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The first assassin came to my house on a moonless night in June. I heard a cracking sound that evening, followed by a tinkling shower of broken glass. I investigated the kitchen and discovered a woman breaking in through a window—a woman with long black hair and matching fingernails.

My house isn’t a typical tract house. The place is two stories high—three if you count the extensive basement under the kitchen. It was unusual for houses in Nevada to have big basements, but then the people who’d built my home hadn’t been normal. All told, the walls of the house enclosed a space that measured more than ten thousand square feet. In fact, I would classify it as a small, run-down mansion.

Every inch had once been full of tasteful furniture, but I’d fallen on hard economic times lately and sold most of it. The interior still displayed expensive finishes. Carved stone pillars, polished marble tiles, and elaborate lighting fixtures were everywhere. The ceilings were vaulted, and at the top of each room a lonely fan spun.

The assassin who crawled into my window wasn’t exactly human, but she was a pretty close approximation and would pass a casual inspection. She gave away her alien nature when she crouched in response to my challenging shout. Crouching required that she bend her knees, and the joints angled the wrong way. Her kneecaps pointed behind her, rather than forward. Her flowing taffeta dress had probably covered this while she traveled the city, but in the excitement of combat, she’d forgotten to fake it and went into a feral, animal-like stance. She didn’t hiss or growl, but she didn’t have to. Those backward knees, like the legs of a cat, were disturbing enough all by themselves.

The cat-lady hopped up onto the center island, and we regarded one another.

“Meng sent you, didn’t she?” I demanded of the thing.

She made no intelligible response. I hadn’t expected her to be in the mood for conversation, but I thought I’d give it a try. I doubted she could even speak English, and my mind was already working on the answer to my own question. If she couldn’t speak, I calculated, this immediately suggested Dr. Meng’s involvement. Meng had the power to cloud the minds of other beings, and language barriers didn’t stop her. More importantly, she hated me.

I reached for the light switch, flipping it up. Apparently, the woman on my countertop didn’t like bright light. She flipped the switch down again just by looking at it. Then more objects around the room began to move by themselves, while the cat-lady, whom I’d now upgraded in my mind to the rank of cat-witch, leaned back her head and grimaced in concentration.

My enemies knew very well by now that I was immune to direct attacks using mental energy or tricks of physics, so this assassin took a unique approach. She threw things at me, apparently with her mind. This might not sound too dangerous, but my home has a very large kitchen and the previous tenants had collected an unusual number of knives. These came off magnetic racks and lifted themselves out of drawers, which popped open at a glance from the crouching, two-legged cat-freak that stalked me.

My kitchen countertops were made of onyx, which was lit from below. Usually, the countertops provided the kitchen with a beautiful, stylish look, but tonight they gave the assassin an even more menacing aspect as she crouched atop them and willed objects to rain in my direction. She resembled a demon in the ghostly light, standing up there on her oddly posed legs.

I ducked a few knives and a spinning wok before I was able to draw my gun. I lifted it to aim at her, but the coffee machine twirled toward me and knocked it away. Java beans splashed the walls and rattled as they fell to the floor in a spiraling shower. In the dark, I wasn’t even sure where my gun had landed.

A moment later, a boning knife grazed my shoulder, giving me a nasty slash. Finding myself unarmed and facing a lot of airborne cutlery, I retreated into the adjacent living room.

They call me a rogue for good reasons. Rogues were wanderers with minor powers. We could do things other people couldn’t. My kind is known for our minor powers, our mobility, and our general sneakiness. Those with more impressive powers tended to sit in their domains, never daring to come out and play. They preferred to send minions like this hostile visitor.

I thought of Meng again as I ran from the assassin. How could I not? After our last encounter, I’d always suspected she would recover and return to the game in a bad mood. After all, I’d almost killed her inside her own domain several months ago, which had been both frightening and humiliating to someone of her status.

The cat-lady made a few choice sounds, calling after me. They reminded me of burbling snarls. I had no doubt that she was calling me a coward and worse things. This didn’t bother me. I reached out to a nearby door and threw it shut, letting it slam. Then I padded to stand at a corner with a metal lamp in my hand. It was an unwieldy weapon, but it was handy. I waited there, hoping she would assume I was running and hiding in one of the many rooms. It was time for her to seek.

The trick worked surprisingly well. She hopped down from the center island and came after me. I could tell by the sound of her feet she wasn’t wearing shoes. Her feet didn’t produce the soft sound a human’s should have. What I heard was more like the slap of a predator’s paws. I vaguely wondered what her legs looked like. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find fur, claws, and leathery footpads.

The moment she poked her nose around the corner, I bashed her with the lamp. I’ll admit it wasn’t chivalrous, but I wasn’t the one chasing her around her house, in her world.

My strike elicited a new, angry noise. It was a sort of growling cough, the heavy sound a sabertooth might have made in millennia past. The noise was distinctly alien, and it made my neck crawl with dread.

Steeling myself, I came around the corner, lifting the lamp for another blow. There she was, lying on the floor.

“I’ll let you run, if you—” I began, stupidly trying to be a nice guy.

Suddenly, the lamp in my hands twisted with violent force, crashing down on my skull. It felt as if a powerful hand had grabbed the top of it and levered it downward. I staggered, stunned, and felt the lamp shift in my grip, going for another strike. I twisted my head out of the way instinctively and took the second blow in the shoulder. I stumbled and threw the lamp behind me.

Sensing I was weak, she came in for the kill. I lunged for her, reaching for her throat. She did the same, eyes intense in the half-light of my living room. I saw then that her pupils were vertical slits, like those of a cat or a snake. She gripped my neck, and I gripped hers. We both squeezed. I was shocked by her strength. Apparently, females from her world were no pushovers.

While we struggled, I half expected more flying objects to come crashing down on my head. Fortunately, it seemed that she required some level of concentration to perform this trick. At this moment, all she could do was squeeze my throat.

I saw red, then purple, then black. Could she be stronger than I was? I thought maybe she was, although I’m an athletic man. If this was Meng’s work, I knew it might be a type of maniacal strength. People under her sway often had the strength of raving lunatics.

I realized one of us was going to die soon, and I didn’t want to kill this creature or die by her hand. I heaved upward and regained my feet. She still hung on, sensing victory. She was lighter than I was, so I dragged her several feet toward the cellar door. She didn’t seem to mind until she saw the yawning doorway and the steps that led downward. She fought me then, reaching up with one of those hind legs. I learned in a most painful way that she was equipped with claws. They raked my left hip, cutting right through my jeans. I felt blood trickle down my leg and pool up in my shoe.

With a final heave, I threw her into the cellar. She rolled only halfway down the stairs before catching herself like an acrobat and springing to her feet. I slammed the door as she charged. She bashed herself against it, snarling like a wild thing. I kept my shoulder there and gasped, twisting the lock. She was trapped.

Wiping away blood and sweat, I found my phone and called Detective McKesson. He answered on the third ring.

“Do you know what time it is?” he asked.

“I’ve got a freak in my basement. Some kind of assassin, I think. Did you detect anything unusual in the area of my house tonight?”

He didn’t answer for a few seconds. “I’m on my way,” he said finally.

I hung up and leaned against the cellar door while the wild woman on the other side tore at it. McKesson and I had a strange relationship. We had grudging admiration for one another and often worked together, but there wasn’t a lot of trust between us. I counted him as the only man in the Las Vegas PD who knew more about these occurrences than I did.

After about five minutes, the snarls and thumping stopped. I wasn’t fooled. The cellar was locked up tight, and there was no way I was going to go down there by myself. My cat-lady was going to have to wait until help arrived. I wondered vaguely how it was going to go if McKesson tried to put cuffs on her. That wasn’t going to be easy.

When McKesson finally arrived, he looked me up and down with raised eyebrows.

“Whatever this thing is, it looks like he did a number on you.”

“It’s a she.”

McKesson chuckled and drew his weapon. I did the same. We crossed the marble foyer and headed to the cellar door next to the kitchen. He put his hand on the door and yanked it open.

We walked down the steps tensely, searching every room down there. It had once been full of expensive wines, but I’d sold off the ones I hadn’t consumed. After about five minutes, we were both sure the creature was gone.

“Everything was locked?” McKesson asked, frowning.

“Yeah.”

“Did you see any rips?”

“No, nothing. If she’d stepped out to another world, wouldn’t the rip still be here?”

“Maybe,” he said.

A rip was a hole between the fabric of our world and some other place. These places were numerous, and some of them were quite alien. Most of my troubles had stepped out of rips. This house had a rich history of visitors from very odd places, which was why I’d been given a bargain price on it.

At last, we gave up. The cat-creature had left no trail other than some splintered wood on the steps leading down into the cellar. After another ten minutes, McKesson left.

“Sweet dreams,” he said, smirking.

I glared after his squad car, locked the place up tight, and after tending to my wounds I popped open a beer. I thought I should really go to the local ER and get some stitches and antibiotics, but I didn’t bother. One of my best powers was an artifact that promoted fast healing. I knew that by morning the wounds would have sealed over and turned into pink ridges of flesh. In less than a week they’d be gone entirely. It was a power that tended to make a man lazy when it came to infections and scarring.

Despite counting sheep all night, I didn’t sleep until morning, and I was tired and irritable all the next day.
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After the assassin’s failed attempt to take me out, I no longer felt comfortable living in my home. Not only was I understandably jumpy, but the weather had become unbearably hot. It was the first week of June, and in Las Vegas, that meant it was hot outside. Even at midnight, my air conditioner still thrummed. I couldn’t really afford to keep running the cooler all night, but it was either that or endure more sleepless nights in sweaty sheets.

I kept my gun with me at all times now, and I checked every door and window to make sure they were locked tight. I even went as far as turning on the alarm system, a precaution I’d never bothered with before.

A few days later, it was the deep of the night, and I’d finally managed to drift off. I’d been asleep for less than an hour when I was visited by the last being I ever expected to find in my home. This being was not human either—not even remotely so. But at least she wasn’t a cat-lady.

It was well after midnight, but the night was still strangely hot, even for Vegas. In June, the temperature would usually dip down into the low seventies or even into the sixties before dawn. Tonight, the heat had continued to build and build all evening. I had every window open as it was cooler outside than in. In sun-drenched lands, heat is stored in the roof tiles of your house all day and from there it slowly filters down into the interior during the night. But tonight I was tossing, turning, and sweating more than I should have been.

I finally fell asleep on my couch sometime after three. I’m not certain when I awoke, but I was sure why I returned to consciousness. It was the heat—and the glow coming from the wine cellar.

A sprawling home like mine needed a large family to care for it, or at least an army of service people. I had neither. Most of the mansion was empty and echoed as I walked through it. Only the kitchen showed mild use. I lived in the family room. There was a TV embedded in a wall there, in front of which sat a single couch. The bedrooms were all empty—I usually slept on the couch.

I liked the place, but I’d never really been able to furnish it or care for it properly. I might have done a better job if my girlfriend, Jenna, had stuck around. But, after a few months, she’d gone home to visit her family in the Midwest—and never came back. With her gone, I ran out of interest in decorating. Soon after that I ran out of money.

While I slept fitfully, sweating under a single sheet, the strange sequence of events began in the cellar. Something was knocked over and clattered to the ground. My eyes snapped open, and I quietly got to my feet. I threw off the moist white sheet that covered me and struggled to my feet. I willed myself awake. Could I still be dreaming?

Shirtless and barefoot, I squinted at the line of light and padded over the tiles toward it. I walked to the cellar door and examined it closely from a safe distance. The door generally stayed locked, and I hadn’t been down there since the visit from my feline friend. I didn’t want to open it now, so I eyed it critically. There was a significant gap between the bottom edge of the door and the tile floor.

As I studied the crack beneath the door, I saw a lurid red glow begin to pulse there. I retrieved my .32, which I’d left on the coffee table.

The glow under the cellar door brightened then ebbed again. I checked my pistol with practiced movements. The magazine was firmly rammed into place. I thumbed off the safety with a tiny click.

Many odd events had occurred in that basement. Most of them had never been fully explained to my satisfaction by the cultists who had occupied the house before I took possession. It was their involvement with bizarre places and peoples, in fact, that had resulted in my ownership. My patron, a Ukrainian crime lord named Rostok, was among the most powerful citizens of the city. He’d sold the house to me cheaply to station me here. I knew he wanted to set me up as a guardian at this possible invasion point. I’d understood this unspoken detail of the arrangement when I’d taken the keys, but I had hoped my duties would be only perfunctory.

For months, nothing had occurred that I could classify as otherworldly. I’d relaxed over time. Like a villager settling nervously on the slopes of Mt. Vesuvius, I’d quickly grown complacent. I’d thought the doorway that seemed to exist in the cellar had been closed for good.

Tonight my luck had run out. There was something in the cellar, something hot, and it wanted to come out and play.

For the first time, I smelled smoke. I realized there couldn’t be any doubt of it. There was an acrid scent filling the house. I recognized it as the sharp stink of wood smoke. I was surprised the smoke detectors hadn’t gone off. As I became more fully awake, I recalled having removed the batteries from most of the detectors and disconnecting them. A small mansion has an amazing number of smoke detectors these days, and they wouldn’t stop beeping and complaining about their dying batteries. Looking back on my decision to disconnect them all, I thought perhaps that had been a shortsighted policy.

I reached the cellar door and stretched out a hand to gently touch the handle. The house had interesting doors. They were made of real wood—not pressed hollow fiberboard fabricated to look like wood. These doors were heavy and made of planks of cedar. Darkly stained and varnished, each door had an arching top, like a dungeon door in an old castle. Even the handles were interesting. They were a dark, oil-rubbed bronze.

I learned in an instant that these metal door handles conducted heat very well. I recoiled, jerking back my burned hand with a hiss and a curse. It was not a loud utterance, but apparently it was enough to alert my visitor.

“Quentin?” asked a sibilant voice from behind the door.

I forgot about my throbbing hand and lifted the .32. I stepped back two paces and aimed the muzzle at the door. Rethinking my stance, I shuffled to the right. If my visitor was aiming a weapon of its own at the far side, there was no sense in making the task any easier for it.

“Who’s there?” I asked in a harsh whisper.

The light under the door brightened, then dimmed again. I thought I saw the movement of a rippling shadow. Whatever it was, I had the feeling that it had shifted and turned away.

“I think I’ve damaged your stairs. I’m sorry.”

I frowned in recognition. Could that be…?

“Ezzie?” I asked. “Are you down there wrecking the place?”

“I’m sorry.”

I rubbed my burned hand on my chin and kept the pistol aimed at the door with my other hand. If it really was Ezzie, and not some other trick from another place, shooting her would have no effect. She was essentially a silicon creature—a living mass of heated stone.

“What the hell are you doing here? Are you alone?”

“I’m not cold now. I feel good.”

Whoever it was, it certainly sounded like Ezzie. She was a creature that seemed to function like a pet for Rostok, my benefactor. Since he was the very man who’d set me here to guard this juncture between worlds, my mind was racing to conclusions. Had he changed his mind about my ownership and sent Ezzie to eliminate a possible impediment to his plans?

“Did Rostok send you, Ezzie?” I asked.

“Let me in, Quentin.”

I took a deep breath. I’d spoken with Ezzie only a few times before, and she’d always been somewhat childlike in her responses. My immediate concern was for the wooden portions of my house. If I could get her out onto the tile floor in the main room, at least she couldn’t burn away flammable portions of the house that came too near her radiant body. Now that I knew where she was, I was fairly confident I could outrun her if it came to that.

“All right,” I said. “Let me get something. Just a second.”

I walked to the kitchen, flipped on the lights, found a hand towel, then flipped the lights off again. Ezzie and her kind didn’t like bright light.

Using the hand towel, I opened the door and quickly stepped backward. A glaring, hot mass undulated forward. Ezzie moved at about the speed of an elderly man who had to lean heavily on a cane. Sliding through the doorway, her rounded, crusty sides brushed the doorjamb. Fine wood blackened and sent up twin curls of smoke. I winced at that. This visit was going to end in a repair bill I couldn’t afford.

Ezzie herself resembled a giant slug made of cooling lava. She had no eyes but seemed to sense her environment somehow. I figured the source of her odd voice was the opening in her head, which swiveled fluidly on a thick stalk.

“This room is cold,” she said.

“I’m sorry about that, Ezzie,” I replied, keeping my distance. I wiped sweat from my forehead. It seemed a hopeless task, as droplets continually beaded up and ran down from my hair to sting my eyes. Her presence was like that of a mobile, open furnace. “Can you tell me why you are here? What do you want, Ezzie?”

Her head section rotated, as if taking in her environment. It was a slow process requiring several seconds. At last she fixated upon me again. I felt a chill then, despite the sweltering heat. Had she come to kill me? Was she able to squirt lava at an intended target? I’d met up with several of her kind before—although she was the only one I’d had words with. A small one had burned down my previous home, and another had burned to death a person I’d known. Yet another had tried to get me when I’d visited their hot, hellish homeworld.

At long last, Ezzie stared at me and spoke again. “Do you know what Rostok can do?”

I thought about it. “He has many powers,” I said.

“Only one matters.”

My face burned due to the lava-creature’s proximity. Eager to learn the secrets of a strong member of the Community, I didn’t back away. The Community was an eccentric group of shadowy people here in Vegas. They were the most powerful of the powerful in my city, the people who really mattered.

“Tell me about it,” I said.

“He sees stories before they happen.”

I squinted at her and put my hands on my knees. I lowered my voice to a whisper although I had no reason to believe anyone else could hear us.

“What kind of stories?”

“He sees tomorrows. Lots of them. Then he sorts through them, selects the most likely, and does things as if that story will be the real one.”

While I absorbed this information, I wondered if anyone else had somehow gotten into my cellar. Logically, if Ezzie had done so, others could as well. Perhaps they were down there even now, preparing my demise.

“So, he knows ahead of time who lives and who dies?”

“Some of the stories, yes. Part of them.”

I blinked at her, mulling this over. It would explain a lot. A power like that would be worth keeping, and would allow someone to gather great wealth. It sounded like it wasn’t a perfect, clear view of the future, however. She kept mentioning multiple futures. I imagined that would make things harder. In some cases, it would make the power useless. What good was it to be able to see the future if you could clairvoyantly see both sides winning every election? But in situations in which there were many possible outcomes, and you saw two or three of them, you would be greatly helped in your decision making.

“Did Rostok send you here, Ezzie?”

“No. He does not send me places. Not anymore.”

“You’ve left him? You’ve left his service?”

Ezzie squirmed. She slipped forward, causing my tiles to sizzle under her body. My floor was marble—real marble. Seeing it abused this way made me wince. Those tiles weren’t impervious to heat, and they weren’t cheap.

In response to her approach, I took an involuntary half step backward. I kept a distance of about ten feet between us. Even at that range, the heat of her body was intense. More intense than when I’d encountered her in the past.

“He no longer cares for me,” she said.

I frowned. There were several ways to take that statement. Rostok and Ezzie had always had an odd relationship. Usually, he behaved as if permanently annoyed with her foolishness. In my experience, he treated her like an exotic pet—or a half-witted gangster’s moll. I couldn’t help but wonder about the nature of their history together. I didn’t ask Ezzie about all that, however. Complex questions were beyond her capacity to answer.

“Where have you been?” I asked her. “How did you get so comfortably warm?”

“I passed through my home to come here. It is a nice place. Have you been there?”

I thought of the bubbling lava pools and the deadly superheated creatures that swam within them. If ever there was a true hell, her homeworld was it.

“Yes,” I said. “I’ve been there.”

Ezzie shivered and slithered a few inches closer. I felt the urge to back away, but I resisted. She seemed excited—in a good way.

“So warm,” she said. “I miss it. I’m sad to be away even for a few minutes.”

“Then why did you come here, Ezzie?” I asked. She’d ignored the question the first time, but I decided to give it one more try.

“I like you.”

I laughed. “That’s great. I’m flattered.”

“I like you because you do what you want. I watched you when you were talking to Rostok. I decided to be like you and do what I want.”

I grimaced. I didn’t like this development. I didn’t want Rostok blaming me for Ezzie’s decisions. But as long as she was in the mood to give information, I decided I might as well get whatever I could. “What does Rostok’s artifact look like? What gives him the power to see the future?”

“I saw you,” she said. “I saw you in the glass. Well, at least I saw half of you.”

I opened my mouth, and closed it again. I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“The other half was missing. The part with the meat on it. I understand that your kind needs all your parts to operate. You were finished when I saw you in the glass.”

I didn’t like where this was going. “Let me see if I understand what you are saying, Ezzie. You like me, and you saw me dead in one of Rostok’s visions. So you came to warn me? Is that it?”

“No,” she said. “Not really. I can’t fix you. If you’re going to die, you see, it is as good as done. I just wanted to talk to you one more time. To tell you I like you.”

I shook my head, frowning. This creature didn’t think like a human. She seemed to have emotions and some level of empathy, but she really was quite alien.

I was about to ask more questions, probing for the details of my future demise. It didn’t sound good, this talk of my meaty parts having gone missing.

Before the conversation could continue, I noticed Ezzie was moving again. She didn’t turn around and slither back into my smoky cellar. Instead, she slithered forward toward the hallway that led to the back bedrooms. I walked after her, careful not to place my bare feet where she had passed over the tiles. A trail of smoldering gray ash was left in her wake.

“Where are you going, Ezzie?”

“This way.”

“Um, there’s carpet ahead. I’d really prefer if you stayed on the tile.”

“But this is the way I must go. I can see it clearly now. Look ahead.”

I followed the path she was taking, and I did see something. It was an orange glimmer, a faint circle like a flame at the end of the hallway. I followed Ezzie until I could go no farther without stepping onto her burning path.

“Come on, Ezzie. The carpet!”

It was too late. Fibers curled, blackened, and sent up plumes of foul smoke. It smelled as if I’d burned a tire in the hallway.

“Ah, dammit!” I said.

“I’m sorry, but this is the way I must go.”

I trotted back to the couch, forced my feet into my shoes, then ran back after her. I walked into the hallway, choking on the smoke. I stamped on the carpet where it glimmered orange in spots like the tips of lit cigarettes.

“Ezzie?” I called, but it was too late. She had entered the rip at the end of the hallway and vanished.

I opened every door and window I could, trying to air the place out. I ground out smoldering spots in the rug as I found them.

By the time I was sure my house wasn’t going to burn down, the pale orange sphere of wavering light at the end of my hallway was dying. I knew I was looking at a portal that led to another place. I’d been through several of them in the past. At times, they’d taken me to other spots in Las Vegas. But usually, they were doorways to entirely different worlds. The trouble was, there was no way of knowing what world I would end up in if I stepped into this particular rip in space. Ezzie hadn’t told me about her destination, and I wasn’t sure I could trust her alien word on the subject if she had.

So I stood there, coughing occasionally and cursing often. I didn’t quite have the guts to step into a rip that was fading before my eyes. Not when I didn’t know what was on the other side. Knowing Ezzie, it might well be the flaming core of a volcanic mountain. There might not even be breathable air where she was going. I couldn’t take the risk.

Eventually, the rip faded to a glimmer and vanished. I retraced Ezzie’s path to the cellar. At the bottom of the scorched stairway, the floor was burned and cooling. She’d come in right where the cultists had held their odd gatherings and where they’d often formed portals to distant places.

When I was sure the house wasn’t going to burn and that Ezzie was gone for good, I cracked open a beer and rolled the cool can over my forehead. After swilling down two of them, I flopped onto my couch again. At least the house had cooled down into the bearable zone. I stretched out on the couch and managed to get back to sleep.

My dreams were haunted with images of my own body, twisted and burning. Chunks of meat were missing from me, here and there.
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The next day, I was mildly depressed. The damage Ezzie’s visit had caused was more extensive than I’d thought. This came at a bad time as I was in financial trouble anyway. I no longer answered the door these days. The phone had been disconnected, and my cell was a throwaway from a convenience store. It was only a matter of time until the bill collectors figured out my latest cell number and began harassing me with calls again, but I needed the phone. It was my only connection to the outside world. How else would I get work?

The problem was there wasn’t any work. I’d done too good of a job when I’d trashed the Gray Men and left them trapped on their side of the interdimensional fence. I was like a firefighter who’d invented a way to stop all fires before they started: unemployed.

Besides my cell phone, the only other way to find me was to visit my blog. Draith’s Weird Stuff was still up and still busy with visitors. Unfortunately, they came to read the freaky stories before wandering off to new online horizons, rarely clicking on any of my banner ads.

People could find my e-mail address on my website if they looked hard enough. If they typed a nice message to me, I might grudgingly share my cell number. That was the best way to connect with me. Some did it, but when I scanned them looking for promises of quick cash, I was always disappointed.

All my efforts at dodging the collections people didn’t stop the mailman himself from stuffing my mail slot with a daily stack of notices. They came in colored paper envelopes now, and when the mood struck me to open one, I often found the print inside had as much red ink on the page as black. I wondered vaguely, as I stirred around a pile of leaflike paper threats with one index finger, why people used red print when they wanted to get your attention? Even more intriguing, why did this tactic work so well on the human psyche? There was no way of denying it; when I saw paper with red print all over it, I felt a little bit sick inside. Perhaps it was because the shade matched that of blood.

All the notices had numeric amounts printed on them stipulating how much I owed. The words were often capitalized, bolded, or italicized—occasionally all three. Words such as disconnection, late fee, and overdue were common. My personal favorite was final warning. Final warning always made me smile, because I knew it was a blatant lie. There was no such thing as a final warning from any of these people. They would continue to hound me until I was dead, and then probably keep going long afterward. I was surprised there weren’t stacks of pink envelopes stamped final warning strewn over half the graves in the Vegas cemeteries.

Most people in my situation would make a few phone calls. Maybe I could hit up my mom, or some uncle who owned a business and could find a spot for me to work in the back. I didn’t have any options like that, as I still hadn’t recovered most of my memories—my past and my family were all a big blank. It haunted me still, not really knowing who I’d been before that fateful car crash last year. But I’d learned to live with the loss of my past, even if it still bothered me.

One of my unpaid bills caught my eye at about six o’clock the following evening. It was a Wednesday, an unremarkable Wednesday by any measure. Outside it was warm and dry with a desert breeze coming down from the moonscape mountains that surrounded Las Vegas. The breeze was welcome but did little to cool off the city.

The envelope was light blue—nothing overly interesting there. What had caught my eye was the return address: it was from the County Assessor’s Office. There was no getting around this bill. They would take my house away from me if I didn’t pay.

I gritted my teeth and tore open the crackling paper. My eyes popped when I saw the amount.

I stood up, sighed, and walked outside. The tax bill drifted down onto the marble tiles behind me. Technically, I owned the house free and clear. But realtors never clarified a critical point to potential home buyers. Lands and houses were never really entirely yours. You still owed taxes on them every year. Worse, the taxes were based on the value of the property as some computer interpreted it. In my case, they had coldly calculated that my house was worth millions.

I closed the mansion door behind me with a resounding boom. It was like the slamming of an ancient tomb. I rattled my key in the lock and stepped toward the street.

I didn’t have a car anymore; they’d long since repo’d it. I walked down the hill toward the town center. Henderson had taxi cabs, but I couldn’t afford them. The bus stops were at the bottom of the hill. Fortunately, I didn’t mind the walk.

There was only one man in the Community I knew I could turn to: Mr. Rostok, the owner of the Lucky Seven. Sitting like a spider inside his horseshoe-shaped casino, I wondered if he already knew I was coming. I wouldn’t be surprised if he did.

My plan was uncomplicated. I would head to Rostok’s casino and try to impose upon him. His pet had wrecked my house. With luck, he’d pay something to fix it. With less luck, he’d give me some kind of job to do. At the very least, I might learn if there was any truth to what Ezzie had said about seeing my death in Rostok’s visions.

The weather was fine, and the sun blazed over the Spring Mountains to the west. As it was June, I knew the sun would take a long time to vanish behind those dark peaks. At least it was beginning to cool down. I wasn’t big on bright sunlight, so I pulled my hoodie over my head and watched the concrete as I walked. I pulled out my sunglasses and put them on, further shielding my eyes from the glare.

Ah, that was better. I could think with the sun out of my face. The temperature was a breezy eighty degrees, and kids rode everything they had with wheels on it up and down the hilly streets. They talked to me occasionally. I smiled and nodded and went on my way.

I had thought about trying to call Rostok, but he rarely took calls. He was a man you had to go see personally. And, if you actually managed to make it all the way up to the penthouse and into his physical presence, it was an achievement.

“Are you Mr. Draith?” asked a feminine voice from behind me.

I twisted and peered with one eye from beneath my hood. A car purred up and stopped at the curb. It was a red convertible Mercedes—one of the expensive models. I hadn’t really noticed her approach. There were lots of nice cars prowling quietly on these upscale streets.

The woman at the wheel had spoken. I could see her clearly as the convertible’s soft black top was down. Her hair was a windblown mess, but her face was pretty in an over-forty way. She wore a respectable layer of makeup.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

Every muscle in my body tightened. It was an almost imperceptible shift in my stance, but I was quietly preparing my fight-or-flight responses. In my business, chance meetings might well lead to either possibility.

“You’re Quentin Draith, aren’t you? I’ve been trying to call you for days, and I just gave up hammering on your door.”

I stared at her, not letting my mouth so much as twitch. She looked me over in return and shifted her car into park. She nodded at last.

“You’re Draith,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’m not a bill collector.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Have you been looking into my personal affairs?”

“I like to know who I’m hiring. I prefer motivated, but competent people. I’m here to offer you a job. I understand you’re good at handling strange occurrences.”

“A job?” I asked, letting a flicker of interest cross my face. “What can I do for you?”

Already, I was calculating my fee. What would the payment be on a car like this? A thousand a month? She looked like she could afford the best.

“Get in,” she said. “We’ll talk.”

I reached out and opened the door. I climbed in beside her and felt a moment of apprehension as I did so. I didn’t like getting into cars with strange women. Sometimes they turned out to be dangerous. I didn’t put my belt on so I could climb back out that much more quickly.

“I need a good freelancer,” she said, accelerating smoothly away from the curb. “I can already tell you’re the man for the job.”

“How’s that?” I asked.

“My car door was locked. You didn’t even bother to make a show of fiddling with it.”

I waited, but she didn’t ask me how I’d gotten into her locked car. Usually, such activities were met with wide eyes and suspicion. I didn’t know who this lady was, but she obviously knew something about rogues like me.

“No curiosity about how I got through a locked door?”

“I don’t know how you operate, Draith, and I don’t care to. What I need are results that no one else can achieve. I need a rogue.”

I nodded. That’s all she wanted to know—that I had power. I took a deep breath, finding her lack of interest in the details refreshing. I could work with a woman like this.

The locked car door had opened at my touch because I was wearing Tony Montoro’s sunglasses. They were special, something people in the Community referred to as an “artifact”: an object that had the power to bend physical laws. These powers were generally inexplicable and occasionally very useful. In the case of my dead friend Tony’s sunglasses, they had the power to turn small bits of metal temporarily to a rubbery consistency, allowing me to force locking pins to slip and small gears to derail. I vaguely hoped the lady’s car door latch would work properly after I’d accidentally forced it. Sometimes, mechanical systems didn’t go back together again and never operated properly afterward.

Deciding not to worry about it, I leaned back in the leather and enjoyed the breeze. We did forty in the twenty-five zones all the way down to the bottom of the hill. When we turned toward the highway, I became a bit more curious.

“What is it, exactly, that you need me to do for you?” I asked.

She glanced at me, her gaze sliding over me. “Don’t you even want to know who I am?”

I shrugged. “I figured you would tell me if you wanted me to know.”

She nodded. “I like that. Discretion assumed. But I’ll tell you my name anyway, as it can’t hurt and it might help. I’m Karen Swanson.”

I nodded politely. The name meant nothing to me.

Karen glanced at me. “I need you to find my daughter, Jacqueline. She’s in Las Vegas somewhere.”

“Is that where we’re headed now?”

“Yes,” she said as she spun the wheel and zoomed up an on-ramp. Soon, the wind sounds increased to a whistling roar.

We left Henderson and headed north, but I didn’t complain. I was mildly curious why she was so certain I would take the job. I guess it was easy to figure out when someone needed money. I decided not to embarrass myself by asking about it.

“So you want me to find your runaway? Do I have to bring her back or just tell you where she is?”

“That depends on the circumstances under which you find her. If she’s staying with a friend in secret, just tell me. If she’s in trouble, get her out of it and bring her home. Oh, and she’s not exactly a runaway. She’s twenty-seven.”

She handed me a photo of a lovely young woman. The daughter had honey-colored hair that circled her face, a big smile, and shining eyes that looked adventurous. I figured it was a college graduation picture as she was sitting inside a new car with a bow on it. I recognized the car instantly. It was a red Mercedes convertible, the same car I was riding in now.

“This is her car?”

“Right, returned by the police last week.”

I nodded, but didn’t say anything. It wasn’t an encouraging sign. I wondered how I was going to collect my fee if the girl turned up dead. Under such circumstances, asking for a cashier’s check might seem crass.

“What about, uh, Daddy?”

Karen gave me a dark glance. I figured right off that Daddy wasn’t high on her list.

“He’s useless. He won’t even come out of his lair to find his own daughter. Forget about him.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “Getting Jacqueline out of trouble might be difficult,” I said.

Karen pursed her lips. “I’ll pay half now and half when you find her. I’ll double the final amount if you have to pull her out of anything…unpleasant.”

“All right,” I said, liking the sound of amounts being doubled. “About the fee—”

“Forget gouging me, Draith,” she snapped. “I’m a businesswoman, and I like to set the price I pay for services. I’ll give you five thousand now and five thousand when you find her. That will have to pay for all your expenses. Everything.”

I frowned at her, trying not to show how elated I felt inside. I had been about to ask for three. “Fifteen altogether then, if I have to pull her out of a burning building. Right?”

“Yes.”

I took another look at the picture, mentally aging the girl four years or so. There were a thousand lost girls like her in this town, I figured. I hoped this was going to be an easy piece of work. “I’ll do it,” I said. “Can I keep this?”

“Yes. I have several copies.”

I looked at her sharply. Was she picking up hounds like me all over town and setting us loose after her daughter? I decided it didn’t matter. I just had to be the one who found her.

“Cell numbers? Friends’ addresses?”

Karen shook her head. She looked tired but determined. “We’ve mined all those possibilities already. She’s been missing for a week, and no conventional search has turned up anything.”

“Where was she last seen?”

“North central Las Vegas.”

“The airport district?”

“Yes, off Washington Avenue. Do you know it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I know it.” The area wasn’t the best neighborhood. In fact, it had a bad reputation. Many of the strange deaths I’d investigated had occurred in that part of town.

We pulled off the highway at the downtown exit and Karen rummaged in her purse. I glimpsed a fat brown envelope in there. I wanted to stare, but I turned away and tried to look disinterested. We headed toward the neighborhood in question. Apparently, Mrs. Karen Swanson wanted me to start working right away. She pulled over when we hit Washington and reached into her purse.

“Just a second,” I said. “Tell me one more thing. Why haven’t you simply called the police and filled out a missing person’s report?”

She gave me a bitter laugh. “You think I haven’t tried that? That’s why you’re joining the hunt a week late, after having lost all that precious time. Oh, sure, they assigned a detective to find Jacqueline. The only trouble is he doesn’t seem to be the least bit interested in discovering what happened to her. I don’t think he could find his own butt with both hands and a flashlight.”

I nodded. On a hunch, I asked, “What’s this detective’s name?”

“Jay McKesson,” she said.

I took her envelope and climbed out of the car. “I’ll do my best, Mrs. Swanson.”

“Contact information is in the envelope. Don’t run out of money, and don’t call me unless you find something. If you fail, you aren’t going to get anything more.”

“Where are you going now?”

“To find another hunter like you,” she said.

I nodded and watched her zoom away. I’d gotten the message by now. It was a race. If I found the girl first, there would be more cash forthcoming. Otherwise, I was out of luck. I had to admire Karen’s business sense. She was a good motivator.


[image: Image]

The airport district was in worse shape than I remembered. There were people on the streets, but they looked harried and distrustful. They avoided my gaze and said nothing when I addressed them. I waved at a woman in high heels, pushing the picture of the missing girl in her face. She ducked under it and hurried on, heels clacking faster than ever.

I shoved the picture and my hands back into my pockets and walked deeper into the run-down neighborhood. The buildings looked tired and every one of them needed a coat of fresh paint. The yards here were all open sand. Even the occasional cactus was yellow and dead.

I took another turn, and the sounds of traffic from Washington Avenue died to a distant purr. I wondered at the lack of activity and the absence of people.

“It’s the nature of the Beast,” a raspy voice said behind me suddenly.

I turned around and narrowed my eyes. An old man leered at me. His right arm was heavily tattooed while his left was bare and sunburned. The tattooed arm ended in a squirming hand, which extended toward me, palm up. I noticed the man’s index finger had gone AWOL, having been chopped off at the knuckle.

He looked worse off than I did, so I gave him a dollar despite my misgivings. I turned away to walk up the street, but he shambled after me. I groaned inside. It was as I’d feared: I’d fed a stray dog.

“Are you the hunter or the prey?” he asked next, talking to my retreating back.

I paused again—overriding my better judgment a second time. “What do you mean by that?”

He waved the dollar I’d given him at me like a small paper flag. It fluttered in the cooling breezes. It was evening now, and I realized I’d walked the streets of this disreputable neighborhood for over an hour, finding nothing and no one of interest. If Jacqueline Swanson was around, I hadn’t found any evidence of her.

“Hunter or prey? Which are you?” he asked again in a drunk’s urgent whisper.

Sighing, I produced the picture of the girl. I held it out of reach in case he made a grab for it. It was my only copy.

“I guess I’m a hunter,” I said. “This is the girl I’m looking for. Have you seen her?”

The derelict leered at me, the picture, and the dollar in his hand with equal confusion. “When it comes for you, it comes from nothing,” he said. “There’s no warning—no sound. Maybe a little wind and warmth. Then you’re just gone.”

I frowned at him and lowered Jacqueline’s picture. It had been a long shot anyway. “Thanks, man. Have a good one.”

I walked away rapidly, calculating that his wobbly legs wouldn’t be able to keep up. When I reached the next corner, I looked back over my shoulder and noted with relief he was gone. I felt a little concerned at the same time. Where had he gone? I scanned the neighborhood. The streets were quiet. Cars were rare, and each one I did see was as likely to be a cop’s cruiser as anything else. The sagging buildings were dark and displayed smashed windows like broken-out teeth. Had the bum ducked into one of those? Maybe.

I turned down a side street and headed back toward the strip. Wandering in this bombed-out-looking neighborhood hadn’t gotten me any closer to my next payday. I was five thousand bucks richer, but that wasn’t even enough to pay the tax bill, much less all the others. I needed another break, and I needed it soon.

I kept walking for several blocks. In the meantime, the sun drifted down behind the mountains to the west and turned the sky red. Darkness began to fold around me.

I’d almost made it out of the area when a car rolled up behind me. It hummed for a second, but I didn’t bother glancing at it. I knew it was a cop’s cruiser. They had a special sound all their own when they stalked you. I could hear the air conditioner, the singing fans and belts, the indistinct chatter of the radio. I kept walking and ignored the cop, who was clearly checking me out. Staring at cops and waving at them in a friendly fashion, that was the sort of thing that got you harassed on a street like this.

After another ten seconds, the cop made his decision. He flicked on his flashers and bathed the street in swirling blues and reds. I made a sour face and turned around slowly. I kept my hands out in the open. There was a .32 in my right front pocket that was going to take some careful explaining.

The cruiser halted and I squinted at the flashing lights. No one got out of the car for several long seconds. I imagined he was radioing in his position, calling for backup, or maybe just finishing a snack. Cops always took their time when they had you pinned. I waited with my head tilted to one side. I was tempted to turn around and continue walking, but I knew he wouldn’t think it was funny.

Finally, the driver’s door squeaked open and crumped closed. A uniform approached. LVPD, metro division.

“What are you doing down here, sir?” asked the cop. He was shorter than I, but thicker, with broader shoulders. I could hardly see his face as he was silhouetted by the brilliant flashers.

“Taking a walk,” I said. “It’s a nice night.”

He flashed his teeth at me, giving me a tight little grin, but I could tell he wasn’t amused. “You’re Draith, aren’t you? You know about freaky shit, right? Do you know anything about that steamer back there?”

I frowned, noticing that his hand rested nonchalantly on the butt of his gun as he spoke.

“What?” I asked.

“The remains. On the street.”

I almost asked him remains of what, but stopped myself. He could mean only one thing. “Was it a derelict? A bum with a lot of tattoos all down his right side?”

The cop laughed without humor. “That’s funny. You’re hilarious. How the hell am I supposed to know that?”

I stared at him. “Why don’t you show me? I’ll help, if I can.”

“Fine. Get in the back. But if you can ID this mess, you’re better than me.”

Confused, I sat in the back of the squad car while we cruised a few blocks, backtracking through the streets to the spot where I’d met the bum. Along the way, the cop talked to me.

“There’s been a lot of bullshit down here lately, and I don’t like it. I’ve got my beat, and I don’t complain. It’s the worst neighborhood in town, sure, but at least down here you know where you stand. Now things are different. I don’t like it at all.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, looking out through each window in turn. They were dirty and smeared with what looked like cheekprints. I wondered how many perps had sat in the back of this squad car and pressed their faces against the safety glass.

He pulled over and we both got out of the car. He led me to a spot in front of a partially burned-down building. It had once been a garage for repairing foreign cars, I gathered. Now, no one brought their business down here.

There was something on the sidewalk. The cruiser’s headlights shone on a tumbled heap of glistening, gray-white sticks. At first, I thought it was a mess of clay—but no. They were bones. I could tell that now as I stepped closer. Not a skeleton exactly, as the bones were in a heap. They weren’t connected in a perfectly organized fashion like an anatomy-class skeleton. They looked glossy, too, as if they were wet or freshly lacquered. There was a sour smell in the air.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “Are these really human? Did someone dump this here as a joke?”

The cop looked at me sharply. “They always test out as human. Well…almost always. There used to be a few dogs down here. They’re all gone now, as far as I can tell.”

I looked at him, then back toward the pile of glistening bones. I knelt slowly beside it and studied it, but didn’t touch anything. I didn’t want to disturb any evidence.

The cop kept talking as I stared at the remains. “I know people over at the casinos are used to this kind of crap—but not me. The rest of the team will be here in a few minutes. They’ll question you. I know you don’t know shit, but they’ll question you anyway. They have to. It’s nothing personal. When something weird happens, they have to pretend it was a normal crime. Normal crimes require suspects.”

I nodded. On a hunch, I looked for the finger bones. I found one of the victim’s hands had strayed from the rest of the pile. It was splayed flatly on the stained concrete.

I stared at the finger bones for a long time. The index finger of the man’s right hand was missing. I realized with a chill this really was my derelict, the one I’d given a dollar to, the one who’d been missing a finger. I felt sure of it.

The cop was slightly more interested after I told him I thought I knew who it was. He didn’t seem to think I was guilty of anything. He just wanted me to talk to the investigative team that was on the way.

This was the first lead I’d had, so I was in a cooperative mood. My target had vanished in this area mysteriously. I could tell this wasn’t the first inexplicable pile of bones the cop had seen around here. With any luck, I’d find out where the rest of them were. Worst case, I could get a DNA match and give Karen Swanson the bad news. It wasn’t the way I’d hoped it would end, but at least it would give her some kind of closure. People with missing loved ones often were tortured for years, never knowing if their lost kid was out there somewhere, needing help. Just knowing what had happened for certain was a form of relief.

I showed the picture to the cop. “Have you seen this young woman around here?” I asked him.

For the first time, the cop’s eyes narrowed and he looked at me suspiciously. “What are you doing down here, anyway?”

I hesitated a moment, not wanting to tell him about being hired to find the girl. Cops didn’t always appreciate amateur competition.

“A friend,” I said. “She’s missing.”

He nodded. “No. I haven’t seen her or anyone like her. Rich kids don’t come down here—not unless they are trying to score something illegal.”

I thanked him and dropped the subject. Another squad car and an ambulance arrived. The cop shook his head when he saw the ambulance.

“A bit late for CPR,” he said.

I ignored him and watched the EMTs work. They put on gloves and masks before bagging the remains. They didn’t do more than glance at me. The paramedics asked the cop a few questions and filled out a form.

Finally, another party showed up. I knew his car and his confident walk. It wasn’t a swagger, but it was close. It was Detective Jay McKesson. He ignored the bones, which were now safely bagged in a vinyl zip-up sack, and approached me.

“Quentin Draith?” he asked. He didn’t sound glad to see me.

“Detective,” I answered, nodding to him.

“He’s the closest thing we have to a witness,” the cop said. “He’s all yours.”

McKesson gave me a predatory smile. “You hear that, Draith? You’re my witness.”

I showed him the picture. “I’m looking for her.”

McKesson made an appreciative sound. “Not bad. I admire your taste in women.”

“She’s missing from this area, about a week past.”

“I know all about it,” he said.

“Any leads?”

He made a face, then gestured toward the sack of bones. The paramedics had just heaved it up into the back of the ambulance.

“That’s the only kind of lead I’ve got.”

I stared after the paramedics as they closed up shop. There hadn’t been much of an investigation. A tech with a camera went through the motions, snapping shots of the stained concrete from multiple angles now that the bones had been removed. I got the impression they’d all been through this before without learning much. They hadn’t even put up any yellow tape.

The cop who’d picked me up approached McKesson as the investigation wound down. “Sir, I’d like to formally request to whoever might be in charge…” He broke off, frowning at me.

“Go ahead, officer,” McKesson said. “There’s no point in trying to keep Draith here in the dark. He’ll be ass-deep in this soon enough, if he isn’t already.”

“Yes, sir. Well, I’d like to ask that you move it out of this area. I mean, whatever it is that’s happening. We’ve had enough of it, sir.”

McKesson looked annoyed. “You think I can control these events? Well, I can’t. I don’t think anyone can.”

“Well, whoever’s in charge—”

“Listen to me: no one is in charge here.”

The cop twisted his lips as if he didn’t believe McKesson, but he nodded and climbed back into his cruiser. He turned off his flashers and left. The streets had been quiet before, but now that it was dark and there had been a crime scene, they were positively deserted.

A few moments later, everyone was gone. I found myself standing with McKesson at my side. I wasn’t sure that I appreciated the company.

“Now that you know the score,” he said, “maybe you can help me out with whatever it is you’ve pieced together?”

I shook my head. “What do I know? I just got here. This is clearly your investigation. Why don’t you talk to me for a change? In return, when I do get something, I’ll bring it straight to you.”

“No press? No blogging?”

“I just want to find out what happened to the girl.”

McKesson sighed. “I would take you in, or ditch you, but I know you’ll just keep digging, Draith. Okay, I’m going to cut you a break in exchange for future information. First of all, this area has always had a bad rep.”

“I know all about that.”

“Naturally. But over recent years, there have been a number of disappearances. About a year back, the first pile of bones appeared in that building over there.”

I glanced in the direction he indicated. It looked like an abandoned industrial site. “What was it?”

“Just a warehouse. They imported special goods for special people.”

“Go on.”

McKesson shrugged. “The disappearances have slowly grown in number and the area they encompass has expanded. Bones aren’t always left behind, but they often are. That’s about it.”

I couldn’t help looking around myself in concern. Was there some kind of invisible monster stalking this region, eating people? The concept seemed bizarre, and I would never have taken it seriously if I hadn’t witnessed even stranger things in this town.

“What about your watch?” I asked. “I noticed you didn’t beat the rest of the uniforms to the scene of the crime this time.”

McKesson frowned at me. He hated talking about his wristwatch. It was an artifact, like my sunglasses. Its power was very different, however. It had the ability to indicate the location of a new rip in space. Strange things tended to come out of those rips, and McKesson often knew where they were going to come and could lie in wait for whatever stepped out. The watch was a secret, and he liked to keep it that way. I suspected it was because it was the key to his success. He was the best at investigating strange occurrences around Las Vegas, and he owed a lot of that to the wristwatch.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, glaring. “But I will say my normal instincts aren’t working in this case.”

I snorted. “Nothing? No rips are involved here?”

McKesson shrugged.

“If you want information from me, you are going to have to open up a little.”

“All right. I think there are rips, but they are of short duration. I get a twitch, then nothing. There’s never enough time to locate the rip or even get a good fix on it. I guess if I was hanging around in this neighborhood when one opened I could find it, but so far it hasn’t worked out that way.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “So, maybe something is stepping through, grabbing people, and then vanishing again?”

He threw up his hands. “Maybe. Can I drop you somewhere?”

“Yeah, who has a domain in this area?”

McKesson stared at me for a second. “No one.”

“Ah, come on. The Lucky Seven is a couple of miles away. There must be someone who has laid claim to this part of town.”

He shook his head. “Not really. It’s not prime real estate. The only one who might be involved would be the gutter man—Gutter Jim.”

“The gutter man?”

“Yeah. He rules the canals and sewers, so his domain goes all over. I’ve never actually met him. He stays underground most of the time.”

I grimaced. “The sewers, huh? Great. In that case, I could use a ride to the Lucky Seven.”

“Going to see Rostok? Do you think he still likes you? You’ve caused him a lot of trouble.”

“That’s my business.”

Seeing that I was done providing information, McKesson did an about-face and walked off. “Okay, see you around,” he said, moving to his car.

I followed him, frowning. “Hey, I thought you were going to give me a ride.”

“Too busy,” he said, climbing into his car and starting it up quickly. “I’ve got my own problems, Draith. You’re not the center of the universe, you know.”

I glared at his taillights and cursed for a while. Apparently, he’d offered me a ride only to find out where I was going next. I guess I hadn’t been useful enough to warrant a free trip downtown.

I took the next cross street and headed toward the Strip on foot. On the way there, things got weird.
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Every bad neighborhood has individuals that make it bad. It’s not the streets themselves that are to blame for poor reputations. It’s the people who roam them—that’s what the populace is really afraid of.

The airport district had always had trouble with gangs. When I first spotted a group up ahead, milling on the street with lazy, insolent steps, I knew what I was facing. But I kept walking toward them. Turning around now would be a mistake. Like dogs, they could smell fear.

As I walked closer and closer, I felt my heart accelerate in my chest. It wasn’t pounding yet, but it was getting there. They weren’t shouting any early challenges, which gave me false hope.

I had a few moments to reflect upon the nature of gangs as I drew closer to them and they quieted, taking my measure. In America, groups of young toughs had a long and storied history. From West Manhattan to East Los Angeles, urban youth often felt the siren’s call to gather like small baboon troops and harass people on city streets. I supposed it was rather like organized hazing or bullying in schools. I recalled a quote from Davy Crockett concerning the Irish gangs of centuries past: “These men are worse than savages. They are too mean to swab Hell’s kitchen.” That name had stuck, christening the infamous Hell’s Kitchen neighborhood of New York City.

When I was close enough to count them, I came up with seven sets of hunched shoulders. Were they armed? It was hard to tell. The odds were pretty good that they were. I decided not to reach for my gun as there was no sense in escalating things early. My chief worry was the five thousand dollars in the envelope under my shirt. I couldn’t afford to lose that.

The streets were dark now, and passing cars were rare. Overhead, the streetlights hummed and moths tapped at the orange bulbs.

I drew closer, reaching that zone of space in which people feel the urge to acknowledge one another. They had been talking in murmured conversations with occasional loud bursts of laughter. Now they fell silent. I felt their stares, and I returned them evenly.

“Hey, cop,” one of them called out to me when I reached a range of perhaps thirty feet.

I glanced at him in mild surprise. “I’m not a cop,” I said, almost laughing.

“Bullshit,” said another, stepping out onto the sidewalk. He was blocking my path now. I’d have to step into the street to keep going. “We saw you get out of the cruiser. We saw you talking to them forever.”

I walked closer, trying not to slow down. I felt a surge of anger. Sure, I technically owned a mansion, but no one wanted to buy mansions these days. I would probably have to let it go to the bank for taxes soon. After you subtracted what I owed, I probably had less wealth in the world than these punks, and I wasn’t in any mood to share whatever was left.

“Look kids,” I said, “the cops hate me more than they do any of you. Trust me. Now, get out of the way.”

The first one laughed. “He must think they can get back here quick enough. I doubt it, undercover man. I really do.”

I decided to bluff and gamble. Call it a personality flaw. “Don’t you guys want to know why your friends are turning into little piles of bones?” I asked them.

That changed their attitudes—unfortunately, it didn’t bring out the best in them. Cursing, three of them stepped close. They said very bad things about my mother, my sister, and my personal sexual history.

“Give us what you got, and you can go,” the leader said from about three feet away. His hands were curled into fists at his side. He was the biggest of them, and the others called him “Cartoon.” His dark brown arms were wrapped by tattoos of green eagles and his eyes were like two drops of black oil.

I shook my head. “Don’t have much, and I’m not handing over what I have.”

Cartoon grinned, clearly happy to hear my decision. He waved forward two of his friends.

The first man drew back a fist. I stepped close, grabbed his wrist and elbow, and pulled him forward until he was off-balance. These boys were game, but they weren’t trained fighters. I sent him over my hip onto his face.

No one had a weapon in hand, so I didn’t draw mine. If I pulled a gun now, they would do the same and things could escalate. I’d been in a lot of fights; most of them I couldn’t even remember. I figured these guys might even learn to respect me before this was over.

The second one took his shot. He kicked at my knees. I kicked back, and something popped. He went down cursing.

The third guy was Cartoon himself. He was the scary one. He had a look of confidence the others didn’t possess. He also was ruder than the rest, moving in on me before it was really his turn. I hadn’t recovered from my kick when I saw his fist coming at me out of the dark. I twisted my head but took it on the point of my chin. My jaw popped painfully, and I staggered back. He came in behind that first roundhouse swing, firing powerful blows toward my midsection.

I managed to save the situation by grabbing his wrist, stepping behind his left ankle with my left foot, and pushing at his shoulder. It was an easy throw, and he went down in a spiral around me. Unfortunately, he caught hold of my shirt with both his hands, and I stumbled and went to my knees.

The first guy was back up by now and kicked me. Besides hurting like a bastard, his action finally dislodged my prized possession. The brown envelope fell out onto the concrete and spilled open. Hundred dollar bills fluttered over the sidewalk.

The gang whooped and surged forward, grabbing for the cash like a pack of kids when the piñata finally bursts open. A sane man in my situation would have climbed to his feet and run off. Unfortunately, I was pissed off and desperate.

“Give that back, or I’ll turn you all to piles of slimed bones!” I shouted.

Of all the things I could have said under the circumstances, this was possibly the only thing that had the power to gain their attention.

“You’re a cop!” shouted Cartoon. “The cops don’t know about the Beast! They don’t know where the bones come from—or where they go.”

“Let’s take the cash and run,” said a shapely young woman with incredibly long fingernails, tugging at his sleeve.

Cartoon shook his head. He straightened and shoved the small handful of money he’d managed to gather into my face. “I can take your money later, cop. Right now, I want to see you bleed.”

I took the money and stuffed it away. “You and me, then,” I said, agreeing to his terms.

The rest of them squinted at us like we were crazy. I could read the look: my money had upped the ante. Originally, they’d been bullying a man on the street. They’d had nothing to lose. But now they had real cash in their hands and they wanted to keep it. They wanted to escape in case I really was a cop and had called for support somehow.

They abandoned Cartoon after a few shouted attempts to persuade him it was time to flee. I thought about running after a few and beating the money out of them, but I knew I couldn’t do it with the big man chasing me.

Cartoon put up his fists and set his feet. He knew how to stand, and I could tell his punches were going to hurt. He was the only one among them who knew how to fight.

“Let’s make this a man’s fight,” he said. “I paid for it. No kicking. No girl-stuff. Just fists and balls.”

I thought I knew what he meant, so I nodded. We began trading blows. I tried jabs first and so did he. I ducked a few heavy fists and began to worry. He was younger, stronger, and almost as fast. The only thing I had on him was experience and whatever training I’d received in my hazy past. I still couldn’t remember much about my life before the last six months.

I took a few shots to the chest and one to the right ear that left my head singing. In return, I closed one of his eyes for him. We were both breathing hard as we took a break and circled.

“You really aren’t a cop, are you?” he asked. “No cop would fight fair like this. He’d call in a hundred friends. Cops are just the biggest gang, you know that?”

I smiled, showing him a few blood-lined teeth. “I told you they hate me.”

I realized I had gained his respect. But I hadn’t taken the fight out of him. This young man liked a good fight, and he meant to have one. He meant to beat me down until my face was on the pavement or his was. I figured he might win. Regretfully, I decided to even the odds.

We came together again, both swinging hard. I stepped close and ducked low. I used the power of one of the artifacts I wore—just a small thing. The wedding ring Jenna had given me long ago was still around my little finger, turned around so the diamond didn’t show. It was an object and it had a neat power: it gave someone a small amount of localized luck. It didn’t have much range, but its reach was great enough to help out in a fistfight. I urged Cartoon’s foot to slip. At the same time, I grabbed his other leg behind the knee and heaved. He went over on his back. On the way down, he landed badly, smacking his head on the curb.

I stood over him, ready to rain down blows, but I hesitated. He glared up at me, rubbing the back of his head.

“You cheated somehow,” he complained. His expression was honestly reproachful. “There’s no way I should be down like this.”

“Sorry,” I said. “Did you call fighting three on one a fair fight?”

“Crazy pendejo,” he mumbled, massaging his skull.

I walked away, snatching up a few stray hundreds as I went.

“Hey,” he called after me.

I glanced back, but kept walking.

“Watch out for the light. A circle of orangey light. The Beast will come when you are all alone somewhere in the Triangle.”

“The Triangle?”

“Yeah, that’s what I said.”

“What’s the Triangle?”

Cartoon climbed to his feet and chuckled. “It’s a place, pendejo. You’re standing in the middle of it.”

I left then, hurrying up the street before his friends could come back for what remained of my cash.
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I’d learned over time that in modern Las Vegas certain areas were ruled by members of the self-styled Community. These people considered themselves lords, and in a way they were correct to do so. Normal people could not hope to face them. Each of these lords held one or more artifacts of power, including one that was exceptionally potent. The truly powerful artifacts operated only in small regions rather than working everywhere. As a rogue, I was someone in possession of a collection of minor objects that were mobile. I could take them with me and use them wherever I wanted.

Looking at this arrangement of power carefully, I preferred my lot in it. Sure, there were others who could do things far beyond my meager means. But I was glad to trade power for mobility. If nothing else, I was sure I would become immensely bored stuck in one place. Some of the Community members seemed half-mad to me. I suspected it was due to a sort of cabin fever. If they dared step out of the narrow zone where they held sway, they would be helpless in the face of the others. Their artifact could be taken from them, because it wouldn’t work. On the other hand, if they left it at home, who would guard it? Who could they trust? Any henchman would be sorely tempted to take the power for himself, instantly setting himself up as the new local lord.

No, that lifestyle wasn’t for me. I was a wandering rogue, and, although life was hard, I preferred it this way. I considered myself fortunate to have gotten away from the gang, losing only dollars. They might have taken my sunglasses if they’d realized what the artifact could do. They might have taken everything and found several other objects they could use.

Walking with a slight limp, I was only two blocks from the Strip now. I could see the bright lights up ahead. Unlike the airport district, the city cared about the Strip, as that was where the tourists came to spend their dollars. Areas like the Triangle could rot, but order was maintained out on the Strip. Understanding that with clarity I’d not possessed previously, I was anxious to return to the bright lights and clean streets.

I have to admit, after losing most of my five thousand my head was full of dark thoughts. I considered using my sunglasses for theft. The power to open locks at will made stealing laughably easy. I’d thought of doing so before but had always refused. Somehow losing the cash seemed so unfair that I found myself wanting to fix it. To gain instant justice. To take back some of what I’d lost. The idea was seductive.

Schemes percolated in my head. I wouldn’t rob the casinos, of course. That seemed like the obvious move, but the trouble was every casino in town had about a million cameras watching everyone. They all knew who I was and what I looked like. I could probably take the cash, but I’d be arrested soon after.

As fast as my head generated objections, darker parts of my mind answered them. I didn’t have to go for the gold. I could enter a closed bank or a vacant hotel room. In my mind’s eye, I saw myself rifling through people’s belongings in the dark.

I shook my head. I had to resist these ideas. That wasn’t who I was—a thief in the night.

I was only a block from the Strip now. I already felt better. The lights were glaring, colorful, and bright. I saw people walking up and down the street, cheerful and noisy. It was like coming upon a festival in the middle of the wilderness.

Something caught my attention: a sound. It was a stealthy sound, a whispering sound. I stopped and looked around. My first thought was that the gang kids had followed me, seeking to finish what they’d started. Maybe I had more hundreds in my pockets. Maybe, if they beat me long enough, more money would come out of me, like a broken ATM.

I looked around, peering into the dark streets, but no one was nearby. The sounds, I thought, had come from the storm drains. I squatted and listened at the closest of them. It seemed like an odd thing to do, even to me. But if you’d seen all the things I’d seen in this town, you might not think so.

“You should keep moving,” said a voice over my shoulder. The words were a harsh whisper.

I whirled around so fast I almost pitched forward on my face. A man stood over me. He wore coveralls and a bandana around his neck. He was unshaven rather than bearded. His dirty cap shaded dark blue eyes.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I’m Jim,” he said, “and you shouldn’t be here, rogue.”

I stood up and glanced down at the storm drain at our feet. “Gutter Jim?” I asked.

“I prefer just Jim.”

“And why do you care about what happens to me?”

Jim shook his head slowly. “You are a strange one. You shouldn’t be in the Triangle.”

“I’m looking for someone,” I said, holding out the picture.

He barely glanced at it. “She’s not here, not anymore.”

“Do you know where she is, then?”

Jim took a step down into the storm drain. To me, the drain appeared to be covered by a solid grate over a dark hole, but his right foot vanished into it, as if it were a stairway.

“It’s tried to eat you several times now, you know,” he said. “For some reason it’s failed. But I wouldn’t count on that forever. It’s nothing if not persistent.”

I opened my mouth to ask more, but Jim walked down into the drain. It was impossible, but the drain swallowed him up. When there was only his head left, looking away from me, I glanced toward the Strip.

“Wait,” I said. “Talk to me.”

Jim didn’t answer. His cap vanished, but I noticed the storm drain didn’t look like itself anymore. Instead of a grate and slit-like opening in the concrete, it resembled a manhole. I could see a ladder with metal rungs going down. Each rung was painted with chipped yellow paint, the kind every city uses on municipal equipment.

I quickly looked both ways. Ahead was the Strip, brightly lit and normal. A towering fake pyramid stood nearby, lit up by thousands of Christmas-tree lights. The other direction, leading back into the Triangle, was dark and foreboding. Passersby and cars were rare.

Gritting my teeth and cursing, I stepped down into nothingness. I wasn’t happy about it, but I put my right foot on the chipped yellow-painted rung of the ladder and then put another foot on the next rung down. By the time I had my hands on the ladder, I couldn’t see the lights from the Strip anymore. When my head was all that poked out above the street level, I thought I saw something…odd.

It was like a soap bubble in space. It made me think of a ripple in the air, or a heat shimmer over a desert highway. The shimmer had a source of light inside it. The light reminded me of an eye.

Then the eye blinked, and it was gone, as were the streets. I found myself at the base of the paint-chipped ladder. Water flowed over my shoes. I expected an unpleasant odor, but it wasn’t all that bad down here. Perhaps I hadn’t reached the true sewers yet.

I didn’t see Gutter Jim, but I started walking anyway. There was only one way to go. As I followed the echoing, dripping tunnels, I called out for my host. He didn’t answer.

I began to doubt my good sense in coming down here. I’d been only a few steps from escaping onto the Strip, and instead I’d decided to come down into the sewers. Worse, I was following a man who clearly didn’t want me here—a man who held some kind of unknown power in this region.

“You are in my domain now,” said a voice behind me. “You know that don’t you, rogue?”

“Of course,” I said, turning around slowly. “I only wanted to ask you some questions.”

Gutter Jim stood there, his black waders dripping. He had a light on his cap, which he’d snapped on. It made his face harder to see, but I could tell his eyes were less friendly than when we’d met on the streets.

He snorted at me. “No one comes here. No one comes down into my domain to question me.”

I put up a hand, palm outward. “I meant no disrespect. I’m a rogue and a visitor, nothing more. I thank you for your warning and ask that you forgive me for trespassing.”

“Who are you working for?”

“Karen Swanson,” I said.

He shook his head. “I don’t know that name.”

I held out the picture of the girl. It was ripped now, and one corner was soggy. I wondered how long it would last under these conditions. I should probably make a few copies when I got the chance.

Gutter Jim laughed at me. “You came down here for a girl? What, did you find her on the Internet?”

I sighed. “Yeah, an online dating site. You know her?”

He shook his head. He eyed me carefully. “You’ve got guts coming into a domain like this. And you’re lucky, too. Or is it just luck? What kind of powers do you have?” I pulled out my .32 and spun it around on my finger once. I smiled. “This is the best one in my collection.”

Gutter Jim smirked. I noted that he didn’t seem scared of my pistol. I put it away, not wanting it to look like an overt threat.

“I heard you popped Meng with that some months ago,” he said. “True guts. I never liked Meng, so I won’t hold it against you. I’m sure she gave you good cause. But don’t think you can put a bullet in me, rogue. Not down here. My mind is still quicker than a bullet.”

I had my doubts about that, but I smiled and nodded politely. Internally, I was cataloging his powers. He clearly could move around in these watery tunnels at will. He could also open a route down into them from the surface, which others could use if they were quick enough. Was that the extent of his power? I really couldn’t be sure. I intended to be quite polite until I knew more. When facing a lord of the Community in his domain, politeness was always a good policy.

As it was rude to ask outright, I attempted to broach the subject obliquely. “So far, I’m very impressed with your domain and your powers of movement within it,” I said. This comment seemed to surprise him. He perked up noticeably and the left corner of his mouth twitched into a half smile. I guess he received very few compliments. Who, after all, would praise the man who ruled the sewers?

“Well,” he said, “I do get around.”

“Yes!” I said. “That’s what’s different about you than any of the others I’ve met. You aren’t trapped like they are in a single small building. Imagine the hell of being stuck in one small space for so very long. No wonder they are all half-mad. I don’t mean this as an insult, but you combine the power of the rogue with the power of the lord.”

As we walked and talked, the passages became more dank and the air less sweet. My nose twitched, but I kept following him.

Gutter Jim looked bemused and curious. His brow furrowed, but he kept smiling. “What do you mean I combine powers of the rogue and the lord, Draith?”

“I mean you can go where you please and your power still works. What a gift! You possess a truly powerful artifact, one of the greats, and mobility. You have the best of both worlds.”

He shrugged and a smile tugged at his face. “I’ve often had similar thoughts.”

“Of course you have!” I said. “Tell me what else you can do. A man who can pop from one spot to another is impressive, but there must be more to it than that.”

He chuckled. “I’ll tell you one thing: I can spot a con when I see one. You’ll get nothing more from me, Draith. But I will help you find your way out of my domain.”

As he spoke, something bumped me in the back, I stumbled and turned around. It was a metal ladder coated with chipped yellow paint. The ladder led up to a dark circle. I thought I saw wavering stars in the circle.

“Well, thanks for your hospitality, Jim,” I said. “I’m sure we’ll talk again.”

“Don’t be too certain about that.”

I climbed the ladder and a moment later stood on the Strip. At my feet, a manhole closed itself with a resounding clang. Passing tourists skirted me with gasps. They wrinkled their noses and pointed.

Grumbling and stamping my wet shoes to dry them, I looked upward. I was at the foot of the Lucky Seven. The red velvet carpet ran up the steps to the glass entrance. I could feel the stares of a dozen security people. Were the cameras already putting my face through recognition systems? I would have been surprised if they weren’t.
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As I reached for the bright gold door handles of the Lucky Seven, a white-gloved hand snatched the door open. A doorman’s face topped by a furrowing brow was thrust outside to regard me with an unfriendly stare.

“You can’t come inside, sir,” the doorman said.

“Why not?”

He pointed to my dripping, slightly muddy shoes with a white-gloved finger. “That’s not appropriate dress.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. Maybe I could just go around to the side door? I need to talk to Mr. Rostok.”

At the mention of that name, the man’s face twitched. He stepped outside to speak with me in a loud whisper as other patrons passed by us, going in and out of the casino.

“Look, Draith,” he said. “You can’t just barge in here whenever you please. You weren’t invited. I checked already.”

I shrugged, conceding the point. I checked his nametag, which read simply “Jeff.” Rostok had hundreds of employees and I didn’t know them all. Clearly, this man had recognized me.

“Look, Jeff,” I said as if I’d known him all my life. “This isn’t about an invitation. Tell the big man I have information he may be interested in.”

“What kind of information?” he sneered.

“That’s above the pay grade of a man who wears white gloves and a monkey hat,” I said. It was a rude thing to say, but I was having a tough day. I’d been nearly eaten by some kind of interdimensional monster, beaten up by a street gang, robbed, and dunked in a sewer. I wasn’t at my best.

“I’m security, moron,” the doorman hissed back. “See this?” He reached out with his white glove and ran one finger over the door handle. I saw a shiver in the metal as it reacted to his touch. He smiled at my puzzled expression.

“That’s sealed now. Welded shut. No one gets through a door once I lock it.”

I realized he was a rogue and his white gloves had a minor power. Not able to help myself, I slipped on my sunglasses and reached out a hand, trying the door. It made a grinding sound and popped open. I smiled at his dismayed expression and made my sunglasses vanish again.

“Just tell whoever wants to listen that I know where Ezzie went,” I said.

Jeff’s eyes widened, then narrowed again. I smiled at his look of defeat. I reached for the shiny brass door handles again.

“Not that way. You’ll wreck the carpet. Take it around to the side. Someone will meet you there.”

I did as he asked and waited at a much less ostentatious entrance. This one was a simple steel door with a lonely light overhead. Moths tapped at the caged bulb, keeping me company until the door creaked open.

“Draith?”

It was a woman’s voice. I didn’t know her, but she seemed to know who I was. She held the heavy door open for me, and I slipped inside.

We looked one another over. The woman was wearing sequins, feathers, heels—and little else. She was a showgirl of the old school. A thick layer of makeup made it hard to tell just what her face looked like, but I could tell she was pretty and had a dancer’s body.

She wrinkled her nose at my shoes. “Did your bathroom flood or something?”

“Yeah,” I said, deciding it was an easy way out.

“You should have changed. Come on, I’ll take you to the restroom in back.”

I followed her through the labyrinth of concrete passages. Unlike the gaudy casino, there were few decorations back here. The only sight worth looking at was her long legs wrapped in tight nylons.

We paused at an employee restroom while I cleaned my shoes as best I could. After going through a lot of hand soap and paper towels, I managed at last to remove the worst souvenirs of my visit to Gutter Jim’s domain.

“Much better,” the showgirl said when I came out at last.

“What’s your name?”

“Esmeralda.”

I did a double-take, but she didn’t seem to notice. She led me to the private elevator in the back of the Lucky Seven that led up to Rostok’s penthouse offices and apartment. She pressed the call button and we waited.

The similarity in names between this woman’s and Ezzie’s had my mind spinning as we rode up the elevator together. Rostok had a showgirl working for him who seemed to be very familiar with the back rooms, and a pet lava-creature with the same name…What were the odds?

Finally, I just had to ask her. “Esmeralda, did Rostok name his pet after you?”

She smiled. “Maybe. I’ve heard he had a big animal up there. Something exotic.”

“Named Ezzie?”

She looked embarrassed. “Yeah.”

I decided not to tell her he’d named a deadly lava-slug after her. I had the feeling it wouldn’t make any points.

“So,” I said conversationally, “I’ve heard you and Rostok have a thing going.”

She flashed her eyes at me, then shrugged. She looked shy for a moment. This was difficult to pull off in a nearly topless bodice with tail feathers, but she managed it.

“That was a long time ago,” she said. “But it’s over now—it didn’t work out.”

“Let me guess: he gave you nice things but never took you anywhere except for unusually dark rooms.”

She shrugged. “He was different back then, when we were together. He stayed in this building, sure, but he took me downstairs. We went to the shows in the ballroom and visited the restaurant and the casino floor. He’s become much more reclusive since then.”

I thought that over. “What does he look like?”

Esmeralda shrugged. “I don’t have a picture.”

The elevator door dinged and slid open. Unsurprisingly, there was no one in it. We walked in, and Esmeralda pushed the penthouse button.

“Was he fat, thin, bald, old…?” I asked, persisting.

“Tall, well-built. About forty.”

I frowned at this answer. I’d always gotten the feeling he was a large, bearlike man. Maybe he’d put on a lot of weight. I decided not to ask her about that.

“Does he ever turn the lights on these days?”

She glanced at me and shook her head. “Not anymore.”

I nodded. There was an awkward silence, but it lasted only a few more seconds. The elevator dinged and we got off at the penthouse lobby.

“Do you know your way from here, Mr. Draith?”

I nodded, and she took the elevator back down. I tapped at Rostok’s office door and it slid open. I stepped inside into a region of velvety darkness. The first time I’d come to visit the man, I’d found his penchant for sitting in a pitch-black room disconcerting. Now, I was used to it. The door slid shut behind me without a sound.

“Ah, Quentin,” he rumbled in the dark.

I felt a big man get up and walk past me. I tried not to shy away. I wondered for the hundredth time how he could see in this gloom.

I stood still, squinting in the dark. My eyes fought to adjust after the comparative glare of the lobby. Splotchy purple and blue afterimages roamed in front of me. After a short time, I could see the dimly glowing LEDs running in chains around the room. As my eyes grew more accustomed to the dark, I could make out the shadowy hulks of couches, a desk, and two large overstuffed chairs. I sat in one of the chairs when I could see it well enough to steer my butt into it without tripping.

Rostok made me a drink without asking. I heard ice cubes rattle and crack as he poured liquids over them. He handed me the drink, and I took it from his hand when I realized it was in front of my face.

“So, I hear you’ve seen Ezzie?” he asked.

“And Esmeralda.”

Rostok laughed. “Another of my little secrets gone! I tell you, it is unnerving to be in your presence. I’ve long been told I have foresight, but my eyes can rarely see as far as yours.”

Especially not in this pitch-dark room, I thought. I recalled Ezzie’s story about Rostok’s power to foresee the future. Could it be true? Could he be hinting about it now? I decided to let the probe pass. I didn’t want him to know what I’d heard from Ezzie.

“Your secrets are safe with me,” I said.

“I wonder…Well, no matter. Tell me now, how did you spirit away my Ezzie? Where is she, and how did you manage this feat within my domain?”

“Uh,” I began, taken aback. “I didn’t kidnap her, Rostok.”

“Ah! You claim seduction, then? What did you offer her, a bowl of hot coals? I don’t see how you did it, honestly. I know something about all the loose artifacts floating about this city in the hands of various rogues. I’d been suspecting that fop Gilling up until the moment you came here to confess.”

“I think there’s been some kind of misunderstanding…”

“Nonsense,” Rostok said. “Come, boy, confession is good for the soul. Catholics do it all the time! You are in the domain of your lord. You don’t need to lie and shiver here. If this is about a ransom, let me hear your proposal.”

I squinted in the dark and breathed through my mouth for a second. I was uncertain as to how I should proceed. There were underlying threats in everything Rostok was saying. He pretended not to care, but I knew better. If he really believed I had kidnapped Ezzie, he would not rest until I was dead.

“There is no ransom. There was no kidnapping. I—Ezzie came to me. Then she left me as suddenly as she left you. She seemed to be following a series of portals. She wrecked my house by coming up from the cellar and burning her way down the hall.”

I heard an odd, rhythmic sound. After a moment I identified it: Rostok was drumming his fingers on something, probably the arm of his chair.

“You persist in this fantasy? You claim Ezzie manipulated an artifact on her own and left my domain using it?”

“Let’s deal with facts. I awakened to a burning heat in my house. I found Ezzie coming up from the cellar. She was hot—hotter than I’d ever seen her before. She spoke to me briefly, saying she’d been to her homeworld and enjoyed the heat there. I imagine she’d swam in her native lava pools.”

“Go on,” Rostok said, “tell me your tale. We’ll separate the fact from the fiction later on.”

“She didn’t stay long. You can have a look at the trail yourself, if you like. It is as plain to see as a line of chalk. She said she liked me; she’d left you because she decided she wanted to do as she pleased. She left soon after, saying she couldn’t stay. She said something about following a pathway.”

Rostok had begun pacing heavily around the room, but now he sank into a chair. It creaked under his weight. I looked in the direction I thought he was, wishing I could see in the darkness the way he seemed to be able to. I figured he probably had an object that allowed him to see in the dark and perhaps he found it intimidating to keep his visitors guessing. That made sense, but I believed it was more than that. I suspected the darkness aided him or that he required it somehow.

“I will check, you know,” he told me. “I will see for myself. I will have recordings made of your home. Forensics will report to me, and the truth will be revealed.”

I leaned back in my chair and sipped the drink he’d given me. It was vodka with a slightly oily taste. I suspected it was a real Russian import.

“Do you like it?” Rostok asked.

“It’s very cold.”

“It is best served that way. It is from my homeland. They put glycerin in it, you see. It would not be legal to sell it that way here. The glycerin allows us to freeze it to a very low temperature. Then, it slides away down the throat. It is like drinking frozen fire.”

I chuckled, feeling the cold and the burn of it at the same time. “I have to admit, this stuff is the best.”

We sipped our drinks quietly for a few moments. Then he spoke again, “You visit with me and you drink with me like a friend, but you have stolen away my Ezzie.”

“No, I haven’t. She is not in my care. I would not know how to force her or even to persuade her to do anything. She came to me in the night, then vanished as mysteriously as she arrived.”

Rostok stood up and resumed pacing. For a minute or so, neither of us talked. I continued sipping, trying not to let him make me nervous.

“All right,” he said at last. “I’ve come to a decision. You will be believed for now. I hope for your sake you are not seeking to play me false. But I will check your story at your house. Already, my minions are there investigating.”

“I’m glad that misunderstanding is behind us,” I said. “Now, let’s talk about the damage to my house. I came here to inform you about Ezzie’s visit, but I also have unhappy news. She’s caused a great deal of destruction, and it must be repaired.”

“Then call the repairman, Draith! I’m not your secretary.”

“Of course not. But I’m sorely lacking in funds at the moment, if you could—”

“Ah!” roared the man. “I get it now! All this time, I’ve been playing the fool. What does Quentin Draith need? Money. Who has money? Poor Mr. Rostok, that silly man who lives atop a building made of money. What does a beggar in your situation do? Why, he takes that which is most dear to the rich man, the honest man of means. Then he offers to return the victim for pay—”

“Mr. Rostok, I—”

“No! Do not seek to wriggle and dodge. You will hear my words. I believe I now have the sequence of events all clearly stuffed into my slow head. When demanding funds, a robber must negotiate from a position of strength, is it not so? But you, sir, you have no strength. You are a rogue. A mean man of the street with a few tricks in your pockets. An individual who swims in filth. Force, therefore, is out of the question. How, then, can a man of your lowly station take from his betters? Can you tell me that, Draith?”

“This is getting us nowhere.”

“On the contrary, I think this is making everything clear to me. The answer to my question is well known to you, I suspect. What a lesser man does is cheat. He performs a trick of confidence. He sells back what he has taken, while pretending to be the hero who has rescued it. You, Mr. Draith, are conning me!”

I sighed. “I’m doing nothing of the kind. Ezzie ran away. She thought it was cold and dull here. She didn’t want to sit in the dark in a building forever. Is that so hard to believe? What female wouldn’t agree with her, no matter what her nature?”

There was a long silence. Rostok stood in the dark quietly.

“Rostok?” I asked.

“You have hurt me with your words, sir.”

“I’m sorry. Do you believe me now?”

“I will admit your story could be true. I will proceed on that basis. I will pay you to find her. I will fix your house, and I’ll arrange for your bills to go away. But you must bring her back to me.”

“Uh…” I said. “I can try. All I know is that she went into a rip, but I don’t know where it led.”

“You can bet it was somewhere hot. Ask McKesson about such places.”

I nodded. “I will use your name.”

“There are only a few hot worlds connected to this one. You will search them for me. Now, get out.”

I am many things, but I’m not one who overstays his welcome. I tossed down the rest of my drink and headed for the door. I tripped on the carpet in the blackness but managed to keep my feet. I felt my way by running my fingers along the back of the armchair.

“Draith?” Rostok called after me as I reached the door. “One last thing.”

“Yes?”

“If this is a con job, you will not be successful. I will not allow it.”

“I understand.”
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As I rode the elevator back down to the ground floor, my mind whirled. What a strange niche I’d carved out of life for myself. At this point, I was searching for two runaways, both females, but radically different in nature. I smiled as I considered Photoshopping up an image of Ezzie and walking around town, showing it to people.

I walked the Strip to a shopping mall. The building was about to close, but I had just enough time to purchase new shoes, socks, and jeans. I took them to the public restrooms, changed, and shoved the dirty pants and shoes into the trash. They could be washed, I supposed, but I didn’t feel like carting them around with me any longer. I’d endured enough wrinkled noses and whispers already.

Feeling civilized again, I exited the mall under the irritated eyes of a night watchman who was trying to kick everyone out. He rattled his keys in the lock behind me after I exited.

I paused on the sidewalk outside. Getting a sudden impulse, I turned around and tapped on the glass. The watchman waved me away. I placed the picture of Jacqueline Swanson on the glass between us.

“Have you seen her?” I asked, reasoning that a young woman would frequent a mall of this kind, and that a middle-aged watchman like this man might well have noticed her.

Again, he waved me off as if he couldn’t hear me, although we both knew that he could. Irritated, I put my hand on the door handle and pulled. My sunglasses performed their sole trick flawlessly. I leaned into the mall and smiled at him.

“I said, have you seen this young lady?”

The watchman huffed and walked over to me quickly. “How did you open that? I just locked the damned thing.”

“Must not have turned the key all the way,” I suggested.

He came close and fumbled with his keys. “I’m sorry, sir, the mall is closed now. Come back in the morning. We’re open to the public from—”

“Just look at the picture,” I said. “Yes or no?”

He sighed and took it from me. I stood there with one toe of my new shoes and my nose in the door, propping it open. Like all mall doors it was heavy and seemed to want to crush my foot and my face.

“Hmm,” he said. “You know, I think I have seen her around.” He looked at me strangely. “You’re way too young to be her father. Boyfriend?”

I nodded vaguely.

“Well, I think we caught her on camera…you might not want to hear this, sir. But if this is the girl I think it is, she’s a shoplifter.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes. A skilled one, too. She’s removed countless things from our stores. But we’ve got cameras. We studied the files and determined who had to be doing it. We finally caught her about a week ago. She’d been stealing from us, and when an employee spotted her, we followed her—well, it doesn’t matter.”

“Where is she now? Jail?”

He shrugged. “She was picked up by a detective and driven to the police station. I would expect her family has bailed her out by now.”

My ears perked up. “A detective? Was it a man named Jay McKesson?”

“I’m not sure; you should check with the police.”

“It’s important that you identify the man who took her,” I told him. “I have talked to the police, and she’s gone missing.” I quickly described McKesson to him, and the watchman had to admit it did sound like the same person. He couldn’t be sure, however.

I thanked him and left. In my heart, I felt fairly certain McKesson had picked up Jacqueline. It would be just like him to do so, then glibly lie when I asked him about it. McKesson was as slippery as any criminal I’d ever met.

I pulled out my cell phone and called McKesson. As usual, he answered on the second ring. “What’s up, Draith?”

“I’m working for Rostok now.”

“Yeah? Doing what?”

“I’m on a missing person’s case. Rostok told me to talk to you about it.”

McKesson sighed. “All right, but make it quick, I’m busy.”

“You’ve got the Swanson girl,” I said, deciding not to be coy about it.

“No, I don’t.”

“Where is she then? Did you take her in for shoplifting or not?”

He hesitated. “Yeah. But she’s gone now.”

I frowned. “If her mother bailed her out, why did she bother to pay me to find her?”

“It’s not that simple—she escaped.”

“Out of jail?”

“No, we never made it that far. She was in the back of my car in cuffs, and then she wasn’t. She was gone.”

“That must have made your buddies back at the police station laugh harder than usual.”

McKesson grunted. “I didn’t tell them.”

“No reports, nothing?”

“She’s a rogue. She has some kind of power. I’m sure that whatever let her get out of my cuffs and my car must have let her steal all that stuff at the mall, too. In short, she can take care of herself.”

“All right,” I said. “Now tell me where she took off on you. What cross streets? What day and time?”

McKesson grumbled. I caught the word bullshit. “Just a minute. Why does Rostok care about this girl, anyway?”

It was my turn to hesitate. I was of course lying about Rostok wanting me to find Jacqueline. He wanted me to find Ezzie and didn’t even know Jacqueline existed. But as McKesson had done his share of lying, I was determined to get everything I could out of him. I quickly came up with an angle and went with it. “Ezzie is missing. He thought the cases might be linked.”

“That is such crap, Draith. Good play, but this is good-bye.”

“Hold on,” I said quickly. “Jay, are you there?”

My cell was quiet for a few seconds, and I thought he’d dropped the call.

“What else do you have?” he asked finally. “It had better be good.”

“People have been vanishing just a few blocks to the west of the Strip,” I said quickly. “This girl vanished from your car, I bet in that area. Ezzie slithered through my house, from one rip to another in a few minutes. These rips came and went fast, too fast for your watch to detect and home in on them. Don’t you think all these cases of small, fast-opening rips might be related?”

McKesson was quiet for several seconds. “Not good enough,” he said finally, and disconnected.

I cursed at my phone and shoved it into my pocket. I was running out of leads, but I had one more card to play. I called a friend of mine, another rogue named Gilling. He didn’t answer, but I knew he’d call back. He was the curious type. He’d want to know why I was calling him.

I took stock of my cash supply. I had a total of $722 on me, after having bought the new clothes. I grimaced. That wasn’t much. I didn’t even have a car, and a taxi ride back to Henderson was expensive for a man who couldn’t pay his bills. It looked like I was going to have to head to the bus station.

Grumbling, I walked the Strip without enjoying it. Many dark thoughts assailed me. Once again, I considered robbing the casinos, but that was easier said than done. Sure, I might have slipped in and pulled a handle or two, using my sunglasses to jam the internals. The coins would pour out, and I’d make a few hundred bucks. But then what? The casino people all knew me, and there were cameras everywhere. I’d be surprised if I made it to the door.

There were other possibilities, of course. Bigger scores. I could open a safe as easily as a door or slot machine. I could empty a bank vault, if I wanted to. But I didn’t want to do it. I wasn’t a thief—I was a rogue. There had to be a way to make money without stealing.

While I walked and thought this over, I made a serious mistake. I kept my money in my hand. As I passed a row of palm trees tightly wound up with white Christmas lights, I felt a tug.

I whirled around—but there was no one there. No one close, anyway. Frantically, I flipped through my cash. One of my hundreds was missing.

“Dammit,” I hissed. I couldn’t believe it. I felt a flush of rage. I’d been abused too much today. Losing my last dollars to some other rogue was too much.

I couldn’t be sure, but I thought the tug had come from in front of me and pulled the bill away over my wrist. I stuffed my cash down to the bottom of my front pocket, did an about-face, and started walking the way I’d come. Eyes wide, I watched everything—every shadow, every object on the street. I had no idea how the trick had been performed, but I was sure I’d just been hit by someone’s power. I’d met up with enough people with artifacts to know the signs.

The stretch of sidewalk I was on ran between two of the big casinos. It wasn’t exactly dark, but it wasn’t lit up like a carnival funhouse, either. Much of the Strip rippled with blinking lights and blaring music. This particular region was relatively quiet. I listened closely. Artifacts rarely had much range. Whoever had performed this vile trick on me was probably still nearby.

“I know you’re here,” I said, “and I’m going to find you.”

That did it. I heard slapping feet. I didn’t see anyone, but I heard light shoes on concrete. I sped up, beginning to trot.

That’s when I saw it, as a car drove by. The headlights splashed the wall of a closed head shop to my left. I grinned, seeing the stark shadow of a running person. The shadow was there, but the person wasn’t. The thief was invisible, as least to my eyes. But somehow, the runner threw a full shadow on the wall when the bright headlights hit her. The running shadow was tall, thin, and had long flowing hair.
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I rushed forward, pretending I didn’t have any idea where the invisible trickster was. Then, when I thought I was at about the right point, I lunged to my left, sweeping my arms in a wide motion. My fingers made contact.

“Gotcha!” I shouted triumphantly. I got an arm around her waist—at least I figured it was her waist. I still couldn’t see her.

She screamed, and I knew I’d caught myself a rogue. She scratched me, and I threw her down, feeling a trifle bad about it. I couldn’t take the chance she’d claw my eyes out when I couldn’t see her. I knelt and put my hands on her back, holding her down. I figured even if she had a weapon, it would be hard to shoot me from that position.

“Get off me,” she said. She sounded pissed off.

I smiled, shaking my head. “Are you going to give me back my money, Jacqueline?” I asked.

She stopped thrashing around. I had the palm of my hand pressed down on her back, and I felt her ribs heaving under my fingers in a near panic.

“Who are you?” she whispered.

“Quentin Draith,” I said. “Turn off your trick. I can see you anyway.”

“Can you see this?”

I chuckled. “You’re giving me the finger, right?”

Jacqueline let herself become visible then, and I smiled down at her. “Nice to meet you.”

“You could really see me? How?”

“I lied,” I said. “The finger was just a lucky guess.”

For some reason, this made her angry again. Maybe it was the grin on my face. “Help!” she screamed. “Somebody get this rapist off me!”

That worked. I stood up quickly and let her climb to her feet. A few passersby took notice and stopped walking. That was the first phase, I knew. When witnessing a crime, most potential heroes didn’t charge right in. They stood and stared for a moment, figuring out what they were looking at. Then, if it looked safe enough, or if they were brave enough, they might approach, shouting at the attacker. Before reaching that stage, however, they would pull out a cell and call the cops.

“I’m calling McKesson,” I said, pulling out my own cell phone. “If the cops come, I’ll make sure he’ll get his hands on you. He’ll strip you down to your undies, and you won’t be getting out of his car a second time.”

She looked at me with big blue eyes. They weren’t happy eyes. “Here,” she said, holding out my hundred dollar bill. “Take this. We’ll call it even.”

I took the money and stuffed it away. “Did you really need a hundred bucks that badly?” I asked.

She shrugged. “No. It was kind of a joke. I usually lift a map or something from a tourist. The look on people’s faces is priceless.”

Now that we were talking calmly, the staring people started moving again. They put away their cells and walked off, talking among themselves and casting frequent glances our way. I felt a wave of relief. Things might have gone much worse.

“Truce?” I asked. “How about if I buy you a cup of coffee?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I was robbing you, not asking for a date.”

“In that case, you can buy the coffee.”

She gave a puff of laughter and pushed her hair out of her face. “You were a bastard, knocking me down like that.”

“Sorry. I couldn’t see you, remember? I didn’t know what I was up against. You might have been armed.”

“Are you a cop? You tackled me like a cop.”

“I get that a lot. But no, I’m not.”

We found a place and sat down in a booth across from one another. She was quite attractive, and my earlier surge of anger faded. Having my hundred bucks back in my pocket had improved my attitude, too.

“So,” I said, “let’s see what I can figure out from what I know about your story. You were happy as a rich girl in college, but that ended and then people expected you to get a job. Getting a job is tough these days—especially for people with degrees in…” Here, I stopped and gestured for her to fill in the blank.

“Cognitive studies,” she said unhappily.

“Exactly. Soon, you were upper-twenties, with Mom urging you to find a nice man with an MBA to marry. Am I getting warm here?”

She crossed her arms and shrugged.

“Somewhere along the way, you discovered this artifact…” I said, pausing in hopes she would identify it. She did not, she merely nodded. I continued, hiding my disappointment. “You found a new source of joy in life, and began playing a few tricks. You were low on money, as Mom wasn’t interested in upping your allowance years after graduation. Maybe at first, you only took a few candy bars—”

“Shoes,” she said. “It was shoes. They’re insanely expensive.”

“Right. And then maybe Mom discovered this horde of ill-gotten shoes and the questions flew. Questions you couldn’t answer. So, you decided to strike out on your own. Who needs a bedroom and a curfew when you can go invisible and take whatever you need?”

Jacqueline shook her head and sipped her coffee. “It wasn’t exactly like that, but you are close enough. Are you done?”

“Almost. The power has a flaw, it seems. It only clouds the mind of those who see you. They can’t see you—can’t notice you. But they can still see physical effects like shadows. Worse, cameras aren’t affected at all. There are videos all over town of you stealing things. You figured this out and panicked.”

She was staring at me now, impressed. She licked her lips. “There is no way you know all this just from running into me. What’s your story?”

I threw her picture down on the table between us and sipped my coffee. It was hot, but tasted like plastic. For once, I wished I’d ordered one loaded with sugar and cream.

“My mom hired you,” she said, staring at the picture. “And I have to admit, you are incredibly good at finding people. What do you have?”

I shrugged.

“Come on,” she said, leaning close. “I know other people must have something magical like I do. You know all about it, so give me a hint. You’ve got to have something.”

I thought about it for a second. One rule almost all rogues develop eventually is a very tight lip when it comes to the nature of their own artifacts. But I wanted more from her, so I figured I would have to give a little bit.

I took out a red plastic cube from my pocket. It was a six-sided die. Each of the pips was drilled into the plastic and painted white. I rolled it on the table between us, and it clattered. I rolled a five.

“Roll it,” I said.

“Dice? That’s your power? What do they do?”

“Just try it.”

She took up the die with her eyes brightly lit. For the first time since I met her, she seemed entranced. The artifacts were like that—they often filled a person with greed. As she took it up, I half expected her to vanish and run off with my die. It didn’t have any power, of course. I had no intentions of handing over a real item of power to a thief I’d just met.

She rolled a four. I took the die from the table and shook it in my hand.

“Name a number,” I said.

“What? Oh, um…six.”

I used the power of the wedding ring and rolled a six. I picked the die up and repeated the stunt four more times. Each time, she named a number and I rolled that exact number.

“That is pretty cool,” she admitted, “but I don’t see how this led you to me.”

I smiled. “It’s not just about rolling what you want,” I said. “It’s about odds—luck in general.”

Her eyes widened again. “You mean…you can, like, win the lottery if you want to?”

I put away the red die. Her eyes followed it as I did so. “Sort of. Anyway, I showed you mine.”

“Okay, yeah, you did. Now what?”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you going to try to drag me back to my mom?”

I shook my head. “No, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to take your picture with my cell.”

“To prove you found me?”

“Exactly.”

She let me do it, and gave me a big smile and the finger as my phone flashed. I laughed. She was a wild one, all right. I felt a certain attraction toward her. I liked the wild ones. I knew it was a personality flaw, but I couldn’t help it. I sent the picture to Karen Swanson electronically. That should be worth another five thousand. I wouldn’t call it easy money, but I’ve had worse days.

When Jacqueline and I left the restaurant it was about midnight.

“Where are you headed?” I asked.

“Have you got a car?”

I shook my head.

She frowned. “You can roll whatever you want with dice, and you don’t have a car?”

“The casinos catch on eventually. They have cameras, and they remember faces. They aren’t too thrilled with me.”

“I see,” she said, looking at me oddly.

“What are you thinking?”

“That you and I are quite a bit alike.”

I didn’t really agree, but I knew what she meant.

“I guess this is where we go our own ways,” she said.

I looked at her and nodded. I pulled out my cell phone. “Your mother thought you might be in trouble. I can see you are—but only through faults of your own. You don’t need rescuing at the moment.”

“I thank you for recognizing that fact.”

“But I was hired to help you if you needed the help. So here, let’s exchange info. If you need me you can call this number.”

We tapped data into two tiny screens. Suddenly, she leaned close to me and kissed me. I blinked in surprise. She pulled back, beaming up at me. “Thanks a lot for finding me. Just tell Mom I’m fine, and I’ll come back when I’m really, really bored. Bye now!”

I caught her wrist with my left hand. She gasped and sputtered. I held out my hand.

“Give it back,” I said.

She looked embarrassed and I let go of her. A small red cube fell out of her hand into my waiting palm. She’d dug it out of my pocket while covering the move with that surprise kiss.

“Do you really need a lucky die when you can already go invisible?” I asked her in annoyance.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know—I just couldn’t stop thinking about it.”

“The objects make most people want them. Fight the feeling, you’ll live longer.”

Jacqueline cocked her head to one side and eyed me. “You don’t seem as curious about my source of power. Why is that?”

“I said most people want them. I feel it, too, but I can control my greed.”

She nodded and walked away down the Strip. The red die didn’t have any powers, but I was still annoyed since she’d tried to rob me twice within the span of an hour.

I reached the corner and stood under a stoplight, waiting for the red hand to change into the green walking man. I glanced back, but she wasn’t in sight. I felt a pang of regret. I told myself I should have been nicer to her as we parted. I shook my head, trying to erase all thoughts of Jacqueline Swanson. It was difficult. She’d looked good in her picture and even better in person. Why was I always attracted to troublemakers?

I pulled out my cell and phoned the woman’s mother to give her the good news, in case she hadn’t read her e-mail yet. There was no answer, so I texted her the photo again and a brief message asking when we should meet. I could really use another five thousand about now.

The next problem was one of sleeping arrangements. I was getting tired, and I was still sore from Cartoon’s fists. A normal man would be swollen and marked up, but my bruises were already fading. I always healed fast, a power given to me by an old photograph that may or may not be a picture of me as a baby. That one I kept taped against my skin. I possessed four artifacts in all: the sunglasses, the photo, the wedding ring, and one more that was weird enough to get me arrested if it was ever found. This last artifact was a dead alien’s finger. It caused other people’s powers to fail when used against me directly. It didn’t stop effects like Jacqueline’s invisibility or the cat-assassin’s thrown projectiles. Just powers that came at me head-on like fireballs and mental attacks. I wore it like a talisman, hung in a tiny vial around my neck on a leather thong.

I walked to the south end of the Strip where the hotels were cheap and small. Taking a room at a place that had a sleeping sheep as a logo, I paid with the cash I’d gotten back from Jacqueline and went in to take a shower. I took all my special items with me, of course, and locked the door.

After a steamy fifteen minutes, I felt a lot better. I came out rubbing a towel on my head.

“You take forever to shower,” a female voice said.

I stopped rubbing my wet hair and jerked my head up. Jacqueline stood in the room. She had my gun in one hand and my red die in the other.

I stared at her, taking it all in. I’d taken my real items of power into the bathroom—but not my gun. I was slipping up.

“Could you aim that somewhere else?” I asked.

“Could you put your clothes on?”

We both complied with the other’s wishes. I watched her out of the corner of my eye. There were moments when I felt I could have safely attacked her and taken her down, but I didn’t. I wanted to know why she was in my room.

“I was under the impression that our date was over,” I said. “I hadn’t taken you for the stalker type.”

She snorted. She threw the red die on the table. It bounced and clattered. When it came to rest, it displayed two white dots on top.

“Do you know what number I wished to roll?” she asked.

“A seven?”

“A five. You lied. I tried this thing, like, twenty times. It never rolls what I want—well, almost never. It did twice in a row once, and I thought I had it. After that, nothing. You conned me. This die doesn’t do anything, does it?”

“You followed me all the way down here and snuck into my room. How the hell did you do that?”

She looked slightly proud. “I was there when you checked in. I saw what room they gave you—then I stole the extra key.”

I walked over to the red die on the table. I considered jumping her then. I was very close. I figured she might not know enough about guns to shoot me with my .32. I considered my chances—they were pretty good. If she did hit me, I would probably heal up before I died. But still, it would hurt a lot. Sadly, none of my objects gave me the power to ignore pain.

“So, is this a robbery, or what?”

“No,” she said, placing the gun on the table.

I snatched it up the moment she did so. She watched me warily. “Why do you have a gun, anyway?”

“To shoot nosy people who break into my room.”

She laughed nervously. “I came because I want to know more. You bullshitted me a bit back there at the restaurant. I don’t blame you for that. I wouldn’t trust me, either. So, forget about how your powers work. I don’t care. Just help me understand mine. Tell me how these objects work. How many are there? Who has them? So many questions! After you walked off, I couldn’t stand it. I want to know—everything!”

“Do you have money?”

“Some, yeah. Why?”

“Go buy a twelve-pack of beer and bring it back. And get yourself something, too. What do you like? Wine coolers?”

She made a face. “Champagne.”

“Okay, go buy some of the best. Bring it back here. We’ll talk. It will take awhile.”

Her face lit up again, but she was still suspicious. “You’ll really be here when I get back? You aren’t just saying this to ditch me?”

“I should ditch you. I have every reason in the world to do so. But I’m not that bright.”

Jacqueline squinted at me, trying to read my meaning.

“I’ll still be here,” I said gently.

She left, and I stretched out on the bed, wondering what I was getting myself into.
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I told her the whole story. All about the artifacts and how they were made. She’d learned about the nuclear tests out in the Nevada desert from school, but I filled in the blanks I had pieced together. As best I and others could surmise, those tests had disrupted the physics on this part of the planet.

“Possibly, they did more than just develop the atomic bomb out here. I think they tried other experiments—maybe tests that weren’t successful. I think they woke up some things. Bad things.”

Jacqueline looked at me thoughtfully. “So these items with strange powers only seem to show up around here? In southern Nevada?”

“As far as anyone I’ve met knows, it is restricted to this area.”

“But why isn’t the government in on it? Aren’t there scientists and reporters trying to dig deeper?”

I shrugged. “It’s not under the jurisdiction of any official group. I think the FBI rolls their eyes at the reports coming out of this town. I think the really wild stuff gets buried along with the hoaxes and crackpots. Imagine if Bigfoot were real—he’d have a hard time getting an interview today after so many people have embarrassed themselves publicly with false evidence. I’m sure these events have been brought to the attention of the media, but they assume it’s all nonsense. In the end, freak events are reported on websites like mine, for the most part. They might get mentioned on midnight radio stations after that; then someone in the mainstream media looks at it, laughs, and the report is forgotten.”

“I think something deeper is going on. The government is covering up something big, and a lot of people are in on it. All these objects—the Beast. Someone has to be keeping a lid on it all.”

“Maybe,” I agreed.

“But how do you know it was the bomb tests?” she asked after thinking for another moment. “Have you been out there? To Indian Springs and Camp Mercury? They used to have tours, you know.”

“Yeah, I need to get out there someday. But I’ve been too busy battling otherworldly invaders, paying bills, and just plain staying alive.”

She smiled. “I guess I’ve been too busy having fun with my own power. You were right. It’s almost addictive, like some kind of drug. Once I started doing it, I kept coming up with more ideas. I’ve taken things, played tricks, all sorts of stuff. I feel a little bad about it now.”

“All rogues need to learn self-discipline,” I told her seriously. “We’re doomed otherwise.”

I spun her a few grim tales, such as the story of Robert Townsend, a man I’d hunted down months ago. He’d lost his way and overused his powers as well. Some people did seem to be able to control it better than others. I put myself in that category, and McKesson. I wasn’t sure why I had a stronger resistance than most, but I knew that I did.

After another round of drinks, we moved on to discussing how the objects themselves had been created and how they functioned. I presented a number of theories to her, most of which were based on conjecture. The best theory I’d heard was that they were related to the intersplicing of other realities or dimensions. According to this logic, the nuclear tests that had gone on here in our little slice of desert for over forty years had done some kind of damage to our local reality. Cracks in the universe had appeared, fractures between existences. The barriers between our continuum and others had broken down and thinned.

Over time, it had become possible to venture between these alien realities. The other worlds were similar to ours, but there were always differences. Some worlds followed different physical laws. Others just seemed to be alien planets.

The theory on how the artifacts worked went like this: if a fracture was created between two worlds, one where metal was soft and another where metal was rigid, an object at that point of intersection between the two worlds might be made. The item would have the power to change the realities of one world, interchanging them with those of another. This example attempted to explain the origins of my sunglasses. They must have been present at the exact moment a fracture was created between our world and one with soft metals. Now I could use my sunglasses to soften metal at will, thus opening locks and the like.

Jacqueline listened to all this intently. In time, however, she began to yawn. This started my own yawns.

“You’re yawning, too,” she said, pointing a finger at me. She threw down the last of her drink and stood up. She swayed for a moment, but only slightly.

“You mean it’s time for bed?” I asked.

“Ha! No way. I mean I’m getting bored. Let’s go find something to do. I can show you things…Do you want to see something new?”

I sat up and smiled. “Okay. Show me something new.”

She led me out of the hotel and into the streets. I followed along, feeling fine. The night breezes were cool and woke me up. She turned north, then west. After a while, I became concerned.

“You’re heading into a bad neighborhood,” I said. “They call this the Triangle.”

Jacqueline laughed. “Don’t be a sissy. There’s no such thing as a bad neighborhood for me. If I get into trouble, I vanish. What I like about the low-rent streets is the lack of cameras. These people don’t have the money for modern surveillance.”

“Great.”

I wasn’t worried about myself, but it was well after midnight. I wasn’t sure I could protect her if things went badly. There were more dangerous things than muggers on these streets. Things that might not be stopped by invisibility. I decided to make it look as if I was worried about my own safety.

“You can disappear, but I can’t,” I said. “I took a few good punches on these streets just hours ago.”

“Oh yeah, you said that. I thought I saw few a bruises on your face when we first met—they have faded now…Anyway, if you see the bad guys again, just grab my hand. I’ll save you.”

“How?” I asked.

“By making us both vanish.”

“It works for two?”

“Sure.”

“Show me. I want to see what it’s like.”

She took my hand and I smiled. I figured I couldn’t go wrong. At the very least, I had an excuse to hold her hand.

When the effect came over me, I stumbled. For a moment, the world went dark, as if my vision had faded then slowly returned. It was a disorienting effect. Later, I wondered if my eyes had to adjust somehow to be able to see under new rules governing light and vision.

My surroundings looked the same when my vision cleared. But when I looked at Jacqueline…she wasn’t there. It was disconcerting. I could feel her hand in mine, holding tightly, but I couldn’t see either of our hands. My eyes traveled, and I realized I couldn’t see my own legs.

I stumbled. Not being able to see my own feet threw me off. I felt like I was walking with my eyes closed.

“Don’t look down,” she told me. “You’ll get used to it.”

I followed her advice, and things went more smoothly. Simply staring straight ahead made things feel more natural.

“This is really strange,” I said. “You can do this indefinitely? Without any side effects?”

“No, not exactly,” she admitted. “If I keep it up too long, we’ll go blind.”

I laughed at that. It wasn’t very funny, but it seemed amusing to me. This was probably due to the alcohol in my system.

Right then, it occurred to me we were fools to be out here late at night, wandering around invisible. It was exhilarating, but I thought it might all end badly. Like a billion young males before me, I went along with it anyway. Attractive ladies, booze, and foolish adventures always seemed to go together.

We reached a dark street of residential homes. All up and down the street the bluish light of televisions and computers glowed in the windows. She led me to a house that had every light turned off.

We paused at the door. I heard keys jingling. I figured she must have gotten them out of her purse. She let go of my hand, and we both became visible. I watched as she scratched at the lock.

I reached out my hand and pulled her back gently.

“What?” she asked.

I shushed her and whispered into her ear, “Do you have a roommate?”

“No,” she said, looking over her shoulder at me.

I looked down at her and couldn’t help but notice for the tenth time the shape of her eyes and nose. She was very close, and I recalled that tricky kiss she’d given me. Moments like this, when she was surprised and had her eyebrows raised high—those were the best.

I lifted my finger and pointed at a nearby window. Inside, a flashlight moved and played over the walls.

She made a little whooping noise, and she reached up to grab my hand with hers. At first, it seemed like I’d been blinded somehow, but then I realized she’d used her power. She’d made us invisible again.

“Time for me to do a trick,” I said. Holding onto her hand, I put my sunglasses on and gently opened her door. It didn’t creak, and for that I was grateful. I let it swing inward and stepped inside. Behind me, Jacqueline followed.

She hesitated in the hallway outside the kitchen. Someone was crashing around in there, searching for something. Her hand wriggled in mine.

“Let’s get out of here,” she whispered.

I dipped my head down to whisper in her ear, but missed. I bumped my chin on her head. Standing close to someone while invisible was awkward.

“We’ll be okay,” I whispered.

“Ow, that hurt. Was that your teeth?”

“Who’s there?” called a voice.

The voice was deep and the accent was strong. I was shocked to realize that I recognized it. The voice was that of a certain gangster I’d recently become acquainted with, a man who called himself Cartoon.
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“That’s you, isn’t it? You that crazy bitch, you been following me again. Well, this time I followed you, woman. How’s that?”

Cartoon made this little speech standing in the kitchen. I knew he couldn’t hear us while he was shouting, so I dragged Jacqueline forward. I walked past the kitchen entrance into the main room. She tugged back, obviously wanting to run instead. I figured she’d gotten me into this, and we were going to see it through. I also figured I needed her in order to stay invisible.

There was a problem, however. Cartoon was shining his flashlight toward the hallway as we slipped by. He caught us with the glare of his light—and saw our shadows, splashed on the far wall.

“Holy shit!” he said, not sure of what he was seeing, but certain it was weird. “Are you some kind of freaking ghost?”

I smiled and considered whispering his name, but I didn’t want him to freak out and start shooting at the “ghosts.” Instead, I pulled Jacqueline into the living room. Cartoon turned away, not able to see us, and searched the kitchen, banging around the furniture.

In the living room I met with an entirely new shock. A single dim light burned in the room, a naked bulb in a lamp. The lamp sat on top of a massive pile of small boxes. It took me a moment to realize what the boxes were: shoeboxes. Hundreds of them, perhaps a thousand. They filled the living room of the house and were stacked nearly to the ceiling. There were cats, too, two of them, climbing over the boxes like an artificial mountain.

I tried not to laugh, but failed. My sides began to hitch. Finally, I laughed aloud.

I felt a pinch in my side. “Shut up,” Jacqueline said. When I kept snorting with laughter, she said, “Okay, fine.”

I felt her hand slip out of mine. She was gone, and I was visible and standing there in the living room full of stolen shoes and hungry cats.

“Hey, not cool,” I whispered. “You’re the one who stole, like, a thousand shoes.”

She kicked me in the leg. I winced and rubbed at it. Having an argument with an invisible person was unpleasant. I found I kept squinting and wanting to duck.

“I’m giving them back!” she hissed. “All of them. I just wanted to show you before they were gone, and you don’t even care.”

I grimaced. Somehow, I’d come out of this as the bad guy. “How are you going to return them to the stores? They’ll be watching.”

“Yeah, I know can’t just drop them off at the stores. I’m giving them to every charity in town. People will at least have shoes.”

“What about the cats?”

“They’re mine. I brought them from home. Mom’s always going on trips and forgets to feed them.”

As if on cue, one of the cats began rubbing her chin on my leg, begging urgently. She had big green eyes that gazed up at me with great seriousness.

Cartoon walked out of the kitchen and stared. He ran the flashlight over me, grunting in recognition. He had a butcher knife in his other big, balled-up fist.

“You sure don’t know how to stay out of my business, do you?” he asked.

Caught red-handed, I decided to play it cool. “Sorry. I didn’t know this was your place. When did you move in?”

Cartoon stepped from one foot to the other uncertainly. “You know the crazy chick who lives here?”

“I certainly do. Jacqueline is my girlfriend. I’d heard she was looking for a roommate, but…” I looked over Cartoon doubtfully.

He stared at me for a moment, but slowly his eyes narrowed. “You’re full of crap,” he said, “but how did you get in here, anyway?”

“Through the front door.”

“No, I mean—I saw something…Never mind.” He looked confused, and I didn’t blame him. “Are you calling the cops, or what?”

“Should I be?”

“No,” he said. “No, I guess I could leave…But tell me why you came in here. This isn’t your girlfriend’s place. I’ve never seen you around.”

“Are you sure about that? Maybe we should just call the whole thing a misunderstanding and go our separate ways.”

“Okay then, you leave,” he said. I saw a stubborn look growing on his face.

I frowned. I’d expected him to take his opportunity to avoid the cops and run out of the place. But he clearly didn’t want to budge. “Why are you here, anyway? Are you planning to open your own shoe store?”

He laughed at that. “Yeah, mostly size six, too. No, I uh…I saw something outside.”

I eyed him for a moment. His face looked troubled, and I began to catch on. “One of those orange lights you warned me about?”

“Right.”

“When you see these anomalies, do they ripple like dark fire?”

“Yeah…” he said. “You’ve seen them, too, haven’t you?” As he spoke, he walked to the kitchen window and put the knife down on the counter. He leaned over the sink and stared outside into the darkness, mumbling something about crazy mofos and shadows.

“Jacqueline, are you still here?” I asked aloud. “If you are, then don’t go outside.”

“Is she in here somewhere?” Cartoon asked.

“Maybe.”

Cartoon looked confused again. But he soon got over it and continued staring outside. I understood the situation better now. He hadn’t come in here to rob the place. He’d come in to hide. There was something out there, and he was scared to death of it.

I felt a stealthy presence at my side. I could feel Jacqueline’s body warmth, and a prickling sensation along the hairs of my arm. It was an odd sensation. I thought that this was what it must feel like to be haunted by a ghost.

“What the hell is going on?” she whispered near my ear.

“I should have brought a gun,” Cartoon said. “Some people say it’s bad to do that. Some say guns only attract the Beast. But I think a gun might help.”

“Tell me about the Beast.”

He glanced back at me and shrugged. “Nobody knows much. Except maybe for that detective you were talking to tonight. He seems to show up every time someone gets eaten.”

“Are you sure it’s a living thing? Like a monster with a mouth?”

“No, but it acts like that. Like a dragon, or something. Almost every night now someone is taken. Sometimes, the Beast spits out the bones and leaves them out on the street.”

“Does it come into houses?”

“I don’t think so. That’s why I’m in here.”

Jacqueline tapped at my back. My vision faded in flashes, then came back again. I looked down toward where she must be standing.

“Can’t you get rid of him?” she hissed in my ear. “Use your gun.”

I shook my head. I had no plans to do so. Cartoon was giving me valuable information. And I wasn’t about to throw him into the streets while something stalked outside.

Instead, I walked into the kitchen and stood beside the big man, staring out into the night. “You can stay here, man,” I said. “As long as it takes to feel safe.”

“Thanks, that’s totally cool of you.”

I thought I heard a tiny huffing sound behind me. I ignored it.

Cartoon turned off his flashlight and kept his eyes on the street out front. I stood beside him, and we talked in quiet voices. It gave me a creepy feeling to stand there, watching for a monster I’d never seen. I felt a surge of superstitious dread—not so superstitious in this case, I reminded myself. It made my neck tingle. I wondered how many times in the old days men had stood in the dark, watching the night, suspecting danger lurked outside.

“Is your girlfriend here?” Cartoon asked a few minutes later. “Is she like…some kind of ghost?”

“Yes and yes,” Jacqueline said. She appeared then, standing quite close to me.

Cartoon jumped as if the Beast itself had yawned beside him.

“Only,” Jacqueline went on, “he’s not really my boyfriend.”

“Is there something in your fridge?” I asked Jacqueline. “Besides cat food, I mean?”

Jacqueline offered us soft drinks, and we helped ourselves. She stayed out of Cartoon’s reach, and he treated her with equal respect. I’d seen this sort of behavior before, when people who knew a little about the objects met up with one another. The gangster knew the fantastic was now occasionally real, but he wasn’t sure enough of his knowledge to challenge others. He simply avoided them and the subject. He did not want to offend those whom he didn’t understand. I felt it was a wise policy on his part.

“This is silly,” Jacqueline said several minutes later. “I’m going outside.”

“Don’t,” I said.

“It can’t touch me. It won’t even know I’m there.”

“We can’t be sure of that.”

Cartoon ignored us. He continued staring outside.

“What am I supposed to do then? I brought you here to show you my collection.”

“The shoes? I’m suitably impressed.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. But your cats—I think they’re hungry.”

“They’re always hungry,” she complained, then she went to feed them anyway.

“You’ve got weird taste in women, man,” Cartoon said to me quietly as she spooned food into dishes.

“I can’t argue about that.”

“There!” Cartoon said, suddenly leaning forward and tensing. His eyes stared out at the street. “Kill the lights.”

We did so and gathered around the window. We stood quietly in the darkness. The road outside was lit by streetlights. All I saw was a tall, thin man walking along down the center of the road.

“He knows, see? He’s looking behind him. Wrong way, fool.”

I glanced at Cartoon, then back at the man outside. He walked by Jacqueline’s property, until we had to crane our necks to see him.

Then I saw it. A flare of light, like a puff of flame. It came up from below him.

Cartoon sucked in his breath and cursed unintelligibly. A second later, he ducked.

“Splatter comin’!” he said.

I had no idea what he was talking about, but I ducked as well. Something big and wet whirled out of the dark and thumped against the house.

“Sometimes, when they are too big, the Beast can’t take them all in one bite, see.”

“What was that?” Jacqueline demanded.

“Go out and look,” he told her. “It’s safe now. It’s eaten twice in a few hours. Everything should be cool at least until tomorrow night.”

She refused, shaking her head violently. Instead, she walked into the living room and vanished among her shoe collection. I couldn’t blame her. If I could go invisible right now, I would probably do the same.

I walked out the front door and flipped on the porch lights. It didn’t take me long to find what had hit the house. A dark stain ran down the side of the stucco walls into a dead bush out front. I followed the stain down to the ground. There was a head lying there in the flowerbed—or most of one. It had been shorn off, as if hit by an ax. Half the jaw was still visible, and one ear. Teeth glistened with spittle and gore. The eyes stared at nothing.

“I don’t know him,” Cartoon said, standing nearby.

“Neither do I.”

“He was too big, see,” Cartoon said in a hushed tone. “Too tall. The Beast’s mouth is only so big. When it can’t swallow a person in one gulp, sometimes this happens. Parts get cut off and tossed.”

I nodded.

He looked at me. “You’re not screaming or nothing. You are one chill mofo,” he said. He put his hand out to me.

I took his hand and we shook.

“About that fight we had in the street…” I said.

“Forget about it. There wasn’t any fight. We were just meeting up for the first time. It’s only natural.”

I reflected that monsters could make the worst of enemies appreciate one another.

“Okay,” I said. “What do we do about him?”

“I don’t know. Call the cops. I’m moving on. The sun will be up soon, and we’ve only got so many hours before it goes down again.”

“This sort of thing happens only at night?”

“Usually. The most important thing is it just happened. That means we have some time. I’m going to use it.”

He left, and I went inside to talk to Jacqueline.

“That was totally awful,” she said. “I don’t really like your friend. He doesn’t think he can come in here whenever he wants, does he?”

“I think he’s just happy to be alive. You should be all right.”

She looked upset. “I can’t sleep here now. Not after this.”

“Okay. We can go back to my motel. I’ll rent it for another night and we can sleep in.”

She eyed me warily. “There’s only one bed.”

“Do you want to show me your shoe collection now? Or did you bring me here for something else?”

“My buzz is gone, and there’s a chunk of dead guy in my front yard. I’d feel like an idiot going on about shoes at this point. You have to tell me what the hell is going on.”

I filled her in as best I could, but I really didn’t know much yet. I told her about the Gray Men I’d battled with some months ago, and how they’d come out of rips in space to kill and kidnap people. She was alarmed by this story, as anyone would be.

“You think this is a similar thing? You think this is some kind of invasion?”

“I don’t really know.”

“I’ve got to get out of the Triangle,” she said.

“You could go home.”

“I’m not living with my mom again. Do you have a place?”

I told her about my house in Henderson. I said it was big, but I didn’t describe it as a mansion. I’d learned over time that it was best to let people get their own impression of it when they arrived. It had a more positive impact that way, and seemed less like I was bragging.

“Sounds like you have some space out there. Maybe room enough for a lot of shoes—and some cats? It would only be temporary, until I can find another place.”

Jacqueline gave me a sweet smile. I bet that had worked for her all her life. Unfortunately, it worked on me as well.
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It was dawn when we left the house. We went out the back door, loaded with some of Jacqueline’s sacred stuff. This amounted to two unhappy cats in a single carrying case and a lumpy duffel bag. I suspected it contained her clothing and her favorite stolen shoes.

As we stepped outside we looked in every direction furtively, like two escapees on the run. We supposedly didn’t have anything to fear, at least not according to Cartoon, but after what we’d witnessed the night before, it was hard to feel secure. Besides, my instincts were tingling—and not in a good way.

The first indication something was wrong was a rattle at the gate in the side yard. I was jumpy, so I pulled Jacqueline up against the stucco wall of her house and dug in my pocket for my .32.

“What’s wrong?” she asked in a whisper. Her cat carrier thumped and scraped against the wall.

I put my finger to my lips and looked around the corner with one eye. There was someone there, dressed in a navy blue blazer and slacks. He had the look of a middle-aged salesman with a paunchy gut. He had a pistol in his hand that looked to me like a Beretta .40. It was a standard weapon for police officers.

All thoughts of this guy being a cop evaporated, however, when he saw me peeking at him and he raised the gun. He took several popping shots at me. Chunks of stucco flew, blowing sand-colored chips off the corner of the house and showing the gray underneath.

He emptied his gun one shot at a time, advancing. After ducking, I put my gun around the corner and returned fire. I popped off two shots, then three more. My aim was better than his. I heard him fall in the gravel-filled side yard. He didn’t speak or cry out.

I turned to check on Jacqueline, but she was gone. I suspected she was standing nearby or had fled into the house. I wasn’t sure which, but she was probably invisible anyway, and I figured she could take care of herself for now.

I chanced a look around the corner. The guy had sagged down onto his belly but was trying to crawl toward his gun, which he’d dropped. His lips worked, and his eyes bulged. He left a dark streak on the rocks as he crawled over them.

“Give it up, man,” I said, moving forward quickly and kicking his Beretta out of reach.

He looked up at me with vacant blue eyes, but it was as if he didn’t really see me at all. Then he began crawling after his weapon again. I put a foot on his wrist to stop him and aimed the gun at him.

“You are the worst assassin I’ve met up with yet,” I told him. “Let me call you an ambulance. You might pull through.”

He tried to bite my ankle. I yanked my foot up, but he caught the heel and sank his teeth into my Nikes. I cursed and struggled. I’d expected him to maybe pull another weapon—but not to bite.

“What’s wrong with him?” asked a familiar voice.

I turned, but of course Jacqueline was nowhere to be seen. “Call an ambulance,” I said.

I heard her open her phone and tap at the screen. Her voice was shaky as she talked to the emergency operator and phoned in her own address.

I turned back to watch the crawling man. “I’ve seen something like this before,” I said.

On a hunch, I dug out the talisman I kept under my shirt. My talisman was the severed finger of a Gray Man I kept in a small vial. I lifted the thong from around my neck and placed it on the crawling businessman’s back.

The effect was immediate and horrible. He howled and rasped. He shivered in agony, which I suspected he hadn’t felt up until that moment. Whatever power had gripped his mind had been broken. Now, he was just a guy with several bullets in him. He forgot all about trying to crawl after his gun. Instead, he turned terrified eyes up toward me.

“I’m hurt,” the assassin said, as if he’d just made a surprising discovery.

“Yeah,” I said. “Sorry about that. You tried to kill me.”

“I did? Why?”

“I was going to ask you that question. What’s your name?”

“William.”

“What’s the last thing you remember, William?”

“I was—I was going to visit my uncle. He’s been sick.”

“At the Sunset Sanatorium?” I said, catching on. Sunset was the place where this insanity had begun for me. I’d been caught there, like this man. I’d been sent out on a mission by the Community member who ran the place, the lovely Dr. Meng. She was like a spider, and seeing this poor victim at my feet made me wish again that I’d killed her when I’d had the chance.

“Yeah, that’s the place,” he wheezed. He had a faraway look in his eye, as if he couldn’t quite believe he was in this situation.

“William? How did you find me?” I asked. “Did the doctor give you some way to track me?”

“I—I don’t know,” he said. At this point, the conversation triggered a coughing fit. The poor guy shook and gasped. Blood bubbled. I winced, feeling bad. This man had tried to kill me, but he hadn’t done it of his own free will. If I’d realized that, I would have run instead of shooting him.

“My uncle’s crazy, they told me,” he said. He rolled onto his back and looked up at the sky. “Not just Alzheimer’s—real crazy. I must have it, too.”

“No, you don’t,” I assured him. “Sunset is a bad place. You need to get your uncle out of there. Remember that, William.”

I took back my talisman and hung it around my neck. I watched his face, but the mental control Meng had over him seemed to be broken. He was free of her influence, at least for now. I walked toward the front, kicking open the gate and nudging the pistol farther from the dying assassin in the side yard.

“Should we take his gun?” whispered a voice.

I startled. I hadn’t realized Jacqueline was right behind me.

“No. His prints are on it, and he fired it. This might all end with my butt in a court someday, and it’s best there is some evidence supporting my side of the story.”

I heard sirens then, and reached toward her voice. “Take my hand, please.”

She did, and my vision dimmed. I knew I’d just gone invisible.

“Where’d you go?” croaked the man on the gravel.

“Hang on for the ambulance. Stay down and wait for them. You’ll be okay.”

“I can’t see you. Tell me what’s happening.”

“We have to wait until help comes,” Jacqueline told me.

“Yeah, I know,” I said. I didn’t like waiting, but she was right. We couldn’t leave this poor guy dying alone.

It felt a little weird, standing there near a man who’d tried to kill me, keeping him alive. It was even stranger that we were invisible, holding hands and lugging a cat carrier. The whole thing was bizarre, and sad.

More than remorse, I felt anger. Meng was behind all this. She’d nearly gotten me killed on numerous occasions, and now she’d resorted to sending amateur assassins after me. We talked to him, keeping him calm and breathing until cop cars encircled the place. After that, we slipped away.

As we left, I nearly brushed against officers who’d drawn their guns. They seemed to sense our passing and looked around in confusion. One cop waved at his head, as if chasing off invisible flies.

I heard the businessman named William talking to the cops. He said he’d shot at invisible people, and they’d shot back. I wondered if he was covering for me, or simply in shock. I suspected the latter.

I led the way out onto the sidewalk, but Jacqueline tugged at my hand. I stopped and let her whisper in my ear.

“Stay on the street,” she said. “It’s harder to see our shadows on asphalt. Besides, people will walk right into you on the sidewalk.”

There was clearly wisdom in her words, so I let her lead. We did things her way and hurried out of the neighborhood. I counted three cop cars, and there had to be a couple more out in the alley. The ambulance came last and rushed in when the police gave them the all clear. I put away my weapon and took a bag from Jacqueline, which allowed us to move faster. She was overloaded. The bag banged into the backs of my legs, and I had to suppress the urge to curse. If the girl was going to live a life of crime, I figured she could at least learn to pack light.

“I can’t go back to the house, not even after the cops leave,” Jacqueline said.

“Why not?”

“Don’t you think they’ll notice my collection?”

“The shoes…yeah, of course they will. Did they fingerprint you when they picked you up at the mall?”

“No, they do that at the police station, don’t they?”

“Sure. In that case, you might be in the clear. Unless you have other prior arrests?”

She was quiet for a minute. “There was a DUI, back in college.”

I sighed. “In that case, you’d better stay low for a while.”

She mumbled something about bad luck and me. I couldn’t blame her. She wasn’t the first girl who’d hooked up with me who had put that equation together.

We headed out for the Strip. We turned off the invisibility effect in an alleyway, then stepped out to flag down a cab. The driver gave us a pair of raised eyebrows. I could tell he’d instantly categorized us as trouble.

“Where to?”

“Henderson,” I said.

He shook his head. “No way. Get out, please.”

“Come on, I’ve got cash. Plenty of it.”

“I heard the shots from back that way.”

“Nothing to do with us. I’ll give you an extra hundred.”

“Give me a break. I don’t want stolen money. You have a girl with you, and her cats. You look like you just ran a mile. Get out of my cab, please, or I’m calling for help.”

I saw in his eyes he meant business. We got out of the car and returned to the sidewalk.

“We have to get another cab, really fast,” I told Jacqueline.

“Why?”

“He’s already calling us in. I’m sure of it.”

Jacqueline grabbed my hand and my vision dimmed. A woman in a straw hat gasped, “Did you see that?”

“What?” asked her husband in an annoyed voice. “Just help me find the car.”

We hurried up the street, trying to move from one building’s shadow to the next, while the couple behind us argued.

We traveled a block, heading north. It was an experience, and taught me that walking around invisible was, in some ways, kind of a pain. You had to duck and dodge everyone on the street. If there were too many people present, you had to stand to the side and couldn’t walk at all. Not unless you wanted people to slam into you.

“You could open any of these cars,” Jacqueline said as we passed a parking lot. “Could you use your sunglasses to start an engine?”

“I doubt it, and besides, I’m not a thief.”

“Give them to me, I’ll do it.”

“No way,” I said. I was annoyed. I wondered how she’d figured out it was my sunglasses that gave me the power to open things. She was apparently quite observant. I imagined watching me put on sunglasses after midnight had been an obvious clue.

“I have a plan,” I told her. We came to a big hotel with Roman statues surrounding it and stepped inside. I led her to the restroom area and took her into the men’s room. When no one was looking, I released her hand.

“You stay out of sight. I’ll walk out of here with your bag and have the doormen catch me a cab. Everyone will assume I’m a hotel patron. I’ll scoot all the way across the seats, and you can climb in behind me.”

“What about Mittens and Flasher?”

I blinked for a second, then realized she meant her cats. “Right. Try to keep them quiet, and on your lap. I’ll carry everything else.”

We executed the plan flawlessly. I knew there were cameras everywhere, and possibly someone had noticed us walking in and out of the men’s room together, but no one came to complain about it. The doorman flagged down a cab, I went to climb in, but I realized as he held the door open for me that he was hoping for a tip for this tiny service. He smiled at me, waiting for me to get in.

“You get in first,” I said.

His smile faltered. “What, sir?”

I watched until the seat depressed in the form of a shapely rump. The depression quickly scooted away to the far side.

“Just a joke,” I said, handing him a five and climbing into the cab.

He chuckled uncertainly and thanked me for the tip. I sighed once we reached the highway. I would be home in a few minutes.

“He thought you were propositioning him, you know,” Jacqueline said.

I thought about it, and laughed. “I guess you’re right.”

The cabbie wore a turban, a sweeping mustache, and a wary look. He had his eyes on me in the rearview mirror. As far as the driver knew, I was talking to myself in varied voices in the backseat. Knowing I’d been labeled a weirdo yet again, I avoided his glances.

The drive went without further incident, except for one bad moment when Mittens and Flasher got into a disagreement about something. I should have expected this. After all, Jacqueline kept them invisible and they couldn’t see whose tail they were chewing on in there.

At long last, we reached the mansion. I got everything out, making sure Jacqueline and her cats were in the driveway before I gave the cabbie a hundred, which he took from my hand with a frown and a stare.

“Keep the change,” I said.

This warmed him up a bit. “Do you want I should stay waiting, sir?”

“No. Thanks again.”

He finally drove away and I opened the gates. Jacqueline gasped next to me and became visible. She put her cats down and put her hands to her mouth. “You didn’t tell me you were rich!”

I shrugged. “A wealthy man learns not to flaunt it,” I said. “I prefer to get honest reactions from people.”

“Smart,” she said, walking up the driveway.

We passed the powered iron gates, which swung closed behind us. In the middle of the large circular drive was a fountain. I’d had it cleaned out a while back, but now the water merely trickled from the centerpiece. The koi fish in the bowl swam lazily in a murky morass of lily pads and algae.

“Hmm…” she said, taking it all in. “I think you need to fire the gardener.”

I cleared my throat and mumbled in agreement. I wondered what she was going to say when she saw Ezzie’s scorched-carpet trail across the living room.
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I thought carefully about my next move. I had a long list of people I needed to talk to. Dr. Meng had, as far as I could determine, made two attempts on my life in a week’s time. There was no reason for her to stop now. Logically, if she kept taking shots at me, eventually one of them would succeed and her problem would be solved.

I knew who was responsible for these attacks, but I couldn’t very well march into Meng’s office and talk to her about it—not even with an armed team behind me. Especially not with an armed team behind me. Inside her sanatorium, she was an empress. She could mesmerize any allies I dared take into her domain and force them to shoot me in the back. Meng could control people’s minds. She could give them commands they would continue following even after they’d left her presence.

Once, I’d been under the influence of her powers, and I’d been a witless guest in her locked, padded rooms. I did not question her strength. If I went to the Sunset alone, her minions would attack me, even as her assassins did now. But it would be worse, as there would be a crowd of them. They would be fanatical in her service, and I could not hope to overcome them all.

She was angry with me because I’d gone into her domain and bested her once. I’d nearly killed her, in fact. But I could not hope to repeat the deed. At our last meeting, she’d been lulled by the fact that she believed I was in her power. This time, I would have no such advantage. The moment I arrived, the fight would be on. I was immune to her powers, but I would be alone. Even if I went heavily armed, it would be a bloodbath, and I didn’t want to kill innocent people under her influence—or die myself in the process.

I sighed. This wasn’t going to be easy. I had several other problems as well. One of these difficulties was chattering brightly and feeding her cats in my kitchen. Jacqueline was undaunted by the scorch marks and the lack of furniture. She seemed genuinely excited by my adventures. The physical evidence she saw of them around the house only piqued her interest. I supposed I should have expected that reaction. People with powerful artifacts frequently became daredevils. I’d never been sure why I wasn’t affected that way. This was another of my personal mysteries.

“Cheer up, Quentin,” Jacqueline told me. “Let’s have a drink and talk about our next move.”

Her pretty face made it easy to smile. I sat on the couch with her after removing all my sheets and pillows. I threw them in the washer and dumped in a double load of detergent. When I returned I found her scolding Flasher, who’d had an accident on my imported tile.

I enjoyed her company and soon I was in a much better mood. I tried telling her my house was a dangerous place to be, perhaps worse than the Triangle itself, but she wouldn’t listen. As far as she was concerned, she was immune to danger. If things became dicey, she’d simply vanish. Maybe she was right, but I wasn’t so sure.

We ordered takeout and talked for an hour or so.

“The trouble is, we need information,” she said after we’d carefully discussed the events of the past few days. “You have several enemies, but this Meng person seems to be the worst. I’ll go in there and check the place out, if you want me to. She can’t grab my mind if she can’t even see me.”

“No,” I said. “That would be a bad idea. There are cameras everywhere. Even if you did get through, what would you do? I can’t ask you to kill her, and it’s unlikely she’d accidentally say something useful while you haunted her office.”

“Hmm,” she said, sighing. “You’re right, my power is best used for assassination or theft. Not the most positive options. I mean, if you knew where there was a key or something, I could go get it. That would be about it.”

“A key to what?”

“I don’t know. I’m just saying—that’s when I could help you.”

I thought the possibility over, but nothing useful popped into my mind.

We talked next about the monster in the Triangle. Whatever it was, the phenomenon didn’t seem to be related to Meng’s vendetta against me. It had been killing people in the area long before I reached the neighborhood. The attacks had become more frequent recently, but I wasn’t sure if this was related to Meng’s assassins or Ezzie’s disappearance.

“The only person who likes you in this town—besides me, of course—is this Rostok guy, right?” Jacqueline asked.

I shook my head. “There is someone else. Gilling is his name. He leads a group of minor rogues. We’ve helped each other in the past.”

“Does he know much?”

I nodded appreciatively. “Yes, in fact I think he knows as much as anyone does about the strange happenings in this town. I think I’ll contact him. Thanks for the idea.”

She beamed. Sometimes, she seemed too young for me, even though we were only a few years apart in age. Early thirties and late twenties were different, especially when you’d lived through as many odd events as I had.

“How do we get ahold of this Gilling person?” she asked me.

“We can try to phone him, but he’s more into his artifacts. Like me, he has more than one. He’s left something with me that allows me to contact him.”

She bounced on the couch, coming closer to me. She leaned closer still and whispered conspiratorially. “What’s his best one do?”

I smiled. “He can open rips in space. Rips between this world and others—even between one spot on Earth and another.”

“Wow,” she said, nodding. “That is true power.”

“It takes some setup, though,” I said. “But once it’s working, he can move an army from one place to another.”

“Let’s summon this jinni,” she said excitedly.

I began to stand up, but she grabbed my hand and pulled me back down. I looked at her in surprise.

“There’s something we’ve got to do first,” she said.

Then she kissed me. It was a real kiss this time, not just a peck of gratitude or a distraction while she reached into my pockets.

Surprised, I recoiled a fraction, but then relaxed and went with it. We kissed nicely for about ten seconds. By the end of it, I was ready for more.

Evading my grasp, she bounced up and headed for the cellar door. I stood and took a few steps after her.

“Um,” I said, bewildered. “What was that about?”

“We’ve both been thinking about kissing. I just wanted to get it out of the way, so we could think clearly about our next mission together.”

I blinked at her. I was not feeling less distracted. If anything, she’d added a whole new dimension to the thoughts churning in the back of my mind. Sighing, I followed her down the charred steps into the cellar.

“Where exactly are you going?” I asked her.

“I don’t know, but I’ve been listening to your stories. Just about everything weird that happens here starts or ends in this cellar, doesn’t it? I figured whatever you use to contact Gilling has to be down here.”

I frowned and nodded. Her logic was irrefutable. Gilling’s book was down here; I’d always kept it downstairs. Gilling liked the cool, dry environment of the cellar, declaring it safe for an ancient volume of parchment. I didn’t know why he cared about the conditions under which the book was kept, as all artifacts of power were essentially indestructible. Maybe he did so out of force of habit.

After getting to know him better, I’d learned that Gilling had a number of hidden objects, one of them being a collection of old books. He liked to read from them when he created new rips in space, like some medieval sorcerer. The books contained old French poetry, and he had always said reading them helped him concentrate. I’d suspected he liked the atmosphere it created—he was quite a showman.

Unlike any of the other artifacts I’d met up with, these two books were connected somehow. The books were identical copies of The Flowers of Evil, a book of poems by Charles Baudelaire, published in 1857. They could be physically separated, but any action performed on one book affected the other. Therefore, when I picked up the volume from a high shelf on the dusty, empty wine rack and opened it, I knew its companion volume was opening wherever it was at this moment.

These two books intrigued me for several reasons. First, because as far as I knew, they were the only artifact that operated as a single entity, despite the fact the two books were physically separated. All the other artifacts were a whole piece that could not be torn apart by any known force. I’d tried to shoot holes in them, burn them, clip pieces off with wire cutters, and more. But I’d never managed to do so much as scar an artifact of power. I’d even used the technique to prove that a given artifact had power, even if I didn’t know what the power might be. If a piece of paper didn’t burn, for example, I knew it had some hidden secret ability.

“Another impressive thing about the books is the fact that the link between them seems to transcend any distance,” I told Jacqueline. “Even if you step through a rip and page through one of the books while standing under the light of an alien sun, the book’s twin will page right along with yours. As far as I know, they are the only means of communication between two different worlds.”

It took a few minutes to explain all this to Jacqueline, who looked at me and the book with wide, excited eyes. She kept watching it, as if expecting it to shower her with sparks or something.

“You mean when you open one, it opens the other? When you leaf through the pages, the pages of the second book move by themselves, as if ghostly fingers are touching them. Freaky! I want to see it work.”

I took the book down from its shelf then, handling it gingerly. Somehow, the idea that it might start struggling with me of its own accord had always creeped me out a bit. I didn’t really like using it. I’d once handled a large black scorpion with my bare hands at a zoo. The book felt like that to me—like a living, dangerous thing that had a mind of its own.

“Well?” she demanded, her voice hushed but full of excitement. “Are you going to do it or not? Open that thing up and start paging!”

I opened the book and paged to the first poem. Jacqueline watched with shining eyes.

“It’s not doing anything,” she said in immediate disappointment. “What’s it supposed to do? Do you just riffle the pages until someone notices?”

I shrugged. “I guess that could work, actually. But we have a system. If I open the book to the first poem, it signals him that I want to talk. In practice, he usually comes to visit after that.”

“Oh, really? How dull.”

“Well, we have a system worked out in case he can’t communicate in a normal fashion,” I said. “Either of us can leaf to various passages. The page displayed will show a word or a message. Usually, the title of the poem on a given page provides the meaning.”

She stared at the book for several seconds. She stepped closer, and her breath puffed on my fingers. I found her proximity pleasantly distracting.

“It’s not doing anything,” she said in a husky whisper, still staring at the book. “Oh, there it goes! That’s so freaky.”

My eyes had wandered from the book to her hair, which had many stray strands I found entrancing. I snapped my attention back to the book. It shivered and squirmed in my hands.

It was the oddest sensation to hold something that should not be capable of movement, but which writhed gently in one’s hands. I could feel the stroke of invisible fingers on the pages.

I tried to ignore the tingle in my palms and the sensation of superstitious dread that crawled over the back of my neck. I behaved coolly, although I had the strong desire to toss the book on the floor. Moving the book as a whole had no effect on its twin. Only bending it, opening it, or leafing through it was mirrored by the state of the other.

To my surprise, the book did not open to the first page of the first poem. That would have been a simple acknowledgment, indicating that Gilling was going to call or come to see me. Instead, the book flipped through half the pages of its volume before coming to rest, displaying a poem that was at first unfamiliar to me.

“What’s he saying?” Jacqueline demanded excitedly.

“Um, Causerie,” I said, reading the poem’s French title. “It means ‘conversation.’ He wants to talk using the book.”

“Why? Is he in some kind of trouble?”

“Hold on, the pages are flipping again.”

Jacqueline lifted a hand and let the pages riffle past her fingertips. She laughed delightedly.

I watched the pages closely. Causerie was in the middle of the book, but now we were moving quickly toward the front. It finally stopped at Don Juan aux enfers.

“Don Juan?” Jacqueline asked in confusion.

“Yes. ‘Don Juan in the Inferno’—in hell. It means he’s in trouble.”

It was my turn to flip pages, as the book was still now. I paged to Le Vin du solitaire, “The Wine of the Solitary Man,” as way of asking if he was alone.

He flipped to Sépulture. I frowned in worry.

“Something’s wrong?” Jacqueline asked.

“Definitely. This poem is about the death of a cursed poet. He’s indicating he’s in a prison of some kind, in deadly danger.”

“We should go help him.”

“But how? We are off the grid with this book now, as I’ve never tried to have a full conversation with the books. We talked about it as a possibility, and came up with a few signals, but it is hardly a perfect medium for exchanging information.”

“Let’s tell him we’ll come help,” she said.

“I don’t know how. None of these poems are about hope of rescue.”

“Let me see,” she said.

I gave the book to her with some reluctance. She paged through it, back to the poem about Don Juan’s plight. “Here, right at the top of this page. Let’s try this.”

I read the English translation of the passage:

            A great stone man in armor leaped aboard;

            Seizing the helm, the coal-black wave he cleft.

            But the hero unmoved, leaning on his sword,

            Kept gazing at the wake and deigned not look aside.

I eyed her critically. “What are you trying to say?”

She smiled. “That we’re coming to help him, and he shouldn’t worry.”

I grunted. I liked the sentiment, but I wasn’t sure exactly how I was going to pull off this miracle.


[image: Image]

After a while, the book stopped sending us messages. We tried a few more things, but got no response. Worried, I pulled out my cell phone and began doing some much more mundane communicating: I called Gilling’s friends. They’d always been easier to find than he was. Abigail told me he’d vanished several nights ago. I realized that was the night the cat-lady had visited me at my house. I nodded thoughtfully. Meng wasn’t Gilling’s friend. He’d been my ally in the past, and she knew it. She might want to kill him almost as badly as she wanted to get rid of me.

I was getting angry. It was one thing for Meng to send her mind-slaves after me, seeking revenge. I’d expected that for a long time. But it was now clear she planned to make a clean sweep of it and erase any rogue she didn’t like. This amounted to a war on our kind.

“What are you going to do?” Jacqueline asked after I explained the situation to her.

“I’m not going to sit around and wait for her next brainwashed killer.”

“I bet she’s behind the monster in the Triangle, too,” she said.

“I don’t know about that. Whatever it is, it seems to be eating people at random. Besides, that’s not her power. She influences minds. She doesn’t summon interdimensional monsters. At least as far as I know, she doesn’t.”

“Who else should we call for help?”

I thought about it. He was trapped in another world. Maybe Meng had sent an assassin after him. Gilling was resourceful, but he wasn’t a fighter. His primary power was the ability to switch worlds, and he’d probably done so in a hurry to escape. Maybe he was stuck out there, in some other place.

“Wait a second,” I said, standing up and beginning to pace. “He said he was in hell. Historically, that’s a hot place to be.”

“Not if you talk to the Vikings,” she said with a half smile.

“I’m guessing he means he’s in a hot place somewhere. He’s trapped there. Rostok told me to look for a hot world, to use a rip to search for places where Ezzie might have gone.”

“Ezzie?”

I took a moment to explain again about Ezzie, the wandering lava-creature that had burned my Berber carpet into a charcoal slag.

“Oh yeah, that thing. You think Gilling and this rock slug are in the same place?”

I shook my head. “No way to tell. But I need to follow up on a suggestion I received from Rostok. I’m going to have to talk to McKesson about it.”

I’d been avoiding this, I realized. McKesson bothered me. His goals always came first, above the needs of all others. I doubted he’d save my life if it made things difficult for him in some way. With all that said, he was the best at what he did: keeping the monsters out of our world. For years, he’d doggedly policed the fractured border between Las Vegas and all the horrors that tried to break in. If someone from our side was helping others move back and forth across his border, he’d want to know about it, and he’d take action.

I picked up my cell, waved for Jacqueline to stay quiet, and called the detective. He answered on the second ring.

“About time you called me. You’ve got a new phone, don’t you?”

I admitted that I had made a switch. I did so periodically, in order to keep the bill collectors’ databases guessing.

“So, what’s up?” he asked. “Are you in a murdering mood again tonight?”

“What are you talking about?”

“That dead guy in the Triangle. You shot him, didn’t you?”

I hesitated. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure. Sure, you don’t. Same old Draith. I knew as soon as the report came back from forensics it was you. Who else carries around a rare .32 pistol like he’s some kind of secret agent, and likes to pop holes in fat accountants with it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. But out of curiosity—did the accountant live?”

“Barely. Why did he come after you?”

“Because Meng doesn’t like me.”

McKesson laughed, then told me he’d already figured out Meng was involved. “Give me something else,” he said. “Something I don’t know.”

“All right, I think she’s trying to kill Gilling, too. And she’s pulling things into town from other worlds to do it. She might even be behind the monster that’s eating people in the Triangle. I haven’t figured that one out yet, but she’s my top suspect.”

“Why have you been hanging around the Triangle so much lately?” McKesson asked. “Thinking about moving into the neighborhood?”

I glanced over at Jacqueline. She was the reason, of course. First, I’d been looking for her. After that, I’d been dragged there to look at her shoe collection. I certainly didn’t want to admit to that, however. It was embarrassing.

“Hardly,” I said. “But I have made some new acquaintances there.”

“She’s with you, isn’t she? The girl with the shoes?”

“Forget about her. Let’s talk about Meng.”

“I’m on my way.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How would you know where I am?”

McKesson chuckled. “You’ve been on long enough. The cell towers and a gizmo in my car have you pinpointed in Henderson. You’re at home, and I’ve got your number now.”

I hung up and cursed. “He’s coming. That’s exactly why I don’t like calling on him. You can’t control a conversation with McKesson. He’ll take it his way every time.”

“Should we run?” she asked.

I shook my head slowly. “I’ll answer the door when he shows up. You vanish, and hang around. He doesn’t know about your little trick yet.”

“Don’t tell him, okay?” she asked. “He makes me nervous.”

“You’re probably right to feel that way,” I admitted. “He can probably find you again—if anyone could.”

The doorbell chimed precisely twelve minutes later. It was just after midnight when McKesson crossed the threshold into my house.

“Nice night, Detective.”

“Yeah. Not like a few days ago; that was a boiler.”

I nodded.

McKesson stalked into the house, his head swiveling this way and that. He was taking in everything, I could tell. He spotted a long-tailed cat sauntering out of the kitchen to see who had arrived.

“So,” he said, “now you fancy cats, do you?”

“Love them.”

“Yeah, right. Tell her to come out. I don’t want to have to search; it’s a big place.”

I knew Jacqueline was standing in the entryway that led to the kitchen. At least, that was the last place I’d seen her before she’d vanished. I knew she liked staying on the tiles because they didn’t give her away. Her feet made impressions in carpet, which defeated the purpose of being invisible.

I shrugged. “Start searching. We are all alone here. Unless Meng’s next assassin is hiding in the shadows.”

Looking annoyed, he made no effort to search. He took a spot on a folding chair across from my couch and asked for coffee. I brought a pot and mugs from the kitchen, placing them on the coffee table. We both helped ourselves. As we talked quietly, he kept eyeing the walls and hallways that led to the other parts of the house. I knew he suspected Jacqueline was listening. He had uncanny instincts when it came to things like that.

We talked about Gilling and Rostok. I told him Rostok had asked me to find Ezzie. At that point, he frowned at me. “I thought you said Rostok wanted you to find out about the girl and odd events in the Triangle.”

“Well, they could be related.”

He stared at me, frowning. He shook his head suddenly. “Did you bullshit me? Yeah, you did. You worked me, gaining my help under false pretenses. Rostok didn’t ask you to find the girl.”

I waved away his words. “Let’s talk about the situation as it stands today. Rostok gave me your name, saying you could help me get to a hot place where Ezzie might have gone.”

“Sure, I’ll happily send you to hell.”

McKesson chuckled, and I waited until he was done.

“There are only two hot worlds I know of personally,” he said. “I’m sure there are, like, a billion more, but I haven’t seen any of them.”

“You mean Ezzie’s home, the lava world? Is the other one the bright, sunlit place you told me about?”

McKesson nodded slowly.

“I call the bright one beach world,” he said. “It’s like a giant beach—but there’s no water.” I could tell by his faraway look he was remembering the bright white world. When we’d first met, he’d told me about that place and his unhappy adventures there. He suffered radiation burns.

“I need to go to both worlds,” I said. “I need to check them out and look for Ezzie and Gilling. How do I get there?”

“Gilling is the easiest ticket to anywhere you want to go. But since he’s gone, we’ll have to flip a coin.”

“Meaning?”

McKesson produced a silver coin. It was an old quarter. He flipped it into the air and let it land, ringing and clattering, on the coffee table between us. It landed heads up, and I stared at the unfamiliar face.

“Is that George Washington?”

“You got it in one. That’s an old piece; check the date on it.”

I picked it up and read the date, 1954. I handled it gingerly, as I was sure I was holding an object now. I was a trifle worried that McKesson was willing to let me touch it at all. Usually people were paranoid about objects in their possession. Apparently, McKesson wasn’t worried about me stealing his quarter.

The moment I touched it, I felt it was cold. Very cold. I found this odd, as he’d just taken it out of his pocket. McKesson leaned forward, clasping his hands and watching me closely.

“Feels funny, doesn’t it? I figure it must have been the dead of winter when that thing was empowered. Isn’t it odd that something that stays cold forever would take you to the kinds of places it does? Maybe whatever god made it finds irony amusing.”

I glanced at him, then flicked my eyes back to the coin. “It takes you to another place? How does it work?”

McKesson leaned back in his chair. “You’ve still got guts. Most would be too scared to spit while holding that thing.”

“Just tell me.”

“First, you have to flip it. You have to keep flipping it until it lands on its edge. Then, you just give it a spin. It will form kind of a sphere if you get it spinning fast enough.”

“And?”

“Why don’t you give it a try?”

I shook my head. I already half expected that this thing was going to summon the monster from the Triangle to devour me. “Just tell me before it screws me somehow.”

McKesson looked disappointed. “It makes a rip, you’ll see. The rips usually look like burning circles in the air. You spin it one way to go to one world and the other way to go to the other.”

“The other? I don’t understand.”

“It can open rips to two different worlds.”

I thought about that, and nodded. He’d told me long ago that he’d first gone to a world of brilliant white light. He’d also used this coin, as I recalled, to get both of us out of the lava world.

“Which way do you spin it to go to the lava world?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “I don’t remember.”

“Liar.”

“What difference does it make? Just try both. Maybe you’ll find Gilling or Ezzie. Who knows? Maybe you’ll find both.”

I stared at him for a second, then looked back at the coin. It was bright and shiny as if freshly minted. Since it was an object, it would never wear down. I found I did want to try it. The idea of opening my own rip and traveling into the unknown was seductive. I’d never done that by myself before. Maybe, I thought later, that was exactly what McKesson had been counting on.

I flipped the coin and it landed on the table, clattering as it came up heads. The next time, it rolled off the table and came up tails. The third time, I willed it to land on its edge. Some objects worked that way; you had to give them a suggestion. It rolled onto the carpet. I had to get down on my hands and knees to find it under the couch. It was tails. I got back up and glared at the coin.

McKesson watched me bemusedly. There was something in his manner that tipped me off. He was really enjoying the spectacle of watching me flip the coin over and over.

On the fourth try, I placed the coin on the coffee table and set it on its edge. I put my left forefinger on top to hold the coin lightly in place, then flicked it with my right. It was instantly spinning like a top. It took on that blurred, spherical look that he had described.

Quickly, a rip loomed up between us. It started as a bright spot in the air over the coffee table that grew into a shimmering region of space that twisted with colored light. I knew what it was, having seen the phenomenon before. It was a rip in space, and if I entered it, I would step out of this world and into another.

“You didn’t flip the coin,” McKesson said, chuckling.

“I just remembered you didn’t flip it when you used this thing to bring us home from the lava world.”

“Ah, right,” he said. “You ruined my joke. I was hoping you’d flip it a few dozen more times before figuring out you could just stand it up.”

I reflected that McKesson was full of hilarity—usually at the expense of someone else. “How long will the rip last?”

“Not long. Better step through now.”

I couldn’t see him, as he was sitting on the opposite side of the rip. I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. He seemed too anxious to send me through this particular gateway into the unknown.

I stood up and walked around the rip in a circle. It looked stable enough. But how long could it last? Wouldn’t a coin stop spinning after a time? I couldn’t see the quarter at the bottom of the spinning mass of nothing. It was down there somewhere, but I couldn’t tell if it was still spinning.

“Well, are you going through or not?” McKesson asked as I came around the rip to stare at him. “It’s not going to last forever.”

“You said that. Why don’t you step out with me?”

He shook his head. “This is your mission. You talked to Rostok; you got the assignment. He’s paying you, not me.”

I briefly considered offering to split the money with McKesson. I quickly rejected the idea. I needed all of it to pay my towering stack of bills.

“How do I get back?” I asked.

“What?”

“How do I get back here once the rip dies?”

“You just spin the quarter again.”

“Yeah, but what if—”

“It’s dying!” I heard a third voice say. “You’re taking too long.”

McKesson looked around wildly. The voice was young and female.

“Miss Swanson?” he asked loudly, frowning.

“Of course.”

“Where are you?” McKesson demanded.

“In the pretty colors,” she said, and laughed.

We could both make out her outline now as she stepped inside the rip.

“Careful, don’t go all the way through,” I said. “You should come out of there now.”

She didn’t listen. If there was anything I’d learned about my companion by this time, it was that she had an adventurous spirit.

“You’re under arrest, Miss Swanson,” McKesson said sternly. “And this time, you won’t get away.”

It was my turn to frown.

“You should see this, Quentin,” came Jacqueline’s voice. It sounded fainter than before. “It’s beautiful.”

“Are you going after her, or am I?” I asked McKesson.

He hissed with frustration and shook his head. “You do it.”

“No arrests when I come back?”

He rolled his eyes and snorted. “Fine. Have it your way.”

I stepped up onto the coffee table—only, I wasn’t on the coffee table. Grit crunched beneath my shoes.

I could see the world on the far side now. It was beautiful. The ground glittered and sparkled, carpeted by tiny crystalline prisms. It reminded me of a beach covered by giant white grains of sand. Overhead, stars shone down, huge and bright—almost like mini-suns. There were dozens of them: reds, blues, and whites, but mostly reds. Overall, the level of light was diffused, somewhat like an overcast day at the seashore.

We stood on a hilltop—no, I realized, it was more like a sand dune in a long line of similar white dunes. The place was lovely in a stark, alien way. Jacqueline was staring and spinning around slowly, trying to take it all in at once.

“I never really believed it until now,” she said. She was standing quite close to me. Somehow, the shimmering mixing shape of the rip had caused her form to become visible in outline. Either that, or maybe her power of invisibility didn’t work when she walked inside a rip.

All of a sudden, I saw motion at our feet. I thought I saw a hand snatching something.

The last thing I heard was McKesson’s voice, faintly, as if it came from a great distance away—which I guess it truly did. “You said you wanted to go to a hot world. I hope you enjoy your stay!”

Before I could react, the rip died around us and we were left standing on the gritty, shifting mounds of crystals. They shimmered around our feet like countless tiny jewels.

“This is unbelievable!” Jacqueline gushed. She was fully visible now, and walked around in a circle, kicking up glittery white crystals. “I thought you were going to turn into a bore, but instead, you’ve become the most interesting man I’ve ever met.”

I watched her, staring at the stars. I understood the moment of wonder she was experiencing. To truly stand on the surface of another world, even for a moment, was exhilarating. I recalled doing so myself for the first time, near the Gray Men and their city of stacked cubes.

Jacqueline suddenly stopped walking and looked back the way we’d come. She grabbed at my shirt. Her eyes were big and round.

“What happened?” she asked.

“We’re stranded here, I think. It might not last long—or McKesson might have taken the coin away and closed the rip.”

She looked at me, and the wonder in her eyes was quickly replaced by horror.
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We waited, but the rip didn’t reappear. McKesson had screwed us. I was reasonably sure of that much. What I didn’t know was how we were going to get home. It looked like a world he’d described to me once; he’d spoken of brilliant white crystals that hurt his eyes. This had to be the place. I felt like I was standing on a white beach made with huge grains of sand.

Motivated by near panic, I tried hard to recall McKesson’s story—in particular, I tried to remember how he said he’d gotten out of the place. He’d said it was an intensely bright world, one that stood under a brilliant white star. He’d been nearly blinded, and upon finding his way to another distant rip, he’d come home and discovered he’d received a heavy dose of rads. He’d said the doctors told him he would grow tumors eventually. After delivering this disturbing news, the medical people had promptly called in government people, who demanded to know how he’d managed to get a dangerous dose of radiation in downtown Las Vegas. I didn’t relish suffering a similar fate. I related the story to Jacqueline. By the time I was finished, she was terrified.

“I’m so, so sorry, Quentin,” she said. “I should have listened to you and stayed at home. I should have listened to a lot of people.”

“Why don’t you listen to people?” I asked.

“Well, because…well…I don’t know. I screwed up, I guess.”

I smiled with half my face and nodded. If she’d expected an argument from me at this point, she was going to be disappointed.

“But how was I supposed to know that McKesson would pull a stunt like that?” she demanded. “How was I supposed to know he’d strand us out here? That’s inhuman!”

“He must not want us around right now.”

“What a nice way to get rid of us. Well, the air seems breathable, but we’re going to starve, aren’t we?”

I thought it over. “We’ll probably die of thirst or radiation before that.”

She frowned. “Radiation? I’m not convinced about that part of his story. These suns don’t look all that bright. I don’t think they’ll burn us too badly. All the light put together is less than a sunny day at the beach. And if it’s water we’re worried about, we have some time to find another rip to escape through before we die.”

I looked at the sky. She was right; it didn’t match McKesson’s description. The blazing white star was missing. But the white sand-like material that made up the desert floor—that was too similar to his story. Why would he have lied about that or made it up? This world was so similar to what he’d described, I was fairly sure that it was the place he’d been talking about.

“Quentin,” she said. “I think I have it.”

I looked at her.

“I think this is night,” she said. “I think that on this world, the night is full of huge stars. It must be because they are much closer to this planet than the stars are back home. Maybe we are in the middle of a star cluster at the center of the galaxy, I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. But this is night, and those small suns overhead are nighttime stars.”

Slowly, the truth of her words dawned on me. I couldn’t come up with another solution that would explain the difference. I didn’t like the answer, but it was inescapable.

“You’re right,” I said, “but if this is night, what will it be like when the sun comes up?”

She licked her lips, squinting up into the alien heavens. The suns were bright enough to make us squint when we looked at them at directly. “It won’t be good.”

I shook my head, recalling McKesson’s description. I had the feeling the sun that baked this world in the daytime would cook us. I decided to keep that to myself. “I’m glad I’ve got a pair of sunglasses handy. We’ll have to find shelter by then, or a way off this world.”

“Which way do we go?”

Her eyes were full of worry. I pointed toward the next dune in the long line; at least it went downhill at first, which would conserve our energy.

“That way,” I said. “Let’s try walking in that direction. We can always find our way back, as our footsteps are leaving a visible trail.”

“Wait a minute,” she said, clasping my arm. She didn’t let go. “What if McKesson is only having a little fun? Let’s wait a little longer. Maybe he’ll use the quarter again and open another gateway. If we go off and get lost, we’ll never know.”

It was a faint hope in my opinion, but I was willing to give it a few minutes more. I nodded, and we decided to wait. We wandered around the spot we’d found, poking at things. There were scraggly growths here and there. These were twisted and brown, with spines that we didn’t dare touch. They reminded me of dead, dried-up puncture vines.

I marked the exact spot where we’d arrived by dragging my heel in the grit. I drew a big circle all the way around it. After being on this world for half an hour or so, our hopes of McKesson rescuing us faded. Every minute that passed increased other concerns as well. I had no idea how long the day-night cycles were in this place. They could be as little as an hour, or this so-called night could last for years. I studied the stars overhead, trying to determine if they’d shifted since we’d arrived. As far as I could tell, they had moved a fraction.

“We need information,” Jacqueline said. “See that dune over there? Let’s call that north, until we know better. There is a large blue star above, right on the horizon. We’ll walk toward it and learn something.”

I squinted into the blue-white radiance. “I get it,” I said. “If it dips below the dune, or rises away from it, we’ll know the planet is spinning, and how fast. If the star moves a lot in a short amount of time, it means the world is spinning fast. If this world is spinning fast, that means the days and nights are short here.”

“Which means we’ll fry sooner,” she said cheerfully.

“Yeah.”

She sighed. “I should have come back out of the rip when you called to me.”

I smiled. “I remember the first time I stepped out to another world like this. It was with McKesson. I didn’t listen to him, either. He almost shot me, he was so mad. I think it’s natural enough. The spirit of adventure overcomes you.”

“Thanks for trying to make me feel better.”

“You’re welcome.”

We walked toward the blue star, as it was as good a direction as any. We went downhill at first, then up again, climbing the dune the star appeared to squat upon. At first, I thought the star was dipping down because we were going downhill, but as we walked up to the top of the second dune, I realized that the star was actually rising.

“Hmm,” I said, pointing at it. “The star seems to be going straight up, like our own sun rising out of the east. I think we’re going to have to change the name of this direction. I think it’s east, not north.”

Jacqueline agreed with me. “I took astronomy in college,” she said. “But I skated and got an A minus. Now I wish I’d paid more attention. I never thought it would become practical knowledge.”

We reached the top of the second dune perhaps twenty minutes after we’d left the first one. The star we followed was noticeably higher in the sky, but not dramatically so.

“I think we’re going to be okay,” Jacqueline said. “At least, I think we have several more hours of what passes for night here before we see the real sun. The planet is moving, but slowly enough that we should get an hour or so of brightening skies, like a predawn glow, as a warning.”

I nodded, agreeing with her. We stood atop the second dune, admiring the scenery and contemplating our doom at the same time. We didn’t say anything for a while. While we’d had a simple goal of reaching the next dune, we’d been focused and somehow the grim nature of our predicament could be forgotten—or at least ignored. Now that we’d reached our destination, neither of us really had another one that made any sense.

“I think we’re on top of this world,” Jacqueline said, leaning up against me.

I put my arm around her, and a breeze blew up. It made her hair fly and stream behind her. I contemplated kissing her, figuring that if we were going to die out here, I might as well give it a shot. Just as I built up my courage, she made an odd, high-pitched squeal and pointed downslope.

“What’s that?” she asked.

I gazed in the direction she was pointing. At first, I didn’t know what she was talking about. But then I saw it. A tiny, flickering light at the base of another distant dune. This dune was large and bulky, and crags of dark rock shot up from it here and there. We hadn’t noticed the fire at first, probably because the night was as bright as an overcast day back home.

“A camp, maybe,” I said.

We started walking, and as we drew closer to the camp, Jacqueline reached out and clasped my hand. My vision dimmed, and I knew she’d made us both invisible. Still, the sands at our feet gave us away.

“Good idea,” I said.

“Something’s moving.”

I squinted, and in time I saw it, too. For a moment, we stood still and our hearts raced. Jacqueline squeezed my hand. We watched shapes move to and fro in the distance. The winking, dancing campfire appeared lonely and out of place in this desolate expanse of nothing. There were dark shapes around the fire.

“Who are they?” she whispered.

“I don’t know.”

“Are we going down there?”

“I don’t think we have any choice.”

We walked onward. After ten minutes we approached the encampment. There were tents around the fire—sort of. They were more like half-domes of metal. Struts held them in place, each shelter tied together with cables at the top. They looked manufactured, but it was far from a permanent structure. They seemed more like something that a technological people would build in the wilderness if forced to rough it. The huts were shaped like open clamshells, all of them facing the big dune that butted up against the village. I counted nineteen huts in all.

I wondered if these people could be as lost as we were. Perhaps they’d come from somewhere else and been stranded on this desolate planet. As we got closer, I could see them better. They had eyes with vertical slits for pupils and legs that bent the wrong way at the knee. They were of the same breed as the feline assassin who’d come to my house so recently.

“Strange,” Jacqueline said aloud. “They only have a single, small fire.”

I shushed her, but it was too late. She may have gotten an A in astronomy, but she had just failed zoology in my book. Any cat aficionado should have known that felines have sharp ears.

The reaction to her voice was immediate. Several of the individuals rose up and looked around, sniffing the air. I got a good look at them for the first time.

Jacqueline squeezed my hand harder than ever, but she didn’t make another sound. We stopped walking and stood still. If the inhabitants of this tiny village were indeed related to cats, it was only logical they would have excellent senses. They might not be able to see us, but they could hear and smell us from quite a distance.

At last, the group settled down again. They were doing something with their tiny fire. It appeared they were preparing to cook food on a skillet they’d set up on top of it. They growled and clicked their tongues at one another. I imagined they were talking.

I tugged at Jacqueline’s hand. She didn’t want to move, but at last she stumbled after me. I pulled her around to the right, to the slope of the dune that rose over the encampment. I figured out the village had been placed here to shelter it from the wind and the sunlight. The half-shell-shaped huts were likewise turned away from the dune. I could see that when the sun rose, they would be protected from it all day long, first by the walls of their huts, then later by the long shadow of the dune.

We moved around the village until we were downwind of it. There, I crouched down and touched Jacqueline’s head. When I found her invisible ear, I pressed my lips there and spoke in a tiny whisper. The villagers did not seem to be able to hear my words.

“We must find a way to survive here,” I told her. “If they can do it, we can.”

I felt her touch, then the tickle of her lips at my own ear. Her whisper was so faint I could hardly hear it. “Why don’t we try to talk to them? Maybe they’ll help us.”

“No, I’ve met their kind recently. One of them tried to kill me a few days ago.”

She squeezed my hand and I sensed she wasn’t happy to hear this news. I couldn’t blame her. I strained my eyes and ears, trying to identify the one I’d met up with earlier. The one that had stalked me in my own home. I didn’t see the female.

“They might have powers,” I told Jacqueline. “The one that came for me could make my kitchen knives fly with her mind.”

“What are we going to—” Jacqueline began, but her words were cut off.

A sound rang out from the center of the encampment. It was a familiar sound, a human cry of pain and anguish.
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It took us several minutes of creeping and shuffling around the downwind side of the encampment to locate the source of the noises. Most of the time, they amounted to nothing more than puffs of strained breath and inarticulate howls. These last sounds seemed to entertain the villagers, who tipped back their heads and made gargling noises when they heard his cries. They seemed to be amused.

When we stepped into the village itself, Jacqueline balked. I tried to drag her forward, but she resisted. I leaned close and whispered quietly into her ear.

“Whoever it is, they are in that hut directly ahead. Just come with me; I’ll peek inside.”

I had my gun in my right hand and held her hand with my left. She lifted our clasped hands to the bottom of her chin and shook her head. I couldn’t see her emphatic negative gesture, but I could feel it.

“Fine,” I whispered again. “I’ll let go and creep forward. If anything goes wrong, I’ll run back to you and you can take my hand again.”

This time, she found my ear and hissed back, “You’re not going to find me again if you do that!”

“You win,” I said after I thought it over.

Frustrated, I stood there for a time, quietly listening. I thought I caught a few words—a few words of French.

            Sganarelle en riant lui réclamait ses gages,

            Tandis que Don Luis avec un doigt tremblant

            Montrait à tous les morts errant sur les rivages

            Le fils audacieux qui railla son front blanc.

I realized with a shock that I recognized the words. They were from The Flowers of Evil, and they were in fact part of the poem about Don Juan’s journey to hell. I didn’t remember much about my past, but I knew I must have taken French classes at some point. The words translated to something about a guy laughing when a walking dead thing was pointed out to him by another guy with a trembling finger. It wasn’t an attractive image, but it left me no doubt in my mind who the cat people held captive. It couldn’t be anyone other than Gilling himself!

I put my lips to Jacqueline’s ear again, but she shook her head and took a half step forward. She’d heard the passage. She knew whom we’d found.

Somehow, knowing the man who was probably on the dinner menu changed everything for both of us. Perhaps we were mad, but we had to give it a try. We couldn’t leave without attempting a rescue. But I’ll admit, we wouldn’t have had the guts to walk into that encampment full of alien predators if we hadn’t been invisible to them.

I felt Jacqueline’s palm, straining and sweating against mine. She was frightened, and I didn’t blame her. I had my gun and could probably take down a few of them, but there were too many. Even if we ran off into the desert again, I was certain they would find us easy to follow. We left big, splashing footprints in their odd sands with every step, and I’m sure our alien scent laced the air as well. I had only ten bullets in my gun, and that certainly wasn’t enough. But we crept into the camp anyway. We found Gilling staked to the ground inside one of the tents in the center of the camp.

My plan to rescue him was simple and extreme. I aimed my gun carefully toward a distant member of the tribe, who stood as if on lookout at the edge of the camp. It was hard to aim precisely. I couldn’t see the sights on the gun, but I’d put in a lot of practice at the range before I’d run out of money. I knew my weapon well.

I popped off two shots. The gun was extremely loud in the relative peace and quiet of the village. The lookout shook, then toppled onto his face. I’d shot him in the leg. He rolled and howled. Furious with pain, he thrashed about, snarling and flinging crystals everywhere.

The village exploded into action. At first they looked in our direction, but soon every eye flew to the lookout. After all, he was still making noise. They trotted to him, sniffing and calling to one another suspiciously. Fortunately, their cries were loud and made excellent cover. I leaned down, slashed Gilling’s bonds with my pocketknife, and hauled him to his feet.

I hadn’t been sure if Jacqueline’s power would extend to Gilling, but it did. He dimmed and then vanished.

“On your feet,” I whispered to him.

“Quentin? What a delightful madman you are!”

“Shut up if you want to live.”

He fell silent then, and I lifted half his weight. It wasn’t easy, even though he was a lighter man than I. He wasn’t in good shape. I threw his arm over my shoulder and was forced to put my gun in my pocket so I could get him moving.

As an awkward trio, we turned and tried to make good our escape. But there, in our path, stood a familiar figure. It was the cat lady who’d tried to kill me a few nights before. She was testing the air—tasting it, in fact. Her long, curled tongue lapped at nothing in front of her.

I thought of pulling my gun and blasting her away, but I didn’t think I’d get away with the same trick twice. She’d already figured out what was going on, and it wouldn’t be long until they all stopped fussing over the injured lookout and began wondering what had happened to their captive.

I turned right, half dragging both my companions. We moved a few steps forward, trying not to kick up too many glittering crystals. I felt like a man doing some kind of perverse, blindfolded, three-legged race. Gilling stumbled, and the three of us almost went down.

Someone gasped, and the witch flicked her attention in our direction. She took three steps toward us, growling like a stalking beast.

“Keep going,” I whispered, moving my team out of the camp and toward the tall dune.

Apparently, these people had never dealt with invisibility before. I was very glad it wasn’t high noon. Not just because we’d be blinded and fried, but also because our shadows would have given us away. The shrouded light of the night on this planet was brighter than Earthly starlight, but it didn’t cast distinct shadows.

Still, the witch knew something was desperately wrong. She followed our trail, tracking us. She called her brethren, and they came out of the camp. They huddled for a moment while we hobbled uphill as fast as we dared.

They’d figured out by now that Gilling had vanished, of course. A score of them gathered around the witch, and they discussed what they should do. At last, they spread out and formed a crescent of hunters. They advanced uphill, following our tracks. They seemed determined. We had perhaps a hundred-yard head start, if that.

“Quentin, this isn’t going to work,” Jacqueline whispered.

I’d been thinking the same thing, but I hadn’t wanted to say it out loud. The hunters were moving slowly, but they would grow braver over time when no more of them were shot. They’d speed up and catch us eventually.

“Gilling,” I said, “you are going to have to perform a little magic.”

“Ah, now I understand the rescue!” he said, laughing. The laugh turned into a wet cough. “Sorry to disappoint, but I couldn’t manage a card trick right now. I’m exhausted and more than half-blind.”

I thought about it for a second and figured out a way to goad him. “Fine. Give me your ring, then. I’ll open a path.”

“What’s this?” he asked, scandalized despite his poor state of health. “You would try to so basely trick me out of my prized possession?”

“It’s no good to any of us if we’re dead. Give it to me.”

“All right,” he said. “I’ll try. But I need a fuel to work with. You know what works best for a fast, hot rip, don’t you?”

I did indeed. Gilling believed the rips were similar in nature to fire. They required fuel to burn, and as soon as they ran out of it, the portals collapsed. For his powers to work, he needed some kind of organic base. He’d tried many things: meats, grains, and vegetables. What seemed to work best was blood. Some people thought of his cult of followers as ghoulish or vampiric for this very reason.

“Keep going,” I said, pulling them with me, my arms circling both their waists. I felt Gilling must be getting tired. I was forced to lift part of his weight to keep moving quickly uphill.

I steered toward an outcropping of rock. The dune we climbed was steeper than most, and for good reason. It wasn’t just a hill of loose crystalline flakes. It had a core of black stone. I headed for the nearest region of stone, and when I reached it, I led them to a sheltered spot between two fallen boulders and crouched there, waiting. The villagers weren’t far behind.

They were rapidly losing their fear of us now. I’d shot one, and we were invisible phantoms, but as we were no longer hurting them, they were growing braver by the minute.

My plan was simple enough. Upon reaching the rock, I hoped they wouldn’t be able to track us any longer. After all, they would no longer have a clear set of three trails of splashing sands to follow. With any luck, they would break up to search the area. We would wait quietly until they dispersed, and then Gilling could perform his miracle and get us out of here.

I already knew what I would have to do then. I would have to bleed myself. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I couldn’t think of another way. Gilling was too exhausted and hurt to offer up his blood. Jacqueline was tired, too, and much smaller. I thought I might have to ask her for a pint or so in the end, however. To make a stable rip, it took a fair amount of blood.

I pulled out my pocketknife, planning to cut myself and dribble out blood on the black rocks. The plan was simple, but it failed utterly. The witch found us before we could get started.

I could tell as she crept up toward us that she knew what she was facing. She’d been to our world and she knew better than the others the scent of humans. She probably understood artifacts like ours as well.

She stalked closer up, her claws clicking on stone as she crept up toward us, sniffing. The rest of them wandered the trackless mounds of crystals. They seemed to be growing frustrated and moved more slowly with each passing minute. They were still trying to find us visually, to spot us and shout for their brothers and sisters to join the hunt. In time, they would probably give up and go back to their huts. Certainly by the time the sun rose, they would abandon the hunt. I felt sure of that.

But the witch was made of wiser, sterner stuff. She approached toward us, sniffing carefully. She didn’t seem to have the nose of a bloodhound, but she definitely had our scent.

“You’re going to have to shoot her,” Jacqueline whispered.

“Not very sporting,” Gilling offered.

I didn’t look at either of them. Instead, I eyed the witch, who was now down on all fours, creeping over the crumbling rocks toward us.

“Keep contact with me, Jacqueline,” I whispered.

She ran her small hand up my arm and touched my neck firmly. With my hand free, I reached into my pockets and fished out my .32. I checked the safety by feel, and tried to make sure a round was chambered.

A tiny, audible click sounded. I froze, as did everyone else. A bullet had slid out of the breech and fell onto the rocks. It rolled downhill, rattling and clattering with a long series of small sounds.

The bullet came to rest under the witch’s paws. She gave a screeching cry and rose up onto her haunches. The three of us winced in unison. We were keyed up and the shocking noise caused everyone to recoil.

Somehow, Jacqueline’s hand slipped from my neck. She’d never had a good grip to begin with—nothing as firm as holding hands. In a moment, Gilling and I were visible.

The witch didn’t charge us, however. She raised her forepaws in a gesture I recognized, summoning her powers. I raised my weapon as well, chambered another round and fired.

She lurched, hissed, and as I went to squeeze off another precious round, I felt the gun fly from my grasp. It clattered on the rocks at the cat-lady’s feet.

Then she charged us. For a moment, I was stunned by her vitality. I’d shot her at close range, but she didn’t seem to be slowed at all. A single moment was all I had. She was on me then, tearing at my skin. I had my pocketknife out, and was trying to stab her with it, but her fangs sank into my wrist.

“Do it, Gilling! Do it now!”

There was blood everywhere, and all I could hear was snarling. I got my left hand free and stabbed several times. Jacqueline was nearby, screaming. I wasn’t sure if she was injured or terrified or both.

Gilling, for his part, began to chant. He spoke strange rhyming words in French. He sounded oddly at peace with the world, despite the fact I was being killed by a half-mad cat-witch. I understood, with a small part of my brain, that when he worked his power, he was happy inside, no matter what the circumstances. Our artifacts all had properties beyond the raw power they wielded. They affected our minds as well as the reality around us.

A shimmering rip loomed directly on top of me. It was night there, on the other side. The skies were a true dark, not like the half-light that was eternal here.

Claws. I felt them digging. This was an odd sensation, as anyone who’s been mauled can tell you. Painful, yes, but when your flesh is opened and hanging loose on your bones, shredded and bloody—it feels different somehow. It is cold, and the pain loses much of its initial sting. Nerves, overloaded by one agony after another, eventually refuse to transmit any more of it. I was reaching that state now. Shock, numbness, and flashes of searing pain.

My shirt was gone, a bloody rag. My torso was slashed open, almost to the ribs. My flesh hung in places from my arms. Still, the fight went on, and still I stabbed at her—but I was losing, I knew it.

Then something horrible happened. A bright light grew with shocking speed, and the light roared at me, a thundering roar.

I heard words but didn’t truly understand them.

“Get out of the way, Quentin! Get up!”

It was Jacqueline’s voice, I understood that. But she was distant, a thousand miles away. Most of my existence was filled with the foul, green-eyed monster that crouched over me, doing her worst. I knew she was overjoyed she’d found me, and that we were dying together. I knew she must be feeling ecstasy as she killed me, and I struggled ever more weakly. Meng had put this compulsion in her, and now, she was finally being allowed to indulge herself fully.

The lights grew intense over the last few seconds, then for a moment we were bathed in a shocking brilliance. There was a roaring, screeching sound—I knew that sound, vaguely. It was the squeal of locked brakes on a deserted highway.

Then a two-trailer semitruck rolled over me. The bumper struck my killer and tossed her crushed body fifty yards down the highway. I was lying flat on my back, and it seemed that the truck screeched and roared inches above my face. Then at last, it came to a halt. Under the last trailer, my bloody body was illuminated by the red glow of brake lights.

Overhead, I saw the twinkling glimmer of a thousand stars. Earthly stars are very bright at night in the desert, but not as bright as they had been on the beach world.

I smiled and passed out, secure in the knowledge that I’d made it home at last.
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I awakened in a quiet hospital room. At first, I was groggy. As I grew more aware of my surroundings, fear gripped me. Could I be in the cruel hands of Dr. Meng again? I’d awakened with serious injuries before and found myself at her mercy.

Relief flooded over me as I realized the room had a window, an unlocked door, and another tenant. The other guy was an elderly man, and he snored. His IV drip was yellow and his arms were terribly thin. Hopefully, I didn’t look as bad off as that. Next, I looked around for a visitor, but saw no one. It appeared to be after hours, and I consoled myself with the idea I might have been there for days. I couldn’t very well expect people to camp by my side forever.

I groaned in pain and tried to move my limbs. They were heavily bandaged and resisted my attempts to move them with a combination of stiffness and sharp jabs. It felt as though needles were being driven into my flesh.

My movement must have alerted Jacqueline, who made herself visible and stepped near. I saw her ripple out of the air. It was as if I watched her walk through a sheet of water for a moment—then she was hovering over me, looking worried and happy at the same time.

“Are you awake?”

“I think so,” I croaked. “Water?”

She brought a cup with a bent straw to my lips. I sipped and swallowed. My throat felt like it was made of paper.

“Let me guess,” I said. “They tried to throw you out, so you vanished on them.”

“How’d you know?” she asked.

I was glad to see the worry lines ease on her face. It was good to see her happy again. She had the kind of smile that made her cheeks swell. I liked her smile. I almost drifted off again thinking about it. But then I roused myself with a sudden intake of breath.

“How long?” I asked.

“A little more than three days,” she said. “I’ve been here the whole time, waiting for you to wake up.”

She proceeded to explain that we’d come back home in the middle of a highway. I’d switched worlds many times, but that night had to be my worst landing on record. We’d come back to Earth a few miles northwest of my home in Henderson, on a highway known as State Route 146—the St. Rose Parkway. I guess it could have been worse; we could have appeared on Interstate 15 itself and caused a pileup, but it could have been a lot better, too.

The rips often worked that way. When you moved across the surface of a world, then switched to another, you came out where you came out, no promises. It was like tunneling underground and coming up into the unknown, hoping the exit was a safe one. In this case, it hadn’t been.

“They weren’t sure you were going to make it,” she continued. “Heavy blood loss, shock. The doctors were cautioning us not to expect a full recovery. But you are looking dramatically better. There is a lot of scarring—but they can’t believe how much you’ve healed. There’s been talk of bringing in experts to study you.”

I’d heard it all before, and I didn’t feel like explaining anything to the medical crowd.

“No experts. No studies. I’m harder to kill than a city roach; that’s all they have to know.” The trick was my photograph. It was an artifact with very useful properties. I frowned as I thought of it.

“What about my things?” I asked.

“They took them, but I snuck around to find the envelope and…well, I took it. I brought it back here and put it under your sheets.”

As she said those words, I felt something hard and papery up against my left side. I groped for it and found the envelope. I sent Jacqueline to find some surgical tape. The moment she was gone, I tore the envelope open with fumbling fingers and slipped the photo out. I put it under my sheets and pressed it against my chest. It seemed to be working for me through the envelope, but I wanted to be sure. I needed all the healing I could get. When she came back with the tape, I sent her for fresh ice water. While she was gone I taped the picture to my chest.

I wheezed for a while after that, but felt better immediately. Just knowing it was with me helped. I felt a little bad hiding the artifact from Jacqueline. We’d been through so much already, and I did feel I could trust her. But the less she knew about my special items, some part of me said, the better. The photo was an artifact of power, possibly my best one. I’d never learned the origins of it, an unsolved mystery of my past—one of many. I’d gotten it at some point before I’d lost my memories. The important thing was it promoted very fast healing. Not miraculous healing, but better than the human norm. My flesh wouldn’t knit back together as fast as it was being cut. But I knew that after sustaining injuries that would place a normal guy in a hospital for six weeks, I’d spend perhaps six days on my back.

“Has anyone else come after me?” I asked when she came back.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. This is St. Rose Dominican. You’re safe here.”

I wasn’t as certain as she was, but I nodded and tried to smile. “What about him?” I asked, pointing at the old man in the next bed.

“They transferred him in today. He looks pretty harmless. Until now, you were both unconscious. Can I get you anything else?”

“Out of here,” I said.

She shook her head and laughed quietly. “Gilling said you would say that. You can’t leave yet, you’re still a mess.”

“I heal fast.”

She gave me a strange look. She ran a finger over my cheek. “Yes, you do. There were wounds here. Deep ones. Now they’re pink lines. You’ve got something, don’t you? Something that makes you heal fast? Either that, or you are from an alien world yourself.”

“That’s a rude question to ask a rogue.”

“Sorry.”

“Take my hand,” I said, reaching for her.

She took my hand and clasped it in both of hers.

“Make us vanish. I need to get out.”

She came closer, and whispered to me. “You’re worried about another assassin, aren’t you? Relax. I made your wallet and ID disappear. We gave them a false name. The hospital doesn’t even know who you are.”

I felt fatigue fighting against me. I was going to have to sleep again soon. “Not safe. She’ll find me.”

“That’s why I’m here. I’m your bodyguard.”

“I thought you went blind if you stayed out of sight for too long.”

“Let me worry about that.”

And then, I had to do as she said. I was too tired, too overwhelmed by fatigue. I felt her soft fingers, they pressed against my brow. They felt cool there. I blinked, but I couldn’t see her. She’d faded out of sight.
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I didn’t awaken again for some hours. When I did, the room was quiet and still. I sensed it was the deep of the night. I wondered what had awakened me. Without moving anything other than my eyes, I looked around.

The hospital room was dark except for the blue glow of the TV. The big fluorescents on the ceiling had been flipped off. I glanced up at the TV and saw a strange shadow. I squinted in the half-light, trying to focus my eyes.

A shape loomed over my bedside. I saw it clearly now. Pale white skin. Stick-like arms dangling from a cotton hospital gown. The face was slack, expressionless. One arm was raised and took hold of my IV. The ancient hand pulsed closed, forming a fist. The other hand slid forward, seeking my lips.

Adrenaline pumped into my bloodstream, along with a gush of liquid from the IV. He was squeezing it all into me—all at once. I tried to twist away, to cry out, but I was so weak, and he had the strength of a lunatic.

The old man held me down, his leathery fingers clamping my mouth while I tried to get my arms out of the entangling sheets.

I reached first for a low-hanging loop of plastic tubing. I yanked it loose. The IV line was gone, but I didn’t know how much drug I had been injected with—or even what it was. I felt sick and tasted metal in my mouth. My veins were cold with the stuff, whatever it was.

The old man let go of the IV bag and the contents gurgled out on the floor. His hand sought my face again and clamped over my nose, squeezing it. His fingers intertwined themselves and my whistling breath was instantly blocked.

I had my arms free now, and although they didn’t want to obey me, I reached up and latched onto his wrists with my hands. On any other day, I would have tossed him aside. But my injuries hadn’t healed yet, and my arms had taken much of the savage mauling I’d received from the feline witch. On top of that, his strength was hysterical. He’d gladly snap every bone in his hands to suffocate me, I knew.

The TV played quietly in the background as the struggle went on. Bluish light lit up the twin scrims of hair on either side of his bald head. His dark eyes were glassy and reflective, like the black eyes of a doll. They glinted with reflected light from the TV.

Finally, I heaved to the right and rolled away from him, breaking his grasp. I fell onto the floor. The fall was only a few feet, but I landed badly. My face and chest slapped on the hard floor. Groaning, I rose up to all fours. Whatever was in my veins was making me sicker by the moment. I fought the urge to vomit.

Hard, knobby knees drove into my back then. The old man had climbed across the bed and fallen on me. I grunted but managed to stay on my hands and knees. I shook him off, and he fell with a thumping sound on the floor. I thought I heard bones break. He twisted and heaved, trying to get up, but he was too injured to do so. Silently, he strove to make his broken body obey his compulsions.

The lights bloomed into a white glare.

A nurse stood at the doorway—a large woman who blocked the entrance. But I could see Jacqueline standing behind her. Then Jacqueline vanished.

The nurse gave a sucking gasp of horror at the scene. Blood and fluids were everywhere. I was still on all fours, panting. On the floor beside me was my roommate, who scrabbled determinedly.

“What the—? Mr. Draith, are you two fighting?”

“Get help,” I said shakily.

The nurse shook her head. “I am help,” she said, and walked into the room. She pressed the call button, then she leaned over the vicious old guy. I’d hoped she would go away, but I could see that wasn’t going to happen.

“Jacqueline,” I said, “take my hand.”

I reached up and felt fingers clasp mine. Our palms locked, and my vision faded. The nurse did another of her whooping gasps. I’d vanished before her eyes. She craned her neck, looking for me, and lost her balance. With huge eyes, she sat down on the floor, hard.

The old man, perhaps frustrated by his failure to end me, took his opportunity to make his feelings known. He bit her wrist. She screamed, and I felt sorry for her.

“Watch out for him, he’s a mean one,” I said.

The nurse escaped the growling thing on the floor and declared an emergency. “It’s that new transfer from Sunset,” she called into the hallway. “He’s gone berserk.”

Sunset, I thought. She could only mean Sunset Sanatorium, the domain of Dr. Meng. While two orderlies wrestled with the fanatical old guy, we made our exit. I paused only long enough to gather my envelope full of precious belongings.

“We have to get you some clothes,” Jacqueline whispered in my ear.

“Forget about that. Keep me invisible and get me out of here.”

We were on the third floor of the hospital. I tried not to lean too heavily on Jacqueline as we hugged walls down the corridor toward the back stairs. We had to dodge people who walked right toward us. Apparently, the nurse had summoned every orderly on the floor to my room.

When we reached the emergency exit that led into the stairwell, I felt a surge of relief. We made our way down three flights of stairs and exited onto the parking lot. There were blooming desert plants and the area would have been peaceful if it hadn’t been for the roar of nearby traffic.

Weary, I sat on a metal bench outside. It was cool against my injured flesh and felt good. Soon, I stretched out on it. I didn’t even care if someone came along and sat on me.

“What are we going to do now?” Jacqueline asked, still holding on to my hand. We were both invisible. “I can’t let go of you now, in just a hospital gown. Do you want me to call Gilling?”

“No. I can think of only one person who can safely come and help us now.”

“Who? And don’t say McKesson.”

“Your mother.”

Jacqueline wasn’t happy about it, but in the end she gave in and made the call. Her mother was thrilled, but cautious, as she learned more details of the situation. She questioned the need to bring a first-aid kit and a bag of men’s clothing. When Jacqueline specified medium-length, loose-fitting clothes, I thought she’d blown it. But Jacqueline refused to give her mother the address until she agreed. When Karen realized we wanted to be picked up in front of the hospital, she became more reasonable.

Twenty long minutes later, Jacqueline shook me awake and I got to my feet. We were visible now, and Karen didn’t look very happy. Somehow, Jacqueline talked her into letting us get into the car, saying she could explain everything if we just got moving.

Together, we climbed into the red Mercedes. I had the backseat all to myself. Karen tossed a paper bag of clothing at me and glared at her daughter.

“I can’t believe you’re with this man,” she said. “He’s one step from homeless, you know.”

“I’ll have you know I own an impressive house, madam,” I said from the back.

“He does,” Jacqueline added.

We drove off with excessive acceleration. I groaned, feeling vertigo roll over me. I tugged at the clothing she’d thrown at me, but was too tired to put it on. I draped it over myself instead.

“Well, is that where you want to go?” Karen asked.

“No,” Jacqueline said. “Take me to your house, Mom.”

“Let me get this right; you’re coming home with me?”

“If you let Mr. Draith stay a few days to recover, then yes.”

Her mother made a sound of disgust. “I get it now. You’ve been sleeping together, haven’t you? I should never have sent this man looking for you. What did he tell you? He’s in some kind of trouble with the police, isn’t he? I’m sorry I ever hired him.”

“It’s not like that, Mother. Don’t start talking Quentin down. He risked his life for me.”

The discussion went on for some time in this vein, but at last Karen Swanson agreed to her daughter’s terms. By the end of it, I had a better understanding of exactly why Jacqueline had been so anxious to leave home. These two didn’t get along.

“You can stay for now, Draith. But you’ll sleep on the couch. Please don’t make a mess—and don’t get too comfortable, either.”

“There’s one more thing, Ms. Swanson,” I said.

“Why am I not surprised? What?”

I lifted my hand and extended my arm between the seats, holding my upraised palm under her nose. “I’ll take my final payment now. I feel I’ve earned it.”
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Jacqueline and her mother lived in a small mansion of their own and had plenty of spare cash to live on. I enjoyed my stay there, at least initially. For me, it was a peaceful timeout from what was usually a hectic life.

I took several days to update my blog, Draith’s Weird Stuff. It never had paid the bills, but my readers were faithful, if few in number. After reading over the obits, I had my story.

A neighborhood known as the Triangle has long plagued the citizens of our fair city. Sitting to the west of the Strip, the region is infamous for crime and strange happenings. I’m sorry to report that events there have taken a turn for the worse. Cases of vanishing street people are nothing new in this blighted area, but what has become noteworthy in recent weeks is the reappearance of their remains. Glistening piles of bone, thrown onto the sidewalk in a seemingly random pattern, have alarmed local residents. As one project-dweller of fifty-four years told this reporter, “Now I’ve seen it all. I walked right into that stack down there on the corner. It was all I could do to get my beagle Jasper to step around.

By the end of the week, I’d begun to envy the old lunatic who’d tried to kill me. At least he had a quiet room to himself. Karen and Jacqueline Swanson were difficult to take as a team. They fought every day, usually about minor things. I suspected Jacqueline had been wise to move out, even if she hadn’t yet found legitimate employment.

My recovery was nearly complete by the end of the week, and I’d begun to make inquiries. I didn’t dare go home, however. If Meng was still sending out assassins, they would check there first.

Not for the last time, I debated a direct assault on Meng’s stronghold. I’d managed it before, but in that case my success had been attributable to surprise. If I tried it again, she would be ready. I was certain she’d have an upgraded security system and a pack of mind-washed goons. Normal people weren’t difficult for a technomancer like myself to best in a fight, but these wouldn’t be normal people. They’d be fanatical, like the old man in the hospital, willing to die to protect their beloved Dr. Meng.

That could all be reversed, however, if I could put Meng out of commission. She wasn’t an imposing person by herself. She was a very professional-looking woman, if in a typical way. But in her domain, she could twist the mind of anyone I brought to the fight with me.

I wrestled with the problem, coming up with various plans, but always rejecting them. I could, for instance, enlist Gilling’s help. Still, it all seemed too dangerous and full of unknowns. The placement of the rip was often iffy. Gilling might put me down in a closet or on the roof. Worse, I wouldn’t be able to tell ahead of time where I was going to go. I would just have to step into the rip and have a look around. I didn’t like the sound of that. I’d just recovered from a serious mauling, and I wasn’t excited about going another round with Meng’s minions.

I came to the conclusion that I needed more information about Meng herself—and the layout of her domain, the infamous Sunset Sanatorium.
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After a few more days, my limp was gone and my arms had regrown their missing flesh. They were still covered in pink wales, but I knew those would fade quickly to white lines, then vanish entirely. They always did. I was feeling almost normal by the weekend. That’s when Karen Swanson came to have a little chat with me.

“You seem much better,” she said. “In fact, I’d call your recovery miraculous.”

“Thanks,” I said.

She gave me an odd look, and I knew she was considering questioning me about my unnaturally fast recuperation. Fortunately, the moment passed.

“I want to talk to you about Jacqueline.”

I nodded. I’d suspected this was coming. Jacqueline was out running some errands, and I was certain Karen’s timing wasn’t accidental.

“No need to thank me again,” I said.

“You certainly have my thanks. But that wasn’t what I was getting at. Well…can you tell me what your intentions are toward my daughter?”

“Uh,” I said, squirming in my chair. I closed my computer, and it turned itself off with a melodic tone. “I don’t know what Jacqueline wants, exactly. We’ve only just met.”

Karen’s face soured. “It’s not just a matter of what she wants. She’s twenty-seven, but she acts like she’s still in college. She’s made a number of mistakes in the past.”

“And you don’t want me to be one of them, is that it?”

“Well, I wouldn’t put it that way.”

“Never mind, I understand. I’m feeling much better now, and I thank you for your hospitality.”

It was Sunday night, about 11:00 p.m., when I quietly packed my bags. Jacqueline caught me in the hallway before I could slip away. She appeared in front of me, having apparently been invisible. She wore a long pink T-shirt with a cat on it. Her feet were in slippers, and her legs were bare.

“How long have you been watching me?” I asked in a low voice. Karen had gone to bed with a bottle of champagne an hour ago, but I figured there was no point in risking awakening her by speaking loudly.

“Long enough to know you were going to sneak out without saying good-bye.”

“I’m not going off to war,” I said, smiling. “We’ll see each other soon.”

She looked at me seriously. Her eyes, I saw now, were brimming with tears. “I know what you’re going to do. You’re going after Meng. That’s worse than going to war.”

I shook my head. “Maybe eventually, but not tonight.”

“Take me with you anyway. I was wrong to come back here.”

“We almost died together,” I said. “You don’t want to hang around with me. It’s dangerous.”

Her hand reached out and sought mine. For once, we both stayed visible. I felt a small tingle at her touch. It had been days since we’d had close contact. We’d been through a lot in a short time, and I found myself thinking about her often. I supposed it was only natural.

“Why haven’t you ever tried to make a move on me?” she asked.

I was surprised. I hadn’t realized she was in such a frame of mind. I found her very attractive, but it had felt wrong to make a move on her as a guest in her mother’s house. Clearly, I’d been too timid.

“I don’t think your mother would approve.”

She smiled at last. “I’m sure she wouldn’t.”

Jacqueline kissed me suddenly, and she almost had me then. I hadn’t been with a woman for months. I touched her waist and she put her hands on the sides of my head. After making out for several long seconds, I disengaged gently.

She looked at my face, reading my expression. When she realized I was still leaving, she pushed me away.

“Just go then,” she said.

“You’re a spoiled brat,” I said gently.

“You think I don’t know that?”

We parted, smiling again. I left the house soon after. Outside, the night was warm and still. I marched past a fake lake toward the highway. I thought about calling Gilling, but I didn’t want to involve him in any more of my misfortunes tonight. Together, we’d escaped the beach world, and he deserved to live another day. I thought about calling McKesson as well, but I didn’t want to make things so easy on him. I would catch up to him at some point. I was certain of that. And I had a few tricks in mind to play on him when I did.

Who did that leave? Gutter Jim? He was the only non-hostile member of the Community I’d met. I wouldn’t call him friendly, but he was at least a neutral party. I wondered what he thought of Meng.

Gilling had told me a way of contacting Gutter Jim. Unsurprisingly, it involved drains and manholes. You had to dangle something into his domain—something interesting.

I traveled to Las Vegas on a series of buses. They made it pretty easy to get to the Strip from anywhere in the region. After all, if people couldn’t get to the casinos, they couldn’t gamble their paychecks. I took the last downtown express to the Strip at 12:30 a.m.

The Strip was still lively, even in the early hours of Monday morning, but I wasn’t headed for the Strip. I took a turn and left the flashing lights and laughing tourists. I soon crossed into the Strip’s less popular neighbor, the Triangle. Finding a quiet corner was easy. In the Triangle, the streets were mostly empty.

I considered each of my objects of power in turn. My plan required risking one of them. I was quite fond of my sunglasses and didn’t want to chance losing them. Next, I considered the photograph. After my near-death experience, there was no way I was going to chance losing it. Third was my Gray Man finger. I’d never been fond of it, but being immune to the direct attacks of other technomancers was a huge advantage. Meng, for example, was not able to bend my mind to her will because of this artifact. I couldn’t afford to let it leave my hand. Not even for a second.

That made the choice quite easy in the end. I pulled out the drawstring on my hoodie until it came loose in my hand. It was only about three feet long, but it would have to do. I took off the wedding ring that gave me small bursts of luck and tied the drawstring to it. Dropping the ring down into the dark recesses of a storm drain took an effort of will, but I managed it.

Even I, who’d always felt less enamored with artifacts of power than most people, had a hard time with this fishing expedition. I kept imagining strange, alien claws reaching for my ring out of the murky water. These hands, which existed purely in my own mind, had huge, broken nails like claws and a coating of slime that reflected the moonlight. I flinched when I thought I saw the slightest motion in the drain and heard a tiny gurgle.

I fished there like that for quite a while. Absolutely nothing happened until about 1:00 a.m. By that time, the neighborhood had become too quiet for comfort. Only a few cars had passed by, mostly full of lost tourists who had gawked at the weirdo who appeared to be fishing in the storm drain. They had sped off quickly and left me in the darkness again.

By 1:30 a.m. I began giving myself time limits. I would give up in ten minutes. The minutes passed, and I invariably gave myself five more.

I was no longer fearing for my ring—instead, my tailbone hurt after crouching on concrete for over an hour. Worse, my fear of the Beast that supposedly stalked this place had grown steadily. I could only imagine two explanations for the silent streets: either the people here were all hiding and terrified, or they had already been eaten.

The few houses with lights playing in the windows darkened one at a time, but no one came out on the street itself. Had the monster eaten the majority of the population here in the Triangle? Wouldn’t that astonishing fact have reached the nightly news? I was sure McKesson was good at his job, but I couldn’t believe he could cover up a happening of this magnitude.

It was nearly two in the morning when I felt the first tug. Like all long-suffering fishermen, I was surprised and sucked in my breath. I tried not to jump, to scare away whatever it was that I’d attracted, but it was one of the hardest moments of self-control I’d ever attempted. I wanted to leap up and run.

Instead, I quietly put my sunglasses on and leaned forward. I expected Gutter Jim to snatch my ring and attempt to vanish into his domain. The sunglasses would not allow it, however. Using them, I could turn the grate over the drain into rubbery, flopping bars and push them aside, entering his domain. We’d talked before, and I hoped he wouldn’t take offense.

Once the sunglasses were on, I leaned over the drain and peered down into it. A burning orange light met my eyes. I squinted as the darkness, the grate, and the sunglasses all combined to make it hard to see. Then, at last, I realized what I was looking at.

I ripped the sunglasses from my face and looked again. Yes, there could be no doubt. It wasn’t Gutter Jim down there.

I was certain in my heart that I was looking at the Beast.
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The rip wasn’t quite the same shape as most of them. I was used to spherical patterns, but this one had an irregular outline. It looked more like a tear in a piece of tar paper. Behind the tar paper was a light that rippled and resembled flame. Perhaps it was flame, but I couldn’t tell. A common property of rips between worlds was the distortion of vision.

But one thing I was sure of, the Beast was there inside that rip. It was looking at me even as I examined it in return. I knew it had to be the Beast, rather than some other alien, because it was huge. So huge that only a single eye was visible. That eye had to be four feet in diameter, surrounded by the flame-like edge of the rip. The iris was a shimmering greenish-gold. The pupil alone was a foot across.

Dangling directly in front of the great eye was my ring. It glittered in the yellow-orange glow of the rip, which shone up out of the drain like firelight. I suspected the Beast had attempted to devour it, but had failed due to the properties of such objects. Wanting to determine the nature of the thing it had tasted, it had then moved its mouth away. Shifting to place an eye to the rip, it tried to see what it was that resisted its hunger.

I fell over backward, then struggled to my feet. I strained to stand up, my stiff knees popping after having crouched there over the storm drain for hours. Dangling from the string, the ring tinkled and clicked against the asphalt.

I cursed and scrambled away, uncertain if the creature could somehow still reach me. Most men would have run until they collapsed. But when I stood only ten feet from the glimmering opening in the street, I managed to get control of myself. Every time I’d seen this creature, it had been limited to a rip of short duration in a single spot. If I was fast on my feet, I should be able to avoid it, even if it tried to open a new rip under me. Cartoon had told me that the creature came out only occasionally to feed. I hoped that was because it could not summon the energy to cause a rip to appear more often.

A thousand thoughts and questions surged in my mind. What was this thing? Where did it come from? Did anyone control it, or was it an independent entity? There were no answers, so I tried to push away the questions.

“Hello?” I asked aloud, addressing the thing in the dark hole at my feet. I doubted it could hear me, or that it would respond if by some miracle it could comprehend my speech. But I felt the urge to attempt communication anyway. It was better than stepping around the drain in wide circles, terrified.

To my surprise a response did come, but not from the drain at my feet. Instead, a voice rose up from behind me.

“How rude,” the voice said.

I whirled. The ring flew on its string, flashing with reflected light. A figure squatted there in the street on top of the nearest manhole. After a moment, I realized he wasn’t standing on the manhole; he was standing in the manhole. As I watched, he rose up out of it. It took only a moment for me to recognize him. It was Gutter Jim.

I felt unnerved by my own success. I’d attracted both a lord of the Community and the Beast at the same time. “What’s rude?” I managed.

“You’ve teased the Beast. Didn’t anyone ever teach you not to torment animals?”

I stepped away from both the drain containing the Beast and the man who now stood atop the manhole. I hadn’t seen him step upward, but he had risen to the level of the street nonetheless. It was as if for him, the manhole was a tiny, circular elevator, and he’d just ridden it up to street level.

“It’s an animal?” I asked. “Is it your pet then, Jim?”

He watched the drain more closely than he watched me. I got the feeling that despite his confident speech, he was unnerved by this being that devoured people in the night. We both watched the flickering light of the rip as it played through the grate. If I hadn’t known what was down there, I would have thought someone had lit a fire in the sewers.

“I don’t know what it is,” he said after a moment’s hesitation. “But you attracted it somehow, and me. What did you use for bait?”

Thinking of the ring, I slipped it away. “A minor artifact,” I said.

“Ah, I see. That’s how it is with you rogues. A lord wouldn’t have the guts to risk even the slightest object of power. We horde them in vaults, rather than dangling them down storm drains. What was your purpose?”

While we talked, something odd began to happen inside the storm drain. I heard a noise at first—it was an unnatural sound, a sucking sound. The light shining up from the drain dimmed. Was it dying away? Was the rip closing? I wasn’t certain. I took another step away from the drain, however. Both Gutter Jim and I stared at it, even though we addressed one another in quiet voices.

“I was looking for you, not the Beast,” I said. “I’d hoped to gain your attention.”

“You’ve succeeded. But I think you had more in mind than that, rogue.”

“What do you mean?”

“You meant to trap me in the drain. You wanted the Beast to feed upon a lord. I know you, what they say about you. You’ll not rest until you bring our kind down.”

“Paranoid delusions,” I said.

“Maybe, but I still don’t trust you.”

“We have something in common, then.”

Gutter Jim chuckled darkly.

I figured as long as he was in a talkative mood, I might as well ask some questions. “What do you know of the Beast? And if you don’t control it, who does?”

“You’d like me to say it’s Meng’s pet, wouldn’t you? I’m not fond of Meng, but I won’t lie. It’s no one’s creature, Draith. In fact, I think it is the opposite of an animal. I think that in the Beast’s alien mind, you and I are the animals. Quite possibly, it is correct in this assumption.”

I glanced over at him, surprised by his cryptic statement. His eyes remained fixed upon the drain, and they widened a fraction as I watched him. I turned back to face the Beast.

I looked back just in time. I should have never looked away. I saw now that the light of the rip had dimmed because something was coming upward from the drain. This protuberance was long and tall. As I watched with my jaw sagging, it lifted up the grate and dropped it aside. The metal clanged onto the asphalt. The sound was tremendous and shattered the quiet night.

At first, I had difficulty registering what I was seeing. I imagined that men who’d witnessed such things in the past might have gone mad or found that their hair had turned white from fright. The appendage rising up out of the drain appeared to be a pale finger of flesh, the tip perhaps as thick as a man’s wrist. But below the tip it quickly fattened to be as thick as a telephone pole. It kept rising up and up, blindly probing the summer air. A dead odor of mold and rot washed over me.

I moved farther away. It was an involuntary response.

“Can it reach us?” I hissed. “Can it get out of there?”

“I don’t know.”

The tentacle—for that’s what I now realized it was—continued to rise. At the visible base, where the largest purplish suckers clustered and worked at the air as if sniffing, the thing was as big around as a tree. The bulk of it towered over us, some fifteen feet high. As it continued to extrude from its world into ours, it bent over and began to probe the environment with cautious stabbing motions. Like a blind man searching for a lost article, the tentacle lowered and began slapping at anything it encountered. A row of trash cans went over with a crash. A weathered picket fence creaked, then buckled, each picket snapping with a rippling sound.

I turned toward Gutter Jim again—but he was gone. My eyes dropped to the manhole cover he’d been standing upon. It looked three shades darker than before, as if it wasn’t made of rusty metal, but rather the stuff of midnight. Even as I watched for perhaps two seconds more, the metal shifted and solidified, reminding me of a disturbed puddle of water that falls still after a man’s foot has splashed into it.

Headlights flashed in my face then, and a horn blared. I stared at a car that came speeding toward me. I caught a glimpse of the occupants, three young men, possibly in Vegas for a bachelor party or a getaway weekend.

The car swerved to miss me, the tires screeching slightly. They weren’t going all that fast, and it wasn’t even a close call. They were easily going to pass by me. I felt a moment of relief, knowing another stint in the hospital wasn’t in my immediate future.

But a moment later the car ran right into the giant tentacle that probed the street. Or rather, I realized in retrospect, the tentacle dipped down to catch the car as it went by. Somehow, it had sensed the vehicle’s passage. Perhaps any quickly moving object would have captured its attention. The car stopped dead with a bang, followed by the tinkle of safety glass, which fountained and fell into the street in a glittering spray.

Injured by the impact, the massive tentacle was torn open in a dozen spots, but not severed. It dripped and ran with dark gore. Liquids flowed into the car, dribbling on the stunned passengers. The tentacle quickly circled the car, top to bottom, in a loop of its own length. Then it convulsed and began to squeeze the wrecked vehicle’s midsection. The windows starred, then popped, as the roof caved in. The doors were all sealed by the tentacle’s girth, but one of the men tried to crawl out of the broken windshield. I watched in growing horror as his foot was caught. The collapsing car’s roof had closed on his ankle like steel jaws with shards of glass for teeth.

My first instinct was to turn and run. I considered it for a second, but the keening cries of the people inside the car stopped me. I ran toward them instead.

I didn’t have my .32 anymore, having lost it in the world of white crystals. It wouldn’t have helped much in this case, anyway. The tentacle would only have been stung by my tiny bullets.

Not knowing what else to do, I jumped onto the hood and grabbed hold of the young man who was trying to escape a grim fate. The whole car lifted up under us a few moments after I did this, and we floated into the air together. Then the hood tipped, and I almost fell off into the street.

“You have to get your foot out!” I told him.

He was about my age, a small black man with a thin mustache. He looked at me with brown eyes filled with horror and disbelief.

“You have to cut my foot off,” he said, looking at the monster that was lifting the car with a loop of its flesh. “Get something, man.”

I shook my head. There was no time for sawing through bone. “Pull!” I shouted at him, and he pulled. He raved in pain but kept trying.

Seconds later, the car tipped farther to one side and that actually helped us. We fell from the hood of the car, but I didn’t let go of his hands. It was our combined weight that ripped his foot loose.

We crashed to the pavement, and I dragged him farther away. He howled and limped with a twisted, dangling ankle. It was broken and the shoe was gone, but the foot was still hanging there. We stumbled away together.

All throughout, I noted with chagrin that no one had come out of their houses to see what was happening. There were approaching sirens now, so someone must have called for emergency services. I wasn’t sure if I should be grateful for this small courtesy or angry at the lack of help.

When we reached the opposite curb, the man in my arms passed out. It was just as well, I figured.

His friends in the car had stopped screaming, and I assumed they were dead. The midsection of the vehicle had been crushed to half its original width. Blood, slime, and dark fluids flowed down the tentacle and dribbled from the tires. They pooled up and flowed down into the storm drain. The horn had been triggered at some point, and was now locked into a continuous, blaring howl. It sounded to me like the car’s death cry.

Before the first emergency vehicles arrived, the tentacle dropped the crushed car. It wormed into the side windows and found the bodies inside. It dragged them out, one at a time. The corpses were greedily pulled down into the storm drain, where they vanished. I knew that down there, in the darkness, they would be sucked through the rip and devoured. I clamped my hands over my ears and averted my gaze so I could not hear the ghastly sounds that followed.

When the police and a wary ambulance crew arrived a few minutes later, the Beast’s tentacle had withdrawn. They asked me questions, but I only stared at them in response. They’d seen this dazed expression in the Triangle before, I gathered, because they soon left me alone.

As they investigated the scene, the cops avoided my eyes. When I was certain the survivor I’d dragged out of the car was safely in the ambulance, I walked away and disappeared. No one called me back. No one demanded a statement. I suspected they didn’t really want to hear anything from an eyewitness. They wanted to pretend it was a freak car accident, nothing more. They all knew better, but perhaps it was easier on their sanity to maintain the fiction.

I left because I felt sure McKesson would show up eventually, and I wasn’t in the right mood to meet him. At least not with the cops watching.
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After finally seeing what I was up against, I thought it was time to go talk to Rostok again. I had to convince him to help me get rid of this alien invader. I needed some major firepower or at least a powerful object that could harm something like this.

I realized as I walked to the Lucky Seven that I had no idea if there was only one Beast involved. What if there was an entire planet full of them? The idea was more than unsettling—it was terrifying. I’d faced invaders before, beings we called the Gray Men. They were technologically advanced, but not much better at crossing between worlds than we were. We’d defeated them by destroying the machine they used to travel to our world.

The Beast was an order of magnitude more serious. It had come out only a few blocks from the heart of Las Vegas and eaten a carload of people. Sure, there were millions more where that came from, but I didn’t want these aliens looking at us as some kind of easy prey. I had the feeling that right now, Earth had been categorized as a smorgasbord.

At the Lucky Seven, they didn’t give me any crap about my shoes at the door this time. Maybe they’d gotten some kind of report from the front lines. I went straight to the back and took an elevator up. Instead of a showgirl dressed in feathers and sequins, two security guards accompanied me. They kept their arms crossed and their expressions grim. When we reached the penthouse lobby, they frisked me. They seemed surprised I was unarmed.

“Lost something, Draith?” the balder of the two asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “My sense of humor.”

I walked between them and didn’t bother tapping at the door. I put my sunglasses on and rattled it until it opened. I entered and reached for the light switch automatically. There wasn’t one, but if there had been, I would have flipped it on. I wasn’t in the mood tonight for sitting in the dark, listening to Rostok’s bullshit.

“What’s the emergency?” Rostok said from the darkest corner of the room.

“I’ve been taking a lot of abuse and witnessing a lot of bloodshed,” I said. “And I’ve seen the enemy up close and personal now.”

Rostok’s manner changed. He ushered me to a chair, fed me excellent alcohol, and listened to every detail I had for him. I left out any mention of Jacqueline and her power of invisibility, but was forthcoming with the rest. He asked detailed questions concerning the monster in the Triangle.

“More bones appear every night,” he rumbled thoughtfully when I’d finished. “They now have renamed the neighborhood. They call it the Bone Triangle. And what’s more alarming, the affected region appears to be growing. The reach of the monster is greater with each passing day.”

I thought of the tentacles worming their way up into every neighborhood in town, seeking a nightly meal. I grimaced.

“Several skeletons will be discovered at daybreak,” Rostok continued. “You were lucky to escape.”

“Luck had little to do with it. I would have escaped easily if I hadn’t tried to rescue the guy in the car.”

“Yes, an unusual example of altruism from a rogue.”

I paused to sip my drink, rather than answering his insult. In my opinion, the Community was full of far more selfish individuals. The rogues were, for the most part, more generous. I could think of only one major exception.

“What are you going to do about McKesson?” I asked.

“Do? Why, nothing. He sent you to the hot worlds, as you requested.”

“He stranded me there and almost killed me. And he disobeyed your wishes.”

“Yes, I suppose. But then, you have done the same on multiple occasions.”

I stewed. “Why do you keep it so dark in here, Rostok?”

In all the time I’d known him, I’d never asked that question. It was an obvious one, but it was equally obvious he didn’t want to tell me, as he’d never brought up the subject.

I heard him moving around the room, rustling as he crossed the carpet. He’d always sounded like a big man, but I’d never actually seen him distinctly.

“You took a long time to ask. Most do so immediately.”

“I didn’t want to be rude.”

He chuckled. “That may be a first for you. But I will explain, because you have been so very patient. And I will tell you the truth, because you have asked out of honest curiosity. I sit here atop this building in the darkness so that—so that I can see.”

I frowned. “Are you blind?”

“Far from it. I can see as no other man I’ve yet met.”

I thought about that, wondering if he was trying to be deliberately vague. I considered a gruff response, telling him I was tired of his riddles. But I held back. There was something in his tone that indicated he honestly believed he’d opened up to me. In his mind, he’d let me know something private about him.

I took another sip, letting the alcohol burn my tongue before swallowing. What was it Ezzie had said? That Rostok could see the future? Perhaps that was what he meant, that in order to predict events, he must sit in darkness.

I decided to take an indirect approach in an attempt to learn more. “I understand,” I lied. “I did not realize that your power to see possibilities was related to your actual eyesight.”

Rostok laughed. “Very good! You probe and fish like that thing reaching up from the drain. Well played, but you will get no more details on this subject tonight.”

I shrugged. “It was worth a try. If you want me to find Ezzie, you will have to help me. I now suspect she went to her own world.”

“How so?”

“There are two hot worlds that McKesson identified. The world with the blazing sun and dunes of white crystal, and the lava world. I think she’s made it home to the latter.”

“No. I have checked. I have…access to that world. That is how Ezzie came into my possession.”

“Where did she go, then?”

“I don’t know where she is, but I know where she is likely to go. I’ve seen it.”

I thought about that. I figured he was foretelling the future again. “Tell me where she will be, then.”

“She is likely to go to a third world of warmth. It isn’t like the other two. They are hot and dry. This one is not a desert—it is a swamp.”

“And how can I get to this world?”

“You’ve already seen the route. You’ve glimpsed this new place. It lies beyond the rips that appear in the Triangle. The only other hot place I know of is the one in which the Beast lurks.”

“If she goes there, how can she live?”

“She is not made of the same materials as you are. In many ways, the Beast is closer in nature to your kind than Ezzie. The Beast would find her indigestible.”

I exhaled slowly, as I felt I knew where this discussion was going next. “I guess you want me to go into some hellish world full of gargantuan monsters and bring Ezzie back for you. Right?”

“You would attempt such a thing? For mere money? I’m surprised at your avarice. I had not thought you valued your existence so little that you would price it in terms of coins.”

It was my turn to laugh. “It’s going to take quite a few coins, and more. It’s going to take firepower, too. I need objects that can kill.”

Rostok paced quietly for a time. I’d always wondered at his thoughtfulness, and I believed I now understood it. He’d always paused and considered at length during our conversations. Could it be he was riffling through my possible futures even now? Was he considering whether or not to help me after calculating the odds I would succeed? It was an unsettling thought. I could understand how a man with such a power had come to own a casino he’d once worked for. Games of chance would never be fair if he was allowed to play.

“I must ask you something,” he said at length. “What is your motivation? I know you like Ezzie, but you cannot love her as I do. Why would you take such a risk? It cannot be to save your house from the tax men. If you took up wandering the streets again, you would lead almost the same life as you do now.”

I had to think about that one. It was a worthwhile question.

“It’s the Beast,” I said. “It doesn’t belong here. I’ve seen it kill several times. Often enough to know it won’t stop. It would gladly kill us all. Las Vegas is a pond full of slow-moving, fat fish to this being. It feels it can dip in and snatch us up, feeding upon our bodies at will. This makes me angry. I guess—I guess I want to kill it. To drive it back. To defend my hometown.”

It wasn’t just bullshit. Rostok’s question had made me think about my motivations directly, and I’d realized it was personal now.

“Ah! Of course! The protective instincts of the male. I had almost forgotten about such motivations. All is clear now, thank you.”

He went to a wall on the far side of the room. There, he rummaged. I heard a click, then another one. I thought that he was opening unseen cabinets and withdrawing objects. At length, he returned to me and handed me something. It was round, soft, and cold to the touch.

“What’s this?” I said, faintly disgusted by the feel of it. Whatever it was, it felt slimy. It filled my palm with a dead, fleshy weight.

“That is the liver,” he said, as if this explained everything.

“What?” I demanded, almost dropping the mess in my palm onto his carpet.

“Have you not heard of it? I had believed Gilling or McKesson would have whispered about its properties by now. The liver is a weapon. It can poison anything it touches.”

“Um,” I said with my lips curling, “then why am I holding it?”

“When I gave it to you, I did not wish your death, so the artifact remained harmless.”

“Okay, this is what you have for me? I’d rather work with the little yellow alarm clock. I’d rather summon a new lava monster to do battle on my behalf.”

“The creature you face is too great for that, too powerful. It can’t be bested by a something as small as a lava-slug. To burn one part of the body at a time—the task would be futile.”

I sat there holding a piece of liver in the dark. There were so many things about this situation that made me unhappy, I almost didn’t know what to say.

“How do I use it?” I asked finally.

“You must press it against the victim. Venom will be injected through any flesh. That is the only way, I think.”

“Why not a flamethrower?”

“You could not kill a creature so massive with such a device. With normal weaponry—I don’t know. It would require something like those atomic bombs the locals were enamored with.”

“Poison is better than flame?”

“Is poison so strange a choice? You are a tiny being in relation to the Beast. Think about the smallest of deadly creatures. What do they always use as their weapon? Venom, of course. Poisons are great equalizers. A spider can bring down an enemy a thousand times its weight.”

I remained unconvinced, and the object itself was disgusting. It wasn’t warming up in my hand, either. It stayed cool. I suspected it maintained the temperature it had been when it was transformed into an object. If I held it long enough, it might numb my hand by leeching away all the warmth of my blood.

“Will it go through a thick hide? Or clothing?”

“Yes, but not metal or wood.”

“What kind of creature is this organ from?”

“None know for certain. It is like your alien finger. It remains immutable all these long years later. We can’t take a sample and test the DNA, because a needle would not penetrate the flesh. I would never allow a scientist to touch it in any case.”

I was startled to hear he knew of the alien finger that formed a talisman around my neck. I thought for a few seconds about asking exactly how Rostok knew about my talisman. I opened my mouth but reconsidered. I decided not to say anything about the finger. After all, he might not know what my talisman did. I had a hint from him that suggested this: he’d indicated the poison hadn’t affected me because he hadn’t willed it to do so. If he knew my object protected me against attacks by other objects, then he would not have suggested I could be poisoned by it. I surmised that he knew of my talisman—but not necessarily what its function was. I decided to keep it that way.

“So…it could be a human liver?” I said, disgusted.

“Unlikely. There is too little mass. I expect it came from a hare, or a perhaps a coyote. Really, it does not matter.”

How in the hell had a hare’s liver become an object? I thought, but I decided not to ask about that.

“Just one more thing,” I said. “Could you give me something to carry this in?”


[image: Image]

I asked for a room at Rostok’s hotel, and he grudgingly made a call to the front desk. I went downstairs and the staff provided me with a key. They didn’t even ask for my ID, much less a credit card. They looked at me curiously but politely.

Ten minutes later I came out of the shower and raided the minibar. It was a familiar experience, but it was even sweeter knowing that the bill was taken care of. I ordered orange juice for a mixer, and two additional little vodka bottles. Except for the five-dollar tip, it was all on the house. I thought it was the least Rostok could do, after all the abuse I’d suffered in recent days on his behalf.

A minute or two after the bellhop had left, there came another tap at my door. I frowned.

“What is it?” I asked loudly through the door.

“Room service.”

A chill ran through me, as my room service order was already in my hands. I didn’t look through the peephole—that might have been suicide. Instead, I threw myself to one side, into the bathroom. It was possible I was overreacting, but after several attempts on my life over recent days, I wasn’t in the mood to take any new chances.

I berated myself for not having replaced my pistol yet. It wouldn’t have done any good against the Beast, but it worked fine when battling Meng’s mindless dupes.

“Room service!” Tap, tap, tap.

Moving as fast and quietly as I could, I left the bathroom. I was shirtless and barefoot, wearing only a pair of jeans. I didn’t have time to get fully dressed. I grabbed my objects instead, hanging the finger around my neck, putting the sunglasses on my head, and shoving the photo into my back pocket. I’d showered with the ring on.

I thought about the fight that might be in my immediate future, and didn’t like my odds. Still, standing around waiting until some assassin forced the door wasn’t going to do me any good.

I looked around wildly and spied the blowing curtains. There wasn’t any choice, really. These rooms had balconies, and I was unusually experienced with them. I didn’t relish jumping to another balcony, but I was unarmed and willing to try it. I put a hand on the sliding glass door and found it was locked somehow. I didn’t have time to feel around for the lock. I put on my sunglasses and forced it open. The lock made a funny sound, and I knew that when the metal turned back to normal, it would never quite work right again.

Tap, tap, tap. “Come on, Draith.”

That voice…I paused.

“McKesson?” I called out. One bare foot rested on the balcony.

“Just open the damned door.”

“Fuck you!” I shouted back. I retracted my foot and slammed the slider. I found my abandoned drink in front of the TV. I poured in more vodka and took a swallow. It burned going down.

“Look, I know you might have some hard feelings,” McKesson said through the door. “I’ve come to explain.”

I laughed bitterly. “Let me guess, you need me again. No chance, man. You left us to fry us on that rock. I’m not buying anything you say.”

“I could force this door. I’ve got the passkey.”

I finished my drink in two more gulps, and picked up a cloth sack that was lying on the top of the dresser. I reached inside, my lip curling. I pulled out the cold lump of liver and held it in my fist. It was small enough to fit inside my hand with only reddish-brown bits squishing out between my fingers.

I walked to the door and threw it open. McKesson stood there, surprised. He had a cardkey in his hand. He put it away and reached into his jacket for his gun, but halted when he realized I was shirtless and apparently unarmed.

I glared at him, and he relaxed. The left side of his mouth twitched upward a fraction.

“Hey, you look pretty good. I’m glad—”

“You coming in or what?” I asked.

His eyes checked me for weapons again. I had each hand down to my side, the lump of liver cooling the fingers of my right hand. I tried not to fidget with it, but it was difficult.

“Sure,” he said uncertainly. He took his hand back out of his jacket and walked past me.

I checked the hallway, then slammed the door and whirled around. He had his gun out, and his expression was anything but friendly now.

“What are you up to, Draith?”

I snorted. “You tried to kill Jacqueline and me, and now you’re the suspicious one?”

“I’m just trying to figure out what’s on your mind.”

Murder was on my mind, but I managed a flickering smile. “The Beast is still out there. You know what they call its hunting grounds now? The Bone Triangle. And it’s spreading. Soon, it will hit the Strip and you won’t be able to stop the news. Tourists will be sucked down manholes and spit back out with all the meat missing.”

McKesson nodded. “Yeah, that’s how things are going.”

It was my turn to frown. He didn’t seem overly concerned by my statements—as if he wanted the Beast to win. That’s when I began to understand the situation better.

“Ah,” I said. “I get it now. You don’t want me to stop the Beast. You want it to succeed.”

McKesson frowned. “No, I’m not working for the Beast. I want it to stop terrorizing the town. But I want this handled in a particular way.”

“Let me guess; you aren’t working for Rostok anymore? You’ve got gall, you know, coming into his domain and admitting that.”

McKesson shook his head. “You don’t know as much as you think you do. We’re rogues, man. We’re not supposed to be loyal to one master. We work for whoever offers the best deal.”

I considered his words. “Who are you working for now?”

“That has to stay a secret. What I want to know is: Are you willing to listen?”

“You want to recruit me. To get me to switch to another lord?”

He chuckled. “You aren’t listening. You don’t belong to any of them. You’re not a lapdog. You are an independent contractor. You do a job, and you get paid, then you look for more work. That’s how it works. They understand that, even if you don’t. Do you think Rostok would stick out his neck one inch for your benefit? No way. He wouldn’t even step out of his dark little hole of an office to save your life.”

I thought about that, and I had to admit, he was probably right.

“Now,” McKesson said. “You want to hand over whatever it is you have clenched in your right hand?”

“No,” I said.

McKesson lifted the gun a little higher. “Do it anyway.”

Slowly, I raised my hand to meet his. Instead of handing over the liver, I smashed it between our two palms and didn’t let go. He tried to recoil, but I clamped the liver to his skin. Between my palm and his, the slippery mass of meat rolled and oozed.

“What the hell is this?”

“Careful,” I said. “It’s the liver.”

His eyes shot wide. I knew then that he was aware of its powers.

“You’ve gotten a little dose already,” I lied. “But not enough to kill.”

I would have liked to lightly poison McKesson, but I had no idea how to control this object. If I tried to give him a light dose he might have begun throwing up or something and then shot me.

In response, he aimed his gun at my chest. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling, staring at that round black muzzle. None of my objects made me immune to bullets.

“Put it away,” I said as calmly as I could. “Shooting me won’t save you. The poison will inject anyway. Can’t you feel it yet? Aren’t you just a little dizzy?”

“You sick mother,” he said, looking white. He tried to pull away again, but I clung to his hand.

“Don’t squeeze it!” I shouted urgently, freaking him out. “That was enough pressure right there to trigger a dose!”

“Let go of my hand, Draith, or I’m going to blow you away.”

I shook my head slowly. “You’d kill us both, but I’ve got news for you. About six hours from now, I’ll get back up and walk again, while you stay dead.”

He stared at me, looking a little green. His breathing was fast, and a droplet of sweat ran down one cheek. His eyes kept flicking down to our clasped hands, then back to my face.

“Have you ever wondered how many times I’ve died, Jay?” I asked quietly. I knew I was bluffing as hard as I’ve ever done in my life, but it was kind of fun. I think it was the rage I’d had in my heart ever since he pulled the coin away and left me on the far side of that rip. Just seeing his face like this made my day.

Slowly, he lowered his weapon. “Let go of my hand. We’ll talk.”

“Toss the gun and you’ve got a deal.”

He blinked twice, thinking it over. I was tempted to give him a real jolt of poison to speed things up. Really tempted. I figured I’d probably accidentally kill him, however, and I needed information.

Finally, he tossed the gun onto the bed. I let go of his hand and the liver rested in my palm again. It was as cool and slippery as ever. I doubted I would ever come to like the thing, but I had to admit it impressed people.

McKesson looked mildly green but relieved to be free of my touch. I looked at him in concern. I cocked my head.

“What?” he said.

“Your neck is throbbing, kind of,” I said. “Why don’t you sit down and have a drink?”

McKesson shook his head and reached up to loosen his tie. A minute later, he was sitting in a chair. He pulled his tie away from his throat and breathed in big puffs. I poured him a drink and pressed it into his fingers. He was so convincing, I wondered if I had actually given him a real dose of venom. It was the first time I’d controlled this new object, so I imagined it was possible.

I pulled up another chair, sat with my own drink, and sipped it. I was enjoying his discomfort immensely. Real or not, it was good to see him suffer for a while.

“So, let’s talk,” I said. “You might not have much time left, but—”

“You’ve got to knock that shit off,” he shouted. “You didn’t give me a dose. I’d be dead by now.”

I shrugged. “Whatever you say. Clearly, you’ve used the liver before. I’m new to the artifact, and I may have made a mistake.”

He glared at me. I smiled in return. We both knew that McKesson had never used the liver, and neither of us knew exactly how it worked.

“You were about to explain,” I said, “why you came to my place and attempted to murder Jacqueline and me.”

“I did nothing of the kind. You insisted I send you to a hot world to look for Ezzie. I did as you asked, that’s all.”

I nodded. “Sure. You put us on a yacht and then drilled a hole in it and set us off on a merry boat ride.”

“You wanted to go.”

I decided this line of reasoning was getting us nowhere. “Who is your new master, McKesson?”

He began to protest, so I raised my hand, showing him the liver in my palm. The sight of it made him look ill all over again, and I had to admit that handling it was making me feel a bit queasy, too. His gun wasn’t in reach and all I had to do was touch him with this disgusting weapon.

“Who sent you to kill me?” I asked.

“Nobody. You weren’t going to die. I would have opened up the path again before the sun came up.”

“I wasn’t just waiting on the far side. We ran into a tribe of cat-people in that world, and as it turned out, they didn’t like us very much. When we finally got back, one of them came with me. I found myself out on the highway, being torn up by a fanatical cat-witch. She died, and the rest of us nearly joined her.”

“Oh,” he said, frowning slightly. “Sorry about that, I figured you’d huddle out there until I came back for you. That’s really the best thing to do when you’re lost in the wilderness, you know.”

I nodded. “That’s true, under happier circumstances. Unfortunately, I didn’t trust you to come back for us. I found a way out before the sun came up to fry us.”

McKesson shook his head and gulped his drink down. He burped and wiped his mouth with his hand. He recoiled, realizing he’d just touched his lips to the spot where I’d pressed the vile liver. When he looked back at me, his lips were twisted in disgust.

“That’s the trouble with this world,” he said. “There’s not enough trust to go around.”

I would have laughed, but it wasn’t very funny. I couldn’t believe I was being lectured about trust by this man.

“Look, uh,” he said awkwardly. “I’m not very good at this, but I’m sorry. I meant to put you on ice for a while, then pull you back.”

I stared at him, uncertain what to think. It would have been nice to believe he’d planned to come back for us, but I couldn’t take his statements at face value.

“If you want to convince me, you have to tell me who’s pulling your strings now,” I said.

McKesson held his empty glass in both hands and stared into it. The alcohol had done him good; he had a little color back in his cheeks now. Maybe it had helped him stop hyperventilating.

“Look, I owe you one. I admit it. So, I’m going to give you some critical information. I have it on good authority that Meng is the one behind the killers who’ve been coming after you. That’s a ninety percent certainty.”

I snorted. “That’s it? Are you going to pretend that’s news? I figured that out a week ago.”

“No, there’s more. The question I’ve been struggling with is why she’s doing it. She’s not just after revenge. She’s paranoid.”

“You don’t say?”

“She thinks you are out to get her. She thinks she is defending herself by eliminating you. She’s obsessed with it. By almost killing her, you’ve driven her crazy. She was prideful a year ago and felt invulnerable in her domain. But now you showed her she can be touched. She doesn’t like that. She spends all night, every night, in her tower on top of the sanatorium or in the basement below. Her living quarters are in the tower, and she does some strange work down in the basement. You’ve freaked her out so much she rarely circulates among her patients and staff anymore.”

“I feel like sobbing,” I said. “Maybe I should send her flowers.”

“Yeah, well…the point is she’s not out for revenge. She thinks you plan to finish the job. She is under the impression it’s your life or hers.”

I frowned. I didn’t like the sound of that. I’d hoped after two or three failed attempts she might well get distracted and forget about me. But the way McKesson was describing her state of mind, that wasn’t going to happen. That was provided, of course, that I could trust McKesson at all. In this case I couldn’t come up with a reason why he’d lie to me, but with McKesson one couldn’t be sure.

He leaned toward me, studying my eyes. “Is she right? Are you planning a second attempt?”

I laughed. “Like I would tell you if I were.”

“Let’s talk about something else, then.”

“Let’s.”

“Have you ever wanted to know the answer to it all? Why these artifacts exist? Why this town is being invaded by things like the Beast?”

He had my attention now. “Of course I do.”

He nodded. “I can’t tell you the answers. But I can tell you where they are. Go up to Indian Springs sometime. Drive up the highway, then keep going.”

“You’re talking about the test sites. I’ve heard that theory.”

“It’s more than a theory.”

I nodded. “Right. Another attempt to get me out of town? Why would you want to do that?”

He glared at me for a second. “You want proof?”

“That would be nice.”

He put out his hand. “Give me that photo for second. The one you put a bullet into.”

I looked at him with distrust and reflexively put one hand to my chest.

“Come on,” he said. “If I try to run off with it, poison me or shoot me or something.”

Liking his idea, I retrieved his gun from the bed. I checked the magazine, making sure it was loaded and the safety was flipped off. I held it on him while I offered him the photo.

“Okay, okay,” he said, putting up his hands. “I’m not even going to touch it. Just flip it over and look at the back.”

I did, and didn’t see anything much. Maybe a smudge in one corner. “What’s this?”

McKesson rose and flipped on every light in the place. “Can you make out any letters? A date?”

“Merc-something. NV,” I said. “Nevada?”

“Mercury, Nevada,” he said. “Search the web. I’m sure you’ll learn interesting things.” He stood up and stretched. “I guess I’ll be going now. Thanks for the drink.”

I stood up, too.

He pointed at the gun in my hand. “That’s a police-issued weapon,” he said. “Hand it over.”

I shook my head. “I lost mine in Wonderland. You can go find it for me. When you do, I’ll trade you.”

He glared at me and walked to the door. “One more question,” he said, “about that liver thing…”

“What about it?”

“Where do you keep it when you’re not slapping it onto people?”

“Right here,” I said, pointing to his drinking glass.

He stared at the glass, then flicked his eyes back to my face. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope,” I said, and I plopped the liver into his glass. “See? It fits in there perfectly. It doesn’t get anything slimy while it’s in there. Specimens like this belong in glass jars.”

McKesson looked green all over again. I thought he was going to throw up, but he manned it down.

“You know that liver dates back to the nineteen fifties?” he asked me. “That it’s never rotted, for all these long years?”

“Makes a nice flavor-enhancer, too.”

“You really are a bastard, Draith.”

“The feeling is mutual.”
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McKesson had given me one vital piece of information, whether he’d meant to or not. He’d told me where Meng spent her time these days. I wasn’t sure how I might be able to use that bit of information in the future, but I was glad to have it.

Detective McKesson himself was still something of a puzzle. I didn’t completely buy his story about playing a prank and planning to come back for us. I’m not sure if he’d meant to leave us there to die, but I certainly didn’t trust him anymore. In retrospect, I probably never should have. When it came down to defending Earth, we were both on the same side, I felt sure of that. But in any other situation, he was on McKesson’s side. I decided I would have to remember that before engaging in any future cooperation with him.

I spent an uneasy night in the hotel room after the detective left. I would have looked for a more secretive location to rest, but I needed sleep badly. When I finally woke up, the blackout curtains were outlined with brilliant sunlight. The rays eagerly seeped through the crack inbetween the sheets of fabric.

I showered, dressed, and found breakfast downstairs. Eleven a.m. was checkout time. I was only a few minutes late. I headed for the mall at the base of the hotel and bought a fanny pack. I put the liver in there, wrapped in plastic. With that oddly shaped lump of meat strapped to my waist, I looked more like a tourist than usual, but that was probably a good thing.

The day cruised by in slow motion until Jacqueline appeared at my side. I’d just deposited the check her mother had given me in an ATM. She became visible and put a hand on my shoulder. It felt like a touch from a ghost, as no one had been there a second earlier. I startled and jumped.

“Where’d you come from?” I asked, smiling. It was good to see a friendly face.

She smiled back. “Out of thin air,” she said. She craned her neck, rudely looking over my shoulder.

“Is that your bank balance? That’s a minus sign, isn’t it? You owe the bank eight hundred bucks?”

I nudged my shoulder between her face and the screen. “Overdraft charges are hell these days,” I mumbled. “Your mom’s check will clear things up. That is, unless you’ve already taken off on her again and she stops the payment.”

“She won’t,” she said, shrugging.

“So, you did leave suddenly? Are you going back tonight?”

“I don’t know. I was just hanging around there until you healed up. Now look at you! The hospital people would never believe it. They would think you had a twin brother or something—there are only faint white lines for scars. How long until even those marks vanish?”

“A few weeks,” I admitted.

“Fantastic. What a great power. I wish I could do that.”

“No you don’t. It’s much less painful not to get injured in the first place.”

I started walking south, and she tagged along. I was glad to have the company.

“How’d you find me?” I asked.

“It wasn’t too hard. I heard about what happened in the Triangle last night on the news. After I saw the car all crushed in the center like an hourglass, I knew it couldn’t be a normal crash. I figured you were probably involved in that ‘freakish auto accident.’ So I waited until noon and drove down here to find you. I started where the accident happened, then drove along the Strip until I spotted you here at the bank.”

I wasn’t happy to learn I was that easy to find. I wanted Meng’s next assassin to work harder than that. I decided it was time to get off the Strip.

“You’ve got the car?” I asked.

She pointed. The red Mercedes was in the next lot. I asked her for a ride, and we were loaded up and driving within minutes.

“One thing,” I said. “Why did you wait until noon to look for me?”

“I know you pretty well by now. You never wake up much before noon, do you?”

I shook my head. “Gives me a headache.”

“Yeah, you like to stay out all night and sleep all day. Which of your toys has that effect?”

I looked at her with a sudden jerk of my head. I frowned as I thought it over. Could she be right? The artifacts often had negative side effects. The ring, for instance, made people nearby suffer bad luck even as the bearer enjoyed good luck. I thought about my objects. Could one of them be turning me into a night owl? If I had to guess which one it was, I’d say it had to be the photograph or the sunglasses. I’d had them both since the beginning, and my sleeping habits predated the other objects in my possession.

A new unpleasant thought chased after the first one: what was the negative side effect of the liver, if any? For all I knew, it was something awful. Rostok hadn’t mentioned any associated risks, but it wouldn’t have furthered his goals to do so. I felt like a man living under a raincloud. In more primitive times, I guess people would have called me cursed.

“Where do you want me to drive?” Jacqueline asked brightly. “We could go to the mall and catch a movie.”

“I thought you were banned from the mall.”

She made a face. “Not that mall.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” I said. “Let’s go up to Indian Springs.”

She looked at me in surprise and disappointment. “Up near the government sites? That will take an hour.”

“Have you got somewhere better to go?”

“Sure, if you want to be bored by history. Let’s just go to the Atomic Testing Museum. That’s right here in town.”

I shook my head. “That will be picked clean.”

After a brief attempt to talk me into a shopping trip, she wheeled us up onto the highway and we headed northwest. I wanted to go right now, because I figured things might become more exciting in Las Vegas by nightfall. I wanted to be back to town by then.

We drove the entire way with the top down, despite the blazing sun and hot roads. About ten minutes into the trip, Jacqueline sprayed something into my face. I coughed and frowned.

“What the hell is that?” I demanded.

“Sorry! It’s just sunscreen. See? You really need some—you’ll burn otherwise. I can tell just by looking at you.”

I relaxed. She sprayed herself in the face next.

“See? Not nerve gas—sunscreen.”

I chuckled. “Sorry. I guess after fighting a couple of assassins in a row, I’m kind of jumpy.”

“It’s okay, I understand.”

We drove on, and the drive went by quickly. I’d forgotten how easily time slid by when you had a vivacious girl in the car with you. When we finally reached Indian Springs, we’d been driving for about forty-five minutes. We hit a small-town grocery store, where I bought a backpack, some crackers, and a lot of water bottles. Jacqueline watched me with growing concern.

“There’s something I should tell you,” she said. “I hate camping.”

I smiled. “I’m not surprised.”

I checked her feet and bought her some hiking shoes. She liked the shoes but not what they indicated.

We followed the highway west, and when we were close to the Mercury exit I told her to pull over and park the car on the side of the road.

She looked around the desert landscape, then at me with big eyes. We were surrounded by rugged mountains, scrub brush, and a whole lot of nothing else.

“Where the hell are you taking me?” she demanded.

I climbed out of the car and trudged forward. I examined the desert to the north. I didn’t see much. I knew there were a number of facilities out there, but I couldn’t see them from here. When Jacqueline came to join me, she put her butt on the hood of her car and crossed her arms.

“I’m not walking out into the desert with you. That’s not going to happen. I took some field trips in school up into these mountains. It totally sucked. Nothing but snakes, spiny bushes, and crunching dirt that coats your shoes with yellow dust.”

I nodded. That did pretty much sum up the area. I looked at her and realized two things: First, I needed her to come with me. Second, I was going to have to give her a good reason to come along.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the photograph I’d held on to throughout many bad days. I showed it to her.

“Who’s the baby? Is that you?”

“I think so,” I said.

“I thought you didn’t know who your parents are.”

“I don’t,” I said. “But I think they come from a little town just north of here.”

She looked at me and then the picture, frowning. “You look happy. What happened to them?”

“Maybe I’ll find out. But I need you to help me get there.”

“What town? I don’t see any town.”

“It’s up north a few miles. Past those hills.”

She put her hand up to her eyes, staring north. “That looks like quite a hike. Let’s just take the highway.”

I shook my head. “I’ve investigated this place online. I even tried to sign up for the tour the Department of Energy supposedly gives. They stopped doing that a few years back. They closed the base up and aren’t letting anyone in anymore. Only government people.”

She looked at me, then back at the desert. “Let me get this straight…you want me to walk with you for miles into some kind of secret government installation? We’ll be arrested.”

“Not if we’re invisible. Even if they do find us somehow, we’ll play the dumb tourists out for a hike.”

She chewed her lower lip. “I don’t like it.”

I showed her the picture again. “I’ve studied this artifact closely. I found a faint stamp on the back that says it was developed in Mercury, Nevada.”

“Yeah?” she asked. “That seems pretty thin.”

I shrugged and started walking up the highway. She followed after a few minutes, mumbling about my state of mind. I reached out my hand to her, and she took it. I stopped and gazed back along the highway. I waited until there were no cars in sight.

“Now,” I said.

She made a huffing sound, but she did it. My vision dimmed then returned. We were now invisible. Together, we walked up the highway. After about half a mile, I pointed to the sign at the exit. The sign read MERCURY, painted with white on green. Below that was a blue sign that read NO SERVICES. Last on the post, tacked onto the bottom, was a warning of sorts. The sign was orange, with black print: NO ADMITTANCE.

“That’s weird,” Jacqueline said next to me. “I don’t like it. They certainly don’t want anyone taking this exit. What’s down there?”

“That’s Gate 100. The edge of the old testing grounds.”

“You’re taking me to the nuclear testing sites, aren’t you?”

“Yes. Back in the sixties, ten thousand people lived in Mercury. They had a school, a post office, a gym, and restaurants in President Kennedy’s day. Now, no one in the public knows how many people still live out there. A few scientists, certainly.”

As I talked, we continued walking. We soon passed the signs and headed downhill over the embankment. We were in the open desert now, sliding on the uneven ground.

“There’s still radioactivity out there,” Jacqueline said. “They told us about that in school. Don’t try to tell me it’s safe, Quentin.”

“If you are with me, nowhere is safe. I can assure you it won’t be as bad as daylight on the beach world would have been.”

Her fingers tightened around mine. “I’m going to do this, but you have to tell me something.”

“What?”

“Do you like me? I mean—you know what I mean.”

“Of course,” I said, chuckling.

“Why haven’t you done anything about it, then?”

So we were back to that again, I thought, and smiled.

“I’ve kissed you.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I’ll get around to it,” I assured her. “I’ve been distracted—staying alive has taken up most of my time.”

She laughed. It was so odd to hear her next to me and feel her hand in mind while she was invisible to me. I felt as if I were walking with a lively ghost. Right then, I decided I would do what she wanted. There’d always been good reasons to put it off, and I tended to be an obsessed person anyway, even when I wasn’t being beaten to death in remote worlds. But what good was life if you didn’t pause to smell the roses now and then?

I gave her hand a squeeze, and she squeezed mine back. She talked happily about dinner dates and movies she wanted me to take her to. I agreed to everything. All in all, the walk was a pleasant one until she gasped and stopped, tugging at my hand.

“Look, is that Gate 100?”

I looked and saw what she was talking about. The gate was really a structure built over the highway that led north from the exit off US Route 95. The gate looked rather like a tollbooth and blocked traffic with big stop signs that halted it in both directions.

I’d researched the area and thought I knew what to expect—but things had changed. The gate had changed from a roadblock into a barrier. Concrete pylons were lined up ten rows deep on both sides of the highway. Tumbleweeds and the like festooned the structure. It looked like it had been blocked off and gone unused for a long time. A faded sign on the roof identified the area as the Nevada Test Site, with quaint-looking mountains painted under the words. Across the sign was a yellow sticker that read CLOSED.

“Should we check it out?” Jacqueline whispered.

I hesitated, but at last decided we might learn something. We walked to the structure and examined it. There was no way for a vehicle to pass. Anyone approaching the area would have to cross the open desert. Blocking each lane were signs that read NO ADMITTANCE.

“They don’t want anyone going in here,” Jacqueline said, pointing out the obvious.

“They don’t want anyone leaving, either.”

We walked around the structure to the inside. There was another sign there, a much smaller one. AREA QUARANTINED, it said.

I heard someone hawk and spit then. I had been about to say something to Jacqueline, but the words froze in my throat. I didn’t see anyone, but there was someone around. Carefully, we walked around the structure. Jacqueline was resisting now, a weight on my arm. We’d spent a lot of time walking around in hostile territory on the beach world, and we didn’t always need to communicate with words. She still followed my lead, but I knew from experience she wasn’t happy when she became a weight pulling against my hand. She did it automatically, I think, as if she was trying to slow me down. Maybe she just walked more slowly when she was frightened. In any case, we both knew enough not to talk.

Out in the desert past the northeast corner of the structure, on the side farthest from the highway, I saw a new building. It was low and made out of concrete. I could see dark movement inside and a gun barrel pointed outward. The barrel pointed to the north, toward Mercury.

I crouched down, and Jacqueline crouched with me.

“What the hell is that?” she whispered into my ear.

“Looks like a bunker with a machine-gun nest inside.”

“But it’s pointing north, toward that Mercury place.”

“Exactly. It’s meant to keep people in more than it is to keep people out.”

“What do we do?”

“We back out of here quietly, then run.”

She didn’t give me any arguments about that. We crept away, and when we were out of sight of the machine-gun nest, we ran into the desert together.
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When we were a safe distance away and the bunker was hidden by the natural contours of the land, Jacqueline and I crouched in a gully choked with weeds and had a whispered argument. It was odd to argue with someone you couldn’t see but who was holding hands with you. Looking around to make sure we couldn’t be spotted, I let go of her hand. A moment later, she became visible, too.

She had a few streaks of dust on her cheeks. Sweat had made dark lines in the dust, but it didn’t make her any less attractive.

“We’re going back to the car, Quentin. If they haven’t towed it or blown it up or something, we’re driving home.”

“They can’t see us down here. We’re okay.”

“You don’t know that. There might be cameras or motion sensors everywhere.”

“Maybe,” I admitted. “But this is a lot of territory, and I’m not seeing patrolling choppers or tanks. This place has been closed down for a long, long time. I would guess those troops were just left behind on guard duty to be certain. If there was any real danger, there would be more activity.”

She made a sound of exasperation. “You are making stuff up! I thought I was the one in charge of dragging us into dangerous situations!”

“I admit, this is tame compared to wandering the surface of an unknown world full of hostile aliens. But it’s the best I can do as payback today.”

“What if I say I’m leaving? I’m going back to the car, and I’m ditching you out here. I could do it, you know. All I have to do is vanish. You’d never find me.”

I knew she was right. But it didn’t matter. I couldn’t do this without her cooperation in any case. “Whatever happened to wanting me to make a move on you?”

“That’s about sex. I’m still attracted to you. But I’m not keen on dying in a government cell—or being shot by some sniper with an infrared scope.”

I frowned at the idea. “Would we be visible to such a system?”

“How should I know? We have shadows and show up on cameras. I’ve never teased any soldiers with scopes.”

I dug a water bottle out of my pack for each of us. We guzzled the water. Being out here in the noontime sun always dried a man out.

“Decision time,” I said when we were finished. “Are we pressing ahead or not?”

“Are you going to go on without me?”

“No. They’d just pick me up. But I want to go. I’m leaving it up to you.”

She pouted. “You really think your parents raised you out here? That you are some kind of a scientist’s kid?”

“I plan to find out.”

Jacqueline looked troubled. Then, finally, an idea seemed to occur to her. She reached out and grabbed me. Not for the first time, she kissed me. Hard.

I went with it. I had no idea what was going on inside that turbulent head, but I thought I might as well enjoy the ride while I could.

“Make love to me,” she whispered when she let me go.

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“Out here? It’s broad daylight.”

“Yeah. We’ll spread out your sweatshirt and we’ll be invisible the whole time.”

I felt my pulse quicken. She was so sexy—and so crazy. Moments like this were rare in a man’s life and hard to pass up. “Will you come with me if I do this?”

“I’ll get you into Mercury. That’s a promise.”

So we did it. In broad daylight, in the middle of an empty desert that ticked with old radiation. For all I knew, there were a dozen spy cams zoomed in on us, enjoying the action as much as I was. I figured, if they were watching us, we had a pretty good excuse set up for later as to why we were wandering a restricted area.

Jacqueline was invisible, but that only made things more exciting. I had to use my hands like a blind man, running them over her sweat-slick legs. When we finished, I sat up and drank some more water. I offered her the second half of the bottle.

“Keep it,” she said, becoming visible and adjusting her clothing. “You’re going to need every drop, I think.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re going to Mercury alone,” she said, looking at me seriously. “Don’t worry. I didn’t lie. Here.”

She took something out of her pocket and put it in my hand. I looked down at it in confusion. It was red and white and slightly sticky.

“A candy cane?” I asked. “This isn’t it—is it?”

“Yeah,” she said. “You can even lick it if you want. Tastes sweet. But I wouldn’t do it. Who knows how many tongues have been on that thing over the years?”

The candy cane was perfect, and to test it out, I cracked it down hard on a rock. It didn’t dent, chip, or snap. It made a nice whacking sound, however.

“Harder than steel,” Jacqueline said, tying her new shoes. “But you have to trade me for it.”

“Trade you what?”

“Whatever you have. I know you have several things like this stick of candy. Give me something.”

I thought about it, and selected the wedding ring. I felt a pang of regret, even as I twisted it off my little finger.

“This looks like an old ring,” Jacqueline said, examining the diamond in the sunlight. “Who was she?”

“Who was who?”

“Don’t play dumb. What woman’s finger did you pull this from?”

“She gave it to me—she was a friend.”

“An ex-friend?”

“No, she gave it away willingly.”

“What does it do?”

“Brings you luck—and takes away the luck of everyone else around you.”

Jacqueline chuckled. “Sounds like fun in Vegas.”

“Yeah. Why aren’t you coming with me?”

“You’re more likely to make it on your own.”

I couldn’t argue with that. One slipup, one moment we lost our grip, and I’d become visible. But I was still disappointed she wasn’t coming with me.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“Back to the car,” she said. “When you get back to the highway, call me. There are cell towers all along the roadway. But I doubt they will reach where you’re going. In fact, you should probably turn off your phone so they can’t trace it.”

I nodded. I turned off my phone, and as an added precaution I removed the battery. I knew some phones could be detected even when turned off.

“I take it you want this back,” I said, waving the candy cane at her.

“You’re damned right I do. It almost kills me to see it in your hand like that. But I want you back, too. Bring your body and my candy back to me. I’ll be waiting.”

She gave me a little teasing smile and kissed me again. We made out for a minute or two. Then she took off running toward the highway. I found myself sitting in the desert alone. I was left wondering about her motivations. Was she leaving me to a certain doom, after having had her fun? Or was she just trying not to be a burden? I had to admit, holding hands as we walked for miles was bound to be dangerous and difficult.

I rolled the candy cane between my fingers. I wondered if any little kids had ever cracked a tooth on this thing, trying to eat it.

I closed my eyes then and willed myself to vanish. When I opened them, I couldn’t see the candy cane, my hand, or the rest of me.

I stood up and began the long hike north toward the mountains. It took nearly an hour to reach Mercury, and by then it was late afternoon. Along the way I had plenty of time to think about Jacqueline and the ups and downs of my love life. The last woman I’d been involved with had been Jenna Townsend, a jilted bride who’d become my friend and companion after a number of shared adventures. My relationship with Jacqueline was different. She was a less serious girl, someone who seemed to be out to enjoy life by getting into the thick of it. I had an adventurous soul myself, and if curiosity had ever really killed a cat, I was overdue for my own demise, but Jacqueline made me feel like a prude. She also made me smile, and I hoped we’d have more trysts in odd places.

Walking across an empty desert can put anyone into a daydreaming trance. Coming out of my reverie, I realized I’d arrived at the outskirts of Mercury. I stood out in the sage and dust, staring at the small, secretive town. It looked deserted. I circled it, walking around the dust-shrouded streets. There were no cars in the parking lots. The few trees that stood in the tiny park in the center of town were dead. The last brown leaves rattled on branches that resembled bleached bones.

I couldn’t bring myself to walk those streets. Perhaps there were still active cameras or more pillboxes full of bored soldiers. But that wasn’t the only reason I stayed away. Somehow, the place gave me a bad feeling. As if it were haunted—or worse. I hadn’t come to do a house-to-house search of Mercury in any case, I reminded myself. This wasn’t where the action had been. This was just the place where the scientists slept and played. I wanted to see where they’d worked.

I passed the town and pressed on, walking about two hundred yards to the east of the main road and heading north toward the testing sites. Occasionally, I found a gully or an outcropping of rocks where I could sit and rest. I drank half a bottle of water each time I stopped—no more. I allowed myself to become visible when crouching in these hiding spots, mindful of Jacqueline’s warning: if I stayed invisible too long, my own vision would fade.

The candy cane stayed in my pocket. It seemed to work its magic just fine from there. I wondered about it as I walked. Jacqueline had never explained how she’d come into possession of the artifact. This often seemed to be the case with rogues. They didn’t mind bragging about their powers, but when it came to the backstory, they turned shy. I suspected it was because in most cases, they’d stolen the object in question. I didn’t blame them for that. For most people, they held a powerful allure.

The walk northward up to the major test sites was a long one. It took several hours and the sun dropped behind me to touch the mountaintops of the distant Sierra Nevada. I knew Death Valley was on the other side of those peaks. Ten miles to my northeast was the infamous Area 51.

I pressed on, passing the Yucca Airstrip and several clusters of abandoned buildings. Oddly enough, I realized I was getting a sunburn. I touched my hand to the back of my neck and felt the unmistakable heat of burned skin. I shook my head, marveling at the varied physics of these rule- breaking objects. How could an invisible man be affected by the sun? I knew I could feel the heat of it on my skin, but I’d thought I was somehow shielded. I wished now that I’d let Jacqueline spray me more liberally with sunscreen.

I began to suspect, as the hours passed, that the candy cane affected the mind, not the human body. I wasn’t really invisible, but the power made it so I could not be seen by human eyes. After thinking along these lines for a time, I shook my head, rejecting my own theory. If it was a mental effect, projected by the object, then my talisman should have prevented it from working on me. I should have been able to see Jacqueline all along.

I began to mutter to myself and debate other, more bizarre possible explanations. Perhaps the effect worked only on visible light, and therefore didn’t stop the ultraviolet rays that caused sunburns. That theory went out the window, however, when I pointed out to myself that cameras saw the invisible person normally. It was quite perplexing, as were all these objects.

Engrossed in my own thoughts, I almost walked into an old metal sign. It was yellow with black lettering. It was a warning, and the atomic symbol on it could not be mistaken. Neither could the words, which read ENTERING RADIOACTIVE ZONE.

Sobered, I paused there and looked ahead. The sight was jaw-dropping. As far as I could see, there were craters in circular patterns. Each of them was a few hundred feet across, and I knew that underneath this ground numerous nuclear weapons had been set off. They’d stopped the aboveground tests in 1962, but the underground tests had continued for another thirty years after that. This was the place where they’d set off so many underground bombs. I lingered at the sign, wondering if I should press ahead. Finally, I summoned my courage and walked forward.

“I wouldn’t do it, if I were you,” said a voice behind me. “Not without a guide, at any rate.”

I whirled around so fast I almost tripped on my own feet. Heart pounding, I searched the horizon for the source of the voice. I wondered, for a panicked second, if someone just as invisible was following me. Except maybe…this someone could see me.

“Who are you?” I asked, deciding not to bother pretending anymore.

“Trujillo is the name. Dr. Trujillo. Who are you?”

Finally, I spotted him. He stood directly to the west of me, backlit by the red blaze of the dying sun. I shielded my eyes and squinted. I realized as I did so that he was an outline, nothing more. Was he a rogue who could alter his appearance to that of rippling shadows? But as I looked around, I realized everything around me was rippling somewhat. I hadn’t really noticed as I’d marched in the heat and dust. But now it was undeniable.

In an instant, I knew that the problem was with me. Jacqueline had said my vision would fade with time if I stayed invisible. It must be happening to me now.

“I’m Quentin,” I said, answering Trujillo’s question at last. I had a sinking feeling in my gut. He could see me, and maybe that meant they all could. There were probably snipers somewhere, tracking my every step. I’d been a fool. Perhaps they’d even followed me for hours, laughing and nudging one another.

“That’s quite a trick you’ve got, Quentin,” the man went on. “Even with these goggles, I can hardly see you. You’re just an outline.”

As he spoke, he walked slowly in my direction. He was still indistinct, but he seemed older than I’d first realized. His steps were almost shuffles, and his back was slightly hunched. A stained tan hat covered his head. I thought I could see his goggles now. They covered his eyes with circles of glass as black as night.

“I’m lost,” I said. “Is this the way to the highway?”

He guffawed at that. “An invisible man marches straight past the pillboxes to the interior, then tries to pretend it was all an accident? Oh please, let’s not even go there. Don’t embarrass yourself, young man. I wasn’t born yesterday—far from it.”

The land was darkening quickly, and that was almost as alarming as being discovered by this geezer. At least, I thought it was the onset of night. Perhaps my vision was fading faster now and these were my final moments of sight. I tried to recall anything Jacqueline had said about the vision loss. Could it become permanent? I didn’t think she’d ever mentioned it. Perhaps, in a panic, she’d become visible the moment she’d noticed the effect. That seemed like it would be a reasonable reaction, and my mind screamed at me to do exactly that.

But I didn’t. I held on to my shadowy state. I stood there next to the warning sign while the old man shuffled closer.

“What are you thinking?” Dr. Trujillo asked me as he came closer still. I had no idea what kind of doctorate he had, but I could take a guess.

“If I should run or not.”

He laughed and wheezed. “Sane thoughts! You’re not like some of them, half-crazed and irrational. I hate that.”

I frowned. He now stood no more than ten feet from me. He was looking right at me, so I allowed myself to become fully visible.

“There you are,” Trujillo said. “I can see you more clearly now. Tell me, young man, what are you doing out here wandering about on the forgotten asshole of Planet Earth?”

“Um,” I said, deciding to tell him the truth. “I’m looking for clues about my origins, I guess. I’m also seeking answers concerning the strange events going on back in Vegas.”

“Answers? You want answers, do you? Well, I’ll give you some. But I’ll warn you, you might not like them.”

“Are you alone out here?” I asked.

“No. Not anymore. You’re here, aren’t you?”

“Who exactly are you?” I asked. I hoped maybe this time he’d say more than “Dr. Trujillo.” But I wasn’t that lucky.

“Nobody,” he said. “Not anymore.”

He walked past me and headed into the radioactive zone. I hesitated a moment, then followed him.
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The craters came and went until they almost became routine. Trujillo told me about them as we walked. The biggest of the craters was called “Easy.” They all seemed to have odd names like that. I had to wonder what had gone through the minds of the people who’d set up hundreds of physics-bending tests and given them such strange names.

“Deep underneath the ground here we lit hell’s own fire at each of these spots,” Trujillo said. “We sat safely in those bunkers to the west—at least, we thought we were safe. I was here during the Baneberry Test in 1970. That didn’t go well at all!”

I wondered why deserts always seemed to be full of crazy old guys. This particular specimen had been here in the days of the tests, and from his hints I thought he might know something about the artifacts and how they’d come to be. He seemed harmless enough, and I decided to tag along and learn whatever I could from him.

He was still chuckling about the Baneberry Test as I followed him to the edge of the deep crater called Easy and stared down into the pit.

“What happened during Baneberry?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of it.”

He waved his hand vaguely to the north. “This region here is called Yucca Flat. We set off most of the bombs here, about three-quarters of them. Baneberry lit up the northern sector, over that way. It yielded only about ten kilotons—not that big. But we screwed up. It sent a plume of dust up into the atmosphere, a column of dust ten thousand feet high. About a hundred of us got a heavy dose of radiation that day.”

He chuckled as if remembering happier days. He moved around Easy crater and headed deeper into the zone. I followed apprehensively. There was residual radiation out here, I knew. The old scientist didn’t seem worried about it, but I was.

“Tell me about the objects,” I said. “Were they made by the tests? When did you first discover them?”

“There have always been weird stories out here. I was one of the skeptics. I didn’t buy into the crap about aliens and collapsing matter until recently. I was one of the last people to become a convert. Now, the evidence concerning the objects and the invaders is impossible to deny.”

He proceeded to relate to me a series of encounters with artifacts and aliens. These events had shocked him as much as my own experiences had shocked me. Apparently, the objects had been around since the early tests. But frequent incursions by nonhumans from other worlds had started only recently.

“They stopped firing off nuclear weapons out here in 1992,” he said. “But the government is still out here. Mercury was populated up until a year ago. Area 51 is fully manned. Have you ever wondered about that? Have you wondered what we’ve been doing out here for these last few decades?”

“I think quite a number of people have been wondering about that.” I was also wondering what Trujillo was still doing out here. I’d relaxed a bit more as it became obvious he was probably some ancient hermit stuck in the past and not the emissary of some black-ops government organization.

“Rightfully so. We stopped lighting bombs, you see, but we didn’t stop experimenting. We continued working with new tricks of physics. Fission and fusion are big, loud events; people can detect those from space. But there are less flashy things you can do to an atom. Quiet, subtle tests that an installation can perform. These new tests were no less dangerous than the old ones—maybe, they were worse.”

“I’ve got a question and I imagine you are the man to ask,” I said. “Are there really alien captives out here in these facilities?”

He stopped and looked at me. “That’s classified.”

I shrugged. “I imagine most of what we’ve been talking about is classified. But I’m in the middle of it. I’ve met aliens. I was just wondering where they came from.”

“Well, they don’t fly here on a rocket, I can tell you that much! They come here the same way you’ve gone to visit them.”

“Through cracks in the universe?” I asked.

“You know about that, eh? So much for state secrets. This is probably all on TV now—I’ve been out of touch for a few years. Anyway, spacecraft are too difficult to build and too slow. It would take centuries to fly to another star system. It’s my belief all the aliens we’ve met have come through the fissures in the world. There have been more of them recently because we’ve created new flaws in our little slice of time and space. It’s a much easier path for everyone.”

I figured he was probably right. Stepping out through a rip was much simpler than reaching escape velocity and piloting a ship over light-years, not even knowing if there was a habitable world to explore at the end of the journey.

“I was told you might be able to help me with something,” I said, “something called the Beast.” McKesson hadn’t mentioned someone like Trujillo specifically, but what the heck! A little white lie might make Trujillo feel important.

“The Beast, eh? Cute name.”

“The creature in question is anything but cute,” I said.

“Something one of the crew let loose, am I right? Several of them like pets. Have you talked to Rostok, Haggstrom, or Gutter Jim?”

I’d never heard of anyone named Haggstrom but assumed he meant another member of the Community I’d yet to meet. I almost asked about that before deciding it was more important to learn what I could about the Beast.

“This creature dwells in another place, but raids the city at will,” I said. “As far as I can tell, it is able to create small rips between our world and its place of origin. At first, it came to devour a citizen about once a day. Now, the attacks are growing more frequent, bolder, and longer in duration.”

Trujillo glanced at me and whistled appreciatively. “Doesn’t sound like any of the Community pets I’ve heard of. I would say you have a new monster on your hands—one with a mind of its own. What’s it look like?”

I described the Beast as best I could, having seen only a fraction of it.

“Hmm,” he said. “Eyeball and tentacle? Nothing on the maw or other limbs?”

“I guess I must sound like a mouse describing the cat that prowls outside my hole, but it’s all I can give you.”

“Right, right, best not to imagine and embellish. Well, I can tell you I’ve never encountered such a creature, and I hope I never do. I can explain what the frequent small rips indicate, however. The creature probably comes from a small world—a pocket universe, we physicists call it.”

I frowned. “How do you know that?”

Trujillo ruffled a bit. “Where do you think these things were first encountered? Right out here, where we did the testing and shattered the stratum between the dimensions. I’m an eyewitness, one of the few that’s still breathing.”

Nobody who was still on the government payroll for a secret project would divulge such information so easily. More and more it was clear Trujillo was out here on his own.

“Okay. How small of a world are we talking about?”

He shrugged. “Hard to say. Much smaller than Earth. More like the size of an office building or a cave complex.”

I thought about that for a while as I walked along over sand, rubble, and loose earth. It occurred to me that walking on Mars or the moon must be a similar experience.

“One more thing,” I said. “How do I kill it?”

He chuckled. “You don’t, probably. But there are several ways the attempt could be made. You could roll a very large explosive into its mouth instead of a victim, perhaps. Or a team could find a way into its lair and hunt it down. Very dangerous in either case. With the approach of using a bomb, it might just spit it back out and knock a city block flat. In the other case—the team probably wouldn’t survive. Even if they do kill it, they might kill themselves as well. Pocket-dwellers are part of their worlds. Destroying them might collapse everything.”

“So you’ve had practical experience with these things?”

He stopped and pointed to the west. “There’s a crater over there near the highway. It’s the only one that isn’t circular. That’s because it wasn’t created by a bomb, if you get my meaning. We opened a path down there to someplace else and had to collapse it in the end as a precaution. A lot of good people didn’t make it out.”

I peered into the night in the direction he indicated but couldn’t make out anything noteworthy. I tried to visualize this place, humming with scientists doing their secret experiments. It seemed bizarre, but then so did everything that went on out here.

“How did you guys keep it a secret for so long?”

“Well, in some ways, we didn’t. Haven’t you heard endless strange tales coming out of this part of the country? Weren’t they so crazy you dismissed them? That was what saved us, I think, and kept the light of truth from shining out here. People kept quiet for reasons of loyalty. National security and all. But when they didn’t keep their mouths shut, they told such amazing tales they were dismissed as crackpots and hoaxers.”

I thought about it, realizing that on my blog, my posted stories of real experiences had endured just such labels. To most people, I was a crank, a marginally disturbed person who insisted on believing in delusions. I could hardly blame the public. This stuff was simply too strange to be believed. When I’d read my own blog after losing my memory, even I’d been skeptical.

“Quentin—that is your name, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. Quentin Draith.”

He halted then and turned to peer at me. “Draith? You say your name is Draith?”

“Yes.”

“Ah, well, that changes everything.”

I frowned and opened my mouth to ask him if he’d known my parents, but I never got the chance. Without further warning, he attacked me.

Except, I didn’t know it was an attack at first. Trujillo didn’t swing his stick, throw a stone, or pull out a gun. Instead, he pulled out a bottle. It had some kind of internal light source, a faint glow that made the object more visible even in the dark night. The bottle was one of the old, small ones made with greenish glass in an hourglass shape. Softly rippled, it fit in his fist comfortably. As I watched he tilted it and aimed it at me. The mouth of the bottle was filled with a white light.

“Hey, what is that thing?” I demanded, backing up reflexively. I knew an artifact of power when I saw one. Soon after I’d met him, I’d had no doubt in my mind he possessed an object or two. No one could know as much about these things as he did without possessing them.

It was a weird kind of battle between us, stop-start, and with too much time to talk. I first realized what was going on when I felt a flash of heat cross my belly. The old bastard had burned me! I looked down in shock to see that my shirt was smoldering. It was the heat of my shirt that I felt, that was all. Whatever this weapon did, it could not burn me. It could still affect my clothing however.

I turned and ran, pulling my gun from my pocket. He lit up my back as I retreated.

“What’s this?” he demanded. “Are you wearing some kind of armor? You’re from the perimeter, aren’t you?

My jacket felt like it was on fire. Each time he directed the mouth of that bottle at me, it projected some kind of beam. I suspected my talisman was countering the effects, but not so completely that it protected my clothing.

I kept running, heading for the nearest crater. The beam played after me like a flashlight. I dove into the crater to avoid it. I rolled down into the dirt a dozen feet before I looked back.

At the rim of the crater above me, the sand turned to glass with a crackling sound. The air filled with an odd hot smell. I knew the old bastard was melting the top of the crater. I heard him grunting with effort as he pursued me.

Having no choice, I drew my pistol and aimed it at the top of the crater.

“Don’t make me shoot you,” I said. “I came only to ask questions. If I was with the government, I would have killed you right off rather than talking.”

“Nonsense,” Trujillo shouted. “You can’t believe bullets would affect me.”

“I know they do.”

“How so?”

“I passed the pillboxes on the way here. They wouldn’t be able to keep you inside the zone if you weren’t afraid of bullets.”

The old man was quiet for a moment. I took the chance to press my case.

“I would prefer that we talk in a civilized fashion,” I said. “I came here for information, not to assassinate you.”

“You’re just like the rest. You want information. All right. That’s the only reason I’m allowed to keep breathing. I’m a wild experiment, and you let me putter around out here, hoping to figure me out one day. Well, I’m not a man in a zoo. I live on my own terms, dammit.”

I frowned, finally beginning to put the last puzzle pieces in place. “Mercury looked abandoned. Are you the only one out here? The only one at the test site?”

I heard him shuffling around up there. Nervously, I held McKesson’s gun with both hands. If Trujillo showed his nose, I figured I would have to blow it off for him. We had been having a pleasant enough conversation, but I couldn’t chance being burned alive in my own clothing.

“How are you resisting my beams? These photons are aligned. This kind of radiation should go right through Kevlar.”

“I’ve got something more effective than that. I’ll tell you about it if you stop trying to burn me.”

I saw a puff of dust at the top of the crater. There, just for a moment, I saw his hat rise over the rim. I ducked and lifted my pistol, ready to fire. I didn’t want to do it, but I was tired of being burned.

But then he relented. “All right,” he said. “Let’s talk for a moment more. We can always kill one another later. I do think I can get you, you know. I’ve been working on the problem. I’ve been out here a long time, and I’ve had time to come up with many ways to kill a man. Hell, I could burn the ground at your feet and cook your flesh that way.”

Only somebody half-crazed would give his intended victim a little speech like that. But I also sensed he was probing for information concerning my powers. “Wouldn’t work,” I said, “but I thought we were going to talk first.”

“All right, all right. Answer me one question, then. Are you really Quentin Draith, the assassin? And if you are, why are you back here?”

The assassin?

“I don’t know much about my past. I do know I had a photo from Mercury. I came here to learn about the people in the picture.”

“I see.”

“Why did you decide to kill me when you learned my name?”

He hesitated, then heaved a great sigh. “You ever make a mistake? I think I made a mistake. In the past, I knew your parents. They were here with you when you were a kid—back before things went bad. They died out here, and the government handed you over to Meng. She was supposed to fix your mind or something.”

“She did that,” I said bitterly.

“She’s a witch, I know,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’m too old for all this. I’m a Cold War warrior, if you kids even know what that is now. It all seems rather pointless these days, all the work we did out here cracking the atoms, the very building blocks of the universe.”

“Who is in charge of this facility now?”

“I suspect I am. I’m the director, the last one NTS ever had.”

“Where is everyone else?”

“For a long time, they dwindled in number. Then when we cracked the membranes between our world and the others, a few more were assigned here by the DOE. We had some bad experiments after that. Things went seriously wrong.”

“Are you talking about the accident that killed my parents?”

“It wasn’t exactly an accident. I can show you, but you must promise not to tell anyone else. I mean, you’ll probably die out here anyway, but in case you don’t, I don’t want anyone on the outside saying Trujillo was a traitor in the end.”

I thought about it for a second. “I can keep a secret.”

“If you’re anything like your folks, I know you can.”

I heard him shuffling off. Carefully, I climbed to the top of the crater. He was already fifty feet away and heading east. I crawled over the rim of the crater and followed him. I still had McKesson’s gun in my hand, but I had it down at my side.

I asked him a few more questions along the way, but he didn’t answer. He just kept telling me I’d understand when we got there. So we walked on in the dark, under the brilliant stars of the desert sky. Without any clouds or city lights, the stars were luminous and beautiful.

We walked up a small grouping of rocky hills. It wasn’t until we got to the other side that I saw anything new. We topped a rise and looked down into a vast area of white sand. It was the dried-out bones of a lakebed. We had to be very close to Area 51, I figured. In the middle of the dry lakebed was something I’d never expected to see on my good Earth.

There was a small city there, an alien city. It was lovely in a perfectly geometric way. Hundreds of cubes stood in a pile, as if stacked there by the hands of giants. There were lights here and there, illuminating the cubes.

I recognized the cubes and their configuration. It was a settlement built by the Gray Men.


[image: Image]

On the far side of a small cluster of rocky hills, I stood and stared down at the Gray Man installation. I knew each cube was perfect in proportion. The edges of every corner would be sharp to the touch, almost bladelike. I cursed under my breath.

“How many of them are here?” I asked. “How many of the Gray Men work with our government?”

“I don’t know. We’re at the limits of where I dare to walk. They allow me to wander these deserts, knowing I’ll burn anyone who comes here to capture me. But they’ve also told me they won’t allow me to leave.”

“You mean you can’t go down this hill to the cubes? Why not?”

“I’d catch a sniper’s bullet with my head before I went another thousand yards.”

I stood there at his side, eyeing the alien stack of cubes. Inside, I grew angry. If the government was working with the Gray Men, cooperating with them, then they’d sanctioned some of the things I’d endured at their hands. They’d allowed friends of mine to die. As I thought about some of the events I’d witnessed, I began to understand them more clearly. Why was the government so disinterested in aliens roaming the streets of Las Vegas? The answer was now clear: they were working with those same aliens, cooperating with them.

I’d read that the famous actor John Wayne, who’d played a cowboy in countless westerns, had vigorously argued on the government’s behalf. He had refused to believe his government would knowingly endanger American lives by conducting nuclear tests in this very desert. He’d been wrong, and he’d felt betrayed when he figured it out. Some said his own cancer death was due to shooting films out here during the days of surface tests and fallout.

“Well then, you’ve seen it,” Trujillo said. “That’s the answer: the government is working with these aliens. The problems in Vegas are just like the old fallout days—maybe in fifty years we’ll understand them better and outlaw all these government experiments. In any case, we can now leave this desert for good.”

“We?” He’d managed to surprise me.

“I’m asking you to take me out of here.” He gave me a sheepish grin; even he knew it took some nerve to go from trying to kill someone to asking for their help. “Make me invisible, and we’ll walk together. Maybe I’ll even burn some of those bastards in the pillboxes for laughs—no, no I won’t. I’m just talking. Take me with you, Draith. I’ve been stuck here a long, long time.”

I looked at him, at his tired yet hopeful face, then back at the city of cubes. “I destroyed an installation like this once,” I told him. “On one of their worlds.”

“Wow, don’t spread that one around,” he said, chuckling. He stopped laughing suddenly. “Hold on, maybe that explains the situation. Maybe they let you walk into this zone, to capture you the way they did me.”

I looked at the geezer. “You said they told you to stop. How exactly did they tell you? Did they use radio or what?”

He shook his head and pulled off his hat. He showed it to me and stuck his finger through a hole in the crown. “They blew my hat off. At a range of nearly a thousand yards—a good shot, even for a pro. I have to wonder if they really meant to just warn me or intended to kill me and missed. In any case, I got the message. I don’t walk south down toward Route 95 anymore. Mercury is as far south as I dare to go. I’ve been trapped here since the nineties.”

I reached out my hand.

He hesitated. “Do you know what you’re doing?” he asked. “Or are you a fool who knows how to work a single card trick?”

I smiled. “People call me a technomancer,” I told him. “I have quite a bit of experience with these artifacts.”

“All right,” he said. “What’s going to happen?”

I thought it was odd to hear the apprehension in his voice. Dr. Trujillo didn’t mind thermonuclear bombs or radioactive craters, but the effects of an unknown artifact of power made him nervous.

“Your vision will grow dim for a few seconds. It’s a temporary effect. Then, you’ll be able to see again normally. If we maintain the effect for more than an hour, we’ll begin to go blind.”

“Maybe we should wait then,” he said. “Let’s go back to Mercury, and you can do your little trick there.”

I shook my head. “I’m not going back to Mercury. I’m going down there, to the cube city. I want to find out what they are up to.”

He proceeded to tell me I was crazy, that I’d be dead long before I reached the cubes. But I didn’t listen.

“I figure it this way,” I said. “Either they can’t see me, in which case we’ll be fine. That’s the simplest answer as to why I managed to get through to the test site. Or if they can see me, then they’ve already passed once on shooting me. I don’t intend to wander around out here living on canned goods and cactus. You can stay if you like; it’s up to you.”

I heard his labored breathing as he thought it over. There was anguish in his expression, trying to decide. “How about we meet in Mercury, say next week?”

“I can’t promise I’ll come back this way,” I told him.

Finally, he nodded his head. “All right,” he said. “I’m sick of life alone in this desert. Let’s try it.”

We vanished from sight, then walked slowly down the rugged hillside. It was like walking on the moon. There was very little vegetation here, and the few plants we encountered were made of twigs that rattled like thin bones. Instead of leaves, they had needle-sharp spines.

Frequently, loose stones rolled away from our feet down the hill. They clattered and clicked, the sounds seeming loud in the night. Each time this happened, Trujillo let loose with a stream of muttered curses. I knew he was worried about sensors and the like, but I was willing to trust to luck. For all I knew, the cubes below were as empty and abandoned as the town of Mercury itself.

The cubes loomed ahead. We reached the bottom of the mountain and stepped out onto flat white sand. That’s when a single shot rang out. Trujillo’s hand squeezed mine a moment before I heard the cracking sound. The bullet had traveled faster than the sound of its firing, which came a second later.

“Dr. Trujillo?” I asked.

He sagged down to his knees, then pitched forward on his face. I knelt beside him and felt his pulse. I didn’t cower and run. I knew it was pointless. If they could see me, then they could kill me if they wanted to. There was no cover—nowhere to hide. I reached out a hand and touched his neck. I couldn’t find a pulse or a hint of breath. My fingers came away slippery with blood.

I didn’t waste time, because I didn’t know how much time I had. I don’t like to rob the dead, but these were extreme circumstances. I took his ancient dark goggles and his old bottle. I tapped at the lenses of the goggles with the bottle, and a tiny chip appeared. The goggles were not an object of power, just some kind of light-enhancers that somehow let him see me through my limited invisibility.

I dropped them and jogged back up the mountainside, returning to the test site on the far side. I’d gotten their message, just as Trujillo had once himself been warned.

I felt bad for the old man as I climbed the mountain again. I tried to tell myself he’d known what was going to happen, but had chanced it anyway. I still felt somewhat to blame, however. I’d come here and he died within hours of my arrival. He hadn’t had much of a life, rattling around out here in a wasteland, but it had been something. All the wonders and horrors he had seen…

But I didn’t have much time for remorse, afraid I’d be next. As I climbed up the shifting sands and loose stones, I kept feeling a tickle on my back. I suspected there was a scope out there in the hands of a killer, something that worked like a camera and could not be fooled by my artifact’s bending of light. With every step, I expected a bullet to come crashing through the back of my skull. I wondered if I would be aware of the instant of my own demise. I didn’t think I would.

At last, I topped the ridge and passed over the mountain’s rocky shoulder. I felt an odd sense of relief upon returning to the crater-pocked testing area. The radioactive wasteland on this side of the hills was safer.

I wondered now about the guardian snipers. They hadn’t behaved like normal guards. They stayed quiet and out of sight. There were no patrols, no helicopters. Were they even human? Or could they be Gray Men? I didn’t know, and I didn’t think I was going to find out today.

As I headed for some distant trailers, I pondered the very real possibility that I would die out here, one way or another. Except, I knew that Trujillo had survived somehow. By dawn, I’d found a trailer with some food in it. I still had water, enough for another day, maybe. But I hadn’t brought any real food. More importantly, I hadn’t brought along anything that could get me out of here. I thought about McKesson’s coin. I would have been willing to try it, and maybe go another round with the cat assassins to get out of this desert.

I slept in a trailer until it was too hot and bright to stay inside. Groaning and stretching awake, I found some meager rations in the various cinderblock buildings. Like all government installations, the buildings were ugly and there were stashes of MREs to be found here and there. I opened a packet labeled “omelet” and turned the dried food into something vaguely edible. Conveniently, the packs heated themselves when you added water. I consumed the high-calorie meal without enjoying it. The food fueled my body but tasted pretty bad. Almost all the meals that remained were labeled “omelet”—but they didn’t taste like any omelet I’d ever had at a diner. I suspected Trujillo had saved the omelets for last for a good reason.

While I wandered the desolate land and poked my nose into one low concrete building after another, I had time to experiment with Trujillo’s artifact. The bottle was fascinating. I hadn’t had much experience with weapons like this, preferring to use a trusted pistol. But this thing was fun. Like a laser cannon, it fired burning heat wherever I aimed the bottle’s open mouth. The interior of the bottle seemed to fill up with a glowing gas when I did this. The light was brilliant, so I shielded my eyes with my sunglasses when I fired it.

When the worst heat of the day had passed, I walked to Mercury. There, I found little of interest. The buildings had all been pried open and looted. The old man had been busy. I walked the dust-coated streets, calling out, but no one answered me.

I found a well with a solar-powered pump. I drank water that was a few degrees shy of hot and thought about Jacqueline. We’d had a few minutes of happiness—and now she was gone. I didn’t really know how I felt about her yet, but I found I was missing her now. I hoped she’d made it home all right.

I’d tried my cell phone, but there were no towers out here that were operating—at least none that would take a call from me. I knew using my phone was foolish. It would pinpoint my location. But I figured whoever was in those bunkers knew I was here already.

It was nearly dusk when I began looking for a good spot to settle down for the night. All day, I’d been comparing myself to Trujillo. I wondered if I would chicken out as he had and scrape by out here, living in this forgotten town until I finally went crazy and charged a pillbox, my soda bottle blazing. I’d learned it was powerful but didn’t have much range. I would be shot down quickly, I was certain.

When I reached the center of the dead town, I felt that same sense of dread and unease that had made me avoid the area in the past. I tried to shake it off—but couldn’t. Deciding I must be sensing the ghosts of scientists past, I shook my head and laughed aloud.

“There’s no one here—nothing!” I said aloud to no one.

“Are you sure?” asked a familiar voice.

I whirled around, feeling the skin on my back crawl.

It was Jacqueline.

The last gleaming rays of sunshine had formed a bright crown on the mountains west behind her. The dying light made it hard to see her face. Still, I knew the shape of her body, and she was still wearing the same clothes.

“Jackie?” I asked. “What’re you doing out here? I thought you went back home.”

“I wanted to be with you,” she said. Her words were very soft, almost a whisper.

She stepped backward, moving under the shadowy overhang of the post-office entrance. The doors behind her were smashed in. The glass that still hung in places had circular holes and cracks—they looked like bullet holes to me. I wondered for a fleeting moment what had happened here, and how long ago it had occurred. But then I looked at Jacqueline again, took a few steps forward, smiling, and forgot about it.

But my smile became a frown. Jacqueline kept retreating at my advance. She stepped through the shattered door and stood inside, in the gloom of the wrecked post office.

“Come on out of there,” I said. “This is a weird place. We need to leave.”

“There’s something here I want to show you.”

I hesitated, uncertain, but then I walked over those crunching, shifting piles of broken glass. The post office was a small building constructed from the same concrete bricks as everything else. As I entered, I lifted my green glass bottle.

I’d intended to use it as a light source, and it flared up brightly in my hand, shining like a powerful flashlight. It cut through the gloom with a narrow, green-white beam.

I heard a shriek, and something flew at me. For a split second, I thought some huge hand had reached down, grabbed Jacqueline, and hurled her body at me. But as she crashed into me, claws extended, red eyes gleaming, and mouth filled with stained wet fangs, I realized it was Jacqueline. Or rather, it was the creature who had imitated her; the creature who I’d thought was Jacqueline.

The claws sunk into my shoulders on either side. The mouth sought my neck. If I hadn’t had the bottle out, I’m sure she would have ripped out my throat. But instead, I burned her. The creature flared into flames.

I pushed it away and staggered back, sending glass clattering. The thing scrabbled to get back up. Its belly was steaming and scorched black. I burned away the face and the eyes until only white fangs remained, yawning open in agony and rage.

Filled with a horrible vitality, the mortally wounded monster thrashed on the broken glass for ten more seconds before it died. I decided that was a good time to make my exit. Maybe it wasn’t the weirdest thing that had ever happened to me, but it came close.

Fearful I might meet more monsters, I withdrew to the outskirts of town. After darkness fell, I saw lights coming up the highway from the south. They were headlights, I could see now. Out in the desert, in an empty, dead town, a single car was very noticeable. I watched as it approached, uncertain as to how I should react. Was this a rescue party or an extermination squad?

Having no way to be certain what I faced, I gathered my objects, put on my backpack, and tightened the straps. I had the bottle in one hand and my pistol in the other. I used the candy cane and vanished from sight when the headlights slowed and came into Mercury.

In case they’d seen me from afar, I moved between various decrepit houses and trailers, working my way toward the south end of town. I now suspected snipers had kept tabs on me since my arrival. I made sure I used every scrap of cover I could, despite my invisibility. Why make it easy for them?

Sure enough, the car drove right to the half-dead Dell Frenzi park area in the center of town. I figured when I’d burned the monster in the post office next door someone must have noticed. I watched a figure get out of the car, then get back in again and drive slowly around the streets in a widening circle.

It wasn’t until the car passed me by, flashing its headlights over my location between a Dumpster and a wall, that I recognized it. The car was a Mercedes convertible, and the paint was bright red.

I stood up, wanting to shout out Jacqueline’s name. A large part of me was certain that it had to be her. Who else knew I was out here? Who else would have the guts to come looking?

But I hesitated. Was it the real Jacqueline this time? Something about the way the car moved—about the shape of the person I’d seen at a distance, getting out and walking around the car at the post office. I just wasn’t sure. I’d been tricked by the people who ran this place once before, and I didn’t want to chance it again.

So I waited. The car passed me by, then rolled around to the north end of town. I headed toward the post office at the center of town. I hoped to find some clue as to what was going on.

After cruising around on the north side briefly—the town was quite small—the driver became impatient. Whoever it was began to honk. The car soon drifted nearer. I heard my name being called, over the sound of the engine.

Still, I waited. I didn’t run out and flag it down. I trusted no one in this place. More importantly, the voice I heard distantly wasn’t that of a woman. It was someone else. Perhaps it was one of the guys from the pillbox, wanting me to come out and make things easy for them.

Eventually, the car returned to the post office lot. I ducked low in the bedraggled, dead trees nearby and watched a man enter the building. He’d left the engine running.

I hesitated only briefly. This could be my shot, and as an impetuous person, I was determined to take it. I ran out of my hiding place—staying invisible—and jumped into the convertible. I put my foot on the accelerator and tore out of the parking lot. The man who’d gone inside, probably to look for me, ran out after me. I saw him clearly for a moment as the headlights splashed over his surprised face.

It was Detective Jay McKesson.
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I threw the car into park and stood up on the seat. I aimed both my weapons at him. He raised his hands and walked toward the car. I squinted at him in the light. I wanted to be sure it was the real McKesson. Unlike the thing I’d killed back in the post office, he stood up to close scrutiny. He stood blinking in the glare of my headlights.

“Where’d you go?” he asked, looking around suspiciously.

I realized I was still invisible. I liked the advantage and hopped out of the running car. He walked up to it cautiously, pulling out a new revolver that flashed with a chrome finish in the headlights. He had the pistol ready, but aimed at the sky.

“Draith? Is that you?”

“I’m me,” I said. “I’m sure of that. The question is: are you really McKesson?”

He leaned into the car and twisted the key, killing the engine. That’s when I put my gun up to the back of his head. I was pretty sure he really was McKesson, but that didn’t mean he was on my side.

“Freeze, Jay,” I said. I stayed invisible, but he could feel the cold muzzle of the gun, invisible or not.

He froze. “You are one sneaky bastard, Draith,” he said. “But it won’t help you out here, and we don’t have much time.”

“We have all the time in the world,” I told him, taking the gun out of his hand and throwing it into the backseat.

“Is that my own gun you have at my ear?”

“Yeah. And yes, I’ll blow you away if I don’t hear what I want to hear right now.”

“Why so hostile?”

“I’ve got plenty of reasons. For instance, I just killed a Jacqueline look-alike. Know anything about that?”

“Did it have fangs?”

“Yeah.”

“Did it like to hang back in the darkness and ask you to come closer?”

“You sent it, didn’t you?”

“No, but I know the type of alien you’re talking about. They haunt this place sometimes. There’s a rip that appears naturally at the center of this town every week or so. Sometimes they slip in.”

“What the hell are they?”

He shrugged. “Doppelgängers. Vampires. Call them what you like. They come from someplace else and prey upon whomever they can catch. They like to appear as someone you know. I’ve been out here before, and I had to kill my own mom once. Unfortunately for the alien I met up with, I knew my mom had been dead and gone for years.”

I thought about that and wondered if the creatures he described could read minds, at least superficially. Just enough to pick up on the appearance of someone you would trust. I shuddered. These things were worse than the Gray Men.

“Okay,” I said. “I believe you. You’re McKesson and you didn’t send that thing after me. But there’s more I want to know. Start with telling me what you are doing out here.”

“Searching for you, what does it look like?”

I had to admit he had me there. “Okay, how did you know I was out here, and how did you get past the soldiers at Gate 100?”

His teeth were clenched, and I could see he was looking for me out of the corner of his eye. I could tell he couldn’t see me, and that seemed to have him worried. I decided I liked him better when he was worried.

“Jacqueline came to tell me about your little adventure. She asked me to help get you out of here—and by the way, you should never have come up here.”

“It was your idea, man!”

“I know, but I didn’t think you’d walk right into the middle of it. I thought maybe you’d take a tour or something.”

“They don’t give tours anymore. In case you haven’t noticed, this place has been shut down to the public.”

“Yeah, okay, I get that. Hey, how come I can’t see you?”

“I’m asking the questions. Just keep looking at the town. Why did the guards let you in, and why did you come out here, anyway?”

“The answer to both questions is the Community. I used the right names, and I got past the guards. I came because the Community sent me.”

“Why?”

“Because things have gone bad back in town. Things have gotten…out of hand. Last night, a couple of buildings disappeared. Just housing projects, mind you, but they can’t keep a lid on it anymore. They want it stopped.”

I wasn’t sure what to think. I’d never trusted McKesson completely, but he wasn’t usually a liar. His method was to give you half the truth, then to let you figure out the rest on your own. My job, therefore, was to figure out what he was holding back.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll buy your story. The Beast has gone berserk and the Community wants all hands on deck to stop it. But why don’t they march out the army or something and deal with it directly?”

“Nobody wants that. This isn’t a Godzilla movie. The government has a deal with the powers that rule our hometown. Haven’t you figured it out by now? They get to play god in their little domains with their objects, and in return they maintain order. Mostly, that means they cover up any freakish events that happen in Vegas. I’m the guy who does the dirty work—or no, I’m lower than that. I’m the mop.”

I nodded. I was beginning to get the picture. The government was working behind the scenes, experimenting and the like. But they needed cover. In return for that cover, they allowed the Community to do as they liked. Las Vegas was a playground for the powerful. I suspected the city always had been, one way or another.

“That’s a nice setup,” I said. “But I’m not part of that deal anymore. I’m a rogue, and even for a rogue, I’m a troublemaker.”

I stepped back and let him turn and look around wildly for me.

“You’ll get no arguments from me about that,” he said loudly, as if I might have run off. “But I’m here to offer you a new deal. You can stay on this reservation, rattling around like old man Trujillo as long as you like. Or as long as you don’t like—it will be a life sentence, I suspect. Either that, or you come with me and help deal with the Beast.”

I put away the bottle and rubbed my face with my free hand. I kept the gun pointed at McKesson’s face while I considered the deal.

I let myself become visible without saying anything. He recoiled at my sudden appearance. He didn’t say anything, however.

“How do we get out past the pillboxes?” I asked him.

“We don’t. Like I said, it’s a one-way trip into this zone, and we’ve already taken it.”

“How then?”

He lifted a hand and wiggled his fingers over his coat pocket. “May I?”

“Do it.”

He reached into his pocket and took out a silver half-dollar, as I’d suspected he would. He placed it on the car’s hood and spun it. Soon a rip formed above the hood. I wondered if it would singe the shiny red paint. I decided it didn’t matter, as the car was going to stay right here.

“We’ve got to go before they figure out what I’m doing.”

I reached into the backseat and grabbed his gun. I figured we might just need an extra weapon. “Let’s do this,” I said, gesturing toward the rip. “After you.”

He climbed up onto the hood, the bumper creaking a little under his feet. Without hesitating he stepped into the rip, and I quickly followed him. My biggest worry was that the rip would vanish somehow, leaving me out here. I wasn’t sure where we were going, or how we would get back to Earth, but I was certain I didn’t want to spend any more time in Mercury, Nevada.

When I stepped out of our world into another, I wasn’t sure where I was going. I did know the coin could take me to only two places, both of which were hot and inhospitable. The rip itself was globe-like, but faded fast as I came through. I knew enough to stand clear, as being in the middle of a rip when it was closing could be fatal. I’d once lost a lot of skin that way, as a tiny hole between two worlds contracted to nothing. It had been like being caught between two passing trucks or in a tiny space between two grinding boulders.

When the rip was gone, I found myself standing on dark ash. The smell of the place, and the look of it, told me immediately where I was. There was no brilliant sky full of bright stars or a single glaring sun. Instead, the atmosphere was gray, smoky, and thick. Everywhere around us were pools of molten rock. They bubbled and released sulfurous vapor.

“Ezzie’s homeworld, I assume,” I said. “Why here?”

McKesson shrugged. He wasn’t looking at me, but was instead scanning all the nearest lava pools closely. I knew what he was looking for. The lava-slugs were swimming out there, and they might have sensed our arrival by now.

“We had only two choices. This one is less dangerous—especially since I think it’s daylight back on the beach world. I’ve already absorbed enough of that star’s radiation for a lifetime.”

“Where do we go from here?”

“It’s going to be a hike. I don’t know this region. But I do know that we should head south. If we do it right, and go about five miles before switching back to Earth, we should be in the foothills on the other side of Indian Springs.”

“What if we screw up?”

He smiled. “Then we come out on the highway, maybe. Or in front of a pillbox. It’s best to go a little too far and not miss.”

We started walking. I was glad I had my backpack with me. I offered McKesson a bottle of water. He sniffed at it suspiciously for a moment, then guzzled it down.

“Thanks. Thirsty work out here.”

“You’ve earned it, I guess. You didn’t have to come back for me. Or did you?”

He shrugged again, and we left it at that. We marched across loose shale and ash. Now and then, McKesson paused to kick at a promising nodule of solidified rock. Sometimes, gems were revealed when the nodule broke. He handed me two large, rough stones followed by what looked like a gold nugget the size of a hen’s egg. I took all these and pocketed them.

“What do you do with all the money you haul out of this place?” I asked. “You don’t seem rich.”

“I stash it,” he said. “In another country. Three other countries, actually. If I ever need to disappear, I plan to be very hard to find.”

I thought about McKesson as I followed him between the lava pools. He didn’t wear flashy clothes or drive flashy cars. I was certain that he wasn’t motivated by wealth. But I didn’t think he was a thrill-seeker like Jacqueline, either.

“Why do you do it, Jay?” I asked him. “Why do you put up with the smug Community and all their bullshit?”

He glanced back at me. “You know the answer to that one, don’t you? We all have our reasons. Why don’t you leave town? Why don’t you go to LA, sit on the beach, and stare at bikinis? Because you’d be bored, right?”

“Not just that. I want to know what’s going on.”

He laughed at me, shaking his head. “Did you find your folks out here?”

“I learned they died in the experiments.”

“Does that make you any happier?”

“The details didn’t bring me joy,” I admitted, “but I had to find the answers. I’m glad to know the truth, even if the answer was tragic. At least I know who I am. A brat from Mercury. A man with an erased past.”

“Well, I’m not in this to learn new secrets. I’m in this to stop the invaders, to keep them out of my town. This alien with the tentacles has gotten too greedy. We’re finally going to take him down.”

“But why did you send me out to Mercury?” I asked him.

He glanced back at me. “You wanted to know who you were, and what the Beast was. I just told you where to get the answers.”

“So you knew I came from the testing sites?”

“Not exactly, but you’ve always shown a powerful resistance to the objects. That happens sometimes with prolonged exposure. In your case, it’s been lifelong. I didn’t know your past, but I suspected it had to involve the test zones.”

Thinking over his answers, I trudged quietly behind him for another hundred yards. We passed a massive lava pool, giving it a wide berth due to the overwhelming heat that emanated from it. When a bubble a foot across popped in the middle of the pool, I ducked reflexively. Gloppy droplets of molten stone flew in every direction, but the disturbance was too far away to reach us.

“There’s a swimmer,” McKesson said. “It’s a big one.”

“What? The bubble?”

“That’s no bubble. Come on.”

He began to jog upslope. I followed, stumbling and glancing back over my shoulder. I saw a ripple out there, but thought it could be just the stirring of the surface. As it died down, I slowed. McKesson kept moving quickly. I fell behind.

“It’s just some kind of geothermal—never mind.”

Behind us, the edge of the pool splashed. Something was out there all right, something big enough to push a wave of lava and flotsam on the surface ahead of it. I began running again. The loose shale and stones shifted under my feet, clinking and clattering as they slid behind me into the crater.

McKesson didn’t even look back. He reached the rim of the crater and clambered over, disappearing. Cursing, I followed him as fast as I could. I was tired after two days of wandering in the desert, but I found renewed energy now in the form of adrenaline.

“Don’t you open a rip and leave me out here, Jay!” I shouted.

There was no answer. I reached the top of the crater, and there it was, a shimmering, spherical rip. I charged toward it, cursing McKesson. He was very fast on his feet when death was near.

Behind me, I heard a slapping, slurping sound. Back home on Earth, where the land was cold and wet, the lava-creatures moved like sloths. Out here in their native habitat, conditions were very different. A lava-creature that was no faster than a slug in a rainstorm became as fast as a charging bull gator.

I glanced back and yelped uncontrollably. The monster had topped the rim. It was a big one, all right. At least as big as my couch back home. It dribbled red, superheated silicon from its flanks like a swimmer shedding water. The head was slug-like, with pods on extended stalks. I almost tripped, but managed to keep to my feet. The rip was only ten yards away.

Then I heard something. It took half a second to register what it was. I’d heard a voice, which had said, “Where are you going, Quentin?”

My step faltered, and I stopped running. I turned around and put my hands on my knees, panting. “Ezzie? You scared the crap out of me.”

“Don’t go,” she said. “I’m lonely.”


[image: Image]

I knew that McKesson’s rip wouldn’t last much longer, but I figured I had at least a few minutes to talk to Ezzie.

“Is this where you’ve been?” I asked her. “You’ve been hiding out here in lava pools all this time?”

“Of course. This is my home.”

I nodded. “Yeah, okay. That makes sense. Everyone wants to go home.”

“That’s the problem.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I have two homes now. I want them both, but I can’t have both. Now I’m sad everywhere.”

“Oh,” I said thoughtfully. Ezzie was a strange creature. She seemed to have emotions, but they were simple and direct. There was very little guile in this creature. In some ways, I admired her.

“Rostok does miss you,” I told her. “I’m not sure if that makes you feel better or not. But he sent me to look for you and—”

“Rostok is the problem,” Ezzie said suddenly. “Yes, I see what I must do. Thank you, Quentin.”

“For what?”

“For solving my problem.”

“I don’t see how I—”

“I must have both. I must have my swimming pools, and I must have my Rostok. You’ve made it all clear to me.”

As I puzzled over Ezzie’s thread of logic, she slithered forward to a spot where a flat slab of obsidian rested. There, she stretched out her stalks and began to undulate her body. In this pose, she looked more weird and disturbing than usual. I thought perhaps she was going to vomit, or give birth.

She performed this ritual for a full minute, ignoring me when I called to her. Every few seconds, I glanced over at the rip McKesson had made. It led back to Earth, I was certain of that. I wasn’t sure what sort of greeting I’d get if I followed him, but at least I would be home.

At last, Ezzie’s actions culminated in a gush of otherworldly light. It looked as if the air itself had lit on fire. I was dumbfounded and wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself: she’d formed her own rip. This one wasn’t evenly shaped; it had ragged edges. It looked like a hole torn through a movie screen. Inside it, I could see the churning movement of the chaos that existed between the worlds.

“Ezzie, where are you going?”

“I must go to a cooler place,” she said, and slithered forward into her rip.

I stared after her for a moment, uncertain. I looked back at McKesson’s rip, which was already fading. I had to make a decision, and I had to do it fast.

In the end, I followed McKesson’s path. I felt I didn’t really have much choice. I couldn’t take the chance and follow Ezzie. I didn’t think she’d harm me intentionally, but I was very sure she could do it by accident. She might have led me into a land full of poisonous vapors—which smelled like sweet lilac to her.

I stepped into McKesson’s rip and stood there, trying to figure out where I was. I peered at the wavering shapes around me. It didn’t look like a highway. Something moved in front of me and came closer. I could feel the rip fading and knew I had to step through or be caught inside when it closed.

A hand clasped mine. I gripped it and stepped through. I found myself standing on a rocky hillside at night. McKesson had pulled me out of the dying rip.

“How long do you think I can keep a coin spinning?” he asked. “You know what happens when it closes on you? Same thing that happens to a man in a great white’s jaws.”

“Yeah,” I said, looking over my shoulder. The rip was a dying orange wisp. “I talked to Ezzie.”

“She was the big slug in the pond? I wasn’t sure.”

I looked downslope. The lights of a town glimmered below us. In the open desert, the air can be very clear at night. I could see TVs in windows, even though the houses had to be a mile distant.

“Is that Indian Springs?”

“Yeah, come on. We’ll get a ride back to Vegas.”

“You said you weren’t sure it was Ezzie. That means you suspected it might be. Therefore, you knew she was out in the lava world somewhere.”

McKesson shrugged. He put out his hand toward me, palm up. “I need my gun back, please.”

I hesitated. Right now, as far as I knew, I held all the weapons. “You’ll get it back when we make it to Vegas.”

He sighed. “You never make anything easy.”

“Neither do you.”

He chuckled.

“Are you going to answer me or not?” I noticed McKesson had been pretty forthcoming with information back in Mercury, but now he was quiet again.

“Okay,” he said at last. “I knew Ezzie was there. I travel through that world a lot. I met up with her.”

“Why are you running around in the lava world?”

“Think about it. If you are good at estimating distances, all you have to do is spin the coin, step out, run a few hundred yards, then come back. I can get into the movies for free, anytime I want to.”

“Or into a bank vault.”

“Tricky. The space is too small to gauge it that closely.”

“How does Ezzie switch worlds then?” I asked. “I’ve seen her do it twice now. Who taught her the trick?”

“She must have an object. An artifact she stole from Rostok.”

I thought about that. It made sense. As far as I knew, no one could travel between worlds just using some kind of innate power. With the possible exception of the Beast, everyone needed a device or artifact to do it.

When we reached Indian Springs, McKesson had a cab waiting. He’d called for it on his cell at some point. I watched him hand over two hundred-dollar bills to the cabbie in advance.

“They’ll be a third if you get me to the Strip before three.”

“You guys have a dating girl, eh?” asked the cabby. He grinned, and his teeth were as broken up as his English.

“Yeah, that’s right,” McKesson said.

We rode back to town talking about our plans against the Beast.

“Is it going to be just the two of us doing this?” I asked.

“Just like old times. I asked Gilling, but his sense of adventure seems to have faded recently.”

I told McKesson about Gilling’s experience as a captive of the desert cats. He smiled and nodded. I wasn’t sure if he’d already heard the story or not.

When we reached the Strip and the cabbie dropped us off, McKesson led the way. He turned immediately toward the west.

“Heading for the Triangle?” I asked.

“Yeah, we don’t have much darkness left.”

“What did you do to cover up the building it attacked?”

“We burned it down. Wasn’t that hard, really, it was already on fire. The firemen showed up and squirted water—but they missed the flames.”

We walked several blocks. Once we entered the Triangle proper, I knew where I was. The city was virtually empty. Only a few lights gleamed in high windows. I wondered if there were holdouts, refusing to accept the fate of their neighborhood and the inability of the authorities to take care of it. There were always a few diehards when disaster struck, people determined to ride it out.

“I would have expected a panic by now,” I said, “and a lot of news stories.”

“People are good at ignoring what they don’t want to think about. But there was a camera crew out here earlier. The brass wanted me to shut them down, but I just gave them directions into the middle of the Triangle instead.”

I glanced at him, and he grinned back.

“You wouldn’t really do that,” I said.

“Nah. I’m joking!”

I shook my head uncertainly. McKesson had a strange sense of humor. “It sounds like you’ve been lucky so far. Someone will get a video online of this thing soon, and the story will be out.”

“That’s why we’re here,” he said, and stopped walking.

I paused and looked around. We’d reached a corner that was just as empty of traffic as the rest. I craned my neck, and then I saw it. The opposite corner of the intersection was blackened with soot. The concrete walls had been heavily damaged, as if wrecking balls had taken out random sections of it. This was clearly the burned-out building he’d been talking about.

“You think it will come back here for more?” I asked.

“Not exactly. But we have help tonight, and we’re supposed to meet him here.”

He walked over to a manhole and knelt beside it. The circular cover was an old steel type with a checkered top. I followed him and watched warily. I had an idea who he meant for us to meet.

He lifted his hand toward me, palm up. His fingers made a grasping motion. “We’re in town now, hand it over.”

I reluctantly took out his gun and laid it in his hand. It was loaded, and giving it to him was hard to do. I still didn’t trust him. But I didn’t think he’d brought me all the way out here just to blow me away. McKesson was more direct than that.

He took the gun and tapped the steel barrel on the manhole cover. He tapped out a pattern of ringing blows, then scraped it over the surface three times. He repeated the process several times.

“Morse code?” I asked.

He didn’t answer, but kept tapping and scraping. After a minute or two, he swore and leaned back. “Should have come by now or signaled back. I hope he didn’t get himself into trouble.”

McKesson did it one more time, but in the middle of it stopped the signal. The manhole cover had changed. Instead of a rusty metal surface, it became an inky black pool of nothing. Out of this nothingness arose a familiar figure. A moment later, Gutter Jim stood in the middle of the street.

“What took you so long?” McKesson complained.

“You guys are way off target. It’s in the city now—it’s in one of the casinos.”

“The Lucky Seven?” I asked.

“Good guess. Come with me.”

Gutter Jim slid from sight down into the manhole again. McKesson hurried after him. It was a strange sight to see; it was as if they were climbing down a ladder into a pond of black oil. When it was my turn, I made a face, then forced myself to put my foot down into that murk. I felt something solid, but it was moving downward and felt like an escalator taking my foot out from under me. I tried to recoil but found my foot was stuck and being sucked down. I went with it, heart pounding. It was either that, or I was going to have my leg pulled off and my body folded into the shape of that manhole. The force was irresistible, once the process had begun.

I entered Gutter Jim’s domain. To my credit, I managed to do it without panicking.
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The underworld was cold and full of echoes. The walls were dark wet concrete and the ceiling was ribbed by pipes that dripped thick drops of water into my hair. Sometimes, the pipes hung low, and I found I had to duck in places as I hurried after the other two men.

Gutter Jim and McKesson were almost out of sight around the next bend. I splashed after them, trotting. I wanted to shout, “Wait up!” but resisted. Call it a matter of pride.

I caught up with them several twists and turns later. They stood over a shaft that went down at an angle. Gutter Jim was giving McKesson urgent instructions.

“You have to go down to come up again,” he said. “This leads down to a cistern, the main one that feeds the casino.”

“Why so deep?” McKesson asked doubtfully.

“There are five floors of basement under the Lucky Seven. Bet you didn’t know that, did you?”

“I knew about the counting rooms, but—”

“There’s more to it than that. They have a big pumping station down there. It’s a wellhead that provides most of the Strip with its water supply.”

“A well in the desert?”

“There’s water almost everywhere—if you dig deeply enough to find it. Anyway, slide down there and find the access ladder. You’ll be in pretty deep at that point, but you can come up inside the building.”

“Why can’t we go out in the street and walk into the building?”

Gutter Jim laughed unpleasantly. “You missed the festivities the last time it took out a building full of people. If you’re on the ground floor, you’re part of the buffet. It’s catching everyone and sucking them down with its tentacles into its pocket world.”

“Wait a second, it has more than one tentacle now?” I asked.

“It always did, I’m sure. Either that, or it’s invited along a crowd of its closest relatives. The Beast has opened up paths in the basement and extended tentacles up into the floors above. Your mission is to find one of those rips and slip inside—without being caught and eaten.”

I stared at him. I was liking this “mission” less every second. “What the hell are we supposed to do then?”

“Kill it, of course.”

I reached down and touched the fanny pack that still rode on my belt. The contents were soft and lumpy. Could the liver poison something so huge? I didn’t want to go in there and accomplish nothing more than to piss it off.

“Can’t we just attack the tentacles?”

“Sure, but so far that hasn’t done much—other than make it angry.”

McKesson stood at the entrance to the slanting hole and stared down. He didn’t look any happier than I did, but he did appear to be more determined. “This thing has got to be stopped. People are dying out there, Draith. Are you in or out?”

“After you,” I said. McKesson was all business now. There was an invader in the middle of town, and it had never been worse. I felt the same call to arms he did, but I was feeling a little more cautious.

McKesson grimaced as he put both feet into the pipe and slid down. He vanished into the slimy hole with surprising speed. I heard a tiny splash from below.

I looked up at Gutter Jim, who seemed to be amused. “Is this a sewer or fresh water?”

“The water’s sweet. Now get in there and kill that thing for me, Draith. I know you can do it.”

I stopped and frowned. I wanted to ask him why he couldn’t go after this monster himself. I already knew the answer, of course: members of the Community rarely risked their own skins.

“Draith,” McKesson called up to me from the pipe. His voice was oddly distorted. “Come on. Don’t chicken out on me now.”

I got into the pipe and looked at Gutter Jim. There was a strange light in his eye. He was eager to see me go down that chute. “If I pull this off, you owe me one,” I told him.

“You’re demanding payment?” asked Jim in surprise. “I don’t know whether to laugh or fly into a rage.”

“Do whichever suits you,” I said, “but I’m doing you a favor and I’ll be asking for something in return.” Then I slid down the pipe into blackness.

Behind me, Gutter Jim decided what his response would be. He laughed loudly, and the sound of his mirth chased me all the way down that long, slippery pipe to the bottom.

I splashed into a pool of inky black water. It came up over my ankles and made my shoes feel heavy. I stood up and banged my head on the curved concrete roof. McKesson turned a flashlight on me and smirked.

“Only the best duty for us rogues, eh?”

“Yeah.”

From the pipe behind me, laughter still burbled.

McKesson gestured up toward Gutter Jim. “You must have really pissed him off,” he said. “He only laughs like that when he’s mad.”

“At least someone is laughing down here.”

We pressed on under larger pipes. The ceiling was low and the shaft upward was easy enough to find. Unfortunately, there was no ladder in sight.

“I’ll leg you up to the wheel,” McKesson said.

He was heavier than I was, so it only made sense. I didn’t enjoy the ride, but I managed to stand on his laced fingers and twist open the portal overhead. It was rusty and squeaked as the wheel moved. After a minute or so of struggling, we had it open.

“I take it I’m going up there first?” I said in a hushed voice, staring into the dim light above.

“Just get up there.”

I struggled and grunted, but finally managed to pull myself up out of that wet hole. The pump house was noisy and warm. The heavy steel machinery buzzed and churned. Every pipe was painted gray or green, and the paint had peeled off the big rivets at the junctions.

I rolled away from the hole and breathed for a minute. McKesson hissed up at me, insisting I hurry up and get him out.

I grinned and almost shut the door on him. It would have served him right for a dozen things he’d done to me, but I didn’t do it. Instead, I found a skinny ladder with worn metal rungs and slid it down the hole. He came up a moment later and looked around, frowning.

“It’s empty,” he said.

“Just the pumps and us.”

Above us, then, we heard something new. A huge grating sound. A tremor went through the concrete walls. I could feel it best in my feet, the vibrations transmitted right through my shoes.

“What the hell was that?” McKesson whispered. “Feels like the whole building is coming down.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “But something big definitely moved. Maybe a support gave out. Or maybe the Beast just squeezed and popped a few walls like buttons.”

McKesson looked at me with wide eyes. I rarely saw real fear in the man, but this was one of those times. I didn’t like it. I preferred the aloof, iron-man McKesson who scoffed at every form of death.

He grabbed hold of himself as the tremors stopped. “This way,” he said, all business again. We headed for the only door in evidence. The door was steel, with a normal doorknob. McKesson tried it.

“Naturally, it’s locked,” he said. He waved me forward. “We need some magic here.”

I slipped on my shades and twisted the knob. It moved freely in my hand—but the door was still stuck. After a moment, I caught on.

“It’s not locked,” I told him. “The building has shifted and put weight on it. The door is stuck.”

We both worked on it for a minute or two, but a single doorknob didn’t give us any leverage. McKesson pulled out his pistol and aimed it at the lock, but I stopped him.

“It won’t do any good. And a ricochet could kill us.”

“What then?”

I rummaged in my backpack of tricks. I pulled out the bottle. I adjusted my shades and told McKesson to hide behind the pump housing. He did so, and the bottle began to glow as green gasses pooled inside.

I let it burn the door. In close quarters, it wasn’t a good experience. A gush of heat and plasma blew back into my face. It felt as if I’d just opened an oven or a door that led into a flaming room. My eyebrows were singed, as a dragon’s breath of heat and light flared and backwashed over me.

The door didn’t go down instantly; it took about two seconds of beaming. But then it sagged and melted like a candle in a fire. I put away the bottle and McKesson came out of hiding.

“That’s a new trick,” he said, impressed. “And a good one, too.”

Together, we kicked out the slag remains of the steel door. It went down with a crash. We peered into a corridor full of steel pipes and chips of concrete.

“The walls are breaking up in spots,” I said. Even as I pointed this out, the building shook again. A tremendous noise came over us, like that of a passing freight train. We ducked—it was impossible not to. When it passed, our faces were grim and coated in gray dust.

We didn’t cower this time; instead we moved faster. I thought we were going to have only minutes before the monster that assaulted this building brought it down completely.

We found a flight of steps at the end of the corridor and took them upward. We appeared to be at the bottom floor of the basement. We went up another floor and halted upon finding our first victim.

A wide-shouldered man in coveralls sat on the steps. He was in shock, and his right hand was missing. He held the wrist clamped with his remaining hand. His face was white and his eyes were ringed in concrete dust.

It seemed clear to me he was the janitor or a superintendent. I asked him his name, but he didn’t answer. He just looked at us in confusion.

“Come on, no time,” McKesson said, pressing past the janitor. “We’ll help him by stopping the Beast. Let’s see what’s at the top.”

“Don’t go up there,” croaked the man on the steps, speaking at last.

I looked at him. “What’s up there?”

“Something big. It took my hand off. I don’t know where it went.” I kept staring at the pool of blood that had soaked into his coveralls. It was difficult to look away from his missing hand. He seemed hazy and strangely calm about the whole thing, but I couldn’t help wondering what bizarre mouth was chewing on his missing appendage.

McKesson checked his gun for the tenth time. “We’ll be careful.”

I followed him up. We took the steps two at a time. We couldn’t have been more than a few floors below the lobby. We slowed down and stopped talking. We could both feel it—and smell it. A dead-fish odor filled the stairwell.

When we finally met up with the Beast, we weren’t disappointed. The tentacle was huge, much bigger than anything I’d seen before. It was pink and gray, mottled with brown and black spots. The underside of it churned with suckers.

“It’s so big!” McKesson whispered. “It must be five feet thick.”

I didn’t think it could hear us, but I whispered, too. “Do you think we can get past it?”

It wasn’t moving much. We were clearly near the root of it, and the business end was several floors above. It started in the access doorway that led to the floor we’d just reached, one level below the lobby. The tentacle led up the steps like a vine into the floors above. I was sure it was reaching higher and higher in the building, looking for fresh game. Like a man with his arm shoved through a mail slot, it groped blindly, feeling its way.

Hugging the outer wall, we walked up a few more steps.

“Put your poisonous hunk of meat on it,” McKesson told me.

“Rostok said not to. He said to kill the Beast, I had to reach the core.”

“So? Kill a tentacle and make it pull back.”

I shook my head. I wanted more than a piece of it. I wanted to kill the whole thing. I wanted to hunt this monster, the same way it had been hunting citizens in my town for weeks. I’d seen so many good people die, and I didn’t want to see any more of it. Jacqueline’s face came to my mind, and my resolve increased, overcoming my fear. I figured if I did try to poison it and it lost a limb, it might retract and hide again, injured but not finished. Right now, I had the element of surprise. It didn’t know I posed a serious threat. If I revealed myself now, catching it off guard later would be all the harder.

We moved to where we could see the access door. It was thoroughly choked by the tentacle. The door itself was off its hinges, lying on the landing. The oblong doorway didn’t fit the tentacle very well, being a round peg rammed through a rectangular opening. The tentacle ran with dark liquids that must have been blood where it had been forced through. The casing around the doorway was twisted, and the concrete blocks had been broken out in spots, like chipped teeth.

“There’s no way to get past it,” McKesson said. “The gaps are too narrow. If it shifts, it would crush us.”

I assessed the situation and agreed with him. Without declaring the retreat formally, we both turned and ran down the steps.

Perhaps it was this movement that alerted the creature to our presence. Or maybe those suckers could taste our scent in the air. I’ll never be sure.

But the Beast noticed us then and decided we were prey.
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At any given time before today, I’d only seen a single tentacle. I’d wrongly assumed the Beast was limited in this regard. When it sensed us creeping around at the root of its thickest appendage, however, it sent another one snaking after us.

It didn’t come down from above, squeezing past the hugely thick one that reached up into the guts of the building. Instead, the second appendage came from the floors below. Our first clue was the dismal cry of the janitor.

We rushed down just in time to see him being dragged away by one ankle. He still held his severed wrist with his remaining hand. His head bounced on the concrete steps as the Beast pulled him down, and his eyes were so big and round they looked like boiled eggs.

This tentacle was no thicker around than a telephone pole—thin and weak in comparison to the one we’d met upstairs. McKesson’s pistol was out and it cracked loudly. He was a good shot, and the tentacle burst open. It twitched, but didn’t stop in its grim mission. A dark slick of alien blood wet the steps, greasing the way for the helpless victim.

“Close your eyes!” I shouted at the janitor.

He squeezed them shut, but his mouth remained open. He howled in pain and fear as the tentacle whipped him around a switchback, banging him against the handrails made of steel tubing. McKesson threw me a surprised look, but lifted his sleeve over his eyes when he saw me pull out the bottle and direct it toward the tentacle purposefully.

I had to take the steps two and three at a time to catch up and nearly slipped. Reaching the next switchback, I had only a second to aim. I released a beam of energy, which lanced into the target. I kept the ray going, playing it over the target like a flashlight.

The effect was immediate and dramatic. The appendage smoked, then flared, and quickly burned through. Leaving behind a few feet of itself, it quickly snaked away down the steps and vanished. The stub it left behind whipped and bulged. Gray smoke and the smell of burned fish filled the stairway.

McKesson and I rushed to the janitor and kicked at the stump that still had him. It was too strong to be dislodged by human muscle, but fortunately it was dying. When it finally relaxed, we rolled it away and saw he still had a foot underneath. The ankle was a mangled mess, but there wasn’t any bone missing.

“You’ll make it,” I told the man.

His mouth was slack and his breathing came in gasps. “Who are you guys, anyway?” he asked.

“Cops,” McKesson said.

The man nodded and seemed comforted. I saw shock begin to glaze his eyes.

“Listen,” I said, “we need to know if there is another way up from this floor to the one above us.”

“Sure,” said the janitor distantly. “There are crawl spaces—and the elevator.”

“How about another stairway?”

“All the way at the opposite end of the building. But there are monsters there, too. I already tried it.”

We didn’t get anything else useful out of him, so we decided to try for the crawl spaces—even though we couldn’t get a coherent description of their location from the janitor. We dragged him as gently as we could to a safer spot and pressed ahead. I would have liked to do more for him, but it would mean delaying, and I didn’t know how long we had. Every minute, more people had to be dying upstairs.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Draith?” McKesson asked me.

I had plenty of predictable thoughts swirling around in my head. It was hard to pick just one. “Like we’re screwed?” I guessed.

“No, like we should find a way out of here. Let’s spin the coin and step out.”

I stopped trotting down a dark corridor and stared at him. He gave an apologetic shrug.

“Why not?” he asked. “We’re going to die down here. We can’t even get through, and the Beast is about to knock the place down on top of us.”

I frowned at him in surprise. McKesson had never shown much fear in the face of anything we’d encountered before. But maybe this time was different. A few strange-looking humanoids were mild compared to the Beast.

The building rumbled again, and this time the lights flickered and went out in unison with the sounds and the leaking masonry. McKesson pulled out his flashlight and his coin. He crouched on the floor and reached out to set it spinning between us.

“Don’t do it, Jay,” I said. “I need your help to beat this thing.”

He laughed. “There’s no way we’re going to win this time. It’s too big. We’re kidding ourselves. I like to fight battles I can win. I’m going to open a rip and take the janitor with me. At least we can save one man. Would you rather all three of us die?”

I knew he might be right, but I wanted to try for a bigger success. “Just give me one shot at the heart of this thing, and then we’ll give up.”

He looked at me for a second, then a stubborn cast crept over his face. He touched the coin down to the floor and made ready to spin it.

I couldn’t blame him for wanting to run. But I needed him, if only to keep me from running away, too. I didn’t want to try this alone. “It’s eating those people up there, Jay,” I said. “It’s tearing up your town.”

McKesson’s lips pressed into a line. He snatched up the coin and shoved it into his pocket. “All right, dammit, we’ll finish this monster hunt. You’re as crazy as they come, Draith, you know that? You get one shot. I’ll watch you take it, and when you’re dead, I’m taking off.”

“Thanks for the encouragement.”

We never found the crawl spaces or the elevator. Instead, we found a spot where the ceiling had caved in. Climbing over rough chunks of concrete, we managed to get our hands wrapped around a broken webbing of rebar. We climbed to the next floor, which was just as dark and dust-filled as the one below.

The interesting thing about this level was the money and poker chips that spilled everywhere. We’d found the counting rooms. I figured this might be why we’d had such a tough time getting up to this floor. The security was tight, but the Beast had disrupted all that.

We scrambled over loose cash and quickly found what we were looking for. It didn’t take much imagination to find the rip into the Beast’s homeworld. The tentacles all led back to a central point. The rip itself was an odd one, looking like a tear in a piece of paper, rather than the usual sphere.

“The hard part is going to be getting past that mass of tentacles,” I said.

“I’m sitting right here, and I plan to admire your style.”

“You’re not coming with me?”

“No way.”

“Fine. You can explain yourself to the Beast,” I said. I stood up and ran for the rip.

Behind me, I heard McKesson cursing. I didn’t bother to look back. When I was almost there, the tentacles seemed to sense my presence. Maybe it was body heat or my scent. I couldn’t be sure—but I could tell they knew I was there. They began twitching and blindly sweeping through the air as I passed by. Pale pink suckers expanded and contracted rhythmically, as if the creature was tasting the air.

As I passed by, I had to burn one. It came at me and I wasn’t able to jump over it. I burned it until it looked like broiled calamari and kept going.

Then I was inside the rip, and everything changed. The heart of the rip was almost comforting with its characteristic warping of sound and distortion of sight. I couldn’t see the tentacles for what they truly were. Instead, they looked like vines that whipped in a storm—thick vines. I stepped on them, and they shifted under my feet and thrashed sickeningly.

I reached the other side and stumbled into an unfamiliar world. I drew in my first ragged breath and immediately gagged. The air was fetid, dank, and disgusting. It smelled like an ancient bubble that had been trapped on the bottom of the sea for centuries. It was breathable, but thick and cloying in my throat.

I staggered forward to escape the nest of tentacles. They came up in a cluster from the rocky ground at my feet. It was easy enough to get past them, as they were all reaching into the rip, and the few that chased me I burned to ash.

When they stopped thrashing, I heard something I didn’t like—a new sound that reminded me of my own churning gut, magnified a hundred times. Something approached from the darkness to my left. I could feel it, pulsing and cold. It pushed a wave of that thick air in my direction as it came, like a puff of foul breath.

I stared, trying to make out an outline, but my eyes failed me. There was only a shadow, which seemed to bulge forward in surging motions. What was it? A guardian of some sort? My mind conjured up a bulbous head and rubbery body.

I had no idea what it was, but I couldn’t stand and face it. The dread and fear overwhelmed me. It was a visceral thing, the feeling a diver must experience when the shadow of a massive shark envelopes him. I’d seen too much in too short a time, and my mind broke for a few moments. I gave in to panic and fled.

I ran away into the darkness, stumbling. I groped the walls, which dripped and oozed and bruised my fingers. When I no longer felt the ominous presence of something chasing me, I slowed and walked as quietly as I could. I reflected I’d been lucky not to fall into some hole in the floor of the tunnel. I could have snapped my ankle or struck my head. The thick air made it feel as if I was drowning when I tried to breathe too hard and fast. I slowed my labored breathing and fought to control myself.

When I’d calmed down, I waved my hands in the air, marveling at the feel of it. The vapors seemed to resist the motion of my hands, reminding me of what it felt like to be underwater. I was certain of it now; the air was denser here. I could feel the atmosphere touching my face. I wondered if that meant the chemical composition of the gases was different and possibly deadly. Or maybe the physics of this place were different, as McKesson had once told me they might be in these alien places. Perhaps here, gases were thick enough to resist a man as he passed through them.

I’d never been quite sure what to expect in this world. When I had allowed myself to think about what it might be like here, I’d worried there wouldn’t be room for much other than the Beast itself. I’d thought perhaps the monster was like the proverbial bogey in the closet, filling its tiny universe with its own pale flesh. Fortunately, there was more room than that. I was in what appeared to be a cave complex. The walls glowed faintly with a ghostly luminescence. So far so good, I thought. I’d made it through, and I’d escaped immediate death. By my calculations, I was beating the odds.

Then I heard a familiar, alarming sound. Three sharp reports echoed through the darkness. I frowned and looked back the way I’d come. That had been McKesson’s pistol, I told myself. I knew well the sound it made.

The gunfire echoed as if it came from a distance, but that might have been an effect of this cave and the very odd atmosphere. I listened, but the gun stopped firing.

I took several steps back the way I had come. I wanted to call out but didn’t quite dare. He might be dead, and the thing that had gotten him might be hulking over him, feeding. Just as likely, he might have escaped. In either case, I was reluctant to call out and alert other guardians to my presence.

I paused again for half a minute or so, listening to sounds that reminded me of mudslides and clattering stones. Things dripped and dribbled. Somewhere, a trickle of water fell and splattered, sounding like a pitcher being carefully poured onto rocks.

Finally, I cursed under my breath, muttering a string of obscenities. I began feeling the walls again, heading back the way I had come. I took my bottle out and gripped it firmly in my hand. I directed it forward into the darkness but held my fire.

I wasn’t certain the noise I’d heard had been McKesson firing his gun. Whoever it was, he was probably dead by now.

But these arguments didn’t persuade me. I had come down here to hunt a monster and save lives. It was time to stop running around in a panic and to get back into the game.
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The world was dark and humid. It had the feel of a moonless night under a jungle canopy. The walls and ceiling above me were curved, and they crawled with strange, stinking mud. There were dank pools of liquid here and there at my feet. The glowing green bottle in my hand reflected off the surface of each puddle, making them look like a dozen gleaming eyes.

The Beast was here somewhere, I was certain of that. The evidence was everywhere, the most common being the piles of rubbery wet leather that were underfoot at the bottom of the tunnel. I’d come to the conclusion these were the shed skins of the tentacles that grew in clusters.

I put away my bottle because it would not stop glowing in my hand. I didn’t want it to give me away. I proceeded down the nearest tunnel, listening and staring in the almost total darkness.

I heard the splash of an unseen foot in a puddle ahead. I froze, heart pounding. I raised my hands, with the liver in my clenched fist. If it was one of the things I’d come to refer to in my mind as a guardian, I would try out my new weapon on it.

“Who’s there?” hissed out a voice.

I sighed in relief. “McKesson? It’s Draith.”

The splashing moved closer. “Where are you? Can’t see.”

We moved forward and we met at a low point in the twisting passage. McKesson and I almost walked into one another. We’d both been creeping along in the dark, trying to avoid detection by the Beast, its tentacles, and its guardians.

“I thought you weren’t going to come,” I said.

“You riled up all the damned tentacles. They were snaking everywhere back in the counting rooms like a thousand angry hoses. I decided I might as well join the party here with you.”

“Interesting. They don’t seem to be coming after us in here.”

“Well, I guess they figure we are as good as digested once we come inside their domain. Remember, that’s what they’re doing, dragging people back into this world to be devoured. We just helped them along by jumping into the Beast’s maw. From their point of view, that’s mission accomplished.”

I grunted. I disliked his summary of the situation, but was unable to refute it. “How did you get away from that guardian?”

“The big thing that came at me out of the dark? I just shot at it and ran. Not sure if I really hurt it or not. It seemed to want me to head this way, to be driving me in this direction.”

I agreed. We didn’t like it, but we decided to follow its wishes and advance farther into the tunnels. It was either that or face the guardian together.

“Do you think this guardian thing is the Beast?” I asked.

“No, not big enough.”

I had to agree. The guardian was perhaps the size of a pickup truck, but nowhere near as big as an office building.

As we pressed onward, the walls of the tunnel became slicker and seemed to angle downward slightly. I briefly revealed my bottle, which seemed to light up whenever I was in a tense mood. I used it like a flashlight so we could have a look around. We’d reached a point where we found dry, crispy spots on the floor of the tunnel. The air had changed, too, becoming acrid with a smoky taint in the mix.

“What is that stink?” McKesson asked. “Smells like burned meat.”

I could think of a dozen sources, but none were savory, so I didn’t answer. After turning a sharp corner, we saw light playing on the walls ahead of us. We cautiously moved closer and saw a dark lump moving. The walls around it were singed and hazy with vapor.

A moment later, the lump turned slightly, and I saw familiar eyes like jewels on stalks and recognized the snail-like profile.

“Ezzie?” I hissed in the dark.

She turned around and regarded us. She paused for a moment, taking us in. She wasn’t what I’d call a fast thinker.

“Are you two lost?” she asked at last.

“Yeah, you could say that,” McKesson said. “What are you doing down here?”

“Goading the Beast.”

I felt a shock when I heard her words. Could it be true?

“This is all your fault?” I demanded. “What are you doing, burning these tunnels to make the Beast mad?”

“Mad. Yes, mad with pain.”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked.

“I want it to find Rostok. I thought if the Beast brought him, he might be my pet in this place. But I’m not sure now. I don’t like it very much. The Beast is too powerful.”

“Ezzie, you must stop goading the Beast.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s killing people. Even now, as we speak.”

“What people?” she asked in surprise.

“The people in the Lucky Seven.”

“Oh no! The Beast was only supposed to catch my Rostok and bring him here to me.”

“Well, unfortunately, it’s taking the Lucky Seven down in the process and eating everyone inside.”

“That’s terrible. We must speak with the Beast about this.”

McKesson jumped into the conversation at this point. “Be a good slug and lead us to the Beast’s heart, will you Ezzie?”

“I will,” she said, and she glided away.

Behind her, the path sizzled and steamed. It was an easy trail to follow. While we walked in her stinking, hot exhaust, I had time to ponder what I had learned. Could this entire place be the Beast? Was the Beast not a being—but a place? I was uncertain. I was unable to get any coherent answers out of Ezzie on the subject, so we pressed onward.

“How did you get here, craziest of lava-slugs?” McKesson asked her.

“I traveled here. At first, when I began to cross worlds, I couldn’t control my destination. But after doing it for a while, I became able to direct the flow. Now, I go where I like.”

“But how?” asked McKesson. “Do you carry an artifact?”

“Not exactly…” she said, moving her stalks far apart. “I ate one.”

I laughed aloud. “Of course you did. What did it taste like?”

“I don’t know. It won’t come out.”

I tried not to think about her odd choice of words. Probably, her command of English was imperfect. “It’s stuck inside you?” I asked.

“Yes. And I want to keep it now; it’s been useful.”

“So, let me get this straight. You ate one of Rostok’s artifacts, and you used it to travel the worlds until you found your home. Why didn’t you stay there? Why did you come here?”

“I was lonely. I missed Rostok. He mistreats me, but…I still want my Rostok.”

“Uh-huh. But why here?”

“Why? Because Rostok used to live here.”

It took a while to get the full story out of Ezzie, and even afterward, I wasn’t sure I understood everything. But as far as I could tell, Rostok wasn’t entirely human anymore. One of his objects, one I’d never seen, gave him his greatest power. Like many of the artifacts, it had a serious side effect, and it had changed him. He’d become attached to this place, the home of the Beast, and he’d become like the creatures here. He liked the dark now. He was swollen of form and alien to look upon. From her vague descriptions, I visualized a hulking figure that felt at home only in darkness. It certainly sounded like the Rostok I knew.

“He’s been turned into some kind of troll,” McKesson said suddenly, interrupting our conversation. “There have been rumors like that for years. A belly like a bouncer, warts, so ugly he could make a blind kid cry. I get it. Now, how do we stop this Beast from destroying my town?”

“Follow me,” she said, and began slithering away deeper into the tunnels.

We followed, but I was frowning in thought.

“Ezzie,” I said, “I want to know something else. Did you start this whole thing? Did you goad the Beast into action against Las Vegas? Why did it come to our world and begin eating people in the first place? As I recall, it started around the time you left Rostok.”

Ezzie’s eyestalks drifted apart again. I gathered this was a gesture for her, as I’d seen it before. She did that when she was thinking or hesitating before answering a question. Maybe it was like a human shrug.

“I came here after I met you at my home pools. I came because Rostok and I know this place. I hoped to make a home here for both of us—hot enough for me and familiar to him. I didn’t mean to upset the Beast, but I always make it angry when I come here. It can’t digest me, you see.”

“Yeah, and I bet you give it a tummy ache, too.” McKesson chuckled.

“I’m afraid so,” she said.

“So the Beast is looking for Rostok?” I asked. “It’s attacking the Lucky Seven to get him? Where did it get that idea?”

“I told it where to find him. I will stop traveling these tunnels when I have my Rostok.”

As we walked down the crispy, burned tunnels, I wondered about Rostok and the Beast. Exactly what was the nature of their relationship? Was Rostok an escaped imp from this particular slice of hell? The Beast certainly did qualify as a devil, if anything I’d ever met up with did. If that were the case, then I found it interesting that Rostok had given me a weapon and instructions on how to kill his own dark god.

That was what I planned to do, if I could. When I found the heart of this Beast, I would press the liver against it and pump in venom. I only prayed it would work, that it would be powerful enough to kill the monster that ruled in this foul place.

I wondered, too, how the Beast had been awakened. If it hadn’t been Ezzie who had started it all, who had?
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The tunnels were like a sewer—but worse. The walls weren’t solid concrete. They were more like mud. When I touched them, it felt as if I was in contact with the bottom of a river—a river with a lot of slimy moss floating in it. At times, it was hard to keep my shoes on when the floor became mushy. In other areas, it was more solid, like stone. As we went deeper, winding down, following random twists and turns, the walls and floor became softer again. I found myself walking in Ezzie’s burned wake. The smoldering region she passed over was uncomfortably hot, but at least it was firm and provided good footing.

When we reached the bottom of the tunnel complex, we met a guardian. I wasn’t sure if it was the same one we’d seen before, but it was close enough.

First, a feeling of dread overcame me. I don’t know how else to explain it. I thought it was the oppressively thick air when the sensation began, but it quickly grew in my mind until I felt fearful to take another step. I knew McKesson felt it as well. He faltered and slowed. I glanced back, and in the darkness I could make out his form several paces behind.

Ezzie, for her part, seemed immune. She glided forward, humming tunelessly. I would have laughed if I hadn’t been so close to panic.

“Do you feel it?” I whispered to McKesson.

“Feel what?”

“You know…scared. I think it’s somewhere close.”

McKesson heaved a breath and coughed quietly. “Yeah,” he said at last. “I feel it.”

I knew from experience that mental effects were possible. Meng commanded people around her with her artifact. I’d seen it with my own eyes. It only made sense that other beings might have the power to alter human minds, or at least to alter our emotions. I wasn’t immune to such a natural power, as it didn’t come from an artifact.

We forced ourselves to continue following Ezzie. It helped somewhat that her dull reddish glow provided a stable light source in this dismal world.

When the guardian attacked us, it took us by surprise. I think it knew who we were and that we could be dangerous. Rather than taking a direct approach, it chose to lie in ambush. It waited until Ezzie and I had passed. Just as McKesson brought up the rear, it lunged out of what I had assumed was a solid wall. The wall turned out to be a ridge of muck, which went down in a gush. A huge limb shot out.

I whirled, and McKesson’s gun sparked and boomed. In that flash of light and fire, I saw the thing that had him as I’d never been able to before. It was terrifying and thoroughly alien. I glimpsed multiple eyes, a writhing cluster of tentacles at the throat, and a wet dark skin of mottled brown.

McKesson’s gun flared again. The creature’s muscles rippled in response. It lifted McKesson into the air and squeezed him. I heard a ghastly snapping sound and a gargling human scream. It was killing him.

Although fear gripped me as at no other moment in my life, I stumbled forward into action. I felt numb and my hands shook. I didn’t dare use my bottle to burn the monster, as I felt sure I’d somehow burn McKesson by accident. Instead, I formed a fist around the liver, squeezing it in my hand as I punched forward.

I touched the artifact to the guardian. The contact almost broke my mind. I’ve never felt such a wave of despair and panic. I cannot describe it, other than to say I’d rather have all my limbs broken rather than feel it again.

I willed the thing in my hand to release its poison. That part wasn’t difficult, as I was already in a state of terror, and self-defense comes easily to me in such situations. I could not see the monster’s face, but I could sense it stiffening. Another popping sound came from McKesson. I suspected the guardian’s hand had squeezed him convulsively. I heard no response from McKesson, despite the fact he had to be in agony. I figured he was either dead or unconscious.

Heat flared behind me a moment later. It was Ezzie. She’d reversed course and come close.

“Out of the way, Quentin,” she said.

I threw myself against the wall of the passage. Ezzie flared, generating more internal heat temporarily, something her kind could manage in these situations. She wasn’t fast, but the guardian feared her. It dropped McKesson, who flopped onto the tunnel floor and slid away bonelessly downhill. Ezzie advanced upon the guardian, which tried to flee but seemed unable to do so.

Staggering, then falling in a heap, it flailed on the tunnel floor. I could see it only as an outline, a shape like that of a huge man under a blanket of mud. That muddy blanket was its alien skin, I knew, and it was dying due to my dose of poison. Ezzie caught up with it and a steaming hiss erupted. The monster could not avoid its fate, but long before Ezzie had burned it to death, I think the poison mercifully stilled its heart.

“It’s dead,” Ezzie said.

“Thank you, Ezzie.”

“I think you killed it. It tastes funny.”

I shuddered and knelt over McKesson. He was out cold, and his right shoulder was two inches lower than his left. He had a broken collarbone, but he still had a pulse. I was surprised how concerned I felt about the bastard.

“I think I need to take him out of here, or he’s going to die,” I told Ezzie.

“What about the Beast?”

I hesitated. “What’s the Beast like, Ezzie? Have you met this creature?”

“Yes. The Beast is quite unpleasant. It controls this place. The guardians are its servants.”

“I gathered that,” I said. I tried to think. It was difficult, as my emotions were running high. The greatest of them was an abject fear of this place. It had been growing in me since I’d arrived, I realized now. I wondered if I would be able to press on if things became worse.

I had killed this guardian, and if the master of this domain was simply a larger, more powerful version I might win. But then again, it might reach out of another wall and crush me to death before I could strike.

“I don’t think I can beat the Beast right now,” I said. “Can you open a path? Can you take me home, Ezzie?”

“All right,” she said mildly.

She opened a rip in space that twirled with pulsing orange light.

“Are you coming with us?” I asked.

“No. I’m going home. I don’t like it here, and I don’t think Rostok and I would be happy here, living with the Beast.”

I wished her luck and dragged McKesson into the rip after me. It was just big enough for us to squeeze through.
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Ezzie sent us right back to the ruined casino. I stepped out of nothingness into the damaged building, finding myself between the blackjack tables and the quarter slots. The slot machines were dark and lay on their sides. Quarters and paper cups full of chips lay strewn everywhere, discarded and forgotten. What a horrible panic must have swept this place.

The Beast was nowhere to be seen. The tentacles were gone, as were the rips it had used to attack the casino. At least, I thought, I could feel good about that part. It seemed that my efforts had made it retreat.

Ezzie came through the rip but didn’t stay with me. She formed a new rip and left again before anyone stumbled upon us. I laid McKesson on his back in the smoke-filled room and tried to make him as comfortable as possible. I pulled out my cell phone to call for an ambulance.

“Sir? Put that away!” a voice rang out.

I turned with the phone to my ear. A startling figure advanced. He had brilliant flashlights attached to his helmet and his gun. I slowly lifted my hands.

“I need help,” I said. “This man is a police officer, and he’s dying.”

“We’ll take care of him. Get out of the building. No civilians are allowed in here; we’re sweeping every floor.”

I blinked at him. “Sweeping every floor for what?”

“Terrorists, of course. Don’t you know what happened?”

“Uh, enlighten me.”

“The building was attacked. Bomb damage and bodies everywhere. All the survivors are loading up on buses to go to the hospital. That includes you.”

“I’m not injured, but please take my friend.”

He shook his head emphatically. “We’ll get a stretcher and take him out. You’re going right now.”

I thought about arguing, but two more flashlight-wearing men in body armor appeared near a crushed Corvette circled by velvet ropes. I gathered the car had once been a grand prize.

“Show me the way,” I said.

I followed the man toward the exit. Long before we reached the door, however, I used Jacqueline’s candy cane and vanished. My escort cursed and fumed, marching around in circles, calling for me. I left him searching around the ruined front desk of the hotel. The last I saw of him, he was standing outside the restroom, threatening me. I shrugged and stepped outside into the comparatively clear night air.

I walked outside, getting my first look at the Lucky Seven. The building hadn’t come down, but there had been a considerable amount of damage. Hundreds of windows were broken, and smoke drifted out of several of them far up the walls. For blocks around, the police had barricaded the streets. As I listened to snatches of conversation, I was stunned to learn they, too, were engaged in the cover story about mythical terrorists.

I was weary and wanted nothing more than to find a hot shower and a bottle to take into it with me. But I was stunned by the situation. How could the authorities possibly believe they would be able to cover up a story this wild? A building attacked by masses of alien tentacles? Crushed bodies, hundreds missing or dead, fires and mayhem of every imaginable type? Just the police themselves would be impossible to keep quiet. Who could go home to a spouse at the end of such a day and maintain tight-lipped silence after having seen the wildest sights of his life?

I’d once read that most conspiracy theories don’t hold water due to the nature of human psychology. It’s simply impossible for ordinary people to keep a secret. That argument had always rung true to me. Even I’d found it hard to believe in UFOs, Bigfoot, and the like.

But today, I was witnessing a massive conspiracy firsthand. How could they possibly succeed? I found the buses in question. There were only two of them in evidence now, but I surmised from wandering emergency people that many more had been here recently. The buses were odd in appearance. I’ve seen a lot of these bulky vehicles, and they generally run to type. But these were different. They were painted a glossy black and had no insignia displayed that I recognized. Every window was heavily tinted and completely opaque.

My eyebrows lifted of their own accord. This was interesting. I took the opportunity to poke my nose into one of them and have a look around. The driver was sitting in his seat, texting. The engine idled loudly while his cell phone made comparatively tiny tones as he tapped at it.

I took a look at what he was telling someone with his thumbs on his cell phone. I read “totally bored. convention still hasn’t broken up. will come home in an hour…I hope.”

Convention? I was stunned. This man was in on the conspiracy. It was chilling. What would the motivation be? How well paid was a government bus driver? Did he believe this was all for the sake of national security?

The man twisted his neck around and half stood up. He’d detected me somehow, I could tell. I leaned back quickly so he wouldn’t run into me. His head swung back to his console, and my eyes followed his.

There I was, peering over his shoulder like a ghost. The bus had cameras, and they’d spotted me.

“Who’s there?” he demanded loudly.

I made a hasty exit from the bus. Surrounded by cop cars, I realized many of them were idling and probably had their cameras running. I had to get out of here before someone decided to capture the ghost in their midst.

I hurried away and crossed the empty boulevard, heading into the one area no one seemed to be going. I walked into the deserted streets of the Triangle.
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I walked through dark, quiet streets and puzzled over what I’d seen. Was this some kind of giant organization, bent on erasing this event? Did these men come from the cube city I’d seen in the desert? Was the city teeming with government goons? It just didn’t add up. The bus driver had not fit the part of a grim-faced CIA cleaner. The cops hadn’t impressed me as anything other than people doing their jobs. If I had to guess, I would say they all believed their own cover story—but how was this possible given the number of eyewitnesses? What was going on? What could cause so many people to act in concert?

The first answer I came up with was a chilling possibility. What if I wasn’t on Earth at all—not my Earth, anyway. What if Ezzie had returned me to a close approximation of my homeworld, where terrorists rather than monsters had just attacked the Strip?

I rejected the idea after entertaining it briefly. There were too many things that didn’t fit. The damage to the hotel didn’t look like a bomb attack.

If this was my Earth, then something strange was going on. Those strange black buses were on the top of the list. They were physical and undeniably weird. I decided I couldn’t figure this out in a vacuum. I didn’t have a lot of people I could ask about it, but I knew one who might be watching closely as these events unfolded. I also suspected this particular individual knew more than he’d been letting on since the beginning. It was time to talk to Gutter Jim. He was the one who had sent McKesson and me after the Beast in the first place.

I walked to the middle of the closest intersection in the Triangle and took out the bottle that served me as a weapon. I clanged it on the manhole cover in the middle of the street.

“Come on out of there,” I called. “I know you can hear me.”

It took a minute or two, but I was determined. At last a figure stepped away from the street corner behind me. I stood up and turned around sharply. He had come from the storm drain, rather than the manhole.

“It’s time you and I had a serious talk,” I said, putting my hands in my pocket.

He looked me over but didn’t come any closer. “Did you get to the Beast?”

“We hurt it.”

“Bullshit,” he said. “Don’t try to put a good face on it. You failed utterly.”

“We drove it back, I think.”

“You didn’t kill it. More people will be eaten tomorrow night. Many more.”

“Did you honestly think we could do it? Or did you just send us in there to die? Do you know what it’s like in there? Have you ever visited that little slice of hell, Jim?”

He laughed. He took a step toward me, waggling a finger. “That’s quite a stack of questions, rogue. I don’t answer questions from your kind unless they are politely stated—and I’m in the mood.”

My anger flared. I’d seen too many people die. I could no longer stomach his attitude, and I’d heard enough. It was time to get some straight answers.

I figured he wasn’t coming any closer than he was right now, so I vanished and started moving around him. In my pocket, my left hand was wrapped around the candy cane. In my right, I gripped the bottle.

Surprised, Jim made a tiny sucking sound as he drew in a gulp of air. “A rogue trick?”

I had to get behind him. He figured out what was happening about two seconds later. I suspect he’d heard my feet pounding on the asphalt. He was only a few steps from the storm drain he’d risen up from, but I calculated it should be enough. In a near panic, Gutter Jim scrambled toward the dark drain, diving onto the street like a runner sliding for home base. His fingers reached desperately toward the square metal waffling that covered the drain.

I knew if he reached the drain, he’d escape, but I didn’t want to kill him. I smashed him down, swinging the bottle like a club. I caught him just behind the ear and drove him into the pavement.

He crawled on his belly, still game, still dragging himself toward the drain. His hands were claws, but he was still a few feet short of his goal.

I sat on his back and pressed the bottle against his shoulder. I allowed myself to become visible again; I wanted him to know who had him pinned.

“Freeze,” I said. “Or so help me, I’ll burn a hole right through you.”

He froze. I felt his labored breathing. I shifted, putting my knee on him. I never gave him a chance to move. I knew the second Gutter Jim had so much as a finger into his home domain, he would be gone.

“You’re a brave one, I have to give you that,” I told him. “None of the other Community members I’ve met up with would leave their domains for a second. But I suppose I can understand it in your case. Who wants to spend life in a stinking sewer? And who else in their right mind would go down there to visit the wretched gutter-man?”

“Shut up,” he said, breathing hard.

“I will,” I said, “if I can get you to start talking. Did you send McKesson and me after the Beast just to kill us?”

“You can’t pull this crap, rogue. The Community won’t stand for it. We have a pact, you know. We used to fight, but now we are all on the same side. Even Rostok won’t save your ass if you kill me.”

I tapped his skull lightly with the bottle again. He winced. “Wrong answer,” I said. “Perhaps you don’t appreciate the power of this particular object. Let me demonstrate.”

I aimed it toward the storm drain he was trying so desperately to get to and beamed it into molten slag. The metal glowed orange and dripped into the sewer, each droplet hissing when it struck moisture below.

Gutter Jim craned his neck around to look at the bottle in my hand. “That’s Trujillo’s!”

“Very observant,” I said. “Are you in a talking mood now, or do I have to cook off some spare toes?”

He twisted to look up at me. His eyes were wide and the whites showed. He looked at me, his fear greater than before. “Did you kill him? Did you kill Trujillo? I can’t believe it.”

I pressed the bottle against him. “Yes, I’m a killer. A new kind of Community member. Don’t make me burn you.”

“Okay, be cool. I didn’t send you down there to kill you. I hoped you could kill the Beast, just like I said. Everyone says you’re the best. There’s no one like you, no one who can handle so many artifacts at once. Anyone else would go mad.”

I frowned at this. His answer wasn’t what I had expected, but I thought he was telling the truth. At least, he believed what he was saying.

“Go on,” I said noncommittally. I was still playing the bad rogue, the dangerous crazy rogue who might murder anyone and enjoy it. It wasn’t really me, but it was a part I found easy enough to play, especially after my recent experiences.

“I thought you could do it, that’s all.”

“I believe you, but why? What were you going to get out of it?”

He prattled on about saving the city for a bit, until I threatened him further. The interview took some time, but no cars came down the street. There had been a few lighted windows, but the lights vanished soon enough. No one ventured out to learn what was happening in their streets. No one who had lived this long in this neighborhood had any curiosity left in them.

“Okay, okay,” he said finally. “Can’t you figure it out? I wanted the domain. I wanted a new world.”

Now he had my interest. “You wanted that world? Have you ever been there?”

“No, but it’s a lot like mine, I understand. You can exit that place and come out almost anywhere, if you know how.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I told him. “It’s hell in there.”

“It can’t be worse than living in the sewer.”

I laughed. “Your sewers are tinkling waterfalls and sweet perfume compared to the home of the Beast.”

But at least I finally understood. He was Gutter Jim, the pariah of the Community, and he wanted to be something better. If he could take over a pocket universe that could allow you to go anywhere, not just into drains and ditches, he would be moving up in the world. He’d become cool, a prince of the air, rather than a worm that lived underground.

“What about McKesson? How did he fit into all this?” I asked, becoming angry with his arrogance again. What was it with these people? Even the one who lived in the sewers liked to look down on everyone else.

“Did you kill him?” Gutter Jim asked. “Or leave him in there with the Beast?”

“I dragged him out half-dead.”

“An unusual show of loyalty for a rogue. But to answer your question, he was working for me. He knew the game—he knew why I wanted to kick the Beast out of its lair.”

“There was only one problem with your plans for a land grab, right? The current tenant is a nasty one. So, rather than risk your own skin, you goaded it into attacking the city. That way, you could talk a couple of chumps into going in there and cleaning it out for you? Is that it?”

“No! No, you’ve twisted my words. I never teased the Beast. I didn’t let it loose—not originally.”

“Who then?”

“Take your foot off me and I’ll tell you. I give you my word.”

I considered it. I aimed my bottle at him and removed my foot. I figured I could probably burn him before he could do anything important, anyway.

I was wrong. Slowly, painfully, he got up to his hands and knees. I saw something then, a dark stain under him. There was a trickle of liquid, which ran down the street. I squinted at it for a moment, but then forgot about it.

“Tell me,” I said.

“You’re too stupid to have such power,” he said.

I advanced toward him—but he dissolved away to nothing before my shocked eyes. I aimed the bottle, but there was nothing there, just a stream of liquid…

“The storm drain,” I said, sighing. “Gutter Jim, I took my foot off you and let you go. You broke your word.”

A voice floated up from the drain. “Find the buses. You’ll get your answers there.”

I frowned, staring at the drain. I called to him and tried to goad him into coming back out. He didn’t even bother to answer, and I soon began to suspect he’d left. It was frustrating, knowing he’d escaped me. I didn’t dare follow him into that place, where he was the master, and he knew it.

Someone cleared his throat behind me. I whirled around, expecting to see Gutter Jim aiming a weapon at me. But this man had a heavier build and a familiar face. I recognized him in the glare of the streetlights.

“Cartoon?” I asked.

“Yeah, man, it’s me.”

“How long have you been watching?”

“Long enough to see some of the freakiest shit I’ve ever laid eyes on. Where did your little friend go?”

I peered at the street. “I think he pulled a trick on me. See this?”

I pointed toward a puddle in the street. It was dark and it led from where Gutter Jim had been lying to the storm drain. Like all liquids in the street, it had followed its natural path to the nearest drain.

“He spilled some kind of liquid,” I said. “I’ve learned the hard way he doesn’t need to step into the drain to go home. He can go down if he has some kind of path connecting him to the underworld. He must love it when it rains.”

Cartoon came forward and knelt by the puddle. “You’ve got some loco friends, Draith.”

“That I do.”

“You know what? This isn’t water or soda. It’s blood. Blood looks like this on the street at night—not red like paint. It looks dark, like water or grease. Don’t ask me how I know, but I do.”

“Blood,” I said, thinking about it. “He must have cut himself somehow to make a connection with the drain. That’s how he slipped away.”

“The man must have wanted to get away from you pretty bad to cut himself up like that.”

I agreed and we walked back toward the Strip together. The yards were sandboxes in this area. No one had the money to water a lawn. Even the cacti were drooping and yellowed. Most of the houses appeared abandoned. A few had scorch marks coming from the broken-out windows.

“I haven’t seen the Beast all night,” Cartoon said. “It’s been a nice vacation.”

“It left the Triangle and hit the Strip,” I said, briefly explaining what happened at the Lucky Seven.

Cartoon was shocked. “They said that was some kind of explosion! The TV people always lie. Always. I don’t know what to think anymore. Are you going to explain any of this shit to me?”

I glanced at him. I thought it over for a moment, then nodded. “I guess you’ve earned some information. Just the fact you’ve survived the Beast so many times makes you a player. How have you managed to do that, by the way?”

“I—I feel him. I feel him coming…or her. The Beast might be a she. Did you ever think of that?”

“How do you know it’s near?”

“I get scared. For no reason. I don’t get scared by much of anything—but when the Beast is coming, I know it.”

I told him about the Beast and its pocket universe as we walked. He gave me occasional strange looks, but I could tell he believed it all. How could he not, after what he’d witnessed? Then I filled him in on the Community and the artifacts they all searched for and horded.

After that, I outlined a plan and his part in it. By the time we’d reached the Strip, he probably thought I was crazy.
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I followed Cartoon out onto the boulevard and toward the line of police cars, which formed a barricade near a fake lake surrounded by palm trees. Many people had died here tonight, but it still looked like a fairy-tale wonderland. The buildings were lit up in magenta, jade, and flaring orange. Wild architecture and in-your-face advertisements were everywhere. As we drew near to our goal, a screen the size of a jetliner loomed over our heads, displaying a woman’s shapely rear in a glittery golden thong.

Cartoon was nervous. He had several good reasons to be. First, he was approaching a line of cops, many of whom wore riot gear. They weren’t happy looking—not even for cops who were on duty after midnight in riot gear. As I’d assumed, Cartoon hadn’t had a lot of friendly dealings with the law. But he understood my plan and why he was the right one to ask the questions.

The second reason for his nervous behavior was me. I walked along with him, pacing him quietly step for step. But I was invisible. He kept glancing in my direction and, worse, glancing down at the sidewalk, looking for my shadow. I’d told him about the shadows and cameras just in case I needed his help to get away.

The police might not have been looking for me, but as far as I knew, I was the only witness who’d not been eaten or loaded onto a shiny black bus. I didn’t want to be captured and forced to participate in their plans, so Cartoon was going to do all the talking.

“Sir? Officer, sir?” Cartoon asked the first cop he met who wore his regular uniform. We’d targeted one of these guys, rather than the riot squad. Maybe they were unaffected by whatever had a grip on the others.

The cop wore the traditional khaki uniform with a six-pointed silver star on the left side of his chest and a microphone clipped to his shirt. As Cartoon approached, he frowned and stepped forward with his hand extended, palm out.

“No one is going past this point.”

“Yes, sir, I know that, I just wanted to ask you for some help.”

The cop’s face softened. “What is it?”

“My sister was in the Lucky Seven. They say she’s been taken somewhere—on a bus.”

The cop was frowning again. “Yeah?”

“Do you know where I could find her, officer?”

He heaved a sigh. For my part, I was impressed by Cartoon’s acting. I imagined he’d fed bullshit to many cops in the past. He was a natural.

“Yeah, okay. I heard that they were taken up to some hospital.”

“Which one? Could you find out for me?”

“Sunset, I guess.”

Sunset? A chill ran through me. All those people—busloads of the injured—being taken out to Sunset Sanatorium? I didn’t like the sound of that at all. I felt a pang of remorse for McKesson. If they really did take him to Meng’s lair, I was going to feel bad if he ended up inside one of her little rubber rooms. He was a bastard, sure, but as far as I was concerned, he didn’t deserve that. No one did.

“Where is that place, officer?”

“I don’t know the address. Look it up.”

Cartoon backed away. “Sure thing. I thank you again, sir.”

He walked away quickly and turned into the first side path he could. It was a bridge lined with palm trees and Roman columns. On top of each column stood a statue of an alligator, griffin, or Roman-looking soldier.

“Draith? Are you here? I can’t see your shadow.”

I appeared beside him and he jumped. “Damn, I hate that.”

“Sorry. The cop said Sunset. Do you know what that is?”

He shook his head.

“It’s a sanatorium.”

“A what?”

“A nuthouse, but in this case it’s full of people who don’t belong there. It’s the domain of Dr. Meng, the member of the Community who hates me the most.”

“I don’t like hospitals,” Cartoon said. “And I hate hospitals full of crazies.”

“You don’t have to come.”

He looked at me strangely. “Have you ever been in there, Draith? Inside, I mean?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s a bad place.” I told him briefly about Meng and her ability to cloud the minds of others. His frown deepened as I kept talking.

“Man, I need out of all this.”

I shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

He hesitated, leaning against the concrete railing over the fake lake. It was lit up with brilliant colors. The splashing filled the air with a pleasant pattering sound.

“Just tell me one thing,” he said. “If I help, will I be helping to stop the Beast? I hate the Beast—it’s eaten most of my friends, you know.”

I nodded. “I think we are on the right trail. Gutter Jim told me to find the buses. We know where they went, and I know the woman who runs Sunset. She’s mean—mean enough to let this thing loose and not care about the death toll.”

“Okay then, I’m in. I’m down for the Triangle. Somebody’s got to stop this thing.”

I smiled and we walked back out onto the Strip. I had an army of one with me now. We stopped at an all-night eatery and filled up on junk food. I needed food to stay alert. I didn’t know what Meng’s next move would be, but I wanted to stop her before she made it.

At length, we took a taxi and had it drop us off a block from the Sunset. I found a dilapidated building full of empty apartments nearby. From the look of the place, it should have been condemned years back. Most of the tenants in the creaky hallways fell silent and melted back into their doorways when they saw us coming.

On the fifth-floor landing, we met a working girl. Her dress barely made it over her hips and looked like it was made of latex. She had a pale, pretty face with a circle of black hair around it. A thick black nose ring completed the Goth look.

I watched her consider asking us if we needed any of her services, but she changed her mind as we walked by, giving her a better view of us. I guess anyone in this part of town could tell by the look in our eyes that we were in a businesslike mood.

We brushed past the girl and went to the door at the end of the hall. I knocked softly.

“There’s no one in there,” the girl said behind us.

I looked back at her, and ran my eyes over her. Her breasts in particular had a way of popping out at a man. I guess that was good for business.

“I know,” I said.

“Don’t be looking at me like that!” she said. “A look like that costs money. You got any money?”

I snorted and shook my head. I did my trick and let myself into the apartment. The girl craned her neck in the hallway, staring after us until the door closed.

“That’s a nice trick, Draith,” Cartoon said. “I wish I could do that. Can you open any door you want?”

I glanced at him. “It’s not for stealing. I use it to help me get to where I’m going. That’s all.”

“Yeah, sure.”

From the back window of the abandoned apartment, we could see Meng’s tower. It was as Goth-looking as the girl out in the hallway. Unlike most of Las Vegas, it was built with concrete blocks and the tower was five stories tall. We discussed different ways of getting inside unseen, but none of them appealed to me.

“The obvious thing to do is go invisible and walk inside,” I told Cartoon. “But there are cameras everywhere. I’m sure we’ll be seen. We wouldn’t fool anyone.”

“You say she’s up there on the roof? In that tower?”

“When she sleeps, yeah,” I said.

“Maybe we could climb up. I don’t see many cameras on the outside.”

I considered his idea. I liked it, but thought it was too risky. “There are bars on those windows. All of them.”

“I’ve seen you melt metal.”

I nodded, knowing I could do so in more than one way. I still didn’t like it. “There’s got to be a sneakier approach than just blasting our way inside.”

Cartoon rubbed his face. “Gutter Jim could get you in there,” he said. “But I don’t think he’s in any mood to help you right now.”

I laughed. “Yeah. We aren’t friends anymore. But I like your idea. I think I know someone who could get us inside.”

I pulled out my cell and dialed Gilling’s number. It rang and rang until I frowned. There was no answer, no voice mail. Nothing. I tried several other cultists who followed Gilling. Many were my friends, and we’d worked together successfully in the past. None of them answered.

“Maybe Meng got to them first,” Cartoon said.

I frowned. “I’ve got another way to contact him.” I dialed Jacqueline next. She answered on the second ring.

“About time you called me! Do you need me to come pick you up? ’Cause if you do, you’re screwed. I gave my ride to that detective guy. You know what? I bet he stole it. You tell him that, if you see him. After a couple of days, borrowing turns into stealing. Just the way you stole my candy cane.”

Apparently, our time in the desert had just been a lark to her. Maybe she’d gotten what she wanted from me.

I apologized for not having called sooner, and after she was finished scolding me, I quickly filled her in on McKesson’s status. She was sorry about his injuries.

“I’m so glad you’re back in the city,” she said. “Mom’s got another car, you know. It’s a Jag. She hid the keys, but I know where they are. You need a ride, or not? I’m bored.”

“Maybe later,” I said, smiling. “Right now, I want you to go dig out the book we used to communicate with Gilling. He’s not answering his cell again.”

“You think he stepped out to somewhere wild?” she asked, sounding as if she was hoping it was true.

“We’ll find out. Try to talk to him.”

I waited while she got the book and shrieked. “It’s already open, Quentin!” she said.

“What’s the name of the poem?”

“Thias Amasma,” she said. “At least, that’s how I would pronounce it.”

I frowned. “What’s that? I don’t recall a poem called that. What’s the English translation say?”

“Um…there isn’t one. Just the French…only, I don’t think it is French. Maybe it’s Latin or something. I don’t recognize any of the words. They’re really weird. The poem is really short, there are only—”

Suddenly, I heard odd sounds. A thump followed by the muffled scrabbling sounds of a microphone being mistreated.

“Jacqueline? Jacqueline?”

She came back on the line a moment later, and my heart slowed down.

“Quentin? Sorry. I dropped the phone. You should have warned me!”

“Warned you about what?”

“About the book. I didn’t know it could do that.”

“Do what?” I demanded in exasperation.

“New words are appearing in the book—like it’s writing itself. The bottom of the poem is longer now. It’s as if an invisible hand writes a new word in the book every minute or so. It’s really freaky. You should have warned me.”’

“Read me the title.”

“I already did. It’s Thias Amasma.”

The words Jacqueline read haunted me after I’d hung up.

“Thias Amasma,” I whispered to myself. In my mind, I could see those words. I knew how to spell them without asking.

“What did you say?” Cartoon asked, staring at me.

“Nothing.”

Thinking over my conversation with Jacqueline, I developed a sick sensation in my gut. The twin books had always been unusual artifacts, but now they were behaving in a way I’d never seen. I could only assume that at the other end, the second book was being changed by the hand of whoever now possessed it. This was causing the book’s twin to also change. Right now, someone was writing a new poem on the pages, in words that I didn’t understand.

I found this highly disturbing. Not just because of the bizarre nature of the writing, but also due to the impossibility of it all. As far as I knew, no one had ever managed to alter an artifact. I’d never heard of anyone managing to even deface one. They were impervious to every kind of heat, combustion, and force. A pen should have failed to make a mark. The ink should have slid away.

But the book in her hands had been changing, even as Jacqueline watched.


[image: Image]

We looked out the window warily, from the shadows to either side of it. The Sunset Sanatorium stood like a fortress across the street. I wondered if anyone inside it was gazing back at us.

Cartoon watched me with an odd look of concern. “Are we doing this or not?”

I shook my head. “I’m not climbing on that roof and breaking in. Meng will have thought of that. We need to get in some other way.”

“What then?”

Thias Amasma.

Somehow, those words were stuck in my head. I couldn’t get them out. When I looked at Cartoon, the street, or even the tower looming above the sanatorium, I saw an afterimage of those letters. They made it hard to think clearly. I shook my head again, and it cleared somewhat.

I looked up to see Cartoon watching me. “Hey, are you okay, Draith? Maybe some of Meng’s power is rubbing off on you. She’s got half this town under her spell.”

“Maybe,” I said. “We’re very close to her domain. But I should be immune. Let’s get moving…we’ve got to find another way in.”

“Who can help us?”

“There are only a few people I know of. Ezzie might be able to do it, but she’s unreliable, and I don’t think we can get to her right now. McKesson is another maybe, but I think he’s already inside Sunset. My best shot was Gilling, but he isn’t answering me.”

“What then?”

“We’re on our own. Did you see a stairway from the lobby that went down to the basement?”

“No.”

Cartoon followed me back out of the apartment and down to the street level. A dozen pairs of eyes followed us as we left, but no one dared to speak to us this time. They knew we were up to something, and they didn’t want to know what it was.

Cartoon reached for the broken panic bar of the door that led onto the street, but I shook my head.

“Not that way,” I said.

I walked to the small elevator doors. They had been kicked in at some point and were leaning inward. A dozen illegible scrawls were interweaved and mixed over the broken doors.

“The elevator? You’ve got to be kidding, man. That thing is broken.”

“Yeah,” I said. “And there isn’t any stairway down. But a building like this always has some kind of basement. How can there be an elevator and all this plumbing and no basement?”

Cartoon gave me a baffled shrug. “Maybe that stuff is all on the roof?”

“I don’t think so. Help me force this open.”

Together, we grunted and strained at the elevator doors. They were twisted off their tracks, however, and wouldn’t budge. After some fruitless banging, I came up with a solution. I touched the hinge points, turning them soft and pliant. The doors gave way after that with squeals of protest.

We’d expected to see an elevator car, but instead we saw crashed wreckage. Split open and sagging to one side, the car was a floor below us. The shaft was dark, and the cables were frayed and hanging. Clearly, the car had fallen and smashed apart a floor below us, possibly years ago.

“You a pair of crazy mothers,” said someone behind us.

We turned to find the hooker with the nose ring standing on the steps behind us. Her hands rode her shapely hips. Her painted lips pursed and her blue-lined eyes glared. “I’m calling Adrian. He’ll fix you clowns.”

“Your pimp doesn’t want anything from us, girl,” Cartoon said. “Just leave it.”

She flounced back up the stairs. Cartoon and I glanced at one another.

“The locals are getting restless,” I said. “Let’s go down this shaft.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” hissed Cartoon, suddenly divining my plan. “You think we can somehow get into the pipes down there and come up inside the sanatorium?”

“Do you want out?” I asked. “The door is right there; take a walk. No hard feelings.” Part of me hoped he would leave. It was great to have his help, but I didn’t want to have to fight him if Meng managed to get a grip on his mind.

He thought about it for a second, then growled and pushed past me. He shoved the doors out of the way and began climbing down into the dark shaft. “That girl was right, you are nuts. Maybe you belong inside Sunset. You ever think of that, Draith?”

“Many times, actually,” I said as I climbed down after him.

We snagged our clothes on bits of twisted metal, but managed to get down to the floor below.

“Told you there was a basement,” I said as we extricated ourselves from the tangle of twisted steel.

“Dammit, I cut my hand,” Cartoon grumbled.

It was dank and dark down there. After feeling around the walls and kicking over boxes of trash, we found a switch, and a dim bulb illuminated the interior. It reminded me of an earthly version of the Beast’s world.

We searched and found very little. A few standing pipes that reeked and a number of rusty valves. I’d hoped to find a walkway, a connection through the sewers into Meng’s domain.

“Nothing,” Cartoon said. “Now what, boss?”

I shook my head. “We’ll have to go back up and try something new. I thought maybe this place was hidden for a reason. I thought maybe it was connected to her building and had been sealed off. But there’s nothing here.”

Mumbling curses as we bumped into things, we headed back toward the elevator shaft. The way up looked a lot harder than the way down had been. Worse, we saw flashlights playing on the walls from the floor above.

“They are down there, I swear,” I heard a woman whisper harshly. “Get your gun out. They look serious.”

Cartoon and I exchanged glances. The voice was a familiar one. It was our little hooker friend, the self-appointed hall monitor of this dump.

“What are we going to do now?” Cartoon hissed at me. “I’m not climbing up out of this hole into a fight. We’ll get slaughtered.”

I nodded and put my finger to my lips. I dug into my pocket for the candy cane. My plan was a simple one, to climb out invisibly, then get Cartoon out by any means necessary.

“Giving up so soon?” asked another voice.

We both whirled around. I saw it first—one of the pipes was open, and something had slithered partway up out of it. I pulled out my bottle and fired a lance of energy toward the apparition. Light flared, filling the room with radiance for a moment.

The shadow vaporized in a puff of foul-smelling steam. I advanced, with Cartoon following nervously.

“That was Gutter Jim, wasn’t it? He’s some kind of ghost. Did you get him?”

I peered down into the pipe, with my bottle still glowing in my hands. It looked like a dying green lightbulb.

“That wasn’t cool, Draith,” came the voice again from inside the pipe.

Cartoon jumped back, and I recoiled with him.

“Damn! You burned him. I saw it!” Cartoon said.

“What do you want, Jim?” I asked.

“You’re in a bad spot. Let’s call a truce. Come down here, and we’ll talk.”

I looked at Cartoon, who shook his head emphatically. I smiled grimly, agreeing with his assessment. I’d rather sit here until morning than put myself into Gutter Jim’s power.

“Let’s talk from here,” I said to the pipe. “That way, we’re on equal footing.”

“Very well,” he said, sounding displeased. “You realize why Meng brought the survivors here, don’t you?”

“She has to be covering up the attack by the Beast. She’s erasing minds—not just of the officials, but of any survivors or witnesses. I talked to Trujillo out in the desert. He said the Community was responsible for keeping a lid on odd events in town. For that, the government looks the other way while they make this city and its inhabitants into playthings.”

“Something like that,” Jim said. “It’s never been so clearly laid out and defined. At first, they asked us for favors. We did the same. It’s grown into a systematic deletion of the truth.”

“I watched and listened to the officers on the scene. They believe the cover story, so they must have been affected by Meng.”

“Shrewd guesses. Now you are here to blow the whole thing wide open, correct? You want to get into Meng’s place and finish what you started.”

“I’m not here to kill her, necessarily. But I do intend to stop her.”

“There’s no way to stop a personality like hers short of violence. But you’re totally insane to try that again, you know that, don’t you? A rogue can’t fight one of us on our own ground. You got lucky one time, and now you think you can pull it off again. But you can’t. Especially not when she knows you’re coming.”

“What’s it to you?”

“I’m going to talk plainly with you, Draith.”

“That’ll be a nice change.”

“I don’t like you,” Jim continued. “I don’t like you at all. You’re an uppity rogue with delusions of grandeur. I’ve seen your kind before, and they always die young.”

“So why are you talking to me, the lowly, ungrateful rogue?”

“Your kind can be useful. You’re like a rusty dagger—flawed but still deadly if thrust at precisely the right moment.”

“You want me to kill Meng?” I asked.

“I didn’t say that,” he said quickly. “I never said that.”

“Okay, fine. I’m going in to find out if she is aiding the Beast. I want to know if she started all this and why. How do I get in?”

The pipe chuckled. It sounded to me like a burbling drain. “What if she is behind it?”

“If she can control it, maybe she can force it to back off—or kill it. If I can get rid of it, you can have its lair, if you want it.”

“I accept your bargain. Look on the wall to the north, toward the sanatorium. There’s a passage there. You can’t see it easily. This place was once Meng’s secret way out of the sanatorium into the streets. She doesn’t go out anymore—due to your attack. She stays inside, more paranoid than ever.”

“I don’t see anything,” Cartoon said, feeling along the wall in question.

“There’s a rusty gauge nearby. Twist it like you’re trying to remove it.”

Cartoon did as the thing in the sewer said. A moment later part of the wall opened, revealing a dark passage. By the angle of it, I estimated it indeed led under the streets to the sanatorium. It looked like a tunnel, rather than a sewer. Still, I was suspicious.

“I’m not going to enter your domain. No pipes or liquid water.”

“You don’t have to,” Gutter Jim said. “This route is dry enough. Meng had it built for her own use, and she didn’t want to enter my domain any more than you do. One more thing: taking your trained ape with you is a mistake. You know that, don’t you? She’ll turn him on you in seconds.”

“Fuck you, toilet Jim,” Cartoon said.

The pipe burbled with amusement.

“You might be able to help us further,” I said. “Two locals are trying to get down here to stop us. Could you stop them?”

“You’re afraid of a hooker?”

I felt myself getting angry again. “Are you going to help or not?”

“They are part of Meng’s militia. She’s got them conditioned to watch out for anyone dangerous—apparently, you’ve triggered their protective instincts. They probably won’t do much more than warn her.”

Great, I thought. Not all of Meng’s servants were mindless zombies. It seemed to depend on the individual, and how open her instructions were. If a person had been ordered to kill someone in particular who was in close proximity, it seemed to turn them into single-minded machines. But if they had more general orders, such as the police we’d encountered, they were almost normal, with only slight gaps in their behavior. To me, this flexibility made her all the more dangerous to deal with.

Gutter Jim left us alone after we found the passage. The hooker was being quiet upstairs, so we decided now was a good time to try it. I entered the passage first, with Cartoon behind me.

“This is some kind of trap,” Cartoon whispered. “That gutter dude is tricking us.”

I’d already considered the possibility but was determined to try this anyway. Meng had attempted to kill me on a number of occasions already, and she had no incentive to stop. She also had too many people under her control. It was alarming and it was wrong to twist people’s minds that way.

McKesson was just one of many, but he’d been in my care after he was hurt, and I felt responsible for him. He was kind of an ass, but he always came down on the right side when there was a fight at hand. I felt I should get him out of Sunset, if for no other reason than to keep him out of Meng’s clutches. I especially didn’t want to see him as the next assassin, brainwashed and gunning for me. I had a feeling he’d be more effective than the others had been.

“If we have to enter the sewers, I’ll turn back,” I said. “We’ve got to give this a try. It’s our best shot.”

The passage smelled of earth and old rotten things that had gone past the point of fermentation and begun crumbling to dust. Watching closely for puddles and avoiding direct contact with them, I pressed ahead.

The world was different down here. The walls felt close and tight. Every sound was muffled. We left the last gleam of light from the bulb in the basement behind. In the darkness, I saw the words everywhere I looked. It was as if the darkness made the afterimage in my mind clearer:

Thias Amasma.

I wondered what the words meant and why they had made such an impression upon me.
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We traveled no more than a hundred feet before the tunnel came up against a blank wall. At first, I felt a touch of panic. Could Cartoon have been right? Was this all an elaborate trap, a cul-de-sac formed to lure us into Gutter Jim’s domain?

Remembering the entrance, I took out my bottle and lit it up with a ghostly beam of radiance. It shone like a radioactive flashlight—which was about what it was, in my estimation.

Cartoon tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to him. Around us, the dark passage seemed close and hot. The only light we had was the green glow of the bottle in my hand. I had willed it to shine but not burn. The resulting glimmer was just enough to see by.

“What is it?” I asked.

“There’s something behind us,” he hissed.

I listened. I heard rubble shifting; a moment later a stream of muffled curses reached my ears.

“It’s that idiot pimp,” I said. I pushed past Cartoon, who didn’t move.

“I don’t know, Quentin. I’m getting scared—and we got nowhere to run.”

I made my way back toward the entrance to the passage. Cartoon had a point: we were in what appeared to be a dead-end passage. If this guy cut off our retreat, things could get nasty. I wrapped my bottle in the cloth of my shirt and tried to dampen its greenish glow, and aimed it at the ground. It had been a welcome source of light, but in a gunfight I didn’t need to give away my position so clearly.

“I cut myself; damn this shitty elevator,” said a now-familiar voice. It was the hooker. She must have somehow convinced her partner to venture with her into the dark cellar.

I crouched in the dark, waiting to see what they would do. If they retreated, there was no reason to take this confrontation to the next level.

They gave me their answer soon enough: they were not retreating. The pimp’s gun cracked, and the muzzle flash gave me a glimpse of his face. I saw metal rings and hooks—lots of them. I heard the bullet crash into the ceiling of the tunnel just above my head. Something sharp stung my scalp.

I realized several things all at once: that I was in a firefight, that the first shot had been a close thing, and that my green glowing bottle had screwed me.

The pimp took aim again. I twitched up the bottle and let it blaze. I had an advantage, in that the area affected by my weapon was broader than a bullet—much broader. It could burn a man’s face off in a single second.

The pimp howled and pulled back out of sight. The passage walls, which seeped water, hissed and sent out a roiling puff of steam. I heard him cursing and growling.

“Quentin?” Cartoon whispered behind me. “Let’s go, man!”

“We can’t leave them behind us. Meng has set them up as watchdogs. They won’t give up.”

We sat there for a minute or so. Both sides were whispering, cursing in the dark. Then I saw a flare of rippling light coming down the passage from their end. I frowned and pressed myself up against the walls. I wasn’t sure what was happening.

Suddenly, I heard the hooker approach us. She was screeching and struggling. She pushed past the pimp, despite the narrow confines, and rushed toward me. I lifted the bottle and let it shine light in her face. The light was as intense as a diving light, but not enough to burn the skin.

I thought I knew what was happening. She was under Meng’s spell, just like the other assassins I’d met up with. Mad with her compulsion to attack me, she’d finally decided to charge unarmed. I braced myself for a kicking, biting, scratching fight. I didn’t want to burn an unarmed woman, so I would have to knock her unconscious.

But when she had almost reached me, I caught her expression in my bright beam. I didn’t see fanatical aggression there. Instead, I saw terror. Her mouth was open and puffing. She had blood running down her arms and her left cheek. Her hair crinkled against the roof of the tunnel as she came heedlessly toward me, and her eyes were white circles.

I saw no weapons, so I didn’t stop her. I let her come toward us. I heard a cry behind her; it must have been the pimp. He made a bubbling sound, like that of someone drowning. Had Gutter Jim stepped in and attacked him?

The girl halted her charge as suddenly as it had begun. The look on her face had changed to one of shock. I turned the beam back to her eyes, and they pleaded with me. Her glossed lips tried to form words.

“Help me,” she said.

She reached out her hand. Each nail was an inch long and painted a different shade of pink. I took her hand, and almost immediately I was yanked forward. Something had her by the legs and was pulling her back down the tunnel. I didn’t let go, but I found myself being dragged as well. Then I saw what had her.

Tentacles. Three of them, gray with brown spots. They had wrapped themselves around her lower body. Each pink sucker had broken the skin and the blood ran. I lost my grip on her, and she screamed.

I got to my feet and rushed after her, running in a crouch back toward the cellar. There it was: a rip in the middle of the enclosed space. This was the source of glimmering light I’d seen. It had the same unusual configuration as the other rips from the Triangle. It was shaped like a tear in fabric.

Behind the tentacles, inside the rip itself, was a huge eye. It swept forward and regarded me. There was no sign of the pimp, and I assumed he’d already been eaten. The girl had stopped struggling and appeared to be dead. The tentacles, in their eagerness, had pulled her apart.

I burned everything. The eye was inside the rip and unaffected, but the tentacles withered and turned a toasty brown. After a few moments, they dropped the girl’s corpse and retreated into the safety of the rip. At that point, I turned back into the passage and fled.

I met Cartoon a dozen paces in.

“It’s the Beast, isn’t it?” he said, breathing in gasps. “I felt it. I always feel it, and I always run. But this time, we got nowhere to go.”

I handed him McKesson’s pistol and pushed past him. I moved to the end of the tunnel and searched for a way out. I put the bottle down, and it glowed with green luminescence at my feet.

I called for Gutter Jim, but he was AWOL. I wasn’t sure if he had run from the Beast or had sold us out. I supposed it didn’t matter either way. What I did know was we were trapped and on our own.

I saw a glimmer behind us. Cartoon began a wild stream of foul language and emptied the gun in the direction we’d come. I didn’t see what he was shooting at, as I was too busy feeling for a way out with both hands. The booming sounds of gunfire were deafening in the enclosed space. The sharp stink of gunpowder filled the tunnel, drowning out the fetid smell of the Beast.

I heard Cartoon shout in pain, and I turned. He was wrapped in thin tentacles, so many I couldn’t count them. He had a good grip on the walls, and he was a strong man, but it didn’t matter, I knew no human could withstand the Beast’s strength.

I moved forward to help. Deciding I couldn’t burn the Beast without killing Cartoon, I used the liver. I stung the tentacles one at a time. They trembled, convulsed, and fell to the ground, writhing. Cartoon’s breath became labored, and I heard his ribs cracking one at a time. I worked faster, touching each tentacle in turn and trying not to let my artifact graze his skin.

In the end, the tentacles lay twitching on the tunnel floor. They didn’t even have the strength to withdraw back into their own world. I hoped some of the poison would make it back to the root and sicken the Beast itself, but it was a faint hope.

I talked to Cartoon, and saw in his eyes that he understood me. He could not answer, however; his body was too broken. The tentacles had convulsed and crushed him in their death throes. The venom was a powerful weapon, but it wasn’t easy to use, and it didn’t work as quickly as I would have liked.

I grieved with him, and lied to him about his state until the end. He seemed to appreciate it. I knew I would miss him. I’d come to consider him a friend in our short relationship. I’d seen so many friends die, I wasn’t able to turn the stinging in my eyes into real, honest tears.

Some minutes later, when I was sure the Beast was gone and everyone but me was dead, I began a methodical, determined search of the tunnel. I finally found what the problem had been. The exit wasn’t at the end; it was in the ceiling, about halfway down.

A catch on the roof clicked when tugged upon. It was ripped from my fingers as the catch released a counterweight, which in turn threw the door open. I had to yank back my hand to prevent injury. I swore and counted my fingers…I still had ten.

I crawled upward into Sunset’s underbelly. Already, I could smell antiseptic and rubber. I felt grimly determined to get to the bottom of this. Too many people had died in my town lately. The Beast had to be stopped. If Meng was behind this monster, then she had to be stopped as well.

The brightness of the buzzing fluorescent lights was painfully intense. After lurking in the darkness of the underground passages, I was left squinting and blinking. I climbed out of the hole in the floor and got to my feet. Looking back down, the dark circular hole I’d come from looked impossibly small. I replaced the cover as quietly as I could and walked down the passage toward the door at the end.

It was strange to be back in Meng’s domain. My earliest clear memories were of this place. According to Trujillo, I’d once been a child playing in the desolate town of Mercury, but I could recall none of that. Meng had damaged my mind, and she’d used me, possibly for years. After our falling out, she’d never been interested in helping me regain any of my early life—if it was even within her power to do so.

The room beyond looked like a classroom, oddly enough. There was an old-fashioned chalkboard and rows of wooden desks.

I put my hand on the door handle, but hesitated. I had a new thought as I peeped through the wire-laden glass embedded in the door, seeing no one was around. If I did kill Meng, I would most likely never get my past back.

I could remember flashes of things, of course. Sometimes, I’d be in a place and know I’d been there before. There were snatches of conversations, the smile of a young woman, a familiar span of music, or the smell of cotton candy. These things always provided a fleeting homey feeling.

But these teasing memories were like phantoms. They were not much better than recalling a detail from a forgotten dream, or experiencing déjà vu. I’d like to know more, to truly regain my past. Killing Meng would end the only possible route to full recovery.

I steeled myself against these doubts and worries. I knew what had to happen here tonight. Meng would not leave well enough alone. She’d made that abundantly clear. If Gutter Jim was right, and she was commanding the Beast, then I had no choice. She was responsible for hundreds of deaths and countless more twisted minds. Whether she had government backing or not, she had to be stopped.

With the bottle glimmering in my right hand, I tried the door handle with my left. It wasn’t locked. I opened it as quietly as I could, but the hinges still creaked, making me wince. I stepped through into a large open chamber. I could tell by the plain concrete walls I was in the basement, in some kind of classroom.

I frowned, running my eyes over the scene. Each detail my gaze landed upon made the overall impression increasingly strange. The desks were very old, made of wood with lids and cubbies. Each had a feather quill and a small knife lying on it. What looked like brown ink was smeared on every desk. Yellowish, curling rolls of paper lay on the floor in heaps and on most of the desks. There was no order to this, no careful arrangement. It all had the look of hurried action, as if the students had been scrawling as fast as possible, then gotten up suddenly to leave.

My eyes were drawn next to the chalkboard. Big, black, and apparently made of real slate, the board itself was an heirloom. There was only one diagram drawn there, an odd shape that resembled a lopsided pentagon. Made with slashes of chalk, it looked almost like a wheel in shape, the extended lines curving slightly at the end of each deft stroke. The instructor, whoever he or she had been, had drawn this with quick, sudden motions and a surety of hand that seemed unusual for such a haphazard-looking pattern.

It was the center of the diagram that drew my eye next. That area of the chalkboard seemed darker somehow than the rest—blacker. Like a chalkboard that has been washed in only a single spot, while the rest was coated in a thin yellowy dust of chalk residue.

When I could pull my eyes away from that black hole in the center of the diagram, I saw the words above it at last. I don’t know how I could have missed them even for a moment. But when they finally did impinge upon my eyes, they screamed inside my head.

Thias Amasma!

I stared, transfixed. The words would not leave my mind. At first, they brought on a numbing sensation, not unlike the shock of cold water when one first falls into a lake on a winter’s day. But then, a new sensation replaced the shock: fear. I was overcome by dread. I felt it more strongly than ever before as I stood there, staring at something I did not understand.

Sounds awakened me from my stupor. I didn’t know how long I’d stood there, mulling slack-jawed over the haunting words and the diagram on the chalkboard. But when I heard people coming, I forced myself to move. If the approaching group was made up of Meng’s mind-slaves, they might well attack me on sight.

I walked over a hundred crunching, rattling pieces of parchment—for that’s what they were, I knew now: parchment scrolls. Made from flattened, limed skins, the scrolls were similar to paper, but thicker and more uneven.

At the back of the classroom was a door that stood open. It was dark inside the closet, but I was able to crouch there, gazing through the crack into the disheveled room. Around me, the gloom of the closet slowly revealed its contents as my eyes adjusted. Dozens of long, thin shelves lined the walls. Each shelf was thronged with jars. In each jar was a body part—most of them looked like human organs. There were eyeballs that floated in a liquid like honey, a collection of severed toes, and a single ear with a tuft of hair on it. An entire shelf was populated by halved brain lobes, resembling something that grew from a seabed.

Most of the closet was full of empty plastic bladders. I didn’t have time to inspect these before the room outside filled with people. I turned my eye back to the crack of light and stared into the classroom. People flooded in from the hallway as I watched.

I sucked in my breath as I heard voices I recognized. Was that Abigail and Rheinman? I knew them. They were Gilling’s cultists, an association of ordinary people with minor objects. Rogues like me. I’d counted these people as my friends less than a month ago. Could they all be in league with Meng? Or had their minds been captured?

Then a final voice spoke from among the others. I knew that voice, and its ringing tones rose higher in pitch as she spoke. She had a certain easy authority to her voice. She was someone who expected to be unquestioningly obeyed.

It was, of course, Dr. Meng.
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I was of half a mind to rush out of the closet and burn Dr. Meng down to ash. But she stood in the hallway, and her thralls would no doubt surge forward to defend her. These people were my friends, and I’d be forced to slay a dozen of them before I could get to Meng.

Unwilling to turn this into a bloodbath, I bided my time in the closet. Gilling stood at the front of the room. He looked quite natural playing the part of the professor, but he looked a bit paler than usual. The students, who all wore hospital gowns, shuffled to seats in front of him.

I didn’t know what to think about seeing Gilling here. A few days ago I’d risked my life to save his and taken a mauling along the way. I couldn’t tell whether he was Meng’s minion or her accomplice. I tried to reserve judgment, as I’d counted him a friend for a long time and didn’t want to believe he was in this mess willingly.

“Before we begin—yes, Abigail?” said Gilling.

I heard a murmuring voice. I could not make out the words.

“Oh? We have a visitor?”

I froze inside my closet, uncertain. I backed away from the crack and lifted my bottle. It gleamed in my hands. I didn’t want to burn Gilling. I didn’t want to burn any of them, but I couldn’t allow myself to fall into Meng’s hands again.

There was a loud rapping at the door. I figured it was the snakehead of Gilling’s walking stick. “Come on out, now. You’re not fooling anyone!”

My vision dimmed as I went invisible. A moment later, the door flew open and I faced Gilling. My weapons were in my hands, but not aimed directly at him.

It was strange to see his eyes slide right through me and focus on the countless jars and empty plastic bags in the closet. He frowned and turned to Abigail.

“Nothing here. Have a look yourself.”

“But I sensed something. I still do.” She rubbed a handful of what appeared to be rosary beads.

Gilling shrugged. “Back to work, everyone. Nothing to see here.”

I relaxed, realizing my invisibility was at least working on them. They left the door standing open and went back to their desks. I quietly stepped out of the closet to see what they were doing. Each had a parchment scroll on his or her desk. Their hands were covered with heavy rubber gloves, the type used for handling caustic materials.

I headed for the exit. I figured if Meng’s servants were here, I could more easily stalk her in the hallways above. In the basement, I’d yet to see any security cameras, and the lights were not harsh enough to cast full shadows. I should be able to catch her and bring matters to a conclusion quickly. At least, that was my hope.

As I passed by the scribbling group of people hunched over their scrolls, I chanced to see their faces. They were intense, focused, and single-minded. They had no room in their thoughts for anything other than the task at hand, which seemed to be copying the diagram and words on the chalkboard. Over and over they scribed these things.

I knew as I glided past them, nothing but a faint shadow moving past the wall, that none of them would see me now. They were too fascinated by their scrolls.

As I left, I did see one odd thing. Several of them were drawing the shapes and letters in a handicapped fashion. Their hands didn’t seem to operate properly, and they didn’t use all their fingers. The rubber gloves flopped in places, as if they’d lost partial control of their own hands.

This made me surge with anger and resolve. I thought of these poor deluded people, undergoing some kind of bizarre conditioning. I thought of the uncounted victims in the streets of the Triangle and the patrons of the Lucky Seven. Lastly, I thought of Cartoon, who’d died at my feet, battling Meng’s monsters.

Whatever was going on, I was now sure that Meng was behind it all. I wanted to appear before them and shout for them to stop, to free themselves from her unnatural influence. But I knew I could not break the spell they were under that way. There was only one path by which I could free them, and I stepped out into the hallway, determined to do it.

“I see you, Quentin,” a voice said, breaking me out of my thoughts.

I had been stealthily moving down the corridor, planning to take the nearest staircase up into the sanatorium’s main floor. I was invisible to prying eyes—or so I thought.

My feet froze, but my head swiveled. There, over my shoulder, I saw it. A security camera in a little plastic dome. She was watching me.

I turned and ran. At the end of the hall the corridor T’d off to the left and right. Dead ahead was a steel door. I could see dusty concrete steps through the wire-laced window in the center of the door.

I grabbed the door handle and pulled. It didn’t budge. I slipped on my sunglasses and tugged harder. I heard the latch give way, but the door still didn’t open. It was then I noticed it had been welded shut. Beads of melted metal were evident at many places all around the door, sealing it.

My breath came in hard puffs as I reached out and touched the welds, trying to weaken them with the power of my sunglasses. The back of my neck crawled as I felt sure a throng of so-called students was about to come padding after me, eyes unblinking, their teeth exposed, and their hands reaching for me like claws.

But instead of feet, I heard a tiny whirring sound. I whipped my head around to look. It was another camera, on the ceiling again, watching me from the end of the corridor on my right. I drew my bottle and took aim. A flash of energy turned it to slag, which dripped down onto the concrete floor and burned like candle wax in an oven.

I quickly burned every camera I saw, but the door had defeated me. I could see the stairway beyond but couldn’t get there. I checked the other doors up and down the passages and finally found one that opened. I slipped inside.

I found myself in a restroom. The only exit was the door I’d used to enter.

“I still see you, Draith,” said Meng. “You should talk to me, and stop damaging my doors. I’m not the one who brought the Beast. I don’t know if anyone did.”

I found the camera and burned it. I didn’t hear Meng after that. I closed the door and looked around the cramped, windowless bathroom. The room reminded me of every restroom in every hospital I’d ever known. There were support rails of heavy steel tubing along the walls for people to climb in and out of wheelchairs. The floor was stained, slanted concrete. The walls were covered with cracked white tiles.

Feeling a little strange, I talked to the sink first. I tried it with and without the water running, but got no response. I even pulled out the stopper, but no one answered.

I looked over at the toilet next. I flushed it, spoke to it, and knelt beside the bowl. Nothing.

I felt like a fool. Perhaps I was too far inside Meng’s domain. Or perhaps Gutter Jim had better things to do than speak with me. I put a hand on the door handle, then chanced to look down. There, at the center of the floor, was a stained brass drain.

I shrugged and thought I might as well give it a try. I plugged the drain in the sink and filled it. Soon, the water was lapping over the top and spilling onto the floor.

Once the water flowed down to the drain, I squatted there. I watched it flow into the dark regions under the earth. Gutter Jim had made me more aware of that part of my daily world than I’d ever been before.

The water flowed and flowed. “Jim,” I said. “This is your last chance to talk to me. I’ve got information about Meng I’d like to share with you.”

I heard something. A sudden gurgling—not words, but more than the normal pouring sounds.

“What?” I asked. “I didn’t catch that.”

“You’ll not trick me again so easily, rogue,” I heard a voice say. It sounded like someone with a lungful of liquid.

I smiled. “Don’t you want to know what Meng has to say for herself?”

“You can’t possibly be so naïve as to listen to that witch again. I would laugh at anyone who suggested you were capable of such stupidity.”

“She says the Beast is not hers. She does not know who released it here.”

There was a silence for several long moments. Then I heard a rush, and a surge of water came up the drain. It bubbled like a tiny fountain, but didn’t spray into the room. I stood up and pressed my back against the door. I didn’t want to stray into his domain. I knew I stood at the very border now, half in Meng’s reach and half in his. An intersection of domains had to be a very dangerous place to be.

The fountain of water formed, reminding me of a broken sprinkler in the yard. When the fountain was about a foot high, it spoke to me.

“She lies. She must have summoned this Beast. Why else has she gathered people to speak to it? Why does she pester it with her entreaties, night and day? She instructs it, the Beast is her pet, her servant.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “I’ve seen several things that make me believe the Beast is intelligent and independent.” I told him of the book that wrote itself, of the Beast’s name, and about the consumed scribes.

The fountain laughed. “You believe these stories?”

“I have to admit, I’ve been highly skeptical. But I’ve seen evidence, and I don’t know why else Meng would talk to me, rather than try to kill me. She knows I came here for her, but she hasn’t sent her servants after me yet.”

“Do you trust her? What of Cartoon, your friend? I found scraps of his carcass in the passage. If she didn’t goad the Beast into devouring him, who did?”

“Maybe you did that. You led us into that tunnel, and you could have baited the Beast in behind us, promising easy game.”

Gutter Jim thought that one over for a moment. “As good a theory as any, from your point of view. But it isn’t accurate. I don’t have control over the Beast. The best you or I have managed to do is entice it to an area the size of a city block. Besides, if I had such tight control over it, I would never have bothered to enlist your aid to kill it.”

“I thought of that,” I said. “Maybe we’ve all been too busy suspecting one another of mastering the Beast. Maybe it is its own master, and we need to work together to kill it.”

“I want nothing more. But remember our bargain, rogue. You are to give me the Beast’s domain after defeating it.”

“And why should I do that?”

“A man’s word is his bond. Without it, he is nothing more than a base, lying animal.”

I laughed. “In that case, let me remind you which of us lied his ass off until I pinned him down and demanded some straight facts.”

“Let’s not remember that—ever.”

“Fine. But will you help me when the time comes?”

“I already have helped you. Just remember what I want from the bargain.”

“I don’t know if I’ll have the power to grant you a new domain, but we’ll see.”

Grumbling, the fountain bubbled lower and vanished. The water receded, draining away. The concrete floor was left dark, and the base of the tile walls was speckled with shining droplets.

I left the bathroom and walked out into the hallway. The place was quiet now. I no longer heard any sounds from the classroom. Neither Gilling’s ringing voice nor the natural sounds a group of people makes while scribbling. I wondered what had happened.

I checked every door on the level, but they were all sealed. I looked back toward the only other door that opened—the one that led to the classroom. I began to feel as if I was in a trap and the jaws were slowly clamping shut.

Still maintaining my state of invisibility, I walked down the hall to the classroom again. The people at their desks had finished scribbling and sat quietly. Two people stood at the head of the class. They stood in front of the chalkboard but slightly to one side. One of them was a woman whom I knew all too well. I aimed my weapon at her and stepped quietly into the room.

The room itself looked similar but not quite the same. The school desks had been shoved aside, and the parchment scrolls had been crushed flat in a pattern in front of the board. I eyed this, frowning. It looked like everyone in the class had gotten up at once and marched forward, pushing the desks and trampling the scrolls.

“You are a rude guest, Quentin,” Meng said, looking right at me.

I turned my gaze to Gilling. He did not notice me. There was something not quite right about him. He looked like a doll that had lost part of its stuffing. His shoulders were hunched, and he was squinting. He’d grown a wispy blond mustache on his thin face since I’d seen him last—this was a surprise. It had been only a few days.

“Gilling?” I asked. “Are you all right?”

He stumbled a step forward when he heard my voice. I saw something flash in Meng’s hand, something that caused a bright gleam of light to shine through her fingers. Seemingly in response, Gilling gained renewed vigor. He stood up straighter and steepled his fingers, which caused his numerous rings to glitter. I noticed that unlike the others, he wasn’t wearing gloves. I also noted that the pinky finger of his left hand was missing.

“Draith?” he asked. “Have the decency to show yourself.”

I willed the candy cane’s power to fade. I appeared, standing in front of them.

“That’s a new trick,” Meng said, smiling. “But you’ll need more than tricks to frighten me in my own domain.”

I was thinking hard, my mind racing. I knew Meng wouldn’t dare to face me like this unless she had all the cards—or at least believed that she did. The first time I could recall meeting her, she’d smiled while I waved a gun around, as she’d known I was conditioned not to use it against her. Perhaps that was the source of her confidence now. I still could not attack her directly. If I could have, I would have burned her down the moment I walked into the classroom.

She appeared confident but not completely calm. Her fingers rubbed at the object in her hands obsessively. She knew I’d managed to best her the last time we met. She’d taken a bullet and nearly died.

From her behavior, however, I had to assume she had some tricks of her own in reserve. Perhaps she wished to make sure she was in control before springing them on me. She didn’t want any surprises, and neither did I.

I decided it was best to bluff and simulate calm. Accordingly, I painted on a big smile. I endeavored to look cautious but confident.

“I’m here to talk about the Beast,” I said in a tone McKesson might use when questioning a witness.

“Insolence so grand,” she said, as if she wasn’t listening to me. “Do you know what happened here, Draith? You like to investigate strange phenomena. Use your skills on this scene. Was there a crime performed? Should I be arrested?”

I hesitated, then decided to play her game. There might be information at the end of it as a reward for me. “Your pathetic puppets scrawled nonsense on these scrolls due to delusions planted in their minds. The process was doubtlessly similar to that which you employed to enslave poor Gilling here.”

“Rudely but succinctly put. I must point out, however, that your statements have done nothing to solve the mystery. Where did the scribes go?”

I frowned slightly. “I don’t know…down into the pump house below, where I came from?”

She shook her head slightly. Her expression was grim.

“You tell me then,” I said. “Perhaps you whisked them all upstairs. You had a secret door in your office. Maybe they are all up there, enjoying the booze you keep in your desk drawer for the bad nights.”

“What bad nights?”

“The nights where you worry in your tower, fearful of my return to your domain.”

Meng laughed at me then, as I knew she would. She didn’t want to appear fearful of me. I stared at her with a quiet smile the entire time. I knew I did worry her, and that worry ate at her. When she was done appearing amused, I spoke again.

“I’ve been to Mercury, you know. I’ve met people there—people who know us both.”

For the very first time, I saw her smile fade. It didn’t quite turn into a frown, but I could tell she wasn’t happy.

“There’s no one left out there,” she said.

I hefted the bottle and smiled. “I wouldn’t say that.”

She eyed the bottle, and I saw her face draw tight. Lines showed around her eyes, and I wondered just how old she was.

“That’s Trujillo’s bottle,” she said. “You’ve met him?”

“He told me about you, and my parents. I know who I am now. More importantly, I know who you are.”

Meng’s tongue touched her lips. “Is that why you’ve come back here?”

“Tell me, Dr. Meng, where did you find your most prized possession? Who drove that car with that flashy hood ornament of yours? I’ve done a little research over recent months. From what I can tell, that ornament comes from a nineteen twenties Rolls Royce. Do you know who drove such a car?”

Her lips pursed in annoyance. “Dr. Oppenheimer,” she said quietly.

“Yes. I thought you would know. Did he ever understand the power the ornament held? Or did you simply steal it from him, without his ever having known what it could do?”

Meng hesitated. In her eyes, I could see she was remembering. “We had a special relationship. Those were strange days—I was much younger then. I wasn’t a scientist at the time, you have to understand. I was a computer.”

I blinked at her. “A what?”

“A computer. Before World War II, child, computers were people. It was a job description. The US didn’t develop electronic computers until the last days of the war. But many complex calculations had to be done. The professors often used students—mostly women—to do their grunt math work for them. Only women were available to do the calculations, as the men were all in uniform at that time.”

As she spoke, I tried again to guess her age. Could she truly be a contemporary of Oppenheimer’s? Not even Trujillo was that ancient. If her claims were true, and she was a college girl during World War II, she had to be ninety years old. Perhaps older. But she didn’t look more than forty, tops.

“I know it’s rude to ask a lady’s age…” I said. “But this is a special case.”

She ignored my question for a moment, then dropped her eyes to the ornament in her hand. “The artifacts often have side effects. Cruel ones, at times. Mine is no different.”

“So it extends your life?”

“Only while I’m in my domain.”

I thought about that. “Do you mean that if you left the sanatorium, you would become your real age?”

She inclined her head slightly. “I’ve done so in the past, but no longer.”

I understood immediately why she never left this place. She’d become increasingly reclusive for a good reason. Soon, she wouldn’t be able to step outside the walls of her fortress at all without dying. I wondered if she might try it someday, after being driven mad by boredom. Perhaps fifty years from now, she would walk outside, feel the sun shine in her face one more time, then suddenly decay on the streets.

“At first,” she said, “I thought it was wonderful. As long as I stayed here, I never aged. But now, it’s become a curse. Sunset is my prison, and you can’t know how tiresome it is to me.”

I nodded thoughtfully. The sanatorium was a gloomy place at best.

“My next question is predictable,” I said. “Why are you telling me all this?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I want your help.”
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I didn’t know what to make of Dr. Meng and her new attitude. I’d come here to kill her, and she seemed to know that. In fact, I believed now that she had tried to engage my wrath to draw me in.

“What do you mean, you want my help?” I asked. “You sent assassins after me!”

She shrugged. “They were weak. You bested them, and thus proved yourself capable in my eyes. If they had killed you, I would have known you were an unworthy ally. As a side benefit, the attacks drew your interest and brought you to this room.”

I wasn’t sure if I should feel flattered or not. I certainly didn’t like her use of people as tools. She burned through their lives heartlessly.

“You could have just sent me a note.”

“You would have assumed it was a trick and would not have come.”

I had to admit that what she said was true, but I wasn’t at all interested in helping this woman. “Your Beast has killed my friends and innocent citizens all over town. Are you out of your mind?”

“My Beast? Hardly,” she said. “The Beast serves no one. It can be baited and teased, at the peril of one’s life, but it can’t be controlled.”

“Then why are you toying with it?” I demanded. I picked up a rattling handful of parchment and tossed it on the floor. “It’s obvious you’re trying to call it, or talk to it, or whatever. You don’t deny that, do you?”

She shook her head. “No, Quentin. But your hatred for me has blinded you. I understand somewhat, as I once used you as a tool. But please hear me out. I need your help now more than ever. You were the best agent I ever had.”

I snorted. “You’re mad,” I said. “I won’t help you. And you don’t have the power to force me. I think you’re obsessed with me, and it can only end up with one of us being dead. I suggest you forget about me, and we can both live to see another day.”

She shook her head sadly. “But we can’t,” she said. “The Beast won’t allow it. The attacks are growing bolder—you admit that, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Have you thought about how they are going to end? Have you considered how strong the Beast may be?”

I thought about it. “It’s a monster in a pocket universe. It can reach through and eat a few people. That’s horrible, I admit, but there are a few million citizens in this town. Surely we can arm and fight it.”

“We could try that,” she admitted. “But thousands of lives could be lost. The Beast would attack the city if we failed.”

“Wouldn’t it be just as pissed if I go in there and try to assassinate it?”

She shrugged. “Not if it kills you. One failed man is a meal to the Beast. An army, if it fails, would increase the level of the attacks. You would have a devastated city and a lot of dead soldiers on your conscience.”

“Not my conscience. I didn’t summon this plague.”

“Neither did I,” she said firmly. “Another factor to consider is our deal with the government. Calling for a large armed force would break our arrangement with them.”

I opened my mouth to say so what, but stopped. I nodded slowly.

“I see,” I said. “You can’t allow the government to step in. You can’t allow riot squads, tanks, or armies of scientists in hazard suits roaming the streets, quarantining the place. Because then you would have failed to keep a lid on the freaky stuff in this town. Have they threatened you with—eviction?”

“Something like that.”

I was beginning to understand how strong her motivation was. If she left the sanatorium, she’d age instantly. It would be a death sentence.

“Why do you need my help?” I asked.

“You’re strong, unafraid, and you’ve already survived one trip into the Beast’s den.”

“You’re wrong about the unafraid part,” I said. “I was terrified. The monster has some kind of aura. It projects a feeling of dread that is overwhelming.”

Dr. Meng nodded quickly. “I can fix that, if you want me to.” She lifted a hand, and I saw the ornament was there, like a scalpel hidden in her palm.

I realized after an instant what she meant and took a step backward. “Ha! I’m not going to allow you to touch my mind again. Not even for a good cause.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m talking about the payment for your services. I can return your mind for you—your memories. I can make you whole again.”

I felt a rush of emotion. My memories. I’d lived without a past for months now, maybe years. I often lay awake at night, missing my past, trying to remember that which had been erased. It was like searching for something you had in your hands a moment ago—and never finding it. Faced with her offer to return my past, I felt the loss more than usual. Meng was the only person I knew of who could possibly fix the part of me that had been broken.

“What would I have to do?” I heard myself ask.

“We can transport you into the Beast’s lair. We can get you to the heart of it.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You mean, you can send me to the real Beast? Not just some tunnel full of tentacles and guardians?”

“Exactly. That’s what we’ve been working on here.”

I looked around at the parchments, the slack-looking Gilling, and the empty desks. I shook my head. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about all this. Where are the patients I saw here a while ago, scribbling?”

She took a deep breath and let it out. “They’re gone. The Beast’s universe is large, and we’ve been probing it.”

I stared at her, then toward Gilling and the chalkboard. “I think I get it now. You are a bigger monster than the Beast itself. You’ve been using people to open pathways? Then sending them through into the Beast’s lair to find where you are? You used a whole room full of people in a failed experiment? Blindly spending lives to probe the Beast’s world?”

“I didn’t send them in!” Meng snarled. “We try to avoid its appendages—but we failed in this case. The Beast reached out and consumed them.”

I looked at the pushed apart desks, the fallen parchments. The Beast had reached into this room and snatched away the scribes? I glanced toward the door. I must have been busy talking to Gutter Jim and working on the sealed doors at the time.

Meng turned to Gilling, whose eyes fluttered.

“I can explain,” he said, coming to life.

It was faintly disgusting to see a man so used, so mistreated. He was a friend, and that only made things worse. Meng handled him with callous disregard, like a puppet or a hand tool.

“Please do,” I said to Gilling, mastering my emotions.

“You know that I have, as one of my gifts, the ability to open portals to other places, yes?”

I nodded.

“Well, the Beast’s lair isn’t like any other spot you and I have traveled to. It’s not a natural splinter of our world. It seems to be an artificial reality—a place purposefully designed to exist outside all normal universes. This makes it more difficult to navigate. It requires the best fuel, and a lot of focus from a group of participants to reach out to that faraway place.”

I stared at him for a moment. “I recall you saying that a rip between places is like a fire.”

He nodded excitedly. “And like all fires, it requires fuel. In this case, organic fuel.”

“Blood? You’re using blood again?”

He nodded.

“I don’t see a big puddle of blood here.”

“Ah-ha!” he said, becoming more animated by the moment. “The blood operates somewhat differently in this case. It functions to focus the minds of the cabal. I have a new methodology, you see.”

I frowned. “The gloves? The parchments? They were writing with blood?”

“Their own blood, to be precise,” Gilling said brightly.

“That explains the small knives,” I said. “What about the gloves?”

Gilling’s tongue snaked out and snapped back, and he looked a trifle apologetic. “Sometimes, in the throes of the casting, they become overzealous in their seeking of fresh ink.”

I thought about that for a second. “They cut off their own fingers, don’t they?”

He nodded. “Occasionally.”

I looked at Gilling’s own missing digit and felt disgusted. I was in the company of a pair of ghouls. I wondered if perhaps the parchment was made of human skin. I decided not to ask. If it was, and I’d been handling it, I was going to become sick.

I struggled to see the big picture. These two were engaging in the darkest of rituals, but for a greater good. Their failures had killed a few, but if they succeeded, they might save the lives of thousands. It was difficult to wrap my mind around the morality of the situation.

Staring at the chalkboard and the odd, five-sided shape there, my eye was captured again by the words written at the top.

Thias Amasma.

“Is this thing a demon?” I asked quietly.

The two frowned uncertainly. Meng spoke up first.

“Let’s stick to science and facts,” she said. “It is an aggressive, malevolent alien. It’s trapped in a small world, which was possibly built to imprison it, and it occasionally reaches out to molest others and even devour them. That’s what we know for sure.”

I shrugged. The description seemed to match that of a demon in my book.

“One last thing,” I said. “What is the meaning of that phrase?”

I pointed to the scribbling, which was on every scrap of parchment, printed in blood.

“Thias Amasma?” Gilling asked. “Why, that’s the Beast’s name. We use it like an Internet address, to find its lair with our minds.”

I nodded, pretending that I understood. I hoped I never would fully comprehend what he was talking about.

“Will you do it?” Meng asked.

“You swear to help me do this, and to return my past to me if I do?”

Meng nodded solemnly.

“I’ll do it,” I heard myself say. “If only to stop your work here.”
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The scribes began working again behind me. I turned and watched for a moment. They worked with renewed intensity, their long quills scratching on thick parchments.

While the preparations went on, I mulled over my own motives. Becoming Meng’s ally had been the last thing on my mind when I’d journeyed here. I’d never have believed it possible, and still doubted my sanity in accepting any kind of cooperative arrangement with her. It seemed a long way from planned assassination to reconciliation.

But the circumstances were complex. I knew what a threat the Beast was to my city. She’d pointed out what I had been ignoring: the attacks were becoming steadily worse. I could not deny that reality.

When I’d believed Meng was behind it all, my mission had been clear. I would kill her, and the Beast’s attacks would stop. No more assassinations, no more deaths like that of my newly found and lost friend, Cartoon.

I had to decide whom I hated most—or whom I feared most: Dr. Meng or Thias Amasma, the Beast in its dank lair.

In the end, I decided I hated the Beast more. After all, Meng had never tried to eat everyone in the Lucky Seven. What’s more, if I did do this, Meng and I could call off the feud between us. If I killed Meng instead, I would still have the Beast to deal with, and I would have solved only half my problems.

Then there was the matter of my memories. I burned at night sometimes, straining to remember. The glimpses of my past came only at random, however, and were always tantalizingly incomplete. I occasionally remembered a snatch of conversation, a colorful scene, or an unusual scent. Full memories were always phantoms, just beyond my reach, like dreams that once were vivid but faded away the more I tried to recall them.

To prepare for my mission, Gilling called down a fresh batch of patients. There was indeed a hidden passageway and a stairway behind it. Meng was nothing if not tricky. Even her building was full of secrets.

These new people, I could see, were victims injured at the Lucky Seven. They had been bandaged and given crutches, but their eyes were glazed over.

One of them was McKesson. He didn’t look at me as he took his place at a desk. His neck and head leaned to one side, his broken collarbone had been set, and his arm was wrapped in supporting bandages. He used his free hand to take up a quill and a tiny knife. I noticed that he was moving more slowly than the other mind-slaves. More deliberately. I was sure that he knew at some level what was happening to him, and he was resisting.

“What if you fail to find the Beast’s heart again?” I demanded. “I’m not going to stand by and watch all these innocent people die.”

“Good!” Meng said. “I’d hoped to see you show some spirit. Stand near the chalkboard, please. As you’ve probably figured out by now, that’s where the anomaly begins. If the Beast makes an aggressive move, please feel free to take action.”

Her eyes were shining, and I wasn’t really sure if she was calling my bluff or actually expecting me to stand physically in the path of the Beast’s wrath. I stepped toward the chalkboard but stood nonchalantly to one side. I had no intention of being in front of the rip when it opened.

I had the bottle in one hand and slipped the liver into the other. I’d put away McKesson’s gun, having decided it was the weakest weapon I possessed. Besides, I was out of bullets.

I figured that if the experiment failed again, I would simply sting the tentacles and try not to get caught while they flailed and died.

Gilling had a fresh light in his eyes while he instructed his new group of weary, injured apprentices on their task. I wasn’t sure if his energy came from the suggestive power of Meng’s artifact or his own excitement about the project. I assumed it was a little of both. He’d always had an explorer’s soul.

“Firstly, we must clear our minds of extraneous thought. Do not think of food or conflict. Forget about tonight’s startling events. We need the full power of every mind here to find what we seek.”

A hand went up. I glanced at Meng to see if she would quell this upstart. She frowned briefly but did not do anything to interfere. Perhaps it was all part of the process. Perhaps, even when under a powerful spell of suggestion, people still needed to ask questions to learn what was required of them.

A middle-aged woman in the third row spoke up. She had heavily freckled shoulders that spoke of too many days in the desert sun. Her left shoulder, the one she used to lift her arm high, had a tattoo on it depicting a heart pierced by an arrow. “What if we don’t write well with these pens?” she asked. “What if our handwriting is—illegible?”

“Good question,” piped up Gilling. “You don’t have to worry about that! The writing only has to be readable to you. The point of the exercise is to focus your mind. It isn’t really an essay assignment. If you know what you’re writing, that’s good enough.”

The presence of all these innocents made me feel responsible for them. They had no clue what might befall them in the next few minutes. As far as I could tell, I was the only one on guard duty. Meng and Gilling were moving to safe spots at the far end of the room.

I waved to Gilling and quickly gained his attention. Meng busied herself by murmuring instructions to each of her thralls in turn. Doubtlessly, she was steeling them for the trials ahead.

“Why are you doing this, Gilling? Are you completely under her spell?”

He stared at me for a moment. The right corner of his mouth twitched. “I don’t know what you mean, Draith. You’ve been acting strange, lately.”

I nodded, agreeing with him gently. He was under her influence, I was sure of that.

“I know,” I said. “But I’m wondering about some things. Why did she leave you out there on the beach world? Was she trying to kill you or not?”

He reached up with his hand and pushed back a lock of his long, fine hair. “We weren’t in complete agreement back then,” he said. “I didn’t understand her point of view. I lacked—discipline.”

“I see,” I said, nodding encouragement. Inside, I was becoming angry again and second-guessing my part in all this. It was hard to watch friends under Meng’s influence. Maybe I was wrong about allying myself with her. Maybe it would be best to kill her by surprise or at least to incapacitate her. Then I could face the Beast on my own, win or lose.

While I struggled with this choice, I thought of one more question to ask him. “What about the twin books? The twin The Flowers of Evil?”

“What about them?”

“There’s been new writing in the one Jacqueline has. She saw the book change, writing a new poem as she watched.”

Gilling’s eyes lit up. “Impossible. Tantalizing.”

“Are you doing it somehow? Is it part of all this?”

He shook his head. His gaze drifted to the board again, to the name at the top. “No, it was the Beast. I’m quite sure of it. I lost the twin book, you see. It was taken from me and sucked away into the Beast’s den. What intrigues me most about your account is the implication that this being can alter an artifact. Could that be a special property of its private world? Many of the worlds seem to break rules that the cosmos applies so faithfully here.”

I thought about the Beast writing its own poem in my book, and the implications were chilling. Was it trying to communicate? At the very least, that showed intellect on its part. Previously, I’d thought of the Beast as a monster, a creature like a great white shark or maybe a more dangerous relative from shark ancestry, such as a megalodon.

But to know that a thinking being was behind this…it was frightening. An intelligence that could possess artifacts of power and manipulate them in ways we could not? A creature of such intellect should not be hunting humans in our streets.

Not unless it was as Gutter Jim had once said: that to the Beast, we were the animals. We were prey, to be hunted and consumed at will. From its point of view, it was a Kodiak bear, and we were a river full of wriggling salmon.

Somehow, this line of thinking clarified the situation again, helped steel my resolve. The Beast was infinitely worse. At least Meng was human.

Gilling moved on now to explaining the details of the process. He told the recruits that human blood must be used as ink and that, unfortunately, the supply had run out long ago. I thought of the empty plastic bags I’d seen in the closet and was suddenly certain what had once been contained within them.

The woman with the heart tattoo on her freckled shoulder raised her hand again. Gilling gave her a fluttering smile and nodded to her.

“What are we supposed to use, if we are out of blood?”

Gilling’s eyebrows lifted high. “Ah, now you have brought us to the heart of the matter. If you would all find the small knife on your desks—careful! They are quite sharp, and we mustn’t waste a drop…”

I grimaced and squinched my eyes as the cutting and scribbling began. At first, the process was quite controlled and almost normal. Like biology students required to examine their own blood under a microscope, they took great care and moved with reluctant slowness.

Then, however, they began to scribe. They drew the diagram first, then wrote the Beast’s name. The first time was slow and deliberate. The second iteration, however, was more intense. They were engaged now, focused. They worked with silent concentration. Soon, some of them ran out of ink. They did not hesitate when they picked up the knife for more.

They continued working, sliding up their scrolls to find fresh spots upon which to scratch and bleed. Each time they repeated the process, they became less finicky. They stabbed their own hands without a qualm and dipped their pens into the liquid that ran from their desks to dribble on their hospital gowns and splatter on the concrete floor.

After the first few minutes, I couldn’t watch. Fortunately, a distraction was provided in the form of a rip that emerged and grew in strength. It was exactly where Gilling and Meng had said it would be: in the center of the chalkboard. I stared at it and readied myself.

If something did reach through that rip, I told myself it would not get to the innocents who scratched away their life on their scrolls. I would stop it, somehow.

But the formation of this rip was disturbing and quite unlike anything I’d ever witnessed. Rather than a clean surge of light, the room dimmed and filled with a murk that reminded me of the choking atmosphere I’d encountered in the Beast’s world.

At first, the murky cloud maintained a cohesive form. Then it broke apart, sending tendril-like wisps of self-aware smoke. Each of these vaporous threads reached out toward one of the scribes. When the vapor touched them, each scribe made an odd sound, a sort of death rattle of released breath.

The scribes, now connected to the central mass on the chalkboard, worked with frantic energy and concentration. Hunched over their scrolls, they bent forward until their faces almost kissed the desks. Their eyes were wide and staring. They sweated and no longer spoke. Occasionally they released guttural sounds.

What could be going on in their minds? I was glad I couldn’t feel the grip of whatever powerful force held them. I knew now that the force behind this phenomenon wasn’t Meng. Perhaps it was the Beast itself, I thought. Perhaps it wanted the path to be opened. It was a chilling thought.

“I can’t take much more of this,” I said. “Can I step through now?”

“Just a moment more, please,” Gilling said in a calm, professional voice.

I could tell Meng’s grip upon his mind held Gilling in firm self-control. But after this was over, Gilling and I were both going to be treated to a lifetime of night terrors. I only hoped the scribes would be spared these memories.

Moans and burbling sounds slipped from their lax lips as the spell—or whatever it was—reached its zenith. Even Meng looked worried, her teeth showing in a grimace.

“Will these tendrils of smoke turn into tentacles?” I asked, wanting to know what I should expect.

“Quiet, please,” Meng said. “We are about to break through. The barrier—”

I never heard the rest of the sentence. At that moment a gush of energy was released from the center of the rip. The vaporous region changed, becoming the spinning star pattern of burned-orange light I was familiar with.

The scribes stopped working all at once. McKesson leaned back in his chair. He was bleary-eyed but looked to me like he was less exhausted than the rest. There was still some fight left in him. Others slumped over their desks and a few fell to the bloody floor, unconscious. All of them looked dazed and spent.

At least they were all still breathing. I turned back to the rip and saw it was dark—unusually so. In most cases, I could see a wavering version of the world on the far side, but this time I couldn’t see anything other than a swirling darkness. I tensed, expecting an explosion of something nauseating. The rip didn’t disappoint me.

Liquid spilled into the room. I stumbled backward as muck ran around my shoes. It wasn’t blood, fortunately. It was something like the slime at the bottom of a swamp. The odor was overpowering.

“No tentacles, no guardians,” Gilling said in a hushed voice. “At least not yet.”

I glanced at him and back to the rip. My weapons were ready, and I wished right then I had McKesson at my side. He was a hard man to like, but he’d always come through when action was required. I thought of asking Meng to release him and let him join me, but I felt it would be unfair. Right now, he didn’t even feel the pain of his broken bones. Why torment him? He was too injured to do much good in a fight, anyway.

“What are you waiting for, rogue?” Meng demanded in a loud, ringing voice. “We’ve upheld our part of the bargain. Finish it!”

She rattled on about cowardice and deal-breakers. I didn’t look at her. I barely listened to her. I could tell she wasn’t accustomed to being ignored, but I planned to do this my way. I examined the muck, which still flowed around my shoes. The consistency of pancake batter, it had formed an inch-deep puddle around the rip. I didn’t like the look of it, but I didn’t see any way around it.

I took a cautious step into the rip. The sound of Meng’s voice cut out, which was a blessing. I entered another world, and I couldn’t recall ever having done so with such grim expectations.
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This deep inside the Beast’s lair, I could sense its presence. I felt the malevolent intelligence as soon as I stepped through the portal. I could feel the Beast in my mind. I knew now what Cartoon had been talking about. He’d been more sensitive than I, but the aura of evil was undeniable. It made my spine tickle as if fingers played over it, and my heart raced in my chest. I recalled when I’d first encountered one of the guardians, the anamorphic things that haunted this place. I’d felt dread then, too, but this was more intense.

I stepped forward warily. My lungs filled with the heavy vapor of the place, a swamp-fog of hot, thick air. I struggled not to cough, not wanting to give myself away to whatever might be listening. The tunnels were wide in this region, but still curved at the bottom and arching overhead. There were no tentacle clusters, at least not at this spot. What there was, however, disgusted me almost as much. As I reached the bottom of a curved passage, I found myself facing a deeper pool of swirling mud. Having no real choice, I stepped into the muck, a sludge of soupy material that squelched into my shoes with every step. The pool seemed to deepen the farther I moved from the rip Gilling and his minions had made for me. I wasn’t sure if I’d appeared inside a relatively high and dry section, or if the variation was due to some crossover effect, a smoothing out of the wrinkles between my world and this one.

I pressed ahead into a dark void, my shoes wanting to stay behind in the sucking mud. I struggled to keep them on and to advance as quietly as possible. The only light source I could detect was the green glimmer of my bottle, but even that seemed muted here. It was as if the light were being drawn from the chamber, even as the vapor dampened the air and the mud dragged at my feet.

I allowed the bottle to cast a beam of wan light in front of me, like a flashlight. I knew it might well alert an enemy, but I would rather that than stumble blindly over a waterfall of muck or into the waiting jaws of a patient behemoth.

The light was still muted, but it penetrated the world around me. I was surprised to see that not only the floor ran with mud, but the walls, too, seemed coated in a moving slime of the stuff. I tried not to think about possible reasons for this effect. I knew I might be witnessing a living morass of self-mobile bacteria or, worse, venturing into the digestive system of a vast being.

For a moment, the place was too alien, and I felt an overwhelming urge to run. I knew the rip was right behind me, and with luck I would reach it if I turned tail on the instant. The thought grew in my mind, and I worked hard to push it away.

To steel myself, I thought of Cartoon, the self-sacrificing thralls in Meng’s dungeons, and a dozen other dead innocents I’d seen. This invasion had to be stopped, and no one had ever come this close to the goal before. Perhaps it was unachievable, as the animal of fear in my mind screamed to me. But I was going to see it through and make my attempt.

The liver in my left hand squished up between my fingers as I squeezed it in my anxiety. I took six more steps and found myself standing knee deep in the muck.

Waves of self-doubt assailed me. I could not shake the feeling I was doing exactly what all my enemies wanted. Meng did not have to fight me; she only had to dupe me into wandering into the waiting maw of her pocket monster. She and her puppet Gilling were no doubt enjoying gusts of laughter at my expense back in the classroom.

My paranoia deepened, and I began to suspect others. In my imagination, Gutter Jim had sent me here to finish an irritating, uppity rogue after feeding me a ridiculous tale of wanting to live in this horrid world himself.

My imagination grew more fervid when the muck traveled up over my knees. I imagined McKesson lifting a beer to Cartoon, who’d also faked his injuries. The tentacles were rubber, the great eye was nothing more than a balloon with a light inside. I was a fool of the most credulous variety. A drooling buffoon everyone abused and fed scraps to.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said aloud through clenched teeth. “I’m going to end this thing, or die trying.”

I don’t know why I said it, or who I was talking to, but it seemed to break the spell that threatened to overtake my mind and drive me from this place. I found the progress easier after that. The mud did not come to my hips or my neck; instead it receded and I could see my thickly coated ankles. Somehow, I’d kept my shoes on by sliding my feet forward and not seeking to lift them up out of the vile stuff with each step.

I reached a fork in the tunnel soon afterward, a point I’d been struggling to reach. I looked left, then right. Down the right path, something met my gaze.

It was a guardian, of that much I was certain. I’d seen only one up close before while it assailed McKesson. This one pulled itself from the wall of the tunnel as I watched, and I realized that was how these strange beings traveled. When dormant, they merged with the sludge that crawled over the walls. But they coalesced into a single animate mass upon sensing my approach.

I played the light of the bottle over it, searing its flesh as it charged. Smelling like cooked mud, the monster’s body hissed with heat. When it reached me, it scalded me with its touch, but it was already dying. I’d burned it too badly, cutting black scars with crisscrossing slashes over its chest. It fell at my feet and was consumed by the muck it had come from, melting like a waxen figure in flames.

The splish-splash of its accomplice warned me, but not soon enough. From down the opposite passage another guardian approached. It was too close to safely burn, so I raised my left fist and punched at it. I commanded the object in my hand to release its venom upon contact.

For a second, the monster seemed not to feel my sting. It gloated as it closed with me and wrapped its dripping arms around my person. I felt it begin to crush me, as one of its brethren had done to McKesson.

I felt my bones grind together, and I knew what it was like to be an overfilled balloon in a child’s grip. My eyes bulged and my guts churned. Held helpless in the monster’s impossibly powerful grip, I knew I was about to pop.

Then it weakened. The squeezing power relaxed a fraction—not enough to allow me a breath, but enough to keep my bones from snapping.

The monster shuddered and weakened further. I managed to get an arm free, and I burned the thing’s fingers and toes with a fine beam of radiation. It gurgled in response and then sagged down in a heap of loose material. I straightened, panting. I looked down at the guardian and gingerly toed the remains. I thought I saw the eyes, two flat stones that still glittered with hate as they regarded me from the spreading puddle of its flesh.

I took the left fork when I could walk and breathe again. The tunnel swung around, and I found myself in a large, open chamber.

At the top of the space, I saw a shining light. I found it odd that I’d not seen this powerful beacon when I’d been in the tunnels.

“You’ve come far, food,” said a voice.

I stopped and squinted up at the light overhead. “Who are you?”

“I’m the one who rules here.”

“You’re the Beast? How is it you can speak to me?”

“How is it you can speak? The universes are full of mysteries.”

I hated this creature. The arrogance of it filled me with wrath. I stepped forward and directed my bottle toward it. I burned it—or, at least, I tried to. My weapon seemed to have no effect.

“You have a strange taste,” the Beast said.

I knew my attacks had meant nothing to it, but I was determined.

“Show yourself,” I said, walking around the chamber in a circle.

“You gaze upon me even now.”

I peered in every direction, but the walls were the same, muddy matter. Only the ceiling seemed different, with its single brilliant point of light.

“Are you saying this entire place is alive? That you are a being of such size that I’m walking through your guts?”

“You are a digestible tidbit, nothing more. I’ve met up with beings I could not consume, but you are not of that type. I’ll feed on your flesh soon enough.”

Slowly, I came to realize something that had been in the back of my mind all along, but which I hadn’t accepted. This world was the Beast. All of its winding passages, clumps of tentacles, and guardians were organs in a singular body of vast, horrid proportions.

I saw what the Beast was referring to now. More guardians were gathering in both the tunnels that led to this place, the heart of the Beast. I suspected it was closer in nature to its brain than its heart, but it didn’t matter. I could not defeat an army of these monsters.

I looked at the walls, however, and an idea grew in my mind.

“Thias Amasma,” I said. “If you survive what’s coming, remember never to come to my world again. We are not a buffet of helpless beings. We are deadly.”

“If I survive?” the voice laughed. “Such insolence! I’ve encountered unwarranted arrogance before, but never from a puny morsel of meat. I—”

The voice choked off, then transformed into a satisfying howl of agony.

I stood with my left fist plunged into the muck of the nearest wall. I made contact with the flesh of the Beast and commanded the liver in my hand to sting the tunnel walls.

The weapon Rostok had given me convulsed and pulsated in my grip. It pumped venom in rhythmic gushes. As it kept pumping, the monster that was this world began to undulate under my feet. It was beyond speech now.

I glanced up and saw the single staring eye where the bright light had been. I could see it was trying to figure out what I was doing. I directed my bottle at it and seared the eye, which retreated. A gush of steam shot into the room and then the light and the eye were gone.

The Beast went wild after that. I was lifted up into the air and splashed back down again. The walls of the chamber began to squeeze closer, shivering and throbbing. I didn’t know what was happening, but I knew that if I was about to die, this thing was going to remember me.

Unable to get to my feet due to the wildly rippling floor, I shoved my artifact into the muck under me and stung the Beast again and again. I thought of Cartoon and everyone else I’d seen this thing eat, and I did my damnedest to kill it.
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The Beast ejected me, in the manner all indigestible things are ejected. A rip opened and I was hurled down into a dark, underground chute. I’d lost my grip on my bottle, but I still had the liver. I was in a mass of moving water, rushing under the ground. At least the water was clean.

Gasping and bumping along, I felt relief, despite the fact I might drown in the next few minutes. I could tell I was back home on Earth, as the air didn’t have that thick, vaporous quality, and the walls around me were made of rough concrete.

I protected my head with my hands, found a way to stand, and braced myself against the rushing flow of water. I couldn’t see a thing and felt blindly about me. I seemed to be inside a large cylinder. It was a pipe deep underground, I suspected. The water was cold and washed the muck from me.

When I could breathe steadily, I saw something with my eyes as I peered into absolute darkness. It was a greenish glimmer, and it was about to float by. I reached out my hand and grabbed my bottle, pouring water from the mouth of it. The bottle brightened at my touch and lit up my surroundings.

I walked in that claustrophobic hell for a mile or more. It was hard to tell in the darkness. I went downstream and tested each step I took in case the next one led me off a cliff into a deeper cistern. My back was bent and was stiff and sore. At times, the pipe twisted, but I never found a route leading upward. I figured I was somewhere under Las Vegas, but didn’t know if I was heading toward the reservoir or away from it.

Finally, I gave up on finding my own way out. I called upon the only being I thought might be able to help me.

“Jim,” I said, tapping at the concrete walls. “Are you listening? I could use some help.”

“You lasted longer than I thought without calling,” said a voice.

I whirled around. A hummock in the water rose up then receded back into a smooth, flowing stream.

“You’ve been here all along?” I demanded. “I could have used some help.”

“How quickly you forget our past differences! Unfortunately, I have not forgotten your abuse.”

I recalled thumping him with a bottle and sitting on him. I grimaced. “Oh yeah…sorry about that. At the time, I thought you were helping the Beast, or at least were in league with those who are.”

“I’ve told you what I wanted.”

“And I’ve done my best. I battled the Beast. I stung it and sickened it.”

The hummock of water rose again in response to my words. It was about a foot high, and I thought I could see a man’s face carved in silver-black flowing liquid.

“You killed it?”

“I can’t be sure. I stung it a dozen times, and I know I hurt it. But listen, you can’t really occupy the Beast’s world.”

“Why not?”

I proceeded to explain that the Beast was a living world of sorts, a creature that lived between other existences.

“Interesting,” he said thoughtfully. “My plans may still work. If it is dead, then its carcass might remain. Like a hollowed-out tree or a natural cave or a leather coat—I could use the remains as a home.”

“Knock yourself out,” I said, trying not to smile.

“Yes…it could be done. In fact, it might be better than before. From all reports, the interior conditions were unpleasant.”

“Extremely.”

“But with the Beast dead, I could redirect a fresh flow of water into the place and cleanse it. Then, with certain other creature comforts added, it might work out extremely well.”

“A unique fixer-upper opportunity,” I said. “Hey, any chance you could give me my reward now?”

“Reward? What reward?”

“I killed the Beast, didn’t I?”

“Maybe you did. But I’m not in any position to—”

“All I want is for you to get me out of here.”

“Oh, I see. I’ll help for a promise—a private arrangement between the two of us.”

“Name it.”

“I will not hunt you when you venture into the underworld, and you will not hunt me when I walk the dry streets above.”

I thought about it for a second. It seemed like a pretty good deal. I didn’t have many allies among the Community, and even to move up to the status of neutrality with one of them was an improvement.

“You’ve got a deal, Jim.”
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Less than an hour later I found myself walking on the Strip again. I came to the Lucky Seven, which was still behind a circle of yellow tape and flashing police barriers. Debris, broken windows, and a half-dozen bored-looking cops encircled the ground floor.

I looked up to the highest windows. Was Rostok still up there, sitting in his dark office? I knew the lack of light wouldn’t bother him in the slightest. I figured he probably was up there, like a stubborn holdout weathering a storm.

One of the cops came forward when he spotted me. I eyed him warily. I didn’t always have the best relationship with the police.

“Aren’t you Draith?” he asked.

I recognized him then. He’d taken down my report in the Triangle, when the drifter had been turned into a pile of steaming bones. I nodded to him.

“You look like a drowned rat, Draith. We’ve been waiting a long time for you to show up. Let’s go on a little tour.”

I hesitated, my hand reaching into my pocket. I touched a single finger to the candy cane and seriously considered vanishing on the spot. In the end, curiosity got the better of me and I followed him.

The Beast had really done a number on the casino. The bodies were all gone, but the rubble had not been touched. We passed a row of slot machines crushed by a fallen beam. They looked like a line of smashed tin cans.

The elevators weren’t working, as even the emergency power had run out. I sighed, then found the stairway and began climbing. I was tired and hungry, but I hiked all the way to the top.

When the building at last ran out of stairs, I found the penthouse lobby curiously undamaged. The room smelled like soot, but that was the only detectable difference. I supposed those tentacles could reach only so high.

I knocked politely, then let myself in. To my surprise, Rostok wasn’t there. The lights were brighter than they’d ever been. I saw a glow from behind the big, hulking desk in the corner.

“Hi, Quentin.”

“Is that you, Ezzie?”

“Yes.”

“You came back to Rostok?”

“Yes. I had to have my Rostok. But I still don’t like it here. We are looking for a better place.”

“Too cold for you, eh?” I asked, smiling. “Where is Rostok then?”

“He’s checking out the new place, making sure it is safe for us. We both like it there. A warmer world than this one, but not so hot that it burns him.”

I frowned. “You aren’t talking about living inside the Beast, are you?”

“How did you know? I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about that.”

I laughed, walked to the desk, and left the liver on top of it. “See that Rostok gets this, will you? I was supposed to return it.”

“I will. Good-bye, Quentin.”

I walked down the stairs. By the time I reached the street, my legs ached. I contacted Jacqueline, and she came to pick me up. I was surprised to see she was driving the red Mercedes again.

“Uh,” I said. “Is this the same car we left out in the desert?”

She nodded and beamed. “McKesson learned about what you did, and he made a few calls. He’s still in the hospital, you know. Somehow, he got the government people to leave the car at the highway entrance.”

I nodded appreciatively. “McKesson did us a favor? Maybe there’s hope for him yet. Of course, Meng might have ordered him to do it. In that case, I should be thanking her.”

I climbed into the car, and she went to hug me but recoiled.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” she said, her pretty nose wrinkling.

We drove to my place, and I found an eviction notice plastered on the door. There was also a letter on the doorstep. I warily checked out the envelope, but soon determined it wasn’t some kind of explosive. I took it inside and opened it. It was a cashier’s check from the Lucky Seven for a hundred thousand dollars.

Jacqueline whooped and kissed the check while I went off to take a shower. When I came out, her eyes were glowing.

“Can we go shopping afterward?” she asked. “I’m having serious withdrawal symptoms after going legit and giving up my shoe collection. Really, I don’t know how you can control yourself with those sunglasses.”

I smiled. “After what?”

She smiled back and jumped on me.
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A few days later, I went back to the Sunset and asked the people behind the camera if I could talk to Meng. This seemed to fluster the security team, and they told me to wait for a moment.

Five minutes later, a familiar voice came from the speaker. “Draith? The Sunset is closed. You can come back for psychiatric services in the morning.”

I chuckled. “I have an unusual request. Some things are best done under the cover of darkness.”

“What do you want?”

“We have unfinished business.”

She didn’t say anything for a few seconds. “You’ll never get in here. I’ve sealed the lower floors. Not even Gutter Jim can get in through our plumbing now.”

“I’m not breaking in. We were allies last time we met. Or is that history?”

Another hesitation. I heard her ordering people away. Apparently, she didn’t want any of her underlings to hear this conversation. “I’m buzzing you in. But you better not try anything.”

I felt distinctly mistrusted as I wended my way past their security cameras, unsmiling men in green, and doors reinforced by wire mesh.

I headed for her office and met her there. She was alone, but I knew her staff was in the hall outside, listening nervously.

“What business do we have?” she asked evenly.

On her desk blotter between the two of us was the hood ornament. It gleamed under the florescent lights.

“Has the Beast returned?” I asked.

“No, I think you were successful—oh, is that why you are here? To ask for some kind of reward? What do you want?”

I pointed to the hood ornament. It was bronze in color and looked well-aged. Staring at it, I admired the distinctive artistry of the statuette, which had the shape of a woman with wings raised in midflight.

Distrustful of my scrutiny, Meng immediately grabbed it up and cradled it to her breast.

“Are you mad?” she said, glaring at me. “I’d die without it. I won’t give it up.”

I opened my mouth to explain, but she suddenly stood up, speaking faster and faster. I realized she was in the grips of paranoia.

“You found something, didn’t you? Something to make you stronger than before. Something from the Beast’s lair. You wouldn’t come here otherwise. Well, let’s do this then. We’ll see if you can take everything I’ve got.”

She reached down to her desk and slipped a finger under the bottom lip of it. I knew she was about to call her army of supporters.

“Calm down,” I said. “You don’t have to press any buttons. We don’t have to go to war today. The war is over, and the battle was won. I’m not here to take anything.”

She stopped but kept her hand on the desk, her finger poised. She frowned at me tightly. “What then?”

I pointed to the hood ornament again, the one that gave her all her power.

“First of all, I want you to release Gilling, McKesson, and everyone else you grabbed during the Beast’s attack.”

“What?” she sputtered.

“You can keep your staff and any seriously dangerous patients you have around here. Really, Meng, what more do you need? If you want to return to the Community as a hero—”

“The Community understands my critical role in the battle against the Beast. I don’t need to give up—”

“I’m not just talking about Rostok, Gutter Jim, and the rest. I’m talking about the rogues, too. And our entire city, which has been bled white. If you want to be part of this world again, let them go.”

She glared at me. “What happened in there? What happened to the Beast?”

“If I show you that—you may not survive.”

Meng licked her lips. I knew her paranoia was working against her. She feared me and wanted a truce declared.

“Anyone who drove away that thing deserves respect. But you can’t come here and order me around in my own domain.”

“I understand this is your territory. What I’m offering you are my terms for peace.”

I leaned back in my chair and looked at her confidently. It was something I was very good at. She knew I’d done what no one else could, and more importantly she didn’t know how I’d done it. This uncertainty was driving her nuts.

“I’ll do it,” she said at last. “I’ll let them all go. But don’t think you can come back in here any time you wish, making more demands of me.”

I raised one finger. “There is one more thing.”
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It took an hour or so to set it up. I had McKesson there, with his arm still in a sling. In his other hand, he held a new pistol. He aimed it at the ground and looked grim. He’d been released of Meng’s influence, and he wasn’t too happy to learn he’d been under her spell for quite a while.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked me. “Some things are best left alone.”

“Let him,” Meng said, smiling tightly. “He’s earned it. A man needs to know who and what he really is.”

I didn’t like Meng’s tone. Both of them were hinting that I might not like my own past. I knew I should heed the warning and back out—but I couldn’t. I had to have my past back. I had to know who I was.

“Let’s do it,” I said. “I’ll give you the talisman, Jay, and you’ll be immune. Then she can go to work on me. If I go ape, feel free to shoot the good doctor.”

McKesson smiled grimly. “With pleasure.”

Meng gave him a dismissive glance. I could tell there was no love lost between these two, and that’s just how I wanted it. I had to have a trustworthy man standing at my side in order for this to work. Otherwise, when I opened my mind to Meng, she might well decide to put me back into one of her little cells. I wondered again just how many times she’d done exactly that. I figured I’d learn the truth soon enough.

I handed over the talisman to McKesson. The finger shifted its weight inside the vial. McKesson didn’t bother to hang it around his neck. He just gripped it in his injured hand and watched Meng distrustfully.

She sat at her desk, moving very slowly. She reached out her small hand and rested it on the back of the statuette. She ran a finger down the bronze wings, first one, then the other. I thought I saw a flash, and then I heard her voice, but soon after everything went white.
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I found myself tumbling down concrete steps. I’d been here before—several times. I knew these stained steps, the buzzing caged light bulb overhead and the door in front of me. I climbed to my feet painfully, staggered to the door, and pushed on the panic bar.

Sunlight blazed into my eyes. They hurt, and I groped in my pocket for sunglasses.

The sunglasses. They no sooner shaded my eyes than I remembered them and their former owner.

For the first time, I saw Tony Montoro in my mind’s eye. He was a nice guy. Not too tall, not too fat. He had a big head and big hands. He laughed easily, and not just when he was drunk.

At that point, I was smiling. But the pleasantness soon ended.

I remembered killing Tony. I’d done it on a cool night in the city, after driving away from his place with him. He’d been my friend—and that made it easier. He trusted me.

Tony had been hard up for cash, and he’d taken to stealing. Unfortunately, he’d stolen from the wrong people. Community people. Stealing was easy for Tony, with sunglasses that could open any safe, twist apart any lock. Money couldn’t be kept from him if he wanted it badly enough.

So, he’d given in to the temptation and taken the cash. After they’d figured out who it was, the injured people called Meng and ordered the hit. Las Vegas, like all societies, had rules. When you broke them, the penalty was harsh.

Meng had summoned me to Sunset, given me a bill from a restaurant, and sent me to visit my friend Tony one last time. The restaurant bill was from a diner in Indian Springs. It was dated September 13, 1951, but it was as fresh as the day the waitress had scrawled a little smiley face at the bottom. The paper was crisp, and the ink would never fade.

As Meng had commanded, I’d filled Tony Montoro’s lungs with sand that night, and I killed him. As I recalled now, I’d done it with a vague smile on my face. My mind was a blank at the time; it was like being in a dream.

I was only glad I’d been knocked out in the ensuing wreck. I was at least spared the painful memory of watching him die.

My thoughts returned to the here and now. By the time the memory of Tony’s death had played out in my mind, the door into the Sunset had closed behind me. There was no handle on the outside. It was just a blank rectangle of gray-painted steel.

I beat on the door, ignoring the security camera. Then I realized I still had the sunglasses on. I formed claws with my fingers and weakened the metal around the latch. It groaned, then tore open.

There, standing in the stairwell in front of me, was McKesson. He had his pistol in one hand and my talisman in the other.

I reached for my bottle, but hesitated, realizing he was immune to the radiation it emitted. He had my talisman dangling from his hand.

“Time to let it go, Draith,” he said.

I pulled at my hair. “She made me murder my friend. I should have brought the Beast back. I should have ridden its back while it ate her.”

McKesson nodded seriously. “Not a bad plan. But we both made a deal. She kept her part of it.”

“Why are you helping her?” I demanded. “Let me go up there and kill her. What’s it to you?”

He looked troubled and glanced up the stairway. He gestured for me to back up, and I did so, reluctantly. He came out into the sunshine, the painfully bright sunshine, and the door closed behind him. It didn’t sound like it was in perfect working condition. It screeched as its springs dragged it shut.

McKesson started walking down the sidewalk, and I fell in beside him. I thought about attacking him but restrained myself. He was here to help—or at least, I assumed he was.

“You knew, didn’t you?” I demanded.

He shrugged. “I arrested you for murder the first night we met, didn’t I?”

“How could you know what I did, and still let me run around with you? Didn’t you think Meng might have me still? That she might order me to kill you?”

“I wasn’t stealing from the Community. I was working for them. Just like you. I was around to stop invaders. You were used to keep people in line.”

I remembered then that there had been others. I’d been an assassin more than once. I’d been good at it.

“Meng’s a monster,” I said.

“Yeah. But she usually just ran the agents. She passed down the orders; she didn’t write them.”

“Who does?”

“People you haven’t met yet. People I’ve never even seen.”

I heaved a sigh. “Give me back my talisman,” I said.

He handed it over reluctantly. “You aren’t going to do anything stupid now, are you?”

“Not today. I’ve got to think about this.”

He walked me to where a red Mercedes was waiting. Jacqueline was driving, and she looked worried.

McKesson shook my hand as I got into it. “You aren’t the same man you were back then, Draith. You’ve changed. You didn’t have to risk your own neck to drag me out of the belly of the Beast. I won’t forget that.”

I nodded, and Jacqueline drove me away toward the center of town.

She kept looking at me worriedly as we cruised along. “Are you okay?” she asked finally.

I managed to summon a smile. “Yeah. Let’s go shopping.”

That brightened her mood. She drove faster, and I felt the wind on my face. I worked to push away the memories I’d wanted so badly. Many of them weren’t good. I could recall being a kid now, back in Mercury. I’d had some good times, but my parents had vanished one day, and others had taken care of me. Meng had been my part-time guardian and had treated me like some kind of lab rat that had turned into a pet by accident.

I understood now, as I thought about it, why Trujillo had tried to kill me when I’d identified myself. He knew an assassin when he met one.

All that day, while I paid overdue bills and bought whatever Jacqueline wanted, I thought about how the future would be different. I wasn’t going to be anyone’s puppet from now on.

The End
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