didn’t know what she was doing in the storeroom, but I was pretty sure theft of artifacts was not on her mind. Mrs. Sanchez was a successful businesswoman, came from a wealthy family, and would not risk public embarrassment and a cushy government job to steal a few pieces of colorful pottery.

      Stepping quietly into the room, I reached for the switch beside the door frame and turned on the lights. Maria spun around and saw me standing in the doorway, her eyes going wide with fright.

      “Don’t be afraid; I’m not a cop,” I said, raising my hands to show I was unarmed. Maria clutched the crowbar in both hands. “I’m not even security.”

      “You are the newspaperman I saw last night,” she said.

      I nodded. “Yes. I’m Carl Kolchak, Independent News Service.”

      Her grip on the crowbar seemed to tighten. She pointed the straight end at me.

      “What? You don’t like reporters?”

      “No,” she said.

      I took a cautious step closer to her. “Maybe I can help. What are you looking for?”

      “You would not believe me.”

      “Ambassador, you would be surprised at the things I believe. Very surprised.”

      She studied me a moment.

      “No. Go away. Leave me alone,” she said, shaking her head.

      I cleared my throat. “You are looking for a Meleagris californica, also known as a Californian Turkey, a bird that went extinct ten thousand years ago during the Pleistocene era.”

      She lowered the crowbar. “How do you know these things?”

      “The man who was killed here last night had one of its feathers under his body.”

      She sighed, slowly setting the crowbar on one of the crates.

      “I am not looking for an ancient bird, señor,” she said. “I am looking for Tlahuelpuchi, Eater of Hearts, a vampire-witch who can shapeshift into many things, even this turkey you speak of.”

      “Vampire-witch, you say?”

      “Actually, I am looking for its legs.”

      “Legs?”

      “Sí. The legs⁠—”

      She was interrupted by the sound of a woman’s laughter, coming from down the hallway.

      “We are too late. She is here.”

      She fled toward the doorway, trying to get past me.

      I blocked her exit, grabbing the frightened woman. “Hold on. What’s going on? Who’s here?”

      “My daughter, the Tlahuelpuchi.”

      “Your daughter? Your daughter is a shapeshifting vampire-witch?”

      “There is no time to explain. There is only time to run. The Tlahuelpuchi is hungry, and it will be your blood she drinks.”

      She pushed past me, grabbing my hand and dragging me out into the hallway.

      “My blood?” I said, my voice cracking. “But I’m O-positive. That’s not even the good stuff.”

      We stopped in the middle of the hallway, looking left and then right, searching for the source of the laughter.

      At the far end of the hallway, near the staircase leading to the upper floors, we saw a faint glow. It looked as if someone carried a lantern, or perhaps a candle. The glow grew brighter as it came closer, revealing someone inside its illumination.

      I stood spellbound as the woman approached. She was the spitting image of her mother, only a much younger version, her ebony hair cascading down her shoulders and over a dark blue dress. She carried no flashlight, not even a candle, the glowing aura around her radiating from within her body. And as she came closer, I saw she had no legs, floating magically above the floor.

      “Look,” Maria said, pointing. “She took off her legs.”

      “I don’t think she needs legs,” I replied.

      “You don’t understand.” Maria grabbed my shirt and shook me, forcing me to turn my attention away from the floating woman and look at her. “Without her legs, she can shapeshift into many things: a turkey, a coyote, even a tiny moth. Find her legs. Burn them. It’s one of the few ways to kill a Tlahuelpuchi.”

      Tears formed at the corner of her eyes. “She is my daughter, but she suffers from an ancient curse and became a bruja, a witch, at puberty. She must be stopped or others will die.”

      I pulled the camera from my pocket and turned back to face the witch. I took a photo, the flash momentarily turning darkness into day.

      The Tlahuelpuchi shielded her eyes from the sudden brightness, hissing in anger. I flashed twice more.

      The witch let out a scream of rage, transforming in front of us. Her face elongated, her nose becoming a sharp beak. Feathers sprouted from her arms, matching the one found the night before. Her long black hair receded into her head, replaced by more feathers. A long, pointed tongue shot from her mouth, nearly three feet in length, looking more insect than birdlike.

      “It is a proboscis,” I said, snapping another photo.

      The camera flash revealed a strange mist pouring from the witch’s body. The mist flowed in our direction. Maria also saw the mist.

      “Run!” she shouted. “Do not breathe the mist.”

      We both turned and ran. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and covered my mouth and nose.

      “The Tlahuelpuchi uses the mist to put young mothers to sleep. While they sleep, she sucks their babies dry. She will suck you dry, too.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, terrified by what I saw. The witch had fully transformed into a Californian Turkey, with six-foot wings. It had grown new legs to replace the missing human ones, feet equipped with deadly claws.

      Maria grabbed my left arm, bringing me to a screeching halt.

      “There!” She pointed into an empty storage room. Standing in the middle of the room were the legs of her daughter, left behind to anchor her spot so she could return and change back into human form. Scattered around the legs were burned leaves and pieces of wood.

      “See? She burned agave roots and zapote leaves; performed magic so she could remove her legs. Get the legs. Burn them.”

      I rushed into the room, Maria at my side. I scooped up the legs, clutching them to my chest. “Burn them. Where?”

      “Upstairs. In the director’s office there is a fireplace.”

      The Tlahuelpuchi flew into the room, heading straight at me.

      Dropping one of the legs, I grabbed the other with both hands around its ankle. I knew how to swing a baseball bat, had even taken batting practice with my beloved Chicago Cubs while covering a news story. I knew how to hit with a bat, but I had never used a leg.

      I swung the leg with all my might, hitting the prehistoric turkey and knocking it across the room.

      “Home run!” I shouted.

      But my joy was short lived, for the creature was not hurt, not even stunned. With a screech, and a great flapping of wings, it rose off the floor and hovered in the air, eyes blazing red as fire, long tongue stabbing the air.

      “Hurry. This way!”

      Maria stood in the hallway motioning for me to get out of the room. Grabbing the other leg, I raced for the doorway.

      A hideous screech sounded behind me; the flapping of wings grew stronger, more frantic. I felt the air displaced, and the wetness of a sharp tongue nick the back of my neck.

      I darted past Maria. She slammed the door, throwing her weight against it. A loud thud sounded as the Tlahuelpuchi collided against the other side, the blow so strong it knocked Maria back nearly two feet. She threw herself against the door again, using all of her body weight to keep it closed.

      Hearing the thud, I turned and saw her struggling with the door. I hurried to her side to help.

      “No. I have this!” she shouted. “You go destroy the legs. It is your only chance if you want to live.”

      The creature struck again, causing the door to tremble.

      “I cannot leave you here alone. That thing is too strong; it will get out.”

      “Leave me. You have no other choice. The Tlahuelpuchi will not kill me; I am family. Nor can I kill it. If I do, the curse will pass on to me.”

      Another violent blow struck the door from the other side, followed by the frantic scratching of talons.

      Mist flowed under the door like ground fog. Maria glanced down, seeing the mist.

      “Go!” she shouted.

      I pushed myself away from the door, stumbling and nearly falling as I sprinted down the hallway toward the staircase leading to the floors above. I took the stairs two at a time, breathing hard, wishing I had spent more time in the gym and less time in the newsroom.

      Reaching the first floor, I ran across the lobby and past numerous display cases filled with exhibits. The director’s office was at the opposite end of the building, just past a little alcove.

      I found the office, but the door was locked. Tucking the legs under my left arm, I grabbed the heavy ashtray stand just outside the office and threw it through the door’s glass window.

      Tony won’t be happy about this.

      Reaching through the now-glassless window, I unlocked the door and entered the room. Maria was right, there was a fireplace in the center of the exterior wall. But there was no wood in the fireplace, nothing I could use to start a fire.

      Behind the director’s desk, an 1897 map of Chicago hung in a frame on the wall, made the same year the culture center opened its doors. Only back then it was the Chicago Public Library, Central Building.

      I pulled down the map, quickly removing it from the wooden frame. I rolled the two legs in the old parchment-like map and hurried to the fireplace, pulling a Zippo from my pocket.

      The Tlahuelpuchi exploded into the room, a screeching mass of frantic wings and deadly talons. It slammed into my back, knocking me to the floor. I fell hard but managed to hold onto the legs, the lighter still clutched in my right hand.

      The ancient turkey screeched again, causing me to flinch and jerk my head to the right, the pointed tongue barely missing the back of my neck.

      Knowing it might not miss me a second time, I flipped open the lid on my Zippo and thumbed the tiny wheel, touching the blue flame to the edge of the map.

      The map was old and caught fire easily. I watched the fire spread quickly, flames turning the paper black and licking at the legs beneath. Pushing against the weight on my back, and the pain, I rose and tossed the burning bundle into the fireplace.

      There was a hideous scream from behind me, claws releasing my flesh.

      I pushed myself up off the floor, dashing across the room before turning back around.

      The Tlahuelpuchi hung suspended in the air, six feet off the floor, but she had transformed from a turkey back into a young woman. She hovered there, wailing in grief, reaching out to the legs burning in the fireplace.

      As her legs burned so too did the vampire-witch, a flame igniting at the bottom of her dress and traveling quickly up the fabric.

      I staggered back as fire engulfed the young woman.

      There was a final scream as the Tlahuelpuchi disintegrated inside a raging inferno, the fire burning so hot it left behind only a scattering of ashes on the tile floor. The legs in the fireplace also disintegrated, leaving only ash.

      I left the room and hastened back down into the basement, but there was no sign of Maria Guadalupe Sanchez. The ambassador from Mexico was gone.

      She didn’t even say goodbye.

      By the backdoor, I found a large feather from a long extinct turkey. A folded piece of paper was tied to the feather with a piece of red ribbon.

      I removed the ribbon and unfolded the paper, reading the note left for me. Written in a woman’s delicate handwriting was just one word: Gracias.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A VIEW WITH A ROOM
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      Airports: You either love them or hate them.

      The famous diarist Anaïs Nin, who died only a year ago, once said, “Stations and airports are rehearsals for separation by death.” I’m not sure if I agree with her. I’m not even sure I entirely understand her, but I do know there are, as the Bard told us, more things in heaven and earth than…well, you probably know the rest. I don’t want to wax too poetic about airports. Ol’ Anaïs, God rest her soul, may be finding out right about now the truth of it.

      For me, I recently tried to discover the truth behind airports, one in particular, and was only reminded the truth isn’t always readily available.

      Two months ago, on Thursday, February 16th, a missing-person report was filed on Mr. Robert Thomas Mulligan, late of Dubuque, Iowa. I say “late” because his wife noted he was late coming home from a salesman convention in New York, a situation that had never happened before concerning the man. The police learned Mr. Mulligan had been scheduled to pass through one of two of our great local airports, the one midway through our fair city, but with little to no other hard facts to go on they chalked it up to a wayward husband and forgot about it. So much for thorough police work.

      Three weeks later, another missing-person report was opened: same airport, same details, different man. Then, yet another last month, and only one week ago to the day, a third. Every report told the same story—or lack thereof—of a man who never came home from the airport. All three were of the same age, roughly, all with good, stable marriages, some even with kids. No outrageous debts, no known vices—illegal ones, that is—and no criminal records. You know the type: solid yet boring citizens. They probably even paid their taxes on time.

      What became of these men? Was the airport in question just another common denominator, or as our dearly departed diarist theorized, a rehearsal for something more permanent in life? Or death?

      Being the glutton for self-punishment that I am, I aimed to find out if it was heaven or earth that snatched them up…or something a bit more in-between.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t going as I’d hoped.

      I made my way to the airport bright and early, toting a battered, empty suitcase, the morning newspaper, a month-old copy of Newsweek, and—stuffed in the pockets of my jacket—my trusty camera and tape recorder. If anyone asked—there was always the possibility—I was Lars Thorvald, a salesman from Arvada, Colorado, and “just passing through town on my way home, ma’am,” or “sir” if the situation warranted.

      I felt pretty good about the role I was playing, not to mention the stakeout I had planned. With a cup of coffee from the airport’s small refreshment stand in hand, I’d settled into a seat outside the TWA terminal to begin my vigil. The plan involved making my way down the long stretch of the airport from one airline to the next, waiting and watching. If I played my cards right, no one would look twice at me. I’d be just another good, solid male citizen trying to make my way back home.

      So far, looking at my watch and seeing it was already 10 a.m., all I’d seen was a lot of other people all trying to make their way back home.

      Pushing my hat back from my forehead and throwing the Newsweek down on the chair beside me, I admit I sighed in desperation. I felt bored and restless, the two death knells for the freelance reporter. I’d felt sure that something would have happened by now. It was a gut feeling, a good one, or it was when I had the idea to stake out the airport. If there is one constant within Mrs. Kolchak’s darling boy, it is that I always lead with my gut.

      It was at that precise moment that my gut told me he was hungry. Rising from my chair, I picked up his suitcase, newspaper, and half-empty cup of cold, bitter coffee and looked around for a bite to eat.

      “Hey, Mister! Don’t ya want your magazine?”

      I swung around on a young man with long hair, a bright yellow shirt, and a lopsided grin. The kid was pointing at the discarded Newsweek, raising his bushy eyebrows in question.

      “Nah,” I told him with a wave. “Take it if you want it. Learn something.”

      Stalking off toward the food counter just down the terminal a short way, I shook my head ruefully. I hadn’t even finished the article I was reading in the magazine, a puff piece on that damn science fiction movie that hit the year before, the one that had taken the world by storm. I’d seen it, of course, had plunked down good money for two tickets—I took a bookish, bespectacled receptionist named Dottie from the paper as a date—and couldn’t figure what the big deal was. If my instincts were right about such things, the movie would soon fade away to be forgotten like the hundred or more that came out in the same year. A flash in the ol’ pan.

      Side-stepping two grade-schoolers swinging rolled-up newspapers at each other like they were swords and breathing heavily like chain-smokers as they did, I made a beeline for breakfast.

      It was then I saw the girl and the door. I was pretty sure I’d never seen the girl before, and I was damn well sure I’d never seen the door.
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        * * *

      

      Well, I thought he knew the airport, or at least I thought I did. I’d been through it enough, coming and going just like anyone else. I’d even covered a murder there once, a jealous husband catching his wife with an out-of-town salesman…

      That errant thought made me look down at the empty suitcase I was holding. When I wrenched myself back to reality a second later, the girl and the door were gone.

      I’d long stopped asking myself why I noticed some things over others after years of being a reporter. I just do and don’t question it anymore. Now, with the scant imprint of the occurrence fading from my fevered brain, I didn’t try to figure out why I noticed it, but tried to bring all my observation skills to bear and try to remember what I’d noticed.

      A girl, a young woman, probably mid-twenties, about five-two or so, pretty with long black hair—did she have a uniform of some kind on? I pushed that thought aside for the moment, filing it away for later. I closed my eyes and focused on something else: the man that was with her.

      I felt sure of that part of it. I could almost see them, her with her arm in his, motioning to a door with her companion—a pickup?—then reaching out to open the door so they could step through it together. It was all very congenial. Casual. An atmosphere of hospitality. Maybe the man was smiling as he walked through the open doorway? Could be a pickup. Maybe.

      Opening my eyes, I sought out the door. As I tamped down the small buzz of anxiety I sometimes felt when I’m looking for something, something I needed to crack a case but might not be there, my eyes roamed across the terminal and scanned the wall where I’d seen the door and the two people—wasn’t it two?—who’d gone through it.

      But it wasn’t there. And neither were the girl nor her escort.

      “Are you all right, young man?”

      I turned his head to find an elderly lady standing just off my port bow, a look of concern creasing her already heavily lined face. She clutched a handbag in both her hands, looking up at me with her mouth slightly open in anticipation of an answer. To her, I must have been just standing, staring, looking dazed.

      “Oh, yeah,” I told the lady, trying to smile. “I have fits now and then. Just freeze right up. I’m okay now.”

      I noticed she took a step backward, probably figuring she’d approached some lunatic, some guy whose pizza pie was short a few slices of pepperoni. Or maybe the guy was sick. Maybe I didn’t blame her.

      Suddenly remembering why I was standing there, I whipped my head back around when a little jolt of cognition told me to.

      The girl. Right there. Walking away from the spot on the wall where the door was. The door that still wasn’t there.

      I moved. It being late morning and flights ratcheting up in earnest, there was traffic. A wave of air-commuters spread across the terminal, blocking my attempted passage. That had never stopped me before from jumping at a story and it wasn’t going to stop me now. With the grace of a man carrying a big, empty suitcase and chasing a pretty girl, I waded into the throng, resisting the urge to start swatting people out of my way with my rolled-up newspaper.

      “Excuse me, excuse me,” I sang out, my suitcase barking a man’s shins, bumping a woman’s derriere. “I’m sorry—sorry—got to get through to the—madame! Where’s the ref when you need one?”

      Slowed considerably—where did all these people come from suddenly?—I finally made it to the other side of the human river, nearly slamming into the terminal wall on the other side. In fact, right about where the door was…or wasn’t.

      The girl was gone. I raised myself on my tennis-shoe-clad tippy-toes to look out over the crowd, but I knew deep down inside what I’d see: a big, fat nothing.

      But I had something. A clearer image of the young lady in my under-paid-reporter-mind’s eye. She did have a uniform on. I was certain of it. And if she was wearing a uniform, it was a good bet she worked for either an airline or the airport itself. And that meant I needed to talk to someone, pronto.

      I spotted a customer-service-type kiosk across the terminal. Shaking off the feeling of being completely lost, I screwed myself up for a march and set my feet to moving me over to the kiosk.

      “I wouldn’t bother, sir.”

      I wondered how many more people were going to insert themselves into my life before my little trip to the airport was through. I bit down a sharp pang of irritation and turned slowly to recognize the latest concerned citizen at my side.

      The man standing there was about my height and overall size and dressed in a dark suit and hat that might have been somewhat fashionable about twenty years ago, emphasis on might. The man also sported Asian features and a neat little goatee with no mustache. His black hair and goatee were laced with gray.

      “Hello,” the man said with a curt nod, “you don’t know me, but I’m Doctor⁠—”

      I actually slumped in exasperation and waved him away as I turned back to the kiosk. “All right, pal. I gave at the office.” As I started off walking again, I added, “Too many times until it hurt.”

      The middle-aged woman at the kiosk smiled at me as I approached and asked how she could help.

      “Just now,” I began as I tried to affix a smile on my own face that didn’t look like a death’s head rictus, “right over there, there was a young woman who I believe works for you—well, not you personally, though maybe she does…” Untying my tongue, I proceeded to give the best description I could of the girl, omitting a mention of the there-not-there door for the moment. One thing at a time, Carl, I told myself. You already probably look like a loon.

      The woman shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry, sir, but she doesn’t sound familiar to me.” She asked a fellow worker at the kiosk, a younger woman, if the description reminded her of any of their co-workers.

      The answer, as I could have guessed, was no.

      I decided to go for broke. What the hell; if I looked like a loon it wouldn’t be the first time. “What’s on the other side of that wall, the one right there?” I pointed so there wasn’t any question as to where I meant. No sense taking any chances.

      The kiosk woman didn’t answer immediately. I could see the thoughts playing out behind her eyes and wondered if she was fingering a button under the counter to call airport security.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” she told me with a smile, albeit a forced one, “but that’s not really information I can give out. This is an airport and we⁠—”

      “Okay, okay,” I barked, stopping her lecture before it could begin. “Just tell me this one thing, then—there’s no door there, right? Or was there ever a door?”

      The woman’s smile faded away. “No, sir,” she said coldly. “There’s no door there.”

      I turned away from the icy stare with the feeling I was on to something even though no one around me was cooperating. It was an old, familiar feeling and I clung to it and stoked its flames a little before a splash of cold water on my soul appeared before me in the form of the Asian man in the old duds.

      “I tried to tell you, Mr. Kolchak,” said the man, wagging his head.
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        * * *

      

      I knew with a quick snap or realization it was one of those times when I had to stop and smell some roses. I was obviously up against something I could use some help on.

      “Okay, okay,” I told the man, “you tried to tell me—tell me what?”

      “Please, I think we should sit down. Over here.”

      The Asian man led me to some chairs in a relatively quiet spot in the terminal, one that still afforded a view of the wall and its invisible door. As I folded my frame into a chair, I slammed his suitcase down and gave the man a look.

      “I’m Doctor Haruka.”

      “Thorvald, Lars Thorvald.”

      The man smiled. “I’ve seen that movie, Mr. Kolchak. And I’ve seen you around town. I’ve also read your articles. Your…fame precedes you.”

      I sat back and crossed my arms. “All right, Doctor, you know who I am and you know my stuff. You get the Conscious Citizen Award today…but what do you want with me? And what are you, an M.D.?”

      Haruka shook his head. “I’m a Doctor of Philosophy,” he told me, his eyes shifting from mine to various points in the airport. “I want to impart some…advice to you, advice you might need to get you to where you want to be.”

      I could see the man wasn’t nervous. He wasn’t looking around to see if he was being followed or anything like that. He was looking around like he owned the place. For all I knew, I mused, maybe he did.

      “And where’s that? You mean beyond that door?”

      Doctor Haruka smiled slightly, then sat forward to skewer me with eyes that were now completely settled on nothing but my own fine self. “You need to do what I’m doing. You need to watch.”

      The feeling didn’t often strike me and when it did it wasn’t often as strong as just then, but I knew when I was beaten. This guy, this Doctor of Philosophy was saying something that made sense. Yeah, in a cockamamie way, sure, but it niggled me way down deep in my reporter sense and I knew it was right.

      So, I had to watch.

      Without another word—and boy, was that hard—I got comfortable in the chair—that was hard, too—set my newspaper aside, kept my arms crossed, and looked. Looked out at the airport, the terminal, the furniture, the people…the wall. Somewhere underneath it all and kinda off to one side, I could hear Haruka’s voice, pointing out different things, things that weren’t necessarily important but helped me strip away layers of folderol to focus on the prize.

      The girl. The door. I knew I’d seen them. I knew they were there. I just had to watch for them, but without actually looking for them.

      It wasn’t and isn’t in my nature, not really. Oh, I’d been on plenty of stakeouts, waited for hours to get two seconds of interview on my tape recorder, but this was different. This required something else. This took some patience. Which, of course, was not something I had extra bags of in my toolkit. I wasn’t Tony Vincenzo, of course, but I wasn’t long on patience most times.

      But it paid off this time. Minutes passed, who knew how long, hours maybe, and the day fell away to welcome the night as the airport continued to sing its song of hustle and bustle until the crowds thinned just enough and I saw her.

      The girl. With a man. Her arm in his. Smiles. Walking, walking across the terminal. Walking toward…bingo. The door.

      “Gotcha,” I said out loud and arose from my crypt to wing my way to them. I was going for broke again. She wasn’t going to get away from me this time. I was going to crack the damn case and find out just what the hell she was doing with those men…

      “No, wait!”

      It was the doctor, rising from his own chair and trying to grab my arm. I neatly avoided it, and ignoring his warning, I set out across the terminal to make a beeline for the prize. I felt like Roger Staubach—I had the ball and I had my eye on the goal. Nothing was going to stop me. I was O.J. making the airport run. I was going to make it.

      “Miss?” I called out over the wave of people. “Oh, miss? Can I—get out of my way! Can I just—oof! Miss? Miss?”

      She was at the door. Her hand went to the knob. The man was smiling, his eyes drinking her in as he nodded at the door. Then, incredibly, she turned her head to me. She saw me, heard me calling out to her. Good! I had her!

      Then I saw her face. The smile evaporated and her eyes went hard, even cruel. She was angry. It hit me like a spear between his eyes. But I went on.

      “Miss—please, I just want to ask you a question…”

      Amazingly, I reached them, somehow. The door was now open and the man was just beginning to pass through it. He didn’t seem to hear or notice me. The girl, though, did and wasn’t happy about it. I came right up to her, my inclination to reach out and take hold of her arm, but I fought back the impulse. With one hand I reached into my coat pocket and tried to place a smile on my face, but her steel-hard stare made it difficult, if not impossible.

      “Who are you?” I heard myself croak. It was like trying to talk underwater. “What are you doing with this man?” I tried to turn my head to look for…what? Security? But I knew instinctively the split-second I looked away from the girl she’d be gone. Utterly gone. And the door with her. I had to stay focused on her.

      Up close, I saw her fine features, her long lustrous hair, her incredible eyes. She had something about her that felt foreign, but I couldn’t place it. She was very, very pretty. I could see why men followed her. I also saw she wasn’t wearing the uniform like before. At that moment, in those precious few seconds I held her there with my words, she was now the Queen of Cruel. She was a nightmare.

      Throwing all caution aside, I reached for her. When my fingers found her arm, it was like grabbing liquid helium. I was letting her go as quickly as I’d made contact with her.

      “No, no wait,” I told her, but she was moving through the door. It didn’t seem as if the door was open far enough for her to get past, but like a cat slipping through a fence, she did it and she was gone.

      My camera came up and out of my coat seemingly with a will of its own, and somehow, through some inner strength I barely recognized, my finger pressed down on the button and I heard the shutter snap. Just once, no more.

      I hit the wall head-on with a resounding thud. The camera flipped up and out of my grasp. It hung there in the air for what seemed like several minutes before reality returned and I made a dive to catch it, banging my head against the wall again as I did.

      Everything was a roar in my ears and thunder under my body as I lay on the floor of the terminal until the disappointed features of Doctor Haruka swam into my vision.

      “I tried to tell you, Mr. Kolchak,” he said again.
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        * * *

      

      Nursing my head, my pride, my ego, and my drink, I leaned back on my side of the booth we’d taken at the airport lounge and moaned softly.

      “They don’t make walls like they used to,” I offered, grimacing as I fingered the bruise on my temple gingerly. “They’re making them harder these days.” I popped my eyes open at the doctor across from me. “There was supposed to be a door there!”

      “Would you care to hear a theory of mine?” Haruka asked softly, stirring his tea.

      Feeling very, very drained, I simply waved my fingers at him as I closed my eyes again, resigned to my fate. Why not? It wasn’t as if I myself had one. Let the man talk.

      “I believe what we’ve experienced—” I groaned at that “—all right, you experienced, to be akin to, in the language of my grandfather, shinrei shashin.”

      I popped my eyes open again and stared at my companion with simmering frustration. “I’m a wounded man, Doctor, and my Japanese is mostly limited to sayonara and egg fu young…what does that mean?”

      Doctor Haruka shook his head, suppressing a grin. “Egg fu young is Chinese—well, it’s not even that really, but I digress. Shinrei shashin is what you would call ‘spirit photography.’”

      That caught my attention. Sitting up straighter, I leaned over the little table between us and nearly knocked my scotch and soda over in the process. “I, uh, may or may not have had some personal experience with that…if I take your meaning. Why do you think it’s that?”

      The doctor sighed and sipped at his tea, making a face at its lukewarm temperature. “It’s only a theory, but it may be that what we saw, what we are seeing, is merely an imprint on the fabric of the universe.”

      “Now hold those wild horses, Doc,” I told him with a pointing finger. “That’s all fine and dandy and might carry water for thirsty people in Hell, but that was no imprint. That girl looked right at me. She reacted to me, my friend. I touched her arm. It wasn’t any photograph, spirit or otherwise.”

      Haruka sighed again and sat back. He was quiet for a moment and then shrugged his shoulders. “Then I guess I don’t have an answer, only a theory.”

      I gave him a nod and shrugged myself. “Okay, all right. You don’t have an answer, I don’t have an answer—but I do have questions. How? What? Why?”

      The doctor widened his eyes as he stared back at me with something going on in his mind. I could see the swirling, coalescing thoughts there.

      “The classic Reporter’s Questions, Mr. Kolchak,” the man said, nodding. “It’s good to see you in action like this.” Before I could fire back a retort, he went on. “Maybe, just maybe, you have the answer already.”

      Haruka leaned forward and pointed at my camera. “Right there.”
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        * * *

      

      A reporter’s job, or at least part of it, is to argue. Argue with everything that’s presented to him, every step of the way, and until he’s satisfied that his worldview is either wrong or, hopefully for his editor, very, very right.

      I argued with Doctor Haruka. I insisted I hadn’t taken a photo when I confronted that girl, that I didn’t even have my camera out. He presented a counter-argument and an elegant one indeed. He said I wasn’t the one watching, I was the one in action. He was the watcher and he saw me snap off a photo. I conceded the argument, for the time being, until I could return home and, at the good doctor’s suggestion, enter my darkroom and see for myself.

      Well, lo and behold, I took a photo. And I was able to develop it.

      If I may allow myself a moment to pat myself on the back, I’m not a bad photographer, even in a situation like the one in which I placed myself at the airport. Despite the moving and the shuffling and the—let’s call it not the optimal atmosphere for picture-taking—I managed to get a pretty good shot.

      Not of the girl, but of the room.

      I was amazed to see I had been granted by God and His angels or whoever’s running this carnival down here a look into that room, the one that exists behind the door that doesn’t.

      I am looking at that photograph right this very moment. The room behind the door is furnished. The fixtures appear to be from a bygone era, something along the lines of what you might expect from, say, a private lounge somewhere at least fifty years or more ago. You can clearly see a couch, a few chairs, a table with a lamp. There is also a smart little rug on the floor and a coffee table. A small framed print can be seen on the wall above the couch. A cigarette is burning in an ashtray. A half-consumed drink in a rocks glass is on the table.

      There are also faces.

      If you look closely at the photograph, you can see the features of people, men from what I can tell. They are scattered about the room here and there. They do not correspond with what you might expect of people sitting about a room. The faces are superimposed on the walls, the lamp, a chair, even on the rug, as if I made a double-exposure.

      Here’s another curious aspect of the photograph’s faces: the people appear to be from different eras, owing to the way they wear their hair, and in some cases, the hair on their faces. They also have slightly varied expressions, ranging from happiness to calm serenity to slight anxiety. If I were to place each face with a year or era, I would venture to say that the older of the faces are the most happy.

      There is one face that looks terrified. That face belongs to what has to be Robert Thomas Mulligan of Dubuque, Iowa.

      I don’t feel I can do anything for these people. I wouldn’t know where to begin. I certainly can’t tell the police; I know how that song goes. I can’t tell the airport; their mindset would very likely match that of the police. I’ve been around this block a few times. I know what can be said and what can’t. That doesn’t really bother me.

      What bothers me somewhat is that I suspect my new friend Doctor Richard Haruka might know what’s really going on here. After I showed him the photograph he said he’ll be praying for the people in it. He’s a watcher you see, but I wonder if he’d ever be moved to act if the situation were one he could do something about. I wonder if he’ll do something for these men.

      He was full of suggestions in our few meetings. I think I might make some of my own the next time I see him. He says he’s been watching me all along, so I assume it’s only a matter of time.

      As for me, despite my recording it for posterity, I’m not so certain I can get anything out of this, an article or otherwise. Who among you would believe it? I’m not sure I do myself. As I sit here, the photograph is fading and along with it the room and its faces…and any brief, fleeting convictions I had.

      Maybe tomorrow I’ll have forgotten the whole thing.

      Here’s a thought: Maybe you and me and everyone will begin to watch the world more closely when we’re at the airport or a train station or a bus depot, anywhere where people come and go all day long. Maybe we’ll do something when we see something strange happening right before our eyes. Maybe we’ll act and in acting solve a problem.

      Or, maybe we’ll just continue to watch.
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      Wednesday, October 14, 1981. Talbotton, Georgia.

      Taking U.S. Highway 41 south from Warm Springs, Georgia (site of the Little White House, famed second home of the single greatest president to serve in my lifetime), will bring you to the charming town of Talbotton. It’s a small town, little more than a village, really, encompassing about three square miles, and home to maybe fifteen hundred souls.

      It has a rich history, does Talbotton. The birthplace of congressmen, a governor, and John Bower, signatory of the Texas Declaration of Independence from Mexico. Home to Isidor Straus and his brothers, before he moved to New York City, bought the Macy’s department store, then died on the Titanic. Closer to my heart: Charles Henry Jones, American journalist and former president of the National Newspaper Association (when it was still called the National Editorial Association), grew up in Talbotton. But my trip to this remote hamlet has nothing to do with any of these people.

      I’m here, outside an old warehouse packing a revolver and six silver bullets, to kill a werewolf.

      But first I should tell you how it started.
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        * * *

      

      Monday, October 12. Chicago.

      At 11:30 a.m., I entered the offices of the International News Service late.

      Attempting to avoid the eagle eye of Tony Vincenzo, my esteemed editor, I duck-walked across the offices, keeping just below the cubicle walls. Everything would have been fine, had that mincing jackass, Don Upton, not called me out.

      “Carl! I was hoping you’d come in. I have a story that’s custom made for you.”

      I motioned for him to pipe down, but it was too late.

      “Kolchak?” Tony threw open his door like he’d been waiting for a signal. “About time you came in. Thought you’d been abducted by Grebulons or attacked by chupacabras.” He approached, sniffing deeply as I straightened up. “Smells like you were kidnapped by bootleggers.”

      “I stopped by Harry’s to get out of the cold. I may have bought a little something to keep me warm the rest of the way.”

      Tony ignored this, giving me a smirk, his normal expression when we talk. “I suppose you have the thousand words on the Dufresne trial?”

      “Some of it.”

      “How much?”

      “A bit shy of the thousand.”

      “How much, Kolchak?”

      “I have a title.”

      At this point, Upton approached. “Look, Tony,” he simpered, “I can write the Dufresne piece. I’m all caught up.”

      “Mind your business, Uptight.” I poked my finger into his silk tie so hard I hoped I’d permanently smudged it. “I write my own copy.”

      Vincenzo ignored me. “That’s great, Don. Have it on my desk by four.”

      Then, just as quickly as he’d appeared in front of me, Vincenzo was gone, back to his lair.

      I stared at my rival, who simply grinned, shoving a teletype into my hands: Talbotton, GA: Second Teen Killed in Apparent Animal Attack.

      “You’ll like this one better,” he said, all hint of rivalry or condescension gone. “Right up your alley.”

      I turned the paper over, looking for some kind of clue.

      “Ever hear of Emily Burt?” Don asked.

      “She dance at the Moonlight Lounge?”

      “No.” He handed me another piece of paper, this one a photostat of a page from a book titled Stranger Than Fiction. “She was a werewolf.”

      Emily Isabella Burt, born July 29, 1841, to Joel and Mildred, was the third of four children. After Joel’s death in 1847, Mildred sent the kids to boarding school in Europe. When they returned, Emily appeared sickly, complaining of troubled sleep. She often woke to find herself outside, sometimes miles away, with no memory of how she got there.

      About this time, locals began complaining of wolf attacks on livestock. They gathered a posse to hunt this animal down, and one night spied a creature “as big as a man, with a long snout, and walking on two legs.” They shot it, ripping off its left paw.

      Hearing the shots, Mildred found Emily’s bed empty and discovered her lying unconscious outside the house, left hand missing and bleeding profusely. After calling for a doctor and treating the wound, she arranged for Emily to take another European tour, where it is claimed she underwent treatment for lycanthropy. After this, the attacks on the livestock ceased.

      I looked at Don. “This was more than a hundred years ago. What’s it got to do with these killings?”

      He handed me another photostat, this of a school yearbook, a young girl’s picture circled in red ink. She had dark hair pulled back revealing a slight widow’s peak, and she was pretty, despite her eyebrows almost touching over the bridge of her nose. And her hairy arms. A name was highlighted on the right-hand side of the page: “Elizabeth Owen Burt.”

      “Great granddaughter?”

      Don shrugged. “What am I? A genealogist? But in a town that small, she has to be related.”

      I folded the papers, stuffing them into my jacket pocket. “If you’ve already done this legwork”—I looked at him suspiciously—“why are you giving me the story?”

      “Werewolves? That’s all you.” Don turned away. “I’m a journalist.”

      I entered Vincenzo’s lair, but he wasn’t interested. “I’m not footing the bill for more cockamamie monster-of-the-week malarkey.” He punctuated each word by jabbing his cigar at me. But when I told him it would at least make a great Halloween feature, he relented.

      “But you’re taking the bus. We’re still paying off the cruise ship from your last werewolf.” He sank back into his chair. “At least it’ll get you out of my hair for a while.” He sighed. “I won’t have to look at that damn hat.”

      I took my straw pork pie off and examined it. “What’s wrong with my hat?” I couldn’t disguise a tone of genuine hurt. “I’ve had this hat for years.”

      “Yeah, you’ve had it for years, Kolchak. That’s the problem. I wish I had two of those hats.”

      “Why’s that, Tony?”

      “So I could crap in one of them”—he rose, grabbed my hat from my hands, then crammed it back on my head—“and cover it up with the other. Now get out of here. Fifteen hundred words by Saturday.”
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        * * *

      

      Tuesday, October 13. Talbotton.

      If you’re an out-of-town reporter just entering city limits to report on a potentially inflammable story, your best interests lie in making yourself known to the local constabulary before they make themselves known to you. This goes double if the town was Rural Hollow, USA, and your home is Big Cityville. It goes triple if your news outlet was as well-known and influential as the International News Service, which was to say: virtually unknown and most influential as litter box liner.

      I went to the high school instead.

      Talbot County had only one public school serving all the grades from kindergarten to twelfth. I was struck by the giant displays of flowers outside surrounding pictures of the two dead boys, Lonnie Landon and Michael Chaney. Looked like the florist had simply dropped all its spare funeral arrangements in the schoolyard. I removed some carnations from an arrangement before entering the building.

      I handed them to the school secretary, one Mrs. Phyllis Allenby, and introduced myself as Donald Upton from the state school superintendent’s office, explaining that I was here for an unscheduled inspection of the library, flashing my press card so quickly she only had time to see my photo.

      “Where might I find the library?” I asked, giving her my most winning smile.

      “It’s the media center.” She walked around the counter. “Follow me, Mr. Upton.”

      There wasn’t much media in the “media center.” Tons of books, very much like you’d expect to find in, say, a library. Videos, sound recordings, computers, not so much. Even the media specialist was confused as to the nature of his purview.

      “Welcome to our library.” He closed a book and offered his hand, then caught Phyllis’s scowl. “Our media center.”

      Frank Andrews was everything a librarian should be: He stood about five-foot-two, wispy brown hair, wearing corduroy with suspenders over a white collared shirt. Despite his milk-bottle glasses, he bore a striking resemblance to Elmer Fudd.

      I have no idea what a media specialist should look like.

      “So how can I help you today, Mr…?” Frank tapped me on the shoulder.

      “Upton.” I smiled and straightened my lapels. “I’d like to see your history section.”

      “Our history section?” He looked confused. “You’re here to inspect the whole media center, yes? I can show you our plans for computer stations, our system for eventually converting the card catalog to digital records. Anything.”

      “Well, um, you see…” I tried to hide my stammering with a cough. “For these informal inspections, we, ah, like to pick a particular section, get an idea what, uh, resources our kids have available.”

      Frank nodded and scratched his chin.

      “Me?” I continued. “I’m interested in the history section, particularly local history. What do you have?”

      Frank grunted and led me to a wall of bookshelves in the back. “Well, we have quite a bit on state history as you can see here.” He waved his hand across the shelves like Susan Stafford showing off the prizes on Wheel of Fortune. “There’s not much available for local history, as you might imagine, but we do have”—he pulled a small orange book from the shelves—“this.”

      I took the book and began flipping through the pages. There Was a Land: A History of Talbot County, Georgia by Judge Robert H. Jordan, published ten years ago. Toward the end was a chapter that was nothing but family trees of the prominent Talbot County families. I found the Burt’s entry immediately. “She’s not here.”

      “Who?” Frank leaned in over my shoulder.

      I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but it was done now. “Emily Burt.” I pointed at the list of Joel and Mildred’s children. “Not on the list.”

      Frank stiffened. “You’re not really from the superintendent’s office, are you, Mr. Upton?”

      “He’s not even Mr. Upton.” Phyllis stood in the door, a blue-clad, lantern-jawed gendarme at her back. “Are you, Mr. Kolchak?”

      Phyllis hadn’t been fooled by my legerdemain, or maybe the flowers had been a bit too much. She had called the superintendent’s office. Just my luck that the records keeper in Atlanta was a Windy City transplant who informed her that, while not one of their employees, Upton was a columnist for the Chicago branch of a tiny newswire service. It was nothing at all for Phyllis to then get the phone number and call Vincenzo. My jig was up.

      I hope the long-distance charges come out of her paycheck.
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        * * *

      

      “So why is a Chicago reporter interested in the death of two Georgia teenagers?” Donovan Phillips, deputy of the Talbot County Sheriff’s Department, slightly overweight with thinning black hair, a pencil-thin mustache, and a sardonic twist to his mouth, looked as if he’d rather be doing anything besides booking an out-of-town reporter.

      “The death of one child is a tragedy to all who care for our country’s future.”

      Phillips almost laughed but hid it by dragging from a cigarette. “You think it’s a werewolf, don’t you?”

      I blinked. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, officer.”

      “Come on, boy.” This time he did laugh. “I’ve just spent the last thirty minutes listening to the reference specialist at the Atlanta library read me the highlights of your so-called publishing career. Sounds like a rundown of fifties matinees: vampires, immortal stranglers, aliens.”

      “I also write about government corruption and political cover-ups.”

      Phillips seemed not to hear. “You down here asking about Emily Burt. Don’t nobody ask about Emily in these parts less’n they’re also asking after werewolves.” He shrugged. “You’re researching two local deaths and asking about a person rumored to be a werewolf. It don’t take Sherlock Holmes to deduce your angle.”

      “Well,” I smiled. “Is it really all that unbelievable a theory? Couldn’t it have been a werewolf?”

      Phillips stared at me so hard I felt my head to see if horns had sprouted. Then he reached into his drawer and removed a calendar full of puppies in police and fireman uniforms. He pointed to the year. “I’m old, Mr. Kolchak, and my eyes ain’t what they used to be, but that there is a nine, right?”

      I nodded. Trying my damnedest not to roll my eyes.

      “So, unless I’m horribly mistaken, we live in the twentieth century.” He slid the calendar back in his desk. “So, yes, Mr. Kolchak, it is a monumentally stupid theory.”

      This is the point in the story where I usually leap to my feet and feign outrage at the authorities for not immediately accepting my theories as gospel, so that’s exactly what I did. “The boys were killed as the moon was reaching full.” I started counting on my fingers. “They showed all the signs of having been mauled by a large dog. And the killings occurred in a town with a history of werewolf attacks.”

      “Simmer down, Mr. Kolchak.” Phillips did not so much as raise his voice. “I like you, boy. You got spunk.” He smiled. “Allow me to counter your argument.” He also began counting on his fingers as I took my seat. “One, there’s no such thing as werewolves. Two, the last ‘werewolf’ attack occurred before the Civil War. And three, Emmie Burt died in nineteen eleven. So, unless you’re telling me that Emily is both a werewolf and immortal, your theory—and I use that term lightly—is about as believable as an honest politician.”

      “Elizabeth Owen Burt,” I said.

      “What about her?”

      “Isn’t she the great granddaughter or something?”

      “Great-great-great-grand-niece, actually. So?”

      “She has all the traditional markings of a werewolf.” I could hear my voice growing strident again but went on. “Widow’s peak, unibrow, hairy extremities. I bet if you checked, you’d discover she has a moon-shaped birthmark.”

      Phillips closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose with his right hand. “Are you suggesting I strip-search a fifteen-year-old girl looking for a birthmark?”

      “If you did, you’d see I’m right.”

      “Get out, Mr. Kolchak.”
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        * * *

      

      The Hotel Warm Springs, the nearest lodging to Talbotton, was an old establishment, dating from the turn of the century. Reasonably priced. The complimentary breakfast was second to none. They didn’t provide dinner, though, so I made do with a soup of my own concoction: a cup of distilled rye served cold over water croutons. I was just preparing myself a second serving when I heard a timid knock on my door and discovered the media center librarian.

      “What can I do for you, Frank?” I opened the door wider and motioned for him to enter.

      “I wanted to talk to you about this afternoon.” He looked around for a place to sit.

      I indicated the single armchair, then sat on the side of my bed. “What about it?”

      “I want to help stop the werewolf.”

      People don’t usually offer to help me in my paranormal investigations, so I sat mute for a second before replying. “Who said anything about a werewolf?”

      “Donovan Phillips. The deputy you spoke with earlier.”

      “He told you about that?”

      “It’s a small town, Mr. Kolchak.” He flashed a sheepish smile. “Small enough for me to know Beth Burt was associated with both of the dead boys.”

      “Really?” I leaned forward in interest.

      “Until last week, she and Chaney had been seeing each other for most of this semester, and before that, she dated Landon. She told several of her friends that she broke up with each of the boys because they wanted to move ‘too fast’ and were pressuring her to ‘go all the way.’ ”

      “So?”

      “According to werewolf lore, the transformations often coincide with the onset of puberty, possibly due to sexual repression. There is precedent in the Burt family. Emily was also in puberty when her changes occurred.” Frank shrugged. “I believe it should at least be ruled out.”

      “I take it you have a plan?”

      He removed a folded piece of paper from his coat pocket and a small plastic baggie filled with purple flowers. “Aconitum,” he said. “Also known as monkshood or wolfsbane. It is supposed to repel werewolves even in their human form.” Frank handed me the paper. I opened it and saw an address. “Interview her for your story. Put the wolfsbane in your pocket and see if she reacts to it. If she doesn’t, we can rule her out. But if she does…”

      “We may have our werewolf,” I finished. “Then what?”

      “Only one thing we can do,” he replied. “Wait for her to change, and then…” I was not at all sanguine about the handful of silver bullets and revolver he pulled from his other coat pocket. “I’ve waited my whole life for this.”
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth Owen Burt was a petite girl, something not apparent in her yearbook photo. Similarly, many of the qualities I observed suggesting lycanthropy were not as prominent in person: her unibrow was almost nonexistent, though a slight reddening over the bridge of her nose suggested razor burn. She wore her hair with bangs, hiding the widow’s peak, and what had appeared to be a moderate covering of dark hair on her arms was barely noticeable.

      I drove to the Burt home with Frank following in his own car. He continued on after I turned onto Elizabeth’s street. We’d arranged to meet up at a diner afterward.

      “Why would a paper in Chicago want to write about us?” Elizabeth asked after her parents called her to the front door. They did not invite me in but allowed us to speak on the porch. Her eyes were red and puffy. She had been crying.

      “We’re not really a paper,” I explained. “We write articles to sell to other newspapers across the country.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself, looking at the floor. “I don’t really want to talk about Michael and Lonnie.” She sniffled. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around what happened.”

      Elizabeth sobbed and sat on the porch swing. I moved to put a comforting hand on her shoulder, then sat next to her.

      She brushed my hand off, sliding away from me.

      I turned on my recorder. “You knew the boys?”

      “I went with both of them.” She nodded. “Lonnie and me went out last year, and then me and Michael were going out this year, but we broke up last week.”

      I stood and moved in front of her, holding the microphone to her face and bringing the wolfsbane nearer. “Why’d you break up with them?”

      “Ain’t none of your business why we broke up.” She scowled. “What’s that got to do with them getting killed?”

      “I’m just trying to get background on the boys, you know, show them as human.”

      “As opposed to what?” She stood up, brushed against my jacket, then pulled away as if she had touched an open flame. “I’m sorry, Mr. Kojak, but…”

      “It’s Kolchak, actually.”

      “That’s what I said. I’m sorry Mr. Kojak, but I just can’t talk about this right now.”

      She gave me a wide berth and went inside.
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        * * *

      

      I found Frank sitting at the diner’s counter and took a seat beside him.

      “How did she react?” he asked around a bite of fried egg.

      “Inconclusive.” I sipped coffee. “Every time I moved near her with the wolfsbane in my pocket, she slid away and finally left abruptly.”

      Frank forked a slice of bacon into his mouth. “That seems pretty conclusive.”

      “Not really.” I removed a toothpick from the dispenser by the cash register and placed it in my mouth. “After all, how would you react as a fifteen-year-old girl if some middle-aged man in a seersucker suit kept trying to sit next to you?”

      Frank nodded. “What’s next?”

      “Well…” I chewed thoughtfully on my toothpick. “We have two more nights until the moon is sufficiently phased away from full, so time’s short.” I removed the pick and tapped it on the table. “We need to stake out Emily’s house.”
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday, October 14, 1981. Talbotton.

      From nightfall until 5 a.m., I watched the back of the Burt house from the treeline behind their property while Frank watched the front from the comfort of his car across the street. Thank goodness the South in October was so much warmer than Chi-town; only my fingers and toes got frostbitten. Emily never left the house. I arrived back at my hotel room around 5:30 and set an alarm for eight o’clock.

      When I awoke, I found a note under my door:

      Come see me,

      D. Phillips

      “I need your help.” Phillips beckoned for me to sit as soon as I entered his office.

      As I was unused to those in authority soliciting my assistance, it took a moment for my mouth to catch up to my ears. “What’s the problem?”

      “Seems your story has crossed into one of my investigations.”

      “Is my werewolf knocking over gas stations?”

      “Ain’t no werewolf.” Phillips sighed and slid a Manila folder to me. Written on it were two words: The Pack. “What we do have is a rapidly diminishing gang.”

      It seems both Michael and Lonnie had belonged to a group of four yahoos calling themselves The Pack.

      “We suspect they’re some kind of fight club. Probably the local drug connection, too.”

      “How has my story interfered with your investigation?”

      “Hasn’t yet.” Phillips reached over to open the folder, revealing two surveillance pictures: one showing Michael Chaney wrapped around Emily Burt in front of the open loading dock of a brick warehouse, the other a similar shot but with Lonnie Landon in the role of human octopus. Phillips tapped the images of Emily. “Just kind of intersected with, you might say.”

      I took a closer look at the pictures. In both, another boy could be seen inside the loading dock, staring daggers at Michael and Lonnie. “Who’s that?”

      Phillips leaned over. “That’s Henry Rains. He and Claude Hull make up the other Pack members.” He tapped a third picture, this one a mugshot of an older boy, maybe nineteen or twenty. “As you can see, Claude has a record.”

      Claude was something of a criminal prodigy: gambling, drugs, assault, attempted murder, and animal cruelty. All the ingredients for the belle of the prison social club.

      “So what do you need from me?” I said.

      “For starters, lay off the girl. She ain’t the killer.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You mean besides having known her since she was in diapers?” Phillips chuckled, then handed me a police report from the bottom of the file.

      Henry Rains had been found dead this morning, apparently mauled by a dog.

      “You watched her house all night, right?”

      “How did⁠—”

      “Her daddy called last night about a strange man claiming to be a reporter stalking his house.” Phillips gave me a knowing stare. “I told him I’d handle it. She didn’t leave, did she?”

      I shook my head.

      “You’ll agree then that she ain’t your killer?”

      I reluctantly nodded.

      He tapped the mugshot. “Claude Hull is the last man standing. That’s where you can help.” He smiled, but it didn’t exactly fill me with glee. “He knows I’m sniffing around whatever little enterprise he’s running out of that warehouse, but he doesn’t know you. With Emily cleared and everyone else dead, he’s the next logical suspect for your little ‘werewolf’ story, so I figure you’ll be hound-dogging him now. Just let me know what he does when he ain’t transforming into animals.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “Ain’t he cute?” Phillips asked the air. “You tickle me, boy. You really do. For starters, I won’t arrest you for criminal trespass and interfering with an official police investigation, so long as you don’t break any laws or annoy any more of my constituency.”

      “I guess we have a deal then.”
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        * * *

      

      I met Frank at the diner later and told him about my interview. The good deputy had provided me with copies of the pictures, and I passed them over to Frank, who began leafing through them. “So maybe this Claude’s the werewolf?”

      “Maybe.”

      “If so, then Emily may be the one in danger.” He sipped his iced tea. “Seems like he’s eliminated the other Pack members. Emily’s the only person left associated with them.”

      “A lot of ifs and maybes in that theory, but I’ve pursued stories on less.”

      Frank bit into his cheeseburger. “Well, we have to start somewhere.” He tapped the two pictures of Emily and her beaux. “I know where this was taken. Abandoned cotton warehouse just past the school.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun had mostly sunk when we got to the warehouse. It wasn’t hard to get into. I found a broken window in the back shortly after I found an old brick on the ground. I panned my flashlight across the room. The ground floor was about what you’d expect: big and empty. I saw a flight of metal stairs on the far end, and we slowly made our way there. As we crossed the storage area, my flashlight picked up a metal cage against the wall. Inside was a ratty mattress and two metal bowls with the remains of food and water. There was also a chain bolted to the wall with a heavy leather collar at the end.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Frank whispered.

      I shrugged. “Maybe he tried to lock himself in during the night and failed.” We moved on.

      Atop the stairs was a small office littered with beer cans and junk food wrappers. It stunk of stale cigarettes and weed. An old wooden desk stood against the opposite side facing the warehouse. There was a spiral notebook lying on it.

      I handed the flashlight to Frank and examined the notebook. The first few pages looked to be a crude family tree listing the descendants of a “Belle” and “Draco” and ending with a “Fenney.”

      After that was a list of descriptions of the names in the tree:

      Belle: game, calculating, vicious, fast

      Remus: strong, determined, but slow, cur

      Spike: powerful jaw, cunning, champ

      Fenney: grand champ, game, fast

      The last section was a handwritten ledger listing dates followed by a name from the tree, then some kind of tally in two columns and a fifth column listing various sums of money followed by plus and minus signs. The names with the higher tallies in the right-hand column were highlighted. Every name but Fenney’s was struck through. Fenney’s last date was October 10.

      My perusal was interrupted by the sound of a howl outside the warehouse. Frank jumped, dropping the flashlight, which clanged against the steel flooring. I shoved the notebook into my satchel and removed Frank’s pistol.

      The loading door rolled up on its tracks.

      “Who’s in here?” a deep voice growled as a bank of fluorescent lights across the ceiling came on. Frank and I sank to the floor, then crawled to the edge of the catwalk.

      A young dark-haired man walked into the storage bays below us. I couldn’t be sure from this height, but I suspected it was Claude Hull.

      “Not as furry as I’d expect,” I muttered.

      “Maybe he hasn’t changed yet.” Frank whispered. “The sun’s only just set.”

      There was another howl.

      “Maybe he’s not the werewolf either,” I said.

      Apparently, empty warehouses are surprisingly good at carrying sound. Claude turned around and looked toward the office. Our eyes met.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      I slid the pistol into my jacket pocket with one hand as I rose, grinning.

      “Carl Kolchak, Mr. Hull. I’m a reporter with the International News Service.” I pulled out my wallet and flashed my credentials. “I’m writing about your friends.”

      “I can’t see that from here.” He squinted, though, giving it the old college dropout try.

      Before I could respond, all hell broke loose. With another howl, a large wolf leapt through the loading doors, tackling Claude.

      “Guess he wasn’t the werewolf after all,” Frank said, crawling backward into the office.

      Claude screamed for the creature, which I assumed was Fenney, to stop, but werewolves being traditionally hard to train, he continued his attack. I dropped the wallet and pulled out the pistol, pointing it at the beast below, and pulled the trigger. I fell back a little as the gun recoiled. Another window shattered in the rear.

      Outside, flashing blue and red lights shattered the darkness. Below us, Claude raised his arm to fend Fenney off from his neck. Fenney was just as happy to eat the arm instead. I braced myself against the railing and took another shot. Fenney yelped and fell over, Claude screamed louder, and Deputy Phillips bellowed for me to stop shooting as he walked in, gun drawn and leveled at Fenney and Claude.

      “Did you get him?” Frank asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Is he changing back?”

      “Not so much.” I shrugged. “I think he’s just a wolf.”

      Below us, Phillips nudged Fenney off Claude with his foot and called for an ambulance.
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        * * *

      

      Friday, October 16, 1981. Chicago.

      “Let me get this straight.” Vincenzo sighed, dropping my copy on his desk, and loosening the knot on his tie. “It was just a dogfighting ring?”

      “That’s right.” I leaned over his desk and tapped the bottom paragraph of the story. “According to the notebook, the boys had been mating dogs with wolves trying to breed the superior fighter. Fenney was the result. Up until last week, he was undefeated in the ring, but the boys were beating and starving him to keep him aggressive. So he broke out of his cage, killing Landon. Over the next two nights, he attacked Chaney and Rains while they searched for him.” I shrugged. “Claude moved the bodies away from the warehouse to be found by the authorities, and lucky for him, I was around when Fenney came for him.”

      “I don’t get you, Kolchak.” Vincenzo gave me a sardonic glance and shook his head. “I send you out for serial killers, you bring me vampires and mad scientists. I give you a story on swinging singles cruises, you bring me werewolves. But when I assign you a werewolf”—he flapped my story at me—“you bring me an illegal dogfighting ring.” He sighed. “What gives?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Tony.” I gave him my most charming smile. “I go where the story takes me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BRUISES ON THE FLESH OF GOD

          

          CHARLES R. RUTLEDGE

        

      

    

    
      This story is about the nature of reality. Not some pie-in-the-sky existentialism, but about the so-called building blocks of the universe. Mankind likes to think they have a pretty good handle on what’s real and what isn’t, but to mangle a metaphor, sometimes what you think you know can hurt you. Or even kill you.
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        * * *

      

      On Saturday, September 3rd, 1983, sometime after midnight, Greg Campbell, a security guard at the Taos Research Laboratory in New Mexico was making his last round for the night. His relief was supposed to arrive within the next fifteen minutes. Greg had no way of knowing this time his “last round” would be quite literally that.

      The report I received was sketchy at best, but what it boiled down to was when the other guard finally showed up to take over, he found Greg, or what was left of him, torn to pieces at the end of a corridor. The floor around the shredded body was smeared with blood, but the only footprints on the linoleum belonged to Greg Campbell. There was no sign of whoever or whatever had killed him.

      As often occurs, someone on the inside talked to someone on the outside and the Daily World News got wind of what happened to Greg. I’m sure you’ve seen the DWN. It can be found at checkout counters in every supermarket, drugstore, and gas station. The tabloid specializes in sensationalism and exploitation, but sometimes, just sometimes, it hands out the truth, which no one ever believes.

      It is not the sort of newspaper that befits a reporter of my years and experience, but it is where I find myself these days. Writing stories for them pays my rent and keeps me in booze and food. Thus I arrived in Albuquerque on the following Tuesday morning, rented a car, and headed for the High Desert.

      I was there to talk to a man named Kip Mobley, a janitor at the research lab. Ladies and gentlemen, our news leak. Mobley had agreed to meet me at a local diner on his day off at noon.

      I drove north from Albuquerque through Santa Fe, near where I had once tracked something that might or might not have been a dinosaur. The rented Chevy’s air conditioning was on the fritz, so I rolled both windows down and a blast furnace wind blew through the car. Ah, well. At least it was a dry heat.

      The brooding mass of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains loomed in the distance as I drove past towns with names like Los Luceros, Embudo, and Dixon. I reached Taos proper with half an hour to spare. The main street was a collection of long low buildings, most of them covered in adobe. It must have looked much the same when Kit Carson lived there.

      I found a parking space across the street from the Taos Inn, where I had a reservation, and directly in front of High Desert Diner, where I was to meet with Mobley. I stepped into the relative coolness of the diner and looked around. Not too many patrons yet. A middle-aged man with graying hair waved at me from a table in the far corner. Apparently I wasn’t the only early arrival.

      I’d told Mobley to look for a man in a light blue suit and a rakish hat. I made my way across the room and put my portable tape recorder on the table as I sat down.

      “Carl Kolchak,” I said.

      He said, “Call me Kip. Good to meet you.”

      He wore a blue work shirt and jeans. I noticed he had a laminated ID card in his shirt pocket, day off or not. A waitress came over and put down a glass of water and silverware. I asked her to bring me coffee. When she left I turned back to Mobley.

      “So,” I said, “tell me about what happened.”

      “You mentioned two hundred bucks on the phone.”

      “And I’ll mention it some more if your story is any good.”

      “It’s good.”

      I spread my hands. “So?”

      “Okay, Mr. Kolchak. I was working the graveyard shift at the lab Saturday night. Last thing I do is mop up, and I was about halfway through when I heard Greg screaming. I got to tell you. I never heard anything like that.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I dropped the mop and ran down the corridor toward the screams. They stopped all of a sudden. Then I heard another noise. A sort of sloshing, rasping sound like something wet and heavy being dragged over the floor, you know? So I turned the corner and there was Greg, or some of him, anyway.”

      I became aware I was leaning forward. “Some of him?”

      Mobley looked down at his hands on the table. “Yeah, his legs were gone and a big chunk of his stomach. Just his chest and head left there on the floor I’d mopped half an hour earlier. I could see his…insides. Blood everywhere.”

      “You said earlier there were no footprints or any other marks?”

      “None. There was nothing. I thought for a second I saw a dark spot on the wall, but then it was gone. Trick of the light, I guess.”

      The waitress picked that moment to come back with my coffee. When she was out of earshot, I said, “What did you do then, Kip?”

      “Ran to the nearest phone and called the front office. There’s always someone at the desk, even that late. They told me to stay put and not to touch anything. Like I would. About half an hour later two men in Army uniforms showed up.”

      “Army? Not the cops?”

      “The cops came soon after, but these guys were Army officers, you know. Pressed uniforms and those hats with the front bill. I showed them where Greg was. They told me to go to the front office. The cops took my statement and I left. I haven’t been back and don’t plan to.”

      I said, “So this is only technically your day off.”

      He gave me a weak smile. “Yeah, they’re all off days now, I guess. That’s why I need the two hundred. Going to head up to Denver. Get a job there. That good enough?”

      “Yes sir, Kip. Good enough.”

      I dug out the bills my editor had given me and slid them across the table. Until Kip had mentioned the Army I had considered trying to borrow his ID. It might have gotten me into the lab. But not with Uncle Sam involved. I don’t mind a night in a local lockup, but federal prison doesn’t appeal to me.

      Still, Mobley’s mention of the military had piqued my interest. The lab was subsidized by the government, but most of its money came from private investors and several universities. It wasn’t a government facility.

      I said, “Can you think of anything else? Anything you might have noticed before you heard Greg Campbell?”

      “There was one thing, and I’m only remembering it now telling you this, but right before I heard Greg screaming, the lights flickered. The lab is too remote to use local electricity, so it has a couple of big generators. But they produce more than enough power for the lab buildings. I hadn’t seen the lights flicker like that before, and I’ve worked there five years.”

      With that, Mobley stood. He reached for his wallet. I waved the gesture away. I was out of DWN money but I didn’t mind paying his tab. He had definitely given me good information and a few things to think about.

      I thought about them as I drove away from the main part of Taos. The speed with which the Army boys showed up meant they were stationed close by. And Mobley had said they were officers. What was the brass doing there?

      The landscape became more desolate, and houses and buildings became fewer and farther between as I went north. I almost missed the small sign that announced the Taos Science Research Facility, but there was no traffic, so I made a poorly executed turn onto a narrow road. I drove about half a mile and crossed an old bridge over a dry riverbed before I spotted the lab.

      The place looked like a cross between an elementary school and a bunker. Three cinder block buildings, two large and one smaller. Flat roofs. Sand-colored paint that blended with the surroundings. As utilitarian as they come. Quite a few cars were arrayed around the front of the lab, including police cruisers, jeeps, and a black sedan that fairly screamed Feds. I could see a large group of people milling about on one side of the largest building.

      I parked the Chevy, grabbed my camera and tape recorder, and started toward the group. I could already see a few Army uniforms among the throng. The key to going where you don’t belong is to look like you belong. Walk confidently, give a brisk nod to anyone who looks you in the eye, and don’t slow down. That got me close enough to see what the crowd was looking at.

      Whatever had killed Greg Campbell had struck again. The sandy ground at the foot of a blank wall was soaked with blood. A body missing a head, one arm, and part of its torso lay in the shadow of the building. I’ve seen war up close, and I’ve seen a lot of death, but that doesn’t mean I’m immune to it. I gritted my teeth and looked at the remains with a reporter’s eye.

      I was lifting my camera when someone said, “Hey! What are you doing? Who the hell are you?”

      It was one of the Army boys. He didn’t look happy, and he was coming my way. I was fumbling for my press card when someone else spoke up.

      “It’s all right, Major. He’s with me.”

      I turned to find an old friend, FBI Special Agent Mort Rankin, standing there. It had been a few years since I’d seen him, but he looked about the same. Thinning light brown hair. Round face. He wore a black suit and sunglasses.

      Mort had been a protégé of the late Bernie Fain. He’d been involved with the Santa Fe dinosaur case, and the coverup following it. My history with the FBI was disturbingly consistent.

      “Mr. Kolchak is acting as my photographer,” Mort continued. “He’s a press liaison for the Bureau. Glad you finally made it, Carl.”

      “I had a little trouble finding the place, Mort,” I said.

      “Understandable. Get a few shots of the body, please.”

      I nodded and tried to look official as I took photos from several angles. Mort stood there and pretended to supervise, occasionally bringing various points to my attention. Fortunately, I’d had to replace my old Kodak Instamatic with a secondhand Nikon, so I bore some resemblance to an actual photographer.

      “I’m not sure we should have the press here, Agent Rankin,” the major said.

      Mort said, “Carl won’t release anything until I give him the go-ahead, if I ever do. Besides, Major Baxter, this is technically a civilian facility on federal land, which means the Bureau has jurisdiction. I make the calls. That should be enough, Carl. Let’s go to my car. I have a file I want you to see.”

      Mort took my arm and led me away from the group. I could feel the major’s glare as we walked away.

      “Thanks for the save, Mort,” I said.

      “I figured I owed you one. But seriously Carl, how the hell did you find out about this?”

      “I figure you owe me several, and all I can say is, a good reporter doesn’t reveal his sources.”

      “Even a reporter for a rag like the Daily World News, eh? I’ll let it pass for now, but I was serious about what I told the major. This goes no further until I say so.”

      I said, “Sure, sure. What exactly is going on here, and why is the Army involved?”

      Mort shook his head. “Let’s just say one of the projects here at the lab has military applications. A doctor by the name of Hans Cauldwell is doing research into electromagnetic fields. He went missing on Saturday.”

      “The same day the security guard was killed. Any idea what happened to Campbell?”

      “Not so far. And now it’s happened again. A lab technician named Steve Kidd.”

      “But it happened outside this time.”

      We reached Mort’s sedan. He leaned on the fender. “That’s just it. It didn’t. Kidd was in the lab on the other side of that wall, and then he wasn’t. Dr. Cauldwell’s assistant, Andrew Tyler, swears they were both inside and then Kidd was just gone. And then…”

      I said, “And then he was outside in pieces.”

      “Yeah. I’m about to talk to Tyler without Major Baxter lurking about. I don’t suppose you’d care to join me?”

      “Mort, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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        * * *

      

      We found Dr. Andrew Tyler in his lab, staring at the wall where Steve Kidd had apparently vanished. Tyler was a thin man with lank brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses. He turned as we entered.

      Mort said, “I thought we could chat a bit without the military present, Dr. Tyler. This is Carl Kolchak, press liaison.”

      Tyler inclined his head in greeting. “I don’t really know what else I can tell you, Agent Rankin. I have no explanation for what happened to Steve.”

      Mort said, “Walk me through what happened again, please.”

      Tyler shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Steve was helping me run a test of the remote electromagnetic field generator.” He gestured toward a complex array of equipment on a long table.

      “Which does what?” I said.

      Tyler said, “When you were a kid, did you ever do the science experiment where you wrapped copper wire connected to a battery around a nail and made a magnet, Mr. Kolchak?”

      “I seem to remember that from grade school back in the dark ages.”

      “You were creating a magnetic field. Dr. Cauldwell was attempting to generate much stronger fields that could be directed at remote objects but maintain their integrity. The field could surround and, to some degree, protect the object.”

      I said, “Wait a second, doctor. You mean you’ve been trying to create force fields? That’s science fiction stuff.”

      “We’ve had some success. You see…”

      Mort said, “Just tell us what happened, please. Carl, stop interrupting.”

      Tyler said, “This facility has two power generators, a main and an auxiliary. Some of our experiments pull a lot of electricity and require both units. We had just switched the secondary generator on when…”

      “Would that have made the lights flicker?” I asked.

      Mort said, “Carl…”

      “No, he’s right,” Tyler said. “I don’t know how he knew that, but there was a momentary flicker. I was looking right at Steve, who was standing by that wall, and then he was gone. He just…vanished. A moment later I heard screaming from outside and called security. You saw what we found.”

      I was about to ask another question when I heard a chime sound. I looked over at Tyler, who had suddenly gone very pale. His gaze was fixed on a control panel to our right.

      “Oh God,” Tyler said. “I forgot the field generator was still cycling. I didn’t reset the timer when I ran out to check on Steve. It’s activating.”

      The lights flickered.

      Tyler reached for the control panel as the devices on the table began to hum. Whatever he was going to do, he never got to do it. I saw a strange dark spot appear on the wall where Steve Kidd had vanished. The spot expanded, turning gray and cloudy, and then what looked like some sort of tentacle came writhing out of the wall.

      The appendage, which was light purple in color and slightly translucent, wrapped around Tyler’s torso. A second questing tendril flowed from the wall and grabbed Tyler’s legs. Tyler let out one agonized scream as the tentacles tore him in half.

      Mort drew his revolver and we began backing toward the door. Even as we did so, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and saw another grayish stain appear on the wall beside us. Something fell out of the dark area, an amorphous blob of leathery flesh. It expanded and rose on thin legs, spreading membranous wings. A vertical mouth opened in the center of the thing’s body and it shrieked at us.

      Mort fired twice at the newcomer and then we were through the door and into the hallway. We ran toward the front of the building, our feet clattering on the linoleum. At sixty-one, I’m not as fast as I used to be, but blind terror gave me encouragement.

      I heard crashing sounds behind us and glanced over my shoulder. The winged thing had come through the lab door, taking most of the door frame with it. Still shrieking, it ran after us. Viscous drool fell from its mouth, and wherever the droplets landed, streams of vapor rose. The thing’s saliva was apparently corrosive.

      Other wavering patches began to appear on the corridor walls ahead of us and…things began to pass through. Something that looked like an armadillo with crab-like legs came scuttling toward us and Mort shot it. Thick yellowish blood spurted into the air.

      A large reptilian creature appeared at the end of the hall, effectively blocking our way out. I risked a glance behind us and the winged monstrosity was almost on top of us. I looked over at Mort. He was looking from side to side, trying, I supposed, to decide where to use his last bullets.

      A door opened off to my right and a haggard looking older man stuck his head out. He said, “Get in here, quick!”

      Mort shoved me ahead of himself into the room, then lurched inside and closed the door and leaned against it. Something heavy slammed against the door a second later.

      I turned toward our savior. His face was gaunt in a Peter Cushing way, and his hair was gray and wild, sticking out in all directions. We were in a break room of some sort. The man was holding a big cup of water and taking gulps from it.

      “What day is it?” the man said.

      I said, “Um, Tuesday, the sixth.”

      “What the hell difference does it make what day it is?” Mort asked. “You saw those things in the corridor. Who are you?”

      The man said, “I saw them. I’ve seen them for the better part of three days from the other side of the dimensional wall. I’m Hans Cauldwell. And you?”

      I said, “Kolchak, Daily World News, and this is Agent Rankin from the FBI.”

      Mort looked at us like we were both crazy. “Now that we’ve been introduced, Dr. Cauldwell, can you please tell me what’s going on here? What are these creatures?”

      Cauldwell took another gulp of water. “I’m sorry, Agent Rankin. I’ve been trapped in an alternate reality with no food or water. As for the void spawn…”

      Mort said, “The what?”

      “That’s what I call them. Void spawn. Things from outside.”

      The door shuddered and I said, “They’re going to be inside soon if we don’t do something.”

      Cauldwell said, “You’re right about that. I’ll explain quickly. My experiments in field generating had an unexpected side effect. Physicists have long speculated that there are parallel worlds all around us. Different realities, some similar to ours, and some far different.

      “Sometimes these parallel worlds brush up against our own. Apparently the field device allows the walls between dimensions to become thin, like a bruise on an apple. But these bruises are on the fabric of reality, the flesh of God if you will.”

      I said, “And these creatures are from one of those worlds?”

      Cauldwell shook his head. “No, they’re from the space between realities. The void.”

      Mort said, “I don’t care if they’re from Hackensack, New Jersey. If we don’t stop them we’re all going to die.”

      Cauldwell said, “It could get much worse. I think the field generator is weakening the barrier between this plane of reality and the void. Unchecked, it could become a permanent tear in time/space.”

      “What can we do?” Mort said.

      “We have to shut down the device or cut the power. And we need to do it quickly.”

      Mort said, “And that will stop those things?”

      Cauldwell said, “We’ll still have to deal with the spawn who’ve already come through, but it will close the gap between dimensions. At least, I hope so.”

      The door shook again and I thought I heard the wood crack. “The creatures are between us and the lab. Where are the power generators?”

      Cauldwell said, “The small building behind this one. We might be able to reach the side door. It’s just around the corner to the right of this room.”

      “There are some soldiers and cops out there,” Mort said. “At least we’d have some backup.”

      I said, “If they’re still alive. Remember, Kidd’s body was found outside.”

      Cauldwell said, “Steve is dead?”

      “Him and some others,” said Mort.

      Cauldwell looked at the floor. “I didn’t realize. It took me all this time to cross back over after I was pulled into the void on Saturday. I didn’t think anything else had gotten through until I came back.”

      “Hold the door a second, Carl,” Mort said.

      I ran up beside him and pushed my shoulder against the door. Knowing what was on the other side, the wood felt very fragile. Mort dug into his coat pocket and pulled out some bullets. He popped his gun’s cylinder and ejected the empty brass before reloading.

      “You have a plan, I take it,” I said.

      Mort gave me a nervous grin. “Not much of one. When I say so, you move away from the door. I’m going to fire at whatever I see, and then we’re going into the hall and making a try for the side door.”

      I said, “You’re right, Mort. That’s not much of a plan.”

      “All we’ve got. You ready?”

      I gave a quick nod and stepped away from the door. It exploded inward almost instantly and Mort started firing. He moved forward as he emptied the revolver, then went through the doorway. Cauldwell and I were right behind him.

      As long as I live, I don’t think I’ll ever forget those next few moments, running a gauntlet of extradimensional horrors. The winged thing had apparently been what pushed through first. The bullets had finished it and smoke was writhing up from the floor where blood pooled around the body. Beyond it was a corridor full of things that would have given H.P. Lovecraft nightmares.

      We ran a short distance before turning the corner Cauldwell had mentioned. Howling, gibbering things grabbed at us, and struck at us, but somehow we pushed past them. I could see daylight through a wire meshed window in the door’s center. Then I heard Cauldwell emit a high-pitched shriek of pure pain and horror.

      I turned and looked behind us. A huge thing, much like a gigantic insect but with a mouth similar to that of a lamprey, was closing its hooked jaws over Cauldwell’s head. His screams ended abruptly as the jaws met. Cauldwell’s headless corpse fell, and half a dozen smaller versions of the same creature swarmed over him.

      I heard the door open and felt hot air rush over me as Mort grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me outside. The heavy metal door swung shut behind us, temporarily locking the horrors inside. I squinted into the bright sunlight.

      I could hear gunfire and I saw several soldiers and police officers shooting at a group of bright orange ape-like creatures covered with scales. Mort hurried toward the generator building. I was breathing hard but I staggered after him.

      We passed Major Baxter’s body as we reached the building. Something had taken a huge bite out of it. Mort flung the door open and we went inside. The place hummed with energy, and the two electrical generators rumbled so loudly that we didn’t hear the thing that dropped from the ceiling. I suppose it was what had killed Baxter. It was snake-like with a big round head and a mouth full of jagged teeth. A fringe of small tentacles surrounded the mouth.

      Mort had lost the empty gun somewhere, not that it would have helped us. We stood there, just inside the door with the snake creature between us and the controls that would deactivate the generators. Then I noticed a fire ax and a big extinguisher on the wall to my left.

      The extinguisher was closer so I grabbed it, popped the plastic guard off the nozzle, and sprayed a wide stream of potassium phosphate into the creature’s face. The thing reared away like an angry cobra, which allowed Mort to rush forward and slam his fist down on the emergency power shutoff button. I could hear the whine of the generators beginning to slow.

      I sprayed the snake-thing again and Mort and I ducked back into the sunlight. More soldiers had arrived and were stalking around the grounds, killing anything inhuman that was still moving. Bodies, whole and in pieces, were strewn around the buildings. I hadn’t seen that kind of carnage since the war. I’m pretty sure I was in shock. Mort grabbed my arm and turned me toward him.

      “Carl, there’s going to be a massive coverup here pretty damned quick. Get out of here before anyone thinks to stop you. As far as anyone knows, you were working for me, and I’ll cover for you as best I can.”

      “But, Mort…”

      “Just do it. And don’t breathe a word of this. If you do, someone from some government spook show will come looking for you. No one’s going to admit any of this happened or take responsibility. Now go.”

      I wanted to argue, but he was right, and I knew it. I said, “Thanks, Mort. Really. I’ll call you.”

      “Give it about six months,” he said.

      I gave him a half salute and went off to find my car.
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        * * *

      

      This is a story about the nature of reality. About the lies we tell ourselves and the lies we tell others for what is commonly known as the greater good. I had to tell my editor at The Daily World News that Mobley’s story hadn’t panned out and refund the 200 bucks out of my own pocket. And sometimes, late at night, I have to tell myself that there aren’t hungry and hideous things lurking in a dimension right next to ours, separated by the thinnest of walls.
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          LISA MORTON

        

      

    

    
      As I headed east on Melrose Boulevard, I thought about the last time I’d been in L.A., back in 1979, when I was sent to report on sightings of the ghost of Sharon Tate in the house on Cielo Drive where she’d been murdered by the Manson Family a decade earlier. Back then, I thought L.A. was too sunny, too smoggy, too fast, and too fake…and I didn’t even find Sharon. Now, here I was ten years later, still thinking of L.A. as “the City of Too” and anticipating that this hunt would be just as big a waste of my precious time.

      Heading past Melrose’s collection of hip vintage clothing stores (do people really dress that way?) and import record shops, I went over the facts again in my mind: I was driving to an address on Spring Street in Downtown L.A. where some kids had reported sightings of something they’d described as a “lizard man.” They said they’d encountered this upright reptile in the basement of an old building about to be torn down. I figured they were probably just junkies looking for easy money, but my editor handed me a newspaper clipping from 1934 that was headlined “Lizard Peoples’ Catacomb City Haunted.” The article went on to talk about a man named G. Warren Shufelt who claimed a Hopi chief had told him legends about a race of lizard people who lived beneath Los Angeles in tunnels lined with gold. Shufelt had received a permit from the city to drill in search of the gold. Although there was no follow-up story, I guessed that Shufelt was a conman who’d vanished after coming up with nada.

      Frank, the veteran editor at the Daily World News, must have seen the look on my face because he snatched the clipping back and said, “Look, just come back with a picture of a lizard. Shouldn’t be hard to find one of those in L.A., right?”

      I was glad I had a convertible today, because in April the L.A. heat was already punishing; even with the Mustang’s roof down, I loosened my already-loose tie as sweat poured down my neck. At least the vintage car looked cool, even if the driver was a crotchety old guy in seersucker.

      Fifteen minutes later, I found a parking spot near the indicated address, pulled the Mustang’s roof up, fed a handful of coins into a meter, grabbed my shoulder bag, and headed north along Spring. L.A. had changed since I’d last been here, but not all for the better: the street was lined with homeless men and women, either trudging along wearily or sprawled on the sidewalk, a few bags of possessions nearby. Across the street, a shirtless man screamed obscenities at the traffic, a mania I could almost agree with. Trash filled the gutters, and the buildings—once gorgeous, new art deco structures—looked ready to tumble down in the next quake.

      When I reached my destination, I had to double-check the address because this building was boarded up and surrounded by a chain-link fence lined with signs noting that it was due for demolition. I checked the scheduled date on the notices, blinking in dismay when I saw it was tomorrow. I was wondering if I should just turn around and head back to my budget West L.A. hotel when a voice behind me said, “Are you the guy from the paper?”

      Turning, I saw a girl who couldn’t have been more than sixteen. She wore a faded Duran Duran T-shirt, grubby high-waisted jeans, and scuffed sneakers; the way her blonde hair was teased out had been fashionable a year or two back, but the immediate impression she gave off was desperation, not style.

      Recalling the contact name I’d been given, I said, “Depends. Are you Jamie?”

      The girl nodded.

      I extended a hand, almost wincing when I saw how thin her wrists were. “Carl Kolchak.” I nodded toward the ruin behind me. “So you saw the…uh…lizard man in there?”

      “Yeah. I’ll show you. C’mon.”

      The girl—Jamie—walked past the front of the four-story building, turned down an alley, and headed for a spot where the fencing had been pulled away to make a small hole. She crawled through first, then held it back for me as I squatted and crab-walked, wincing as the low opening reminded me I wasn’t as young as I used to be. Once through, we both stood and I followed her down a brief flight of steps through a door with a weathered sign reading “Deliveries Only.” I wasn’t sure what was worse—the smell, or the idea that deliveries had once been made down the steep, narrow stairs.

      The light inside was dim, but Jamie obviously knew the route by heart, barely slowing down as I struggled to keep up with her. The walls were covered in mold and graffiti, the floor cracked. Reaching into my bag, I retrieved my handheld mini-recorder, thumbed it on, held it before me.

      “What’ve you been doing in here?” I asked.

      “Living. A few of us.”

      “How old are you?”

      She took a second too long to answer. “Eighteen.” I knew that was a lie but opted not to call her on it, at least not yet.

      We passed rooms where I glimpsed a few other squatters before Jamie stepped through a doorless doorway. The room beyond—once some sort of office—still had an old desk in one corner. On the floor were two sleeping bags, some vinyl totes of personal items, some food wrappers, and a dark-skinned boy who might’ve been a boxer if he hadn’t been so obviously undernourished.

      “This is Luis,” Jamie said.

      I tipped my hat to the boy, who stood. “Hey, Mr. Kolchak, right?” He had the trace of an accent, shining black hair, a metal band tee.

      “Right,” I said, shaking the kid’s hand. Luis had a good firm grip, once again suggesting the potential for strength.

      Luis and Jamie exchanged a look before the former stepped forward. “Come on, I’ll take you to where we saw it.” As Luis led the way out of the room, I realized Jamie wasn’t coming.

      “I’ll wait here,” she said.

      She was scared.

      Smart girl.

      Luis held a flashlight, which he turned on after a few turns took us farther into the building’s interior. “Isn’t this place scheduled to be torn down tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Too bad—it’s been an okay place for us. We’ll have to find something else.”

      We came to a door marked “BASEMENT.” Luis opened it and indicated the stairs leading down on the other side. “Here,” Luis said, handing me the flashlight, “you’ll need this more than I will.” Luis headed down, leaving me to catch up. My knees already hated this assignment.

      At the bottom of the stairs, we stepped through another door into a gloomy industrial wasteland—rusting conduits and cobwebbed pipes sagged just above our heads, and I had to stifle a jab of claustrophobia. “Why’d you come down here, Luis?” I asked.

      “I really like studying history, so I got some books from the library on old L.A. and I wondered if they were true.”

      “If what was true?”

      Luis led us to an ancient unmarked metal door, opened it to reveal more stairs on the other side. These steps, though, were wood, crumbling and splintered, and I stifled a groan. As Luis jogged down, he called back his answer. “That L.A. was built on a series of tunnels.”

      We reached the bottom, walked down a short hallway—and I froze, staring in disbelief.

      Before us stretched a series of huge caverns, carved in the rock beneath L.A., supported by metal girders, crisscrossed with railroad tracks. As we both gazed about, the kid said, “This was once one of the hubs of the Pacific Electric Railway—do you know about the Red Cars?”

      Recalling something I’d once heard, I said, “They used to be everywhere in L.A., right? Proof that L.A. once had public transportation and not just permanently clogged freeways?”

      Luis nodded. “The best public transportation in the world. You could go anywhere in SoCal for a nickel. The Red Cars went away when the freeways came in, but you can still find some of their old stations…if you know where to look. A little farther down that way”—Luis pointed into the darkness—“was where they serviced the cars.”

      The overhead heat of May was missing down here, and I shivered. “So this is where you saw…”

      “It. That’s why Jamie won’t come down here anymore.”

      I set down my bag and the recorder, thinking that at least the gigantic tunnels stretching off into the black would make for some interesting photos, if nothing else. As I loaded a fresh roll of black-and-white high-speed Tri-X into the camera, I asked, “Luis—why are you living in this place at all?”

      The boy shrugged, avoiding my eyes. “Jamie, her dad beat on her pretty bad, so she took off. Me…my family got deported while I was coming home from school one day. Came home to an empty house. Got scared and ran. I lived for a while in a shelter, but La Migra is everywhere. I met Jamie at that shelter, and we both decided to get out of there. We found this place two months ago.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Fifteen.” I knew this kid told the truth.

      “Trickle-down economics my ass,” I muttered under my breath; I liked these kids and thought they didn’t deserve the hand they’d been dealt. Louder, so Luis could hear, I said, “Really sorry, kid. You got a raw deal.”

      The camera loaded now, I added the flash, turned it all on. I’d do a few photos with the flash, others without. I began firing off shots, the strobe limning the nearest walls in bluish light.

      I’d taken maybe half a dozen shots when I glanced at Luis and saw the boy stiffen. “What is it?”

      The kid’s eyes were wide, his head cocked.

      “Do you hear that?”

      I listened, and could just make out a distant hiss. “Yeah. What is that?”

      The color drained from Luis’s brown cheeks. “We have to go.” He started back down the hall that led to the stairs.

      I glanced after him, then back at the tunnels, juggling the camera. “Now?”

      “Si.”

      The hissing was getting closer. It didn’t sound like steam escaping, or air coming from a tire; it sounded organic, setting off some primitive instinct at the back of my brain that told me to run.

      I grabbed my bag and shoved the camera and recorder back in, not even bothering to turn them off. Jogging after Luis, I was unable to shake the sense that something was behind me in the dark, moving fast, right on my heel, no time to turn and look, don’t look…

      Damning my knees, I took the stairs two at a time, panting by the time I reached the top where Luis waited anxiously, holding the door. The instant I stumbled through, the boy slammed the door shut, and took off at a light jog across the basement. I bent forward for a few seconds, trying to catch my breath. I’m too old for this monster-hunting crap, I thought before following Luis.

      I felt slightly better by the time we were back in Luis and Jamie’s space, the girl clutching herself in dread, relaxing as she saw us. “Well?” she asked.

      Luis couldn’t answer.

      Reaching into my jacket, I pulled out my wallet. “You two need to leave here NOW. Not tomorrow, not even tonight, but NOW. Okay?” I handed them five twenties, more than what the paper usually paid for tips, but screw it.

      Luis took the money, nodding grimly.

      Jamie stepped up and surprised me with a hug. “Thank you,” she murmured in my ear.

      I turned away fast and tipped my hat down over my eyes, thinking, I’m a professional, dammit, not a crybaby.
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        * * *

      

      I offered to drive them somewhere, but they wanted to make sure everyone else got out of the building safely. I headed off, reluctant but hopeful.

      I negotiated downtown traffic for seven blocks to the L.A. Herald-Examiner building, where my friend Alan Drayton worked. It was 2 p.m. when I walked in; Alan agreed to have the newspaper’s photo lab develop my film while the two of us went out together for a late lunch at a stand-up eatery called Philippe’s that claimed to have invented the French dip sandwich.

      When I told Alan about the tunnels, he stopped chewing on his dripping beef to peer closely, intrigued. “No shit, you went down there? I’ve always heard rumors—there’s supposed to be another access in the bottom floor of the downtown library—but I didn’t really think they were true.” Alan, however, had never heard of lizard people. “Except for the ones in Washington,” he wisecracked, and I wasn’t entirely sure he was kidding.

      After lunch, we returned to the paper’s photo lab, where the technician, an old long-gray-haired hippie named Vince, handed me a Manila envelope full of prints and negatives. “You got some weird shit there, man. Just what is that thing against the wall?”

      My gut clenched around lunch. I dumped the photos out onto a table, saw there were six eight-by-ten prints in all, most showing the caverns fading off into darkness…and then there was one that caught part of a nearby rough-rock wall. There, against the jutting, ragged stone, was an outline of a figure, roughly man-sized but with a strangely long head. At first I thought it was drawn onto the wall, but as I looked closer, squinting, I realized it was standing in front of the wall and just matched the coloration perfectly.

      “It was right there the whole time,” I said softly, feeling a shiver that had nothing to do with the temperature.

      “What was?” Alan asked, trying to look at the photo.

      I uttered a bitter laugh. “They’re less lizard men than chameleon men.”
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        * * *

      

      After I left the Herald-Examiner, I headed back to my hotel room, where I set up my manual typewriter and got to work. I finished the story late, undressed, and fell into the cheap, creaking bed, my dreams full of half-seen figures that scuttled and hissed.

      I woke up early, packed up, checked out, and headed across town again, the morning traffic making for a long trip. As I parked and walked up to the building on Spring Street, there was already a construction crew in hard hats standing before the building, pointing, consulting, directing a crane with a wrecking ball.

      Two cops were just leaving the building, escorting an ancient, bent man who clutched a stained pillowcase stuffed with his worldly possessions. “That’s the last of ’em,” one of the cops called to the construction crew.

      I approached the cops as they headed back to their car. “Hey, excuse me, fellas—did you see two kids come out of there, a girl with puffed-out blonde hair and a Mexican boy?”

      The cops shrugged, uninterested. “Nobody I saw,” one of them said as he climbed into his cruiser, already done with the conversation.

      Irritated, I looked up—and saw Jamie peering at me from the other side of the street.

      I was about to cross when a voice said, “Mr. Kolchak…”

      I turned. Approaching was one of the most singular-looking men I’d ever seen (and I’ve seen some whoppers). He was dressed in an expensive, immaculate business suit (Italian designer and silk, I guessed, as I tried to straighten my own off-the-rack rumpled seersucker jacket), had a head of styled hair that looked even more unnatural than most other Los Angeles haircuts, strangely shiny pale skin, and huge dark sunglasses. I felt my fight-or-flight reflex kick in as I realized this guy stood at least six inches taller.

      After a second, I also realized the hair was a wig. The skin looked plastic, unreal, leaving me to wonder what was behind the sunglasses.

      “May I have that, please?” I’d forgotten I was holding the large envelope with the photos and negs; I’d been meaning to show the one photo to the kids and ask for corroboration. With an inward sigh, knowing I’d already lost this battle, I handed the envelope over. The whatever-it-was glanced inside, closed the envelope flap, and extended the black-gloved hand again. “And the story?”

      “I didn’t write it yet.” It was a lie, of course, but the last card I had to play.

      After a beat, the other withdrew the hand. “Burn it, please. If you print it, we’ll know. We’re well-placed and well-connected, Mr. Kolchak.”

      “I’ll bet you are. All the way to Washington, I’m guessing.”

      The other turned away, already done with this conversation.

      I looked across the street and saw that Jamie had already vanished. “What about those two kids? They’re harmless.”

      “That situation has already been dealt with.” The it climbed into the back of a limousine, instantly hidden by the tinted windows.

      I didn’t like the way the thing had said dealt, with a dangerous emphasis, or how situation began with a sibilant hiss.

      But I knew when I was beaten. I’d gotten pretty used to it, in fact.

      I waited until the limo pulled away, and then found just enough strength to walk back to the Mustang.

      As I headed for the freeway onramp, I hoped I’d never again have to return to the City of Angels and Lizards.
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      For once, I wasn’t looking for a story, but I still found one, though like all my best it never made the papers. However, I can’t blame this one on editors, cops, or politicians. I spiked it myself.

      I was too close to it, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      When France fell to the Nazis in 1940, I was on one of the last boats out of Dunkirk, which is a story in itself. I’d sustained some minor injuries, so I spent that summer convalescing at the home of a young war widow called Elizabeth Parry.

      We became lovers over the course of that summer; it ended when I shipped back to the States. After that, we lost touch: just another of Carl Kolchak’s lost loves.

      Then in late 1993, I got a letter from her. There isn’t much room for sentiment in a newsman’s life, and the past’s normally only useful for research, but I’d just left the Daily World News and was still adjusting to semi-retirement, so I wrote back.

      For a country the size of Oregon, the U.K. has a lot crammed into it, among them several separate nations, one being Elizabeth’s homeland, Wales. As she made clear during the summer of 1940, you called a Welshman English at your own peril: Wales has its own flag, its own culture, even its own language. In ’95 she moved back there, to a village near Bala Lake, called Llanuwchllyn, and in late ’96, we began talking about my spending the summer there.

      I was still struggling with semi-retirement, and the knowledge I had far more past than future, with precious little to show for it. Maybe a change of scene would help. I wasn’t the first to believe that one. And I dared to hope it might not be too late to rekindle something with Elizabeth. What the hell: I’d never been to Wales, but it couldn’t be worse than Florida.
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        * * *

      

      So in July 1997, I left my faithful ’66 Mustang at Miami International and flew to England. I spent the night in a hotel in Manchester, where I tried to ring Elizabeth, but couldn’t raise her on the phone.

      I wasn’t unduly worried: I already knew she was the active sort and enjoyed hiking in the hills around her home—boy, was I looking forward to that—so I left a message on her answering machine, went to bed and tried to sleep off my jet-lag.

      Next morning, I caught the train across the Welsh border to Wrexham; the rest of the journey was by bus. I’d hoped to see Elizabeth waiting for me when we reached Llanuwchllyn, but the only person at the bus stop was a small, thin kid of about nineteen, with loose black hair that flopped across his pale, girlish face.

      I assumed he was waiting for the bus, but instead he stepped back as I climbed down with my two suitcases and let it drive away, then pushed the loose hair back from his face. “Are you Mr. Kolchak?”

      He was English, with what I later learned was a Birmingham accent: a long way from home, if not as far as me.

      “Last I heard,” I said. “And who are you?”

      “Andrew,” he said. “Nain said you were coming.”

      Nain, I vaguely remembered, was Welsh for grandmother. “You Elizabeth’s grandson?”

      He nodded. “She said I should⁠—”

      He broke off, and that was when I saw how red his eyes were. Something cold and dark stirred in my belly.

      “What’s up, kid?” I said, as gently as I could. Anyone I’ve ever worked with will tell you tact isn’t my strong suit, but I’m not one for kicking puppies or drowning kittens either.

      “She’s in hospital,” he said. “Dolgellau.” He flapped his hands and did his best to breathe, trying to keep himself together.

      “You been staying with her?”

      He nodded.

      “Where’s her place? I’m guessing you’d sooner talk there than out here in front of everyone.”

      He glanced round and snorted. I could see why. Llanuwchllyn was little more than a single street—you could make a complete tour of the place in ten minutes on a slow day—and I couldn’t even see a curtain twitching. But at least he hadn’t lost his sense of humor.

      “This way,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth’s house, a small tied cottage a few doors from the bus stop, was roomier than it looked from the front; there were two spare rooms, which was lucky as one was occupied by Andrew and I certainly hadn’t banked on sharing Elizabeth’s.

      I put my cases in the empty spare—clean shirts and underwear in one, the trusty tools of my trade in the other: camera, tape recorder, Underwood typewriter, and a bottle of bourbon. Semi-retired or not, I felt incomplete without them. It was bad enough doing without my Mustang. That done, I clomped downstairs.

      Andrew was in the kitchen, making coffee for his grandmother’s weary guest—only instant, but welcome nonetheless after several hours’ travel and a body-clock still partly running on Florida time. He looked even paler and more shaken than before, wasn’t happy till we’d decamped to the living room. Once he’d started filling me in, I understood why.

      He and Elizabeth had been talking in that same kitchen the previous afternoon, when suddenly she’d frowned, said Oh bloody hell, then put a hand to her chest. That had been all the warning there’d been; a second later she’d pitched sideways as if her legs had been kicked from under her, and hit the kitchen floor.

      A heart attack, out of nowhere. The kid had kept his head better than I might have expected: for evidence of that I had the fact that Elizabeth was still alive. He’d called an ambulance straight away and given her CPR till it arrived, which was why we were able to catch the bus later that afternoon to visit Elizabeth in the hospital instead of a funeral parlor.

      She was in a bed near the window. She had silver hair and more lines in her face—of course—but unlike me, she also had the kind of bones that made her look ten years younger than her real age. Although never a tall woman, she’d always had the kind of energy that made her look twice her actual size. It had still been there in the last picture she’d sent me, but now she looked so small and fragile that when she offered her cheek for a kiss, I was half-afraid she’d break like glass. But I kissed her anyway, and she stayed in one piece.

      “Carl, you old bugger.” Her voice wasn’t much more than a whisper, but still had some of its old mischief. “Nice to see you.”

      “And you.”

      She grunted. “Good journey?”

      “A little jet-lag,” I admitted. “But never mind me⁠—”

      She waved a hand. “I’m still here. That’s all that matters. You all right, Andrew?”

      He nodded.

      She frowned. “Sure?”

      He nodded but didn’t meet her eyes. That was my first hint something other than Elizabeth’s health was eating at him, but I couldn’t have guessed what.

      “Andrew, cariad, go get yourself a cup of tea or something, eh? I’d like to talk to Carl a minute. Don’t want to make you blush or anything.”

      “Nain,” he said, but slunk off nonetheless.

      She sighed. “He’s a good boy. Wouldn’t still be here without him.”

      “So I hear.”

      “A sweetheart, too. The one I feel closest to, you know, out of all the family.” She shook her head. “Don’t know where I went wrong with Elaine, I’ll tell you that.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Her and that bloody husband of hers,” she said. “Right God-botherer, him—did I not tell you?—and he turned her into one as well. Them and Andrew had a big falling-out. Turns out he’s gay. That’s what they call it now.”

      She studied me closely, looking for my reaction. I just shrugged. “I’m guessing that’s been tough on him.”

      “Has it! You’d think he wasn’t their child, way they’re going on. Threw him out of the house. Poor mite called me in absolute floods, God bless him. So of course I told him to come up here, he could stay. I know what family means, even if they’ve forgotten.”

      Her face was flushed; she shut her eyes and breathed hard. “Easy,” I said, looking around for a nurse.

      She caught my wrist. “Carl, I need a favor.”

      “Ask away,” I said.

      “Look out for him, all right? I’m worried.”

      “He seems a little shaken up, but⁠—”

      “I don’t mean that. I don’t know what I mean.” She was frowning. “He’s only been here a few days—obviously, as I hadn’t even time to write to you about it. He seemed better at first, away from them, but then… I don’t know. The boy’s troubled. I don’t want anything happening to him.”

      “I’m not exactly anyone’s Dutch uncle,” I said. “But I’ll do what I can.”

      She smiled and sank back on the pillows. “Bless you, Carl.” She squeezed my hand. “Not quite the summer we had in mind, eh?”

      “No.” I had to chuckle. As the saying goes, if you want to make God laugh, tell Him your plans.

      “No bloody justice in the world,” she said. “Haven’t smoked in years, hardly touch a drop anymore. I eat like a bloody rabbit. And what happens? This.”
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        * * *

      

      The boy’s troubled; well, that was hardly a surprise. I’d met plenty of men and women over the years who preferred the company of their own sex—as mixed a bag, good, bad, and in-between, as any other kind—and while things might have been better than they once had, they were still no cakewalk.

      But what did I know from kids? I had none of my own (that I knew of), not even a nephew or niece: I’d always been too busy chasing stories—or the things that lurked behind them. One more thing I’d missed out on.

      Nonetheless, I told the kid he was welcome to tell me any troubles he had, and I’d do what I could to help. Though I doubted I could offer him anything of use. We might as well have come from different planets.

      But I was wrong. Elizabeth’s grandson was a troubled kid, all right. Just how troubled, I was about to learn.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t sleep well that first night: I hadn’t fully shaken off the jet-lag, and felt out of place in Elizabeth’s house, with no Elizabeth there. And yes, I was worried: she’d put a brave face on it, as always, but from all the doctors had said, it was still touch and go.

      Andrew was, if I’m honest, a long way down my list of concerns. At least until shortly after midnight, when I heard the front door slam.

      I glanced out the window, and saw him walking up the middle of the street. That wasn’t particularly worrying—maybe he couldn’t sleep, either—except that the kid was naked but for his underwear, and he was swaying and stumbling as if drunk, or worse.

      Troubled, she’d said, and for the first time I realized why. I threw my clothes on and ran downstairs. By the time I made it out the front door he was almost out of sight, but it was a clear summer’s night and pale as he was, the kid stood out.

      I followed him up the street, where it became the road leading out of the village and into the hills. I didn’t call out. If I’m honest, my first thought was drugs of some kind; the less attention I drew to him, the better.

      But when I came level with him, I saw that drugs weren’t in it. His eyes were closed, roving to and fro under the lids in dream-sleep; his lips moved, mumbling silently, but nothing I could decipher.

      The one thing I knew about sleepwalking was that you weren’t supposed to wake them, but I couldn’t let him wander at random and risk coming to grief either. So I followed him, feeling weirdly helpless as I did, especially when he stumbled off the narrow road, blundering through bush and undergrowth into the woodland on one of the hills.

      Thankfully, he found his way onto some kind of trail that meandered through the trees; by now he’d put on a surprising turn of speed and it took me all my time and breath to keep up. It was a steep slope and I became very much aware of my years as I followed, how heavily I was breathing and how hard my heart was thumping. At this rate I’d be joining Elizabeth in Dolgellau—except she’d had Andrew to call for help and keep her alive, and right now the kid was lost in a trance.

      Luckily, the path became so winding and overgrown it slowed him to a snail’s pace, so I was able to catch up without straining anything. At least I could see where I was going, so I wasn’t risking a broken leg or worse.

      Except I shouldn’t be able to. We were deep in the woods now, and the summer foliage overhead was too thick and lush for any moonlight to penetrate. But a pale, silvery glow nonetheless shone through the trees up ahead.

      I’d no idea where that light was coming from, but somehow it didn’t look right. I couldn’t put it any better than that. My instincts in that area were pretty well-honed by now, so I hung back. I wouldn’t let the kid get hurt if I could help it—for Elizabeth’s sake if nothing else—but I’d be no help if I rushed into the same danger alongside him.

      Andrew stumbled out into a clearing near the hilltop, a small, thin silhouette against the source of the light that filled the space between the trees.

      At first, all I could see was a shimmering outline, too bright to look at for long, but when I squinted it resembled a stone building of some kind—a small, boxy thing with a sloped roof and, at the top of that roof, a cross.

      More than once, the cross had meant protection, if not outright salvation for me, from some entity bent on my destruction, but I didn’t think it meant anything good this time. Especially not when something emerged from the shimmering outline, and moved toward the boy.

      It was hunched and seemed more or less human in outline, but it was hard to be certain as it wore a thick, cowled robe that concealed most of it. All except its hands: I could see them, and they were far too long and thin to be a living human being’s. And when Andrew halted at the edge of that strange glow and they reached for him, they clawed at the air like they were trying to tear it.

      But they couldn’t quite get hold of him: Andrew couldn’t or wouldn’t cross into the glow itself, and the robed thing couldn’t or wouldn’t leave it—although it sure tried—so he remained just out of its reach.

      The glow flickered, and began to fade. The robed thing raised its head, and I saw something like a mouth inside the cowl, yawning wide—maybe in rage at being cheated of what it wanted, maybe hunger, maybe in both. I couldn’t tell, as I only glimpsed it briefly, before both it and the building vanished as the silver glow faded away.

      Andrew swayed for a moment, then fell. I started toward him, but he’d already risen onto all fours, like an animal, panting and whimpering in sheer terror. Then he was on his feet and rushing past me, through the trees, not even noticing me. From the surefooted way he stumbled back down the hillside, I figured he knew the route pretty well. Had maybe walked it a few times before.

      I went briefly into the clearing before following him down. In the center were what looked to be foundations. The foundations of a building about the same size and shape of the one I’d glimpsed inside the silvery glow.
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        * * *

      

      I let Andrew go visit Elizabeth by himself the next day, telling him I figured I’d do a little hiking and maybe visit Bala, the nearest town.

      I wasn’t lying, even though rest and relaxation weren’t on the agenda for the day. I started with the walk—back the way Andrew had gone the night before, to the clearing, where I photographed the foundations. By daylight, I was able to see more stonework through the trees beyond the clearing; when I investigated, I found a second clearing, and the remains of three or four small houses.

      Although I couldn’t see much else, some instinct prompted me to go farther, and past the houses, near the summit, I found a little hollow. It was thickly wooded—much more so than the rest of the hill—and when I studied the ground closely, I developed a very ugly suspicion as to why.

      You see, the ground was very uneven, its surface covered in humps. But all those humps were about the same length—around six feet long by two feet wide.

      Just about the right length for a human body.
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        * * *

      

      So much for the walking; now for Bala. It wasn’t a big town, but compared to Llanuwchllyn it was a metropolis: most importantly from my point of view it had a library, the reporter’s Mecca (along with the newspaper “morgue”).

      I combed the local newspaper archives, skimming through what felt like miles of microfiche, initially in search of murder cases. I didn’t find any, but that was when it occurred to me that these murders might never have been discovered. So I took a deep breath, rubbed my aching eyes and began to search again.

      I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, but eventually the words “Llanuwchllyn” and “chapel” jumped out at me and—after rubbing my weary eyes again—I found the story.

      It was from 1987, and concerned the death by heart failure of Ifor Lewis, a retired architect. As he’d been eighty-four years of age, that wouldn’t normally be newsworthy, but his past—and possibly a need to fill a gap on page seven—had made a story of it.

      Ifor Lewis was one of only two known members of the congregation of the New Jerusalem Chapel, which had been built on the hills above Llanuwchllyn during the Great Welsh Revival of 1904. It had been a small congregation, but a fiercely devout one, founded on the preaching of one Huw Rees. His followers donated all their worldly goods to the Chapel and lived in a small settlement beside it, which Rees declared was the “New Kingdom of Jerusalem” where the “reign of God on Earth” would begin. With Huw Rees, of course, as his chosen prophet and viceroy.

      All of which sounded familiar to anyone who remembered Jonestown or Charles Manson—and even if I hadn’t, with the millennium fast approaching, the ’90s had become a rich new decade for cults, all too many of them ending in blood and fire.

      David Koresh’s Branch Davidians, for instance, and the Waco Siege of 1993, ending in an inferno that left eighty-six people dead; or Shoko Asahara’s Aum Shinrikyo cult and the 1995 sarin nerve gas attack on the Tokyo subway—only fourteen dead there, but over a thousand injured. Only four months earlier, in March 1997, there’d been the mass suicide of the Heaven’s Gate cult, who’d believed the Hale-Bopp Comet heralded the coming of a spaceship that would carry them away to another world.

      At first glance, the New Jerusalem Chapel seemed to have sputtered out, rather than bursting into flames. Huw Rees was found in his empty, burned-out chapel in the summer of 1930, covered in his own filth and preaching to the empty air—as he’d apparently been doing for some time—that the End of Days was coming, and only he and his followers would be spared. And that he, of course, was the King of the New Jerusalem.

      He died in an asylum in 1936, still proclaiming himself King of the World, leaving the abandoned chapel and houses to fall into ruin. And his congregation? Vanished without trace, almost all of them: it was assumed they’d abandoned him, presumably realizing they’d been conned by a madman, and had returned to lead quiet, anonymous lives, none of them wanting to admit how thoroughly they’d been suckered.

      Hard to think anyone could have believed that, even in 1930, but then Jim Jones, Charles Manson, and all their successors had still been in the future. Clearly, no one in authority had thought to explore the woods a little more thoroughly. But even without the evidence of the graves, I knew men like that (and it was almost always men) never took well to people trying to leave.

      Whatever had happened at New Jerusalem, I wouldn’t find out from Ifor Lewis. Not that I’d have much better luck when he was alive, as he’d always refused to talk about his experiences.

      Unfortunately, the same was true of Dorothy Madoc, who was now the sole known survivor of the community. Nonetheless, she was my one chance of finding out exactly what had happened on that hill above Llanuwchllyn, and if I didn’t, Andrew was done for. I had no doubt of that.

      So I spent the rest of the afternoon trying to trace Dorothy Madoc, praying to whatever deities might prove relevant that she’d turn out to still be alive. And, at last, I found her.

      She hadn’t gone far. Born in Tal-y-Bont, on the coast only thirty miles away, she now lived a few miles south of there at Hafan Deg—“Fair Haven” in Welsh—an assisted-living facility in Barmouth.

      I finished up in the library, heading for Bala’s High Street and the nearest bus stop. Getting to see Dorothy Madoc was going to be a challenge, but that would be nothing, I suspected, compared with getting her to talk about Huw Rees.

      But as any number of editors, sheriffs, cops, mayors, politicians, and other assorted creatures of the night would be the first to tell you, I’m nothing if not persistent.
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        * * *

      

      Hafan Deg was a small ground-floor apartment complex; you could walk into it off the street, and each locked door had buzzers with the tenants’ names written helpfully beside them. I pushed the one marked Mrs. D. Madoc, and waited.

      The intercom crackled and an old woman’s voice spoke in Welsh. I cleared my throat. “Hello?”

      Static crackled.

      “Mrs. Madoc?” I said.

      “Who’s this?”

      “I’m Carl Kolchak⁠—”

      “Reporter?” she said. Some people can smell cops a mile away; Dorothy Madoc, apparently, had the same gift with newsmen. “I don’t talk to reporters.”

      “Someone’s in danger.”

      I thought she’d hung up, till the faint crackle from the intercom told me otherwise. After a moment, she spoke again. “What am I supposed to do about that, at my age? I’m ninety-bloody-two, man. Get the police.”

      “I don’t think the police can help with this, Mrs. Madoc. But maybe you can. I’m staying in Llanuwchllyn, and⁠—”

      At that point, she did hang up. I was still trying to figure out my next move when the intercom crackled again. “Mr.—Kolchak, is it?” She sounded tired. Resigned. Maybe she’d been expecting someone like me for a long time.

      “That’s right.”

      “Come from Llanuwchllyn, you say?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Accent’s bloody changed since I was last there.”

      “I’m from the States, ma’am.”

      “I knew that, you silly bugger. So, someone’s in danger?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      A deep breath. “Because of New Jerusalem?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      A long pause, then a sigh. “If this is a trick, Mr. Kolchak,” she said at last, “you’ll be lucky to leave here alive.”

      The door buzzed open.
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        * * *

      

      Dorothy Madoc was a small, neat woman with birdlike features, blue-gray eyes and wavy iron-gray hair, who dressed simply in slacks and a sweater. The one thing that looked out of place was the lumpy white stone that hung around her neck from a leather cord threaded through a hole in its center.

      I told her everything—Elizabeth, Andrew, what had happened last night—while she brewed tea, hoping I could persuade her to be equally candid about her own past.

      “You’re a lucky man, Mr. Kolchak.” She had a low, throaty voice. “You’ve a past you can look back on fondly, at least in part. Whenever I look back, it’s always Huw bloody Rees I see.”

      I waited.

      “You’ve probably guessed already the sort of man he was. Been plenty like him since, especially in your country. He was charm itself, and preach? My God, the man could talk a sermon. Charismatic, they call it. The gift of grace, that’s what it means in Ancient Greek. Well, he had a gift all right, I’ll say that much. And he certainly got it from somewhere. But from God? I think not. There’s your tea. Come on. Let’s sit.”

      She shouldered past me, mug in one hand, the walking-stick she leaned on in the other.

      “I’m taking you on trust, Mr. Kolchak,” she said, settling herself in an armchair while I took the sofa. “You think a life’s at stake, and from what you’ve said, I agree completely. That’s the only reason I’m talking to you. If anything I tell you ends up plastered on the front page of some bloody rag, I will fly out to the States, and you’ll need major surgery to retrieve my walking-stick.”

      Ninety-two years old or not, I believed her.

      “Now,” she said. “I won’t go into detail about the kind of goings-on that took place in Huw Rees’s so-called New Jerusalem. You’ve guessed the sort of man he was, so you’ve no doubt a fair idea of the kind of tricks he got up to. My mother joined the Chapel in 1919, with me in tow. I was happy enough at first—I was fourteen years old at the time, very devout and very naïve. Very susceptible to the “charisma” of Huw Rees. Mind you, that wasn’t his only gift. He wasn’t the only preacher to perform miracles, but his—his weren’t tricks. They were the real thing. I saw people I knew to be deaf, blind, or crippled healed by his touch, or just his word. And all he asked in return was…everything. All you owned, and all you were. Even your very soul. He owned us utterly. Or God did, which amounted to the same thing because we were to obey God’s will in all things, and God’s will was whatever came out of Huw Rees’s mouth. Which, oddly enough, often seemed very much like a man’s will, and not a particularly pleasant one, at that. And to disobey God’s will…”

      For the first time, she faltered.

      “Nobody left, Mr. Kolchak. You were quite right there. Nobody ever traced a survivor of the Chapel, other than Ifor Lewis and I, because there were no other survivors. Well, there was one, for a time…but I’ll get to her. I’d say there are forty or fifty bodies buried in that other clearing you found. Among them, my mother.”

      “How could they not have been found?”

      “No one suspected what had happened.”

      “But all those missing people⁠—”

      She shook her head. “A condition of admittance to the Chapel was that none of the Unsaved could know where you’d gone.”

      “The Unsaved being…”

      “Anyone who wasn’t a member of the Chapel,” she said. “Extra ecclesiam nulla salus. You broke off all contact with anyone who didn’t hear the Word of the Lord. Family. Friends. Anyone. None of the missing could be traced to New Jerusalem. You arrived in secret, and never had any contact with the outside world. Outsiders might know we were up on the hills, but no one ever saw our faces. Or what happened to us. Only a handful of trusted acolytes ever left the City of God. Anyone else who tried to leave, or to move against Rees…he always knew, somehow. Yes, he’d powers all right, wherever he got them from. But he wasn’t God. Just a man who thought he was. And that never ends well. He killed so many of us. Including Ifor Lewis’s wife. And then…”

      She swallowed hard.

      “And then he killed my mother, Mr. Kolchak. He killed her because it was God’s will I bear his child. Surprising, really, he took so long to get around to me. She tried to stand up to him, but it ended as it always did when someone tried that. And then…well. I was five months pregnant the day Ifor and I escaped. I’d been there over ten years at that point. Most people would have been mired too deep to leave, but after what he’d done…”

      “How did you get away?”

      “There were five of us left at the end. Five of us, and Rees. The other three turned on him at last, simple as that. So we took our chance, and ran. Made it through those woods into Llanuwchllyn in the dead of night. There was no one around, that late, to see us come out of the woods, or ask what had happened, so we just kept running. Got clean away. Ifor found a telephone a few days later, rang the police anonymous-like, and they went up and found Rees, alone and mad and raving.”

      “And you never spoke about it?”

      “It was three against one when we escaped, remember? And despite that, Huw Rees still won. Not that I shed any tears for those three. They were his lieutenants. His enforcers. They turned on Rees because he’d killed one of them. They thought they were the Elect, you see. Above the common herd. No, they deserved whatever they got that night. But he had powers, and he had a reach. Ifor and me, and Morfydd—my daughter—none of us were ever really alone, after that night. Even when they locked Rees up. Even after he died.”

      She drained her tea at a gulp. Outside, summer rain pattered on her windows. “Huw Rees preyed upon the vulnerable and forlorn. People who were looking for answers.”

      “People who were troubled.”

      She nodded. “His powers aren’t what they were, but he can store them up, reach out. That’s how he got my daughter. She was only five. Children are so trusting, aren’t they? He lured Morfydd away and—well, I’ll never forget the look on her face, or her poor, broken body. Revenge, you see, for taking her from him. Huw Rees was a jealous god, Mr. Kolchak. Dead or alive, he was unwilling to let any soul he’d claimed escape. And still hungry for more, even now. That’s why he’s after that boy of yours. Building a new congregation to worship him.”

      My throat felt dry and cracked; I sipped my tea. “But you’re still here.”

      “We learned how to protect ourselves, after the bastard took Morfydd. Kept us safe for years. But you have to wear your protection at all times. Ifor forgot, just once.”

      “What was this protection?”

      “Not a cross, I can tell you—they’d been precious little protection against him. No, I went back to the old ways.” She tapped the stone around her neck. “A hag-stone, Mr. Kolchak. You find them on beaches—the hole’s been worn in them naturally, by the water. That’s their power. They ward off evil spirits. Might even trap one if he was induced to touch it—for a little while, anyway…”

      I coughed. “I hate to ask, Mrs. Madoc, but can I borrow⁠—”

      She shook her head. “They only work for the person who finds them. Or more accurately, they find you. I can only advise you to get yourself to the beach, Mr. Kolchak and hope for the best.”

      “Ah.”

      She hesitated. “But there is something I can give you, to settle him once and for all. I’ve had it for years, but I could never go back there. Nor could Ifor. Too afraid. If we had…”

      I said nothing.

      “Come with me,” she said at last.
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        * * *

      

      After thanking her for her help I picked up a walking-stick of my own from the auctioneer’s shop on Church Street, then spent the remaining daylight hours combing the beach.

      I felt dumb at best and crazy at worst, especially as it rained throughout, on and off. Constantly bending down to inspect the beach pebbles was hell on my back—thank God for the walking-stick—and Dorothy’s gift, which I was carrying in an old string bag, weighed a goddamned ton, which only made the afternoon’s work more grueling

      By dusk my back was in agony and the wind had blown my hat off twice; one time it nearly ended up in the surf, which did nothing for my mood. I was close to giving up hope when I prodded a cluster of pebbles and it slid apart to reveal a white stone with a hole at its center, twin to the one around Dorothy Madoc’s neck.

      They find you, as she’d said.

      I picked it up, stuck it in my damp suit pocket, then limped back across the beach.
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        * * *

      

      At the cottage, I found Andrew huddled on the sofa, crying. I’d almost forgotten about Elizabeth’s condition in all the effort to protect her grandson; when I saw him, a wave of dread hit me so hard I nearly fell. “Elizabeth,” I said at last. “Is she⁠—”

      He shook his head. “Not yet.”

      I lowered myself into an armchair. “Not yet?”

      “They said it’s just a matter of time.”

      I sank deeper into the chair. She’d looked frail, yes, but not as ill as that. She was in the hospital. They ought to be able to save her. But what ought to happen all too rarely does.

      “I rang my parents,” I heard him say. “To tell them. Know what they said? It’s my fault. All the stress I put her under. My Mum said it’s a judgement.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “Yeah. Him.”

      I thought of his parents, and I thought of Huw Rees; of Dorothy Madoc and her daughter Morfydd; of Ifor Lewis, and then of Elizabeth. There was nothing I could do about any of them, but here, in front of me, was one thing I could.

      So I took a deep breath and said: “Been sleepwalking, kid?”

      He looked up at me, with wild, hunted eyes. “You⁠—”

      “Yeah, I saw you last night. Followed you.”

      He looked away, clearly ashamed.

      “It’s not your fault,” I said.

      At which point, I told him everything I’d learned since. When I’d finished, he was staring at me, and actually looking impressed. Which is rare in a kid that age.

      “Nain said you were a bloody good reporter,” he said, finally.

      “I didn’t even know she’d read me.”

      “She’s got a scrapbook with all your press cuttings somewhere. Showed me them before.” He pulled a face. “Bored me to death.”

      I had to laugh.

      “So what now?” he said.

      “Well, first of all I’m gonna take a bath and have a glass of bourbon. And I’m gonna try and get this damn seersucker suit of mine dry.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then we’re gonna wait.”
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        * * *

      

      It was, I figured, the only way to do it. Huw Rees and his ghost-chapel hadn’t revealed themselves when I’d been alone on the hill before: I doubted he would, unless he had a chance to take some suitable prey.

      He stored up his power, Dorothy Madoc had said. Stored and used it. Reach out to troubled souls in their sleep and draw them to his old clearing. I wondered what nourishment he expected to get from Andrew; what nourishment he’d taken from others in the past, how many missing persons, over the years, might have strayed too close to Llanuwchllyn.

      I sat and waited, drinking mug after mug of coffee to keep awake, while Andrew curled up on the sofa, trying to fall asleep. Which isn’t easy when you know doing so will turn you into a Judas goat.

      So time passed. And slowly, my eyelids drooped.
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        * * *

      

      I woke, and found myself alone in the living room. The front door stood open and the mantelpiece clock told me it was just after midnight.

      I shouted for Andrew; there was no answer, but I hadn’t really expected one. I almost ran upstairs to look for him, then stopped: if I wasn’t too late already, I couldn’t waste another second. The only thing I paused to do was put on my hat—I’d feel naked without it—and pat my jacket pocket to ensure the hag-stone was still there. Then I was out the door and sprinting up the street.

      The hillside was tougher going this time. It had stopped raining, but the earth was wet and slippery; I fell twice, which is no joke for a man my age. I knew I’d pay for this in the morning, especially after the hours of beachcombing earlier. But for now, at least, I managed to keep moving, and up ahead, that silver glow shone through the trees.

      I battled toward it. The ground began to level out as I neared the clearing, and a small, thin figure lurched away from one of the trees before stumbling toward the light.

      I didn’t call out; he’d be deep in his sleepwalker’s trance and I was struggling for breath as it was. All I could do was blunder on, one hand out ahead of me to keep the twigs out of my eyes.

      Andrew staggered into the clearing; beyond him was the chapel. Its glow was far less dazzling now, its shape clearer and more distinct. I saw its heavy gray stones, the cross jutting from its roof, and the wooden double doors Andrew was shambling, zombie-like, toward. It was luminous, but very solid, very real.

      I remembered the hooded shape the night before, straining toward Andrew. I guessed it took Huw Rees an effort to push his way back into the world from wherever he and his devil’s chapel were; he could call troubled souls like Andrew to him, but had to meet them halfway.

      And now the King of New Jerusalem came to do just that.

      As Andrew swayed to a halt the chapel doors swung open; thin, claw-like hands clutched at the frame and pulled a hunched, robed shape across the threshold to descend the steps toward him.

      Huw Rees looked far less ethereal now; the sacking robe was ragged and stained, and a stink of burning flesh and rotten chicken came from him, and an odor like an open latrine. He stood no more than four feet tall now, a withered remnant of what he’d been. But he had the same powers he’d had in life, and more importantly the same greed and malice. He wanted, and so he would take.

      I shoved my hand into my jacket pocket as he reached for Andrew; for a couple of nightmarish seconds I couldn’t find the hag-stone and thought I’d lost it in the climb. But then my fingers touched cool stone and I went into the clearing, shouting Huw Rees’s name as those wizened hands settled on Andrew’s arms.

      He whirled toward me and his hood fell back, giving me my first and thankfully only look at what the King of New Jerusalem had become. His face looked like charred wood, blackened and featureless except for a ring of splayed, yellow teeth, out of which came a hiss of the purest hate imaginable.

      I’ve never been much for sports, but I was a halfway serviceable pitcher in college, and hadn’t completely lost my touch: I over-armed the hag-stone straight into that gaping mouth, and the hiss became a screech.

      There was a flash, and a howl; for a moment I couldn’t see anything. When my vision cleared, the hag-stone hung in the air, surrounded by silver light. Then the glow retreated—or more exactly, was sucked into the hole in the stone, which then dropped to the ground.

      It might have been lost among the pine needles and woodland debris there, if a thin plume of smoke hadn’t risen to mark its place. I snatched it up, yelping at the heat, then wrapped it in a handkerchief and stuffed it in my pocket.

      Andrew lay on the ground, a dazed look on his face. I helped him stand, and we started down the hill.
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        * * *

      

      The phone was ringing when we reached the cottage, and my stomach cramped: calls at that time of night are never good news.

      It was the hospital, telling us that if we wanted to see Elizabeth we should come at once. I wished I could, but didn’t dare risk it: Dorothy Madoc hadn’t specified how long the hag-stone would hold Rees. I called a taxicab for Andrew, then set to work, fingers shaking, hoping I had time enough.

      When I was finished, I let myself out of the house.

      The name Llanuwchllyn literally means “the church above the lake.” I found my way down to the shore, where some careless owner kept their rowboat permanently beached in the open. I pushed it out into the water and started rowing.

      Bala Lake—Llyn Tegid, in Welsh—is the biggest natural lake in Wales, nearly three and three-quarter miles long and a hundred and thirty-eight feet deep. There are stories of a monster living down there, but I’m afraid I can’t confirm or deny those.

      Once in the center of the lake, I took Dorothy Madoc’s gift out of its string bag: a glass demijohn, a quarter-filled with lead shot for weight. An old Welsh remedy for evil spirits: trap them in a glass bottle, then sink it deep in water. I’d dropped the hag-stone inside earlier, before corking and sealing it with wax.

      Now I dropped the bottle over the side; silver bubbles flew up and broke, and then Llyn Tegid’s surface was flat and dark again. I waited a few minutes; when nothing else happened, I rowed back to shore.

      Whether or not there was one before, there was a monster at the bottom of the lake now.
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        * * *

      

      I never get used to how unlike themselves people look in death. Standing over Elizabeth in the hospital mortuary, I felt numb. Andrew cried for both of us.

      I stayed on a couple more weeks. Elizabeth, it turned out, had left Andrew the house, so once he’d found a job in Bala I cut my holiday short and flew home. Florida, suddenly, seemed a more bearable place to live.

      I’ve no idea what became of Dorothy Madoc; hopefully her remaining years were a little more peaceful than those that had gone before. As for Andrew, he found himself a nice boyfriend; I’ve no idea whether he made peace with his parents or not. He talked about becoming a journalist, which I guess is sort of flattering. The last I heard he was doing okay, or so he said.

      I hope so. Because whichever part of the world you go to, there are always creatures that hunt the lost and the forlorn, and prey on troubled souls.
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