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   FROM THE COUNTER
 
   COACH CULBERTSON
 
    
 
   Diners are not evil or good by human standards of morality, they just simply are. We all know this. It is this alien and eternal aspect of diners that allows them to continue on in our collective consciousness as an enduring icon throughout time and space. Sure, the forms of the diner have changed. Inns, pubs, a hundred other archetypes of the diner have allowed connections, nourishment, community and refreshment to occur in neutral space for ages.
 
   As I sit here in a diner almost exactly like the one I used to manage ten years ago, my belief that God created diners as building blocks of the universe is reaffirmed. I have often thought there may be only one diner in the universe that manifests itself wherever it necessary. Despite that meandering thought, I am convinced that everyone at one time or another ends up in a diner somewhere. A nexus of the universe, if you will.
 
   Sometimes good things happen in diners, sometimes evil things. As a former third shift diner manager, I know that the strangest events happen after all the day-time people have gone to bed, and aliens, demons, saints, high school kids out past curfew, social outcasts, cops, criminals, individualists, bikers, veterans, and drunks all come to the one place that still has bright lights and a hot grill. Perhaps it’s the timelessness of the diner, perhaps it’s the energy of all the different personalities that walk through the doors, but regardless of what makes the reality of these oases possible, destinies are often altered and defined in a booth over a cup of coffee.
 
   Coach’s Midnight Diner is full of stories that point to elements of the human condition with no sugar coating. Stories of horror, mystery, crime, and the paranormal all point to things hidden inside of ourselves that may not kill us, but nonetheless can force an atrophy of the soul that results in quiet desperation if not faced. When these inner realities are acknowledged without prejudice, we may instead find a fullness of being that allows us to choose the next chapter of our story. Will we be hero, villain, victim, by-stander, leader, addict, wanderer, lover? Maybe, in any one given moment, everyone is all of these things, though only one facet is showing through. In the process of trying to become more and better than we are, or perhaps deciding which facet of ourselves maintains control, it is beneficial to examine any and all aspects of who and what we are in this moment, and decide who we ought to be in the next. These decisions often require a physical space for self-examination, which is why diners can be such mystical places. We must come to grips with the reality that God has placed the same endlessness of a diner in each of us, that we are real, and capable of doing wondrous amazing things, and also capable of cruel atrocities beyond current imagination. We all have to find that space in which we grasp our own reality, that we are real and step into the next chapter of our story.
 
   I think God is waiting for us to do just that. He’s been trying to show us who we are since the beginning of time, trying to bring us into a new chapter with Him. Of course, we’ve been so busy trying to be Him for the last couple of millennia that we’ve missed the diners along the way that help show us that space in which a conscious decision can open up the door to seeing things how they really are. We repeatedly buy into artificial mythologies that we are handed by society, religious and secular alike, and wrap ourselves up like self-indulgent sausages in fluffy comfortable pancakes of self-delusion and power mongering. He’s been waiting for millennia for us to shed our rotting pig-in-a-blanket mentalities and walk into a life of co-creation and fulfillment.
 
   In putting the Diner together, I’ve allowed each author full range of artistic expression, censoring none and backing the author’s play, whatever that may be. I believe that in order to pursue reality, we have to stop being afraid of being sullied by the “world” (whatever that means) and start looking reality straight in the eyes. All of the authors drinking coffee and sharing stories in this diner have something important that speaks to these themes. As we began this project, I also challenged authors to bring me stories in two specific categories: Jesus vs. Cthulhu and That One that Happens in a Diner. I’ll showcase the winners in these categories and add a third piece as the Editor’s Choice.
 
   Chris Mikesell crashes into these themes in his Jesus vs. Cthulhu piece, “In R’lyeh, Jesus Walks.” Not only does he have the God of the Universe walk without fear into a place most would never think He would tread, he brings out a fascinating truth that our superheroes are what we know we could have been, and perhaps were meant to be. To the careful reader, his humor and unconventional insights will open up new ways to think about life and God.
 
   Kevin Lucia took home the award for That One Happens in a Diner. In his story “Way Station,” we see the space of decision that diners point to and allow. When an author comes to understand the reality of his own nature, he must choose to enter into creation or destruction. Kevin brings out the truth that we are amazingly gifted people, but our own gifts can be twisted into the very source of the world’s destruction. I’m sure that we’ll be hearing and seeing Lucia’s name more along the way, as long as he sets his italics button on stun instead of kill.
 
   Authentic dialog and quirky characters open up the can of illusion versus reality in Robert Jennings’s “The Demon.” Jennings’s characters wrap themselves in their own subjective perceptions, ignore objective reality, and face terrifying consequences as a result. How often do we rely on our own idea of what’s real instead of pursuing truth, regardless of what we may discover? Robert’s piece just knocked me out, and I’m proud to give this work the Editor’s Choice Award. I do hope that Robert’s law practice does not rob the world of his writing gift, and that his works will continue to see print.
 
   This first edition of Coach’s Midnight Diner has a Jesus Vs. Cthulhu angle. I can’t believe no one’s done this before, at least to my knowledge. H.P. Lovecraft’s writing is crucial to the horror/paranormal genre, and whether writers who work in this genre know it or not, his influence in this realm is pervasive and ubiquitous. Authors who endeavor to write horror and shy away from his work are depriving themselves of critical lessons in craft and understanding of Western horror. While I disagree with many of his presuppositions about the universe, his racist bent, and his love for cats, I find his work refreshing in its imaginations of other worlds and unearthly creatures. Christian authors especially would do well to read his works carefully.
 
   Lovecraft delighted in people taking his monsters and mythos and incorporating them into their own. While I have no idea what Howard might think of our renditions of his creations, I think that the juxtaposition of Cthulhu, a creature that is representative of nihilism, chaos, and emptiness, and Jesus, the Source of purpose, order, and fulfillment, is important for the times we live in. Seeking purpose to our lives is nothing new, but with so many options on the menu of popular culture, critical examination of what we are handed should be done without fear, without prejudice, and without freaking out every time something that doesn’t fit our Sunday School lesson perceptions is presented to us.
 
   A couple of thanks need to go out before I pay the bill and head out into the rain. To Yeshua ben David (most folks know Him as Jesus Christ), Who kicks serious ass, and has kicked mine more times than I care to think about (and will probably have to continue to) in order to keep me walking in the right direction with Him. To Vennessa Ng, who has rearranged her busy busy life to make room to ensure that the Diner maintained quality work. I am in her debt. To my wife Kimberly, the Editor-In-Chief of Relief, who ensured a high quality product and endured copious amounts of conversation about the nuances of this project (and who thankfully said yes when I proposed to her at 4:30AM in a diner). To J. Mark Bertrand who lent his genius to the interior layout, and also consulted on the typography on the cover. And of course, to you, dear patron, who spent your hard-earned cash on this book. Thanks for taking a chance on us, we hope you enjoy our work.
 
   As I walk out the door, I remember that we need to stop being afraid of the truth, regardless of what it is. Reality exists, regardless of whether we believe it or not, or whether anyone else does either. It will always stand up to scrutiny and question. We need to look reality in the eyes—literally or symbolically—and come to a place where decisions are made about what and who we will be. When we start to move towards reality, we inevitably end up sitting across from God in that metaphysical booth in that cosmic diner inside ourselves. In that space, we start to face up to truth, life and death, blessings and curses, and choices about who we are to be and thus what we are to do. And that, my dear Diner patrons, is a place that is either filled with ultimate terror or ultimate peace—so choose wisely.
 
    
 
    
 
   —Coach Culbertson
 
   Proprietor
 
   Coach’s Midnight Diner
 
   August 6, 2007
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   IN R’LYEH, JESUS WALKS
 
   CHRIS MIKESELL
 
    
 
   The light in the throne room turned sour, changing gold to brass. At the foot of the dais, angels caught the cue and shifted their praises to a minor key.
 
   Jesus turned to his left. “He’s waking up.”
 
   “Tell me something I don’t know,” the Father replied—their old joke along with “another day, another ten cents on the dollar”—but the light and the music lent a sadness that while perhaps unintentional, was certainly not untrue.
 
   As Jesus walked down the steps in front of his throne, the angels parted but never halted their song.
 
   “Son,” a voice called out from behind him, “take Lucifer with you.”
 
   Alabaster pillars and niches lined the Hall of History, displaying bittersweet mementos from their endeavors to turn men’s hearts and minds to something greater than themselves. Zeus and Apollo, Odin and Thor, and down the hall it went: guises worn until mankind’s embellishment rendered them moot. As poorly as things often went with the Hebrew prophets and priests, at least they hadn’t strayed far from the visions revealed to them. Jesus grabbed a breastplate, red cape, and winged hat; the black leather breeches he put on both legs at once. After lacing up his boots, he hoisted Mjolnir, the Norse battle hammer, over his shoulder and headed down to Earth.
 
   Lucifer was pacing outside Marquam Hall in the Old Boston Convention Center. The devil—crimson, goat-horned, and pointy-tailed— was livid. You didn’t need to be omniscient to figure that out.
 
   “ ‘Come as you are,’ you said. ‘No pitchfork,’ you said . . . and then you show up looking like—” Lucifer’s scaly hide burned blood red and his spade-tipped tail twitched like a copperhead unsure where to strike. And he’d tried so hard, so long, to convince mankind that this wasn’t what he really looked like. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Comic book convention. Don’t worry—they’ll think you’re something out of Legend, or maybe a Jack Chick fan.”
 
   The main auditorium was packed: folding tables crowded with pictures— pre-autographed and not—bankers boxes full of plastic-bagged comic books, action figures, t-shirts. The walkways were just as full with collectors, gawkers, and fans—not to mention the people in costume: the trio of Ghostbusters, the guy in biker leathers and Ghost Rider mask, the twentysomething Wonder Woman holding a pug dog dressed in a miniature Men in Black suit. Thor, god of thunder, fit right in as he eased his way through the narrow aisles. Mjolnir rumbled softly as it swung by his side.
 
   Jesus smiled. All the heroes—action heroes, superheroes, the ordinary become something more—unstoppable. Humanity re-creating itself as it might have been, maybe even ought to have been. Virtue as distinct as logos emblazoned on primary-colored spandex.
 
   “Duuuude, bitchin’ costume,” a young man with a scrawny moustache shouted. The pin on his fatigue jacket read, “My other car is a silver surfboard.”
 
   While Jesus posed for a photograph with his new surfer buddy, Lucifer complained to an elderly man that no, he was not the Underwood meatspread spokesdevil, and no, he wasn’t handing out free samples.
 
   At the head of the room, a panel of comic book artists answered questions for fans, the miked exchanges barely audible above the din. A ten-year-old girl asked the woman in the middle of the group, “What’s your favorite of all the stuff you’ve done?”
 
   “Hmmm, prob’ly my current gig. ‘Teen Tough-Guys’—it’ll be out this summer.”
 
   Never fails. Ask an artist about their favorite and it’s always what they’ve worked on last.
 
   Jesus shook hands with the young man (whose mustache looked a bit fuller) and headed down the aisle again.
 
   Lucifer stalked after him. “Couldn’t I at least have come as Red Skull?” “Hush. It’s right through here.”
 
   Jesus led the way through an unmarked side door, down the hallway, and stopped outside a door marked Janitor. Inside, behind mops and brooms and a floor waxer, a pair of filthy coveralls hung on the back of a door with No Admittance painted above it. When Lucifer closed the outside door behind him, Jesus turned the handle of the second door, and the pair headed down a concrete staircase. Yellow-and-black caution striping marked the edge of each step. Every twenty or so steps fluorescent lights buzzed and pulsed on below them, as the lights they had passed extinguished themselves. Within minutes there was no way to say where they were or how far they had gone. Nothing but fifty feet of staircase in the middle of nowhere.
 
   “What is this—”
 
   “Which part of hush confused you—the huh or the shhhh?”
 
   After about five hundred steps, the concrete treads and risers turned to wood, then chiseled stone. Several minutes after that, an oozy moss began appearing at the edge of the stone steps. By the time the stone gave way to hard-packed earth, the steps and walls were nearly covered with it. The fluorescent lights had ended with the wooden steps, replaced by oil-filled braziers. The smoke filtered into the moss on the walls and ceiling with a sonorous chuffling sound. Once the noise quieted, sickly orange flowerbuds blossomed out of the moss.
 
   The stairs ended, met by a path sloping deeper into the unknown. The torches ended, too. Jesus held his war hammer aloft like a lantern. It glowed enough for them to see the walkway ahead, but not enough to see their destination until they reached it.
 
   “Where are we?” Lucifer asked in a whisper.
 
   “When the wooden steps ended we were under the Atlantic Ocean. Now there’s no real reference point. We’re under everything at once.”
 
   The path stopped at a carved door. Symbols, runes, and inhuman figures were etched deep in the stone. The suppurating moss grew thick in the cracks surrounding the door, but none extended onto the black stone itself.
 
   “When we step through, we’ll be somewhere else entirely. Don’t wander off too far. And be careful what you touch.” Perhaps Lucifer should have come in a Red Skull costume after all, at least then he could keep his hands in his pockets.
 
   “Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn.” A seam cracked down the center of the door. Jesus pushed the door halves apart, revealing only darkness beyond them.
 
   Wooden torches flickered to life when Jesus and Lucifer stepped through the doorway and into a vast cavern. Once again, only the nearest torches burned, though more were visible at the far point of their half-light. Unlike on the staircase, though, very little color showed in the things illuminated here. Everything was cast in muted orange, sepia tones.
 
   Even knowing what he was seeing, and allowing for the lack of color, it took Jesus a moment to recognize the figure that greeted them: a twenty foot tall, centipede-like, shark-finned shape, as if carved from basalt, yet breathing almost imperceptibly.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   If now things are shown as through a mirror darkly, some revelations are more opaque than others. “A who as much as a what. Gravtox’ch. Nineteenth of all created beings.”
 
   They walked through the cavern, lit only thirty or forty feet at a time. Ancients unaware introduced to the only slightly less ancient by name and number. Nyarlathotep (34th), Azathoth (26th), Gog-Shuggurath (41st). At last Jesus and Lucifer came to an empty pedestal.
 
   If creators count their most recent project their favorite, still the one they hold the tenderest soft spot for is always their first.
 
   “I’d like to introduce you to Cthulhu, but he’s gone.”
 
   Lucifer edged closer to the empty pedestal, his eyes never leaving the slowly moving jawbone of Gog-Shuggurath, teeth grinding endlessly in his sleep. “Yes, well, too bad. Have to meet him next time. Let’s go.”
 
   “Don’t worry about Shuggsy, there. We need to find Cthulhu.”
 
   Lucifer trailed closely behind Jesus as they wandered through rows of almost-frozen not-quite statuary. The click of his taloned feet on the stone floor the only sound.
 
   “Why don’t you go that way,” Jesus said, pointing down a darkened alleyway toward the center of the room. “Try to draw him out with the noise of your footsteps.”
 
   Light seeped out of the cracks in the floor, leading Lucifer on as he walked on his heels and stepped forward on the outside edge of his feet.
 
   Jesus continued on a few paces, then doubled back and watched
 
   Lucifer’s progress. “Four, three, two,” he whispered.
 
   A gray shadow slithered along the ceiling. Bat wings spread and Cthulhu—no one else it could be—soared momentarily, then dropped to the floor with a wet thud.
 
   Lucifer spun and whipped his tail at the creature. A lobster claw grabbed the tail, reversed the arc, and swung the devil around like a rodeo day lariat before smashing him to the ground. Cthulhu leapt on Lucifer’s stunned and sprawled body.
 
   Jesus ran forward, swinging Mjolnir with his right hand while he unclasped his cape with his left (no need to give him any leverage). The hammer’s stone head hit square in Cthulhu’s ribcage, peeling him off Lucifer like a golf ball from the rough. Cthulhu landed on his back; the tentacles surrounding his mouth stretched around behind his head to keep it from smashing to pulp. His exposed face was alive with razor-sharp teeth.
 
   Jesus advanced, holding the hammer above his head. He brought it down over Cthulhu’s midsection, but the creature spun and deflected the blow with his left wing. The right wing stretched out as he turned and knocked Jesus spinning.
 
   Lucifer was on all fours, shaking away the stars and cobwebs. Cthulhu looked at Jesus raising himself up off the ground, and sprang for the easier target.
 
   The devil sensed the move and skittered behind a pedestal. J’golnorak read the inscription. Lucifer looked over the top of the stone slab at Jesus grappling with Cthulhu and then up at the almost-statue. From within a spiked and barbed hermit crab shell J’golnorak opened his galaxy of five hundred fiery green eyes and met Lucifer’s stare. As one, they snapped shut and he returned to his dreams.
 
   Cthulhu broke free of Jesus’ hold and half ran, half flew toward the figure cringing behind the fifth being of all creation. If he heard Mjolnir roaring through the air behind him, he paid it no notice until it landed between his wings and dropped him to his knees.
 
   The battle hammer continued flying for a moment. It cracked the pedestal in front of Lucifer, then bounced over his head and landed twenty feet behind him.
 
   Jesus jumped onto Cthulhu’s back, pinning his wings flat. He reached up beneath Cthulhu’s arms and locked his fingers behind the base of the creature’s skull. And squeezed.
 
   Cthulhu shrieked as the pressure grew. Again his tentacles stretched back behind his head. Several wrapped themselves around Jesus’ neck while the others went after the interlaced fingers.
 
   Jesus looked toward Lucifer. His voice, a raspy whisper. “My hammer.” Lucifer stood, glanced over his shoulder. “No.”
 
   “My. Ham. Mer.” The syllables as brief and weak as the breaths that produced them.
 
   “You used me as bait, so no.”
 
   Jesus opened his mouth once more, lips twisting out a word in silence. Mjolnir flew through the air, hitting Lucifer in the shoulder as it passed by. Lucifer rocked forward, his face entering the sepulchral blackness of J’golnorak’s shell. Something rattled deep within it.
 
   Jesus lifted Cthulhu’s torso off the ground and the hammer slammed him below his ribs. When the tentacles released, Jesus broke his full-nelson. He reached an arm over Cthulhu’s shoulder and around his throat, locking the sleeper hold in place with his free hand before the creature could re-draw the breath that had been knocked out by the hammer.
 
   The tentacles reached back again. Around Jesus’ hands, his neck. But there was no strength in them. A minute later Jesus collapsed on his faintly snoring first creation.
 
   SILENCE—except for the sibilant hiss as the petals fell off the orange flowers and drifted down into darkness—marked the first half of their walk back up the stairs. Then, just as the stone steps gave way to wood, Lucifer asked, “Why?”
 
   “What exactly?”
 
   “All of it. The fight, your disguise, me being there.”
 
   “In the time before yours, Cthulhu was my right hand. A warrior. A destroyer. To return him to his slumber without the fight would be to deny his nature. So we fought and now he dreams of the battle.”
 
   “But the pretense. Why not fight as yourself?” “Should I reveal my true self to you, Lucifer?”
 
   The only reply was the scratch of talons on the wooden steps, then the scrape on cement.
 
   “And me, why did you bring me there—and up among your little pets?” Lucifer looked down at the red scales covering his arms, body, legs. “To humiliate me in front of them?”
 
   Jesus laughed, remembering the opacity of difficult revelations. “What they don’t understand could choke Jörmungandr.”
 
   The name sounded familiar. Lucifer looked over his shoulder, down the darkened stairwell, and tried to remember all the names carved into the pedestals. “He’s not another of them, is he?”
 
   “Norse myth. The shortsighted serpent that spites itself to bring about the world’s destruction? Tell me this story isn’t news to you.”
 
   THEY STEPPED INTO THE HALLWAY outside the custodian’s closet. “What’s to stop me from going back and waking him up?”
 
   “Be my guest.”
 
   Lucifer opened the door and flicked on the overhead lights. The wall behind the coveralls at the far end was painted a flat beige.
 
   “It comes and goes. Here, a few other places, when Cthulhu wakes up.
 
   If you’re in the right place at the right time, like I said, be my guest.” Lucifer’s eyes flicked to the janitor’s closet.
 
   “But what was it our friend Milton said about you preferring to rule in hell rather than serve in heaven?”
 
   Lucifer beamed, as if he had thought up the line himself.
 
   “How would you feel about serving in hell? The Old Ones would love that place. Why pull down heaven and earth when you can have your dreamworld ready-made?”
 
   Lucifer’s eyes flicked again to the janitor’s closet.
 
   “Time is getting short, Lucifer. Cthulhu and . . . other things . . . are waking up more frequently. Your rebellion isn’t against me or the Father or Spirit, it’s against your true nature.”
 
   If creators favor their most-recent handiwork and have a nostalgic fondness for their first, where does that leave everything in between?
 
   “Lucifer,”—what would get through to him?—“remember.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’d say ‘Thanks,’ but. . .” Lucifer disappeared in a cloud of sulfur-yellow smoke.
 
   Jesus nodded. Walking in places he wasn’t wanted was never comfortable. “Understood.”
 
   Out in the main hall Jesus leafed through a cardboard box of old comic books, looking for silver-age issues of Mr. Miracle with Jack Kirby cover art. He was admiring a copy of issue 1 when a flash of red across the room caught his eye. Red Skull. Lucifer matched his gaze for a moment, then ogled the half-dressed She-Hulk walking down the aisle toward him. After she passed he raised a bone-ridged eyebrow at Jesus.
 
   “Remember,” Jesus mouthed.
 
   Lucifer turned up the collar of his black, military-style trenchcoat and followed after the She-Hulk.
 
   Jesus turned back to the box of comic books, but realized he was just stalling. Lucifer was no longer in his charge, and other than being an annoyance the devil was limited in what he could do directly to the humans. With a glance over his shoulder, Jesus stepped through the side door into the deserted hallway.
 
   Upon his return to heaven he entered the Hall of History and saw that the statues of “Colonel Tom” Parker and Elvis Presley were back— Gabriel’s idea of a joke. Jesus took off his winged helmet and placed it on top of Elvis’ pompadour. Didn’t help. He removed it and walked down the ages to replace his costume until the next time it was needed.


 
   
  
 




 
   WAY STATION
 
   KEVIN LUCIA
 
    
 
   I’m not the problem, Franklin,” Andrew Slater snapped into his cell phone, “the problem’s your publishing company. If they were really marketing Forever War, the sales wouldn’t be so horrible.”
 
   “Careful,” muttered his friend and literary agent Martin Goersky as they navigated their way through the thick party crowd. “Don’t poke a tiger with a stick, Drew.”
 
   In the penthouse suite ballroom of Boston’s Ritz-Carlton, writers of all kinds flowed in different directions; chatting with old acquaintances, hitting up new ones, suffering through introductions to folks they wouldn’t be caught dead with out on the street. Movie producers and screenwriters mingled with them, not a part but associated, like distant members of the same family; and here and there an author chatted with a director or producer they’d been roommates with at either Vassar or NYU.
 
   It was a gala event, the annual Book Expo Writers’ Ball, an opportunity for writers to fellowship; some basking in the glow of their monetary and literary success, others taking pleasure in mingling with fellow wordsmiths sharing their passion for the written word.
 
   Of course, some came for the free booze and to complain loudly at their publishers over their cell phones, attracting undue attention and heated stares. Martin glanced around him as he and Andrew approached the balcony overlooking the city, feeling a slow, red flush of embarrassment rise past his collar. He nodded and smiled weakly at an acquisitions editor he knew who glanced askance at them as they made their way through the crowd, and he whispered, “Andrew, remember how you’ve always said making sure you didn’t make an ass of yourself in public was basically my job? Well—you’re kinda not letting me do it.”
 
   Andrew held up a hand, waving him off into a frustrated silence as they stepped through the open sliding glass doors and onto the mercifully empty balcony. The cold winter air nipped hungrily at Martin’s skin, and he turned up his blazer’s collar as a meager defense against the biting wind, stuffing his hands into his pockets, hunching his shoulders.
 
   “Listen, Franklin,” Andrew continued coldly, “that’s crap, and you know it. With Shades of Darkness and Outside Man, you arranged book signings, television and radio spots, speaking engagements, book tours  everything. The most you’ve done this time is put book trailers on YouTube.”
 
   They stopped at the balcony’s railing, and Martin peered over the edge, looking down upon the luminous rivers of headlights, neon signs, and streetlights. From up here, the sounds of city life were distant, surreal, and with just a little imagination, Martin could be persuaded he looked down upon a distant world from an ethereal domain. The perspective of snow softly cascading downwards towards the streets was disorienting, and Martin reached out and grasped the smooth, black wrought-iron railing to steady himself.
 
   As Andrew leaned casually against the railing, cell phone in one hand and martini in the other, Martin wondered how many drinks Andrew had already downed this evening.
 
   In a biting voice, Andrew said, “You’ve published several other science fiction titles, marketing mine shouldn’t be any . . . poorly written? Then why’d you publish the first one and offer me a contract for two more, you pompous son of a . . .”
 
   Martin cringed; Andrew never acted like this unless he was drinking, which happened quite often lately. He recognized the traits; a few more beers with dinner than usual, a constant beer next to Andrew’s iMac when the agent stopped by his friend’s studio apartment on 55th Street in Manhattan, and a fully stocked liquor cabinet.
 
   Martin sighed bitterly as he glanced at Andrew, marveling at how the night’s shadows fell across his face, making him look like half a man. Andrew was drinking, just like so many other authors he’d worked with, and in Martin’s experience, the worsening habit could only mean one thing—bad business.
 
   A train roared down the tracks, and Martin didn’t want to be in its path. “Of course I have a Myspace,” Andrew replied tersely. “I set it up myself; got over a 1000 people on my friends list, and I think I’ve sold more books there than you have in any store lately.”
 
   “I set up the Myspace,” Martin mouthed quietly, tapping his chest, “I sold those books.”
 
   Andrew waved a preoccupied I know, hold on for a minute hand at Martin, and then said with an air of finality, “You’re right, Franklin, we do have to meet. Martin will put together some stats on how much money I’ve made for you over the past few years,” Martin clapped a hand to his forehead and groaned, “and we can discuss whether I’m staying with Hammer-Fiske, or taking up either Putnam Publishing or Bantam Books on their offers. See you Monday morning.”
 
   With that he flipped the phone shut, dropped it into his pocket, simultaneously taking a deep draught of his martini. He finished with gusto, met Martin’s aggrieved stare, saying only, “What?”
 
   Martin struggled to his keep his voice steady and tone non-judgmental, ever aware of Andrew’s sour mood. “Listen, I don’t mean to be an ass Drew, but when we talked about being subtle earlier today, what’d that mean to you exactly?”
 
   Andrew’s face hardened, hostility glinting in his eyes. “Don’t start, Martin.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” Martin relented, raising his hands in surrender, “I’m on your side, ‘Drew, you know that. Hammer-Fiske is mishandling this project; I agree with you, but,” he folded his arms and leaned against the cold metal railing, ever mindful of the icy drop behind him, “if you’ll remember, I told you three years ago you’d be better served seeking out someone like Tor or Baen Books to handle it; someone with an established name in science fiction.”
 
   A maìtre d' sauntered out onto the balcony, oddly unruffled by the swirling snow, and he merely nodded as Andrew swapped his empty m a r t i n i glass for a full one. The waiter departed wordlessly, and as Andrew raised the glass to his lips, he groused, “Hammer-Fiske has published four science fiction novels in the past five years. They should know what they’re doing.”
 
   Martin sighed once again; he’d been doing that a lot lately, because Andrew did nothing but ignore him. “Commercial Techno-thrillers are one thing, Andrew, they’re not hard-core science fiction, which Forever War is. It’s a great work; you’ll get no argument from me, and look how many other writers endorsed the first one—Timothy Zahn endorsed it; that’s amazing.”
 
   Andrew’s eyes glittered over the martini glass as he asked between sips, “So you see my point, right? Zahn thinks my novel’s worth endorsing, and sales are in the toilet? How does that happen?”
 
   Reluctantly, Martin pulled his hands out of their warm haven and spread them, pleading with Andrew to see reason. “Like I told you before you pitched it to Hammer-Fiske — they simply have no experience marketing science fiction. Net Force, Antidote, Psi-Kill, those are all commercially-minded techno-thrillers, not classic science fiction. Hammer-Fiske should’ve had you at dozens of Comic Book and Sci Fi Conventions by now; hooked you up with Dark Horse Comics for graphic novel prequels, something like that, but they don’t know what to do with Forever War—something I said three years ago.”
 
   Andrew took another sip, and as Martin stuffed his hands back into his pockets—which unfortunately had filled with frigid winter wind in their absence, he noticed with a muted sense of alarm that Andrew’s drink was almost gone.
 
   “Well,” Andrew slurred, “we’ll solve that Monday morning, or we’ll wave bye-bye to Franklin and Hammer-Fiske.”
 
   Martin clucked his teeth with his tongue, looking away into the snow speckled night, debating what to say next. Andrew wasn’t drunk enough yet to miss the conflict on the agent’s face, and he asked tightly, “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   Martin fought with himself for several more seconds, and then said regretfully, “Listen, Andrew, before you march into the Pinnacle Building Monday morning with your hangover-powered howitzer, you gotta know something about the rumors floating around the Fifth Floor.”
 
   Andrew’s eyes narrowed, and even though Martin knew he was about as dangerous as a tipsy puppy, he felt a touch threatened by his friend’s hard-bitten demeanor. “And?”
 
   Martin breathed in, and then released it slowly as he said, “Word around the top is Franklin’s pissed about your attitude. You’ve bitched pretty loudly.”
 
   “Bitched?” Andrew nearly choked, almost dumping his martini all over himself. “You just agreed with me!”
 
   Martin shot Andrew a look, deciding it was time to stop playing the defenseless kitten and show a few claws of his own. “I do, Drew, but you have been bitching loudly.” He raised an eyebrow. “I run the Myspace page; did you think I wouldn’t notice the blog entry entitled, ‘Hammer-Fiske Hammer-Heads and Other Losers in the Publishing World’?”
 
   Revelation creased Andrew’s brow, and Martin felt accomplished in piercing the enraged writer’s armor. Andrew smiled weakly and said, “Oh, come on, Martin, every author has to complain about his publisher now and then; it’s how we maintain a certain reputation.”
 
   Martin tipped his head, his mouth suddenly dry. “Well, you apparently forgot—or didn’t care, I’ve had a hard time telling which lately—that Hammer-Fiske is one of your top Myspace friends. They saw the blog and apparently didn’t share your opinion concerning the importance of your reputation.”
 
   A sarcastic look spread across Andrew’s face. “Oh, like I’m really worried, especially after the sales of my other novels. They’ll slap me on the wrist Monday, and...”
 
   “They want to drop you, Drew,” Martin interjected, “rumor has it they’re ready to pay the fine on your contract—which doesn’t come close to equaling book sales, and you know it—and wash their hands of you.”
 
   Andrew gaped for several seconds, his mouth opening and closing wordlessly. Finally, when he did speak, his voice cracked with barely retrained indignation. “That’s freakin’ crazy; Hammer-Fiske is my publisher. Stephen King has Double Day, Koontz has Pocket Books, Dan Vinning has Jove. I have Hammer-Fiske!”
 
   “Not for much longer if you don’t get a handle on your drinking problem and stop acting like an idiot.”
 
   Andrew’s eyes flashed angrily. “Now wait a minute, Martin, that’s not fair. You’ve no right to dig me because I have a few drinks now and then to ease the stress.”
 
   Martin snorted; he knew he was dancing dangerously close to tripping Andrew’s hot-wire, but suddenly, he didn’t care. Enough of this pussy-footing around, he thought, let’s get this thing out in the open, shall we?
 
   Aloud, he scoffed, “Sure, a few drinks now and then—that’s why in the last three years, the only bottle next to your laptop has been a Yuengling— and it’s usually two or three bottles, not just one. How many martinis have you had tonight? Four? Five?”
 
   Those eyes narrowed again, accompanied by a threatening look. “You’re not my mother, Martin; stop wenching at me like I’m some schoolyard child.”
 
   “Andrew, listen to me. I’m your friend and your agent; not only do I care about you, I also don’t want you to throw away your career.” He paused, and said with as much empathy as he could muster, “I want to help.”
 
   A dark look passed over Andrew’s face, and Martin saw something very rare on his friend’s face . . . fear. He looked away into the night, his grip on the martini glass so tight, his knuckles turned white, and Martin was afraid he’d shatter it and cut his hand to ribbons.
 
   “You can’t help, Martin,” he rasped, his voice thick and bitter, “no one can.” He slugged back the martini, swished it around and swallowed, his face twisted and contorted.
 
   Martin stared at his friend, the seconds washing away like a cosmic tide. Finally, he said, “You realize you’re destroying yourself, right? You walk into Hammer-Fiske Monday morning with a list of demands; you’re out the door.”
 
   Still not looking at him, Andrew responded tightly, “Are you saying you won’t be there?”
 
   Martin shook his head, sorry in a way, but also out of patience. “Andrew, if I walk into that building with you, I can kiss my career goodbye, too.”
 
   “If you were my friend,” Andrew whispered bitterly, “you would.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Drew, this is one grenade I’m not throwing my body on.” He patted the writer’s shoulder lightly, felt Andrew’s muscles tighten, and dropped his hand to his side. “Go back to the hotel, sober up, catch a flight to New York. If you come to your senses, call me, and we’ll hash this thing out. If not—” he paused, letting the silence draw out between them, but when Andrew said nothing, he finished with, “Hey, whatever you choose, Drew, I’ll be thinking of you. Hell, I’ll even go to mass and say a few prayers, too.”
 
   Without another word, Martin walked away, leaving Andrew standing on the cold, empty balcony, sour liquor curdling his stomach, winter air biting his skin.
 
    
 
   ANDREW ’S ESCALADE CRUISED ALONG I-91 North out of Boston at treacherous speeds, far too fast for the icy conditions and his altered state. The drinks he’d downed after Martin left him sat heavily in his stomach. The dark road swam before his eyes, and the steering wheel felt slippery in his sweaty grasp.
 
   His eyes burned, his stomach glowed with warm liquor, and his eye-lids drooped. More than once, he caught himself nodding off before lurching awake, heart pounding. A few times, he jerked the wheel so hard in overcompensation; he almost veered into the other lane, earning a few curses and middle fingers for his troubles.
 
   This is stupid, a small part of his mind protested, phenomenally stupid. There’s no need to catch a flight back to New York NOW. Find a hotel, get off the road before you kill yourself or someone else, and sleep it off.
 
   This is crazy . . . it’s freakin’ suicide.
 
   The wheel jerked as the right front tire hit a patch of ice, and for a second he felt the vehicle fish-tail across the dark, snow-blurred highway. Cursing, he fought the slide, lifting his foot off the gas and lightly tapping the brake, quickly bringing the SUV under control. He sighed explosively, and wiped his tired eyes with the back of his hand.
 
   “That’s it,” he muttered, “time to find a Red Roof.”
 
   Of course, Boston Municipal Airport was outside the city, and though he’d passed several expressway convenience stores and gas stations, he’d seen nothing but swirling snow for miles.
 
   Idiot, he cursed himself, knowing your luck, you’ll get there only to find half the flights delayed or re-scheduled because of snow and you’ll end up sleeping in a freakin’ recliner.
 
   After Martin left him on the Ritz-Carlton’s cold, wind-blown balcony, a crippling sense of loathing overwhelmed him: he was destroying himself, ruining everything he loved about writing. Grim reality crashed down, turning his martini sour, leaving him adrift in a black, depthless void. Deep inside, he knew Martin was right; he’d treated everyone miserably, biting the hand that fed him, stomping on the feet of those who’d opened the door to the writing world. However, he’d stumbled on; drinking, back-biting and burning every single bridge behind him, seemingly hell-bent on self-destruction. It had been that way for so long he couldn’t remember how it was before; his previous life was shielded by a curtain of drunkenness.
 
   A small part of him hated it, but he felt disconnected, as if something he couldn’t control crawled inside and took over when he drank. Confronted with this cold truth, he’d fled the party in a fit of desperation, not speaking to anyone. He called the airport on his elevator ride down, looking for any stand-by flight he could find to New York, even if he had to sleep at the airport while he waited.
 
   “Screw this,” he mumbled, “I need some music— somethin’ to keep my eyes open.” He carefully reached down, fumbled with the radio, jerking the wheel a little too hard in the process, causing the Escalade to jink back and forth, and after several shaky attempts, finally punched the music on. Instantly, the loud twang of country music filled the SUV, and he cursed brightly and pressed search for several seconds until he found some loud but at least slightly harmonious dance music.
 
   “There,” he grunted in drunken satisfaction, tapping the steering wheel, “that’s music you can drive to.”
 
   With the thumping bass pounding through the Escalade as he flew down ice-slicked roads, the thing inside took over, pushing aside his self-hate as he hummed to the music. Twenty minutes away from his panic attack at the Ritz-Carlton had put distance between him and his fears, making them vague, indistinct.
 
   “When I get back to New York, I’ll cut down the booze,” he chattered away with alcoholic fervor as he drove carelessly, “and get my shit together. I’ll sleep it off, call Franklin and Martin, sort them both out, or I’ll take my act elsewhere.”
 
   Yeah right, the tiny but unrelenting voice challenged, and where exactly will you take it, moron? You heard Mar tin tonight—he’s not going to back you, and if you approach Franklin like this, you’re just going to get your ass handed to you.
 
   You’re destroying yourself—and you don’t even care.
 
   “No I’m not,” he muttered, reaching to turn the music up louder so he could drown out the little voice inside, “I’m doing just fine.”
 
   It happened in a breath, a blink, a heartbeat.
 
   He missed the radio’s volume button in his drunkenness; leaned forward to try again, loosening his grip on the steering wheel. He rounded a slight curve to the left that banked slightly, but just enough.
 
   The front wheels of the Escalade drifted; hit a patch of ice, and the SUV jerked, steering wheel spinning wildly in Andrew’s numb grip. He grabbed the wheel frantically with both hands, but it was too late.
 
   Sheer panic filled him as the road fell away; and he was floating, drifting, the Escalade swishing back and forth. His terror consumed him, he slammed both feet on the brake, and for one finite, blessed moment, a nanosecond only, the SUV slowed.
 
   The moment melted away, as the ice grabbed the SUV’s tires and the steering wheel jerked to the right, its own will swelling beneath Andrew’s alcohol slowed hands. The guardrail loomed large and bright in the SUV’s headlights; Andrew twisted the wheel uselessly one last time—a blink, a heartbeat, a breath.
 
   Impact. Screech of metal, roaring engine. Resounding thunder, his own terrified scream.
 
   His head jerked forward, forehead slamming hard against the steering wheel. Things spun away into darkness, and as he struggled at the edge of oblivion, he realized dimly he’d ricocheted off the guardrail and was spinning across the highway towards the opposite median.
 
   Tires skidded and crunched gravel on the highway’s shoulder, the engine revved, the SUV thumped off-road. For a mere second lapsing into eternity, he realized he was flying.
 
   A final crash and rending of metal, and it ended.
 
    
 
   DARKNESS.
 
   Scuffling, slithering sounds all around.
 
   Andrew felt rather than saw the cloying darkness surrounding him; it was everywhere, and it was so perfect, even though he felt his muscles and tendons work and flex, he couldn’t be sure they were really there. The darkness was alive, liquid, almost.
 
   Slowly, gradually, whispers rose and fell, uttering secret, unknowable things. He turned around frantically but saw nothing, only more darkness. His throat constricted; his breath catching. Mounting panic swelled, and his teeth ground, choking his cries.
 
   The whispers peaked and then faded, only to start anew seconds later. He stood there forever, the words coming and going; coming and going.
 
   There—something different. A light flared in the distance; a distant supernova, piercing the encompassing darkness around him, throwing things into bas relief. It was non-directional and he glimpsed only lurching shadows in the nanosecond-long flares, but as each grew brighter, fragile hope blossomed in his heart.
 
   He glanced down and almost wept with relief to see flickers of his body jump out in the brief flashes.
 
   He heard something else—a shuffling, sliding sound from the darkness beyond, apart from the whispers. With dread, he sensed something awful waiting for him; a being of dreadful malice wanting nothing more than to lick the skin and muscle off his bones.
 
   He shuddered violently and crossed his arms over his chest, suddenly feeling cold. As he felt the fabric on his arms and body, he realized with dim surprise he still wore his clothes from the ball.
 
   He whirled suddenly as something squelched behind him in the dark; a leathery, rubbery body dragging itself through slime, but though he scanned the darkness pensively, he saw nothing. His mind struggled like an animal flopping in a hunter’s snare; and stark, unreasoning terror filled him at the thought of the beast in the darkness, circling, waiting. He saw nothing, but primal fear filled in the blanks—its dark, flesh-rending talons clicked hungrily; thick, mucus-covered hide glistened; obsidian eyes gazed with malignant intent.
 
   A gurgling voice screamed, shattering the dark silence, inhuman vocals grating against his sanity, and Andrew instantly clapped his hands over his ears. The booming voice set fire to his mind, and as he collapsed to his knees, unknowingly screaming himself, the eldritch words burned themselves onto his brain.
 
   Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn!
 
   Suddenly, everything convulsed—himself, the darkness around him— and a great pulling twisted his insides as he jerked with a seizure-like palsy. The light exploded with fantastic brilliance as the whispered voices ignited into a crescendo of sound.
 
   Andrew collapsed to his knees alongside Route I–91 North out of Boston.
 
    
 
   HE LOOKED UP, realizing with relief he could see. It was still night, and only intermittent highway lights blazed in the darkness, but as he raised t r e m b l i n g hands before his eyes, he could see.
 
   For several seconds he remained kneeling, disoriented. Memories of the place before faded quickly, along with the darkness and the alien voice. He’d been in an accident, was hurt, and had obviously hallucinated it all.
 
   He struggled to breathe because he was hyperventilating, and the cold, winter air burned his throat. Gradually, he managed to slow his gasps, taking deep, controlled breaths, as a preternatural calm settled over him.
 
   He looked up and down the highway and saw nothing, both I-91 North and South faded into snow-speckled, black nothingness. The roads were empty; not a vehicle in sight.
 
   He looked over his shoulder and saw his totaled Escalade, fenders crumpled into a cruel parody of an accordion, front window spider-webbed and hanging in pieces from the frame. The driver’s side door hung open, and a pair of crooked, stumbling foot-prints—his, presumably—led to where he’d collapsed to his knees at the highway’s shoulder.
 
   He closed his eyes, and for a moment, images of steel rending, wheels skidding, the steering wheel spinning wildly in his hands flashed through his mind. In his mind’s eye, the guardrail jumped out into the beams of the Escalade’s headlights, and his whole body shook at the remembered impact.
 
   He shakily reached up and touched his forehead, feeling a wet stickiness near the hairline. He winced as he remembered his head striking the steering wheel, and he realized with a chill he was fortunate not to have bled to death inside the wreck.
 
   I remember the accident, he thought wearily, I remember spinning across the highway, into the median. I can’t believe I didn’t get plowed by a tractor trailer, but somehow . . .
 
   He pushed himself shakily to his feet, and to his surprise, he didn’t feel all that bad. His legs were rubbery and his entire body felt bruised, but as he looked down and brushed the snow and dirt off his clothes, it appeared he was no worse for wear.
 
   Somehow, I got out of the car and stumbled my way here, he thought, thankful to someone out there he hadn’t been trapped inside the vehicle, forced into painful repose while he slowly died of the cold or his injuries.
 
   A thought struck him, and he realized he was a fool. With blooming vigor, he plunged his hand into his pocket, grasping the slim, cool metal of his cell phone. He sagged when he was greeted by a cracked casing and a kaleidoscope of spiraling, useless colors on the cell phone’s screen. He snapped it shut with a curse, dropping it back into his pocket.
 
   He looked up, and saw something that filled him with a simultaneous shiver of hope and touch of dread. Sitting innocuously across the highway was a run-down old diner. Looking like a vintage ‘50s “mom ‘n pop” place, it was a cross between an old train car, trailer, and RV. The establishment appeared rugged enough, though time had dulled its sheet metal exterior. Above the diner a flickering sign read Al’s Eats, and the place blazed with welcome, hospitable light. He squinted and saw no one inside, nor did he see any vehicles parked outside. He supposed the owner’s car could be parked out back, but even so, despite the light streaming from the windows, the place was still.
 
   The haunting idea tickled in the back of his mind that he didn’t remember seeing signs for a diner anywhere on the highway he’d just traveled.
 
   “Of course not, idiot,” he scoffed, “you were drunk and you don’t know the area. Probably would’ve missed a Hooters.”
 
   Even if the place was inexplicably abandoned, light meant electricity, which at least meant warmth and maybe a working phone. Best case s c e n a r i o , the phone worked, the diner’s owner was out back cleaning the grease vat or whatever they did in places like these, and not only would he call Martin—who’d hopefully forgive him for his behavior and come get him—he’d also get a burger and fries, with a cup of coffee or Pepsi.
 
   Worst case scenario, it was empty—which didn’t make sense with the lights on—and he’d have shelter against the frigid wind. The thought occurred that perhaps it was a trap set by thieves or even depraved serial killers who lurked inside, hungry for his wallet or his blood, but he instantly dismissed it. Just because he was a writer didn’t mean he had to let wild fantasies run away with him; he was a science fiction author, for cripes sake, not a horror writer.
 
   With that in mind, he moved towards the apparently empty diner.
 
    
 
   AS HE STEPPED ONTO THE ROAD, a chillingly familiar sensation pulsed
 
   through his body. He wavered there, on the highway’s edge, staring at the empty but lit diner, the barest whispers lingering in his ears, one in particular, an alien tongue with one word, perhaps a name, standing out . . .
 
   Cthulhu.
 
   He stood there, his foot suspended ridiculously in the air like a string puppet, as more of the strange words spilled through his mind.
 
   Cthulhu . . . Cthulhu R’lyeh.
 
   He tipped his head, listening intently; part of him straining to hear the dread whisper, convinced in a surreal way it was important, vital, even, that he understand its meaning.
 
   Wgah’nagl fhtagn!
 
   The words faded, as well as the strange, dreadful urging, and he was disgusted to find himself so hesitant. “What the hell?” he muttered. “This is ridiculous. I’m tired, sore, and probably have a mild concussion.” And maybe losing it, a small voice added primly.
 
   And still he listened, but now there was nothing, save the empty moaning of a winter’s wind.
 
   He snorted in self-disgust and dropped his foot down, trotting across the empty highway—remembering to look both ways despite its barrenness— and towards the empty diner.
 
    
 
   FOR SEVERAL SECONDS after the wooden door screeched shut behind him, Andrew stood in the middle of the diner, the silence profound, almost tangible. All the lights blazed with homely warmth, but in eerie concert with his worst fears, no one was behind the counter, busing tables, or sweeping the floors.
 
   “Hello? Anyone home?” he winced at how squeaky he sounded and swallowed, injecting a heartier tone as he bellowed, “Got a paying customer out here, Al.”
 
   Nothing but silence. Perhaps most disturbing was its quality; there was no echo, as if he’d spoken into a vacuum that hungrily lapped up his voice. It made the diner feel like the ultimate terminus—even sound was swallowed up here.
 
   He passed a cursory glance around its interior, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. A chipped Formica-topped counter ran the diner’s length on one side; dull, faded red “pleather” booths on the other. Along the counter sat evenly spaced stools with the trademark red, round cushions that looked like gigantic push-buttons on a toy radio, and behind the counter was a narrow window leading to the kitchen beyond, through which a short order cook could slide dinner orders, presumably ringing a bell and barking out the order in gruff, clichéd fashion.
 
   He stood on his tiptoes, peering through the rectangular window for a glimpse of the kitchen beyond, but he couldn’t make out anything past a silver row of what he assumed were heavy-duty refrigerators and a wide variety of utensils hanging on the far wall.
 
   As he turned towards the entrance, he spied an old cash register on a podium next to the door, but when he craned his neck, he saw the cash drawer hanging out, empty.
 
   “Hmph,” he grunted, “looks like the last customer cashed out awhile ago.” The sarcastic quip fell flat in the silence, and he realized with a quiet sense of horror the sentiment wasn’t funny at all.
 
   He sighed pensively, and took a few circular steps, continuing his investigation. He’d dined in plenty of these joints in the early years before hitting literary success. He remembered road trips with his college buddies; as well as two years worth of weekends spent eating in similar establishments while chasing down feature articles for Hip Art magazine—only for a pittance and contributor’s copies, but that had been a breath of fresh air from teaching junior high English at a private school in New York City. On those weekend story hunts, he’d sat at innumerable counters; writing in his notebook, scribbling ideas for his first novel, ignoring his return to junior high hell on Monday morning.
 
   He especially remembered one diner just outside of Philadelphia, the last stop on the book tour for his first novel, Shades of Darkness. He and Martin had sat at the counter, eating burgers and horribly greasy but absolutely wonderful steak fries. The book tour was a moderate success; no one mistook him for Stephen King but no one booed either. He hawked a considerable number of his books, made some good contacts—an all around good time.
 
   The warmth of the memory took over, momentarily allowing him escape the freakishly empty diner. He remembered sitting at the counter of this Philadelphian diner, improbably called Ma’s Apple Pie, chatting with Martin, enjoying the ending of their successful tour, when suddenly he realized that unlike his two years on the road with Hip Art, he’d never have to return to the cramped halls of junior high academia again; at least not any time soon.
 
   With his royalties, he’d paid off most of his school loans and other debts. The novel’s numbers were consistent, promising a few more royalty checks and fostering discussion about a potential mass market paperback release in a year. He’d spent his earnings modestly, depositing most into his savings. He could settle back, work with Martin on a new project he was thinking about; perhaps look at graduate school options—anything he wanted.
 
   He remembered discussing his plans with Martin when the owner of the establishment—ironically enough, a large, forty-year old barrel-chested man named Hank, not Ma—approached them from behind the counter and rumbled, “Get ya dessert?”
 
   Martin just smiled and shook his head, Andrew saying, “No, thanks—it was fantastic. I’m not sure I could fit it in, honestly.”
 
   The large, bald man accepted the compliment with brusque aplomb, nodding once. Instead of drifting back to check on other customers, he asked gruffly, “Couldn’t ‘elp over-hearin’ you fellas talkin’.” He nodded at Andrew, drawling, “You a writer-fella?”
 
   Writer-fella. Even with its provincial trappings, Andrew couldn’t help but smile like a mindless idiot. Damn, he thought to himself, I guess so. Out loud, he replied, “I am—just finished my first book tour, and I’m heading to my hometown to speak at my alma mater’s graduation.”
 
   Hank grunted. “Where’dja grow up?”
 
   “Clifton Heights, New York. It’s in Adirondack Park, near White Face Mountain.”
 
   The owner grunted again, his head bobbing. “You used to be country folk?” Andrew smiled; memories of running through the forest causing mischief,
 
   diving off his best friend’s lakeside dock, and lazy afternoons fishing, catching nothing but sunburns and bug bites for their troubles. “Yes sir; I was.”
 
   “Thought so. I heard you boys talking about novels when ya first sat down; I expected ya to be a pain in my ass.” He paused, swiped the counter with his dingy towel, and pronounced confidently, “Yer not, though—seem like stand-up guys.”
 
   Andrew smiled, pleasantly touched. “Not a pain in the ass,” he remarked with good humor, “I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s said about me.”
 
   Martin chuckled as he sipped his coffee. “Don’t look at me,” he murmured, “you’ve always been a pain in my ass.”
 
   Andrew smiled, lightly popping him in the shoulder. He looked back at
 
   Hank, and his eyes lit up. “Hey Hank, you read much?”
 
   The big man shrugged, saying, “Yeah, guess so. I talk rough; but that’s
 
   ‘cause of the redneck in me; that and I never could afford college. I read, though.”
 
   Andrew grabbed the satchel sitting on the stool next to him, unzipped it, and rummaged through its contents. “What do you read, Hank?” he asked with a smile, “Westerns? Murder Mysteries? I trust not Danielle Steele?”
 
   Hank shook his head emphatically, smiling. “No sir. Got it right t’ first time; I grew up on Louis L’Amour an’ Dashall Hammit. Like Mario Puzo, too.”
 
   Andrew grunted when he finally found his prize, and pulled from his bag a black and white hardcover book; a picture of an adolescent’s shadowed profile gracing the cover. “Listen Hank, this was one of the best meals I’ve ever had, and you’re a pretty stand-up guy yourself.” he held out the novel to the short-order cook, “I’d like you to have this. It’s my last copy, and though it’s not L’Amour, Puzo, or Hammit, I think you’ll find enough action in here to suit you.”
 
   Hank smiled; it was confirmed. They were stand-up fellows after all, and not stuck-up pains in the asses. “That’s good of ya. I’m sure I’ll enjoy it.”
 
   “Here,” Andrew offered, grabbing a pen from his shirt pocket, “let me sign it for you.” He opened the book to the first page and dictated while he wrote, “To Hank—best cook in Pennsylvania, who called me ‘not a pain in the ass’.” He signed the name with a flourish, and handed the book back to the cook
 
   Hank accepted it almost reverently. “That’s awfully good of ya, sir.” He looked at the book with a grin of appreciation, and then said, “You come back through anytime ya want, dinner’s on the house.” He nodded, tucked the book under his arm, and moved towards his other guests.
 
   In the abandoned midnight diner, Andrew was still reminiscing on the memory when his eyes fell on the hardcover book sitting on the empty Formica counter.
 
    
 
   HIS HEART FROZE. It wasn’t really a book; only looked like that in the dimness.
 
   He frowned, glancing around. It was getting dim, which was odd, because moments ago the diner blazed with light. He realized with cold shock it was much darker than it had been minutes before.
 
   He looked back warily at the book on the counter.
 
   No, that’s stupid, he argued, it’s not a book; it’s an account register or something like that, but it’s not a book—no way.
 
   As he stepped tentatively closer to the counter, what he saw was undeniable: the object was just the right size for a hardcover novel, and the dimming light glinted off its glossy-black jacket.
 
   He couldn’t breathe. His stubborn mind struggled to deny the truth, insisting it’s a trick of the light, but as he moved closer, his unbelieving eyes saw an adolescent boy’s gray profile, features shrouded by darkness, and printed across the bottom was: Andrew Slater.
 
   The story’s main protagonist, Michael Lockenstein, was an autistic savant whose prophetic visions had become entangled in a serial murder case. Hence the book’s title; Shades of Darkness; because it described the different shades of darkness the boy had endured his entire life.
 
   His first novel, it had been deeply personal—based on an autistic boy he’d known back home named Michael Hazelton—and while he’d written it, he’d truly felt alive, as though he was doing something important, something real. They had enjoyed unbelievable experiences, his friends and Michael, and though he’d enjoyed writing his other novels well enough, he hadn’t felt the same since—since his writing was making a difference.
 
   He lifted a trembling hand, and with an odd combination of loathing and wanting, reached out and flicked the cover of the book open, revealing the inscription, To Hank—best cook in Pennsylvania, who called me ‘not a pain in the ass’, in his handwriting.
 
   He jerked back, hissing, “What the hell?”
 
   “That was the only time you used your gift as you were meant to.”
 
   Andrew spun awkwardly, almost catching his foot on a stool-leg and tripping. Though normal, the voice conjured up the most frightening images possible—a tattered, blood-soaked serial murder with an axe, some crazed highway thief who didn’t mind torturing him sadistically before robbing him, or worse, something leathery, covered in mucus; sinewy tentacles undulating in the dark, whispering in a voice so inhuman it was maddening.
 
   Ph’nglui mglw’nafh, Cthulhu R’lyeh, wgah’nagl fhtagn!
 
   What he saw, however, didn’t match his horrible fantasies; it was rather mundane, which in itself was unnerving. Standing ten feet from him was a teen-age boy, dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt with a checkered red and black flannel over it. He wore an open winter jacket, and his feet were shod with battered, mud-splattered Nikes. The boy’s hands were jammed into his pockets; unruly brown hair spilled across his forehead, and clear blue eyes pierced Andrew with a disconcerting stare.
 
   “Who are you, kid?” Andrew rasped, too vexed to be polite.
 
   The boy remained silent for several seconds, staring at him with an impervious look, until he said in an admonishing tone, “You know who I am—or at least, you should.”
 
   The situation was too bizarre for Andrew; empty diner on an empty highway, a book that couldn’t be there, this boy glaring at him like he was a wet-nosed little brat, those voices lingering at his mind’s edge. He shook his head and snapped, “Hell I do, kid, and I don’t care. I gotta get out of here and flag down a cop or something.”
 
   He took one step forward, and suddenly his chest burned horribly, a phantom knife twisting in his gut, causing him to double over in pain as he convulsed spasmodically. Something terrible pulsed through him, jolting him to the bone, and trembled at the edge of vomiting all over himself. It was over in seconds that felt like lifetimes, and he collapsed to his knees, gagging, drooling through clenched teeth.
 
   “You don’t understand,” the boy said mildly. “There are no police out there; no cars to flag down. We’re alone; you, I, and the Other.”
 
   Andrew felt insanity creeping along the edge of his senses. He looked up at the strange boy, croaking in irrational fear, “Where are we? What is this place?”
 
   The boy shrugged and looked away nonchalantly, as if the matter was trivial. “An in-between place; a crack between worlds.” He looked back at him thoughtfully. “A way station of sorts.”
 
   Andrew hated his next words, but the crawling insanity slowly edged him closer to hysteria. “Is this hell?” he gasped.
 
   The boy’s eyes hardened, something inexplicably old and ancient lingering behind them. “It doesn’t compare,” he pronounced coolly, “especially to someone who doesn’t believe hell exists.”
 
   Sadly, petulant sarcasm was his only defense. “I used to teach junior high English,” Andrew sneered, “I’m pretty familiar with the concept.”
 
   As if in punishment, the burning sensation returned, along with the body-spasm. After the seizure released him, he collapsed, drooling freely, saliva pooling on the linoleum floor like that of an old Basset Hound he’d once had.
 
   Between ragged gasps, lying on the floor, propped up on his knees and elbows, Andrew choked, “Am I dead?”
 
   The boy drew himself up, clasped his hands behind him as a lecturing professor might. “No, not yet.”
 
   Andrew shouted as another muscle-shaking jolt passed through him. “You’re here because you need to choose.”
 
   Andrew sat back on his haunches, grabbing the feeble flame of his ire, fanning it desperately. “Choice; what choice? What the hell are you talking about?” He breathed in deeply; amazingly enough, the shock didn’t return. He wiped his mouth with his forearm—ever mindful he was ruining a Brooks Brothers suit—and snapped, “What is this? Some crappy, low budget version of The Christmas Carole?”
 
   The boy stopped pacing and all ire, sarcasm, and petulance died under his intense gaze. “You’re here to decide your destiny, Andrew Slater.”
 
   Andrew frowned, managing to retain a little annoyance despite the boy’s penetrating gaze. “Destiny? I don’t have a destiny. I’m a writer and no good to anyone; my father could tell you that.” He wiped his mouth on his sleeve again, adding, “No real destiny here.”
 
   The boy remained still, his blue eyes boring into his. “You will choose today, Andrew Slater, whom you will serve: I, or the Other.”
 
   Despite the certainty he was going crazy, Andrew shook his head, wondering—if the kid was real, and not a figment of his broken psyche— if the kid was crazy, too. “Other? Other what?” Slowly, weakly, Andrew lurched to his feet. Even though he towered over the kid, he felt dwarfed by something incomprehensible and held his distance, regarding him warily.
 
   The boy’s eyes burned intently. Finally, he whispered, “You know the Other—you’ve served It most of your life, but now It wants you as Its Herald.”
 
   The words sounded ludicrous, the stuff of badly done horror flicks like The Omen III or Sometimes They Come Back II. However, the proclamation struck him deeply, uncovering the memory of something massive and inhuman slithering around in the dark; rubbery wet sounds of something oozing in its own filth. The whisper of an alien, unutterable tongue.
 
   That’s when he heard it. Something flopping at the far end of the diner. He whirled, his eyes searching the dimness frantically, but he saw nothing. Something long and coiling squelched wetly behind the counter, and he leapt back, fearing it would come after him.
 
   Slowly, the slithering sounds swelled, accompanied by a voice vibrating with an essence evoking primordial fears, each unintelligible syllable pounding against Andrew’s brain.
 
   Ph’nglui mglw’nafh, Cthulhu R’lyeh, wgah’nagl fhtagn! Ph’nglui mglw’nafh, Cthulhu R’lyeh, wgah’nagl!
 
   “What’s that?” Andrew yelled, on the verge of screaming, but he didn’t care. The words slammed into him, turning his insides to jelly. He whirled on the boy, desperately shouting, “What is that?”
 
   Despite the chanting, the boy remained unruffled, and somehow his calm voice spoke above it. “That’s the Other,” he answered simply. “It has many names – Cthulhu is only one of them.”
 
   Bladder twitching fear filled him. “What does it want? Why me? Why me?” “Your desires have served Cthulhu for years, but now It wants to use
 
   your directly. You have a gift, something It desires above all else, and It wants to make you Its Herald because of it.”
 
   Still holding his hands over his ears—which didn’t matter, because that voice kept echoing over and over—Andrew shouted, “What do you mean?” The boy gazed indecipherably at him, mouth a hard line. “Initially,
 
   Cthulhu will reward you for your service; you’ll be rich, successful, and sought after. Your works will outsell all others; your name will be on everyone’s lips.”
 
   Andrew frowned. “Doesn’t sound so bad,” he yelled over the ugly chorus. “Your success will only last for as long as you write for Cthulhu. You’ll advance Its kingdom through your gift—the written word. You’ll be rewarded richly.” The boy’s eyes sparkled with cold wrath. “This will only last for a season; however, because when you’ve served your purpose, you’ll be discarded, and a new herald will be called.”
 
   Andrew shook his head; his mind spinning, stomach heaving. He felt like he was going to vomit, and everything spun into chaos. “Herald for what?” The boy’s eyes glowed with blue fire, his countenance transformed into something unearthly, holy and divine. “The coming destruction of all there is and ever was.”
 
   Andrew passed a hand over his eyes, trying without success to block out the chanting, rhythmic alien voice. “You said ‘that’s the last time you used your gift as you were meant to’. What’s that mean?”
 
   The boy cocked his head; as if the answer was obvious. “You’re not just a writer but a Herald; one who turns life into fiction, and fiction into life. What’s spawned through your pen becomes life ; and in Michael Lockenstein, you followed a path chosen for you before time; a path you’ve since forsaken.”
 
   “What path?”
 
   The boy lifted his chin, gazing at Andrew, daring confrontation. “To be a Herald not for destruction, but for the Witness.”
 
   “That’s freakin’ crazy!” Andrew spat. “Michael Lockenstein isn’t real!”
 
   The boy’s voice dropped low; a whisper that shook the heavens. “But Michael Hazelton is.”
 
   Sudden, awful, terrible self-knowledge pierced him to his very soul. Michael Hazelton; the autistic savant he and his friends grew up with, who he hadn’t seen in years; the template for the fictional Michael Lockenstein, was more than the special boy he’d always thought him to be.
 
   So much more.
 
   No. It wasn’t possible.
 
   Something terrible inside of him, however, told him it was.
 
   “No,” he whispered, not sure where his words came from, “Please. I can’t write that story. I was going to; God I tried, but I just can’t. It’s too hard; I’m too afraid.”
 
   The boy shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, Andrew Slater, because it’s time. You must choose.”
 
   Something flashed from the shadows behind him, wrapping around Andrew’s ankle. With a mighty jerk, it yanked his feet from underneath him, his chest and chin slamming to the diner’s floor; salty blood filling his mouth as his teeth dug into his tongue.
 
   The alien tongue chanted on, destroying Andrew’s shredded sanity. It chanted one word over and over; the name of the Other: Cthulhu! Cthulhu! Cthulhu!
 
   Biting down hard on his tongue to keep from screaming, practically choking on his own blood, Andrew looked over his shoulder at the thing wrapped around his ankle. It was something borne of nightmares and fever dreams—long, muscular; a dark, mottled green. With a sense of revulsion, he noticed the leathery hide bristled with thousands of tiny, near microscopic hairs, and as the fleshy thing wrapped tighter around his ankle, those hairs pierced his pant leg, digging into his skin.
 
   He looked up, and in the shadowed end of the diner, he saw curved, bulbous hulks of rubbery, thick hide. A shape defying description, the heaving mass didn’t correspond to reality as rows of impossibly intelligent and malevolent eyes glittered in the dark.  Tremendous ripples flowed beneath fleshy flanks; it continuously shifted, refusing to be pinned down into one form by the mere human eye.
 
   Stark, unreasoning terror filled Andrew’s mind at the sight of the interweaving display of innumerable tentacles twisting in a serpentine halo. With a cobra-like strike, another tentacle shot from the darkness, and Andrew cried out as it wrapped itself around his other knee, dagger-like hairs ripping through his pants, tearing into his skin.
 
   Slowly he slipped backwards as he scrabbled for something to anchor him. Like a fisherman tired of playing with its catch, the thing behind him heaved once; hard, and Andrew felt himself pulled along the floor, his arms flailing, screaming the cry of a lost infant as his hand shot out and snagged the base of the podium upon which sat the old, empty cash register. Somehow, his desperate hand caught the podium’s edge, and as the pressure on his legs increased and his hip-joints strained, somehow he latched onto the podium, wrapping his arms around its base; making a desperate anchor.
 
   He looked up, and there was the boy, somehow standing only several feet from him, hands shoved into his pockets, looking forever calm and placid. “Please,” Andrew panted, his lips cracked and bleeding, his throat raw, “help me, please!”
 
   The boy looked at him speculatively. “Will you pledge yourself to serve me only? Will you be a Herald for the Witness and not for destruction?”
 
   He heard a rustling, dry sound like a snake sliding through autumn leaves, and Andrew realized yet another fleshy arm hurtled towards. He kicked with mad fright, his heart clogged with both glee and disgust as he struck something warm and leathery. “Whatever!” he shrieked, “Just take me away please!”
 
   The boy squatted face to face with him, glowing blue eyes pulsing. “Have a care,” he said in a strange voice, “pledging your loyalty to me will save you from ruination; however, it won’t save you from death and suffering. There is no ‘safe path’ to choose.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Andrew whimpered, broken now, useless. He heard another dry whisper of something wriggling and squirming, but this time his kick met nothing but air as yet another beastly arm wrapped around his thigh, and his body was pulled with twice the weight. His shoulders popped and creaked and he bit down futilely to fight off the pain.
 
   There was nothing left. His arms shook, and pain worse than anything he’d ever felt filled his body and mind. He looked at the boy, and realized in utter panic his vision was fading, everything going dark at the edges. “What do you want me to do?” he moaned.
 
   The boy gazed him, his intense, glowing blue eyes filling him with warmth, washing away the despair. “Your gift is your writing; your tool; your power. I gave that to you, Andrew, and after Shades of Darkness, you squandered it, buried it in a hole.”
 
   Cthulhu! Cthulhu! Cthulhu! Cthulhu!
 
   “You must choose; you must finish Michael Lockenstein’s story, and usher in the Witness. In its pages you’ll find your destiny, because what you write comes to life. You will provide either victory or destruction; Cthulhu knows this; that’s why It wants you.”
 
   Those horrible tentacles tugged harder, and terror suffused him as his fingers slipped on the smooth, worn edges of the podium. “What if I don’t want to write this?” Andrew sobbed. “What if I choose not to?”
 
   The boy sat back on his heels, the warmth fading from his eyes. “Others will write for me,” he responded tonelessly, “and you’ll be lost. You must choose.”
 
   Andrew opened his mouth, his heart swelling with the answer he wanted, needed to give, but before he could speak, he was torn loose from his wooden life-buoy with a tremendous jerk. Pain blazed from his feet to his hips; his legs shattered and torn but none of that mattered as he flew forever backwards, a thousand icy daggers and teeth ripping into his skin, cutting him to shreds, as everlasting darkness swallowed all he was, devouring him whole.
 
   ANDREW BLINKED RAPIDLY and snapped his mouth shut, a scream dying in his raw, cracked throat. The darkness immediately dissolved into a harsh whiteness making him wince. He swallowed, feeling light-headed, weak.
 
   He tried to move his legs, and fear spiked his heart when he felt them restricted, bound.
 
   He cried out as it wrapped around his other knee.
 
   As the world slowly coalesced around him, he found himself sitting upright in a hospital bed he somehow knew was in Mercy General Hospital, staring numbly out the window as snowflakes fell endlessly from a dirty gray sky onto a dirty city. His abdomen ached dully, the pain blunted by Vicodin, and numerous bandages covering small cuts on his cheeks stung. His head — swaddled in white gauze — throbbed, echoing his forehead’s blow against the steering wheel. Martin was speaking; had been for awhile; but the fatigue and drugs left him fuzzy and uncomprehending.
 
   “I said, you’re pretty lucky, you know?”
 
   Reluctantly, Andrew turned his attention from the snow’s mesmerizing descent to his agent’s worried face. “Sorry?” he mumbled, “I missed that.”
 
   “I said, you’re pretty lucky that old guy in the pick-up truck found you right after you wrecked. You were there for only ten minutes; any longer, you probably would’ve frozen or bled to death.”
 
   Andrew shook his head, his eyes inevitably drawn back to the wintry scene outside. “Ten minutes,” he whispered, seeing fragmented images of an elderly man with amazingly blue, compassionate eyes interwoven with other, nightmarish images he had no words for. “Felt like a lifetime.”
 
   Martin nodded sympathetically as he leaned against the wall. “You’re lucky your kidneys were only bruised; at first they thought they were both lacerated, and they figured you’d be on dialysis for life.” Martin smiled, raising his eyebrows for comic effect in his best attempt at gallows humor. “Can you imagine that; having to carry around a piss bag for the next twenty years?”
 
   Andrew grunted, still looking outside. “Only bruised, huh?”
 
   “Yeah. Someone must have read the CT scans wrong, because when they did a laparoscopy for a closer look, everything checked out.” Martin shrugged. “Like I said, pretty lucky.”
 
   “Yeah.” The whisper was flat, uninspired.
 
   They remained silent for several moments, until Martin finally stirred to life as he said, “Listen, I talked to Franklin, and he says not to worry about it.”
 
   “I’m an ass,” Andrew blurted abruptly. “What’s that?”
 
   Andrew turned and looked Martin straight in the eyes, screwing up what little courage he had left. “I’ve been pretty miserable lately, haven’t I? Drinking too much; acting like a bitchy, ungrateful little crack-head?”
 
   Martin shrugged neutrally, his voice carefully optimistic. “Everyone hits a bad patch now and then.”
 
   Andrew licked his dry, cracked lips, and forced himself not to turn away. “Call Franklin, tell him I screwed up. Tell him I’ll stop my complaining, check into rehab and dry out. I’ll make it right.”
 
   Martin nodded slowly, smiling faintly. “I’ll tell him, Drew; he’ll be glad to hear it.” He paused, then added, “We’ll work it out; I promise.”
 
   He glanced at his watch, startled at the time. “Look, I’ve got to run back to the hotel and shoot off about a dozen emails.” He looked back up at Andrew with such concern, the writer instantly felt horrible for the way he’d treated him the night before. “Will you be all right for a bit?”
 
   Andrew waved limply; his range of motion restricted by the shooting pain in his shoulder and the tug of the IV in the back of his hand. “I’ll be fine,” he whispered.
 
   Martin moved past the foot of the bed and then abruptly checked himself, remembering something. “I almost forgot; when they brought you into the OR, you were clutching these to your chest as if your life depended on it.” Martin paused, smiling. “I think they had to use industrial-grade forceps just to pry them from your fingers. I figured they were important and you’d want them.” He withdraw the objects from under his arm and handed them to Andrew, who accepted them wordlessly, afraid his pounding heart might trigger the call-nurse alarm. “Hang tight until I get back.”
 
   Martin moved to leave again, but Andrew stopped him with a quiet, “Hey.”
 
   Martin stopped at the foot of the bed, hands tucked away into his pockets, eyes bright with concern. “What’s up?”
 
   Looking at the objects in his hands without really seeing them, Andrew murmured, “Remember last night when you said you’d say a prayer for me?” Martin looked off into the distance, searching his memory. “Yeah, I did say that, didn’t I?” “So did you?”
 
   “Did I what?”
 
   Andrew looked intently at Martin. “Did you say a prayer for me?”
 
   Martin paused for a moment, looking slightly sheepish, rubbing his mouth with his hand. After several seconds, his face broke out into a wide grin as he confessed, “You know, it’s the craziest thing. I’m driving down Main Street last night in a total fit over the way you acted, and I come across this old church on the corner Fifth and Main—St. John the Evangelist, I think it was. I get an overwhelming compulsion to stop and visit, and before I know it; I park the car, slip inside, light a few candles, and say a pray for you.” Martin looked down, chuckling slightly. “I think I may’ve even said the rosary, too.”
 
   “Thanks,” Andrew whispered, rubbing his thumb over the topmost object in his hands, a black and white notebook.
 
   “Any time. It obviously did some good. You get some rest.” He flipped
 
   Andrew a jaunty salute and left the room.
 
   Andrew sat motionless, staring for several seconds at what he held. The topmost object was a simple marble black and white composition book, the kind grammar school students across the generations had written countless themes, essays, and journals in. Ironically enough, he’d written the bulk of Shadows of Darkness in these notebooks; had even started writing the sequel in one before pitching it and moving on to something else.
 
   The sequel in which he would’ve continued Michael Lockenstein’s life but for some reason had been too afraid to.
 
   Carefully, his hand trembling, he shifted the objects, and when he saw the other thing – a hardcover novel – his heart practically stopped. In his hands he held a slightly soiled, faded copy of Shades of Darkness. His mind rebelled against the implications, because he knew without a shadow of a doubt the only copy he owned was at home in his library, but here it was, nonetheless.
 
   He breathed once; so hard it hurt, and he winced. He waited for an interminable moment, and then flipped the cover open to find the following: To Hank— best cook in Pennsylvania, who called me ‘not a pain in the ass’.
 
   Andrew slammed the cover shut, and tossed the hardcover on the table next to him like it was a ticking bomb. Sucking in deep gulps of air, he mumbled almost hysterically, “No way; it’s not freakin’ possible, there’s no freakin’ way.”
 
   And yet, two opposing refrains echoed in his mind. . .
 
   Ph’nglui mglw’nafh, Cthulhu R’lyeh, wgah’nagl fhtagn! You’re here to decide your destiny.
 
   His heart churning furiously, Andrew reached out and grabbed the standard hospital pen all rooms came amply supplied with; picked up the notebook he’d dropped into his lap, and opened it to the sight of a stark white, pure, empty page. He clicked the pen, and wrote.
 
   Though he didn’t know how or why, he was the Herald of things to come; a Herald for the Witness of everything there ever was and is.
 
   Andrew wrote on into the night, as the bitter winter wind howled and beat against his hospital room window.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   THE DEMON
 
   ROBERT N. JENNINGS
 
    
 
   Come on, baby, don’t be like this. Let’s you and me just talk like civil people, okay?”
 
   Otis went on packing. The suitcase lying open on the bed swallowed his belongings as the sense of panic boiling in Billie’s gut bubbled. She’d seen him put his church clothes in there; a man didn’t need church clothes just to go spend the night on his mama’s couch. Otis had a mind to stay gone.
 
   She stood by the dresser wringing her hands. “Baby, I’m sorry, okay? It was just a little glass! It didn’t even hit you! I would never hurt you, you know that!”
 
   The suitcase ate its fill. Otis slammed it shut and flipped the latches, snatching it off the bed so fast Billie feared he’d throw out his back again. He clutched the handle in his right hand while his left curled into a fist at his side. He moved his lips as if to say something, then shook his head and charged forward with such power that Billie found herself swept aside and pinned against the dresser. He passed through the doorframe and stormed down the hall, his gait hobbled by the weight of the suitcase. Billie peeled herself off the dresser and went after him. “Baby . . .”
 
   He whirled around, pointing an index finger like a gun. “Get thee behind me, Satan!”
 
   She stopped as dead as if he’d shot her. Her lips drew together tightly. “You been talking to that whore again!”
 
   “Say what you want,” he said. His voice had gone hoarse from the shouting earlier and he spoke now almost in a whisper. In the darkness of the hallway Billie could barely make out his eyes, big as dinner plates, staring at her with a mixture of anger and fear. “You know the truth. You got the demon in you.”
 
   “The demon?” She clutched at her hair. Not this mess again, please! “Otis, that woman is a false prophet! False!”
 
   “Oh, she for real, Billie. She for real.” He turned back around and started for the living room.
 
   Billie hurried after him. If she let him get to the living room he’d get to the front door, and if he got there he’d get to the porch, and if he got there he’d get to the yard and his truck. She didn’t even want to think about what would happen if he got to his truck.
 
   “Otis, stop and think! What kind of prophet of God is gonna come between a man and his wife? What kind of prophet of God is gonna do the things she been doing with you? That’s the devil!”
 
   The hallway ended and Otis steamed into the living room. The waning rays of the sun glinted off shards of glass on the kitchen floor. “What do I got to do?” Billie cried. “What do I got to do to show you what a liar she is? Otis, I love you!”
 
   He opened the front door but threw a look her way over his shoulder. For the first time, she noticed his hands were shaking. “Lies!” he hissed. “You don’t even know how much you lying, you had the demon in you so long!” His eyes watered. “And I’m through. I can’t take this no more. I done all I can do. You change your mind and want to beat this thing, you go see Nell. I’m out.”
 
   “Baby. . .”
 
   He laid a hand on the doorknob. “Don’t follow me. You follow me, I
 
   ain’t responsible for what I do.”
 
   The door slammed shut behind him.
 
   Billie remained in the living room, supported by a pair of knees that wobbled and shook, her unblinking eyes staring at the space Otis’s body had occupied only seconds before. Her stomach spasmed, pummeled by the fist of an enemy she couldn’t touch or fight. She stayed there in the dead silence for quite some time as the shadows on the carpet grew longer and the lake of lemonade and shards from a glass she didn’t remember smashing dried to a sticky mess on the kitchen floor.
 
   He’d left. For real. She could smell this reality, this finality, as clearly as her own perfume. Her teeth clenched. So the bitch wanted to talk about demons? Fine. Billie had a demon for that skinny ass, yes she did.
 
   She grabbed her keys and got in the car.
 
    
 
   OTIS GOT NELL’S ANSWERING MACHINE. “Nell, this Otis. We got to talk, I’ve had enough of this mess. I’ll see you in a little bit.” He flipped the phone shut and threw it on the seat.
 
   The Dodge pickup fishtailed at the end of Jones Chapel Road and he almost lost it before swinging out onto North Carolina Route 26 and heading north. The sun, lower in the sky than it needed to be this time of day in September, made the houses and barns either too bright or too dark, nothing in between. Long shadows crossed the fields and reached for the west side of 26 like bony fingers fixing to snatch his truck from the road. Otis saw these fingers, and disturbed as he was, he stayed right of center.
 
   Lord, he had tried to avoid this. Nell said cleanse his house of any objects that might attract demons, and he did that. Nell said anoint and claim his property for the Lord, and he did that, too. Bought the anointing oil from her directly, smeared it all over every window in the house, every doorframe. When that didn’t work, he grabbed a hold of Billie and anointed her, all over her face and body, and holy mackerel, how that demon had howled! It didn’t like the oil. It screeched as he applied it, cursed him and scratched him, drew his blood. When he got Billie’s body good and anointed the oil made her too slippery to hold and she got loose. When he finally got her again, he had to lock her in the hall closet until the demon went back to sleep, which took the better part of a day. And in the end, that demon didn’t go anywhere. Otis had had enough.
 
   The long stretch of country broke into a familiar set of buildings up ahead on the right. Otis passed his church and the little convenience store next door where he liked to buy his cigarettes. It occurred to him then that he’d left them back at the house, and that right now he needed to smoke. He pulled to a stop a few feet short of the solitary gas pump standing like a statue in the middle of the lot. He killed the ignition and put his hand on the door handle, but a sign in the convenience store window stopped him cold: CLOSED. Which was funny, because he’d been coming here for years, and he knew this place wasn’t open this time of day. Knew it like the back of his own hand, yes he did. So why had he stopped?
 
   Suddenly, he didn’t need to smoke anymore.
 
   And right then he understood: he hadn’t stopped at the convenience store, he’d stopped at the church, because right now God wanted him to pray. Yes he did.
 
   Nell could wait.
 
   His hand shook as he opened the driver’s door and got out, propelled now by a thirst so powerful he couldn’t even stop to flip the lock. A breeze drifting down 26 raised a puff of dust and dead leaves as it reached through every little hole in his shirt and caressed his chest with its cool fingertips as he marched across the parking lot on legs that had gone rubbery in the presence of a force beyond his comprehension. He remembered then that he’d neglected to pack a jacket, but that didn’t matter. The Holy Spirit would warm him. Yes it would.
 
   The church was deserted, but unlocked. Dying sunlight cast shadows on the aisle that ran between two rows of unfinished wood pews as he pushed through the solid pine door. The solid thump of the door closing behind him echoed off the cinderblock walls and vanished into the rafters, leaving him alone with the remains of Saturday evening decaying in the window glass. He shuffled over to his customary seat in the front and sat down.
 
   He prayed and waited for the Holy Spirit to fill him with divine comfort. He prayed for Billie, for Nell, and for himself. He prayed as the sun fled from the evening sky to be replaced by a night so profound that the windows of his church had gone completely black. And long after logic told him the Holy Spirit wasn’t going to come, he continued praying, his hands folded and his eyes shuttered against the darkness and the creeping idea that maybe it wasn’t God who had stopped him here tonight.
 
   He prayed, and he waited.
 
    
 
   “HOW MUCH I OWE YOU?” Timothy asked.
 
   Nell, cleaning herself off, frowned but didn’t turn around. “Don’t owe me nothing,” she said. “I ain’t a prostitute.”
 
   “I know, I was just asking . . .”
 
   “Whatever you want to donate, then. Let’s leave it at that.” She pitched the wad of tissues in the trash can and hunted around in the twisted bedclothes for her drawers. She found them and slipped them back on. “Think you gonna be okay now?”
 
   “Don’t know. Think so.” The drawn blinds let in just enough light to make his naked body glimmer under the layer of sweat covering his skin. He was younger than the other men Nell helped out, and his shoulders were wide and free of the pinched look that eventually overcame his kind. “Why, you got to be somewhere or something?”
 
   “Got things to do.” She swung her legs off the bed. Her dress was around here someplace, and she’d put it on if she could find it. At forty-two, she didn’t defy gravity like twenty years ago, but parading around half naked would only make Timothy want an encore. “And so do you. Just remember what I told you.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “I don’t care how nice she is, you keep your hands off her till that demon gone. You feel the weakness coming over you, you come see me. Devil gets men through they pants. You remember that when you get home. I don’t care what color nightie she put on.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” he repeated.
 
   “You anoint her with oil, and you claim your house for the Lord. Get rid of the drink, if you got any. Got any holy oil?”
 
   “Naw.”
 
   She tracked down her dress and wiggled back into it. “I got some made up, you need any. Twenty-five a gallon.”
 
   “How much you reckon I need?”
 
   “If I was you, I’d get at least four. You gonna spill some when you try to anoint her, or if she attacks you while you’re claiming your house. Don’t want to run out.” She fixed her zipper and turned around to face him. An uncomfortable shadow had settled over his face, and she could see him doing the math in his head. She wouldn’t be getting much of a donation from this one. “Now ain’t the time to be tight,” she said.
 
   “I know that.” He rose and began dressing. “But I don’t get paid till
 
   Friday. Can I put something on it now, maybe get you the rest later?”
 
   Nell turned and padded into the kitchen so he wouldn’t see her rolling her eyes. His immortal soul was in danger, and he wanted to put it on layaway. Lord, have mercy. “I’ll give you a pint now, can’t spare no more than that. Give you the rest Friday, when you bring me a hundred dollars.”
 
   She could hear him muttering something back there in the bedroom, but she let it go. She opened her cupboard and pulled out a small plastic bottle full of vegetable oil and said a quick prayer over it. Now it was holy. She handed it to him when he came out. “Don’t go slinging it all over, now.”
 
   He studied the bottle carefully, as if trying to see God’s healing power floating somewhere inside, then shrugged and pulled a ten out of his wallet. “Donation for this evening,” he said. “I come see you again Friday night.” He made his way through to the front door. The second it closed behind him, Nell muttered a curse and threw the crumpled bill on the counter next to her sugar bowl. Then she checked her answering machine.
 
   The first message was from a man she’d never met before who said he’d heard about her from, uh, a friend, and his wife had, you know, demon trouble. Maybe him and Nell could get together or something, maybe read through the Bible together or do whatever. He left a cell phone number and said he couldn’t answer it because the demon would see a woman’s number on his monthly bill and get all bent out of shape, so if Nell could just leave a message he’d get her right back as soon as he got to a land line.
 
   And then there was Otis. Nell replayed his message several times, her stomach turning at the stress in his voice and the mindless panic sharpening the edges of his words. She tried calling him back, but his phone wouldn’t pick up. After seven tries, she hung up and stared at the telephone in the silence of her kitchen, biting her lower lip and doing her best to keep her breathing deep and even. She never should have sent him back last time. Never. Otis had no more business playing this game than a five-year-old had playing in the Super Bowl.
 
   She left the answering machine and stepped out on the porch to see if some fresh air would clear the tightness in her throat that swallowing didn’t seem to help. Wrapping her arms around her thin shoulders against a chill she hadn’t expected, she stared down the dirt road that led through the woods from her property as the wind blew. It was getting dark. Nell, shaking like the partially denuded trees, held herself even tighter. It was getting cold, too, powerful cold. The temperature had dropped with the coming evening, but it still shouldn’t have been like this yet, not in September with summer still back there at the bar finishing its last drink. Things were changing. People talked about global warming and record highs and lows, but she knew better. She couldn’t have gone on the news with it, but she knew better.
 
   Dead leaves whispered at her to get in her car and go, but she remained on her porch. She couldn’t go anywhere. Not until Otis got here and they had a chance to decide what to do about Billie and that thing inside her. But as she stood watching the day flicker and die, Nell reflected with a shiver that the time for real action may have already passed. Anointing and praying didn’t seem to work. Not with this one.
 
   She turned and went back inside.
 
    
 
   BILLIE HAD NEVER BEEN up around Nell’s house, but once upon a time, before Otis’s sanity deteriorated, someone must have told her where it was. Oh, yeah, that whore lives up off 26 on a dir t road about a mile past the old Shell station on the right. She couldn’t remember who or when, but someone must have told her where to go.
 
   The sun had nearly finished its descent by the time Billie’s old Monte Carlo carried her up a short dirt road and deposited her in front of a pre-World War Two frame house nestled back from the highway. She cut the ignition and stared at the single light burning in one of the front windows. How many times had her own husband pulled his truck into this very spot? How many times had he left another piece of himself in that filthy little house where the whore turned her tricks day after day?
 
   Billie gripped the steering wheel tightly enough to crush stone. Another question: what was she going to do now that she was here?
 
   Easy, Billie thought, we’re gonna talk. That was all, just a little talk. Shame the whore, give her a piece of the truth. The truth that she was a nasty old whore as hated in the community as a rattlesnake under the porch, common vermin, a rat, a cockroach.
 
   A worm.
 
   Billie breathed in through her nose. Yes, a worm. There you go. Hateful little thing that went and dug itself into a perfectly good apple and made it all rotten. In her mind’s eye, Billie saw the worm wriggling and feeding on the flesh of the apple as if it were something she had witnessed personally; for a moment, the image was so clear that she had to shake her head to get rid of it. Her eyes homed in again on the light in Nell’s front window.
 
   Time to have a little talk with the worm. Billie opened her door and got out.
 
    
 
   OTIS WAS HERE.
 
   Hearing the tires grinding their way across her leaf blown yard, Nell finished up on the toilet and hurried to the front door. She threw it open and stopped cold.
 
   “There you are, you dirty bitch! I got a bone to pick with you!”
 
   Lord, that was Billie herself out on Nell’s porch. Fatter than a prizewinning pumpkin, she stood barely three feet away with her fists holstered on her broad hips and her eyes burning with anger as black as her skin. She breathed through her nose, like a bull. For a moment, Nell’s heart quit beating.
 
   “Billie. How you doing tonight?”
 
   “Don’t how-you-doing me, you filthy slut!” Billie’s eyes were wicked slits. “Open the door! You and me gonna talk!”
 
   Nell swallowed. The bottom disappeared from her stomach and her insides plummeted into a black hole in the center of her body. Billie didn’t see the demon, probably didn’t feel it either, but Nell sure did. Billie had the demon all curled up inside of her like. . .
 
   Like a worm in an apple.
 
   A worm in an apple. Asleep for the moment but still there, like a bull rattler coiled under the Christmas decorations in the attic, waiting for a hand to reach for the holly wreath above its diamond-shaped head.
 
   “What’s the matter, bitch?”
 
   Nell blinked. Get her inside, she thought. Anoint her with oil and cast out the demon. Take it by surprise.
 
   Nell bit her lip. Billie wouldn’t sit still for anointing, but still, she had to try. If God had placed this victim on her porch, she had to believe He had a reason.  She breathed in deeply and reached for the screen door handle. “Come on in.”
 
   Billie wasn’t quite fat enough to have to turn sideways, but she did anyway, as if unsure of her own width. Her eyes cut hot trails over Nell’s face as they swung across her living room with a look of disgusted appraisal. Nell sent up a silent prayer.
 
   “Billie.”
 
   Billie turned around. “What business you got telling my man I got a demon in me?”
 
   She stood a few feet away, just inside the doorway, blocking Nell’s only pathway to the kitchen and the powerful weapons stored there. Nell cleared her throat. “Oh, I don’t know where he got that idea. I just kind of went along with it, you know. Look, why don’t you have a seat on the sofa and let me get you a glass of water?”
 
   For a moment, Nell thought Billie wasn’t going to go for it, that she could read Nell’s mind, but finally she shrugged. “Just hurry it up. I ain’t got all night.”
 
   Billie waddled towards the sofa. Quelling the urge to run to the cupboard as fast as her legs would carry her, Nell walked calmly into the kitchen with her heart fit to jump out and do the Funky Chicken. She reached for the door to the cupboard out of which she had taken Timothy’s blessed oil a bare half hour before. Then she saw an empty glass in the sink and stopped.
 
   If she was trying to cast out a demon, wouldn’t it be a good idea to use some blessed water, too? And wouldn’t it be better if Billie actually ingested the water rather than having it dumped on her head, burn that nasty thing from the inside out? Yes it would. Of course, if Nell came out with a glass of water in one hand and a bottle of holy oil in the other, Billie would want to know about the bottle. This would have to be a two-part attack.
 
   Nell added some ice cubes to the glass and ran the faucet until the water covered them all just a half inch below the rim.
 
   “Don’t take your sweet time, now,” Billie called from the living room.
 
   Nell, her back to the living room, set the glass beside the sink and prayed. God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit, bless this water with Your everlasting might. Fill this water with Your healing power. I ask You this in the name of Jesus Christ, amen.
 
   She opened her eyes and looked down at the water. With the exception of condensation forming on the glass, it looked the same as it had seconds before. But it wasn’t. Now all she had to do was get Billie to drink it.
 
   Nell padded out into the living room. She set the glass in front of Billie, slipping a coaster under it with her left hand out of habit. “There you go.” She turned and darted back towards the kitchen.
 
   “Where you going now?”
 
   “It’s time for my cranberry juice. Keep my kidney stones from coming back.”.
 
   “Hurry your ass up, girl! Damn!”
 
   Drink it! Nell’s mind screamed. She was in the kitchen now, on her way across the linoleum, the cupboard and its store of weapons locked in her vision. Her ears pricked for the shriek of a burning demon, but she didn’t wait around for it. She threw open the cupboard door and grabbed the biggest bottle of oil she had, fresh oil, blessed just this morning. She whirled around.
 
   Billie was standing right behind her.
 
   Nell let out a squeak and dropped the plastic bottle. It bounced off the floor at her feet and skittered across the tiles, coming to rest beneath the sink cabinets. She looked up at Billie, eyes wide and panicked.
 
   Billie’s brow furrowed. “What you need that for?”
 
   Nell tried to chuckle. “Oh, I was going to start heating it up for dinner, you know, for when you leave. Gonna fry me some potatoes.”
 
   “I thought you was getting cranberry juice.” Billie’s frown deepened. “What you got going on in here?”
 
   Oh, shit.
 
   Nell saw it before Billie did, but of course, Billie probably never saw it. The demon inside her uncoiled from its sleep and rose up in the infected space behind her face while her body became a sponge that drained the light from air itself. Her pupils dilated to an impossible width, making the whites of her eyes disappear.
 
   Nell stared into pools of obsidian and found herself alone with the demon. It stared at Nell with no expression at all, like the inmates in the reptile
 
   cages at the Asheboro zoo. Nell’s jaw trembled. “Billie? That you?” The mouth opened and the tongue wiggled. It didn’t answer.
 
   Nell’s legs threatened to buckle beneath the crushing load of fear that had suddenly settled upon her body. For all her good work, she had never actually seen a demon in the flesh, much like a doctor had never seen with his bare eyes the little creepy-crawlies that caused the influenza. But that didn’t matter now, because God was with her. He had chosen Nell to do His work, as He had chosen her in the past. He had sent this demon her way because He knew Nell loved Jesus and Nell could beat this thing. Yes she could.
 
   The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me to lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside the still waters.
 
   The head canted sideways on the pintle of Billie’s neck, confused. Nell realized she had been praying aloud. Oh, well. “He restores my soul,” she said in a wavering voice. Her eyes darted to the bottle of oil wedged between the bottom of the sink cabinet and the kitchen floorboards. If she could reach it.
 
   “He leads me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.” The Billie-thing’s hands clenched into fists.
 
   “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me!”
 
   A low growling began in the chest. The glasses in Nell’s cupboards rattled and the salt and pepper shakers danced towards the edge of the breakfast table.
 
   Nell had to make her move. Now.
 
   She dove for the floor just as a howl like a mountain lion’s issued forth from Billie’s mouth and her hand pistoned upward through the space Nell’s chest had just occupied, smashing through the wooden cupboard.
 
   Nell was on the floor. She heard something that could have been splintering wood or a splintering set of hand bones, she couldn’t tell which and at this point couldn’t care less. The fingers of her left hand closed around the bottle’s squarish bottom. She yanked it out and pawed frantically at the cap while at the same time pushing away from Billie’s body with her legs.
 
   Her back struck the stove and her head bounced off the self-cleaning handle. Oh, dammit, the lid was stuck! “Your rod and your staff, they comfort me,” she whimpered.
 
   The demon pulled Billie’s arm out of the hole it had made in Nell’s cabinet, black eyes betraying no sense of pain at the mess it had made of the hand. The pulp at the end of the arm flopped sideways to reveal white daggers Nell recognized as shards of forearm bone.
 
   The lid gave with one last panicked twist and clattered to the floor. Nell rose on jellied legs. With a scream she aimed the bottle straight for Billie’s face and squeezed. Freshly blessed oil splashed out and struck Billie on the chin, the throat, the chest. The front of her dress bloomed dark with oil.
 
   And beyond that, it did absolutely nothing.
 
   Nell remained frozen in position. The 23rd Psalm had done nothing but make the demon angry; the oil had done nothing but make it wet.
 
   Twin pops sounded as Billie’s jaw dislocated and her mouth opened wide in a shriek that blew out the window glass in the same instant as Nell’s eardrums ripped. Nell screamed but couldn’t hear it, so she screamed louder and louder, right up until Billie’s one good hand sliced through the air and tore out her throat. In the seconds before her world went dark for good, she had just enough time to wonder how Billie could have grown ten feet tall and still be in the kitchen, because the ceilings in this house weren’t more than eight feet high.
 
   And then, she wondered no more.
 
    
 
   THE FIRST THING BILLIE NOTICED when she came to in her car was that night had fallen. The second thing she noticed was that her left arm hurt like a mad dog.
 
   She sat in the driver’s seat outside Nell’s house, blinking at the swollen wreck that began halfway up from her elbow. A wooden spoon and matching spatula ran the entire length of her forearm, tightly secured against her skin with strips of what looked like white and red checkered tablecloth. A moment later she realized the cloth was supposed to be pure white; the red was her own blood.
 
   What had she done in there? Pieces of glass twinkled in the moon light on Nell’s porch, and it took Billie a moment to figure out she was looking at window glass. Every last window had busted from the inside out. Funny; she didn’t remember doing that. She didn’t remember doing anything, actually, including tearing the hell out of her left arm, which was weird, because that mother hurt.
 
   The gaping windows stared back at her like eye sockets in a skull. To be honest, she couldn’t swear she’d actually done anything; she couldn’t promise the windows hadn’t been like that when she got there. And hadn’t she had some kind of fight with Otis earlier on this evening? Had he broken her arm? Wouldn’t have been the first time the details got a little fuzzy. Not by a long shot.
 
   She found herself for some reason thinking about a worm, a fat worm gorging itself on the flesh of a fallen apple, and she would have told her mind to move on to something else if the image didn’t make her feel so damned good. The worm was fat and happy; pain in her arm and missing chunks of memory notwithstanding, she felt the same. Didn’t know why, but she did.
 
   A gust of wind whipped through the dead trees surrounding the corpse of Nell’s house, and Billie flicked the ignition key with her good hand. Best thing to do right about now would be to mosey on down to the emergency room and have somebody take a look at that forearm. Later on, she planned to do just that. At the moment, though, she needed to go by that stupid little church and see her man. She and Otis would have a little talk, and when they got done, he would come home with her. For good.
 
   Yes he would.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   POLLY’S MUSE
 
   MIKE DURAN
 
    
 
   Dirt and air were the death of her—especially the kind laced with spring rain and kindled by the morning sun. As he choked the final strands of Inspiration from his subject, Brichard recalled this fact with insipid glee. She hadn’t sunk a bulb in months. And hunkered in that mausoleum, entombed in monotony, Polly’s muse had no choice but to surrender.
 
   “Gotcha!” Brichard flung the twit into the crate and slammed the bolt. “Now you can join the rest of them!”
 
   As the muse struggled to escape, Polly’s oldest son, Nathan, skidded into the hallway, pajamas unzipped down to his navel. A pillow slapped the wall behind him.
 
   “Mom!” Matty shouted from the bedroom. “Nathan’s bothering me again.”
 
   “Come on!” Polly thrust herself from the computer, sending the chair spiraling across the hardwood. “Would you two stop it!”
 
   Goin and Sprocket tumbled out of Matty’s room in a heap, guffawing. Polly swept past, unknowingly whirling the imps aside with her fuzzy blue Elmo slippers as she marched down the hall, hot on Nathan’s trail. Brichard cackled, relishing her meltdown, then nudged the crate off the desk and followed in its wake. He toppled to the ground where the other Grimpkin joined him, lost in hysterics.
 
   They had finally captured Polly’s muse.
 
   “Let me go,” Cecly squeaked from inside the tiny prison. “You’ll be sorry.”
 
   “Shut up,” Goin snapped, flinging spittle. “No more magic fer you. Grimpkin win.”
 
   Museglow seeped through the crate and they hissed in revulsion. But the dread halo did not quench their gaiety. They dragged the cage through the den, razzing the trembling muse as they went. Brichard scuttled to the
 
   open window and grimaced as fresh air swept past. He hoisted the troops over the ledge along with the imprisoned pixie, and motioned them onward. Then he squat on the sill, studying his subject.
 
   She had returned and was now slumped forward in the chair, the flatscreen boring a hole into her vacuity—a most encouraging sign. By the time Polly had captured Nathan, calmed Matty, and plopped back down at the computer, she was fried. The Grimpkin’s plan had worked. Between those spastic youngsters and her pea-brained husband, the victim was beaten, deflated, worlds away from Inspired.
 
   And her expectations only made the job easier.
 
   She massaged her temples with her fingertips and, as if on cue, glanced at the certificate in the gaudy, gilded frame over her desk. Honorable Mention, Gumtree Third Annual Writing Contest, Annapollee Paine. At the time, it was an accomplishment—one that disgusted Brichard and piqued her hopes for more. Now with the Fourth Annual Writing Contest only two months away, Polly had resolved to place higher.
 
   But as she slouched before the computer, a slight puddle of drool forming on her flaccid lips, Brichard knew they had the upper hand. And this time, they wouldn’t relent. He chuckled, clambered down from the windowsill and joined the others as they hauled Cecly to the basement.
 
   The dank root cellar was the perfect place to extinguish the family’s muses. The Grimpkin squeezed under the door and tumbled down the steps in a raucous mass. Molemin jumped to his feet and shielded the cage. “Who g-goes? Who goes?” he chirped, his beady eyes swelling from the ruckus. Behind him, the muses stirred, barely visible in the murk, their once fiery wings now wilted and grey.
 
   “We got ‘er!” Goin gurgled. “We got Polly’s muse!”
 
   Brichard scampered in front of them with his chest out. “Told you we could do it. It was only a matter of time.”
 
   “Does Pederman know?” Molemin squealed. “D-d-does he? D-does he?” “He’ll find out soon enough,” Brichard said. “Bring her over.” He glared at the muses in the cage. “Let her join the family.”
 
    
 
   THE GRIMPKIN SPRAWLED about the place, telling jokes, sniping at the muses, savoring victory. The pipes rattled overhead as someone ran water inside and the boys continued to squabble, evoking snickers from the troops with each outburst.
 
   Sprocket lounged, daydreaming. “I wonder if we’ll get a promotion.” “I wanna bluebrain,” Molemin giggled. “They’re too t-tasty.”
 
   “Pah!” Goin brushed his talon through the air. “Heretics and hedonists—that’s what I’m talkin’ ‘bout.”
 
   Brichard brooded in the corner, scoffing at their jocularity. He longed, like the rest, to be a devil; but somewhere along the way, his idealism had become a casualty of war. Perhaps he had underestimated his subject, misjudged the cunning of the Enemy. Either way, he had been here before—and lived to regret it. This time, he could not allow their elation to keep them from vigilance.
 
   As he sat, grinding his choppers, something creaked overhead, followed by a soft thud. It was the garage door.
 
   The Grimpkin looked dumbly at each other. Then Brichard cursed and leapt to his feet. He scrambled up the basement steps, under the door, and out to the driveway with just enough time to snag the fender of the van as it sped away. Grappling along the vehicle, he squeezed through Matty’s window, and perched atop the seat between the boys. From there, he peered at the back of Polly’s head, cogitating.
 
   She wasn’t one to concede defeat, and by the looks of it, a battle was brewing. He’d seen it before: That infinitely determinate gaze and resolute jawline. She was planning a counterstrike. Blast it! Why couldn’t she be uninspired and acquiescent, like the rest of them? Even without her muse, the subject was, regrettably, a live one.
 
   Leaping the ragged leather gulf, Brichard scuttled to her shoulder and wedged himself between the blades, sounding the depths.
 
   Every mortal had a Spark—that, according to Pederman’s research— but by adulthood, it was mostly ash. How easily the species relinquished Light. Television proved a useful tool, as did lard and sugar. Polly had her weak spots, as they all did. Yet unlike most, discipline was a defining prism of her life. Even though her Spark was just embers, she knew how to fan the flame. And when a mortal did that, they were dangerous.
 
   Brichard recoiled at the leftover glow, loathing her resilience, and embedded himself.
 
   She parked the van and announced over her shoulder, “No fighting in the store. I’m getting a couple things for dinner. That’s it.” Rummaging through her purse, she snatched out her grocery list and glared back at the boys. “And you’re staying with your father tonight. I’m going to the gym.” Brichard cringed. He’d have to organize a team. Polly couldn’t go to the gym alone. All that breathing, sweating, and pumping blood could prove fatal. As she left the car, he scaled her neck, rooted himself, and remained there until she arrived home.
 
    
 
   WHEN THEY RETURNED FROM THE STORE, Brichard discovered Pederman had arrived.
 
   Goin, Sprocket and Molemin stood stiffly before the cage. The four muses huddled in the corner as Cecly whispered and attempted to warm them with her wings.
 
   “Quiet in there,” Goin huffed over his shoulder.
 
   Pederman paced the floor, hands clasped behind him. As Brichard entered, the Lieutenant straightened. “Well, well. The great hunter arrives.”
 
   Broodle Pederman had begun his career in the field, like most, worked his way into Research, and now stood poised on the verge of arch-devilship. Rumor was that Pederman had a personal relationship with the Dark Lord. He’d devoted his life to fighting the Adversary and had the scars to prove it. Suicides and overdoses garnished his resume, as did several apostasies. He’d even managed to recruit an entire university faculty for the Dark Lord. The Lieutenant did not mess with weathered rock stars and congressmen— he was strictly big time.
 
   He stood tall; his shoulders were square, with obnoxiously large ears crowning his weathered dome. Pederman faced Brichard. “I take it your adventure with the subject was successful?”
 
   “Yes.” Brichard cleared his throat and stepped forward with his hands politely folded. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Tell me about it, please.”
 
   He hated it when Pederman asked for details. “Well, she bickered with the kids most of the time—”
 
   “The older one, Nathan, is proving useful, is he not?”
 
   “As you predicted, Sir.” Brichard half bowed, knowing Pederman had set him up. “I was able to keep them bickering and steer her toward the magazine rack. She also purchased some ice cream and potato chips, which should help, and candy bars for the cubs. Other than that, the excursion was uneventful.” He withheld information about Polly’s intentions to go to the gym, knowing Pederman would only probe.
 
   “Well, I must say the four of you have done much better than expected.” Pederman ambled toward the muses, limping noticeably worse since their last encounter.
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” Sprocket slurped, his bloated eyes roving to and fro in their sockets. “Thank you. Does this mean we get a—”
 
   Goin elbowed him in the ribs.
 
   Pederman turned to the Grimpkin with an eyebrow raised. “A promotion, Mr. Sprocket?” He sauntered to the cage and wrinkled his face. Cecly poised in front of the quivering muses, glaring at Pederman. “Pitiful creatures aren’t they? Without the twits the mortals are quite average. But as servants of the Adversary, they are to be feared. We must never underestimate the power of our Foe.” He pivoted on his hoof and turned back to the Grimpkin. “Why He adores the mortals, we’ll never know. His motivations are inscrutable, illogical, beyond Grimpkin acumen. Our orders are simple, which I reiterate now, on the eve of your great victory: Shroud the Spark. Smother it! Boredom and lethargy is our ally, Ingenuity and Vision, our rival.” He lowered his voice to a hiss. “We must keep them from their muse. “A promotion will be considered,” Pederman said, nonchalant, “when
 
   your next assignment is completed.”
 
   Sprocket clapped wildly and Goin immediately silenced him with another blow to the ribs.
 
   “You recall the last time Polly’s muse was cornered. A bit too much celebration, eh Brichard?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Too much, definitely.”
 
   “As you recall in my first briefing, our research indicates a lengthy infestation of muses in the subject’s family. Some of the twits are quite infamous: Sapphire and Sophia are now angels, I hear. You’ll remember, I’m sure, that Polly’s great, great grandfather was a university dean—the cad. And on her mother’s side, a preacher. The mortal slew many of our brethren.” Pederman hung his head in overdraw n solemnity, and they followed suit.
 
   “But now,” he finally resumed, “for your assignment.” The Lieutenant paced the floor between them, ears trailing like ragged banners. “As you know, the Gumtree Writing Contest is fast approaching and the subject is quite fixated upon it. She’s dangerous when decided. Her previous conquests have created a beachhead for a secondary assault and, as such, must be rigorously assailed. Should her confidence flare, your victory will prove short-lived.”
 
   They mumbled in assent.
 
   Then Pederman stopped and with calculated enunciation said, “You must prevent her from entering that contest.”
 
   Brichard caught himself gawking. Was that possible? The Human will was notoriously guarded, cordoned by a Divine malice; it could be plied and beguiled, but never fully occupied. These were the Rules. Polly could be neutralized, cowed and cramped. But to keep her from entering the contest, they’d have to go to complete lockdown.
 
   His mind churned, riffling through plans of attack, when Pederman got in his face. With an icy intonation, the Lieutenant said, “And beware of Mr. Lewis Crupp.”
 
    
 
   THE AIR TINGLED with Pederman’s departure and the Grimpkin began milling about, muttering to themselves.
 
   “I think ‘is ears are gettin’ bigger,” Goin grumbled.
 
   “Quiet!” Brichard scanned the ceiling, making sure Pederman had left. Sprocket scratched his head and lolled his bulbous eyes. “Does this mean we get a promotion?”
 
   “We ain’t getting any pr’motion—” Goin swaggered toward Sprocket “—unless you can keep that kid of yours under wraps.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Yours still has books under his bed.” He shoved Goin and stood with fists drawn.
 
   “They’re comic books, you dolt.” Goin countered by socking Sprocket’s muzzle and a scuffle ensued.
 
   “All right you dimwits, knock it off.” Brichard wrestled them apart. “If anybody’s going to get a promotion, we’ve gotta keep her from entering that contest.”
 
   Goin and Sprocket stood glowering at each other.
 
   “And if we’re gonna do that,” Brichard said, “we’ve gotta have a plan.” The combatants grudgingly nodded and Brichard continued dissecting  the looming dilemma.
 
   Tactically, neutralizing the head of the house was the first order of business. Most husbands were spineless, and Garland Paine had done nothing to alter the equation. He’d relinquished his muse without contest and remained calcified in complacency. With Zephyr imprisoned, the chances of an original thought erupting in Garland’s brainpan were remote.
 
   Which left Polly.
 
   Keeping her from reading was a given—unless, of course, it was romance novels or tabloids. The poetry collection on her nightstand required constant surveillance and was tolerable only when it buried her Bible. Occasionally, the Grimpkin managed the malfunction of small appliances. A backed up toilet or leaky faucet did wonders for morale. And by all means, they must limit the subject’s contact with the Elements. Mulch under her nails and oxygen in her lungs could be lethal.
 
   Then there was the Great Oz himself.
 
   A retired muralist, and something of a geriatric saint to the neighborhood, Mr. Lewis Crupp lived next door to the Paines. His pinwheels and ceramic pottery were the rage in Gumtree. The geezer’s relentless cheer had felled not a few devils, most recently, Gorge and Tworn. A comedy troupe envisioned by Crupp conspired under their watch. MephistoFools consisted of several of his disciples, made the club circuit and cut a CD, and Pederman demoted the imps to a Siberian coalmine to brush up on their skills. From then on, Grimpkin referred to this as being crupped.
 
   History was not on their side. Either way, Brichard’s corps had their work cut out for them.
 
    
 
   AS POLLY PREPARED FOR THE GYM, Brichard and Goin reprimanded Sprocket for his impertinence and admonished him regarding his role on the team. A newfound solidarity, compounded by the promise of advance, seemed to galvanize the troops. The ring was within reach and they all sensed it. With that, Brichard and Goin attached themselves to the subject for what had become her tortured trek to the local health spa.
 
   The gym was a labyrinth of capacious mirrors and token posers. “Bind ‘em with their own chains,” Pederman would say. And mortals were nowhere more bound than when entangled in themselves. Vanity and self-pity—symptoms of the same defect—could cannibalize the best of specimens.
 
   Polly stuffed her belongings in a locker and headed for a treadmill. She was mulling the monthly fee, which emboldened Brichard. Canceling the damned membership would surely send her spiraling. But as she eyed the lineup of machines, he quavered. Inspiration came to her on the treadmill once—a great Spark that started a Story. He’d have to maneuver someone her way, force her to disengage. That old chatterbox, Mrs. Malloy, would accommodate. And Polly’s mystery man, that ego swollen math teacher, usually sent her spiraling.
 
   As Goin slunk from her shoulder in search of reinforcements, Brichard unfolded himself and began threading her, lobbing thoughts into Polly’s brainframe. “Look at yourself,” he whispered. “You’re a moose in those tights. Keep it up, Ms. Thunder Thighs, and you’ll be wearing a tent. Really, do you think Garland cares? He hasn’t touched you in weeks, if that’s any indication.” Brichard continued the shelling, closing in on her cerebrations. “You’re behind on the chores—like, way behind. Spring is for cleaning, but by the looks of it, you’re stuck in summer. Last summer. And face it—being here only makes it worse. Tsk, tsk. Maybe it is time to bail. Quitting the gym will give you time at home . . . but of course, it’s also liable to land you in a size 16. You’re a mess, girl. A flippin’ mess!”
 
   But Polly mounted the treadmill, unfazed, and started limbering up.
 
   Curses! He’d have to chance it. Brichard burrowed deeper and took aim at her passion. “Forget the contest, Luv. You’re just not there. Nathan’s grades are way below average and Matty needs, well, lots more hugging. You don’t want him to turn into that Williams’ boy, do you? Then you’d best drop it. Who’re you kidding, anyway? That Honorable Mention was a fluke. It’s one and done for Polly P.” He was walking on thin ice bringing up the contest. Nevertheless, with her optimism already maimed and her muse incarcerated, a frontal assault could finish her off. “Nothing’s new under the sun. Grief, redemption, self-worth—boring! Face it, you’ve got nothing original. You’re a housewife, Sweets. Nora Roberts you ain’t.”
 
   In mid-stretch, Polly suddenly froze, as did Brichard. An Idea streaked through her brainways with such ferocity that he had to extricate himself. Tumbling free, he landed on his noggin and sat dazed. Had the Idea grazed him, he could’ve lost a limb. The near miss left him shaken and more than a little worried. Polly took a deep breath and began walking, pumping her arms, waking the treadmill from its hibernation. Rapidly re-scaling the subject, Brichard scanned the gym.
 
   Where is Goin?
 
   He reasserted himself into Polly’s head, the trench still warm from his previous incursion. Luckily, she’d forgotten her iPod. The prattle of the TV near the stationary bikes combined with the R&B in the house speakers formed a frenetic concoction inside her. Unable to drown it out, Polly intensified her march, forcing herself to focus.
 
   “Reverse! That’s what you’re stuck in—reverse!” Brichard’s tone was shrill. “It’s the calm before the storm; the dying gasp of a fat, uninspired, degenerate loser. You can’t beat it, babe—it’s fate, predestination, genetic inevitability. Just surrender.”
 
   She wrinkled her brow and looked sideways at the man next to her: some nerd with a yellow headband and ankle weights, flailing on the treadmill as if trying to impress. Before he could return her bemused gaze, she looked away, shifted gears and started jogging. In a few minutes, she would be impermeable.
 
   Brichard reared back, preparing for one final blitz, when a libido surge broke her rhythm. He swiveled his head, in search of the possible cause. The math teacher strode their way with Goin draped across his shoulders, beaming and trailing drool.
 
   Her hard-fought momentum fizzled and Polly wilted.
 
   Mr. Math approached the vacant treadmill next to her, pumping his arms across his chest. He looked at Polly, and then did a double-take.
 
   “Patty? No, Polly. Wasn’t it?” They both laughed.
 
   Goin peeked over the man’s head, saluted Brichard and howled. It was all downhill from there.
 
    
 
   THE FREIGHT OF GUILT and self-torment was in full swing. Polly slouched at the computer in her robe and slippers, twirling a lock of hair. Yesterday’s flirtatious buzz had given way to shame, and Brichard rubbed it in. With his help, she had excavated some old outlines. But their impotence, combined with his accusatory onslaught, left her vapid. At the rate it was going, Polly would not be entering that contest.
 
   But they had to keep the pressure on.
 
   Goin and Sprocket mesmerized the boys with the television and managed to keep them intermittently sparring. After grumbling about her writing fixation, Garland huffed into the garage to tinker with his truck and listen to the NASCAR feed. And down below, Molemin kept a vigilant eye on the dying fairies.
 
   Brichard remained in Polly’s head all morning, enflaming and then savoring the fatigue. Her plunge was almost laughable and he entertained himself with repeated volleys off her conscience. The landscape of her imagination grew bleak, shards of creativity ebbing into debris across the battlefield.
 
   He had settled into the sweetest of nightmares when she suddenly bolted from the desk, extricating him with a brief, unexpected prayer.
 
   At the sound of the commotion, Goin and Sprocket hustled around the corner to see what happened. They raced to Brichard’s side and stood, sniffing at the air, panic slowly suffusing their features.
 
   “No—” Sprocket wrung his wattled hands.
 
   Brichard smelled himself and winced. He stank of supplication. “She didn’t . . . ” Goin went pallid.
 
   But Brichard jumped to his feet and frantically scanned the room. The front door was open. They exchanged horrified, gaping stares and then rushed to it.
 
   A gentle rain had fallen in the night, leaving the aroma of earth mingled with a scent of jasmine. The Grimpkin recoiled. Sunlight washed the porch, fetching fractals from spider webs and dewy grass blades. Birds bustled in the trees and voices murmured nearby.
 
   “No!” Brichard flung himself into the maelstrom.
 
   Polly stood at the fence holding the newspaper, talking to Mr. Lewis Crupp. Thinning grey hair drawn into a pony, the old man was crowned by five fully lit muses.
 
   Goin and Sprocket skidded into Brichard who stood curling his snout at the infernal pixies.
 
   “You let ‘er slip.” Goin growled. “Maybe I should’a been in charge.” “This is bad,” Sprocket whimpered. “Real bad.”
 
   “Knock it off! Get a hold of yourselves.” The Adversary was gaining ground—they had to move quickly. “One in each ear,” he barked. “Start a thread. Sprocket, far side. Goin, near. Move it!”
 
   Yet Sprocket shuffled backward with his eyes bugging.
 
   Why did Brichard always get the greenhorns? He signaled Goin and they seized Sprocket and dragged him to Polly’s feet.
 
   “Can it, Grimpkin!” Brichard ordered. “Get a spine—now—or you’re kindling!”
 
   Sprocket continued blubbering, squirming in their grasp, as they ascended the subject. They reached the summit and, fighting off museglow, turned toward Mr. Lewis Crupp. The muses hovered over the old man’s head in formation, glaring at them. Unlike Grimpkin, unity was a natural trait of the sprites. And, just as Brichard feared, Polly was talking about the writing contest.
 
   “It seems I’ve lost it, Lewis. I just don’t have any creative energy.” She smiled—the wan, lifeless smile that Brichard cherished. “Maybe I used it all up the last contest. I’m a one-hit wonder.”
 
   Crupp chuckled, reached over the fence and took her hand. “Creativity, you have,” he said in a sappy empathetic tone. “Energy?” He patted her hand. “You just need a recharge.”
 
   “Hurry!” Brichard shouted. “Plug her!”
 
   Sprocket stumbled back as Brichard and Goin suctioned themselves to Polly’s ears. With no time for subtlety, they vomited condemnatory static into her head. Yet it was too late. The muses were preparing to dive.
 
   “I’ll drop by a little later and bring you some,” Crupp leaned forward and whispered, “Inspiration.”
 
   Ripples of hope lapped the shoreline of her psyche, sent out from some hideous, uncharted spring. Brichard and Goin quickly uncorked themselves as Sprocket shrieked and dove to the ground. The muses rose in formation, luminescent in alliance, and dove. The Grimpkin plunged to the ground and landed near Sprocket, who stood dithering. Polly rushed past them, newspaper under her arm, fuzzy blue slippers slapping the walkway. The encounter left her sparkling.
 
   What’s worse, something roiled inside her, something ancient and wild which had been dormant for so long. It was a storm—a Brainstorm.
 
    
 
   THE GLOWING HUDDLE WA S A SLAP in the face, evidence of the turning tide. Quickened by Polly’s interaction with Crupp, the imprisoned muses, now reignited, stood anxious and incandescent. The Grimpkin milled about in the shadows.
 
   Brichard did not have Pederman’s rhetorical skills, and wasn’t fool enough to fake it. But they needed to regroup. Despite the setback, their strongholds remained intact and could still be exploited. Thanks to her penchant for penance, Polly’s guilt, though scabbed over, could be reopened with relative ease. Between Garland’s lethargy, Nathan’s hyperactivity and, most of all, Cecly’s confinement, the troops rallied behind Brichard.
 
   He led them inside and was relieved to see Polly sitting at the kitchen table with Garland, drinking coffee and reading the paper. World news rarely induced Light, so they left her contemplating nuclear escalation and random acts of violence. With the kids still sleeping, they assailed Garland. In a few minutes, the numbskull began grumbling about his breakfast and a shortage of clean socks. However, Polly did not take the bait and he stormed away from the table leaving them to devise a plan of attack.
 
   After accusing Brichard of mishandling the campaign, Goin suggested they Cap the subject. Upon mention, the troops became noticeably restless. The Duncecap maneuver, developed by the ancient djinn, was seldom used and potentially perilous for inexperienced demons like themselves. The move required a Grimpkin to fasten itself over a mortal’s brainbucket, fully encasing the cranium and gradually asphyxiating Thought. Many victims eventually went mad. However, the move was exhausting and, occasionally, incapacitating for the assailant.
 
   Brichard ignored the suggestion, all the while sensing a mounting inevitability.
 
   With Garland pouting in the garage, Goin and Sprocket scurried into the boys’ rooms. The brats were stirring and, if something erupted early, the momentum could carry them through the day. Nothing like starting things off on the wrong foot. Brichard remained with Polly as she cleaned the kitchen. The tension between her and Garland, combined with the drudgery of housework, stripped her of any leftover Light.
 
   Then there was a ray of hope.
 
   “Mom!” Matty shouted from his bedroom. “Nathan’s bugging me!” Brichard stood poised, studying Polly’s response.
 
   A thump followed by muffled cries sounded. “Mmm . . . om!”
 
   Polly pursed her lips and grew rigid, her hackles undulating. She tossed the washrag in the sink and marched down the hall with Brichard at her heels. The boys lay in a tangled heap on the floor with Matty attempting to pry his brother free. “Nate won’t . . . leave me . . . alone.” Polly stood in the doorway with her arms crossed, boiling with inarticulate anger.
 
   Brichard nodded to Goin and Sprocket who leaned against the toy box, snickering. Then they braced for Polly’s meltdown.
 
   She wiped her hands together, stepped over the toppled lamp, and pinched Nathan’s ear, pulling him to his feet. “Let’s go, Mister.” The Grimpkin bustled behind as Polly led Nathan to his room and pointed him to the bed. “This has gone on too long, Nate. There’s going be some changes around here.”
 
   Brichard swallowed hard and looked nervously at his colleagues as Polly walked to the TV, knelt down and snapped the plug from its socket. “No!” Brichard shrieked.
 
   “One week,” Polly said coolly. “No TV. No video games.”
 
   Nathan flung himself backward and lay limp on the bed. “Mom,” he whined. “Then what am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Well, for starters, you can clean your room.” “What about Matty?”
 
   “Same goes for him. Look,” she motioned to the bookshelves. “You have all kinds of books. You have sketch pads from last Christmas and a pencil set that’s barely used. Well, now’s your chance. Read or draw or play outside— I don’t care. But I’m tired of you sitting around all day, fighting and bickering, hypnotized by that darned televison. You’re bored, Nate.”
 
   Matty sheepishly wandered in, flashed a guilty look at his brother and hugged Polly’s thighs. She ruffled his hair and her voice softened. “I’ve got a project I’m starting and I need you guys’ cooperation. Please, I know you can.”
 
   Nathan rose, moped to her side and she hugged both of them.
 
   Brichard looked away in disgust and Sprocket slumped to the ground, whimpering.
 
   Suddenly, a knock at the front door sounded that sent Sprocket lunging for cover under the bed. “It’s him! It’s him!”
 
   Polly patted the boys’ heads and left the room, a newfound lilt in her step. Brichard and Goin followed her and rounded the corner to see Mr. Lewis Crupp on the porch, smiling and bearing gifts. Museglow, mingled with sunlight, slashed the must with a hideous brilliance. With it came the warble of lyres and flutes, accompanied by the decadent chatter of joyous hordes. The old man had brought reinforcements.
 
   Brichard crouched into a fighting stance and bared his teeth at the gleaming squadron of muses.
 
   “I’ve got a little something,” Crupp said. “To help with that Imagination of yours.” He extended some potted flowers and a container of liquid. “Daffodils and apple juice—juiced it myself.”
 
   Polly tipped her head back and laughed. “Oh, I love it! Thank you, so much.” She hugged him and, as she did so, muses cascaded about her in giddy abandon. “I’m sure this will help.” She took the gifts and thanked him again. As he left, Polly spun around and tapped the door shut with her heel. Then Brichard watched in horror as she buried her nose in the flowers and drew a deep breath.
 
   This meant war.
 
   He turned to Goin. “Get Sprocket in here now. If we don’t do something, we’re toast.”
 
   Polly walked into the den and set the daffodils near her computer. Then she took the juice to the kitchen, poured a glass and chugged it. It would take more than one glass of juice to undo the sediment of potato chips and ice cream. But, as he feared, she went straight to the computer.
 
   Goin emerged with Sprocket, who was now twitching uncontrollably. “He’s gone,” Brichard said curtly.
 
   Polly gathered some notes while the Grimpkin looked on, mulling the moment, sensing the ominous gathering of forces greater than theirs.
 
   “Our last stand will be here.” He stepped to the fore, bristling with resolve. “We’ve fought side by side, through adversity and loss, and here we stand comrades in arms.” Goin and Sprocket glanced at each other, brows creased with incredulity. “We’ve suffered defeat, yes, but we’ve also inflicted pain. This is our destiny, our glory—to crush the arm of the Adversary, to hail mediocrity, to lessen the Light of mortals. In that only can we find honor.” Brichard glared at them, commanding the silence, rapt by his own outburst of eloquence. “We are the offspring of Legion and Beelzebub and the gods of old; we are heirs to the plunder of thrones, recipient to the ruination of souls, surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses. Let us remember our heritage and steel ourselves!” His voice swelled with manic confidence. “Today,” Brichard growled. “Today we become devils.”
 
   Sprocket dabbed his eyes with his paw and they stood spellbound, awaiting orders.
 
   Brichard glanced over his shoulder at Polly. “Forget the brats. Forget
 
   Garland. It’s just us against her.”
 
   She settled in at her desk, closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. The daffodils had drugged the air with a heady fragrance. Yet she would need every particle to withstand their barrage. After huddling in conversation, Goin and Sprocket attached themselves to the subject and began worming into her mind. Brichard scrabbled upwards and crouched atop Polly’s head. He paused there with a type of tremulous dignity, then unfolded himself and prepared to Cap her.
 
   Polly abruptly stopped and probed the back of her neck with her fingertips.
 
   Good. She could feel it coming. Through a series of methodical contortions, Brichard flattened himself and enveloped Polly’s head. Infantile Ideas churned inside her and he grimaced at their purity. Straining against the emissions, Brichard sealed her dome, one quadrant at a time. Meanwhile, Goin and Sprocket gnawed away and, apparently, hit a nerve as a plume of shame burst inside her. She was still feeling guilty about her flirtation at the gym and, to help matters, wondering if she’d been too strict with the boys.
 
   Polly stared at the blank page, the mill wheels of her mind grinding, and then shifted in her chair and exhaled sharply.
 
   Someone cheered inside her.
 
   “Mom,” Nathan called from his room.
 
   She murmured something, pushed away from the computer and marched to Nathan’s room. “What is it?” Polly stood in the doorway with her hands on her hips, deflecting pangs of despair. “I told you I’m doing something and don’t want bothered.”
 
   Nathan sat on his bed amidst scattered drawings and sketchbooks. Suddenly, Polly’s tension evaporated. Brichard rolled his eyes in an attempt to see what had happened. She stood looking at one of Nathan’s old drawings.
 
   “What are they, Nate?” She held the picture up and studied it. “These . . . fairies?”
 
   “Muses, Mom. I used to have a book on mythology. Remember?”
 
   She peered at the pencil sketch. “It’s up there on your shelves.” Prying herself from the picture, she crossed the room and began scouring through the books. Finally, she extracted a large, gold-embossed volume and blew the dust off.
 
   “Muses made people creative—happier, remember Mom?” Nathan took the book and browsed several pages. “Without them, people were kinda plain.” He looked up, eyes sparkling. “Do I have a muse?”
 
   Polly stood, momentarily fixated, then returned to herself. “You know what, Nate—you probably do.” She patted his head and hurried out of the room.
 
   “Tighten up!” Brichard exhorted, fearing the worst.
 
   Adrenaline skittered inside her, inducing gooseflesh, and he grimaced in its wake. Polly‘s hands trembled as she poured another glass of apple juice and walked briskly to her desk. But as she set the glass down and grabbed the notepad, her elbow jabbed the flowerpot and sent it careening off the desk. It struck the hardwood and shattered, sending soil and shards of pottery exploding across the floor.
 
   A collective cheer peeled in her noodle.
 
   Polly burst from her seat, aghast, and heaved an exasperated sigh. “Forward! Forward!” Brichard thundered. “Into the breach!”
 
   A torrent of lies—such as the Grimpkin had never managed; a confluence of such splendor he was tempted to pause and behold its beauty—crashed against the bulwarks of her will, threatening to collapse the flimsy scaffold of her aspirations.
 
   But as the tumult raged, Polly suddenly bent down and scooped the daffodils in her hands. As the soil touched her skin, Brichard flinched. The Elements! Sweet Satan, no!
 
   She wavered there and with her contemplation came a dreadful hush. Then she lurched forward and wove her way through the house with the bulbs cupped in her hands. The Grimpkin futilely attempted to steer her to the trash, to discard the cursed blossoms, but her mind was made up. She nudged the back door open with her elbow and stepped outside. Fresh air struck her nostrils with such ferocity she stopped in her tracks. Oxygen! Brichard quavered and Goin and Sprocket began wriggling free.
 
   She strode onto the flagstone walkway toward the river rock planter. “I’ve got just the spot for you,” she said. Settling the daffodils next to the agapanthus and impatiens left over from last summer, she knelt on the grass and rolled up her shirtsleeves. Damp earth and decaying leaves whet the yard with their fragrance. Overhead, birds chattered in the camphor tree—sparrows squabbling over an earthworm or crust of bread. Polly peered into the dancing branches. The scent of orange blossoms and the droning of bees reminded her of winter’s passing. Sunlight filtered through the aromatic umbrella and its dappled fingers caressed her bare ankles.
 
   Then he heard it, distant but true, a chorus rising in the abyss. It was hooves and trumpets, the strain of songs and celebration. Her fetters unraveled as Polly cupped her hand, aimed, and burrowed it into the soil.
 
   Brichard wailed and snapped free from her skull. He landed atop Goin and Sprocket who lay sniveling, pale and battered.
 
   Molemin barreled out of the root cellar. “They’re f-f-free! F-f-ree!” He circled the troops, babbling, as the four muses busted out of the basement in full bloom. Cecly rose from the group and ascended in a great arc. Then she paused at its apex and plummeted to Polly, leaving behind a trail of kaleidoscopic vapors.
 
   The Grimpkin recoiled from the Spark.
 
   Staggering to his feet, Brichard watched as armies galloped through Polly’s brainways—multitudes with colorful attire spawning stallions and riders across vast, exotic plains. Alongside came trolls and dragons, lords and rogues. And behind the pageantry, tales unfurled with casts in queue.
 
   Polly patted the daffodils into place, stood and brushed her hands off. Then she hurried inside, barely wiping off her feet. By the time the Grimpkin got there, she was pecking away on the keyboard, flinging crumbs of soil to floor.
 
   They slumped in the shadows, shamed into compliance, as the muses flitted through the house exchanging celebratory gestures. Cecly encircled Polly, smirking at the Grimpkin. Compounding their misery, Garland walked in from the garage, his face smudged and nails grimy, with Zephyr overtop. “Hey, boys,” he called. “You wanna go for a walk?”
 
   “We had ‘er,” Goin grumbled. “Maybe I shoulda been in charge.” Sprocket hung his head. “I guess this means we aren’t getting a promotion.” The air tingled.
 
   “Promotion?” Pederman appeared behind them and stood with his arms folded, watching the twits fly about the place. He curled his lips in disgust. “I’ve got the perfect coal mine for you.”
 
   Polly finished the apple juice and turned back to the flatscreen, hands poised over the keyboard. She glanced at the certificate over her desk, paused to pray, and then Brichard winced as she attacked the keys. The Fourth Annual Gumtree Writing Contest, it said, and she’d almost completed a full page. At this rate, nothing could stop her.
 
   As they prepared for deportation, Brichard gazed across the battlefield one last time. His eyes riveted on that single page, the culmination of her Brainstorm—now his epitaph. She had entitled it, “Polly’s Muse.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   GARGOYLE
 
   J. MARK BERTRAND
 
    
 
   Robin Roddick saw it first.
 
   He was the last of the art professors—the vice-chancellor having finally whittled the department away—and this was the last walk-thru before the opening of the last senior art exhibition. He made his rounds, making sure everything was in place: the student paintings hung between the gallery’s gothic windows, the pottery display, the curious assortment of found objects welded randomly into ambiguous forms. The art department was housed in what had once been the university chapel, but the stone arches and faux-painted, cob-webbed vaults reminded Roddick of a dilapidated opera house. To make this final showing a memorable one, he and Murray, who’d taught sculpture up until the semester before, had transformed the place by mounting a host of track lights along the ceiling, bathing the exhibits in warm light while cloaking the rest of the gallery in shadow.
 
   It looks good, Roddick thought. The bastards will never forget this one. Already, the opening night crowd awaited just outside the entrance. In the past, these shows had gone largely unnoticed, but people realized this one was special. With Roddick on his way out, they knew this show constituted a statement. Faculty and students alike had turned out, but Roddick wanted to be sure everything was perfect before opening the doors.
 
   At the back of the gallery, the room branched off into a pair of side chapels. One had been closed off years before and now served as a storage closet, but the other had become a favored display space thanks to an impressive round window set high in the wall. This is where he and Murray, with some help from the students, had placed the sculpture installations, some of the most impressive work in the whole show. Roddick hoped that, after making their way through the main gallery, visitors would turn into the side chapel and stop, awed by the sight. He made the journey himself, trying to pretend he’d never seen the installations before, so his reaction would be pure.
 
   He turned, and there in the center of the side chapel, just at the spot where sunlight gathered during the day, Roddick came face to face with a three-foot stone gargoyle perched on a fluted pedestal.
 
   He jumped.
 
   Crudely formed, its surface weathered and pock-marked to simulate age and exposure, the gargoyle gazed at him. The density of the stone was offset by a kinetic urge sculpted into the creature’s flexed limbs. Wings raised above its shoulders, horns budding along its brow, the gargoyle’s narrow hands rested on its knees—not in repose, but in readiness, as if it might spring forward any moment.
 
   Roddick caught his breath, only to be seized by a wave of outrage. This exhibition was tantamount to a middle finger extended in the vice-chancellor’s face—everyone knew Roddick was leaving in protest—so for someone to sneak this thing, this monstrosity into the show was an insult.
 
   But then he laughed. “Murray, you dog.”
 
   It had to be Murray. No one else had keys to the chapel, and no one else had such a warped sense of humor. He could imagine his friend on some late night expedition to harvest the beast from a local church. Assuming he hadn’t made it himself. Roddick took a closer look. No, there was no question of Murray making something like this.
 
   He still wished the former sculpture professor had let him in on the joke, but Murray was an eccentric. If this was his way of thumbing his nose at the administration, then Roddick wasn’t going to drag the thing over to the closet before the opening.
 
   He stepped back through the gallery, approached the double doors leading into the lobby, and threw them open to welcome the crowd. The distinguished gathering—professors and students, patrons and local reporters, a smattering of tipsy alumni—greeted him with pointed, thundering applause, and it was all Roddick could do to keep from responding with a bow.
 
   “We have a wonderful show for you,” he told them. “And a couple of surprises.”
 
    
 
   AS THE BUZZ OF CONVERSATION filled the gallery, Roddick kept an eye on people entering the side chapel. He didn’t like what he saw. People went in witty and energetic, but they emerged with sober, drained expressions. The side chapel exhibits weren’t having the desired effect. As more people progressed through the back of the gallery and took in the spectacle of the gargoyle, the mood of the event shifted.
 
   “It’s like a funeral in here,” someone said at Roddick’s shoulder.
 
   He turned to find Murray, dressed in a corduroy jacket and jeans.
 
   “Your little joke is backfiring,” Roddick said, taking him by the arm. They went to the side chapel, squeezing their way through an unnervingly quiet throng until they stood right in front of the gargoyle. The rough articulation of the toes caught Roddick’s attention, and then he noticed for the first time the porous swell of breasts on the statue’s front—a female gargoyle, then, or perhaps one of those composite monsters assembled from bits of apocalyptic imagery.
 
   “I’ve never seen it before,” Murray insisted. An attractive older lady, her throat cinched with pearls, began to weep.
 
   A white-haired man stepped toward her. “Darling, it’s just a bit of tasteless kitsch.”
 
   She sobbed. Roddick glanced around and saw other eyes clouding with tears, trembling hands raised to mouths. Beside him, a girl in jeans and a tight sweater sank to her knees and her friends had to pull her up.
 
   “I feel this urge,” she whispered. “To lament.”
 
   Such a strange word to use. Lamentation. In the gargoyle’s presence, Roddick felt the same urge, though he could never have found a name for it.
 
    
 
   IN PAST YEARS, the opening night of the senior exhibition had been known to last into the wee hours, but this melancholy finale barely made it past ten. Once they’d seen the gargoyle, people didn’t stay around long. It didn’t help when the track lights in the main gallery began to crackle and dim, several bulbs burning out entirely. Roddick and Murray saw the last group out at around ten-fifteen, and then the two of them started locking up.
 
   “Help me get that thing out of here,” Roddick said.
 
   As the two men made their way toward the side chapel, the power in the main gallery went out. They proceeded by moonlight, heading toward the glow issuing from the side chapel, where the lights had not even flickered. “Separate breakers,” Murray said. “I guess the strain was too much in
 
   here.”
 
   When Roddick turned into the side chapel, he saw something move. “Murray—” he said.
 
   But as he spoke, the lights in the side chapel flickered off.
 
   “There goes the other breaker,” Murray said.
 
   Roddick stood transfixed, afraid to move. In the darkness, he felt something brush against him like a drape of cloth, but a constricting tightness in the throat prevented him from speaking. He grabbed his former colleague by the arm and dragged him away, rushing toward the exit with all his panicked strength.
 
   Outside, with the doors locked behind them, Roddick said, “I saw someone.” “Someone where?”
 
   “In the side chapel, just as I turned. Someone in black. And he was kneeling at the gargoyle with his hands raised like this.” He lifted his arms above his head, as if he were reaching toward a tall shelf to grasp something just out of reach.
 
    
 
   SARTON, THE VICE-CHANCELLOR, had no intention of visiting the exhibition himself, but he read everything he could find in the daily papers. He stared at the massive photo of the gargoyle on the Sun’s front page, with an inset of Robin Roddick proclaiming the show’s success. Something must have gone wrong on the presses, though. The gargoyle came out as a black smudge, its features barely discernible. Sarton studied the picture for several minutes before putting the paper aside, only to come back to it later with a magnifying glass.
 
   The next day, both the Sun and the Courier ran gargoyle stories, talking about the record crowds the exhibition was drawing. Later in the week, Sarton read a feature on one of the student artists, a young woman in her early twenties with all the usual piercings, who claimed to have sat at the gargoyle’s feet two days running. She’d experienced an “intense inner peace” during this vigil, she told reporters.
 
   While he examined the accompanying photos, Sarton heard a soft knock at his office door. Ruiz, the dean of students, poked his head in and coughed politely.
 
   “Have you seen the student paper? They put out a Gargoyle Edition.” He passed a photocopy across Sarton’s desk. Sure enough, the under-ground rag—published anonymously so that its student editors could take potshots at the administration without reprisals—was chock full of grainy photos of the exhibit, along with a semi-literate article and a collection of student poems.
 
   “At least there’s nothing in here about me,” Sarton said. Since his decision to cut the art department, the underground paper had branded him a villain.
 
   It didn’t matter that the move was reluctant, forced on him by a board looking to make cuts. Sarton had simply chosen the department with the fewest majors.
 
   “Actually,” Ruiz said, “it’s on the back page.”
 
   Sarton turned and there it was: a triumphalist paragraph about how the success of the last senior exhibition prove conclusively that the vice-chancellor was an idiot.
 
   “I’d like to get a look at this gargoyle thing,” he said, “but I’ll be damned if I give them the satisfaction of seeing me at the gallery.”
 
   The thought of it made him so angry he forgot to take his pills that morning.
 
    
 
   THE DREAMS BEGAN later that week.
 
   A freckled economics major told peers in her language lab that for two nights running she had heard a voice calling to her, urging her to leave the dorm and come at midnight to the art building. The gargoyle, with the warm radiance of a fertility goddess, extended its hands to her in sleep.
 
   “It kind of turned me on,” she said.
 
   One of the men on the baseball team reported a similar dream to his coach. The gargoyle’s voice, he said, was like a woman’s. In his dreams, it sang to him. Hearken to my siren’s song and succor at my breast. Incline thyself at my bosom and I will bend thy knee. It talked funny like that, but the player wasn’t sure he’d remembered the words right.
 
   “It really freaked me out,” he said. It freaked the coach out, too, though he dismissed the dream as one of the pitfalls of a liberal arts education.
 
   Stories like this reached Sarton on a daily basis. He’d been elevated to his current position after decades in the psychology department, and this struck him as a fascinating example of mass hysteria. He regretted not being able to document the phenomenon in greater detail, but his responsibilities coupled with declining health made it all but impossible. His pills, which he kept forgetting to take, hardly made a difference anymore.
 
   The week after the opening, Sarton found two of the religion professors—Boyer and Nighworth—waiting outside his office for an audience. In the past, these two had caused him plenty of trouble. In spite of their academic credentials, they were both half-convinced of the truth of their respective faith traditions, and it seemed the Jew was always stepping on the toes of the Episcopalian and vice versa. This time, though, they presented a united front.
 
   “Something has to be done about this gargoyle,” Boyer said.
 
   Nighworth clenched his fist in the air. “Something has to be done immediately.”
 
   “Take it to Roddick.”
 
   “We would if we could find him,” Nighworth said. “He’s missed most of his classes in the past week, and when I spotted him from a distance on the quad and called out to him, he actually ran away.”
 
   Sarton grinned at the mental image of Roddick in flight.
 
   Boyer slumped into a chair in front of Sarton’s desk, running a finger along the line of his comb-over. “Over the weekend there were . . . developments. The interfaith alliance students somehow got a key to the gallery and held some kind of service in the gargoyle’s presence.”
 
   “Not to be outdone,” Nighworth said, “the evangelical group held a
 
   Sunday evening service.”
 
   Boyer sighed. “Naturally, I went along when I heard. They sang half a chorus and then everything grew quiet. Then they filed by one by one for a chance to touch the thing. I was horrified.”
 
   “Really?” Sarton asked. “Why is that?”
 
   The religion professor frowned, uncertain how to answer. Perhaps it had not occurred to him to interrogate his reaction. Sarton enjoyed putting younger men on the spot like this; it was one of the things he would miss after retiring.
 
   Nighworth came to his colleague’s aid. “I’m worried that some sort of cult activity is going on. From the way students have been talking about that thing in my classes, you’d think the Virgin Mary had appeared on campus.”
 
   After a few more minutes of this, Sarton dismissed them. “I’ll look into the matter.”
 
   It was a fascinating case, to be sure, but Sarton believed in treating religious manias like sleepwalking: whatever you do, don’t wake the patient up. After the religion professors left, he took another look at the underground rag’s SPECIAL GARGOYLE EDITION. He found a line-drawing of the beast he hadn’t noticed before and gazed at it for a long while. Then he looked at the articles again. One of the anonymous editorialists described how the gargoyle itself had urged him in a dream to undertake this dedicated issue. Sarton tried to laugh at this, but it made him uneasy.
 
    
 
   SARTON BEGAN TO RECEIVE MYSTERIOUS PHONE CALLS at his home. When he answered, no one spoke, but the line remained engaged. If he listened long enough to the silence, a sound began to form, but at the point where he convinced himself it was a sound, and that his ear could distinguish the intervalled cadence of words, he always broke the connection.
 
   According to his Caller ID display, the calls originated from the art building on campus. Roddick, no doubt, Sarton told himself, but this explanation was only good enough for his conscious mind. Deep down, he didn’t believe it for a moment.
 
   RU IZ PHONED E ARLY on a Tuesday morning as Sarton was knotting his tie before a cloudy old mirror, moments before heading to campus.
 
   “Before you come in,” he said, “you need to know. Some bodies have been found on campus. There was a suicide pact. Four kids with slit throats and a fifth hung himself.”
 
   Sarton didn’t have to be told where he’d done it. The image of a tree outside the art building, under the gaze of a high-set round window, flashed immediately to mind. And so did these words, which he wrote on a scrap of paper on his nightstand: THE STONE BLEEDS.
 
   No investigator has ever made head or tail of that phrase. And, of course, Sarton is not around to explain.
 
    
 
   THE POLICE WRESTLED WITH ONE THEORY after another. When detectives placed three of the five students at a recent goth rock festival, they decided the dark music must have prompted the mass suicide. Strange as it is to find anyone, even college students, willing to kneel with hands pressed into a tree trunk as their throats are cut one by one, that’s what happened. The first to die was probably the economics major, and it seems the baseball player did the throat-slitting before hanging himself.
 
   One of the victims was found to have a flash drive suspended from a cord around his neck. It contained design files from the underground newspaper. Since the special gargoyle edition was the last to appear, it is safe to assume this poor soul was its editor.
 
   The mass suicide only increased the number of visitors to the exhibition.
 
    
 
   THESE DAYS RODDICK TOOK VALIUM with his morning coffee and swore that nothing would make him enter that gallery again. A group of student artists found him locked in his office. They pounded on the door, but he wouldn’t open it.
 
   “Robin,” one of them said, “we know you’re in there.”
 
   “Have you seen the state of the exhibit?” asked a strident female voice. “Several of our pieces have been damaged. Paintings have fallen off the wall, ceramics are cracked—”
 
   “My clay bust,” interrupted another. “It plunged face down on the floor, and now the nose is all busted.”
 
   Roddick ignored them. He wasn’t about to open the door.
 
   “Look, Robin, we know you’re under pressure. But why did you move everything but the gargoyle out of the side chapel? This is supposed to be an exhibit of our work.”
 
   Roddick could only smile at this; he had done nothing of the sort. He hadn’t even entered the gallery since the first weekend, when he and Murray had tried to fix the lights. Now his former colleague no longer returned his calls or answered his apartment door.
 
   Once the students had gone, Roddick swallowed another pill to even himself out. His office was upstairs, on the opposite side of the building from the gallery, but still he felt an oppressive presence whenever he entered the building. Eerie singing filled the gallery from time to time. No matter how often he locked the doors, groups of students and local pilgrims always managed to open them. At night he dreamed of them gathering around the gargoyle. They cut themselves and presented their wounds to the impassive beast on the pedestal.
 
   But that was the drugs talking, spiking his nights with image fragments from the suicide story he’d seen on the news. In addition to Valium, he had a desk drawer full of prescription drugs he’d bought from a student putting himself through college with the proceeds from dealing.
 
   He was rummaging through the drawer in search of an interesting pill when a knock sounded at the door. His first thought was that the students had returned. His second thought was of Murray, followed closely by the vivid impression that it was the gargoyle at the door, tapping a clawed hand against the panel.
 
   “Dr. Roddick?” a voice called. It was a calm, masculine voice with just the hint of a Southern drawl.
 
   Roddick opened the door—at least, he watched his hand turn the knob. There was no trace of volition in the act. Outside, he found a distinguished though rather emaciated fellow dressed in a crisp gray suit with thick, old-fashioned horn-rimmed glasses. His black tie was as narrow as the ones men had worn when Roddick was a boy, and he smelled of Bay Rum. In his right hand, the man held a black leather case shaped like a medical bag.
 
   “I’ve come about your gargoyle,” the man said. “My name is Wardlow.” Roddick shook his proffered hand. It was warm to the touch.
 
   “I’ve had a look at it, you know,” Wardlow said, “and it’s not a gargoyle at all. As I suspected.”
 
   “Are you some kind of expert?” Roddick asked. “An art historian?” Wardlow tapped the leather bag. “No, son. I’m a preacher.” Then, with-out giving the professor a chance to absorb this information, the old man took Roddick by the arm and led him toward the stairwell. “Something you need to see.”
 
   With horror, Roddick realized they were heading straight for the gargoyle. He tried to pull away, but the preacher’s grip was strong. He guided Roddick down the stairs and through the lobby to the gallery’s entrance, which was locked tight.
 
   “That’s funny,” the old man said. “You have a key?”
 
   Roddick watched as his own hand burrowed through his pockets and produced the shiny talisman. Wardlow accepted it and threw open the doors. Inside, the gallery was dead silent. Light from the windows illuminated dust motes. Roddick imagined people lurking in the shadows, but when the preacher walked forward, he followed.
 
   “I’ve seen this before,” the old man was saying, “though it was years ago. I was only a boy back then, of course, but they told me it could happen again. They told me to stay in readiness.”
 
   At this, he shook the leather bag, rattling the contents within. Roddick noted the sonorous ring of steel against steel.
 
   The closer they came to the side chapel, the heavier Roddick’s feet became, until he had to drag them one after the other just to advance. Finally he stopped. Once Roddick caught sight of the gargoyle, his body would carry him no further. He came to a halt at the precise spot where he had seen his vision of the black-clad worshipper on the first night.
 
   “It’s not a gargoyle, not in the traditional sense,” the old man said. Unlike Roddick, he had no compunction about approach the thing. The preacher was like a man of science in a world of superstition, untroubled by the taboos that plague weaker minds. He stepped right up to the creature and placed his index finger on its breast. “You see the chest area,” he said, indicating the swell with a circular motion. “Also, this raised area here on the brow.” He rubbed the gargoyle’s head, indicating a spot just above the point where its eyebrows met. “No, this is not a gargoyle at all.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   “This,” the old man said, patting it on the head, “this is a Baphomet.” “A what?”
 
   “I know what you’re thinking.” The old man circled the gargoyle, an admiring twinkle in his eye, then placed his bag on the ground in front of it. “The details are too precise. The goat’s head, the pentagram on the forehead, the breasts—as if it was directly based on Eliphas Levi’s rendering, which is nineteenth century. . . .”
 
   “Eliphas Levi?” Roddick asked.
 
   The preacher glanced back at him shrewdly, light reflecting off his glasses. “All right, all right. Alphonse Louis Constant, if you will. I had no idea you were knowledgeable in such things, Dr. Roddick. But the point is, Constant actually based his rendering on one of these.” He bent over the bag and worked at its straps. “They’re found all over a certain region in France, on Templar churches. Although this is no simple carving, like those. No, this is the real thing.”
 
   “Real? You mean authentic?”
 
   “I mean real,” the preacher said. “The living Baphomet.”
 
   Roddick stood perfectly still. His throat grew dry as sand.
 
   “The dreams,” Roddick whispered. “They come from that thing?” “Oh, yes.”
 
   “All right then. Let’s do it. Let’s destroy it.”
 
   The preacher chuckled, straightening up. He had his back to Roddick, who couldn’t see what he had drawn from the leather bag. Images came to Roddick: a wooden stake, or perhaps a curved dagger. But these were ridiculous weapons to use against a stone idol. More likely he’d brought a hammer of some sort. Roddick wanted to step forward and help, but his body would not obey.
 
   Wardlow bowed his head for a moment, and then he spread his feet somewhat, like a man preparing for action. He began to crouch—Roddick envisioned a mighty blow, as from a prophet of old—and then sank gently to his knees. The old man’s hands rose above his head, and clasped between them Roddick saw a gleaming cup.
 
   The professor began to shake.
 
   A prayer issued from Wardlow’s lips, but Roddick could not understand the words. They were echoed by voices behind him.
 
   Roddick turned to see a group of people—twenty or thirty, perhaps more— advancing solemnly through the gallery. His knees gave and he collapsed. The congregants parted around his fallen body. They wore black robes, and they stank of offal as they passed. Roddick felt something inside, a burning in his veins, like all the pills he’d been swallowing had finally gone into action at once. His eyelids fluttered, but beneath the robes of the passing worshippers, he was sure he recognized the gait of his former colleague Murray.
 
    
 
   BOYER FOUND THE OFFICE DOOR OPEN and decided to wait. Originally, Nighworth had agreed to join him in confronting Roddick, but that was before the Episcopalian had stopped answering his phone. Boyer hadn’t seen his colleague on campus in days.
 
   He sat at Roddick’s desk and it wasn’t long before he spotted the half open drawer and found the colorful assortment of drugs. He examined the labels, then lifted the telephone and dialed the number for the campus police. After he hung up, he heard the sound of singing downstairs. No, it wasn’t singing, but a rhythmic chant.
 
   The religion professor descended the stairs two at a time, then stopped at the gallery’s entrance, gazing in through the open door. Peering into the distance, he saw Roddick prostrate on the ground, surrounded by hooded figures. They faced into the side chapel, their silhouettes illuminated by a reddish glow whose source was hidden from view.
 
   He could have turned and run. But Boyer had had enough. He knew what he had to do.
 
    
 
   THE ARSON INVESTIGATORS WERE SHOCKED at how many flammable substances an art studio keeps on hand: paint thinner, turpentine, a variety of solvents.
 
   Apparently Boyer commandeered a drum of one substance or another, found a cigarette lighter in Roddick’s desk, and then charged into the gallery. He made it through the cordon of worshippers and managed, after a short struggle with Wardlow, to douse the gargoyle—though he seems to have soaked himself and the old man in the process.
 
   Then he ignited the lighter.
 
   The investigators were at a loss to explain the fireball that blew the glass out of the chapel window and spread like napalm through the room. One theory was that faulty wiring in the track lights contributed to the conflagration, but the argument was never entirely convincing.
 
   Nighworth, who appeared on the scene right after the campus police arrived, later insisted that a divine hand was at work in the explosion, but his judgment has been widely questioned. Witnesses at the scene described him as a raving lunatic, screaming like a madman at the burning gallery. The side chapel was utterly consumed by the blaze, as were Boyer and Wardlow, who was identified through dental records. He was a retired mechanical engineer, but his grandfather had been a snake-handling exorcist back in the day. Among those killed in the blast were Roddick and Murray, the former sculpture professor.
 
   The story of the religion professor who fire-bombed a campus art exhibition cropped up in a number of news broadcasts. There was talk of a local town hall meeting, and a fund was established to rebuild the gallery and establish a new art department. At the next board meeting, the trustees broached the subject of necessary cuts, suggesting that the religion department hadn’t been justifying its costs for a long time now.
 
    
 
   WHEN SARTON DID NOT APPEAR on campus for a few days, and no one in his office was able to reach him by phone, Pete Ruiz volunteered to drop by the house and check up on him. He found the front door unlocked.
 
   Inside the vice-chancellor’s house, a gloomy stillness prevailed. The man had been a widower for twenty years, living alone, and this was the first time the dean of students had ever been inside the place.
 
   Ruiz followed a darkened hallway into the master bedroom, where he found Sarton propped up on pillows near the edge of the bed. His eyes followed every movement Ruiz made, but his face was a mask of indifference. The vice-chancellor’s breathing was shallow. He never spoke a word. The dean questioned him and then, getting no response, called for an ambulance.
 
   While he waited Ruiz had an idea. He found a pen and a scrap of paper on the nightstand and placed them in the vice-chancellor’s hands.
 
   “If you can’t speak,” he said, “write your answer. Tell me what’s wrong.” Sarton gazed at the pen, then at the paper, but he wrote nothing. After a moment, he began to cry. Ruiz went to the door to let the paramedics in.
 
   As they rushed down the hallway, Ruiz wandered to the other side of the house. A set of French doors opened into Sarton’s study. One glimpse inside and the dean’s legs gave way. He leaned against the door frame to keep from falling. The study had been transformed into a shrine to the gargoyle. Muddy newspaper photos covered the walls, and at the center of the frightening collage hung the line drawing from the underground student newspaper.
 
   When he returned to the bedroom, he found the paramedics standing by the entrance. One of them held a handkerchief to his nose. He saw Ruiz and shook his head.
 
   “He’s dead all right,” the man said. “From the smell, I’d say he’s been dead for days.”
 
   “Days?” Ruiz pushed past them and went to Sarton’s side. The pallor of the vice-chancellor’s skin was unmistakable. His arm hung over the side of the bed, his eyes rolled back in his head. Ruiz couldn’t believe what he saw. Had he imagined the earlier exchange? He turned toward the paramedics, wanting to tell them Sarton had been alive just a few minutes before, but something caught his eye.
 
   A scrap of paper on the floor, beneath the dead man’s hand. It had been blank when Ruiz left the room, but now he could see writing on the paper. Ruiz stooped down to read.
 
   In a shaky hand, the vice-chancellor had written: THE STONE BLEEDS.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   THE LOOKING GLASS
 
   MELODY GRAVES
 
    
 
   I never thought the simple sound of a woman’s voice could raise my soul from the dead.
 
   She stands only four feet eleven inches and resembles a lovely china figurine, dressed in lavish silk, resplendent in jewels. Her eyes, Spanish coals of blackened heat, entice me; her long tresses draw me to her moorings.
 
   I must tell you her name. Breath of my breath, keeper of my soul. My angel and my demon. My sacrament and my damnation: Violetta.
 
   Her plummy lips mouth a sweet “o” of ecstasy as her voice rises with her bosom. This voice, the breath of God, indiscriminate in its transcendence, blankets me with holy manna. How does this sound nourish, when it is merely a chimera?
 
   Voice, the badge of the elect, how we rise above our animal brethren. Voice, which makes us human, yet enables our blasphemy. Voice, which now commands the Holy of Holies, all that—
 
   “Pardon me, sir, do you mind terribly putting away your journal?” the man whispers. I glance up at him, his face a dim silhouette against the stage lights illuminating his earlobe.
 
   “Yes, of course. I’m sorry to disturb you.”
 
   The man nods and turns toward center stage, where she stands. But the moment is too perfect, and I must finish my sentence.
 
   Voice, which now commands the Holy of Holies, all that I am and all that is in me. Fairest Eve, seductress of the ages, how can I resist you?
 
   The man next to me coughs pointedly into his kerchief. Yes, yes I’m putting it away now.
 
    
 
   IT IS MY FIFTH TIME to the opera. God only knows what profession I would have chosen had I been aware of the treasure trove that lies within these hallowed, velvet halls. But now I have been reduced to sneaking about like a common criminal, tasting a life that will never be mine. In my shaky hands I cradle Mrs. Johnston’s opera glasses, scrabbling for the knob to focus the image until I realize the lens is reversed. Fortunately, Miss Bianchi has enchanted the rest of the audience, and no one pays attention to my ineptitude.
 
   What can I say about this divine voice, singing La Traviata tonight, except that it defies all literary description? I float through the performance as a sleepwalker might; the waking dream suffuses my soul with such lightness, I could have mistaken my fellow patrons for the Heavenly Hosts. As the house lights rise, my neighbor acknowledges me, and his face turns peevish.
 
   “Oh, pardon me, Father. I did not realize . . . I’m terribly sorry for being such a nuisance earlier this evening. I would not have disturbed you had I known you were a member of the clergy.”
 
   I bow, accepting the pretense in good sport, and flash my journal, embossed with a cross, so he will see it. I cannot help but smile, fiendishly glad to see him in such discomfort.
 
   “How long is it since you’ve been to church?”
 
   “Er, well, I don’t really know. It’s my work, you see, keeps me so busy I scarcely have time to go to Sunday services. . .” He falters off, his rotund face resembling a beet with a grayish tuft.
 
   “You know, God always has time for you.”
 
   “Indeed. Oh, dear, where has my wife gone off to? Very nice meeting with you. Good night.”
 
   Something cold brushes past me. Perhaps it is the insidious winter air blowing in from the street through the open doors of the opera hall. I cast my cloak over my shoulders and follow the path of the red spongy carpet to the performers’ entrance. The door, made of fine mahogany and burnished to a deep coffee sheen imposes, a locked monolith. Other patrons scatter the halls, murmuring in half-tones like the rustle of dried leaves in the breeze. I am alone. Or am I? My fingers grasp the silver cross I have hidden in the pocket of my cloak.
 
   The musty, kiln-dried aroma of tobacco smoke envelops my head, and the door opens. My cross burns in the flesh of my palm. Tighter I hold it. Tighter. It is my only weapon, rendered as melted wax under the torch of her gaze.
 
   Violetta is radiant, wearing the dressing gown of her costume for the Third Act. She still wears stage makeup, but it melds with the purity of her complexion and contrasts the smoldering curve of her brow.
 
   “Father McIntyre, how nice to see you again so soon. I trust you enjoyed the performance?” She extends a hand to me. I plant a chaste kiss on it, but I fear I linger too long savoring the sweetness of her.
 
   “Miss Bianchi, your singing is pure genius. Are you certain that an angel does not reside within you and perform the music in your stead?”
 
   She laughs, the lilt of her voice mimicking the skips of my heart. “What an original form of flattery! I see the clergy has not diminished your ability to tickle a woman’s ears.” She swings the door wide, allowing me to pass, and my sleeve brushes against her naked arm. Oh dear God above, help me.
 
   The rehearsal room is spacious. Singers cluster around a small pianoforte, laughing and chattering, milky-white drinks in hand. What is this? Upon the ebony mantle of the instrument rests a shapely glass decanter, half-filled with an emerald green liquid. Absinthe, drink of the Bohemians, jeweled inspiration in a bottle.
 
   “Would you like a taste?” Violetta asks, noting my keenness for the decanter.
 
   I do not reply straightaway but edge closer to the piano, allowing my imagination to run free. “I cannot.” Yet I am unable to remove my eyes from the tourmaline shimmer of possibility.
 
   Violetta parts the group, and everyone falls silent, noticing my stark white collar. She lifts the decanter, draws a footed glass, and pours a measure. I watch in fascination as she places a lump of sugar in a slotted spoon across the lip of the glass and trickles cold water over it until the sugar disappears. The liquid turns milky white, ready for consumption. She stirs it and hands the glass to me.
 
   “I should not.”
 
   “Just one sip, that is all I ask.” She raises the glass to my lips and pours the white venom into my mouth.
 
   The veil over my eyes lifts, and the lascivious colors of the room ravish me with a force unknown to me. She is near; her painted face floats beside me, disembodied against a swirl of costumes and props, rich objects depicting ancient treasures and royal robes. Amongst the faces of the crowd I drink the milk of Vice’s breast as a newborn, sucking the juices of life from Her.
 
   Violetta laughs as her stage companion, a dark portly fellow with strong brow and bony nose, catches her by the elbow and sweeps her into the dance. Someone is playing the piano, and my angel and her Caliban glissade away from me, the silk of her dress rasping like crushed cinnabar in a drum. I try to step away from the piano, but the ground beneath me rocks like a windblown dinghy, generating a profound nausea.
 
   I did not come here to watch her dance with a brute. The absinthe courses through my veins; I imbibe more of it to strengthen the pulsating warmth under my skin. My face is aflame, and all I desire is the Muse that I cannot have.
 
   Violetta has stopped dancing. There she is, looking at me, her dark hair cascading down her shoulder in a curl of raven silk. A chill creeps up my spine, and suddenly I crave the warmth of the liquor. I drink deeply again, and feel her magnetism luring me into a trance.
 
   The music has faded into a low, rhythmic sound, like a Moorish drum pulsing across the desert. I feel light and airy, as if my bones have become insubstantial, transmogrified into the mists of dew upon the grass. Am I a ghost? I look directly at Miss Bianchi, and her eyes appear darker and larger now. There is an inexplicable depth to them. I drift closer, floating on an invisible current of air. I have no use for feet or legs. I seem merely an apparition, an inkling of my imagination, save for the absinthe in my veins, which has now become my blood.
 
   “Come closer, Father. Let me have a look at you.” Violetta’s slender fingers beckon. Before my eyes, they seem to grow and lengthen into white tendrils, coiling around my limbs and drawing me into the cloister of her inner sanctum.
 
   “You crave the absinthe, don’t you?” she says.
 
   “It has done something to me.” I am aware I sound idiotic, but the words come dribbling out without my control.
 
   “It frees you, doesn’t it? Helps you to see that which has been in front of you all along.”
 
   “I feel . . . strange.”
 
   “Let it help you find the truth of who you are.”
 
   Dear God, I am in a dream. The coldness mingles with the emerald fire; Violetta owns me now, panting into my ear as she is.
 
   “How wonderful you smell, Father. And I am so hungry after performing.” She places the most delicate part of my earlobe between her teeth, and the monster inside of me roars. I cannot hold the tide back much longer. Warm, salty mess it is. Milk of my own, it wants to feed a mouth as well. Now I know a mother’s desire to be suckled.
 
   Violetta nips my ear, and in the recess of my brain, I sense her teeth grow pointed under my skin. I gasp, touching her arm, but the feel of her bare skin against mine paralyzes me. She poises her twin ivory daggers over me and maneuvers her head downward, where my pulse beats strong and fast.
 
   “What are you doing, dear lady!” I dare not move for the fangs pressed against my neck.
 
   “I am showing you what lies behind the mask.” “Please stop, I beg you.”
 
   “Why did you seek me out, Father? To see what I see, you must pay a price.”
 
   She pricks me and draws blood. I smell the tang, infused with a metallic bitterness.
 
   “No.” I try to push her away, but I am caught, immobilized by the web of her fingers. She withdraws, her lips a wet crimson stain.
 
   “You would not be here if you did not desire it.”
 
   “Please, stop it!” I cannot extricate myself, but I can reach my pocket. Violetta leans in to drink of my neck, and I lodge the silver cross in the perfect crevice between her pale white breasts.
 
   “You fool! What have you done to me!” She recoils, clawing at the searing cross now branding its mark upon her skin.
 
   She falls backward into the crush of merrymakers, swallowed up by the swirl of chaos behind her.
 
   I am trembling violently, my mouth leaden. I button my coat with great difficulty, my hands faltering at every turn. I cannot even look at her; I do not know what has just occurred.
 
   Caliban plunges into the crowd after Miss Bianchi, who has altogether stopped the festivities, and causes an uncomfortable hush to fall over the crowd. He assists her valiantly, helping her to her feet while managing not to inadvertently raise her petticoats. No one else seems to notice the blood on her face, the sharp bicuspid leer she gives me, or the scarlet mark on her chest. Instead, they all gape at me as though I were Jack the Ripper.
 
   Despite my deadened legs, I stump along on them, fleeing like a dazed amputee the scene of some tragedy. The streets are dank, the cobblestones murder to my feet.
 
   THE HOUSE IS DARK when I arrive. I enter the bedroom, and there she is, restful and silent, lit by the bluish cast of the full moon. On my side of the bed, neatly arranged, are my dressing gown and cap, and my slippers, paired up and waiting. Margaret stirs but does not wake. I see a bottle of laudanum on the night table. Perhaps her headaches have returned. As I recall, she’s been a bit pale lately, but she never complains of illness.
 
   She has laid a new candle and matches on my table so I won’t have to fumble about in the dark for them. I take the candle with me to fill the washbasin, where I begin to scrub my hands, to rid the smell of Violetta.
 
   I remove my shirt and sniff my collar. It stinks of Violetta as well, so I apply a stiff brush to it. The flame of the candle flickers with a sudden draft, and I notice my reflection in the looking glass. My shirt is covered in blood, my hands filthy with dripping chunks of gore. My face, pale as a corpse except for my blood-red lips. I open my mouth in astonishment and behold a set of jagged fangs.
 
   The coldness brushes past me again, and I shudder in its wake.
 
   “Darling, is that you? Where have you been?” Margaret’s voice floats, angelic and disembodied, across the room. I look beyond my reflection in the glass to see her, but she is invisible in the dim light of the candle. I turn my head to answer her, but only a hiss issues from me.
 
   “Darling, aren’t you coming to bed? It’s quite late.”
 
   Speech at last springs forth. “Don’t come in here! I’m—a bit of a mess.” “What have you been mucking about in?”
 
   “Nothing, dear. It’s just the rain. Ruins everything, you know. Go back to sleep.”
 
   I turn back to the mirror, plotting my next move.
 
   From the nursery, a startled cry. Colin. I’ve woken the poor boy up. Margaret will surely rise to comfort him. I cannot let her see me in this state! I lurch across the room, trailing pale drops of watery blood, down the hall and into the closet. I must hide, or all will be lost.
 
   “Rafe, you’ve disturbed the baby!” I hear her sigh as the familiar creak of the bed accompanies her drowsy shufflings. She gathers our son to her breast and begins to jounce him, humming an old Irish hymn.
 
   The absinthe still ensnares me. I can feel it, a smothering green-eyed tiger. My blood is too thin for this potion, my will too weak. What have I become?
 
   Margaret’s lullaby resonates in my ears. How have I never noticed what a pure alto voice she has? I crack the door open a little and peer at her rocking Colin to sleep, her long chestnut hair blanketing her shoulders. What a saint she is, the mother of my son.
 
   There she stands, plain and pale and sleepy, with her crooked tooth and bumpy nose, her eye that wanders off to the right. But in this light she is beautiful, blessed, and holy.
 
   Colin falls asleep, and Margaret nestles him back in his cradle. I spy her looking for me, but she soon gives up and wanders back to our room. She almost climbs into the bed, but then she sees my shirt, half-draped over the washbasin, and goes to investigate. My cloak is on the coat rack next to the basin. My journal! I half-rise in a panic, trying to decide which would be less of a shock, to see me in this state, or to read of my obsession. I cannot move from my place in the darkness.
 
   I see her, lit only by the warm yellow flame of the candle, raising the collar of my shirt to her nose. She smells Violetta’s perfume. A frown flits across her face, and she sniffs it again. The glint of the silver cross on the cover of my journal distracts her, and she pulls it out of my pocket. My blood runs cold; my veins are ice.
 
   She reads the last entry of my journal and closes it with a sigh. I hear the telltale signs of her muffled weeping and see tears running down her cheek. What a scoundrel I am!
 
   Presently, after a few moments of this, Margaret grows quiet, her face still illumined by the glow of the candle. Behind her, the mirror remains dark. She wipes her face with her sleeve, then resumes scrubbing my shirt collar. A low, tentative hum emerges from her throat. The hymn grows stronger and stronger, filling me with such warmth, I feel as though my chest will burst.
 
   My mouth feels smaller now, and I touch my teeth to find them in perfect order. I am whole again.
 
   My soul rises in the dark like a phoenix, carried by the breath of an angel.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   DOOR TO DOOR
 
   CHARLES BROWNING
 
    
 
   He’s cross-eyed like a moron as my moist thumb shakily pulls down on the hammer, which is tight like a lighter with a new flint. The thought of it slipping and firing crosses my mind.
 
   Click.
 
   I want to mother him and tell him that his eyes are going to stay that way. But I don’t. I haven’t the time.
 
   The greatest tool of Satan is wasted time.
 
   He quivers and cries as I remind him that atheists are always so staunch until push comes to shove.
 
   I remind him that they always pray. They always cry “daddy, daddy” back to God.
 
   And I can tell he’s praying. It’s the look in his moronic crossed eyes. It’s the feeling behind the sweat and tears that intermingle and shun the snot from his nose hanging out in his mustache ghetto.
 
   Let’s call this “X-treme Evangelism.” I’m so relevant and current, so postmodern.
 
   Make ‘em sinners to get ‘em saved, they say.
 
   Take them through Hell so they can see Heaven.
 
   Right now’s a big tent revival, what with his shaking and quivering and praying and pissing himself. His hands are lifted high praising Jesus. That, and he’d give me any money I’d ask for. You would too, with a gun in your face.
 
   But I don’t want his money. I want what Jesus wants. Do unto others . . .
 
   They will know you by your fruit . . .
 
   We’re just seconds away from angels singing.
 
   “Father, forgive me,” he says. “I have sinned.” The moron must think I’m Catholic. Nothing pisses me off more than when people lump all of Christianity together into one idea. I mean, 500 years of Reformation didn’t happen for nothing.
 
   Besides, I’m not wearing black. And this isn’t a confession booth. It’s his front door.
 
   And so what if I kicked it in?
 
   “Why are you doing this?” he asks. “What do you want?” Why, what, how, sometimes who, never where.
 
   “I’ll give you anything.”
 
   He must not be paying attention. I already said I didn’t want anything. “Please don’t hurt me . . .”
 
   If I had a ruler I’d whack him on the knuckles. “Please . . .”
 
   At least he’s being polite. And his house is clean, except for the shards of door. Cleanliness is next to godliness they say.
 
   Did I mention that I’m waving a tract in his face?
 
   Did I mention that I smiled and asked for only a few seconds of his time?
 
   Did I mention that he said no? That he slammed the door in my face? He blinks as a few tears flee and take cover.
 
   “I don’t want to die ” the shaky voice stammers under closed eyes. “Why don’t you want to die?”
 
   His facial expression lessens its look of fear. A little bit of surprise sneaks in.
 
   “I mean, if you’re an atheist then there should be no fear of dying. You are not accountable to anything. Right?”
 
   “What? What is this about?” Idiot.
 
   I wave the tract in front of his face with vehemence. The cheap little paper adorned with a blue and white globe flicks and pops.
 
   “Did you know,” I say, “that you can be free?” Surprise gives way to confusion.
 
   I jam the gun into his forehead and lead him toward his couch. “Mind if we sit down?”
 
   I push on the barrel, which makes him drop onto the couch. I put the tract into his shirt pocket.
 
   “In case you have any questions.” I smile as I pat the pocket and tract. I reach into my coat, which makes him wince. Probably thinks I’m getting another gun.
 
   Idiot.
 
   I protrude a black leather book adorned with worn-out gold pages. “Let me ask you a question: Do you believe the Bible?”
 
   Looks like we have a yes man.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Please don’t kill me,” he weakly says with more tears. Lord, give me patience.
 
   Lord, give me control.
 
   “Well,” I smile, “the Bible tells us that we can go to heaven when we die. Do you want to go to heaven when you die?”
 
   He winces again like he’s holding in a dump. “I’m not going to kill you. Okay?”
 
   “Please. Please, put down the gun.”
 
   I pull it away from his head. The shape of the barrel and aim are imbedded into his forehead in little red and pink shapes. His brow un-furrows.
 
   I open the Bible.
 
   “God wants us all to go to heaven. John 3:16 says that ‘For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in Him will not perish, but have eternal life.” I smile, “did you catch the key word there? Whosoever.”
 
   I turn some pages. Flipping through a tiny Bible with one hand is tricky business. What with a gun in his face and all.
 
   “Romans 3:10 says,” I pause. “Here, read it with me.” I turn the book on the coffee table nearby and we both lean over it. Not that he has a choice. “There is none righteous,” I quote, “no not one.”
 
   For all have sinned and come short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). “Sin,” I tell him, “Separates us from God. It keeps us out of heaven.”
 
   He looks at me. The shock and horror and fear in his eyes are prevalent. Maybe I’m getting through to him.
 
   “Please. Just leave me alone.” More tears.
 
   “I don’t think you really understand the weight of the situation here,” the gun is back on his head, “if I pull this trigger you will go to hell.” Nobody wants that.
 
   “If you shoot me,” he’s shaking as he says this, “you will have murdered me. Isn’t that going to keep you from heaven?”
 
   Good point.
 
   “Doesn’t it say ‘Thou shalt not murder’?” Exodus 20:13.
 
   “Won’t that separate you from God?”
 
   Even Satan quoted scripture back at Jesus. “Doesn’t sin lead to hell?”
 
   For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life through
 
   Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 6:23).
 
   I was just getting to that.
 
   “Listen,” and the gun is back and imbedded into his forehead, “I’ll ask the questions.”
 
   “Who the hell are you? Who do you think you are?”
 
   “Let me show you God’s plan for your life,” I flip more pages. “Here, in
 
   5:8, it says that ‘God showed his love for us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.’ Do you know what that means?”
 
   “I don’t care!” his tears are gone and his face is red and puffy. This is the point where hostility starts.
 
   He has the gun barrel.
 
   He’s twisting the gun out of my hand. He now has the gun.
 
   Crap.
 
   “Get the HELL out of my house!” he yells with the gun pointed at me. “There is no need to overreact,” my hands are up.
 
   “Oh, now you’re defensive?! Where’s God now?”
 
   And they blasphemed the God of heaven because of their pains and their sores; and they did not repent of their deeds (Revelation 16:11).
 
   “Who’s all ‘daddy, daddy’ now?” This is not good.
 
   “The thing is,” I step backwards toward the door. I almost trip over a large shard of white painted wood, “I just wanted you to realize the seriousness of the moment. The imminence of it all,” I’m backtracking as glass crunches under-foot, “you could die at any moment. No one knows the day, nor the hour.”
 
   Mark 13:32.
 
   “I don’t want to hear from you or your God! No doubt the neighbors have called the police…”
 
   “I didn’t mean you any harm—‘
 
   “You had a fucking gun to my head! How is that harmless?!”
 
   Oh be careful little ears what you hear.
 
   “I know. That was extreme. I’m sorry,” I feel the gritty firmness of concrete under my shoes. A breeze blows my necktie up around my face.
 
   Neighbors are screaming.
 
   I hear sirens in the distance.
 
   “Listen,” I beg, “can I at least say one more thing?” “I’m warning you . . .”
 
   “I just want to tell you what 10:13 says.”
 
   “You don’t know when to give up,” the gun is now in my face, making a cross-eyed moron out of me.
 
   “Whoever calls upon the name of the Lord—”
 
   His finger is shaking subtly as two blurry guns focus into one very sharp image.
 
   “He shall be saved.”
 
   If you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord and believe in your hear t that God has raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved (Romans 10:9).
 
   “I told you,” he’s angrily tense, “I didn’t want to hear any more of your shit!”
 
   “If you ever feel the desire to do that—”
 
   “SHUT UP! I will shoot you! I’m warning—” “Then just pray it—”
 
   The air rings with a deep click and pop as the trigger is pulled. I grab my forehead and stagger back.
 
   Neighbors gasp and scream.
 
   The man has a look of concerned shock on his face as he turns the gun sideways. There is no smoke from the barrel. Only the spots of orange where black marker missed.
 
   As I remove my hand he sees a reddish-pink dot that is welting. At my feet is the tap, tap, tap of a little green bouncing ball.
 
   “A BB gun! You threatened me with a BB gun!”
 
   “Technically,” I tap at my head for blood, “it’s an air-soft gun.”
 
   “You lying son of a bitch!” he throws the gun at me. It’s weighted just like a real gun so, as you can imagine, this hurts. “Who the hell are you? You’re crazy!”
 
   Call me a Jesus Freak.
 
   “You belong in jail you sick son of a bitch!” If loving God was a crime, I’d be an outlaw.
 
   I hear the squeal of brakes, the staccato of clacking shined shoes on asphalt, the hushed crush of grass. I hear the rattling of keys.
 
   And clicks.
 
   “PUT YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR!” The police.
 
   “GET ON THE GROUND! FACE DOWN!”
 
   The clacking and crushing gets closer. My hands are jerked behind my back as the atheist tells them that I had him hostage.
 
   That I kicked his door in.
 
   That I put a gun in his face. That I read the Bible to him.
 
   I feel my circulation restrict to the sound of plastic zips. “You have the right to remain silent . . .”
 
   I have nothing to say.
 
   “You have the right to an attorney . . .”
 
   He goes on and on as I am placed in the backseat of a squad car, my head cupped so I don’t bump it.
 
   I’ve already sustained enough head trauma for one day.
 
   The door is shut and the grumble of gas announces my departure. Through tinted glass I see the atheist sitting on his front porch with an officer at his side. He takes out the little blue and white tract from his pocket and looks toward me. I’d wave if I my hands weren’t zipped behind my back.
 
   So I smile.
 
   Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance (James 1:2-3).
 
   I look into the rear-view and meet my driver’s eyes. So I smile.
 
   His brow furrows.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” His eyebrows rise.
 
   “If you were to die tonight, would you know one hundred percent if you were going to heaven?”
 
   His letterboxed brow relaxes a little.
 
   “Because I know how you can be . . .”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   NIGHT TRAIN TO BERLIN
 
   SUZAN ROBERTSON
 
    
 
   I’m often asked how I came to be in Berlin when World War II started. I always begin my story with that night in a Paris café, three days before the world went mad. 
 
   I’d only been in Café Hugo thirty minutes when she emerged from the haze of cigarette smoke like an angel in a violet dress. I sighed when I glimpsed her long legs as she arranged herself in the indigo velvet banquette. The veil of her black hat, just a shade deeper than her hair, draped over one eye. She lit a cigarette, and the glow from the match illuminated her heavenly face.
 
   I had to stop staring at the dame. Miss Claire Duncan was an absolute doll.
 
   “Would you like another, Monsieur Garrett?” the waiter asked.
 
   My whiskey glass sat empty in front of me. What I really wanted was another look at that woman’s legs. I sat in the shadows and watched her. I never expected a Nazi spy to be such a looker.
 
   I generally divided my time between advancing my career as a freelance journalist and completing assignments for a secret office of the British government. Although I was an American citizen, the Brits had politely asked me to take notice of certain people and report back to them. I could hardly refuse because I loathed Hitler and his thugs. For the last few months, the Brits had kept me busy traveling from my base in Paris to Vienna, Prague, and Rome. The good Lord had been gracious enough to keep me safe the entire time.
 
   My London contact, “Uncle Harry,” recently asked me to gather information on Claire Duncan, a British woman they suspected was working
 
   intelligence for the Nazis. This upper crust gal had attended the best schools in Switzerland and knew all the right people on the Continent. Recently though, she’d been spotted associating with people of questionable loyalties in various European cities, especially Berlin.
 
   Done up in ironic black and blue, the Café Hugo was a favorite of the emotionally bruised and battered who whiled away their evenings with desperate flirtations and passionate conversations. Anxious glances at the door revealed that they, like most of Paris, waited in grotesque suspense for the whine of air raid sirens. Life in Europe, 29 August 1939. Not quite war. No peace.
 
   Despite government requests to evacuate Paris, the cafés still managed a brisk evening business. Painters, writers, displaced royalty, and especially of late, a steady stream of ordinary citizens who had fled from fascist or communist regimes, rounded out the clientele. Pavel, the poet, and his sullen Czech friends moped in a corner. At a table near the door, a group of Italians sapped the dwindling Chianti inventory.
 
   I delighted in watching the beautiful Claire Duncan as she sipped her champagne cocktail and smoked her cigarette. A man approached her. I thought I recognized him. Count this, or Baron that, Hungarian or Romanian, dressed in a dinner jacket and holding a pipe. Miss Duncan greeted him as he lowered himself into the banquette beside her and summoned the waiter. After his drink arrived, the two spoke quietly. Then the man finished his drink, kissed Claire’s hand, and drifted away. Soon after, she made moves like she was about to leave.
 
   I placed some francs on the table beneath my glass, picked up my hat, and followed her outside where darkness greeted me. Though Paris was under a blackout order, some had not complied despite the instructions on avis à la population posters that had recently appeared throughout the city.
 
   A sultry mist crept in as I followed her to her hotel, just down the street from mine, around the corner from St. Sulpice. Leaning in the doorway opposite, I smoked my cigarette to the nub, and decided I’d better find out what she was up to and stop mooning over her looks. Just another assignment, I reminded myself.
 
   I walked back to my hotel and cabled Uncle Harry, relating that I’d spotted “Aunt Marie,” their name for Claire. After that, I tossed and turned in bed for several hours. When I finally fell asleep, I dreamed the Nazis, led by Claire, had taken over Dublin.
 
   The next morning I awoke early. I dressed quickly as the humidity in my room clung to me like paste on wallpaper. I strolled down the street to a millinery shop closed for holiday. There I waited in the shadows for Claire to leave her hotel. When she emerged, I followed and tried not to notice the shapely cut of her navy dress. She walked straight ahead without looking around, apparently familiar with Paris and not worried about being seen.
 
   Entering Café Jazie, my regular breakfast joint, she took a table facing the door. I sat at a table next to hers. She picked up a section of a newspaper and folded it in front of her. The waiter took her order for café crème and a croissant, and I ordered the same.
 
   “May I?” I asked in English, pointing to another section of the paper. She handed it to me and I smiled.
 
   “Thank you, miss.”
 
   “American?” she asked, in a voice trimmed with satin.
 
   “Guilty, I’m afraid.” I half-stood and tipped my hat. “Michael Garrett.”
 
   “Claire Duncan. Mr. Garrett, I detected a slight lilt in that American accent. Irish, perhaps?”
 
   “Guilty again, Miss Duncan. I’m from New York, by way of Dublin and
 
   London.” I lit a cigarette and she watched, so I lit another and passed it to her.
 
   She took it. “I see that you too have developed a taste for Gitanes.” “Miss Duncan, if you don’t mind me asking, where are you from?”
 
   She smiled and waved a delicate hand. “Oh, here and there. Everywhere, really. We moved around a lot when I was growing up. I’m a British citizen.” I joined the mystery woman’s table. The waiter brought our petit
 
   déjeuner and winked at me in approval.
 
   Claire looked at her watch and saw that I’d noticed. “I’m meeting some friends shortly. I don’t want to be late.”
 
   I looked at her and smiled. “I didn’t even get a chance to flirt with you.” Her lips curled into a lazy, sexy smile. She might be working for the
 
   Nazis, but I couldn’t help growing more attracted to her as the minutes ticked by. The dame was getting under my skin. It must have shown.
 
   “Oh, poor boy, don’t look so grumpy. Perhaps we might have dinner?”
 
   I nodded, helpless as an orphan. Since I had to shadow this Mata Hari,
 
   taking her to dinner wouldn’t hurt.
 
   She ate her croissant with gusto, not picking at it like those fashionable French ladies. She downed the last of her coffee, straightened her navy beret, and picked up her purse. “I’m staying at the Hotel LeClerc, just down the street. I’ll meet you there at eight?”
 
   I nodded. She opened her purse, but I waved her away.
 
   “Breakfast is on me.” I signaled Claude to put it on my tab. “Why, thank you, Mr. Garrett. You’re quite kind.”
 
   If she only knew what I was really up to, her opinion of me might become somewhat tarnished. I tried not to think of my friend Aaron, killed by the Nazis in Prague. Tried not to think of the unspeakable things I’d seen elsewhere. The Brits at the SIS office suspected Claire, and anyone who would help the Nazis
 
   After she’d left the café, I put on my hat, gave her a lead, then followed. I spotted her turning right at the end of the block. She walked toward the Sorbonne, then past it, finally stopping at one of those seedy little student cafés in the Latin Quarter. Claire joined three men and a woman sitting at an outside table. She kissed the young blonde woman on both cheeks. One man was a little older, and there was something familiar about his profile but I couldn’t remember where I’d seen him. The other two men looked about twenty years old.
 
   I walked to the end of the street, crossed to the other side and slipped into a table in the section behind Claire and the others. I snatched up a discarded newspaper. The waiter came and I ordered espresso. Holding the paper in front of me, I strained to hear, but sat too far away. The group didn’t seem to take notice of me.
 
   I moved my head past the paper and glanced at them. The young woman handed Claire a scrap of paper, which she shoved inside her purse. Then the woman touched Claire’s arm and gave it a squeeze in a gesture of affection. Claire got up and left the table. The woman called “Auf Wiedersehen,” then placed her hand over her mouth and looked around, as if she’d made a mistake. The older man at the table frowned at the blonde.
 
   Then it hit me. I almost smacked myself in the head. I remembered where I’d seen that familiar man before. Peter Berger, a German journalist. He’d made no secret of his affection for the Nazis in his magazine articles. I’d met him in Munich several years ago.
 
   I blinked a few times and watched Claire walk away. Disappointment and disgust welled up. I swallowed them down. Was charming, gorgeous Claire Duncan a Nazi sympathizer? I hated to believe that. It irked me that she’d already made me feel things I didn’t wish to feel. My reputation as a man cautious in matters of the heart had begun to disintegrate since I’d spotted her at Café Hugo.
 
   I tailed Claire back to her hotel. I waited a few minutes, but she didn’t reappear, so I walked back to my room to think things through.
 
   I tried to work on my novel, but after two hours, the paper inside my typewriter remained stark white. Every time I stared down at that damned page, all I could see was Claire’s face. Music blared from the radio. I heard nothing but her voice.
 
   I’d cared for a dame or two before, but this was a sickness. The thought of falling for a Nazi was repugnant. I had to get away. Even returning to Prague didn’t seem so horrible now.
 
   I switched the radio to another station. A reporter droned on, speculating about when war would begin. Perhaps I might be needed somewhere more important. Somewhere far away from Claire. I went downstairs and wrote a cable to Uncle Harry.
 
   Can someone else escort Aunt Marie? Other matters I can attend?
 
   I handed the cable to Pierre, the manager, and returned upstairs. I’d given him a little extra money to get my cables off at a quicker pace than was usual, and he’d complied, telling me confidentially that he liked to get out from behind the desk and away from his nagging wife.
 
   I had to get off this roller coaster. Stories were unfolding out there without me. I wasn’t officially beholden to London. They didn’t run my life. I smoked half a pack of Gitanes and waited for a reply. The knock finally came, and Pierre handed me an envelope.
 
   Imperative. Remain with Aunt Marie.
 
   I crumpled the piece of paper and flicked it at the window. It bounced off and landed on my typewriter. Damn Hitler and Mussolini for making a mess of it all. Groaning, I looked at my watch. It was almost eight.
 
   I threw cold water on my face and hoped it would break her spell. I changed into my best suit and adjusted my tie and combed my hair, taking an extra moment to shove back that unruly lock that usually fell forward of its own accord.
 
   I thought about how I’d almost been expelled from college. Part poet, part ruffian, I’d gotten mixed up in a hell-raising event that nearly landed me in jail. Some of my friends were from the wrong part of town. Living on the edge was one of my favorite extracurricular activities, along with writing poetry and short stories. And chasing pretty girls.
 
   Then God put His hand on me and I left behind most of my reckless behavior. I retained the desire to travel and write. With an ear for languages and that insatiable curiosity, my chosen career as freelance journalist fit me like my favorite fedora. Apprehensive of my thirst for excitement and intrigue, my mother warned it would get me into trouble some day.
 
   That trouble had finally arrived in the form of a fallen angel named
 
   Claire Duncan.
 
   It had begun to rain, and as I stepped outside I pulled down my hat and turned up the collar of my trench coat. Resembling a drowned cat, I arrived at Claire’s hotel. She stood right inside the door. Her smile said she didn’t mind my rain-dampened appearance. We stepped outside. I pointed in the direction of a small restaurant just down the street, Chez Jacques, and she nodded and opened an umbrella. We walked to the restaurant through a dark and subdued Paris.
 
   Thick curtains obscured my view inside the restaurant, but a tiny blackboard hung in the window indicated “Ouvert ce soir,” assuring me they were indeed serving dinner.
 
   I opened the door into the quiet place and looked around. A couple whispered their conversation to my right, and a woman of a certain age to my left dined alone. We shook off the rain and hung our damp coats on the rack near the door. I took in Claire’s forest green silk suit and matching hat with great appreciation.
 
   The waiter led us to a table at the far end of the room. He pulled out a chair for Claire. I didn’t know if I had the moxie to continue the charade, so I immediately ordered a bottle of Bordeaux. Staring at the menu in silence, I didn’t really care about the food. The wine came, and after the waiter poured, I downed the first glass rather quickly. Although I craved a whiskey, neat, I’d play the continental gentleman. Besides, I’d been hitting the bottle a little too much since Aaron died.
 
   The waiter came to take our order.
 
   “I think I’ll have the coq au vin,” she said in perfect French.
 
   I’d have the same. “La même,” I growled. I lit a cigarette, but didn’t bother lighting one for her.
 
   She sipped her wine and looked at me. “So, what brings you to Paris?” “I’m a freelance journalist,” I said.
 
   “Fascinating! What type of story are you working on?”
 
   The worst story of my life. A story sure to have an unhappy ending. The sordid tale of a man who couldn’t have fallen for a worse woman than Claire Duncan.
 
   “Oh, the impending war,” I said, striving for nonchalance.
 
   Sadness crept into her eyes and everything about her darkened. “Do you think it will come very soon?” She looked down at her glass.
 
   “Any minute now, doll. Maybe tomorrow. Hitler’s biding his time.” “Perhaps. What do you think of Germany’s non-aggression pact with Russia?” “The air is thick with appeasements and gestures. Many gestures are meaningless. Then again, some hold hidden meanings,” I replied.
 
   I poured another glass of wine for myself and topped off hers.
 
   “Many Americans don’t want to become involved in Europe’s political troubles. As a Yank, what’s your opinion?” she asked.
 
   An innocent enough question. But this lady was no babe in a cradle. The bloody war talk had turned everything upside down. I started to descend into that familiar Irish melancholy. I had to be careful not to let it overtake me or I’d find myself on another all-night drunk, singing rebel songs in some Montparnasse dive.
 
   “Listen, sister,” I said. “If Hitler continues playing European conqueror, then it’s our obligation to stop him. After Europe, who’s next?”
 
   She stared past me with a faraway, wistful look. Silence hung in the air along with the cigarette smoke. The aroma of onions and herbs reminded my stomach that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.
 
   Claire got hold of herself with a little shake of the shoulders and took a sip of wine. She withdrew a Gitane from a slender silver case engraved with a C. I struck a match and held it out. She leaned toward me. Our eyes met as the flame caught. Mesmerized by her deep brown eyes, I almost burned myself on that damned match. I shook it out just in time.
 
   Blowing the smoke upward, she stared at the ceiling. When she came back to earth, she regarded me with furrowed brows. “Why do men do such horrible things?”
 
   “Power. Perhaps madness.”
 
   She looked me square in the eye. “Do you pray?” I felt the blood drain from my face.
 
   What’s this? Saint Claire emerging from beneath a swastika flag?
 
   “I do,” I answered with a nod.
 
   “So you believe in God. Then you must believe that evil exists as well?”
 
   I was acquainted with God, and I’d looked evil straight in the eyes in the last few months. It left me fighting the urge for the drink more often than not.
 
   “Evil abounds, especially of late,” I answered. “Who decides?” she asked.
 
   I stamped out my cigarette.
 
   “Who decides what is evil and what is good?” she asked. “God, of course.”
 
   She nodded and took a drink of wine.
 
   The food came. I ate my chicken. Delicious. I watched as she dove in and polished off most of hers. The healthy appetite contrasted with the slim figure. I liked that about her.
 
   “So Mr. Garrett, what do you want with me?”
 
   “Just the company of a beautiful woman, Miss Duncan.”
 
   “You’re very kind. Shall we dispense with the formalities? Please, call me
 
   Claire. And may I call you Michael?” I nodded. “All right, Claire.”
 
   I glanced at the empty wine bottle and signaled the waiter. He brought another. She smiled at me with her dark eyes as he poured the Bordeaux. I leaned back in my chair. It was growing warmer in the restaurant.
 
   “What do you think of Herr Hitler?” I inquired.
 
   “His demeanor seems silly beyond belief, but I think he is far worse than he looks. I have an Austrian friend. Her last letter was . . . unpleasant.”.
 
   “Unpleasant? A strangely civilized word for what happened in Austria, don’t you think?” I took a long swallow of wine. “After the Nazis invaded Prague and discovered my friend Aaron was a Jew, they tortured him and left him for dead. His brother Abraham wrote me after Aaron died a week later. Abraham begged me to tell the truth about the Nazis.”
 
   “And have you told the truth, Michael?”
 
   Her innocent look was quite brilliant. She actually batted her long eyelashes at me. As she raised the glass to her mouth, her luscious lips parted to take a sip of wine.
 
   I wanted run out of there and toss myself off the Pont Neuf Bridge. Then they’d have to send someone else to do the spying.
 
   “I do my part,” I managed.
 
   She gave an inscrutable nod and looked around the room. She spoke of literature, and prattled on about Hugo and Au sten. I barely heard anything, but nodded here and there. When she got around to Tolstoy, I loosened my tie a little. Too much wine and a fuzzy brain. Before I gave her a piece of my mind, or took her in my arms, I had to leave.
 
   “We’d better go,” I said. “I’ve some work to do.”
 
   She dabbed the corners of her mouth with her napkin and placed it on the table.
 
   Catching the waiter’s eye, I got up and reached into my pocket for my money. He brought the check and I paid him. Claire followed me to the coat rack. I helped her with her raincoat and shrugged on my trench. The coats were dry. I didn’t bother to glance at my watch. It hardly mattered how long we’d been there. Since the threat of war, time had been playing tricks. It seemed to slow down and speed up on its own accord, with no regard for the clock.
 
   When we exited Chez Jacques, the rain had stopped. We walked in silence, listening to our feet on dark, damp pavement and the sounds of Paris settling in for the night. The stillness of the night made it seem as if the city held its breath, and the darkness felt claustrophobic, yet intimate.
 
   She took my arm and snuggled close. I inhaled her perfume and sighed. When we reached her hotel, she faced me.
 
   “The days seem unreal, don’t you think? Everyone on edge. I hope I
 
   wasn’t too morose over dinner.” I shook my head.
 
   “I’m not one to make snap judgments, and I don’t know you well. But I
 
   like you very much, Michael Garrett,” she whispered, and looked up at me.
 
   I leaned down, and did what any half-drunk, miserable man in a city on the brink of war would do. I kissed her, long and deep.
 
   She held me tight. So I kissed her again. And again. Finally, to my great disappointment, she pulled away.
 
   “Thank you for a lovely evening,” she said, smoothing a lock of hair.
 
   I found my voice. “Will I see you tomorrow?” I sounded desperate and pathetic.
 
   “How about lunch at the Europa? Noon?” she asked. “I’ll be there.”
 
   I disappeared into the blackness. It was only a short walk to the bridge and the blessed relief of an early demise. But I wasn’t the suicidal type. I’d rather find a place to drink away my troubles.
 
   I concluded that Claire Duncan must be an enchantress. I’d heard about women like her, who got into a man’s blood and drove him mad with desire. I never forgot the stories I heard in the pubs. After they’d polished off a few pints and had a few rounds of song, the lads grew quiet and whispered stories of fair colleens who bewitched them and disappeared, forever haunting their dreams. Long ago, I’d decided that I would fall in love with a real woman, a nice woman, who would stay by my side forever.
 
   Now I was half-mad about a smart, cheeky beauty. A traitor. A Nazi.
 
   Eejit. Idiot.
 
   I roamed until I found a café where I planted myself at the zinc bar. “Whiskey.”
 
   The burly bartender sporting a red beret poured the shot. When I indicated with a turn of my hand for him to leave the bottle, his eyes narrowed, so I placed a pile of bills on the bar. He gave a Gallic shrug and obliged. I sniffed and determined that he must have been cooking sausages earlier. The bartender moved on to the next patron, a man of indeterminate age, who drank red wine, while at his feet a little brown dog snored in time to music coming from a radio behind the bar. When I heard I Let a Song Go Out of My Hear t, I took it personally and poured myself another. I ran my hands along the smooth edge of the bar. It seemed like the only solid thing in my shaky world tonight.
 
   Perhaps I’d judged Claire too soon. The Nazis certainly brought out paranoia in people. Maybe she was all right. Maybe there was another explanation for her suspicious behavior. That thought warmed me a little. I took another drink to celebrate. After another, I had a plan. Tomorrow at lunch I’d blow my cover and ask Claire straight if she was working for the Nazis. To hell with Uncle Harry and the spy game. A journalist had no business dabbling in espionage. Weren’t there headstones somewhere in Europe proving that point?
 
   I finally left the bar, tight as an outgrown suit. I made only one wrong turn before locating my hotel. After two or three tries fitting the room key in the lock, I made it inside.
 
   “God save all here,” I said to the empty room.
 
   I felt my way to my desk and defiantly switched on the lamp. I looked down, out of habit. Sure enough, a yellow envelope lay on the floor. I placed it on the desk. I took off my trench and hung it on the hook on the back of the door. My jacket, I placed over a chair. I ran out of stalling tactics, so I sighed and lit a cigarette. I tore open the envelope, and unfolded the cable.
 
   Take care. Keep me informed of whereabouts daily when possible.
 
   I’d heard the radio report earlier and read the papers. The cable from London confirmed that Hitler couldn’t be stopped. He was ready to invade Poland. Czechoslovakia had already fallen. Now Poland, favorite target for the power-mad, would have its turn.
 
   But when? Tonight? Tomorrow?
 
   I dropped the cable on the desk and pulled the curtains aside. I stared out the window. Nothing but a scant light or two. Soon it would be dawn. What would the day bring? I hung my trousers and shirt in the closet, and turned on the radio. Chopin wafted out. I felt a twinge of sadness for the Poles. Stretching out on the bed, I stared at the ceiling. Tomorrow was 31
 
   August. My twenty-seventh birthday. I spent a few minutes asking God why He’d let me fall for a woman like Claire, and why He’d allowed the Nazis to get this far. I didn’t get an answer. Not a surprise. God had plenty to do these days.
 
   I AWOKE AND STARTED MY DAY as I’d ended it the night before, staring out the window in a half-hearted attempt to connect with humanity. Everything seemed the same, at least on my Paris street. My dreams had been filled with the whistling of bombs and the marching of boots.
 
   I picked up my watch from the nightstand. Almost ten. My head felt like those army boots from my dream had been marching through it. Rough as a bear’s arse, my da used to call it. I headed to Café Jazie and instructed Claude to keep the espresso coming. I waved away a croissant and asked for a newspaper instead.
 
   Invasion seemed inevitable. I sighed and threw the paper down. If France went to war, I’d probably stay in Paris, write some articles and maybe work on my book. I’d remove myself from gathering intelligence on Claire. I thought about our kisses last night, but it cheered me only momentarily.
 
   I looked at my watch. Eleven already. Might as well have a wee hair of the dog before Claire arrived.
 
   I walked over to the Café Europa, found a table near the window, and amused myself watching Parisians go about their business. Overnight, frowns had deepened and steps had grown hurried. Despite the pleas from the officials, French grand-mères who’d been through it before were probably hoarding food. This evening, the bon vivants would be out in force, celebrating the end of civilization. Maybe I’d join them and forget Claire and the Nazis for a few hours.
 
   Twelve-thirty. Where was she? Perhaps she’d been held up by a last minute phone call or a telegram from her German friends.
 
   Why was I torturing myself?
 
   I decided not to order another whiskey. I needed sobriety in order to confront her properly, although I wasn’t sure whether I’d go through it. Did I want to throw away my assignment and place myself in danger just to know the truth about her?
 
   Time passed too slowly. It was now one o’clock. I didn’t know her well enough to figure her for one of those fashionably late women, but she didn’t seem the type. So I stayed put for another thirty minutes, lining up my silverware into various shapes and making up stories about the people at the nearby tables. Finally, I got up. I described her to the captain and asked him to give her the message that I’d meet her at Hotel Le Clerc. Just in case, I wrote my own hotel name on my card and handed it to him along with a couple of francs.
 
   I walked over to her hotel and inquired at the desk.
 
   “Sorry, Monsieur, she checked out this morning. She left no forwarding address.”
 
   I turned away from the clerk and slipped out. I stood on the sidewalk wearing an idiot’s grin. So that’s that, you sad sack. She gave you the slip and you didn’t even see it coming. Too busy drowning in those dark eyes and kissing that mouth to realize she’d played you like a grand fiddle.
 
   “Happy birthday, you feckin’ eejit,” I said aloud. An old woman walked by, clutching a baguette. She gawked at me, then looked away, clutching the bread tighter.
 
   “Madame, I’ve been made a fool,” I said to her, and tipped my hat.
 
    
 
   AS I WANDERED THE STREETS, I noticed many Parisians had apparently decided to stay on holiday. Even the Louvre had closed and the tourists had vanished. I wandered until late afternoon and finally let my thirst get the better of me, so I headed over to Bar Louis near the foreign press offices. The place buzzed with reporters and journalists. I spotted Charlie Jones, a Brit I’d known forever, and waved at him. I found a place at the bar and ordered a whiskey. Charlie made his way over.
 
   “Well, if it isn’t Mick! What’s wrong, chap? You look like you’ve come down with something,” he said.
 
   I liked him, so I let him get away with calling me Mick.
 
   “Ah, I guess it’s Poland’s turn,” I muttered, hunched over three fingers of Jameson’s.
 
   “That’s the way it looks, old boy, sorry to say. I’m sure I’ll be recalled and sent to the front, once Britain declares war.” His words were mingled with sorrow, yet tinged with excitement. Another round or two, and old Charlie’d be in his cups.
 
   He moved closer and whispered in my ear, “There might be a story down at the Gare du Nord.”
 
   I stared. “What kind of story?”
 
   “Trains packed with soldiers quietly leaving Paris, foreigners arriving from Germany, perhaps Poland, maybe even Danzig.” He looked at me slyly and downed his scotch. “I’m going over there myself, lad. That is, as soon as I quench my thirst.”
 
   I perked up a bit. Despite being played for a fool in love, I still had a nose for a story. And it was beginning to itch.
 
   “Maybe I’ll head over there.” I slid off the barstool.
 
   “Attaboy, Mick.” He saluted me and downed another shot. If Charlie didn’t get out of there soon, he’d be pissed in an hour and crying over his lost story. Maybe I’d share if he promised to buy the next thousand rounds.
 
   I took a taxi over to the Gare du Nord. When I arrived at the station, controlled chaos greeted me. People glanced furtively around and avoided eye contact. Soldiers were everywhere. I leaned on a post and surveyed the scene. Surrounding me were hundreds of desperate souls looking for a way out, or a way in. A German family huddled next to me arguing about whether to go home to the fatherland or stay in France with relatives.
 
   “Stay here,” I advised them in German. They stopped speaking and stared at me. I didn’t care what anyone thought. It seemed like the end of the world. I strolled through the station, looking for the arrivals, especially the connections from Poland.
 
   Then I stopped in my tracks and backed up against a torn poster advertising travel to Marseilles. God had stepped in once again to torture me or to test me. I had a ridiculous thought that perhaps it was punishment for my sins. I looked up at the ceiling, half expecting a lightning bolt to descend from heaven at any moment.
 
   Claire Duncan stood in a corner apart from everyone else. She wore a fitted, very sober gray suit, and a matching hat. She leaned against a wall and watched the crowd with a sad little smile. Glancing at her watch, she sighed. She dropped her cigarette and ground it out. She bent down and picked up her leather valise and moved away.
 
   I followed her. I had a right to know why she stood me up, and where she was going. And if those kisses we’d shared had meant anything to her. Then I’d demand that she tell me for whom she was working. I’d report back to the Brits, gather my wits about me, and get my life back. I’d make sure no dame ever did this to me again.
 
   Claire stood on the platform waiting for her train, looking like a forlorn sparrow amid the masses of people surrounding her. I asked a harried porter about the destination of the train scheduled to depart from the platform.
 
   “To Berlin,” he said with a shake of his head.
 
   My worst fear about her had to be true. Why else would she go to Berlin now, when Hitler was so close to starting a war? I picked up my pace and rushed in front of her, almost knocking her over. Startled, she backed away frowning.
 
   Then she recognized me. “Michael! What are you doing here? Don’t tell me you’re going to Berlin?”
 
   I shook my head. “Level with me right now, lady.” “I beg your pardon?” Her eyes widened.
 
   “I mean it. Come clean. You stood me up today. You disappeared. You’re taking the train to Berlin tonight? Either you’re completely insane, or you’re working for the Nazis.”
 
   Her train slowly screeched into the station. She paused until the noise abated. Her eyes were mournful and her shoulders sagged. I heard muffled announcements in the background and inhaled her delicate perfume. I desperately wanted the truth. Yet I didn’t want to know.
 
   She pursed her lips. “Oh, Michael. You think I work for the Nazis?”
 
   “What else could I think?” I put my hand on her arm. I was through with her games. I needed truth as badly as I needed a shot of good Irish whiskey.
 
   “I suppose I could trust you. I’m half mad about you, after all.”
 
   The sparkle had returned to her eyes, but I wasn’t buying. I dropped my hand to my side.
 
   She reached up and put both hands on my shoulders. “It’s like this, you beautiful Irishman. I have an older brother. His name is Andrew, my only family now.” She let go, reached into her purse and pulled out a tattered newspaper clipping. “It’s from a paper in Edinburgh, our hometown.”
 
   I glanced down at it. The headline read, Andrew Duncan, Missing. It went on about how Mr. Duncan, professor of English literature at the University of Hamburg, had disappeared. His sister Claire, who lived in London, hadn’t heard from him in months. There was a small photograph. Andrew resembled Claire.
 
   It seemed legit, but then why didn’t the SIS office know about this?
 
   “Andrew was vocal in his disapproval of the Nazis. He disappeared about eight months ago. I’ve been trying to find him.” She stopped and searched my face. If she was telling the truth, she had to tell me more.
 
   She caught on and continued. “I’ve some friends here and there who have been helping me gather information. I received word early this morning that the Gestapo is holding Andrew in Berlin. I was relieved he hadn’t yet been sent to a camp. I was hoping to go to Berlin and buy his freedom or, or . . . even pay someone to help me get him out.” She finished and took a deep breath, as if she’d been holding her secret forever.
 
   She wasn’t a bloody Nazi, but merely searching for her brother. Or perhaps a wonderful liar?
 
   Dare I believe her? But why didn’t London know about this? Maybe they did, and they were suspicious of both Claire and her brother? Did they send me to protect her? I’d have to contact Uncle Harry and ask some hard questions. But first, Claire had more explaining to do.
 
   “Who were those Germans you met at the student café? The woman embraced you like an old friend.”
 
   She frowned. “The café? You followed me? Why?” “I’ll explain later,” I said.
 
   “Marta and the others are Andrew’s former students.”
 
   “What about Peter Berger? He’s a propaganda writer.”
 
   “Things are not always what they seem, Michael. You should know that.” “What are you saying? He’s working for the German resistance?”
 
   She hesitated. “You’re a smart man. Go back and read some of his earlier writings, but this time read between the lines.”
 
   The conductor called, “All aboard!”
 
   I stood there wondering how my life had gotten so damned complicated in two days.
 
   “Everything I told you is easily checked out, especially by a journalist. As I said last night, I like you, Michael Garrett. Very much. I’m truly sorry about lunch. How about a rain check when this is all over?”
 
   I wanted to remain submerged in her eyes, but I remembered where we were, and came up for air. “You can’t go to Berlin. Hitler is about to invade
 
   Poland. How will you get out if they close the border?”
 
   She fixed her gaze on me. There was a stubborn fierceness there, and something else.
 
   Something like love.
 
   “I must find my brother. After that, I don’t know. God will be with me.” She gave me a long look and picked up her valise. I took it from her and
 
   tossed it onto the train. Claire stepped aboard, then leaned down and grasped my hand.
 
   “Goodbye, Michael Garrett. Take care of yourself. I’ll pray that we’ll meet again someday,” she said with a sad and lovely smile.
 
   Did I completely trust her? No, that would take a little more time, though her odds had greatly improved. I blew out a breath and leaped aboard the train as it snaked out of the station. I grabbed the woman who’d captured my heart. I held on tight.
 
   “What are you doing? You have no luggage! What about your passport?” “Ah, you’re a lass who’s practical as well as lovely.” I reached into my
 
   pocket and produced my ever-present passport and press card. “I know an
 
   American journalist in Berlin. I’m sure he can lend me a toothbrush.”
 
   “I’ll have to warn you. I’m half-Irish and strong-headed,” she said, crying and laughing at the same time. People pushed past us. I heard the train chug out of the station. Toward Germany.
 
   “I think I can handle you.” I planted one fair and square on her lips. She sighed. “Darling, we are completely mad.”
 
   I kissed her again.
 
   Then I thought of how Uncle Harry would take the news. I’d find a thousand stories in Berlin. For London’s sake, I’d surely find some worthy information, hopefully before I was sent to a camp or worse. If Claire checked out, together we’d find Andrew and make our way back to Paris. If she didn’t check out, I’d deal with that when the time came. My gut said she was all right. My head and my heart matched, for once.
 
   “Today is my birthday,” I said.
 
   She buried her head in my shoulder and whispered a muffled, “Happy
 
   Birthday, love.”
 
   I closed my eyes and wondered what the next few days would bring. I had Claire and a doozie of an assignment, probably the most dangerous of my life thus far. God had always protected me. I trusted Him. That was all I needed.
 
   “Have your tickets ready,” I heard the conductor call. “This is the night train to Berlin.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   WORK AND WORSHIP
 
   NEIL RIEBE
 
    
 
   Paul was the first generation of the Carter family to know only city life. He just wasn’t cut out to work as hard and effectively as the other twelve-year-old boys of the wagon train. They were bigger—young farmers growing up in their fathers’ footsteps.
 
   “Come on,” his father said, his shirt sweat-stained. “Wood is what warms you twice. Once when you cut it, another when you burn it.”
 
   “It’s hot now,” Paul said. It was the middle of May.
 
   “I didn’t ask for sass, son. There’s satisfaction in work if you look for it.” His father’s breathing became labored, but it didn’t stop him from lecturing. “Things are changing from here on out. No more schoolin’ ‘n’ playin’. It’s all going to be work. Good wholesome work. Now make another swing with that axe. Build your strength.”
 
   Paul felt his balance totter as he poised to chop. Mustering his strength, he slammed the axe down on the branch his father had instructed him to cut. It rebounded, jolting his arm with a stinging vibration. Angry, he attacked the branch, making nick after nick, all side by side. None added to the other to make a clean break all the way through.
 
   “That’s enough,” his father stopped him. “You’re going to wreck the axe. Go help your mother.”
 
   Paul returned to the covered wagon, his self-respect injured.
 
   Having overheard what happened, his mother rebuked him with silent disapproval. By the time his father returned from the cottonwoods along the river the other families already had their fires lit.
 
   The Wilkes family obliged the Carters with some of their wood so they could eat together. Both families originated from Massachusetts, and both were feverishly devout. Mr. Wilkes suggested they conserve their food since the most difficult trek through the Rockies was ahead of them. Paul’s mother argued that would be an affront to God. “The Lord will provide,” she said. Mrs. Wilkes concurred. They ate heartily.
 
   That night Paul lay awake in the tent while his parents dozed beside him. He gazed at the gleaming silver face of the moon through the flaps, wondering what it would be like gazing down at the slumbering camp from up there.
 
   He missed his books. His parents made him leave them behind for two reasons. The first had to do with storage space in the wagon. The other was that his mother didn’t think the stories he read were healthy. He loved Irving, Marryat, and Poe. Even if a book was not about ghosts and witches, he read it anyway because he loved to read. Reading made grownups believe he was smart because of the things he knew and the wide range of words he could use.
 
   Daydreaming became his refuge. To make the trip tolerable he pretended to be a sort of Arthur Gordon Pym, being carried off to parts unknown.
 
   Lately his dreams became more vivid than his daydreaming, as if his soul were going to unseen places while his body slept. He awoke from his dreams remembering clearly the feel of objects that he had touched, the smell and taste of food he ate, the sounds from streets of nameless towns he had traveled through.
 
   There was a man in particular who appeared time and again. His clothes were simple, colored in unassuming shades of brown or gray, yet were much more finely woven than Paul’s. He understood Paul’s need for adventure, and took him on sword-swinging escapades, rode horses, and scaled mountains to pay reverence at ancient monuments of strange, unpronounceable gods. And during quiet periods, the man taught him many things beside warm fireplaces in a cozy cottage or inn. A cat was always purring on the man’s lap with many more playing about the room.
 
   Paul integrated this person into his journal as a wandering hero, dubbing him for the lack of a better name as the “Traveler.”
 
   Careful not to disturb his parents, he took his journal from under his pillow and wriggled out of the tent till he could fetch the pen and inkwell from the wagon. Under the light of the moon he opened the book. At the top of the first page he had scribed, “The Narrative of P. Zebedee Carter.” Flipping to the last entry he began writing. Instead of jotting down the bare facts, he embellished the day’s events to make them memorable.
 
   “May 15, 1859,” he wrote, “Upon reaching the Platte River, the caravan discovered that the river’s flowing motions were that of a massive serpent, and the scintillating waves were in truth its scales reflecting the noonday sun.
 
   “The day was hot and the labor tiring as hundreds of wagons loaded with treasure to pay tribute to the King of the West were pushed on along the riverbank. None of the weary servants of the King could figure how they were going to cross over that behemoth of a serpent to reach Ash Hollow. How they prayed for the Traveler to cross their path again and grant them another portion of his wisdom.”
 
    
 
   AT DAWN THE MEN ON WATCH aimed their sights into the air and jolted the wagon train camp awake with a couple of gun blasts. The women set the fires crackling under their Dutch ovens and spider skillets. The men took down the tents and got the wagons packed. The animals shuffled about in tune with the bustle, whinnying, mooing. Appetites became antsy as the air turned savory from the smells of frying bacon fat and hot coffee.
 
   The Wilkes joined the Carters for breakfast. Paul felt outnumbered at the campfire. Mr. and Mrs. Wilkes had four children, three boys and one girl. Plutarch was the eldest son at seventeen; Joel, the middle boy, was fifteen; and the youngest, Frances, was age nine. Amelia, the daughter, was eleven.
 
   Paul found the Wilkes’s boys to be as bland as their blacksmith father. If it didn’t involve horseplay they didn’t know how to interact.
 
   Amelia engaged in animated conversation with the mothers. To squeeze out compliments at what a perfect little lady she was, she imitated the way they sat and spoke, acting as though she was as mature as they were. Paul raised an eyebrow at her self-satisfied smiles.
 
   After breakfast Paul gathered the horses from their grazing and brought them alongside the four oxen yoked to the wagon. Turning around, he was surprised to see his mother emerging from the back of the wagon in her Sunday best with her Bible tucked under her arm. His father helped her down and told him to get up in the wagon and change.
 
   “We’re holding church,” he added.
 
   “Church!” Paul groaned. “Out here? Why? We haven’t before.”
 
   “Now that we have settled into a routine,” his mother said, “it’s high time we go back to honoring the Sabbath.”
 
   He and his father changed into their Sunday best. The Wilkes joined them, dressed in their best clothes.
 
   A teamster driving the cattle stopped.
 
   “What are you doin’?” he asked. “Pack your stuff!”
 
   “Today’s the Lord’s day,” Paul’s mother confronted the man. “If you had any sense, you’d be taking time out for worship yourself.”
 
   “Sense?” The grubby man’s face twisted. “We’re trying to beat the snow. You wanna git stuck in the mountains when winta sets in?” He shook the rod of his bullwhip like a schoolteacher waving a pointer, gesturing toward the northwest where the Oregon Trail proceeded. “Now put your belongings in order and git your wagons in line to go.”
 
   “So long as the Lord comes first in this household there will be no fear of inclement weather,” Mrs. Carter rebutted.
 
   “Crimeny! Mister,” the teamster pleaded with Paul’s father. “Make your woman see reason. Or are you just as much a fool as she is?”
 
   “I’d appreciate it if you did not call my wife a fool,” Mr. Carter spoke evenly.
 
   The teamster shook his head and faced the Wilkes. “What about you? You got four youngsters. You gonna risk them?”
 
   “We’re staying,” Mr. Wilkes stated firmly.
 
   The teamster swore and hurried to the front of the column. Shortly he returned with the train captain, Harlan Hewitt. Hewitt was a wind-worn mountain man in his forties. He rode over on his horse with his .54 caliber Hawken long arm across his lap.
 
   “Jake here says you good folks plan on sticking around,” he said, sounding calm, yet admonishing.
 
   “That’s correct,” Mrs. Carter said.
 
   “If you plan on stopping every Sunday from here to Willamette Valley, I guarantee you you’ll be wintering in the Rockies in fifteen feet of snow, boiling your ox hides to make glue soup. You should think about what you are risking.”
 
   Mrs. Carter put her hand on Paul’s shoulder. “We’re obliged by your concern, but we put our trust in the One who can part the Red Sea and make the sun stand still.”
 
   “Harley,” Jake fumed, “you know I don’t butt my nose where it don’t belong, but this ain’t fair for the kids.”
 
   “I’m not about to take children from their parents. But I’ll back up the free will of anyone over the age of fourteen who volunteers to accompany the train.”
 
   “How about it?” Jake urged Plutarch and Joel.
 
   Looking at the teamster sheepishly, the boys shook their heads. “What about those of us who are twelve,” Paul interjected.
 
   His mother’s eyes flashed. She pursed her mouth into a tight line and dug her nails into his shoulder. He grimaced and glanced up at her, annoyed.
 
   “Even if you think you’re old enough to go it alone,” Hewitt said thoughtfully, “do you really want to leave your folks?”
 
   Paul gazed at his parents, ashamed. His father had a sad expression, and his mother looked betrayed.
 
   “No. I guess I’m staying.”
 
   Hewitt nodded. The decision was made. He called Jake back to work, and left the two families to their own devices.
 
   The Carters and Wilkes got hoots and catcalls from the other emigrants as they passed.
 
   “Remember what our Savior said,” Paul’s mother spoke to fortify their courage. “He who is ashamed of me before man, him will I be ashamed of before my Father in heaven.”
 
   She got them settled down singing a hymn.
 
   Once the hymn was complete, Paul’s mother asked her husband to turn to the Word. He opened his Bible and read from the Book of Galatians, Chapter 6, “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting. And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not.”
 
   “Very good, Lewis,” Paul’s mother said. “This is an important distinction between us and the others. They fear the snow because they sow after the flesh. So long as we sow after the Spirit we’ll succeed in all our endeavors.”
 
    
 
   THE WAGON-RUTTED TRAIL weaved along the banks of the river. In order to catch up with the train, the parents agreed to go straight at the next bend. In theory the trail should swerve back into their path, thus covering more distance in less time.
 
   Their first attempt succeeded. On the completion of the second attempt they could swear that they saw trail dust from the other wagons floating on the horizon. The sun was at high noon when they tried their method once more. The shadows were slight and difficult to read for direction. By the time the shadows were long enough there was a growing concern that they had veered off course.
 
   As the sun reddened they made camp. Buffalo chips had to be used to make a fire. Amelia waved her hand in front of her face.
 
   “Do we have to burn manure, Ma?”
 
   “Yes, dear. See, there’s no wood for miles.”
 
   “Oh, do we have to? Do we have to?” Amelia whined. Mrs. Wilkes did her best to placate her daughter, but it didn’t take long before she sounded as whiny as Amelia.
 
   Paul’s patience eroded. If he or any of the other boys fussed so, they would have been cuffed behind the ears.
 
   “We could use your chips, Amelia,” he said. “I’m sure they won’t stink.” As Paul predicted, he was cuffed behind the ears.
 
   “Leave me alone!” Amelia squealed.
 
   Paul’s barb nevertheless had the desired effect. She hushed. But she refused to eat.
 
   That night Paul could not write in his journal. He was afraid they would be wandering the plains forever. In time sleep snuck up on him, but when its spell began to wane he found himself in a warm bed. Startled, he bolted upright with the coverlet settling on his lap.
 
   Once his nerve settled Paul realized that he finally did fall asleep and he was in the world of his dreams. Several cats sat upon a windowsill, licking their paws. An unlit oil lamp sat on the nightstand beside the bed. Light shined through an open door, coloring the walls in soft, flickering amber.
 
   Certainly the Traveler was here. He sprung from the bed and padded across the wooden floor on his bare feet to a landing outside the door. Following the steps downstairs with his eye he saw before a fireplace the corner of a chair, a portion of a pants leg and a leather shoe. It was the Traveler. Paul recognized the fabric of the clothes. Except here Paul knew the Traveler by his name, Randolph Carter.
 
   He heard Randolph below casually turning the page of a book.
 
   Paul’s spirits rose. He was about to tramp down the steps when a reminder crossed his mind that he needed his rest. The advice came from Randolph. He and Randolph on occasion communicated to each other in thought rather than in spoken words.
 
   Even though he wanted to go downstairs, Paul obeyed.
 
   Curious, he took a peek out the window, and down in the narrow, cobble-stoned streets were burly figures, like trolls, shuffling about, banging on the wooden doors and peering through the cracks in the shuttered windows. In the flickering streetlights, Paul saw bits of dirt crumble from their bodies as they walked. In fact, it appeared as if they were formed from clumps of moist soil.
 
   In dreams Paul knew things without being told, and he knew they were looking for people. For whom or what, he didn’t know. He also had a sense that they came from the waking world just as he did. When one of the dirt trolls approached the front door below the window, one of the cats hissed. Startled, the troll backed away and lumbered toward the next building.
 
   Feeling safe, Paul stroked the cat that spooked the troll. But wait a minute! Just because he was safe here, didn’t mean he would be safe when he awoke.
 
   Paul ran back out to the landing.
 
   “I need to talk to you about the trolls outside,” Paul said in thought. The sound of a page turning was the only response.
 
   “My parents fell behind the wagon train,” Paul persisted. “We’re lost. Will the trolls get us?”
 
   “Keep your wits about you and you will be fine,” Randolph replied. “How is that going to help? I’m not smart like you!”
 
   “Of course you are. Where do you think I got my smarts from?” “I suppose your Pa.”
 
   “Exactly—Pa.” “Huh?”
 
   Paul jumped awake in the tent, back on the plains in the waking world. Did the Traveler try to call him “Paul” or “Pa”? Quickly, the dream faded into the shadow of forgetfulness.
 
   “Pa,” Paul murmured. He decided that was what the Traveler had said. The Traveler called him Pa. It didn’t make sense because the Traveler was older than him, and he was just a boy.
 
   In the morning his parents and the Wilkes were anxious to continue the search for the trail. They skipped breakfast and trekked on. Paul kept pondering the significance of last night’s dream. His father asked if anything was bothering him. He shook his head no.
 
   If only he could fall asleep now, find out the next chapter, so to speak, of his relationship with the Traveler.
 
   The little group picked up their pace at the sight of campfire smoke curling up from behind the next rise. When they crested the hill they discovered an encampment of about a score of tipis intermingled with horses and several carts.
 
   They had wandered into Sioux country. About a dozen warriors mounted up and approached. Half of them carried muzzle-loaders. The Carters and Wilkes had no idea what to expect. They held still.
 
   The Sioux confronted them at the top of the hill. The eldest dismounted. The deep lines in his face made him appear ancient. His comrades climbed down from their horses, except for the ones with the guns. They stayed put with their hands resting over their triggers.
 
   Paul’s father raised his hand in greeting. He broke an inviting, but tense smile.
 
   The elder Sioux extended his hand to shake. Surprised by the gesture, Mr. Carter tentatively shook his hand.
 
   “You are lost,” the elder stated.
 
   “Lost—how’d you guess?” Paul’s father asked sheepishly.
 
   “You do not look like,” and the man paused for emphasis, “sodbusters.” He smiled over his knowledge of the colloquialism.
 
   “No, we’re not farmers,” Paul’s father jutted his thumb toward Mr. Wilkes. “Elliot here is a blacksmith. Me, I’m Lewis Carter. I worked as a merchant back East. Your English is good. You met white men before?”
 
   The elder Sioux pointed toward the left. “That way is your trail. That is north.” He then extended his hand westward toward the endless rolling hills. “Be careful that you do not go that way. That way is the black ship. If the spirits of the black ship find you they will take you to the sky. My people do not go that way. Not even for buffalo.”
 
   “Ship, as in boat?”
 
   “Ship. Boat. They mean the same in your language, do they not?” “Sure, but I didn’t know there was water that way.”
 
   “No water. The ship sails the skies at night.”
 
   The elder Sioux then gazed at Paul’s father in expectation.
 
   “Well,” Paul’s father scratched his head in the midst of the awkward pause, shuffled in place. “I guess thanks. We will be on our way.”
 
   Paul understood what was wrong. He tugged his father’s sleeve and explained in his ear that they needed to give them something.
 
   “Give them something?” His father blurted out loud.
 
   “It’s in a traveler’s guide I read. It has to do with hospitality and right of passage and such.”
 
   His father stared at him blankly.
 
   “We don’t have much,” Paul said to the Sioux. “Please find something that will equal your hospitality.”
 
   His mother protested. “Paul, what are you doing? Don’t be handing out our belongings to these people!” She turned to her husband for help. “Lewis!” “What am I supposed to do?” he replied, exasperated. “They have guns!”
 
   The elder Sioux nodded, and his dismounted companions headed for the wagons. Paul kept pace, dropping the back of his parent’s wagon. He pointed to items of interest, cooking utensils, blankets, and vouched for their quality.
 
   Furious, Mr. Wilkes intercepted the three tawny braves approaching his wagon. “Touch my stuff and I’ll knock the lot of you on the ground. Get me?” His three boys gathered around to back him up.
 
   The muscles on the trio of warriors went taut. They stood aside to give their musket men a clean shot. Mrs. Wilkes screamed when she saw the guns shouldered.
 
   “Mr. Wilkes!” Paul shouted. “You don’t understand. We’re trespassers in their land. It’s custom to offer gifts. It’s to ensure goodwill.” He hurried over and motioned to the riled warriors that it was all right to go through Wilkes’ wagon.
 
   Mr. Wilkes yanked Paul around by his reedy arm. His poor limb looked ready to snap.
 
   “Who are you to hand out my things? I paid for them. You didn’t!”
 
   “Let go of my son, dammit!” Paul’s father grabbed Mr. Wilkes by the collar with both hands and shoved him back, using all his strength to make the big man yield. “Can’t you see he’s trying to keep us out of trouble?”
 
   Paul rubbed his sore arm.
 
   The Elder motioned for the guns to be lowered and told his other three comrades to go ahead and find items of value among the Wilkes’ possessions.
 
   Paul’s mother decided to extend the peace offering. “You seem to have an excellent command of English,” she said to the Elder. “Perhaps you will meet someone who can teach you to read it as well. I want to give you this.” She held out her Bible. “Its worth is beyond anything else we have.”
 
   He glanced at the golden cross on the black leather cover of the book. “Missionaries came to my people to teach us about a healing god. They also brought us cholera. My tribe was once ten times as many as you see behind me now.”
 
   Mrs. Carter blanched. “I’m sorry.”
 
   When they were well on their way, Paul’s father put his arm around him. “You handled yourself well back there,” he said. Leaning close, mindful of Wilkes overhearing, he added, “We probably would’ve lost as much as Elliot if you hadn’t been cooperative.”
 
   “I read about trading goods for passage in a guidebook that was up on the shelf at the store in Missouri while we were getting last minute supplies. Reading isn’t so bad now, is it?”
 
   “We never had a problem with reading,” his mother interjected. “It’s what you enjoy reading.” She asked why he didn’t enjoy reading the Bible as much.
 
   “I don’t know. Boring, I guess,” he replied reluctantly. “I was afraid of that.”
 
   Paul expected her to become angry. Instead she was sad. He apologized some more. It didn’t help.
 
   “You don’t understand,” his mother said.
 
   “What’s there to understand?” Paul asked.
 
   “We should tell him,” his father suggested to his mother. “It’s your family line,” she reminded him.
 
   “I didn’t partake in the sins of my forebears. So there’s no shame on my head. Tell Paul.”
 
   Mrs. Carter told Paul his father’s ancestors had a history of witchcraft and sorcery. Paul couldn’t believe it. Grandpa walked the straight and narrow, he argued, as much as anyone in the congregation of their church back in Massachusetts.
 
   His mother clarified. She referred to his great grandfather, Edmund Carter. Many of the Carters were sorcerers, but Edmund was the most accomplished, or notorious, depending upon how one looked at it. The Salem Witch Trials condemned Edmund to death by hanging. He disappeared from the gallows before the eyes of the citizens of Salem while the noose was about his neck. Much like Paul, Edmund and his ancestors were not interested in religion and were drawn to weird books. Paul’s mother feared he would follow in their footsteps.
 
   Paul insisted the books he read weren’t weird, but his mother considered Poe and Irving and the others weird enough. Besides, scholars were becoming more godless, and industry and science had gained such influence in city life in recent years, instilling godly principles in him would be difficult. This was the reason for the trip West.
 
   “If our family had normal problems,” she explained, “we’d solve them by normal means. Unfortunately your father’s side of the family has problems that are spiritual. And the only way we know how to protect you is through faith.”
 
   FIERCE WINDSTORMS PLAGUED the journey. Airborne dust blew as blinding rain. It stung the eyes and filled the mouth with grit.
 
   Mr. Wilkes grew impatient. When the winds died down enough for talk he disputed the directions the Sioux gave them.
 
   “We’ve been wandering two days. Any of you see the trail? Huh? You Martha?” He asked his wife. She shook her head. “Boys?” His sons said no. “Amelia?” His daughter also shook her head. “And how about you?” He turned the question over to Paul’s parents.
 
   They had to admit the obvious. Paul noticed Mr. Wilkes avoided eye contact with him. After the Sioux had claimed his horses, the blacksmith had been treating Paul as if he didn’t exist.
 
   “Hell,” Wilkes continued, “we all know how much the Indian resents people traipsing through his land. I bet the direction we were told not to go is the way we should’ve been going. He was just trying to scare us, hoping we wander around till we drop dead so he can get the rest of our stuff without a fight! I’m going that way,” he jabbed a thick finger in the direction the elder Sioux warned them not to go. “If you’re smart, you’ll do the same.”
 
   Barking orders at his family, Mr. Wilkes steered their wagon around. Paul’s parents discussed what to do. Mindful that Paul had read a few things about Indians, Paul’s mother deferred the question to him.
 
   “What do you think, Paul? Was the Indian chief lying to us?” Paul doubted it.
 
   All the same, his father summed up, they probably were wavering from the course due north ever since the clouds covered the sun. There was little doubt they were going to continue going the wrong way as much as the Wilkes. Better to be lost together than being lost separately.
 
   The Carters turned and followed behind the Wilkes.
 
   The wind continued to harangue them till dark, then ended abruptly. The two families made camp on the leeward side of the hills.
 
   There was something that did not feel right about where they were. Paul couldn’t put his finger on it. Everyone else seemed to be affected as well, although no one voiced his or her anxieties. His father seemed driven by nervous energy. Instead of letting the animals roam so they could graze, he tied their reigns to the spokes of the wagon wheels to keep them close b y. He then posted the tent between the wagons. Wilkes and his boys followed suit.
 
   “We should post a watch,” Mr. Wilkes suggested gravely.
 
   “Right.” Paul’s father rubbed his chin, scanning the land. “What do you suggest the order should be?”
 
   “All men folk will stand watch, ninety minutes apiece,” the blacksmith rattled off. “Frances, my youngest will take first watch, then Joel, then me, and then Plutarch. After that it’s up to you.”
 
   Paul’s father turned to him, appearing doubtful. “You feel up to it, Paul?” he asked.
 
   Paul knew why his father was uncertain. He was no good when it came to hard work. What confidence then should his father have in his ability to take responsibility? “Sure I can,” he stated.
 
   His father continued to look at him. Paul could read from his gaze what he was thinking: Are you sure? This is serious.
 
   He stared forcefully back: I won’t fail you. Give me a chance.
 
   His father loosened a smile. He dug out his pocket watch and gave it to
 
   Paul.
 
   “All right, Paul. Wake me at four-thirty.”
 
   He rubbed the pocket watch with his finger. In a way the watch was a token of his father’s good faith. He was determined to not be a letdown.
 
   Amelia stepped over to Paul with a smirk.
 
   “I bet my baby brother Frances can do a better job on watch than you,”
 
   she taunted. “In fact I bet he can swing an axe better than you!”
 
   “Why don’t you get your own axe?” Paul stood nose to nose with her. “We’ll see who’s stronger.”
 
   “Sure. Taking on a girl is the best you can do, isn’t it?”
 
   “Amelia!” her mother hissed. “Quit teasing and get over here!” “Ha!” Paul laughed. “For once you got into trouble.”
 
   “Paul!” his mother called sharply in a hushed voice. She made a whip cracking sound with the snap of her fingers and pointed to the ground in front of her feet, letting him know she wanted him to come over here and behave.
 
   “Ha!” Amelia rebutted. “And you got in trouble again, as always.” She stuck out her tongue and pranced back to her parent’s wagon with her chin raised in a haughty air, swinging her hips wide.
 
   Paul spotted a small rock and then eyed her swinging behind as a bull’s eye. He thought better of it and returned to his mother.
 
   “You might want to start being nice to her,” his father advised softly. “Most of the people going west are men. In a few years, she’ll be more precious to you than gold.”
 
   Paul doubted it.
 
   To be safe, they slept in the wagon, which took some adjustment to keep from jutting their elbows and knees into each other.
 
   Nightmares of the trolls hounded Paul, kicking him awake, his heart galloping. He laid still and quiet to assure himself that everything was fine.
 
   Then a subtle sucking sound drew his attention outside. It was similar to the sound of a boot being drawn from thick mud. Peering over the buckboard, he could see nothing, and could only hear the gentle shuffling of the animals. There was also a peculiar smell of freshly turned up soil. Lightning flashed and revealed a sight that made him freeze with his nails digging into the wood.
 
   A few feet away stood one of the troll creatures. It extended its arm, pointing toward the Wilkes’ half of the camp. As the lightning finished its spasm Paul saw more of them rising straight up from the ground, effortlessly as if the hard sod were viscous ooze.
 
   Joel, who was supposed to be on watch, was sitting with his back to one of the posts of the tents with his head down, asleep.
 
   Before Paul could yell to him the storm burst. The wind hit hard and fast. It barreled over the wagon, tumbling Paul and his parents like dice in a cup. The wagon crashed on its side. Its canvas cover blew loose. The oxen were nearly crushed. They bleated in panic. The horses kicked and pulled at their reigns. The spill rolled Paul and his startled mother and father clear out of the wagon. They scrambled back, curling against the upturned wagon bed, clinging to each other.
 
   The storm lifted by morning. Clouds hung heavy in the air. Paul and his parents were cold, wet, and stiff. They checked on the Wilkes, finding the blacksmith’s family gone, wagon and all.
 
   Paul and his father searched for wheel ruts. With the ground turned to mud it should have been easy. Nothing was found.
 
   “If we can’t figure out where they went,” Paul’s mother said, trying to act composed, “we should ask God to keep His hand on them.”
 
   The Carters clasped hands in a circle.
 
   “Lord,” Paul’s father spoke, “we know a person doesn’t just disappear. So we trust that you know the truth of what happened last night. Wherever Elliot and his family may be, please keep your eye on them, and see them through whatever dark valley they may be in right now.”
 
   They pitched in together to turn the wagon back on its wheels, yoked the oxen, packed what could be salvaged and continued forward, this time toward the north.
 
   Thunder threatened them from the horizon all afternoon.
 
   At the end of the day Paul’s father staked down the wagon with ropes the best he could in the soft ground, and fastened the canvas cover to the supports.
 
   They gathered into the wagon after dark. Under the lantern light his mother read Psalms aloud from her Bible.
 
   The scent of rain came as the storm steeled itself for another downpour. Paul also smelled that other odor. He grabbed his mother’s wrist to stop her reading. “You smell that?” he said. “That smell, like fresh dirt dug out of the ground?”
 
   Frowning, his parents smelled the air.
 
   The animals fussed. The wagon shook. Wood snapped and popped. Someone was breaking the yoke to the oxen and tearing the reigns of the horses from the spokes of the wheels. Paul’s mother wrapped her arms around him, pressing his head to her chest. He clung to her, too. His father balled his fists, readying himself for the intruders if they tried climbing inside.
 
   The shaking and the breaking of wood stopped. They heard the meaty slaps of heavy hands on the rumps of the animals. The horses whinnied and fled along with the oxen. The sounds of their hooves thundered away. Lightning flashed, and Paul and his parents saw through the canvas the silhouettes of the squat, misshapen prairie trolls.
 
   His father immediately dipped his hands under the canvas to make a grab for the pickaxe strapped to the side of the wagon outside. It was a gamble that did not pay off. He cried out and clenched his teeth as he pulled to bring his arms back in.
 
   Paul grabbed his father, pitting their strength against the grip of the thing that held his father’s wrists. The other trolls took to rending the boards on his mother’s side of the wagon. She used the only object she had on hand, her Bible, to beat the brutish black paws. Some of the trolls switched to yanking on the supports to the canvas cove r. The lantern dislodged and smashed in the bed of the wagon. Paul felt the oil soak into his pants leg, and in the next moment felt his right leg blaze fiery hot.
 
   “Paul!” his mother yelled. “Into the rain!” She grabbed him by the back of the collar and his belt, and flung him out the back. He splashed into the mud with her jumping out right behind him. By then the storm was in full force.
 
   “I got it! I got it!” Paul hollered back. “Help Pa!” He smothered the side of his leg into the water-soaked soil. His mother hesitated to make certain he was all right. Her concern cost her. It gave one of the trolls time to grab her from behind, yanking her by the hair and slinging her down amongst its comrades. Paul reacted to help only to be stopped in mid-motion at the sight of his father being pulled from the wagon and splashing at the feet of the second group of unholy assailants. Both of his parents fought as the trolls brought their heavy fists down upon them. Paul cringed. His own body ached at the pulpy sounds of the beatings.
 
   He scrambled to his feet only to wince and fall. His burned leg stung from shin to hip.
 
   And then, strangely, the blazing wagon no longer gave off heat or created flickering shadows, even though it was fiercely burning. The wagon, his parents, the trolls all melted into the darkness and disappeared.
 
   He scrambled on hands and knees over the spot where the wagon had stood. “Mother! Father!”
 
   Thunder resounded.
 
   He kept his eyes to the ground, searching every detail in the fits of lightning. It was the same as with the Wilkes. No prints, no tracks, no sign of struggle.
 
   “Where did you take them?” He pounded the ground and screamed till his voice cracked. “Where!” He broke into wrenching sobs, and pounded the mud harder, splashing muck into his face. “Oh, God, where did they go?”
 
   There was no answer from heaven above or earth below.
 
    
 
   PAUL LIMPED IN the direction he hoped would take him back to the Sioux. Exhaustion took its toll and left him a drenched, hungry, vacant-eyed little ragamuffin. At nightfall, he collapsed at the top of a hill. Rolling to his back, he stared up at the sky. He didn’t realize he had fallen asleep until the clouds broke and the moon shone full upon his face.
 
   His eyes widened when he saw an object swaying leisurely from side to side up in the sky, before the face of the moon. As it neared, it took the shape of a galley with three banks of oars creaking at its sides, rowing the empty expanse of the firmament. The ship settled upon the plain some distance away.
 
   The trolls returned, rising from the soupy ground. Paul lacked the strength to fight. They in turn raised not a fist against him, but merely picked him up in their hands of earth and carried him aboard the galley, scaling a lowered ramp and laying him on the deck beneath a tent like awning.
 
   The ship’s crew was a queer lot. Their cheeks, nose, and chin stood out sharply, and whatever was wrapped under their turbans pushed against the cloth like a pair of horns. Their shoes were cloven.
 
   One of them, dressed in a jeweled vest and pantaloons, handed the trolls little sculpted objects. Paul couldn’t make out what the objects were. But the trolls seemed pleased to accept them as payment. They bowed as they each received a trinket and descended the ramp. The crewman slapped the last one on the back in a comradely fashion as it left.
 
   His palm now muddied, he whistled over a subordinate and wiped his hand off on the little man’s dun-colored vest. The lower-ranked sailor bowed and left without complaint.
 
   The dapper-vested sailor then stepped over to Paul.
 
   “You rest there till we get to port.” He grinned like a leering gargoyle. “Are you the captain?” Paul asked.
 
   “I’m the one wearing the most gold, am I not?” The leering man laughed. His voice then boomed, “Set sail!” The ship lurched, rising from the prairie, gaining speed swiftly at the tune of dozens of oars swishing through empty air.
 
   Dead ahead was the moon.
 
   The helmsman steered a course for the dark side, descending gradually until it slopped into a thick sort of goop. There was a whole ocean of it, pungent and oily black. The ship slipped through it as easily as a gear through grease. Above, the stars brought a baleful sparkle out of the moon dust along the shore and illuminated the crusty-looking fungi that riddled the landscape and brimmed from the lips of every crater. Ahead was the port of call, a city of domed cottages and towers. Several other galleys were already moored there.
 
   So fantastic a sight, Paul stepped up to the railing, wide-eyed and openmouthed. Surely, this was a dream.
 
   The ship laid anchor. The dockworkers were of the same people as the ship’s crew, adorned in the same turbans and cloven-toed boots. The bejeweled captain nudged him. It was time to go.
 
   As they crossed the deck, the hatches to the rowing stations slapped open and out climbed the rowers. Big as bears, white as oysters, and toad-like, they shuffled by, brushing Paul’s shoulder with their slippery skin in their passing. Bundles of pink tendrils wriggled from their snouts.
 
   “Moonbeasts.” The captain answered Paul’s wondering gape. “Don’t mind them.” He then bellowed at the rowers. “Watch where you step, you bags of blubber!”
 
   “See?” he said to Paul. “Harmless.”
 
   Yet, that leer of his just didn’t win Paul’s confidence. On the contrary, the boy turned just that much more wary.
 
   Two more of the toad-things stood guard at the foot of the ramp with spears. Between them stood a tall man dressed in regal robes shaded in gold, silver, and scarlet. Like the Pharaohs he wore a double crown pshent. Paul was familiar with Egyptian rulers from the confrontation Moses had with the Pharaoh in the book of Exodus. Although this man did not fit the odious caricature depicted in Scripture. He was young. His mannerisms were refined.
 
   The captain escorted Paul up to this man, bowed, and said, “Master, here’s the boy.”
 
   The man dismissed the captain with a wave of his hand.
 
   “Very good.” The captain winked at Paul and then ascended back aboard his ship.
 
   Flanked by the toad guards, Paul followed his new escort across the wharf. There were hundreds of creatures, both toad and turban men, hauling and stacking crates and pushing lines of slaves linked by chains—slaves who appeared to be travelers from the wagon trains who had gotten lost on their journey west. Paul strained to see if he recognized any of them.
 
   “This isn’t your fate,” his escort gestured to the slaves. His tone was of someone who had great authority. It was also soothing.
 
   “The gods taught your people on Earth from the beginning that how you live is your reward,” he continued. “That idea has survived in phrases such as,
 
   ‘the wages of sin is death.’ However, the gods also taught that if you try to deny a person his destiny with another way of life, then that way of life will be forced upon you. Such is the sin of your parents. Behold.”
 
   Paul’s escort stopped in the center of the wharf. Here Paul saw his parents, as muddy and bedraggled as he, hauling loads of bricks sheathed in heavy netting over their shoulders, singing praises to a god that was not their own. When their worn voices went silent, a turbaned slave driver lashed them till they resumed singing.
 
   “You are free,” his escort said, “and they will spend eternity doing work they do not want to do and worship a god they have no love for.”
 
   “Who are you?” Paul faced the robed man. “Are you the king here? I
 
   didn’t ask for revenge.”
 
   “I am just a messenger.”
 
   “Set my ma and pa free!”
 
   “We heard the cry of your unhappiness. We answered it. You will either appreciate what has been done or join them. Which is it?”
 
   A bold risk was the only worthy course open to Paul. If this were the dream world, he could call upon the fighting skills the Traveler had taught him on their adventures. If not  he would find out soon enough.
 
   Without warning he snatched a spear from one of the moonbeast guards. Its tendrils warbled in a guttural sound of surprise.
 
   Armed, Paul bolted toward the slave driver.
 
   Quickly, the turbaned man signaled his subordinates to hurry the chain of slaves further into the bustle of the wharf. Paul’s parents were being pulled out of sight, but Paul kept his eye on his quarry and the spear leveled. The slave master then turned, planted his cloven feet down firm, and then snatched the spear from Paul’s grasp with a lash of his whip.
 
   Without a loss of momentum, Paul spun with the pull of the whip. He made a swing kick, sinking his heel square into the slave master’s gut, doubling him over. Paul flattened him with a solid blow to the chops. While the turbaned man was in a stupor, he fished for the keys at his belt. All around were stacks of crates, bricks, and a lot of stirred-up dockworkers. The only thing Paul could say was in his favor was the fact this was the dream world.
 
   That is, until the moonbeast guards seized him from behind. More moonbeast troops pushed their way forward with shackles. Paul yanked and pulled, but their grip remained firm.
 
   Just as they were in the process of snapping an iron collar about his neck, the feral shriek of an enraged cat pierced the din. As if responding to a bugle call, hundreds of felines leapt from behind the crates, tearing their claws into the moonbeast soldiers. Paul slipped free from his captors as the wharf plunged into chaos.
 
   The robed Messenger folded his arms, watching the battle with lukewarm interest. If a cat came too close, he merely glared at it, making it scamper away.
 
   Grabbing the spear, Paul confronted the robed messenger. “My parents. Order them free or I’ll gut you!”
 
   The Messenger smiled, and then faded from sight. “Coward!” Paul yelled. “Come back!”
 
   He then heard his name called. Turning, he spotted the Traveler, Randolph Carter, poised atop a stack of crates with two scimitars. He threw one down to Paul. “Head for the silver tower at the end of the wharf. I’ll meet you there.” Carter pointed in the direction Paul needed to go.
 
   His blood now on fire at the sight of his dream world mentor, the boy drew the blade from its scabbard and cut a swath through the moonbeasts to the silver tower. Randolph joined him shortly, his scimitar slick with green ichor.
 
   “I didn’t know cats could fight like this!” Paul yelled over the battle.
 
   “They’ll do anything for you if they’re your friends,” Randolph replied. “Follow me.”
 
   Through narrow alleys Carter took Paul to the outskirts of the city, to a small gate in the city wall. Amelia was also there, waiting. Her hair hung in bedraggled strands around her face, smudged from the last rainstorm on the prairie. She unclasped her anxious hands when she saw Randolph and threw her arms around him.
 
   “You made it back!” she cried.
 
   “W-what? Wait,” Paul stammered jealously. “Amelia, how come you know the Traveler?”
 
   “You don’t think it’s fair she knows me?” Randolph Carter turned from her embrace. “The Dreamlands are not your private dream. Think of this realm and the waking world as separate countries. Anyone can come and go from one to other. As for you two, you need to go. Here.” Randolph put a silver key into Paul’s hand. “This will open a hidden door in the fields of fungi outside the city. Amelia knows where it is. If I am to be born it is vital you return to Massachusetts.”
 
   “But my parents!” Paul protested.
 
   “There isn’t time. The robed man you were with, Nyarlathotep, can be dangerous on a whim. We’re lucky he doesn’t have a major stake in this.”
 
   “Don’t worry about him,” Paul said. “I spooked him. He vanished when I
 
   pointed a spear at him.”
 
   “He doesn’t have to be seen to be present. Now go while you have a chance. Have no fear about your parents. I’ll see to them. After all, they’re my grandparents.”
 
   Randolph Carter squeezed Paul’s shoulder to reassure him, and then opened the gate.
 
   WHEN PAUL AWOKE, the last thing he remembered from last night was falling asleep on the hill. Now he found himself lying in a wagon beside Amelia, who was fast asleep. Walking alongside were the Sioux. They were taking them to Fort Kearny. Paul recognized it in the distance. The wagon train had stopped there some weeks ago while heading up the banks of the Platte River.
 
   Amelia suddenly sprung awake calling for her parents. She then locked eyes with Paul. “Where is everyone?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Amelia settled down. “I had a dream. I dreamt that during the storm these men made of dirt captured us. They took us to a ship to be hauled away as slaves.”
 
   “Yes, the dirt men.” Paul recalled. “But I didn’t dream them . . . or did I?” 
 
   Amelia stared at him quizzically.
 
   “But I did have a dream.” Paul went on. “I dreamt that I sailed to the
 
   moon. My parents were slaves. Then a friend rescued me. He was supposed to rescue them.” He shook his head. “Then the dream ended.”
 
   “Were there cats in your dream?” “Yes.”
 
   “Goat men wearing turbans? And big white toads with pink worms wriggling from their lips?”
 
   “I don’t remember any goat men. But there were men with turbans. How would you know?”
 
   Amelia caught her breath. Her brow dimpled in worry. “I think we had the same dream.”
 
   The two youngsters slipped into silence as they pondered how this could be, and what it meant.
 
   “I was rescued in my dream, too,” Amelia said. “In my dream a handsome prince broke the chains from my neck and wrists. He’s been in my dreams many times. We have tea parties with lots of cats around. We go for rides in crystal carriages to radiant castles. We’re always the guest of honor of kings and queens, and all the knights want to dance with me . . .” Her voice trailed off in a sigh.
 
   Paul grimaced at this girlish description. “Does this prince have a name?”
 
   “Yes,” she blushed. “Don’t laugh. His name isn’t princely. It’s Randolph
 
   Carter.”
 
   “That sounds so familiar. I have a friend who keeps appearing in my dreams. I call him the Traveler. I bet they’re the same man!”
 
   “Can’t be,” Amelia giggled. “My prince said one day he would be my son.” “And the Traveler said I was going to be his . . .”
 
   Paul stopped in mid sentence. Their complexions turned white when they realized implication of their shared dream.
 
   For the rest of the trip they found it difficult to look each other in the eye. The Sioux handed them over to the U.S. troops garrisoned at the fort. The
 
   Sioux chief explained to the commanding officer how they found the boy and girl wandering together out in the prairie. The officer asked about their parents.
 
   “Their parents followed the teachings of your god,” the Sioux chief said. “No doubt they reaped what they sowed.”
 
   Paul didn’t miss the edge in the Indian’s tone. He agreed with the words, but not with the slight the man intended for his mother and father. His parents had gone to a better place. The Traveler, Randolph Carter, would see to it.
 
   ELVIS LIVES
 
   JENNIFER J. EDWARDS
 
    
 
   Celine thought she had been driving too long when the interstate started to look a little blurry somewhere in the middle of Indiana. She wondered if there was someplace close she could stop. Lights flickered ahead from other cars, illuminating patches of scenery. Taking the next exit, she had to drive a couple of miles before seeing signs of civilization. The sign of a gas station loomed a few blocks down the road, but just off her right stood a building that looked like a restaurant. The windows were lit up, but the parking lot was pretty bare. As she pulled up to brick front of the building, the word DINER lit up one of the windows with a pink neon light. It looked like there were some people in there, too.
 
   As she walked up to the door, she could see a small group of men standing by a booth where one other man was sitting. Most of the men wore casual business clothes with shirts and sports jackets in various colors. The one sitting in the booth facing the door looked a little different—the flashy light blue outfit and fashionable scarf hanging around his neck made it seem like he was the center of attention. Two of them paced up and down with either their hands crossed or on their hips. A third man leaned over the back of the booth where the guy in the light blue outfit sat. Nobody noticed Celine at first, so she tried knocking. The blond-tinted hair guy with a light orange collared shirt stepped over to the door. Seeing Celine, he waved his hand away and shook his head. Not wanting to give up so easily, Celine knocked again. The man walked over and cracked open the door. Up close, he appeared to be in his mid-to-late thirties.
 
   “Can’t you see we’re closed?” he said slightly irritated. “Come back tomorrow.”
 
   Before he could shut the door, Celine quickly blurted, “I’m just looking for a cup of coffee. I was hoping you’d have some left that I could take to go.”
 
   “Sorry, fresh out.” The door slammed.
 
   Celine stood there a moment and blinked. Before turning away, she noticed the man with the flashy blue outfit gesturing to the one who shut the door, and looking toward her. The other one seemed reluctant and glanced back to see if she left. She probably should have left, but found herself curious about this guy with the fashionable clothes. His dark hair, sideburns, and oversized glasses made Celine think of an Elvis impersonator, but she had never seen one in person before. Suddenly the door opened and Celine was facing the orange shirt guy again.
 
   “One cup of coffee, huh?”
 
   “If it’s not too much bother.”
 
   Celine continued to stand in the doorway while the guy studied her.
 
   “Well, don’t just stand there, Jimmy. Let the girl in.” The Elvis guy regarded him disapprovingly. “Where are your manners, boy?”
 
   Jimmy stepped aside with a grand gesture while Celine tentatively entered the diner. She brushed her light brown hair away from her face, letting it fall past her shoulders onto her beige button down shirt with cream colored capri pants. The diner seemed smaller on the inside, with high-backed vinyl booths along one side by the windows and a couple of tables and a booth on the opposite side of the door. Ten red and chrome stools adorned a marble counter to the left of the booths by the windows. The counter enclosed coffee, pop, and shake machines, and a door leading to the kitchen. The place didn’t feel new to Celine, but it looked like it was in pretty good shape. She reached a stool that sat diagonally across the booth where the Elvis guy was sitting, and stopped. Jimmy went behind the counter to find the coffee materials. A man with a dark navy jacket and light brown hair stood by the counter further up from Celine, impatiently waiting for Jimmy to start the coffee. Celine only glanced at him a few times, but could tell he kept looking back at her curiously. The guy leaning on the back of the booth with a lime green sport jacket and white shirt gazed at her without looking away.
 
   “Thanks,” Celine offered. “I’ve been driving quite awhile and could use some caffeine to wake me up.”
 
   “You’re most certainly welcome. How do you like your coffee?” the
 
   Elvis guy asked, pointing in Jimmy’s direction.
 
   Turning towards Jimmy, she said, “Oh, black is fine, but not too strong.” She paused a moment, feeling a little uncomfortable. “I really didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about that, Darlin’. We’re just talking ‘bout music.” The Elvis guy smiled slightly and gestured toward the seat across from him. “Why don’t you have a seat while you’re waiting?”
 
   Celine hesitated. If it had been any of the other guys, she would have politely declined, but this Elvis-guy had a charm about him that put her at ease. The guy leaning on the back of the booth moved toward the counter. “Um . . . sure.” She slid into the seat before she could talk herself out of it. Sitting across from him, she saw the puffiness of his face and it occurred to her that this guy really made an effort to look like Elvis.
 
   “So where are your headed? Do you have very far to go?” he asked.
 
   “I’m just going back to Iowa after visiting some friends. I’m slowly getting there.”
 
   “Iowa, huh? That’s a quaint place. We’ve been there at least a couple of times. Lots of cornfields, right Joe?” he said referring to the dark navy jacket guy.
 
   Joe was sitting at the counter, trying to give Jimmy some direction. “There’s cornfields in other states besides Iowa. But yeah, we’ve been there a few times.”
 
   “Really? Where are you from?” she asked the Elvis guy. “Memphis, Tennessee.”
 
   “Wow, I didn’t realize you traveled so much. I bet you were popular there.”
 
   “Well, traveling keeps us popular. These guys and I go way back, even though we’ve had breaks for some of those years.”
 
   “Have you always liked Elvis?”
 
   “What do you mean ‘liked’ Elvis?” Joe asked, turning around to look at her. “Can’t you see that is Elvis?”
 
   Celine briefly regarded Joe before turning back to the man sitting in front of her. “You mean your name is ‘Elvis’?”
 
   “The one and only.”
 
   “Oh.” Celine didn’t quite know what to say next. It seemed too coincidental. Maybe he changed his name to make his act appear more authentic. She’s heard of other people that have that name, but they don’t look like Elvis too, or pretend to be him. Whatever they’re doing, it seemed to work for them.
 
   Elvis found her reaction a bit unexpected. Apparently so did Joe. “Who did you think he was?”
 
   “I don’t know. I mean I knew he was an Elvis impersonator, but I guess the name surprised me.”
 
   At this remark, Joe furrowed his brow, obviously confused. Celine looked back at Elvis, who smiled briefly before slowly asking, “Why would someone want to impersonate Elvis?”
 
   Now it was Celine’s turn to be confused. She dimly wondered how that coffee was coming along. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?” When he didn’t respond right away, she continued, “I don’t know, he’s been dead for . . . awhile now. Maybe to keep the music alive.”
 
   Suddenly, everyone heard a crash, like glass being knocked over. Celine couldn’t tell if anything broke, but thought she saw out of the corner of her eye Jimmy picking something up. She didn’t dare look. Elvis looked startled at first, but Celine couldn’t tell if it was from what she said or the crash.
 
   He thought for a moment before asking, “How long ago did this happen exactly?”
 
   Celine wondered where he was going with this. “What, is this some kind of trivia question or something?”
 
   “Well, you said it happened awhile ago; I was wondering how much you remember,” Elvis explained.
 
   “Let’s see, that was back in 1977, and I was three. So that was maybe twenty-eight years ago. I’m really not that good with math, especially this time of night.”
 
   Elvis just stared at her, wondering if he heard her right. He blinked a couple of times, glanced at his friends, then back to Celine.
 
   “I look younger than I am,” Celine explained.
 
   “Oh, I see.” He frowned, trying to think of what else he could to ask. “What about this one . . . how did Elvis die?”
 
   “Oh, come on everyone knows that.” Seeing that he was waiting for her to continue, she answered, “Well, most people agree that he had a heart attack caused by too many prescription drugs.”
 
   “Too many prescription drugs?” he sounded surprised. “How do you do that if a doctor prescribes them?”
 
   “If you take too much of any drug, prescribed or not, it is harmful.”
 
   “So, if that’s the case, why would the doctor let you take them in the first place?”
 
   Celine found his response rather curious, but then there are people who have more faith in doctors than others. And maybe this Elvis wouldn’t want to focus so much on the real Elvis’s prescription drug problem considering the resemblance. “That’s what doctors do: figure out what’s wrong with you, then dole out medication to make you feel better. Sometimes it works, when taken correctly, but doctors don’t know everything. I think people these days take too much medicine. There are ways of taking care of yourself naturally without all of the chemicals.” She then noticed Elvis looking at her as if he’s never considered this before. Celine herself wondered why she was being so adamant with someone she barely knew. “Of course, people didn’t really talk about all of that in the ‘70s.”
 
   Elvis thought about what she said for a moment before moving on to a different topic. “So, how do you know so much about ‘Elvis’ if he died when you were three?”
 
   “Most people know a little something about him. He still has quite a following after all this time. Just think of the thousands of people who visit Graceland every year.”
 
   “Thousands?”
 
   “Well, at least that His wife and daughter seem to do a pretty good job of managing everything. His estate actually makes more money than most living people do.”
 
   Elvis fidgeted with one of the rings on his fingers and looked toward the counter where the coffee started brewing. His friends had remained silent, listening intently to the conversation ever since hearing about “the death.” Joe finally broke the silence by asking, “I thought Elvis and Pricilla were divorced.”
 
   Celine glanced briefly at Joe. “Yeah, technically, but he was only married once.” She continued with her example, “And then there’s people like you who continue to perform his music.”
 
   “Do young people like yourself really appreciate this music?” As Celine considered, he added, “I mean sometimes I wonder.”
 
   “I think young people appreciate the history of how rock music took off and influenced the popular music of today. Elvis was a big part of that.” She paused trying to organize her thoughts. “Elvis was unique; there wasn’t anyone quite like him before and no one really like him since.” Celine looked around the diner again. “You know this reminds me of that picture that’s set in a diner—oh, what is called . . . Boulevard of Broken Dreams; have you seen it?”
 
   “No, I don’t think I have.”
 
   “It’s interesting. I think it’s a painting, but I don’t know who did it. It has Elvis, Marilyn Monroe, James Dean, and Humphrey Bogart sitting in a diner or restaurant with a long counter. It could be a bar, but I always thought it looked more like a diner. Anyway, Elvis is standing behind the counter, with Monroe and Dean sitting on stools, while Bogart is standing off to the side. I think there’s a song about that too.”
 
   “Elvis Presley, James Dean, Marilyn Monroe, and Humphrey Bogart. In a picture.”
 
   Celine nodded.
 
   Elvis contemplated this for a moment. “Why is it called Boulevard of
 
   Broken Dreams?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” she shrugged. “Maybe because they each had more of their dreams left than they were able to realize before leaving this world.
 
    
 
   Or maybe they became so famous that their dreams didn’t turn out the way they wanted. But they were all legends.”
 
   Elvis closed his eyes a moment. The sound of that last word seemed unbelievable to him. After such a long week on the road and wondering if it was all still worth it, here came this girl with these incredible stories. Where was she from? How much of it was true? “A legend, huh,” he mumbled more to himself than anyone.
 
   “Coffee’s ready.” Joe found a paper cup and a lid and started pouring. Celine got up from the booth and walked over to the counter. “Thank you for taking the time to do this. I really appreciate it. Again, I’m sorry for interrupting anything.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Joe smiled briefly. “We always enjoy illuminating conversations.”
 
   Celine didn’t quite know how to take the observation—was that good or bad? She turned toward Elvis and said, “Good luck with your touring.”
 
   “Thank you. You take it easy out there, Darlin’.”
 
   Celine smiled and moved toward the door. Then suddenly, she stopped. Glancing back at the guy in the light blue jumpsuit and yellow-tinted sunglasses she said, “You know, you do kinda look like him—more so than any other.”
 
   With that, she disappeared through the door, back into the night.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   THE SALVATION OF SANCHO
 
   ROBERT S. GARBACZ
 
    
 
   The Abyss. It is a place of dangers untold, of promises broken, of lives shattered. Sleet always falls on the dark streets in a grey twilight that lacks both the illumination of day and the pristine beauty of night. Sleet falls, and steam rises, a cold greenish-tinged steam that takes the bite out of the chill, turning what could be invigorating goosebumps for some into mere weakness and apathy. Monsters lurk about; hate-filled seers who are themselves rarely if ever seen—but who are the reason that many men and women never come home after short and simple errands.
 
   There are few towns in The Abyss in the sense in which we think of them. Houses sometimes cluster together, yearning for warmth and safety, but rarely finding any. It is never day, so people are always afraid of those who go out at night—thieves and murderers and vile, leering drunkards. And ever, the thing most to be feared is The King, who fosters the darkness while wasting away among his pale piles of ill-lit hoarded gold.
 
   In the very center of the Abyss, there sits a cozy pub with a fireplace in the left-hand wall. And it is within this pub that we find our tale—beginning at the end and slightly to the left, as it were, but beginning nonetheless. The pub could be said to be the Beginning, perhaps, or at least the beginning of Story, or maybe perhaps only the beginning of some stories. It is certainly the beginning of this one.
 
    
 
   THE STORY CAME IN, as it were, to interrupt a delightful conversation on the Abyss itself, one of the very favorite topics of most of the Pub’s patrons. Chesterton was concluding a long oration on The Abyss as the Heart of Adventure and the Center of God’s Creation, to the great and obvious disappointment of Lewis (who had secretly hoped he’d go on eternally) and the equally great and obvious relief of Tolkien (who’d openly feared the same).
 
   “Perhaps. In any case, the Abyss will be part of anything seen by fallen Man, at least until the Redemption is complete. And who knows what that will be like, or when it will come? Certainly no one on this ball of dirt,” Dostoevsky added from the dark corner of the room where he habitually stooped, generally in conversation with a few bedraggled locals.
 
   “Hear, hear!” Wodehouse chimed in.
 
   “But we can guess, can’t we,” Lewis rejoined. “Even Plato’s chained souls could play guessing-games in the dark. We can dream. What is it you said, Tollers? ‘West of the Moon, east of the Sun?’”
 
   “At the moment, I rather more agree with Dostoevsky. But you’re right, of course, even if you are butchering a perfectly serviceable poem for ground-beef inspirational philosophy.”
 
   But of course, talk can only last so long in the Abyss before it is interrupted. It is one of the Laws, and one that doesn’t bend easily. In this case, a soaked and mud-covered figure half-fell from the door and stumbled to the nearest table. The left side of his shirt was stained in blood above his heart, and his face was flecked with specks that appeared also to be dried blood.
 
   “Am I dead?”
 
   “How the hell would I know,” Chesterton replied. “Some of us are, some not. The Pub is a place of stories, not men—and stories tend to outlive their authors.”
 
   “Well, can I have a pint of bitter?”
 
   “And cheese!” Chesterton roared. “And beef while you’re at it! You look like one of those silly modern aesthetics. Is it not written: ‘a man hath no better thing under the sun, than to eat, and to drink, and to be merry?’”
 
   The man was given relative silence while he ate, but the silence was strained, anticipatory—the publicans had a finely-honed nose for a story, and this man faintly reeked of mystery and adventure. When he showed no indication of beginning for himself, Chesterton leapt at the chance to introduce the “Epic Tragicomedy of The Man Who Does Not Know if He Lives,” gesturing with his unsheathed sword-cane while boasting that it would be a tale “suitable for every entertainment, yet containing therein no less than seventy-eight distinct morals.”
 
   The man had nowhere to run to, and had had enough recent bad experience with blades to last him for eternity. He disclaimed (to no avail) that his story was far more tragic than they might be expecting. At last, he began to tell his story.
 
   MY STORY BEGINS—and if you want to pelt me with beer bottles for this, I’m not sure I can blame you, but it is the simple truth—my story begins on a dark, cold and stormy night. I was sensibly huddled in front of a warm fire in my house. Predictably enough, the Preacher wasn’t. He was outside in the rain, his mind set firmly on some maniacal course of mercy by his ever-present moralistic zeal.
 
   As illogical as it was, it happened again—I joined him. He was off to the darkest regions of the Abyss, there to bring God’s light to those who are the most needy. And I, apparently having nothing better to do, was to tag along as the lukewarm and hesitant sidekick of his mad quest.
 
   In point of fact, our friendship is the oddest of my life. I’m not made up of the same stuff as saints or zealots. I’d quite prefer to live a quiet and reasonably happy life, striving to bother fewer people than I help. The call of Christ is more than that, but I’m a patient man, and rather lazy. I sometimes work at loving my friends, which I’m bad enough at, but that’s about it. I’ll let the Good Lord teach me to clothe the poor and love my enemies in His good time.
 
   But when you’re around the Preacher it’s hard to let well enough alone. He’s the only man I know who manages to simultaneously inspire and disturb just about everyone he meets. His intensity is magnetic, fascinating, and just about as scary as the Hell he so often preaches about. Sometimes, I used to wonder if he hasn’t somehow left his humanity behind in his ever-present quest to please God.
 
   I think the worst moment was when his beloved wife died. He preached at her funeral, of course. When he was done, I think his were the only dry eyes in the house. It was a sermon of joy, of rejoicing not only in the cancer that finally took his wife away to her Eternal Comfort, but also in God’s Providence that gave every Man exactly what was needed. The Preacher had been given a wife to provide comfort and joy for twelve years, and now she had been taken away so that the Preacher could learn to rely only on God’s comfort. He ended the sermon confident that God would preserve his joy, presenting him a powerful testimony of His faithfulness to the world.
 
   I know he loved his wife. He fulfilled every imaginable husbandly duty to her, but there had always been a tenderness that went beyond even his sense of duty that betrayed the deepest connection he’d ever forged between himself and another mortal. But through all the months of the illness, I never once saw him in mourning. He was a man of inhuman energy consistently applied to a large variety of praiseworthy tasks, and it left very little room for personal emotion.
 
    
 
   BUT WE WERE FRIENDS. On my part, when do I ever know exactly why I do things? For him—well, he never refused goodness to anyone who asked. Sometimes, I see that my laziness truly can be sinful, and in those moments the Preacher always seems to be there, offering me opportunities to labor in love for others.
 
   Then again, there are those times when I’m standing in the rain, waiting with dread to hear the details of the Preacher’s latest battle plan. At those moments, I just think I’m generally a bit dumb.
 
   “The Abyss? Did I hear you right?”
 
   “Could you imagine a place that needs the light more?” “Have you even been there?”
 
   “Of course not. It’d be foolish.”
 
   “If I go to sleep, will I wake up tomorrow and find this madness is all a bad dream?”
 
   “If you go to sleep, I’ll go alone. But you’ll have much more fun if you go. You’re already wet—would you rather know that you ruined that leather jacket in the service of God, or because you felt the necessity to shoo off another of His servants?”
 
   “My leather—damn it!” I was, indeed, wearing my favorite jacket, made of fine Italian leather, in the midst of a thunderstorm. “We don’t even have a place to stay!”
 
   “Sure we will. I bought a nice, quiet inn.”
 
   Some facts are so earth-shattering that they cannot bear response. But I was tired, irritable, and my jacket was most likely ruined—not circumstances designed to encourage politeness or forethought. “You bought a whorehouse?”
 
   “Wha—how dare you! You, you know me! It is a respectable inn, an oasis of hospitality.”
 
   “It is an inn in the Abyss.” I sighed. “But—well, no sense in starting a witch-trial until you’ve actually seen the gal.”
 
   “A house of ill—heavens, what a bizarre thought.”
 
    
 
   AND I WAS RIGHT, of course. It was a typical Abysmal inn, sustaining its profitability through the selling of poisons and human flesh while keeping a side-job of renting rooms to wayfarers. And yet the Preacher walked directly in the door—or was about to, when he saw the girl.
 
   She was far too young to work at the inn, even by local standards. In fact, other than her obvious starvation, she was exactly the kind of person the Preacher left for others to care for—adorable and heart-rending to look at, sweet and innocent with a heart strangely unmarred by the ravages of life. But this was the Abyss, and here he needed to love everyone, not just the people who no one else would care about. Because, of course, there weren’t any other lunatic do-gooders in the Abyss.
 
   THE GIRL WAS BEGGING, so naturally we stopped to take care of her every earthly need, while directing her to the un-worldly Lover who provides for all else. In truth, I should say that the Preacher stopped to take care of her every earthly need, and in fact it was yet another in a stream of the Preacher’s truly moving moments. He hugged her, he offered her bread and cheese, he wept with her, he spoke to her about the Divine lover whose messenger he was. And despite a lifetime of fleeing from abuse, she accepted the hug, ate, wept, and listened confusedly. It must have been first time the girl had felt love or human kindness directed at her, and I don’t believe she would have accepted it from anyone less blindly compassionate. In the end, she reciprocated with the only thing she felt a worthwhile gift—a meticulously crafted silver pendent. Of course I had seen her steal it off the neck of a departing patron shortly before the Preacher began his pitch, but the preacher didn’t know that, and what does price matter in a gift from the heart. Besides, the unlucky patron was obviously a fat, rich bastard who had no appreciation for the importance of his necklace.
 
   I waited my turn, then spoke to the girl in a much more practical and (if I may say so) sensible manner. The Preacher, having nothing more to say, stood silently, his face demonstrating a pious but somewhat unsuccessful attempt to use this as an opportunity to develop the fourth fruit of the Spirit. Although even I must admit my conversation with the girl was far longer than the Preacher’s. For despite the Preacher’s touching kindness, she wasn’t sure how she felt about a Divine Provider who had waited this long to stop her hunger pains. She was on much firmer grounds when talking about where the money was, who to fear, or any of a number of details essential to survival in the town.
 
   The Preacher was off again, practically running through the door and then announcing in his loudest voice a joyous welcome to The House of Virtue (as he quickly christened the inn.) The rotten fruits and dregs of beer that were hurled at him, I think, were the crowning moment of his oration—not only was he crusading for God, but he was receiving glorious wounds in the line of duty. I had already slipped past him, seated myself in the far corner of the room, and asked the serving girl for a pint of the inn’s strongest and least putrid beverage. Hearing another snippet of the Preacher’s oration, I quickly clarified my order for sanity’s sake: “Just get me whatever has the most alcohol.”
 
    
 
   AND SO BEGAN the Preacher’s greatest crusade, in which both the preacher and I worked tirelessly and diligently. The Preacher set to be known in all the foremost places of town, where he became simultaneously the most appreciated (for bringing in much-needed money and supplies) and hated (for the sermons that accompanied the aforementioned goods) man in town.
 
   I kept largely in the shadows and out of his sight, and tried to make sure that he was able to survive. He screamed for drunkards to remember Sodom and Gamorrah; I guarded the treasury against the thieves who he insisted on loving like everyone else. He banned all prostitution from his establishment and gave the whores capital enough to buy husbands; I reminded near-rioting patrons that there were plenty of willing and beautiful girls to be had for those who’d just remember to use a bit of their natural charm. The Preacher spoke in the streets about the evils of wealth gained through the exploitation of the innocent; I reminded the town’s leaders that the Preacher was the head of a very wealthy and generous church. And between the two of us, the town began to slowly change for the better. Of course, the Preacher constantly complained about the relative lack of true converts and believers, and I didn’t hold any illusions that the town could ever cease completely to be abyssal.
 
   But children played games in the streets, even if they constantly cheated and fought. Marriages began to be performed in the Preacher’s new chapel, even if most of them ended in divorce. Workers were paid enough that they could survive without stealing from their employers, even if most still stole and the employers’ extended stomachs still remained the envy of the ever hungry laborers. In short, the Preacher brought the smallest glimmer of hope to the darkness, and if it went largely unheeded, at least the darkness could not quite overcome it.
 
   But something was going on in the background that no one, and I least of all, would have expected in even our darkest fancies. The Preacher had always been an immensely disciplined man, always preferring positive action to that rest which he acknowledged in others but half suspected was mere sloth. Now he was struggling against a sea of sin so immense that he finally began to drown. The Preacher preached tirelessly, but behind his ever-present crusader’s stare he grew tired. He had never been soft, but his harshness grew and expanded.
 
   Our first clue should’ve been his preaching, but it was hard for us sinners— who were used to ignoring the Preacher half the time anyway—to realize what was happening. Words of grace had slowly faded, replaced by more words challenging sin that finally evolved into words of condemnation. And in a man of his disciplined nature, there probably existed an untold number of other struggles that were hidden entirely from the world.
 
   Personally, I think that one of the waves that dragged him down was the long-delayed grief for his wife; that he finally saw her as a part of himself who had been ripped from him by death rather than as a wholly optional helper God gave him for a time. But whatever the causes, the Preacher was drowning, and shortly before his final fall even the dullest of us could sense a change in his manner as he grew harsher, less patient, and more prone to punish himself for the smallest of mistakes.
 
   IN THE END, the very girl who the Preacher had met immediately before his first entrance to the pub was his stumbling stone. She had, in fact, sprouted quickly into one of the Preacher’s star pupils. Under the care and guidance of the Preacher, she had grown from her early confusion of innocence and anger into a young woman filled with sorrow and compassion. Her goodness, or perhaps the combination of her goodness and her iconic beauty, had ironically endeared her to the town’s populace. No townsperson, it seemed, no matter how evil, blind, or lecherous was immune to her moral charm. Where she walked, peace followed, and though the aura quickly dissipated with her departure, her memory stuck with a surprising firmness in the hearts of those around her. We all thought that no mortal man could ever intentionally do her harm. But some men are living exceptions to the mundane rules of mere mankind. Some men can only be angels—or demons.
 
   I wasn’t there to see it, myself. Oh, how many nights I have dreamt that I was there, that I could stop it. But even in my dreams the power of the Preacher is too great, and the only role I can play is that of another helpless witness. In my dreams I see her confront the Preacher with his bitterness, weeping for him but calling out to him that he should remember the love he taught to her. I see him arguing with her, yelling at her, though she answers only with a look of sorrowful love. Then I see him grab a dirty tankard—always a dirty tankard half-full of a dirty swill, though many accounts say he used a pepper-shaker or even just his bare hand—and slam it into her face, knocking her head to the side with a horrible popping sound. I see her collapsing slowly to the ground, while the Preacher rushes over to her, arriving just in time to cradle the last of her fall. But always she is dead, and if I am able to move at all in my dreams it is only now, when nothing can be stopped and nothing can be changed.
 
    
 
   YET IF THAT MOMENT was the low-point of the Preacher’s life, it was only the beginning of the nightmare for me. The Preacher fled the town in silence, setting off on foot directly towards the heart of the Abyss. I packed up just as silently, and then set off to walk in his footsteps. I don’t know why I did this, except perhaps from habit. I certainly didn’t know what good I could do for the him. But I had followed the Preacher into the town, and it seemed fitting that I should follow him out again.
 
   Passing deeper and deeper into the abyss, I encountered horrors untold— but always the people and monsters I met feared, more than anything else, the fierce and desperate man who had recently passed through and whose description matched the Preacher’s all too well. Details blended together and became vague. Somewhere along the line I acquired a dark knife with an evil-looking twisted blade, probably on the loose logic that if people feared the knife enough I wouldn’t have to use it. Soon afterwards, someone took my pack and all my belongings, but left my knife and my money-belt in his haste. My full force of mind was applied to the simple task of finding the Preacher. And finally, in the most dreary town I had seen, I succeeded.
 
   I don’t know how he had managed it, but somehow in all his debaucheries the Preacher had managed to lay hold of a loaded pistol. As he first came into view through the ever-present mist and sleet, he was stone drunk and mad, screaming in an unearthly voice about how Hell is everywhere and that death was the only peace. I saw him point the gun in the general direction of a few people and pull the trigger many times, but as far as I could tell it would take a miracle for him to actually hit anyone. Then he saw me, and I became the target of both his mad orations and his drunken marksmanship.
 
   I wanted to turn around and walk away. Hell, I wanted to run screaming just like all the reasonable-minded people around me. But I knew I couldn’t. Too much of the preacher had rubbed off on me. I couldn’t abandon him now, when he most needed help.
 
   As I ran towards him, I absent-mindedly pulled out my knife. I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess I figured that maybe it could make the point that nothing else could, or at least distract his eyes long enough for me to knock the gun from his hand. But before I could get there, the Preacher pulled the trigger.
 
   I felt the impact in my left shoulder, though I didn’t feel any pain. The impact threw me off my balance, but I kept moving in an odd caterwaul until the bulk of the preacher’s body suddenly stopped me. He started to bring the gun down but I knocked it away with my left hand. Then I began to bang repeatedly on his chest with the bottom of my right fist, like an infant throwing a tantrum. Only when I felt his blood warm against the sapping cold of the rain on my face did I realize that my right hand still held the knife.
 
   I sank to my knees in shock. After a few moments of eternity, the Preacher sank to his knees besides me. And there we were, two children who had forgotten how to pray kneeling humbly in the cathedral of nightmare. The preacher finally found words, his eyes open as if they saw into heaven—and registered a door firmly barred against entry.
 
   “I killed her.” His voice was a gasp, his throat fighting against a tide of blood. “With my hands I killed her. So much promise, so much—killed.”
 
   I looked at him for a moment, then laughed the quiet laugh of a lunatic. “Hell, that ain’t nothing. I killed you.” But my words were too late, if indeed they were meant for him. The Preacher was already dead.
 
   “Damn it. Damn it all.” I finally dropped my knife, rose shakily to my feet, and walked out of town. No one stopped me. Only the drizzle of freezing rain slowly lessened the stick of the blood on my face.
 
   On the outskirts of town, I saw a young crippled begging-girl. I grabbed all the gold from my purse, thinking to throw it in her face. I stopped myself, instead absent-mindedly tossing it into her ugly and worn-out hat.
 
   After that, tears mixed with the rain and the blood on my face. I wandered on, not seeing or caring where I was going. At night I sheltered under an outcrop of rock, falling instantly to sleep. I’m not sure if that was last night or the night before or a week ago. But eventually in my wanderings I was drawn to the warm light of the entrance of this pub. And now here I sit, with flecks of blood still on my face and the Preacher’s bullet still over my heart.
 
   I still believe the Preacher was the best of us. He loved our Creator, he loved life, and he gave his life (though not his death) in service to God and to life. And here I sit. I still feel the Preacher’s blood sticking to my face. I still have the Preacher’s bullet embedded above my heart. And how can it be that I am left alive, to live and drink beauty on this Earth, and the Preacher lies dead?
 
    
 
   A NEW, CONTEMPLATIVE SILENCE fell on the inn. At last, Tolkien spoke, his words slowed. “It is a hard thing to accept grace for oneself. A very hard thing.” The narrator looked at Tolkien in surprise, but did not speak. After a pause, Tolkien continued. “But at some future date, it may be good to remember—you do not know all of the Preacher’s story, or even how it ended. But it is a hard tale nonetheless.” Silence once again descended.
 
   The next to break the silence was Chandler, who walked up to the bar, held a short muffled conversation with the barkeep, and then walked over to the table with another pint of hand-pumped ale. He slid the second pint behind the first.
 
   “Here’s another pint, for your story. Drink up, before the draft chills it.” The narrator finally collapsed against the back of his chair, then lifted
 
   his tankard. With a sigh of sorrow, he began to drink his room-temperature bitter.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   THE WATER RISES
 
   NATHAN KNAPP
 
    
 
   I’m a wretched, terrible man. That’s what he told me while I was in the cell, lying there, on the floor. A hard, white floor.
 
   He keeps trying to drown me. Water, water, everywhere. And he called it a prison, a penitentiary. I’m not sure why he called it that. I never saw another soul while I was there, and don’t penitentiaries and jails and those sorts of things have people in them? I mean, I’ve always known that there were terrible places that were full of terrible people, but . . .
 
   He told me to leave today, to go home. I’m not sure what he meant by that, because I’m not sure how. How do I go home, if I don’t know where I am or where I’ve been?
 
   So now I stand in the middle of a parking lot, hoping that these dark clouds above me don’t burst and leave me standing in water—I don’t like water anymore. It doesn’t conjure up any good thoughts in me like it used to, before all this.
 
   I hear the noise of traffic in the distance. I must have lived in the country before, because the traffic hurts my ears, even though it is distant. When the only thing you hear for an eternity of days is water, everything hurts your ears.
 
   I think I’m supposed to have a car somewhere out here, I’m not sure. I’ll probably remember how to drive a car, if I remember anything. Back there in my distant memory driving cars was a significant thing. It’s odd how I remember the basic, the absolutely normal things about life.
 
   I take a step but my feet hurt, as if I’ve just ran across a gravel lane barefoot. I would kill for some good shoes just about now, some that would give my tired, emaciated feet some help.
 
   Another step.
 
   My legs throb, but I look toward the woods. It seems odd that I can see the woods and hear traffic at the same time.
 
   I must have lived in the country.
 
   The trees look down on me like sentries, forbidding my entrance. Yet there is something peaceful about them, something that draws my eye and drives my heart toward them.
 
   I don’t know what else to do, so why not go for a walk in the woods? He told me to go home, and I don’t know where that is. Maybe I will figure it out in the woods.
 
   I feel rain splashing on my shoulders, warm. The type that I remember running in as a child. I don’t know why I would remember that. Maybe because it’s different than the water in the room. I know a lot about water, now. I’m not sure I like it.
 
   Everything seems so terribly strange, here, walking into the woods. It’s different than before. Before, the woods must have been more inviting. More lovely. I distinctly remember loving trees. But now, here, they look as if they would mangle me if I were so much as to touch them.
 
   The trees are filled with malice, and I begin to hate them.
 
   Water runs down my cheeks, fills my pockets. It’s raining harder than it should. There should be a limit on how much it can rain, really. At times like this when it rains really hard, it hits my head and runs down my hair, gets under my coat, and I don’t feel like I’ll ever get dry.
 
   There is a trail ahead of me—isn’t that odd? I hadn’t noticed a trail before; maybe I was just too preoccupied with this confounded rain. I step onto the trail and keep moving ahead, looking.
 
   I don’t even know why I’m walking, why my legs are giving me such trouble. I’m not sure what I’m searching for, but I’m sure that here, in the woods, I’ll find it.
 
   I hear a quiet voice. “What’s your name?” it says, whispering, but I know it’s real—not one of those voices. Not like his voice.
 
   I look around; hope that I can see whoever it is through the haze of rain. “Over here, come here!” I see her, a girl, motioning to me, further up the trail—why didn’t I see her before?
 
   I take a step, look more closely. My head swims. Her hair is that dark chocolaty color that I’d forgotten existed. And she’s smiling, too!
 
   I take another step, hope I don’t trip. I always trip in my nightmares. She motions with her finger, giggles.
 
   Three steps and I’m standing three feet away from her. God, she’s beautiful.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she asks. Giggles.
 
   “I. . . er. . .” What am I doing here? “I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know? Why that’s the best answer I’ve ever heard. I mean, it makes the most sense, because, in a sense, nobody knows why they’re here.
 
   And that’s what makes your answer so intelligent!”
 
   Her voice flows in with a waterfall sort of motion and sound. I remind myself to breathe.
 
   “Are you going to speak, or just stand there?” “I’m going to—”
 
   “Did you know I’m not supposed to be here? So you’ll have to be quiet. But you’re good at that, aren’t you. Yes, you are, of course. You see, I’m hiding. My friend and I are playing hide-and-seek, and I’m afraid you’re interrupting.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say, embarrassed.
 
   “Just to make sure you’ll be quiet—and I know you will—I’ll give you a kiss. Is that a good deal or what?”
 
   “I . . . uh—what?”
 
   “You’re embarrassed, I know. Most girls don’t just go giving kisses to every chap they meet, do they?”
 
   I don’t know whether they do or not—that’s something I can’t remember. I feel my cheeks flushing, and—
 
   She takes a step, and her lips are locked on mine. Glory! Adrenaline! Electrical current sweeps from my lips to my shoulders and down my legs. My spine tingles. I haven’t felt anything like this in such a long time
 
   The girl steps away and smiles at me, I smile back, though faintly. He made me forget how to smile, I think. “Did you like that?” she asks.
 
   “Yes,” I manage to say before she jumps down the path, dancing and singing as if this were the happiest day of her life. Didn’t she just get through saying something about being quiet?—it must have been a joke.
 
   I remain motionless, watching her. Everything about her is perfect, her brown locks bouncing, her beautiful curves accented by her tight, silver blouse. I could stand watching her forever. I don’t even know her name, but she reminds me of someone I used to know, before.
 
   She stops dancing, and turns to look at me, and crunches her eyebrows as if I’ve done something wrong—did she catch me staring? I drop my eyes, guilty as sin. I can feel my cheeks blushing.
 
   “Well, are you coming?” she asks. “What?”
 
   “Are you going to come with me or not?” “Where are you going?”
 
   “Down the path, to see my sister,” she giggles, as if it’s funny. It’s like she thinks everything is funny. “Are you coming?”
 
   “I—yes.”
 
   “Don’t you even want to know my name?” “I thought of that earlier. What is it?”
 
   “It’s Chloe. Do you like that name?”
 
   I do. It matches her waterfall voice. “Yes, I do.” “Well?”
 
   “Well what?” She reminds me of someone I used to know. Her name was. . . could they be the same person? Chloe looks exactly like the girl I used to know. Her name was Myra, I think. I feel lightheaded at such a strong memory.
 
   “What’s your name, bare-foot guy?” “I can’t. . .”
 
   “Yes you can. What’s your name?”
 
   “I. . .” My eyes blur, I can feel my cheeks beginning to turn red, not from embarrassment, but because I don’t remember my own name. I don’t even know who I—
 
   A pang shoots through my chest—
 
   I panic as the gravel bites my elbows and knees, I see nothing but black. Inside the dark space I feel it.
 
   He is coming for me again.
 
    
 
   CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK . . .
 
   I am awakened from the blackness by a monotonous sound.
 
   Only dimly aware of my surroundings, my consciousness fades in, out, in. I never know if I’m awake or dreaming. Sometimes, when he had me, I remember not being able to remember if I was alive or dead. It all repeats. After awhile I realized that maybe I would never actually die or live; I’d just go on in this state of delirium forever.
 
   I am lying on my back, of that I’m sure. My feet are numb with cold. My arms are simply . . . numb. I’m not sure if I have arms. I can’t move my head to check because there is a steel collar holding me to the table
 
   Click-click-click-click click-click-click-click-click-click . . .
 
   The ceiling is white. I presume that the walls are white, too, because for once, I remember something.
 
   This is one of his rooms; his rooms are always white, off-white. I don’t know what this means, but all I know is that it is cold.
 
   A solitary, white-cold.
 
   I hear a trickle in the back of the room. It’s water, I know, because it’s
 
   always water.
 
   The steel holding me to the table retracts into the table, and my left arm twitches. This means that he must have done something to me, because I never twitch when I’m here. I shake. Maybe it’s because the girl has calmed my nerves for once—
 
   I sit upright, hope that for once the water stops at a reasonable level— The table drops into the floor and I crash to the ground. Blood seeps from
 
   my forehead, into the water that now covers the floor an inch deep. I pick myself up off the floor, rise to my knees.
 
   Water pours from the pipe which is about an inch and a half wide, the water keeps flowing faster, faster, faster.
 
   The water is two inches deep. I feel it against my skin, cold, deathly. It’s different than normal rain water. That type of water is alive; this water is . . . dead. That’s why it’s a dark blue-grey color as it rises, instead of clear.
 
   Ten inches more and it’s a foot deep, my legs begin to feel—instead of going numb, because they’re already numb. There’s something wrong about all of this.
 
    
 
   FIVE FEET, and it’s up to my shoulders. My stomach is frozen, but I feel all of it. Everything is cold, in this white room with its water.
 
   The ceiling light flickers and goes out, I assume that he did it. Only he
 
   would do something like that.
 
   I feel the water begin to vibrate, to lap against the walls. I never know how it does that, but if it doesn’t stop rising soon
 
   I suddenly remember the nails that slide out of the walls when the water gets so high I can’t touch the floor, long nails—eight inches or so—I swim to a wall and grab one to keep my head above the dead, wretched water. They’re not sharp enough to cut me just from touching, but if I hit one with force it would impale me—I know because I did it once. I touch one and pull myself up, placing my head against the eight-foot ceiling, the water touching my chin.
 
   I think this is how it feels to die.
 
   THERE IS SOMETHING ROUGH pressed against my face. I know I’m laying down. But in there, inside the rooms, there aren’t many rough surfaces . . . am I outside again?
 
   I feel wet, but that’s nothing new. It means I’m not dead yet, but should I really be thankful for that?
 
   I rise to my tired, aching feet and stare at my surroundings—trees, leaves, the swishing of rain running over things—I’m back in the woods, and the trees look more ominous than ever.
 
   Could I actually be free this time?
 
   But where’s the girl. . .Chloe? I want to feel her lips again, just like I felt
 
   Myra’s so long ago, until the day—
 
   Lightning splits the grey sky; thunder rumbles through the air like the sound of war. I jump—I haven’t heard thunder in a long, long time.
 
   I coax my legs to walk, I see the path ahead of me, I long to run! I haven’t ran. I haven’t done anything, felt anything, for so long. I can’t think of anything but Chloe’s lips. Those magnificent, beautiful lips.
 
   I like them so much because they remind me of Myra’s, so long ago. I think of Myra’s beautiful figure, but am overcome by a wash of anger. She betrayed me. But Chloe will not betray me, no, Chloe is innocence, I know it.
 
   The sound of footsteps clops into my ear, I follow the sound down the path, break into a run.
 
   There she is! Her chocolate hair just nipped behind some bushes, didn’t it? My lungs heave for another breath of the humid air, suck it in, thankful that the rain has stopped for a moment.
 
   “Chloe?!” I yell. How I long for just one more touch. Human touch, the real thing. To see her pearly white teeth behind smiling lips. “Stop!”
 
   She lets out a long, sumptuous laugh which I don’t know how to interpret: it’s the laugh of both insanity and amusement, which seems to fit her well . . .
 
   I round the corner into a clearing, where did she go? There’s a cabin standing in the middle of it, old and broken down . . . did she go inside? Is that where her sister is? She can’t have left, please don’t say she’s left.
 
   The grass is cool, almost cold, between my feet. Wet, soft, cushioning. “Chloe!” I yell.
 
   There she is! Her back is turned to me, just around the corner of the cabin. Why won’t she turn around?
 
   “Chloe, it’s me!”
 
   My God, why won’t she turn? I force my legs to run, my broken feet send painful signals up my legs.
 
   Finally I stand next to her, but she stares straight ahead, her eyes red with tears—why is she crying? “Chloe, are you okay? What’s wrong?”
 
   I try to wrap her in an embrace, to comfort her, but she steps away, looks past me. Her tears fall bitterly.
 
   “Answer me!” I yell at her. I shouldn’t be yelling, that’s no way to talk to a young girl—I remember that much. Yet, I keep yelling, wondering why I’m being so loud. “Tell me what’s wrong!”
 
   She begins to stagger away from me, and I ask myself why she’s in such pain.
 
   “Why can’t you just tell me what’s wrong?” I’m screaming. Raving.
 
   She turns to me slowly, but there is no compassion in her eyes. Only sadness.
 
   What’s your name, she mouths, and at that moment, nobody in the world could look more like Myra.
 
   What’s your name, she’s saying again, and I feel a shock inside my skull like gunfire as I realize that she is Myra. . .because Chloe was Myra’s middle name. The name I used to call her when we were in love.
 
   “I don’t know!” I scream, cutting my words off bitterly.
 
   I feel my head clouding up again, my feet move across the ground, my hands flail in the air. Something is in my hand.
 
   I stumble. Get up.
 
   And then I see it, as I stagger toward the cabin, trying to find her. Somebody, someone, lying in front of the front steps.
 
   Why hadn’t I seen her a second ago? Is she sleeping? I’m at her side in a matter of seconds—or a matter of steps. My heart is hammering in my chest at an irregular beat, crashing, crashing, crushing the outside of my chest.
 
   But no, this isn’t right. Something’s wrong with her face. What happened?
 
   “Why?” she asks through a gurgle of blood entering her throat.
 
   There’s blood seeping out of a gash in her right cheek . . . a thin, red line stretching across her throat. There are tears in her fearful eyes.
 
   And the knife is in my hand, as the rains begin again, soaking me to the bone before I can manage to fade from consciousness.
 
    
 
   “WHAT HAVE I DONE?” I scream toward the ceiling as the water rises. I try to tear myself free from the restraints that bind me, those insufferable steel bands, because I begin to realize that this hellish existence will go on forever.
 
   This ceaseless repetition, for the crimes I have committed against those
 
   I love, for all I know is this, the world I am condemned to.
 
   Inside where there is a broken heart crashing with an irregular beat, I know I could not tell her. So wretched, wretched, wretched . . .
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LAST TRIP TO CRYSTAL MOON
 
   R.M. OLIVER
 
    
 
   He raped me.”
 
   My tongue involuntarily pushes a toothpick around in my mouth as Dana tells me what happened. She is beautiful, despite her already too-thick makeup, mixed with tears and dried on her face, despite the dark bruises on her neck. Her tears are spent now and through clenched teeth she tells me what happened, passing her anger to me.
 
   “He must have given me something. I’ve blacked out before from drinking, but not from two beers.” She bites a quivering lip and swears, “He left me on the steps outside my apartment.”
 
   “Who did this?”
 
   “You know him. His name is Eric, Eric Matthews.” Her tone is not accusatory but I feel accused.
 
   You know him . . . His name is Eric . . . Eric Matthews.
 
   A huge ball of nausea replaces my stomach. I’d introduced Eric to the club. I wait for an hour in the easy chair next to her bed until she’s asleep; then I slip out to the living room. Mike is watching TV with Dana’s roommates.
 
   I toss my keys to Mike. “Let’s go, dude.” Mike will drive because he drives fast. I glance over at Amy, a secretary at a large insurance company, and Tina a nursing student and waitress at the Metro Diner, and wonder how these three women live together.
 
   “Where would a rapist go at a quarter after twelve?” I ask myself out loud as I wait for my gas tank to fill up.
 
   We stop for cigarettes and coffee. Mike guns the truck back onto the road, driving too fast, too aggressive. “Don’t get stopped, bro.”
 
   You know him . . . Eric Matthews.
 
   There are not many places Eric would be. We check the gas station where he works, we check his school, his apartment, we even go by the Texas Roadhouse, but he’s nowhere. Mike is getting thirsty, I can tell because he keeps sighing and smoking, and he’s still drinking hot coffee at four-thirty when the Texas sun is at its peak.
 
   “You ain’t said two words to me all day man.” He says after driving around Eric’s apartment complex for almost half an hour. “I know what this is about Chris, and I know you’re stalling me. Just tell me where this bastard is.”
 
   I sigh. “He’s at the Crystal Moon.”
 
   Mike raises an eyebrow, shrugs, and guns the truck onto I-30.
 
   ONE YEAR AGO Mike was banned for life from the little strip club I work at called the Crystal Moon. Coming through the doors he’d already killed a twelve pack—I knew this because Mike is a non-repentant alcoholic and had been ever since we met in high school.
 
   I was on the door that night and he spoke with me for about five minutes before heading to the bar. He ordered two shots, which he drank quickly, and a beer. He picked up the beer and turned around to choose a girl for a lap dance. The moment he left his barstool, another man, equally as inebriated, bumped into him, spilling beer down the front of both of their shirts. Mike didn’t say a word; he just dropped his mug and broke the guys nose. I heard the sickening crunch, and saw the spray of blood from the front door and raced over to Mike before any of the other bouncers hurt him. I wasn’t fast enough though, and Mike and I ended up in a pile with two other bouncers in front of the mahogany bar. I almost lost my job over that deal, but like I’d done since the day we met, I vouched for Mike. And I explained to him the next morning why he could never come back to the Crystal Moon.
 
   YOU KNOW HIM . . . ERIC MATTHEWS.
 
   Mike steers the car past an old Chevy pickup clunking along the freeway, and I begin to play the scene out in my mind. I have to take care of this myself, I feel responsible for Eric. I won’t call the cops—wouldn’t do any good—but it’s not like I’m going to reason with the kid, either. I feel like I’m being pounded by remorse, guilt hammering in my head like the six pistons in my truck.
 
   I’d met Eric the day after the incident with Mike. He was a college student who worked at a gas station. One day paying for gas and donuts, I asked how old he was. “Twenty-one in two days.”
 
   I spread a thick grin on my face and told him, “I’ve got just the place for you to celebrate.” I gave him a flyer my boss had passed out to all the employees of the Moon.
 
   “You got girls like that?” He indicated a leggy blonde pumping gas outside.
 
   “Better.”
 
   I’d convinced myself stripping was harmless fun, just good ‘ole boys having a good ‘ole time. Yeah, right, whatever helps you sleep at night.
 
   In a month Eric was coming in three or four times a week during the day, paling up to my boss, not drinking, but spending all his dough on table dances. I had smiled then, Harmless—What red blooded American boy doesn’t like naked flesh? At night, when the drinks did flow, Eric would stumble up to me, wanting to spill all the details of his sexual exploits, bragging about how depraved he could be.
 
   Harmless, I’d tell myself, harmless fun.
 
   Yeah? Then why do I feel so crappy?
 
   “What’s the plan?” Mike snaps me from my haze of memories. He pulls in front of a Mustang, and around an SUV to make our exit. The street name is unimportant because a billboard with a massive arrow hangs over the freeway declaring the delights of the Crystal Moon. He parks at an abandoned fast food restaurant next to the club, and we wait.
 
   It’s approaching twilight by the time I see Eric exit the one story building. Mike swings the car around to the front and I’m out and on my feet before the truck is stopped, striding towards Eric.
 
   “Hey Eric,” I say. “Eric.” He turns around, a big grin on his face. “Where did you get the R?” His smile drops when I mention the date rape drug rohypnol.
 
   “Where do you think I got it?” He curses.
 
   YOU KNOW HIM . . . ERIC MATTHEWS.
 
   Dickey Bledsoe is Jabba the Hutt’s gray haired big brother, only Dickey is bigger, and walks on two legs, and Jabba was better looking. Well I’m only guessing about two legs because I’ve never actually seen him walking. He looks ten years older than his forty-nine. Dickey spends all his time at his desk, eating, smoking cheap cigars, and watching the girls on a closed circuit surveillance system he installed when he inherited the club from his aging father.
 
   Two weeks before this incident with Dana, talking to the girls, this sinking in my gut had started, this feeling like I’d eaten a pound of destruction the day I’d agreed to work at the Crystal Moon. My father was not the type to say I told you so but I know he warned me about this.
 
   “He wanted us to come to this ‘private party.’” Amanda made the quotation marks with her fingers. “Maybe if I was willing, I could make a lot of money.”
 
   “So, you’ve done private parties before, haven’t you?”
 
   “Not like this. We’re strippers, Chris, not hookers.” Betty said. “You think he wanted you to . . .”
 
   She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Chris, it was obvious. Dickey is going to ruin this club.”
 
   The next day I went in early to talk with him about it.
 
   “What are you implying?” Dickey leaned forward in his chair, his hands on his chin and elbows on the desk forming a triangle, his jowls doubling, his gut spilling over the top of the desk.
 
   “I ain’t implying nothing, Dickey. I’m just asking about these parties.”
 
   “Just something to pull in some more cash.” There was something malicious in his answer, something I knew my father had warned me about. The reek of doom was heavy around Dickey, but I just went home and washed it off, just kept doing my job, kept trying to keep control of overeager and belligerent drunks.
 
   YOU KNOW HIM . . . ERIC MATTHEWS.
 
   “Ask your boss if you want some R, that’s why I sold it to him.” “So you sold him the mickies?”
 
   “I set up a buy for him that’s all. I got a finder’s fee, and a couple lap dances.”
 
   “You the one setting up these private parties?” “Yeah.”
 
   “And you need Ruphies to help it along huh? Makes the girls more pliable, right?”
 
   “Right.” He nods his head, the look on his face the filth of a thousand rats. “So you were with Dana last night?”
 
   Eric’s smile is Cheshire like and grotesque, he taunts me with a crude gesture. He starts to say something but I cut him off with two quick jabs into his wind. When he doubles over I smash a hard upper cut into his nose and he crumples to the dirt parking lot. The guy standing on his right lands a good punch to my jaw, but panic blankets him when I shake it off. I grab his arm, pull him close, and head butt him. There’s a sharp thwacking of the cranial impact, and he slumps next to Eric. Mike has taken up the slack with the third guy, who is quickly in the pile next to the other two.
 
   “Stay on the ground.” I tell them, and I drag Eric to a car and prop him up on it. I squat down close to him. He’s dazed so I slap him hard across the mouth. “You listening to me?”
 
   His head rolls around for a moment and his eyes come clear, focusing on me, pouring out hatred.
 
   I slap him again. “Are you listening?”
 
   “Yes.” A trickle of blood has formed at the corner of one of his lips. “Jesus.” He says a short prayer.
 
   I speak to him in a whisper so only he and I can hear. I tell him he’s banned from the Crystal Moon for life; I make sure he understands the consequences of trying anything like this again. “Leave town. If Mike or I see you around here, you’re dead. You understand?”
 
   He starts to mouth off and this time I backhand him. I’m still whispering. “Are we clear?”
 
   He nods and I put my hand up by my ear and say, “What?” “Yes, I understand.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Now what?” Mike asks as Eric and his cronies drive away. “I go inside I
 
   spend nine weeks in lockup.”
 
   “I don’t need you to go inside.” I retrieve a short, wooden, little league, baseball bat I keep in my truck.
 
   “Dude, what’s up?”
 
   “As soon as Betty and Amanda come out call the cops.”
 
   He sighs, “Dude, wait—awe damn it—just let it go.” He puts his hand on my shoulder but I shrug it away and shake my head no.
 
   “Just make the call—wait around the back for me.” I spit on the ground. He nods and I walk through the front door of the Crystal Moon
 
   Gentlemen’s Club for the last time.
 
   THE ANCHORMAN SITS ridged in his chair as they always do, delivering the news with a stern or joyful look depending on the story. Now his face is stern. “A local Gentlemen’s Club was raided tonight on the anonymous tip that
 
   the owner was selling the date rape drug rohypnol to his customers. The tip, sadly, turned out to be true, as the police found the club empty and the owner tied to his chair and his desk covered with vials of the drug. Susanne Gonzales, the spokeswoman for the special rape and domestic assault division told us of none of the dancers remember who perpetrated this act of vigilantism.”
 
   Mike slaps me hard on the back, “I’m proud of you, boy.” He swears, “Dickey Bledsoe’s finally got what he’s had coming.”
 
   He’s proud of you for letting that kid go free?
 
   I don’t feel proud of myself. “I’m tired of this.” I say. I should have killed Eric. And you’d be spending the rest of your sorry life in prison; I hear my father’s voice.
 
   “Tired of what?”
 
   “Always living on the edge of trouble, man. My daddy wouldn’t have wanted me to live this way. Before he died he told me it was never too late for a man to change.” My beer tastes strangely sour so I set it down on Dana’s coffee table. “You believe that?”
 
   Mike drains his beer and twists open a new one. “Maybe, dude. I guess a man has to want to change.”
 
   “I feel like I’ve wanted to change my whole life.”
 
   Mike drinks half his beer. “Well, I guess you’re half way there then.” He chuckles, looking intently at the label on his beer, twisting the bottle around. “You ain’t getting all born again on me, are you?”
 
   I thought you were already born again.
 
   “Maybe,” I smile. “I wonder if there’s a church that needs a big tattooed bouncer.”
 
   “Who’d you bounce out of a church?”
 
   “The pastor, I guess if he gets boring, or talks too long.”
 
   Mike laughs and finishes his beer. “You want some more?”
 
   I shake my head. “Where would you go if you left here?” I ask Mike. “I can’t leave, bro. I’m tied to this place.”
 
   I sigh. “Trapped.”
 
   “Naw just stuck man. But that ain’t true for you.” Mike sucks on his teeth and nods, “What was that girl’s name, that one you dated for a while before you went to work at the Moon? Jackie, Jamie, Judy?” He snaps his fingers trying to remember her name.
 
   “Jennifer. Jen.” I say. “She moved back to Texarkana, I think.”
 
   “I liked her. She was a real nice girl.” He says, standing up. I suppose to fetch another beer.
 
   “I liked her, too.” I say as I walk out the front door.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   DELUGE
 
   MATT MIKALATOS
 
    
 
   Ted’s mind cut a channel through the landscape of the world, running deep and strong and certain as a river. Camilla’s mind moved much more like a weather system: unpredictable with flashes of great power, and in some way, which seemed very clear to Ted and nebulous to her, she generated his power, increased his depth and lessened his limitations.
 
   Both of them were more like the crowds of guan qian jie than they would have ever thought. He moved in simple fashion up and down the great avenue, which he believed should not be called the “walking street” in all the tourist literature, because a street upon which no vehicle (not even the omnipresent bicycle) was allowed clearly could not be a street. His singular need—they were going to the ticket shop to buy train tickets for their trip tomorrow—dictated his direction, speed, and patience. She, too, resembled the crowd with its diversity of focus, decisions being made more by intuition than conscious thought, the ebb and flow of thousands packed into a space for hundreds, some moving east, some west, some following an unseen, internal direction. The neon signs in Chinese—which he found garish— delighted her. Even the unintelligible Chinese pop music with its punctuated English (“wo ai ni, baby, wherever you are”) she found charming and exotic. They reminded her of every reason she had left parents and friends and home and brought little Andy with them to China.
 
   The one thing she could not bear on the half-mile stretch of the walking street was the temple, squat and silent as a spider at the center of guan qian jie’s web of merchants. She shuddered and walked faster when need dictated that they pass it, as it did today. Ted could not understand this. But there had been other times when Camilla’s nonsensical responses had proven correct, and so, in the year they had lived here, he had applied his great intellect to the temple to see if he could discover the root of her fears. He had learned that it was not, as he had assumed, a Buddhist temple, but a Daoist one. After he learned this he noticed yin-yang symbols on the high wooden sides of it, and found he could see them most clearly when he took off his glasses and squinted. The temple had been built in honor of a general who had pleased an emperor a millennium ago and received a promotion from general to god. A wooden statue in his honor, fierce and brightly painted, loomed twelve feet higher than the small tables which sold sticks of incense and firecrackers wrapped in thin red paper. In all his observations—and he had made many, even coming to the temple without Camilla’s knowledge to watch, to push against the walls of the temple with his mind—he had detected nothing insidious, frightening, or threatening. It seemed, in fact, nothing more than a cultural relic, a quaint reminder of a time when these streets and shops had been set aside to service a god, streets which now served capitalism and the needs of the people, now serviced those who needed train tickets and tennis shoes and tiny plastic animals to hang on the antennae of their mobile phones.
 
   But the temple presented no danger to him, so he turned his attention to Camilla. She felt lonely, this seemed certain, for in their job they couldn’t make friends with the other expatriates; other Americans picked up the cultural cues too readily and would surely make a slip, endangering Ted and Camilla’s work. Americans came to China to make money, to make a getaway, or to make converts. This last purpose was illegal, and Camilla and Ted were here to break that law. Perhaps the stress of this grated on Camilla in the same way that having the only white baby in the entire city ground them both down to dust. Even now, if they paused for the briefest moment, crowds of hundreds would form, crushing in to touch Andy’s blond hair, to stroke him, to ask to hold him, to tell Camilla in Chinese that the baby was too hot, too cold, too skinny, and what white skin!
 
   They were both encouraged by the work. Many people became Christians here and just this year their first church plant had split and grown into two more. But perhaps to her, the temple represented that the work would never be done, that they fought against thousands of years of tradition, and that if they were to see this job through to the end, then they must spend every last coin of their life here in the crowded marketplaces.
 
   In the end he had to admit that the temple’s fearsome effect on his wife baffled him. She claimed to find a spiritual darkness there, a lingering, still worshipped, malevolent spirit, the sort of thing that he knew existed but mostly stayed wedged firmly in the pages of the Gospels. Those things had passed, hadn’t they, with the passing of so many other things, the speaking in tongues and prophecies and the voice of God speaking aloud in the temple while the rafters shook and smoke and darkness and lightning declared His presence. This temple, which crept up beside them even now with its shops prostrated before it, stemmed off of the walking street like a bulbous growth. The shops stood at a respectful distance, creating a spacious stone courtyard. Beautiful bridges that arched like spines crossed the stagnant canals and ushered one past the stone lion guardians. A waist-high, wrought-iron fence delineated a smaller courtyard within the greater one, and a strange black trough on high legs stood near the entrance, just behind the ticket booth. It cost a dollar to enter, and a short line of faithful worshippers shed their shoes on the way past the twelve-foot high double doors and into the thick shadows. Sticks of incense burned in sand-filled pedestals. The yellow walls gave it a cheery look, really, with the yin-yang symbols inserted high on the dark and jagged spires. It was an interesting building, yes, full of history, yes, but only a building nonetheless.
 
   Somehow in the course of these thoughts Ted had let the squirming Andy out of his arms and Andy, newly captivated by the concept of running, slipped through the maze of legs and into the relatively open temple square. Camilla’s sudden stiffness alerted Ted, brought him back to the immediate world. He called Andy’s name and the boy giggled merrily. Ted shoved past a knot of college students and scooped him up. The college students pointed and laughed and took pictures with their phones. One of them asked if she could have a photo with Andy, but Ted pretended not to understand and moved away before they could get up the courage to try their English. As he stepped back into the crushing stream of shoppers he saw his wife, struggling forward through a crowd of admirers, and then, somehow, he noticed a man in a green sweater moving toward her with a singularity of purpose that startled him.
 
   Camilla had taken to watching animal documentaries, because her Chinese was too primitive to understand even the children’s shows on television. Animal documentaries seemed to explain themselves. Last week there had been one about sharks, and he had caught something about how a shark “locks on” to its prey, that if there were ninety seals it would choose one seal to follow, regardless of closer seals or even seals that got in the way. The man in the green sweater had that look, as if there were no one on the street other than Camilla; he fixed his eyes unwaveringly on her and moved through the crowd with a speed that Ted had not seen before. Ted sensed danger, but he was not a man who put much stock in senses that could not be clearly explained, and a man walking quickly over to see an American woman should not frighten him, though it did. He shook it off and called Camilla’s name, his eyes fixed on the man.
 
   The man’s eyes snapped from Camilla to Ted and without missing a step he turned toward Ted and the writhing two-year-old in his arms. Ted wondered momentarily if the man could be with the government, or the local PSB, the police. Someone in their agency had been deported a week before from a nearby city. The man came closer and Ted realized that he was not coming straight at him, but seemed actually to be steering beyond him, toward the temple. Ted relaxed as the man passed on his left, and then, out of the corner of his eye he saw the man cock back his fist and take a vicious swing at his head. He saw it in time to turn his head away, and the fist caught him behind the ear, knocking his head into Andy’s. Andy let out a cry of surprise and pain and Ted’s first thought, rising to him unbidden and strange was, In the name of Christ I command you to come out of him.
 
   This thought surprised him more than the punch, more than the throbbing, raised bruise already forming behind his ear, which his hand rose to touch and his fingers tentatively explored. He was not given to charismatic expressions, and in his church the devil had the good manners not to disturb the children of God. He could not put words to his unplanned thought, for he had no way of knowing if this man was truly demon-possessed. A misunderstanding seemed far more likely, and he quickly set Andy on the ground and told him to run to Mama. “Keep walking,” he called to Camilla, who had cried out in horror and stood anchored now to the fitted stone street of guan qian jie. The crowd around her had already shifted toward him, to see what the foreigner would do after being punched in the head. “Keep walking,” he repeated, and she did, but slowly, as if an anchor dragged behind her.
 
   He tried to think of what to say to the man in the green sweater, who still stood beside him, a look of defiance on his face. “Ni yao shenme?” the man yelled, and Ted looked at him inquisitively, resettling the glasses on his face. One of the college students appeared at Ted’s elbow and said quietly, “He is asking what do you want from him.”
 
   “But I don’t want anything from him. Tell him I don’t want anything.” The student looked down at the cobbled temple square. Camilla walked
 
   slowly toward the ticket seller, watching Ted the whole time. No one was in her way. “I do not wish to speak to him,” the student said. “I cannot tell him your words. I am frightened. I am sorry.”
 
   Ted looked at the man in the green sweater, and his face was twisted with hate or sickness. He tried to say he wanted nothing, but the words came out wrong. “Bu yao. Mei you.”
 
   The man in green snarled the words back, slurred and mocking, “Bu yao mei you b u yao mei you. Ni yao shenme?  NI YAO SHENME? NI WEISHENME JIAO WO?”
 
   “He says again what did you want with him and why did you call him.”
 
   “But I didn’t call him. There’s a misunderstanding.”
 
   The student, growing in boldness, spoke to the man. “Ta mei you jiao ni.” He didn’t call you.
 
   With an anguished cry the man swung his fist again, this time with such fierce savagery and speed that Ted did not see it until it was centimeters from his face. He had only time to close his eyes, and he felt his glasses break against his face, and then the bite of the cobbles beneath him. He opened his eyes in time to see a blurred shape in green moving away through the crowd, shouting obscenities and unintelligible, slurred Chinese.
 
   Ted stood slowly. No one helped him. It would dishonor him and he would lose face. He fumbled with the two halves of his glasses and held them to his face to see the retreating figure more clearly. The man snapped at someone near him and then turned back toward Ted and snarled before moving on through the crowd.
 
   Camilla called him. “Ted, are you okay?” He looked toward her. The crowd had moved toward his confrontation with the man in the green sweater as if pulled by gravity, and Camilla had been left beyond it, like the beach at low tide.
 
   He dropped the broken glasses into his pocket and felt the knot behind his ear. His nose was bleeding, and he wiped it absently on his sleeve. He went to Camilla and Andy, who was crying. “I’m okay. Let’s get our train tickets.”
 
   “That man. Did you know him?” “No.”
 
   “We should tell the police.”
 
   The student still hovered at Ted’s elbow, and he said, “There is a policeman there.” He pointed ahead of them to a man in a dark blue uniform, a whistle around his neck. His job was to blow his whistle at people who brought their bicycles onto the walking street. Ted walked over toward him without thought, draw n to his symbols of power and the authority he represented. Surely he could make this right.
 
   Ted went to him and got his attention. “A man hit me,” he said in his simple Chinese. “He wore a green sweater. He . . . he hit me in the face.”
 
   The police officer looked to the student and they burst into a rapid-fire conversation, only a few words of which Ted understood. An old woman had followed them from the temple square and she gave Andy a candy, which stopped his crying. The student and the officer grew more animated until at last the student pointed the way the man in the green sweater had gone. The old lady interjected something here, and then both the officer and the student dropped their heads and nodded. The officer called something in on his walkie-talkie but then he turned away from Ted. “What’s happening,” Camilla said. “What’s he doing?”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess calling in that guy, telling the other police where he’s headed.”
 
   “No,” said the student. “I am sorry. There is nothing he can do. The man is crazy.”
 
   “So they should go and arrest him, get him off the street.”
 
   The student shook his head. “He is crazy. His head is bad. There is nothing he can do.”
 
   Ted pulled on the sleeve of the officer to get his attention and the officer pulled it forcefully away and pointedly did not look at Ted. “I am sorry,” the student said again. “You are a good man not to hit him after he hit you. His head is very bad and we all are sad for him. We all are afraid of him.” With that the student turned and walked into the crowd and the old lady with him. Ted and Camilla and Andy stood alone in a wash of faces that looked all the same, every one of them identical to the man who had punched him.
 
   Ted held Camilla. She had Andy in her arms, still sucking contentedly on his candy. Ted let Camilla go and said, “Why don’t you two walk home and I’ll go get the train tickets. I don’t want you to stay here after that.”
 
   “I’m not walking home alone,” Camilla said. “What if that man sees me and Andy? Or what if he comes back here to find you?”
 
   “He won’t come back,” Ted said. “That wouldn’t make any sense. Why come back here now?”
 
   Camilla’s eyes flicked to the temple and back again to Ted. “He’s insane, Ted. Didn’t they say that? Doesn’t that mean that he often does things that make no sense? He could be watching us right now, Ted. He could have a knife.” She shuddered. “Let’s get the tickets and go home.”
 
   They bought the tickets. The crowds kept flowing as before, though people noticed his nose and he heard the word for blood whispered all around them. As they walked home he kept increasing their pace. He was nervous. He looked into the crowd for that green sweater over and over but did not see it. Could the man have been possessed? It seemed ludicrous. And if it were true, if he were possessed, then it pounded open everything Ted believed about the universe, it made a terrifying and dark space spread out before him like a cavern.
 
   “Everyone in this town knows where we live,” Camilla said. “We’re the only white family in three miles. That man could find us without trying. We have to lock the doors tonight. I want Andy to sleep where I can hear him.”
 
   Ted said nothing because Camilla was absolutely right. They left the walking street at last and then the final six blocks to their apartment, past the guard who fell asleep every night promptly at eleven, through the locked gates to the cement stairway. As he turned the bolt to their apartment door he felt profoundly vulnerable, naked, afraid. He locked all the doors and windows in the house, even the glass door which only looked down on the shared courtyard. During dinner he kept standing up and walking into the bedroom, holding his glasses to his face and looking down on the street, trying to see if a man with a green sweater might be standing there looking up into their apartment.
 
   They put Andy to bed but worried about leaving him alone in the room even though they were on the third floor. They moved his crib into their bedroom, which seemed somehow safer even though they were still sitting in the living room. After a long time Ted told her about the flash of a thought that he should exorcise the man who had punched him. He expected her to laugh at him, or to mock him. Instead she shrugged and said, “If it was God speaking to you, you should have done it. If it wasn’t him, well, it wouldn’t have done you any harm to try it.” She believed in that, that God could speak in a moment, in a flash of insight. He had never experienced this, or if he had, he had not trusted it. God had the Bible, and this clear and precise set of rules and guidelines seemed the work of a deity to Ted, unlike the mess of communicating to the disordered mind of a human creature.
 
   He couldn’t sleep. He stared for many hours at the cement ceiling, watching the shifting pools of yellow light from the street lamps. He listened carefully for Andy’s breathing. Camilla curled up close to him, much closer than she usually slept. He listened, too, for any change in the traffic pattern, any disturbance, any ripple of abnormality. He wondered eventually if he would really hear anything if the man in the green sweater came near his window, and soon he found himself standing beneath the window’s floor-length curtain, his forehead pressed to the cold glass. He couldn’t keep his glasses together for long and he set them down on the cement sill. Blue taxis and the occasional bicycle slipped past. A few drunks held each other up as they left the neon-lighted bars. He could see the temple in the distance, lit by the markets and restaurants, squatted down and holding court with its acolytes.
 
   He stood for a long time debating the sentence he would speak. He debated getting his Bible, but in the end he knew what it said, knew what it would tell him. “In the name of Christ,” he whispered, “I command you to come out of him.” He stared at the temple, waiting for some response and when there was none he said it louder, “Come out!” It had begun to rain, and bicyclists whipped by, pulling on their rain ponchos, a parade of blue, yellow and red plastic sheets spinning beneath him. His fingers fumbled at the window lock and he feverishly slid it open. The rain increased, and the wind blew against him. “In Christ’s name!” He was shouting now. “Come out of him now!” The rain broke the sky at last and great opaque sheets of it descended on the city and beat against his face and chest. He listened attentively to the sound of the rain hitting the gutters, flooding the broken green tiles of the sidewalk. He intently directed his attention to the distant temple, demanding that the spirits obey, but he could not keep up the intense focus for long.
 
   He slid down to the floor, spent. He reached behind himself and slid the window awkwardly closed and lay there for a moment on the floor, wet, cold, exhausted. He used the windowsill to pull himself to his knees. Nothing he could see had changed. The temple, the markets, the bars, the bicyclists and taxis, all sat and sold and spun through the rain. After toweling himself dry and checking on Andy he lay back in bed where his wife kindly did not speak, but put her head again on his chest and her arm across it. At the edge of sleep at last he heard a great, tortured shriek from deep in the city’s labyrinth. Whether from the brakes of a passing bus or something else he could not say.
 
   The sun, when it came, at last dispelled all shreds of darkness, all hints of rain, all scraps of cloud and made the cement shimmer. Ted stretched his arms and enjoyed the sunlight blanketing his wife and son. Let them sleep! He explored the altered topography of his face in the mirror of the closet sized bathroom. His nose belonged on a larger man, and he painfully removed some clotted blood. By folding his left ear back he could see the grey and green signs of a man’s fist. He moved into the living room and sat on the orange sherbet-colored vinyl couch which the apartment complex had provided. He was glad his family slept, because he needed time to catalogue the events of the last twenty-four hours.
 
   The entire landscape of Ted’s world had altered, and all of his maps were suddenly changed. The man in green had thrown boulders into the river of his mind and had disrupted the flow, had created rapids, had troubled the waters. Beyond that, however, and more disturbing still, was another feeling, something Ted did not recognize and could not explain. A feeling that a great wall of water was coming from upstream, that a dam had broken somewhere and all that Ted knew, all the man in green had done, everything would be swallowed up and buried beneath it.
 
   Ted pulled the curtains open and looked down on the courtyard. The sunlight changed everything. He felt ridiculous now for shouting out his bedroom window in the middle of the night, for letting the rain pummel him. He had behaved in a superstitious way, as if shouting a few words out his window would have influence in the world. It was a shamanistic and ignorant worldview. He laughed, relieved. He went to Andy’s bedroom and opened the curtains there, too. He looked down at the new morning traffic, the bikes and taxis on their way to work, the bus with the loudspeaker rounding the corner and projecting garbled Chinese.
 
   Ted suddenly desired to return to the temple square. Another look at the temple in the daylight would dispel the last of his doubts, he was certain of it. And if he saw the man in the green sweater again, well, what of it? He checked in on Camilla and Andy again, to make sure they were still sleeping. A thought struck him and he took the three salmon-colored train tickets from his wallet. It seemed to him that the train was too early now, that his family should be allowed to sleep. He would run down to the ticket seller and buy new, later tickets. This gave him a good reason to pass the temple, a readily explainable one, a logical one. He could slip out to the temple and be back before they woke. He pulled on clothes and a jacket and then, by the door, his shoes.
 
   Saturday morning meant that the walking street would be a standing street within an hour or so. He hurried past the neon signs, the eight-foot tall trees in their big wooden pots and the pop-blaring shoe stores. He held his breath as the temple came into view, worried that the sunshine wouldn’t work its magic on the multi-hued wood. He quickly scanned the crowd and did not see the man in the green sweater. Ted hoped the man would still be wearing the green sweater, the badge of his identity. If he came, Ted would see him first. Ted forced himself to be calm. He stopped and bought two wooden skewers of lamb’s meat. They were cooked over charcoals right across from the temple square, and dusted with ground red pepper. It was an ordinary day. He had walked into the temple square a hundred times before, and he would do so again today.
 
   He began in the small shop at the temple square’s entrance and looked over the incense sticks and firecrackers, the little postcards, the shallow dish of cash offerings. Nothing had changed here. He stepped past the guardian lions, crossing the arched bridge. Surely if malevolent spirits guarded this place the lions would have roared!  He smiled and took a bite of lamb, beginning to enjoy himself. He took a deep breath and sat on a stone bench. He looked fondly at the quaint yellow temple. He had thought the sunlight would make it harmless, but he saw now that it was the power of his own intellect that did it, for the sun had gone behind a cloud and the dropping temperature told him it would rain soon.
 
   Ted stood to go buy the new train tickets and to throw away the empty wooden skewers in his hand and as he did he heard a shout from across the temple square. He looked up and saw the man in the green sweater coming toward him from around the side of the temple, coming toward him fast. Ted turned and moved toward the bridge, determined to move quickly away from the man. Then he saw the second man, pushing people out of his way and headed toward Ted. He wore tan slacks, a gray-checked shirt and a rumpled tan jacket over it. The second man called something to the man in the green sweater. Ted did not understand it all, but he heard the word for foreigner.
 
   For a moment he froze, uncertain where to go. The man in the tan jacket blocked the bridge, and the man in the green sweater would cut him off if he went the other way. His heart pounded in his ears, and the blood rushing to his head throbbed through his swollen face and bruised head. He decided to take his chances with the new man rather than the man in green, so he ran toward the bridge. He tried to barrel past the new man, but he grabbed Ted by the shirt collar and yanked him back, hard.
 
   Without thinking Ted jabbed one of the wooden skewers into the man’s shoulder, and it splintered to pieces as the man fell backward. Ted couldn’t stop. He kept running, crossing the bridge and then diving into the crowd of shoppers. He turned to the right and began to push past the slow-moving old men and women, the college students holding hands, the tourists following the guide with the yellow flag. Just up ahead was where the policeman had stood yesterday, and Ted knew if he could get to him he would be safe. He hoped the man in the green sweater would pause to help his friend, but he thought again of the shark, the unrelenting hunter. Ted knocked into a man carrying a baby, but he couldn’t stop even to apologize, he had to keep going.
 
   The policeman stood at the side of the street, yelling at a man who had tried to bring his bicycle onto the walking street. Ted grabbed hold of him and yanked him away from the conversation. He gasped for air. “Yo yiga ren,” he said. “Ta yao da wo.” He turned back and pointed to his pursuer. But he was not there. The policeman unclasped Ted’s hands from his shirt and pulled away. He studied Ted for a moment. Ted could see the look of recognition. A veil descended over the officer’s face and he turned back to the bicyclist. The officer waved him off without looking at him again.
 
   Precious seconds had been wasted on the policeman, and Ted knew he stood out in the crowd. He was afraid to go back past the temple toward his house, and afraid to stay in the street where he stood out in the sea of Chinese people. The man in green and his friend came skidding across the arched bridge of the temple courtyard, scanning the crowd around them. Ted ducked into a department store, jumping over the two stairs at the entrance and pushing in past the disgusting plastic flaps that hung in the doorway. He walked quickly past a few rows of shoes and tried to catch his breath, tried to calm his heart. He felt for his mobile phone in the pocket of his jacket, and held it in his hand. He could call the police, but his Chinese wasn’t good enough to explain anything. He could call Camilla but it would only terrify her. She couldn’t call the police, either, couldn’t do anything but worry. And she might come down here and put Andy and herself in danger.
 
   He crouched down behind the shoe rack, pretending to look at a pair of loafers but actually looking out through the front entrance. He knew there was another entrance behind him somewhere, probably on the far corner of the building. He saw a flash of green run past outside, running too fast for Ted’s liking. But then, even worse, the green blur came back, lingered outside the department store. Ted could see the man trying to look in through the plastic flaps, debating if it was worth the time to stick his head inside or to keep running. Then he moved slowly on, and Ted breathed again. If he waited a few minutes and slipped back toward home he might have a chance. He hoped the man in green didn’t know where he lived, but everyone in the city knew where the white family lived, so this seemed unlikely. He hoped the man didn’t think to wait for him somewhere between here and his apartment.
 
   Ted turned and quickly scanned the department store behind him in time to see the second man, the one he had stabbed, coming in through the far door. Ted crouched low, but it didn’t help. Shoppers started to gather around him, anxious to see the foreigner’s strange shoe-shopping ritual. He tried to wave them away, but it didn’t work and when he turned again to look the man was moving warily toward him. Ted looked in his hands. He had dropped the other skewer somewhere. He only held his mobile phone now.
 
   As if having the same thought, the man took out his own mobile phone, punched a number in and held it to his ear, never taking his eyes off of Ted. Ted glanced frantically at the door, then back to the man. He was talking now, and slowly moving forward, keeping himself between Ted and the far door. Ted stepped out from between the shoes and backed away. The man said something to him now, something about being friends, but Ted could not understand, all of the Chinese in his brain had been shut off and replaced with survival. He turned and sprinted through the door and smashed directly into the man in green, sending him sprawling down the two stairs and onto the paving stones. Ted half fell, kept moving forward, got his feet under him and ran, back toward home. He had a long way to go still, but he found the crowd working to his advantage. People were shouting and looking back at him, clumping up as he passed. The crowd slowed Ted’s pursuers. He was losing them.
 
   The rain started then, a sudden shower. The crowd was gone as suddenly as the rain had come, standing underneath the eaves of the buildings, holding newspapers over their heads, the women shrieking, the men calmly and methodically moving them to dry overhangs, into shops. Ted ran faster, but the wet stones of the street were slick and he nearly lost his footing. The man in green shouted something again, and Ted looked back at him. The desperate look on the man’s face did nothing to comfort Ted, and neither did the fact that now, just now, he was passing the temple square. The rain poured furiously and pooled up in the center drains on the streets. Ted’s feet kicked up waves as he ran toward his apartment. The man in green was gaining—Ted could hear his pursuer’s footsteps over the pounding of the rain. He lost his footing, slid a few feet, windmilled his arms and slammed into the ground. He flew forward through a puddle, his entire body wet and his mobile phone smashing to pieces as it hit the ground. The man in green tripped over Ted’s body, flew beyond him and hit the cobbles, hard, with his face.
 
   Ted struggled to his feet, but the man in green stayed on the ground, on his knees in a puddle. Ted stepped past the man in green, trying to stay out of reach, but the man grabbed hold of Ted’s leg. Ted pulled away, panting, aching. He couldn’t run anymore. Something in his leg burned, and it felt like his hip had popped out of joint. He could hardly stand.
 
   The man in green tried to stand and Ted punched him in the face as hard as he could, knocking him to the ground. When the man tried to stand again Ted punched him again, catching him under the eye and knocking him back to the ground. He followed it with a kick that landed somewhere between stomach and shoulder. The man in green spit blood into the street and then crawled toward Ted. “What do you want from me?” Ted yelled. He pushed his soaked hair from his face. “What do you want?” He stepped backward, away from the wretched man.
 
   The man in green looked to the rain-drenched temple, as if weighing it. He turned his face back up to Ted and held his palms out toward him and rattled off a sentence that Ted could not follow, but it was not the slurred rant of the day before. “Shuo yi bian,” Ted said. “Say it again.”
 
   The man began to sob, his shoulders shaking. He put his hands flat on the pavement and an anguished cry echoed off the walls of the shops, the temple, the restaurants.
 
   The man in the green sweater did not look up from the ground when he spoke. “Duib uqi,” he said, choking on his own voice. “Wo b u yao da ni. Duib uqi.” I’m sorry. I didn’t want to hit you.
 
   Ted stood there, letting the rain use him like a drum. He did not know what to do. He did not know where to put his hands. He could not move, could not think. His hip hurt. His face burned where it had skid along the stone. His entire hand ached, though his knuckles hurt the worst and seemed to be swelling already.
 
   The man looked back up to Ted, his lips drawn back and showing his teeth, mucous and tears and saliva and blood all running from the man’s face and gathering in the rainwater below him. The man tried to draw breaths but only deep wheezing sobs would come. Ted kneeled down beside him in the rain. The man could not even look at him. Ted cautiously took hold of the man’s forearms and told him through his hands that it didn’t matter, that he forgave him. The man shook his head violently, the tears unstoppable. He looked again at the temple and shook his head as if clearing a troubling thought or a bad dream. He looked up to Ted, locked eyes with him, his hands tightening on Ted’s sleeves. His sobs subsided to short jerks of breath.
 
   “Wo nüer bingle,” he said, and the great effort of saying those words told Ted that the man was confiding something in him, was asking something from him. He searched the man’s face for a clue, some sign of how to respond, but all he saw was the bruise forming beneath his eye where Ted had punched him, and a knot on his forehead where it had hit the paving stones.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Ted said. “Your daughter is sick? What do you want me to do? Ni yao shenme?”
 
   And the next words took Ted a moment to translate in his head. He looked to the puddle of water between them while he searched for the meaning of the words, and when he found it he looked back to the man in confusion, for he had said, “Please come to my house, and pray for her.”
 
   Ted tried to formulate an answer. He stared at the cobbled street and the stream of water rushing past him to the drains. He opened his mouth to speak and closed it again. He looked up again to the man, and the man stood and gathered the pieces of Ted’s mobile phone. He placed them in Ted’s hands. Ted could not see a way to repair it. A chunk of the casing was gone, the screen was cracked, the antenna snapped in half. The man stood ten feet behind him now, gesturing toward another street and calling to him. Ted wondered if he should stand and follow him. He wondered if he could just go home, and what Camilla would say.
 
   Another minute passed and the man’s shoulders fell. He turned and began to walk away, looking at Ted one last time, imploringly. Then the rain lightened and at last stopped, and a flood of people washed around him. For a brief moment Ted could see the man’s green sweater in that tide, sweeping through the new and golden sunlight. Then the man in the green sweater was gone, replaced with a thousand like him, all streaming toward the market, or the temple, or distant, unseen destinations. Ted stood unmoving for a moment, searching for one last glimpse of green. Then the crowd swept him toward home, the temple at his back and receding. He turned back once to see it, but the sun flooded everything and he saw only a brilliant and unutterable whiteness beyond the bridge, a construction of light and moisture, as if a mighty hand had reached down and spread a curtain over the temple, as if the ground had swallowed it.
 
   He would hold Andy when he got home and not think of the sick girl or her father at all, not for hours afterwards; he would only think on this edifice of light. He would reflect on the peculiar way the light washed the temple from the sky. Ted touched his hip and limped toward home, eager to see Camilla’s face in the window, eager to lift his hand in greeting and show her that he was safe, and that they were beyond all harm.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   BLIND DOG DETECTIVE
 
   S. J. KESSEL
 
    
 
   The rain drenched everything; nothing and nobody escaped. Grand River Avenue’s pavement shined from gas vapors released by cars on the unusually dark Wednesday afternoon. Traffic inched along the street as a truck delivered supplies to Flat’s Restaurant a block down. Ace Jackson observed the scene through the window of his shabby, but thankfully dry office. He stretched his long arms and placed them behind his head, holding his short brown hair. Currently, there was no work for the detective to complete. Jackson enjoyed the break while it lasted, because it didn’t last long.
 
   Two girls opened the glass windowed door that read “Jackson Investigations” and entered the office. They remained as close to the exit as possible, scanning Jackson and his surroundings. Neither of them looked impressed. To be honest, Jackson wasn’t impressed either.
 
   He gave the girls his full attention from the seat behind his desk. Both were skinny and beautiful in a way that few girls are, but many young girls want to be. They could have been models. One was a brunette. Jackson mentally placed her age as nineteen, trying to pass for twenty-one. She wore jeans and a tight sequenced top. Her body language clearly expressed that she was both unhappy with the recent rainy weather and with being in the detective’s office.
 
   The second girl had blonde, shoulder-length hair. She somehow remained untouched by the rain, wearing exquisite makeup. Jackson would have bet good money her entire wardrobe held designer labels. She looked to be of drinking age and proud of it.
 
   College students. Jackson hated college students as clients. Half of them were intoxicated, petty, or paid late. The other half wouldn’t need any service he could provide. Whenever the former came to his office, Jackson would always be reminded of how stupid he had been to locate his office across the street from a major party school. At least the cases were easy when the kids had the money. A freshman would want a few treasured possessions back from a failed roommate. No big deal and no police involvement. All Jackson would have to do was flash around the word “detective” to the roommate and the problem would be solved. Case closed.
 
   The blonde stepped forward giving Jackson a confident smile that was clearly meant to make him fall in love with her. It didn’t work. Jackson had known too many girls over the years for that trick to work anymore.
 
   “Are you Detective Jackson?” The blonde’s voice was as sweet and nice as her appearance.
 
   Jackson gave one slow nod. He didn’t feel like speaking. Maybe there was still a chance the college models would go away.
 
   The blonde didn’t scare easy. She took another step toward Jackson’s desk. In the small space of the office, she was only several feet away from him. Her expensive perfume radiated in his direction. “I have a situation I’d like resolved.” The blonde smiled again.
 
   Jackson stared at the girl. He swore if this girl had lost her precious poodle or something, he would leave Michigan and never return.
 
   “He doesn’t want to help us. I told you, we can handle this on our own.” The brunette said. She was more observant than she looked. His face had remained, as usual, perfectly blank. He ignored her.
 
   “Who are you and what’s your situation?” Jackson waved at two well used, scratched chairs at forty-five degrees to his left. The girls didn’t sit in them. Jackson supposed they didn’t want to stay long and the blonde probably thought the chairs were too dirty for her. All the better.
 
   “I’m Mary Wellington and this is my friend Anne Marsden,” blonde Wellington smiled while motioning to the brunette. “My laptop was stolen last night,  I reported it to the police, but I’d prefer a fast and discrete return to a long investigation.”
 
   Why would a college kid care about discretion? Jackson opened his mouth to speak. He was going to go into how the young ladies should rely on the campus police. He didn’t get to.
 
   “We know who stole it.” Wellington smiled again, possibly impressed with her own knowledge.
 
   “Her name is Jane Hansom. She was visiting Alpha Kappa house last night.” Marsden finally spoke up from by the door. “She’s a sophomore and lives in the dorms.”
 
   Sorority? Figures.
 
   “If there were witnesses to Miss Hansom’s theft, then the police should have no problem—”
 
   “There were no witnesses to the actual theft,” Wellington stated as though there should have been an “obviously” at the beginning of the sentence. “Jane was a pledge earlier this fall. She didn’t get in. I’m a major part of why she was rejected,” Wellington continued as she took another step forward, to stand immediately in front of his desk. “This is her lame attempt at revenge.”
 
   Jackson leaned his chair back on two legs, teetering for a few seconds before bringing all the legs down again. “What is it you want me to do exactly, Miss Wellington?” Jackson questioned.
 
   “Please, call me Mary.” Her smile remained fixed in place. Jackson resisted grimacing at the younger girl. He had no intention of calling her Mary. “And I want you to get me my laptop back. It’s a small, silver, and very expensive Gateway.”
 
   Jackson stared at her.
 
   “I need it for several of my classes and I detest using the computer labs. All I am asking is that you return my computer to me by Friday. The police can’t do that. And I don’t really care if Jane the Idiot is punished. She obviously already has problems if she’d steal my laptop. I want what’s mine. And I can pay you.”
 
   Hearing the magic words, Jackson let out a sigh. He’d take the case. Easy money. Plus, nothing that the girls had said, besides their actual presence, had put up any immediate red flags that should stop him.
 
   “A hundred dollars a day, plus any expenses.”
 
   Jackson’s price seemed to have gotten Marsden’s full attention. “We can do this ourselves, Mary. Just because your dad has threatened . . .” Marsden seemed to have stopped herself from giving something away. “It’s too expensive.” She finished.
 
   Wellington hadn’t seemed phased by Jackson’s price. But Jackson had detected her smile falter at the mention of her father. He tucked that fact away. “Do you have a picture of Jane Hansom?”
 
   Mary took a photo out of her elegant black purse and handed it to
 
   Jackson. He made sure that his fingers didn’t touch hers.
 
   The picture was of a group of girls. They all wore pink shirts with the word “pledge” on them. One’s face was circled with pen marks. Jane Hansom was beautiful, but in a natural quiet way that Mary Wellington could never comprehend. Hansom’s smile looked forced, but even the photo showed that her eyes sparkled with intelligence. “Do you know her schedule?” Jackson didn’t bother to ask for her address. He could check that from the MSU website. Gotta love technology.
 
   “She has class at 3 in the Kiva of Erickson Hall. Besides that, the nerd probably spends most of the day in her dorm,” said Marsden.
 
   “That’s all I need for the time being. I’ll contact you tomorrow with my progress, Miss Wellington.” He’d check their address and phone numbers on the website as well.
 
   After Wellington paid cash for the day, Jackson went online to msu.edu. Turns out Hansom was a psych major and a member of the honors college. Jackson wrote down her room number. Within 20 minutes of Wellington’s insistence that Jackson not hesitate to call at any time and the girls leaving his office, the rain had stopped. He closed up for the day and went to his car to head towards Mason Dormitory.
 
    
 
   JACKSON PARKED ILLEGALLY and rolled down his windows despite the remaining humidity from the rain shower. While the other side of Grand River Avenue had been dark, cold and wet, entering campus had taken Jackson to a brighter world. The remnants of the storm seemed like dew in the green grass of the campus. Here, birds chirped. Squirrels and chipmunks chased each other around trees. It was hard to believe he was only a hundred feet from the traffic and noise pollution of Grand River. Uncomfortable, he shifted in his seat.
 
   He watched as a young boy, probably the son of one of the female students talking on a patch of grass, played with a long stick. The boy broke the stick in half against a tree, then tried to put the two pieces back together. Jackson knew from experience it wouldn’t work. The crack would remain. Broken things tended to stay that way.
 
   There was still over an hour until Hansom needed to be in Erickson Hall, so Jackson was surprised when she came out of the far exit of Mason. Miss Hansom liked to be at class early. She probably never missed.
 
   The girl went to unlock her bike. Her backpack shifted as she bent down. She’d obviously overloaded it. Only a matter of time until that broke too. She probably carried the laptop with her. Jackson waited until she had gotten on her bike and was riding in the direction of Berkey Hall to start his car. He followed her direction when she was out of sight. Hansom was not heading toward Erickson Hall.
 
   The mystery of her destination was solved when the girl peddled to the side of the Student Union. Jackson motored past her, going only the speed limit unlike most drivers, and managed to park in the only metered parking spot left. Grabbing an empty backpack from the passenger side of his car that he kept for just such occasions, he exited the car. He paid too much for a mere 35 minutes of parking time and avoided getting hit by oncoming traffic to follow Hansom, who had just finished locking her bike to a rack. He wasn’t too surprised to notice Marsden locking up a bike at the side door of the Union. She locked eyes with Jackson. The girl was following them. Jackson swallowed his irritation. He needed to keep Marsden away from Hansom so he could do his job.
 
   Jackson entered the Union five yards behind Hansom. Thankful that she did not go into the women’s lounge, he watched as she entered Beaners Café. Jackson proceeded to walk to the right to meet Marsden as she entered the main floor from the side of the building. Once she was outside of the stairwell he surprised her and took her by the arm, bypassing Beaners and leading her towards the food court. He guided her to stand in line with him at Subway. There was a window between Beaners and the dining area beside Subway. He watched as Hansom received her four-dollar coffee and sat down. No sign of the silver laptop.
 
   Students filled the food court, cramming for tests, talking loudly, and enjoying unhealthy fast food. Marsden had remained silent thus far, but her patience appeared to have run out.
 
   “What are you doing?” She spoke through gritted teeth.
 
   Jackson tried to hold back his own temper. “I could ask you the same thing.” They remained silent until the Subway employee asked for their orders. Marsden ordered some fancy fruit smoothie. Jackson asked for a Coke. Fast. Caffeinated. Cheap.
 
   After receiving their drinks (Marsden’s took three minutes to make), Jackson proceeded past the main lounge area and toward the front door of the Union still clutching Marsden by the arm.
 
   “Stay out of my investigation.”
 
   Outside on the steps, Marsden made a tisking noise. “You know, Mary’s not the only one affected. I don’t trust you to do the job.”
 
   Jackson tried not to think about the possible meaning behind her first comment. Red flag. “I can’t do the job with you here. Hansom knows you. She has never seen me before. You’re putting my work at risk. I don’t want to see you near Hansom again. Go away.”
 
   Releasing the girl, he turned and reentered the Union without looking back at Marsden. She’d listen. As he had spoken, his grip on her arm had tightened. She’d listen.
 
   Jackson went into the main lounge, taking a seat where he could see the path between Beaners and the exit where Hansom’s bike was located. He crossed his arms, put his foot up on the small table in front of him and attempted to look like a grad student contemplating a philosophical issue that no real person ever worried about.
 
   At 2:30, Hansom left Beaners and the Union. Jackson followed at a safe distance, put several dimes in the meter to buy his car several expensive minutes and made the long trek to Erickson at a lazy stroll.
 
   A little over ten minutes later, Jackson entered Erickson Hall’s Kiva and sat down in the nearest seat. Gotta love big lecture classes. There were already 40 to 50 people at various desks. He was surprised to realize Hansom sat toward the back, near another exit. She had struck Jackson as the kind of girl that liked to sit in the first row. He stared around the room as any bored student would. The room was still only half full. Most of the students would probably wait to enter until five minutes before the class began. He watched as Hansom took out a small silver laptop from her backpack. Bingo. She went through the process of starting up the computer’s system.
 
   To Jackson’s surprise the girl stood, leaving her bag and the computer at her desk. How naïve could she be? She was walking directly towards him. He stopped himself from shifting in his seat. She couldn’t know him; he had made sure she didn’t see him with Marsden. Hansom walked passed him and into the hall that lead to the drinking fountains and bathrooms. After all, she did drink coffee at the Union.
 
   It was now or never. Jackson made his move, slipping out of his desk and walking. He watched the door Hansom had gone through. As he walked by her desk, he picked up Hansom’s laptop, closing it with one hand and exited the building, zipping the small computer into his backpack.
 
   The daylight on campus had turned to darkness from an approaching storm. Strange Michigan weather. He jogged the path back to his car, put the backpack on the passenger seat and sped to his apartment. He didn’t look back.
 
   JACKSON WAITED until the next morning to call Wellington. And even then, he waited until he was at the office, and had downed two cups of bitter, black coffee. He made it a point to keep his business and personal life separate.
 
   After waking the girl up, Jackson waited for her and, no doubt, Marsden’s arrival at his office. An hour and a half later, the exquisitely dressed Miss Wellington entered followed by the more casually dressed Miss Marsden.
 
   “Where is it?” demanded Wellington. Today, neither of the girls hesitated to approach Jackson’s desk and stand in front of him, hands on hips.
 
   “Right here, Miss Wellington.” Jackson took the laptop out of his second desk drawer, where he had placed it that morning, and set it on the edge of his desk for the girls to examine.
 
   Without hesitation, and with what Jackson noted to be shaking fingers, Wellington opened the computer and pressed the button to start the operating system.
 
   Marsden stared at the small computer’s screen with great interest. She’d said she was affected as well. Jackson recalled her comment from the day before at the Student Union.
 
   Jackson watched from the corner of his eye as Wellington started opening a document that appeared to be a term paper.
 
   “It’s here. Now we just need to figure out if she already e-mailed it to someone for an edit like she always does.” Wellington seemed to be talking more to herself than to Marsden and she seemed to have forgotten Jackson existed. Typical spoiled princess.
 
   “Do you have an internet cable we can use?” Well, at least Marsden remembered he was there. He took the end of a cord out of his own laptop and handed it to Marsden, who plugged it into the one Wellington was perusing. Better to let the girls do their thing here, where Jackson could possibly get a better idea of what they were up to.
 
   Wellington got online and went to the University’s e-mail site. A p r e v i o u s l y saved username and password were used to get into the email folders. Wellington entered the “Sent” mail folder and moaned.
 
   Marsden bit her lip.
 
   “Do you realize what this means? What that stupid girl has done? He said this was my last chance! The girls will be pissed! My dad will—“
 
   “Okay, let’s talk about this in our room back at the house.” Marsden cut
 
   Wellington off mid-rant with a glance at Jackson.
 
   Wellington stared at the computer screen. She seemed to have gone into a catatonic state, her eyes dark, her face severe.
 
   Marsden unplugged the computer, gathered it in one arm and took Wellington in the other. With a final nervous glance at Jackson, Marsden guided Wellington out of the office and to the left down Grand River. They were almost out of sight when Jackson observed Wellington wrench the other girl away from her supporting position. Wellington continued walking, her air of perfection reinstated. That devil knew how to hide her true nature.
 
   Jackson’s facial features remained indifferent. Inside his blood raged, at the girls and at himself. He should have paid attention to the flags. There was something bigger going on. He shouldn’t have taken the stupid case. In the hope of quelling his anger he left his office. Locking the door, he went for a walk down Grand River in the opposite direction from the one the girls had gone.
 
    
 
   AFTER MORE THAN HALF AN HOUR of walking, Jackson bought a cheap black coffee and picked up a free edition of The State News. Calmer, he returned to his office and attempted to take his mind off the angering sorority sisters by reading the small student paper.
 
   He turned to the police briefs first. One report stated that a laptop had been stolen from a classroom the afternoon before. Jackson cursed. While chances were good that the crime could have occurred somewhere else on the huge campus, the situation didn’t sit well with Jackson.
 
   Hansom wouldn’t report a laptop missing that she had stolen. She seemed too smart for that. This meant Wellington and Marsden lied. Jackson’s hands formed fists. He didn’t mind illegal. He could do illegal. But when he committed a crime, he liked to know about it. It needed to be his choice. He’d been played, like a blind dog that panted at the nearest soft voice. Wellington would have to learn not to play with animals.
 
    
 
   JACKSON CROSSED AND RESTED HIS FEET on his desk. He read The New York Times. His eyes moved over the columns but his thoughts were elsewhere. The sorority sisters had left his office over four hours ago. He’d gone over every conversation he had with the girls, remembering their specific choice of words and their interactions. Jackson was planning.
 
   The sound of his office door opening took him out of his scheming. Marsden stood in his doorway.
 
   Jackson didn’t let his surprise show. Instead, he allowed a small amount of his anger to shine through his eyes.
 
   Marsden, ever observant, shifted from foot to foot, but didn’t leave the door’s threshold. She was nervous to be there and Jackson felt glad for it.
 
   “I’d like to hire you for another job.”
 
   Jackson didn’t hesitate to say no. He looked at his paper. “Wow, don’t you want to hear the job first?”
 
   Jackson glared at the girl. “No.”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest, defensive. She looked at the copy of
 
   The State News still sitting on Jackson’s desk. “Look, I can see why you’re mad. I didn’t want to hire you. That was entirely Mary overreacting. But, now there is a situation that’s beyond my control.”
 
   Jackson snorted, but put his paper down. “What is the situation?”
 
   Marsden took a step towards Jackson’s desk. She bit her lip. “Mary’s . . . kinda, very upset over something she found in the computer. I’m worried that she might confront Jane Hansom. I’d like you to watch them and keep Mary from doing something stupid.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Marsden’s shoulders hunched, then she stood tall again. “Mary’s my friend and my sorority sister.” Marsden spat as she spoke, but then sighed. “Mary’s dad’s very proud and influential. If she acted in an unseemly way towards Jane, he might become . . . upset. I can give you your normal fee. It’ll just be for several days, until Mary calms down.”
 
   Jackson didn’t want to admit to himself that the job peaked his interest. If he watched Wellington, he could figure out exactly how to implement his revenge for her manipulation. Marsden was, stupidly, offering to pay him to do that. “Do you know where Wellington is now?”
 
   Marsden’s lips upturned and she nodded. “She’s, ummm, in the sorority house. She’s had a few drinks since we left your office.”
 
    
 
   JACKSON SAT IN HIS CAR, half a block down from the Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority. He examined the lawns of the frats along the block. Here the grass grew long, with patches of dirt. Fast food bags and beer bottles littered the lawns of the weathered houses. The AKA Sorority, to which Wellington belonged, was no exception.
 
   Jackson had waited in his car for almost an hour. He knew Wellington would show herself soon. She didn’t strike Jackson as being a homebody. As if on cue, Wellington exited the sorority house. She’d changed clothes. Jackson looked for signs that she had been upset or drinking in the last couple of hours. The only thing that might give her away was the fact that she had exchanged her usual high heels for flip-flop sandals. Better for balance. She unlocked and got into a recent model silver Mercedes that screamed money. She started the car, accelerated, and squealed down the street. Jackson followed.
 
   After watching Wellington meet with three girls at a café, return to the sorority to change, go to dinner with, what struck Jackson as being an athletic but stupid young man, and finally enter a frat party with the jock, Jackson came to the conclusion that Wellington didn’t do any work or attend any classes. Of course, she might not have Friday classes. Either way, Wellington didn’t strike Jackson as the kind to have a late night study session.
 
   At 2 AM, Jackson parked on yet another street filled with frat houses. In the darkness, the homes almost looked dilapidated and not worth repair. Obnoxious music traveled out of the house Jackson focused on. He was getting sick of following the princess around. However, now was the most important time to watch her. Jackson knew Wellington would be the aggressor of her confrontation with Hansom. Plus, she’d be ten times more likely to confront Hansom while drunk and high, a state she had to be entering right about now.
 
   By 3 AM, the party began to calm. Eight kids had vomited in the bushes and stumbled down the street. Jackson kept count. Within a half an hour of the ninth kid vomiting, Wellington exited the house alone. She didn’t seem like one to stay and help clean. She weaved to her car, parked a block away from Jackson’s, mumbling to herself. The girl was on a mission.
 
   She erratically sped toward campus. Jackson followed, but kept his distance, more for safety than for secrecy. He probably should have stopped her from driving.
 
   As he had assumed, Wellington drove to Mason Hall. Jackson didn’t hesitate to park beside Wellington, nor to get out of his car and grab her by her shoulders as she began to plod to the dorm’s side door.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing, Miss Wellington?”
 
   The intoxicated girl didn’t seem surprised to see Jackson, or at least, her slackened face didn’t express any shock. “I’m going to talk to Jane,” she slurred.
 
   “Jane’s not a partier. She’s probably asleep.” Jackson kept Wellington in his grip. She’d fall over without him.
 
   Wellington tried to smile for several seconds, but her expression ended up as a sneer. “No, she doesn’t like to party. I shoulda . . .” Wellington seemed to actually think for a moment. Suddenly she came back to life. “You know what we should do?”
 
   Jackson didn’t want to know. “What’s that?” He pulled Wellington to her car.
 
   “We should kill Hansom. Come on, it’ll be fun. I can pay you—in more ways than one.” She added the last part in a sing-song voice.
 
   Jackson tried not to let the disgust show. He didn’t think the girl would notice either way.
 
   “Will you help me?”
 
   “If you promise to go home and sleep first.”
 
   “I don’t want to sleep.” The girl rested her hand on Jackson’s chest.
 
   Jackson clung to the hope that she was trying to maintain her balance. As she massaged his chest, he couldn’t lie to himself. There was no hope. Never get romantically involved with a client, especially one like Wellington.
 
   “Is there someone you can call to take you home?”
 
   The girl attempted to smile again. “I have lots of friends. My daddy knows so many people. He got me into Harvard, then Oberlin, now here. He said it’s my last chance at making something of myself.” The girl’s eyes glazed. “Daddy’s very good with computers and numbers.”
 
   “I know, I think I’ve heard of him.”
 
   The girl laughed at Jackson’s comment. “Everyone knows who my father is.” Wellington’s expression became serious. “Promise me you’ll help me kill Hansom.”
 
   “I promise.” Jackson wouldn’t lie to himself, but he had no problem lying to her.
 
   “Yay!” She smiled. She probably would have jumped up and down with joy had she had the motor skills to do so.
 
   Jackson helped the girl into a sitting position on the ground. He guided her head to rest against the side of her car. She didn’t appreciate the gesture and tried to stand, but couldn’t. The ground wasn’t good enough for a Wellington.
 
   Jackson took the keys and cell phone from Wellington’s purse. He found the cell phone number for Marsden logged into the phone and called. As far as Jackson could see, the brunette had been absent from that night’s festivities. Hopefully, she’d be sober enough to pick up Wellington.
 
   She was.
 
   Upon Marsden’s arrival, Jackson gave her Wellington and her possessions. Marsden smiled in thanks and lead the drunk blonde to her Saturn.
 
   “But my baby,” mumbled Wellington, reaching for her car.
 
   “We’ll come back for your car tomorrow,” replied Marsden as she pushed her friend into the Saturn’s passenger seat.
 
   With Wellington taken care of, Jackson turned his attention back to Mason Hall. Only people who lived in the hall would be allowed in at this hour, so he waited for someone to come out of the locked side door, and slipped inside before the door could close. It was past four in the morning. College kids keep the same hours as PI’s. Gotta love dorm life.
 
   Jackson made his way up to the third floor and to Hansom’s room. After examining the big and fancy name tag that said “Jane” on the door, he knocked hard. Several times.
 
   After the fourth round of knocking, Jackson heard noise from inside the dorm room. The girl had awoken. The door opened a crack. Hansom was cautious. “What?” she said in a cracked whisper.
 
   “My name’s Ace Jackson. I’m a private detective. Why does Mary
 
   Wellington want to kill you?”
 
   Hansom’s door opened wider and her eyes seemed more alert and alarmed. “I didn’t know she wanted me to die.”
 
   “She does, she was just outside your dorm building and she told me so.” Hansom gasped and clasped at the cross around her neck.
 
   Jackson gave his best version of a reassuring smile. He thought it best not to tell the girl that Wellington wanted him to help do the dirty job. But, he might have to go out on a limb and tell the truth. “Wellington manipulated my client. I’ve been hired to do some digging and I want to know why Wellington wants you dead.” So, Jackson had technically lied. It’d be bad for business if the public knew he’d been duped.
 
   “Ummm, can I see your business card or some kind of badge before we talk? Something that proves you are who you say you are.” The girl pushed her hair away from her face and put on a pair of glasses.
 
   Jackson attempted another reassuring smile as he took out one of his business cards and handed it to Hansom.
 
   She examined it closely for a good five seconds. Satisfied, she moved to hand it back to Jackson.
 
   “Keep it.”
 
   Hansom stopped mid-motion. She hesitated then waved Jackson into her room. She set Jackson’s card on the corner of a tall dresser. The girl sat on the edge of her bed. Jackson, not wanting to be reduced to sitting in an uncomfortable desk chair, leaned against her desk.
 
   The room was small, definitely designed for one person. Hansom made it cozy with posters, pillows, and a rug. Jackson’s eyes rested on her desk. There was a printer and wires that should hook up to a laptop, but, of course, no laptop. Jackson looked away. A few small shelves were filled with second-hand, bent books. Piles of text books stood beside them. There were more books on her desk, beside her bed, and what looked like a Bible open on her pillow. She’d taken a small piece of a large world and made it her own.
 
   “I’m in a 500 level sociology class. For an assignment, I chose to research and present on sorority hazing and initiation rituals. My professor pushed me to join Alpha Kappa Alpha. It’s one of the university’s most notorious sororities. At the time, I thought I’d do just about anything to get a four point in a grad class. The paper and presentation count for 50 percent of my grade, so I bought some expensive clothes, faked two interviews, and attended several parties and events as a pledge.” She pushed her glasses farther up on her nose. “I somehow got through all the beauty, athletic, and personality tests, all of which were demeaning, but fairly normal.”
 
   The fog began to clear. Wellington was involved with testing the pledges, maybe even in charge of the process. Jackson was sure of it.
 
   “None of what you’ve said so far seems very embarrassing for the sorority or Wellington.”
 
   “I know. I was rather disappointed myself. Until, one night, two days before the sorority would choose its new members, Mary and a few others abducted all the pledges. They blindfolded us and tied our hands and feet together. One by one we were pushed and dunked into the Red Cedar River.”
 
   Hansom paused for a moment, playing with her cross. “Mary screeched about it being an anti-baptism.”
 
   Jackson glanced out the dark window. Given the Red Cedar’s color, it probably did pollute all those pledges. He looked at the cross around Hansom’s neck. She probably took Wellington’s comment as an insult on other levels, too.
 
   “ We had to cross the river. Very dangerous considering the ropes, temperature and blindfolds. The girls that needed to be pulled out were taken back to their homes, most of them crying and bruised.”
 
   “Did you fail?”
 
   Hansom smiled. “No, actually, I made it. I was one of five.” She shrugged. “I was captain of my high school swim team.”
 
   “Then what happened?” Jackson didn’t like where this was going.
 
   Hansom’s smile disappeared. “We were untied. Mary told us to take off our pajamas. She wanted us to march to the sorority house in our underwear. I refused to participate. I have morals and there’s only so much I’ll do for a good grade.” Hansom gave a sardonic smile.
 
   “When I declined, Mary warned me I couldn’t get into the sorority if I didn’t. I was a little upset and cold because of all the hazing.” Jane’s voice trailed off, she was looking at Jackson’s disbelieving face.
 
   “Okay, so I was very upset. Mortified. Angry. Hysterical.” Jane conceded with down turned eyes. She sighed and then continued. “So I told her I didn’t want to join, that I was only researching a paper, that I thought their behavior was disgusting. Stupid me. Mary flipped out. No matter how many times I assured her no names would be used, she wouldn’t calm down. Anne Marsden and a few others, they got Mary to go back to the other pledges. As they walked toward the AKA house, I could see flashes.”
 
   Hansom shook her head, her eyes watering. “Members of some frat were taking pictures of the girls.”
 
   “If you weren’t going to give names, why was Wellington so upset?”
 
   Hansom gave another bitter smile. “Alpha Kappa Alpha has a certain reputation among the students and faculty. If the report was truthful, people would know which sorority it was about. And I would tell the truth, people should know what’s going on. I prayed about it and I knew I had to write my paper,” Hansom said. “Plus, it was way too late to choose another topic for my paper and presentation.”
 
   “Did you finish the paper?”
 
   “Yep, 65 pages all together, then my laptop was stolen.”
 
   Jackson made sure to keep his expression blank at her statement.
 
   Hansom gave a real smile, “Mary was too late, though, I had already emailed a copy of it to my friend for an edit. All I had to do was get into my email at the library and save a copy of it. I handed in a draft of it this—err,” Hansom turned to her clock. “Yesterday morning to my professor. I give my presentation on Monday.”
 
   Jackson smirked. His delay in giving the laptop to Wellington had helped Hansom. “So, by Monday, Wellington and the sorority should be in trouble with the university. No doubt attracting the attention of Wellington’s father.”
 
   Hansom stood up straight. “That explains a lot.” She smiled. Jackson raised his eyebrow in question.
 
   Hansom’s smile widened. “Girls gossip. While pledging, I was told that Mary was, umm, not a respectable girl. Over the years, she’s been kicked out by several prestigious boarding schools. It was only her father’s money that got her into any Ivy League schools. She still managed to raise hell. One of the other pledges told me Mary’s dad was getting sick of all the trouble she caused. MSU was her last chance at freedom before her dad had her committed.”
 
   “To rehab or a mental institution?”
 
   Hansom shrugged. “I don’t know, probably in a wing of one of the family’s mansions or something.”
 
   Jackson smiled. “Thank you for your time, Miss Hansom, sorry to wake you. Be careful for the next day or so. Just until Mr. Wellington takes Mary out of East Lansing. Everything should be fine. I’m watching Mary.”
 
   “Umm, should I call the police? I’ve already told them about my laptop and how it was probably Mary, but they may want to know about this.”
 
   Jackson tried not to cringe. He hated cops. He’d had way too many bad dealings with the E.L. police in the past few years. When they wanted a man, they’d accuse him of anything. Jackson knew that first hand. If there was one thing he didn’t need, it was his name mentioned in one of their reports, especially if they tied him to a bigwig family like the Wellingtons.
 
   A brief image of a probably long dead police detective flashed through Jackson’s mind. Red faced, out of breath, overweight Police Detective Garrett Davis had been the first man to arrest Jackson.
 
   “At this time, I don’t think that should be necessary, especially if you already gave them Wellington’s name in relation to your missing laptop. Plus, it’s not in my client’s interest for Wellington to be involved in any further confrontation.” It was true, but Marsden’s case was far from the front of his mind. Wellington had corrupted enough of the world. She didn’t need to drag down a smart innocent kid like Hansom with her.
 
   The girl nodded. “I have faith this will work out for the best.” Jackson held back a snort and left.
 
    
 
   THE NEXT DAY, with nothing better to do, Jackson decided to spend his Saturday in his office, not too unusual for him. He held a mental debate. He could sit back and wait for Monday. Wellington would be in trouble by then. Or, he could make a call. Bring the girl’s downfall a day or two sooner. After all, she’d been the one to get him involved in her mess. Jackson may as well help with clean up; he was good at it. Not to mention, he’d get some revenge. He wouldn’t leave ends untied, not now. After some research online, Jackson made a call to Paris. He’d hate his next phone bill. After going through several secretaries, he finally spoke with Mr. Wellington.
 
   Jackson told the older man everything he’d witnessed since he first met Mary and what Hansom had told him. “I thought you should know. It’s likely that news of your daughter’s involvement in the sorority’s hazing will begin to spread by Monday.”
 
   Jackson heard Mr. Wellington sigh into the phone. Gotta hurt, knowing your daughter’s a soul eating demon. “Thank you for the information, Mr. Jackson. What is your usual payment for such deeds?”
 
   “No payment is necessary.” Knowing that he had contributed to Mary getting shipped off was all the retribution that Jackson needed. Plus, he wanted to wash his hands of the whole situation, let it be another memory that could drift to the back of his mind.
 
   “I’m thankful that this call didn’t come from a dean or university president for once.” Wellington continued, “It’s rather embarrassing. I will have some men move my daughter out tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Alright.” Jackson said, hanging up. Only one thing left to do.
 
   THAT NIGHT, JACKSON WATCHED as people flocked to the Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority house for what appeared to be a typical Saturday night orgy. Once the party was in full swing, no one noticed him sneak in, find Wellington’s room and take a small silver laptop. As he drove away, he looked back at the sorority. Light cascaded out of the windows, but darkness surrounded the rest of the building. He hoped never to have to see it again.
 
   HOWEVER, HE DID. The next morning, by the light of day, he returned to the sorority. He watched as two vans and a car pulled up in front of the house. Five men entered the sorority and cleared out the stylish belongings of Mary Wellington in only six trips to the vans. Then they brought out Wellington. Her shell of perfection had shattered, her hair fell in chunks around her face, she wore no makeup, and her expression looked like that of a hung-over and lost eight-year-old. The smell of smoke and alcohol wafted all the way over to Jackson across the street. The girl leaned on the men as they escorted her to the car, looking broken, sick. She wasn’t alone. Jackson looked around him at the browning grass and polluted land that was beside the campus.
 
    
 
   THAT AFTERNOON, JACKSON DROVE through the college campus. Without a cloud in the sky, the sun shined down. Several men cut the green grass, scaring away the birds and chipmunks, as Jackson, squinting in the light, drove the route that took him from Mason Hall to the Student Union. He once again watched as Jane Hansom locked her bike to a stand and entered the student union. Jackson sat in his car a few minutes, looking at Beaumont Tower and the well-kept grassy patches that surrounded it. Students milled about, some studying, others talking or throwing Frisbees.
 
   As he climbed out of his car, Jackson picked up the laptop that sat on his car’s passenger seat. Thankfully it was Sunday; the MSU traffic department wouldn’t get a single dime. He entered the Union, then Beaners. He ordered a cup of black coffee, noticed that a cup of tea, Hansom’s backpack and other possessions sat unattended on one of the tables. He set the laptop with her things, holding back a smirk at her unwavering innocence. He exited the café, almost bumping into Hansom who was entering. She looked at him with surprise and, after a moment, recognition. Jackson smiled, nodded and continued to walk, coffee in hand. He didn’t look back.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   AMERICAN ANGEL
 
   MICHAEL MEDINA
 
    
 
   Antioch City, second decade of the 21st century . . .
 
   Lucas Sullivan cut through alleyways, knocking over trash cans, huffing, puffing, gasping for breath, always looking over his shoulder as he ran. This guy’s relentless, he thought to himself. He had to lose him somehow.
 
   He wasn’t going down over that dirty slut. All because he had had a few too many drinks and she wanted to get smart with him. All he did was lay down the law, keep her in line. For crying out loud, she wouldn’t even need stitches!
 
   Plus, she knew that he was on parole. She was trying to get him to mess up. Stupid whore set him up.
 
   Lucas found himself darting down an open sidewalk now. Not good. He had to hide.
 
   The opportunity presented itself as a small group of restaurant employees unloading a delivery truck. They stopped to stare as he hurriedly approached the open loading dock. At the first sign of their protests he drew a gun from his waistband and thrust it toward them, yelling a warning at them to back off. He passed quickly through the kitchen and then stopped. His first instinct was to find a back door into the alley, but that would be his pursuer’s first instinct as well. Retracing his steps, he eyed the freezer door sitting open. He rushed inside, slipping slightly on the glazed over concrete floor. It was dark. Cold and dark. He took care not to let the door close completely. He was smart. He had just seen that episode of I Love Lucy last night.
 
   The irony, however, was lost on him at the moment.
 
   Plus, even if this guy chasing him did think to look in the freezer, here in the darkness Lucas could get the drop on him before his eyes had time to adjust.
 
   Damn, it’s cold.
 
   But he waited patiently, calculating every possible scenario, every course of action, every possible means of escape. This guy would not get the best of him.
 
   He checked his watch. Three-thirty-two p.m. If only he had made his
 
   3:30 flight to Arkansas he could have hidden out at his brother’s house for a while.
 
   Lucas let out a long, frosty breath. At some point he had wrapped his arms around himself. The gun was cold in his hand. He half believed that his tongue would stick to it if he suddenly developed the urge to lick it.
 
   He had no such urge.
 
   That guy had to be long gone by now. It had been, what, eight, ten minutes at least? He checked his watch in the shaft of light coming from the door’s circular window. Three-thirty-five.
 
   Three minutes.
 
   Hmmm. He would give it another two just to be sure.
 
   With eyes constantly monitoring the window, he started rubbing his arms and hopping.
 
   The door hinges squeaked softly. Click. Aw, damn.
 
   He eased toward the door, step by step, once every five seconds. Slowly his eyes came to the window and shifted about. Nothing. He examined the door. Good, a push bar. He wasn’t locked in. He reached for it, then recoiled his hand. No, better wait. Just wait. He checked his watch again. Been roughly another minute and a half.
 
   Good enough. He depressed the push bar, cringed as it clicked loudly, and pushed it open inch by inch, inch by inch, until he could ease his body halfway through. He glanced to the right, then to the left, clutching his gun.
 
   He saw his pursuer for a quarter of a second, the man’s steel-toe boot kicking out, slamming against the door, which slammed against Lucas’ head, which slammed against the door jamb. Lucas dropped like a sack of quick-dry cement and blacked out.
 
   Bounty Hunter James “Wolf-Man” Vega stepped out from behind the freezer door, kicking the gun out of his unconscious quarry’s hand. He stood over him for a few seconds. Finally, in a low, raspy voice he said, “Hey, sunshine.”
 
    
 
   FEDERAL BOUNTY HUNTERS BUREAU: THE NEXT MORNING . . .
 
   “Who’s the skip?” Vega asked, taking the cell phone that Cassius had slid across the desk to him.
 
   “I don’t know—not his name anyway—but it’s high-profile. I know you don’t care much for the limelight but we’re hiring the best for this hunt. Stakes are high.” Cassius, Senior Executive of the Guild of Federal Bounty Hunters, leaned back in his leather chair, stretching out his hand to rest it on the massive oak desk in front of him as he sized up the man sitting at the other end.
 
   James Samuel Vega. Cassius respected the guy. Didn’t know much about him, but he respected him all the same. Vega was quiet and reserved. Stoic. Hardboiled, but as humble as they came. He didn’t cut corners on the job. Didn’t go easy on himself when it came to the hunt. Vega always knew he could do better and was merciless with himself about it. With any other bounty hunter, Cassius would have said that such obsession with the hunt was driven by a lust for money. But Cassius had known Vega for a couple of years now and knew that Vega pushed himself to perfection because he wanted to protect the people of this lousy city. Forget that the city had long since been a lost cause, a cesspool of crime and travesty. Vega was no quitter. He’d still do his job.
 
   A few seconds of silence had dragged on into nearly a minute as Cassius watched Vega skim the details of the hunt on the cell. Vega’s sloping eyebrows and square jaw of heavy five o’ clock shadow gave the man a look of perpetual anger. Finally, Vega said in that low, gravelly voice of his, “Guy sounds familiar.” He looked up and handed the cell back to Cassius.
 
   “He should. It’s our very own Nighttime Candy-Man.” “Sounds like a porn-star.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “But for some reason he decided to become Antioch City’s most notorious kidnapper, child molester, and suspected head of his own child pornography cartel.”
 
   “Maybe it was his lack of acting skills,” Cassius replied. “But why the news stations would glorify this guy with a nickname is beyond me.”
 
   “I hate the press.”
 
   “They made me look good in their piece on the Bureau two months ago.”
 
   “Didn’t say I liked you, either,” Vega replied in that dry, humorless way that he joked without smiling. “So why is this federal?”
 
   “Last kid to disappear was outside state lines.”
 
   “That’s his first mistake.”
 
   “Plus, local cops have enough on their plate, what with the Alpha Syndicate establishing an organized crime presence here. Pile that on top of the rise of the general crime rate and Antioch City has become quite the hellhole.”
 
   Vega didn’t reply right away. Cassius watched him mull over a few details in his head. Finally, “This is the eighteenth kid to go missing.”
 
   “Right. Seven boys, eleven girls.”
 
   Vega said, “One boy escaped some months ago.”
 
   “Didn’t give the authorities much. Cops raided the basement of some derelict apartment complex. Turned up nothing. Might have moved all the evidence—“
 
   “Children.” “What?”
 
   “Children. Not evidence.”
 
   “Yes. He may have moved them, but who knows? Cops weren’t even sure it was the right place. The boy that escaped gave his best guess.” Cassius leaned forward, folding his hands and resting his elbows on the desk. “Thirty-five thousand. What do you say, Vega?”
 
   “I’m on it. Just one thing: I want Jiana with me on this one.” Cassius sighed. “She’s just a kid.”
 
   “She’s eighteen, and she’s sharp. Sharper than I was at her age.”
 
   “She hasn’t done much hunting since she was hired on. Certainly not anything this big.”
 
   “She’s gotta learn some time.” Vega leaned forward onto the desk. “But that’s not why you have a problem with her, is it?”
 
   “I’m just looking out for her well being, Vega.”
 
   “It was nearly a year ago. She’s doing better. I should know if she’s up for this.”
 
   Cassius shrugged, “She’s your girlfriend.” “She’s not my girlfriend.”
 
   Cassius rubbed his palms together slowly. “The two of you live together.” “Tech lives with us, too. Jiana has her own room.”
 
   “You’re twenty-six years old. She moved in when she was seventeen. You have to understand what that looks like to other people.”
 
   “The kid was living out of her car. In this neighborhood that’s a death wish.”
 
   “And does she have any more . . . death wishes?” Cassius asked carefully. Vega’s jaws flexed visibly, holding back the anger of a touchy subject. After a few seconds of awkward silence, he replied, “No. She doesn’t.”
 
   “It’s your call.” Cassius finished the meeting by standing up.
 
   Vega handed his own cell to Cassius, who in turn dropped it into the dock, downloaded the official contract to it and handed it back. Vega tucked it into his coat pocket, stood, and headed toward the door. Cassius said, “Good luck, Vega.”
 
   “There is no luck. Only God.”
 
    
 
   JIANA LYMAN, CALL-SIGN “SLIDER,” was still dressed for the early morning in comfy gray sweats and sleeveless gray hoodie. She pulled her blonde hair up into a high ponytail and went to the kitchen to make lunch. She was the Bureau’s newest rookie bounty hunter. Two hunts, neither of them overly challenging. Neither got physical or abnormally dangerous. Vega had walked her through both of them, but at least they paid. Jiana was proud that she was finally able to carry her end of the rent. She didn’t want to disappoint Vega or seem an inconvenience after all of his hospitality. Up until she received her hunting certification, the best she had to offer was her knack for cooking.
 
   In fact, that was exactly what she was doing at the moment: grilling some chicken breasts, swaying side to side to the arguably less-than-timeless oldie, Shake Your Booty, and doing so when prompted by the chorus. She bobbed her head rhythmically, causing a tap, tap, tapping of the two locks of colorful hair beads that dangled across her left cheek. She was sautéing onions when Vega came into the apartment. Her face brightened. “Hey. Expected you to be gone half the afternoon,” she greeted him, her not-too-thick southern accent sweet as sugar and soft as cotton. “Bounty was just too enticing,” Vega said.
 
   “High price?”
 
   “Not so much that. Just the kind of scumbag you’d enjoy taking off the streets. Couldn’t pass up the chance.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The Candy-Man.”
 
   Jiana stopped stirring her onions and looked at Vega with big brown eyes wide, her mouth half-open in a response she wasn’t yet sure how to phrase.
 
   “You want in?” Vega asked.
 
   “This is the Candy-Man? From the news? “Yeah.”
 
   Jiana looked away, brow furrowing as she considered. When a slight smile curled the corners of her mouth she looked back up at Vega and said, “I would love the opportunity.” The word “I” came out like “Ah,” as was a habit of her southern heritage.
 
   Vega smiled inwardly. She hadn’t even asked how much. She just wanted to help. “Jiana,” he said, all seriousness now, “This’ll be a tough one . . . mentally . . . emotionally.”
 
   Jiana’s voice was somber now, “I know,” she said, nodding.
 
   “These are kids. Lots of bad things have happened to them.”
 
   Jiana’s silence was enough of an affirmation that she understood. “You can say no . . . if you’re not up for it.”
 
   “I’m up for it.”
 
   Vega paused, then nodded, “All right.”
 
   FOR THE NEXT HOUR, Jiana went over the details of the hunt while Vega was on the phone with a friend in the ACPD obtaining information from the police investigation thus far. He came out of his bedroom, still on the phone, to find Jiana pacing back and forth in the living room, her hands steepled in front of her face.
 
   “Thanks, Alexis,” Vega said into the phone. “I owe you one.” He slapped his phone closed.
 
   Jiana was quick to speak. “Hey, I’ve got an idea.” “What’s up?”
 
   “Dale was arrested two years ago for possession of child pornography. He would have lost the club had the charges not been dropped. I’ll go get dressed.” She tried to head off to her room, all gung-ho and ready to hit the streets, when Vega took her by the wrist. His hand ever-so-slightly brushed across the elongated pale scar set across it. She had an identical scar on her other wrist. More than ever the feeling of it stood out to him.
 
   “Jiana—no.”
 
   “Vega, this is an opening.”
 
   “Not you. If you think this is worth it I’ll question him myself, but you’re not going.“
 
   “He won’t talk to you. He’ll talk to me. I know he will.”
 
   Vega sighed. The truth was that he didn’t want Jiana anywhere near Dale Bakke. This was the creep who “helped” Jiana when she was down and out. Abandoned by her mother when she was sixteen she ran away from home. She made her way to Antioch where she found herself homeless and desperate for money, working odd jobs that she could never hold on to.
 
   When she was seventeen, Dale Bakke did her the “favor” of allowing her to work at his club as a dancer. Strip club owners aren’t typically known as a respectable bunch, but the average owner would not jeopardize his business by hiring underage dancers. Dale took the risk because of his previously mentioned partiality to young girls. He expected Jiana to show how grateful she was for his help, and he expected it soon. After four months on the job she was nearing her eighteenth birthday, and Dale became more blatant in his desire to get her into bed. Somehow, in his mind, it just wouldn’t be as stimulating to score Jiana once she was of age.
 
   Jiana was no angel, but she refused him—adamantly. It cost her job and, eventually, her apartment. Soon afterward she attempted suicide. It was then that Vega saved her life.
 
   Vega now looked at the young woman in front of him, sometimes still that lost little girl he first met under less than ideal circumstances. Although she never admitted it, Vega knew it was not just losing her job that drove her to attempt suicide. There was something else. Something she was not yet ready to tell him.
 
   No, Vega could not allow her to be put into such an emotionally volatile position just to help him. Maybe Cassius was right.
 
   But then, she was an adult.
 
    
 
   FOR ALL OF ITS’ MULTI-COLORED CITY LIGHTS, brightly animated holo-board advertisements, zooming trams and propulsor-powered monorails high overhead, the average downtown flashiness was dwarfed by the florescent gaudiness of the neon lights of The Kitty Club. Vega and Jiana left the car with the valet in front, bypassed the line and approached the bouncer at the front door. Vega pulled at the chain around his neck, showing what looked like a pair of dog tags but was in fact one dog tag and a gold hunter’s badge the size of a dog tag. Holding it up, he allowed the bouncer to verify it with a handheld scanner as Vega identified himself. “Federal bounty hunters. We need to speak with your boss.”
 
   Jiana followed suit with her dog tags.
 
   The bouncer, tall, stone-faced, and with a voice as deep as Barry White’s, said “Mr. Bakke is busy at the moment. I’ll have to ask you to leave.”
 
   Jiana stepped forward. “Tell him Jiana Lyman wants to talk to him. He’ll know who I am.“
 
   “Sir,” Vega interjected, “your boss is in no trouble, I assure you, but if you wish we can obtain a warrant. Just know that if we have to, we’ll also come back with a few questions concerning the validity of his liquor license. . . and not before a full background check on you,” Vega leaned forward and eyed his name tag, “LeKendrick.”
 
   LeKendrick peered down at the shorter hunter, who returned the look with a polite smile. LeKendrick turned his back on the two and pressed his headset to his ear, whispering. Finally, he faced them again and said, “Mr. Bakke will meet you at the bar.”
 
   Jiana passed him by, “I know the way.” Vega followed.
 
   Inside, Jiana found herself surprisingly uncomfortable for such a familiar setting. Looking over her shoulder she spied Vega, eyes alert but diverted more to the ground and away from the topless bodies seductively gyrating against the poles on stage. Jiana smiled. In spite of his unshakable stoicism he always seemed shy in places like this.
 
   He’s so cute. Her giggle was lost in the deafening thrum of music.
 
   Dale Bakke was at the end of the bar, cleaning a glass. He was a thick, balding, sweaty lump with a plump, red nose and an offensive way about him. When the two approached him, his first comment confirmed his appalling nature. “Jiana! Take a look at you. You could still put asses in the seats, sweetheart.”
 
   Jiana ignored the comment, just like the old days. “We need to talk in private, Dale.”
 
   He looked past her at Vega. “Who’s the statue?” “My conscience.”
 
   Dale eyed him warily, and then jerked his head toward the back. “In my office.”
 
   DALE’S OFFICE WALLS WERE ADORNED with naked women and framed photos of him shaking hands with various celebrity customers. He walked in first, asking what the visit was about. When Jiana used the phrases “Nighttime Candy-Man“ and “child pornography ring” Dale Bakke froze in mid-stride, turned on his heels, and said “I have nothing to do with that.”
 
   “Didn’t say you did,” Vega replied, speaking for the first time.
 
   “No, but what you are saying is that I’m somehow involved with people that do. Whatever charges were brought against me were dropped—“
 
   “By legal loopholes, not lack of evidence,” Jiana interjected.
 
   “Nevertheless, if you’re somehow trying to trap me, you can forget about it. I’m not involved in anything.”
 
   Vega stepped forward, his voice menacing, “We’re not interested in you, Mr. Bakke. Barring current evidence we’re perfectly happy to leave you be. All we want is a name. Or we can start digging, starting with your internet transactions.”
 
   “However deplorable my clients may be, I don’t delve into their personal lives, and wouldn’t betray their privacy even if I did.”
 
   “We’re talking about children, Dale. Children!“ Jiana said. Dale smirked, “Like you got a place to stand, Ji-ji?”
 
   It was in that instant that Dale found his breath cut off. Vega clamped his hand onto Dale’s throat and tossed him backward onto his own desk. Dale clawed at Vega’s hand to no avail. Vega leaned over and whispered into his ear, “That’s not nice.” He pinched Dale’s trachea harder. “Now, how ‘bout a name.”
 
   Dale’s voice barely pushed past his throat, “I . . . don’t . . . know . . . nothin’! Whatever . . . I used to be involved in . . . was all video and pictures off the net.” Vega loosened his grip just slightly. Dale continued, “I ain’t never bought no kid. Don’t know anything about no kidnappings. I ain’t never touched no kid!”
 
   “Yeah,” Vega said, “You’re a real standup guy.” He took a beer mug from Dale’s desk, slammed it down next to his head, and, taking hold of Dale’s thinning hair, set the back of his skull on the rim of the mug. Vega drew his 9 mm HK pistol and pressed the barrel against Dale’s forehead. “Last chance. I’m getting thirsty.”
 
   “Alright! There might be one guy that comes here. Heard rumors about him. Don’t know nothing solid.”
 
   “A name, Dale.” Vega pulled back the hammer of his gun. Dale hesitated.
 
   Vega took the gun and pointed it down at Dale’s foot. “How ‘bout I take off a pinky toe. Nobody really needs a pinky toe.”
 
   “Alright, alright! The name’s Alfred Glass. High roller in these parts. Comes here three times a week. Got his address in my desk.”
 
   Slowly, Vega holstered his gun, pulled Dale back up by the hair, and gave him a push around the desk, where Dale got the address out of a client roster. “You were right, Jiana. He is an easy guy to talk to.”
 
   Jiana smiled sweetly. “Told you so.”
 
    
 
   GIVEN THE CAPACITY THAT THE CHURCH COULD HOLD, the shortage of members in attendance made it look all the more empty. Vega was there, eyes closed as he listened to the closing prayer. On his left was his other roommate, Joseph “Tech” Gardner. African-American, tall, lean, and muscular, Tech was the brains behind Vega’s more technologically demanding hunts.
 
   Vega wished that Jiana were also here. She would have fit in very well with the youth group. They may have been mostly church kids since birth, but they were understanding and accepting.
 
   Jiana had no problem with Vega’s faith. It was one of the things she loved about him. She only expressed that she wasn’t ready for it herself. “Maybe someday,” she had said, making no promises.
 
   “So, you said this morning that you need some help on this one?” Tech asked, drawing Vega out of his thoughts as the congregation stood to leave. “I need access to Alfred Glass’s financial records. I need to know if
 
   Bakke’s information on this guy was accurate.”
 
   “You mean you can’t take the strip club owner’s word for it? Lying is morally reprehensible. Why would a guy like that stoop so low?”
 
   “Funny.”
 
   “I’m going to need the name of his bank.”
 
   “First National. Jiana got it out of his files while he was getting me
 
   Glass’s address.”
 
   “That was easy. Hardly worth the two grand you’re paying me.” “I can pay you less.”
 
   “Well, when you hire the best you expect to pay top dollar. Don’t even trip about it, g. Get me to my laptop and I’ll have your information in under fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Done deal,” Vega said. “I’ll meet you at Shannon’s.”
 
   “Alright, then.” Tech and Vega parted ways. Tech left in his truck. Vega was just about to climb onto his motorcycle when Roddy Darlington, youth pastor of the church, called out to him. Vega turned to see Roddy waving him down. Roddy turned away to say a few quick words to a handful of boys and girls from his youth group, and then jogged over to Vega.
 
   Vega smiled to acknowledge him. Roddy was a good guy. He was tall and clean cut. Late twenties, wire-framed glasses, and a slight spike to his sandy blonde hair. He had obtained his masters’ degree in business but was now in his first year of seminary. He had turned down a good selection of well-paying jobs because he professed, quite enthusiastically, that the Lord was leading him to a life of spreading the gospel. “What’s up, Roddy?”
 
   “Brother James,” Roddy responded with a bright smile and brotherly embrace.
 
   Vega wasn’t much for hugging, but managed to work an arm around him.
 
   “Pastor Steiger tells me you’re on a new hunt.” “As of yesterday.”
 
   “Don’t worry, he didn’t tell me the details. But he did imply that it wasn’t your average hunt. I got the impression that it’s going to be dangerous.”
 
   “There’s really not much to imply anything dangerous, it’s just that . . . well, a lot is riding on this one. A lot of people to protect.”
 
   “I understand,” Roddy said, his smile fading to a more serious expression. “Pastor Steiger said that he prayed with you. If you don’t mind, I’d like to do the same.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Roddy placed his hand on Vega’s shoulder, and the two of them bowed their heads. “Father God,” Roddy began, “we come before You today on behalf of Your faithful servant, James Vega, and for Jiana Lyman. We ask that You would grant them wisdom and protection as they seek justice in this job which You have placed before them. We ask that You place Your guardian angels around them, guide them, and keep them in Your care. Show them Your perfect will. Bless them and strengthen them in this hunt, and grant them success. It‘s in the holy name of Your Son, Jesus Christ, that we pray this. Amen.”
 
   “Amen.”
 
   “Take care, brother,” Roddy finished with a slap of Vega’s shoulder. Vega smiled again. Roddy had a way of making him do that. “Alright, man.”
 
    
 
   SEATED AT A BOOTH at the Seven Days Cafe, Tech’s hands flew across his laptop, eyes fixed, unblinking, on the screen. Vega watched, curious about the lightning fast thoughts and the well of limitless technical knowledge Tech employed without so much as a pause to consider his next move.
 
   “Check this out,” Tech said, angling the laptop toward Vega. “Glass seems pretty clean for the most part, unless you know to look for something. But here’s this: Glass owns a lot of businesses and has a lot of money moving around. Over the last eight months there’s been several large amounts of money passing through one particular business that doesn’t do anything.”
 
   “Dummy corporation.”
 
   “Yeah. And then I tracked where all this money was going. It was filtered into a host of smaller businesses owned by, get this, Vandric Cane.” “Vandric Cane, black market kingpin. Probably not local, but he’s long been
 
   suspected of buying and selling children out of Romania. Sounds like our guy.”
 
   “And a guy like Glass doesn’t go to Vandric Cane unless he’s soliciting child prostitutes. How does he continue to get away with something like that?” “Cane and Glass both get away with things for the same two reasons.
 
   Money, and lots of the right people in his pocket. Good work, Joseph.” Tech shrugged. “I was always smarter than you.”
 
   “But I was always prettier.”
 
   “Naw, Jiana’s got you hands down on that.”
 
   Vega considered that. Then, “Mmm, no, definitely me.” He stood, threw on his trench coat, and headed toward his motorcycle.
 
    
 
   “I DON’T KNOW ABOUT THIS, JIANA.”
 
   “I think it’s a great idea, girl. Creative,” Tech countered.
 
   “I thought so, too,” Jiana replied proudly, her hands clasped behind her, swaying side to side. She turned to Vega, her tone imploring, “It’ll work, Vega, I promise.”
 
   “I’m sure it will. It’s just . . .” Vega didn’t finish the statement. He really didn’t have a reason to dislike her plan. When did I star t acting like an old guy?
 
   “You don’t have to be my dad or nothin’, you know?” It was like she read his mind.
 
   “If I was your dad I’d ground you.”
 
   “I’d sneak out my window and go anyway.” “She got you there,” Tech said.
 
   Vega pointed at him. “You’re not helping.”
 
   “It’s not like I want to do this.” She indicated her shirt, “I haven’t worn this thing since I was at the club. It’s embarrassing, but it’ll work.”
 
   “I can tell it’s been a while. It’s too tight on you now.”
 
   “It’s always been this tight. Why? Do I look like I’ve gained weight?” “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “Yes you did.”
 
   “Yes, you did,” Tech agreed.
 
   Vega looked Jiana up and down. Her shirt bore the Kitty Club name and showed off a lot of midriff. Her jeans looked like they were almost painted on. She wore calf-high black boots with sky-high heels, making her almost as tall as Vega. “It’s not like you’re forcing me,” she pleaded.
 
   Vega dropped his head and shook it, sighed. “Yeah, it’ll work.”
 
   Jiana bounced excitedly on her toes, clapping. “I’ll go get my gun.” She ran off to her room and slammed the door.
 
   Vega called at her futilely, “It’s not like you can hide it anywhere!”
 
   He and Tech stood there, silent. Tech shook his head. “How could you let her wear that?“
 
   Vega shot an incredulous glare at him. Tech, triumphant grin on his face, walked to his room and shut the door.
 
   Vega heard a muffled laugh.
 
    
 
   “I FEEL LIKE AN IDIOT,” Jiana said, puckering her candy-apple-red lips at the rearview mirror to check her lipstick.
 
   “It was your idea.”
 
   “I know. It seemed smarter before I had to leave the house dressed like this. I look trashy.”
 
   “You look fine.” “I’m cold.”
 
   “It’s seventy degrees out.” “I’m cold.“
 
   “You’re just nervous.”
 
   Changing the subject, she said, “Seriously, Vega, do I look like I’ve gained weight.”
 
   “Would you get off that? I didn’t mean it that way.”
 
   Jiana poked at her stomach self-consciously, testing the sponginess of it. “Maybe I have,” she said, unconvinced by Vega’s assurances.
 
   Vega sighed. “No, girl, you’re a total hottie,” he said, as if for her benefit, making the comment as monotone and expressionless as he could.
 
   Jiana smiled widely, “Really?” Vega grumbled.
 
   She playfully tapped him on the shoulder with her fist. “I’m just messing with you. You‘re so serious all the time.”
 
   Vega turned his head to the window, smiling where she couldn’t see him. “You ready?” she asked. When Vega nodded, she leaned out the window
 
   and pressed the intercom button by Glass’s gate entrance.
 
   The phone on Glass’s desk beeped rather than ringing, signaling an internal call. Glass reached over and pressed the speakerphone button.
 
   “Yes?” he said.
 
   “Mr. Glass, sir. There’s a young lady at the front gate claiming to be from the Kitty Club. She says she has a special invitation from Mr. Bakke that he wished to be delivered in person, with his regards.” 
 
   Glass smiled devilishly, “Bakke usually sends two of them, but who am I to complain? Very well, let her in. Hold all my calls as well.” He leaned back in his chair, stretched. He could see the silver Mustang on his security monitor roll through the gate and make its way along the large, teardrop shaped driveway.
 
   The closer it drew, the faster Alfred Glass’s blood pumped. He stood and went downstairs.
 
    
 
   GLASS REACHED FOR THE DOORKNOB at the first ding of the doorbell. Opening it, he leered eagerly at the young lady on his doorstep, all petite and curvaceous and blonde, dressed in those tight jeans and even tighter Kitty Club tee shirt that showed off that perfect belly. He started to sweat.
 
   “Hey there,” Jiana greeted, mustering a mischievous smile.
 
   “Hey, baby. You new to the club?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow as he looked her over.
 
   “Only just started.”
 
   “I like your belly ring, honey. Those hair beads, too.”
 
   Creep, she thought to herself. “You’re cuter than Bakke mentioned,” was what she said, instead.
 
   Glass blushed like a schoolboy.
 
   Jiana entered, brushing past his right shoulder, capturing his eyes with hers.
 
   He turned away from the door, not wanting to lose her gaze . . .
 
   That was when Vega stepped through the door and punched him in the back of the head.
 
   Glass stumbled toward Jiana, who tripped him, sending him to the floor. Vega tossed Jiana her gun. She held it to Glass’s head while Vega cuffed him. All the while, Alfred Glass whimpered like a newborn puppy.
 
   After being unceremoniously dragged into the nearest room, which happened to be a secondary office just past the foyer, Galls found himself being thrown into the closest chair.
 
   Jiana locked the door while Vega simply stood in front of Glass, hands crossed behind his back, staring Glass down, his brow furrowed and his jaw set. Vega noticed that Glass, even in the midst of all his terror, couldn’t help a fleeting glance at Jiana when she bent over to tuck her gun into her boot.
 
   Vega shook his head.
 
   Glass’s eyes darted back and forth between Vega and Jiana. In that way that terror can also bring about a total lapse in common sense, Glass asked, “So, is there really no party at the club?”
 
   Vega finally spoke, voice calm and menacing, saying “I can give you a lap dance if you like.”
 
   Glass turned a look of both fear and confusion upon him. Vega shrugged, “Best offer you’re getting today.”
 
   The room hung in silence for a handful of long, thick seconds. Then, Vega took a breath and said, ominously, “Tell me about the Candy-Man.”
 
   Glass spoke through nervous breaths, “What?”
 
   Vega sighed, frustrated. “Let’s try again. The Nighttime Candy-Man.” “I don’t know that freak!”
 
   “How about Vandric Cane?”
 
   “Who? I—I don’t know any—“
 
   “You’re lying!” Glass jumped visibly at the sudden rise in Vega’s tone. “I—I’m not, I swear to God.”
 
   “Oh, well then. If a guy like you swears to God, he couldn’t possibly be lying.”
 
   “Well, uh, look, I . . .”
 
   “You’ve been paying his people for child sex slaves.” “I didn’t say that!”
 
   “I didn’t ask if you did.”
 
   “I don’t know who you people are but you can’t do this!”
 
   Vega looked past Glass at Jiana, who had gone to the computer on the desk and hooked up a remote modem which transmitted the contents of the hard drive everything to Tech in a van three blocks away. After a minute, Tech’s voice crackled in Vega’s ear piece. The voice was uncharacteristically upset for Vega’s wise-cracking friend.
 
   “Vega, there’s stuff on his hard drive I can’t even look at. Kids, dozens of them. He’s into some serious, hard-core child pornography. It looks like—“ Tech’s voice cut off, obviously deeply troubled at some picture or video that had popped up on his screen. His voice came back, straining to be composed, “It looks like he’s been dealing with Cane for a while now. As far back as a year or more, according to his financial records. Hold on—it looks like he was supposed to meet with him today for . . . my God, Vega. This guy’s not just buying from Cane. He gets his pick of the new kids from every shipment, and one’s going down today. It doesn’t say where or when, but it’s definitely today.”
 
   A surge of heat swelled through Vega’s entire body. He started to tremble in a fit of barely-contained rage. He looked at Jiana again, who also heard what Tech had to say. She was turned three-quarters away from him, but he could see her face was red. She pulled her hair back behind her ear and wiped her eyes.
 
   Vega heard her sniffle.
 
   “Tell me about Vandric Cane.” “I don’t know—“
 
   “Tell me about today’s shipment!”
 
   The change in Glass’s eyes told Vega that he knew all about the shipment. “I just said, I—“
 
   “TELL ME ABOUT VANDRIC CANE!!!” Vega charged at him, pushed him backward out of the chair and to the floor. Grabbing him by the lapels, Vega jerked Glass’s head off the floor, corkscrewing his gun into Glass’s temple.
 
   Glass screamed in wordless terror, tears forming in his eyes.
 
   “Now you want to cry, Glass? Like those children cried when they saw you coming?”
 
   Vega’s gun was trembling in his hand.
 
   Glass finally spoke, weeping, his voice and his will broken, “Cane has a new shipment of kids coming within the hour! I don’t know where!” His head slumped to the floor, defeated.
 
   “Is he the Candy-Man?”
 
   “No. The Candy-Man is a nobody, a pawn. He’s Cane’s bookkeeper. I don’t know his name. Cane sets him up with a new kid every month for payment. He’ll be at the Best Sleep Motel to meet the new kid just before the shipment goes down. Room 19. Please,” he whimpered, “that’s all I know.”
 
   It took a full thirty seconds of pure will, but Vega finally pulled the gun away from Glass’s head. He adjusted the collar of his coat, then said to Jiana, “Let’s get him out of here.”
 
    
 
   ALFRED GLASS, NOW HANDCUFFED to his own front gate, was unable to argue for his freedom. Not willing to impede a federal investigation, Glass’s men could do little to stop the two bounty hunters from taking him.
 
   Jiana was at the car trunk pulling out a light tan sweatshirt, eyes now dry and diverted to the ground, yet still she sniffled.
 
   “You okay?” Vega asked.
 
   “I hate this stupid shirt. I feel like a slut.” Her voice was weak, and cracked with that last word. She put the sweatshirt on to cover the more revealing one she wore, flipping her hair out of the collar.
 
   “I think you look nice.”
 
   She smiled, just barely. “I think you’re a lying bastard.”
 
   That made Vega smile a little in return, but quickly his smile faded. He nudged Jiana’s chin with his finger. “We’re gonna nail these guys, Jiana. Every last one of them.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can. These kids—if we let them down—if we fail—I . . . I can’t live with that.”
 
   Vega took her by the shoulders and forced her to look him in the eyes. “All you can do for them is try.”
 
   Jiana nodded, eyes back to the ground, “I’ll try.” She jutted her chin toward Glass, “I can’t believe I used to dance for guys like that. Makes me feel so damn worthless sometimes.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “And why you’d ever bother to give me a chance—“
 
   “Don’t say that!” Vega was stern now, angry. “Don’t ever let these people tear you apart. That’s what they want. They want to destroy everything that’s good and innocent and right. They want to destroy your will, your heart, and make you theirs. They can’t do that—you surrender. That’s what weakness does, and you’re not weak. You’re not worthless. You’re better than that! Don’t let anyone tell you you’re not.”
 
   “I’m not better!” Jiana screamed, pushing Vega on the chest. “I’m afraid! I can’t do this! I can’t look these kids in the eye and know that I danced around in my little girl outfits and my pigtails sucking on a lollipop and talking in my cutesy little voice while I rubbed myself all over them! I was their fantasy! I drove them to fulfill that with these kids! I . . . can’t . . . accept . . . that!“ Jiana had tears in her eyes again. She sat on the edge of the trunk, face buried in hands.
 
   Vega slammed his hand down on the trunk, making Jiana jump. He yelled back, “Then don’t accept it! But do something about it! Stop pretending like you’re the one who has to bear everyone’s sins. You forced them into nothing. Nothing!” Vega paused to compose himself, then took her by the chin and gently made her look at him. He softened his tone. “You don’t have to be perfect to do the right thing. You just gotta have a little faith.”“ “In what? God? Spare me the Sunday School lesson, ‘Wolf-Man,’ I’m not buying.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Why should I ‘just have faith’?” she said, her hands doing a strange little dance.
 
   “Because He has faith in you.”
 
   Jiana took that in, staring at the ground. When she looked up, her chestnut-brown eyes were worried and she was shaking her head. “I’m not sure that I’m strong enough to finish this.”
 
   Vega took hold of her scarred wrist. “Strength won’t come from the good moments. It’s not about how easily you handle adversity, but how much further you’re willing to push when you have nothing left.”
 
   Jiana exhaled a deep breath, then bit her lower lip, considering. “Do you
 
   have faith in me?” she asked. “Always.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Figure out why God has faith in you, then you’ll know why I do. Now go change out of those sky-highs and put on your guns, we have to roll.”
 
   Just as he spoke that last sentence, police sirens arose in the distance. Their lights came flashing from the end of the street. They were coming for Glass. Slowly, Vega and Jiana separated and got into the car, headed for the Best Sleep Motel, room 19.
 
   THE MOTEL MANAGER CHECKED HIS RECORDS. The room was paid for under a name Vega didn’t recognize. Almost certainly an alias.
 
   With weapons drawn he and Jiana approached the room. Vega was on the phone with Tech. “So they have Glass in custody? And you sent them the information off his computer? Good. Tell Alexis to stand by. As soon as we have the Candy-Man we’ll get a location from him on Cane and the kids.”
 
   “You think he’ll talk?” Tech asked.
 
   “He’ll talk to me. When he does, Alexis will need to have ACPD move in on the location as quickly as possible.”
 
   “You two be careful, ah-ight.”
 
   “Careful is for the timid.” Vega hung up the phone. The two of them stopped on either side of the door, away from the windows. Vega took a key card from his trench coat. They would enter quietly in case it was the wrong room or if any more of Cane’s men were in the motel somewhere.
 
   Jiana, carrying a compact DC-14 tactical sub-machine gun courtesy of the Guild’s arms locker, placed her hand silently on the door handle to the room. Her heart pounded.
 
   Back against the wall, HK side-arm in hand, Vega slid the card into the lock. The instant the door clicked Jiana pulled the handle. Vega turned into the room, gun thrust out in front of him, and Jiana followed, her weapon tucked into her shoulder, muzzle out in front to cover Vega.
 
   The first thing that Vega saw was a small boy sitting in the corner on the floor, hugging his legs, with tears streaming down his cheeks. In the same second Vega swept his gun left, bringing himself face to face with the
 
   Nighttime Candy-Man.
 
   The Candy-Man looked upon Vega, and a look of surprise and grief came upon him. He stumbled away from Vega as if struck in the heart by an arrow, collapsing into a chair by the bed. He could not tear his eyes away from the hunter as he struggled for words. Finally, pained and grieved, he said “James?”
 
   Vega, once so stoic and hardboiled, found himself without words. Numb. Lost . . .
 
   He was looking upon the Candy-Man: his brother, his friend, Roddy
 
   Darlington.
 
   “It was me, James? You were hunting me?”
 
   Jiana was behind Vega, dumbstruck. An air of sadness in her face. She went over to the little boy in the corner, kneeling down. In some far away part of Vega’s consciousness he heard Jiana whisper, “Are you okay, honey?” to the boy.
 
   Vega was shaking his head. “My God, Roddy. What have you done?” Everything in him screamed its want for this to be some mistake, some joke. But it wasn’t. “All this time, you’ve . . .” Vega stopped. There just weren’t any words.
 
   Roddy’s eyes drifted away from Vega’s. They moved all over the room absently, as if waking up to what he had done. Roddy’s face took on a look of resignation, wandering, pain. “I never meant for it to go this far.”
 
   “Don’t give me excuses,” Vega snapped back.
 
   Roddy spoke quietly, contritely, as if in confession. “It just started out as pictures. Videos. They were all adults. It was all legal. And then I . . .” he cleared his throat. “I started going places to see it. Then one night I picked up a prostitute.” Silent tears rolled from his eyes. “It’s like it wasn’t me. I wanted to stop, but I couldn’t.”
 
   “They’re kids, Roddy.” Vega was trembling all over. He felt he might collapse. His eyes welled.
 
   “But eventually I just . . . it became frustrating. I wanted to find someone to love, but there’s so much compromise with people today, even in church. I couldn’t find any good, innocent girls. It . . . it turned into an obsession. I wanted someone innocent to love. I didn’t want used goods. I needed someone pure. My business education helped me to get a job as Cane’s bookkeeper. As payment, he gave me easy access to a child once a month. It was like everything just worked out. It became so easy. I fell in love with the innocence—“ “Don’t!” Vega’s teeth were clenched. A tear streaked his cheek. He
 
   shook his head, angered. “Don’t call it love.”
 
   Roddy’s eyes found Jiana, still by the little boy, and he referred to her as he said “Do you ever think about her . . . that way? She was a stripper when you met her. She was seventeen. Did you ever have thoughts about her?”
 
   “I never touched her, Roddy. “” “We all sin, James.”
 
   “That’s a choice.”
 
   “We’re all born into sin.”
 
   “That’s an excuse.” Vega’s hands tensed even more around his gun. Roddy fell silent again. Jiana walked the boy out of the room.
 
   “I would never hurt you, James. You can put the gun down.”
 
   No, he couldn’t. He kept it aimed at Roddy. “Did you touch that boy?” “Didn’t have the chance.”
 
   “Did—“ Vega didn’t want to ask, but had to. “Did you ever touch any of the kids in the youth group?” Vega wanted desperately for the answer to be no. Not just for the children’s sake, but for the fact that if it was yes he was afraid he would shoot Roddy in the head.
 
   Roddy took in a long, trembling breath and looked up at Vega. Finally, “No.”
 
   “You’re going to tell me about Vandric Cane and the shipment of children. Then you’re going to jail.”
 
   Roddy slowly reached behind himself and pulled out a gun. “Stop,” Vega warned.
 
   Roddy set it in his lap. “I can’t go to jail. You know what they do to guys like me?”
 
   “Am I supposed to feel sorry for you?” Vega asked. But strangely, some small part of him looked at the broken and fallen man before him and felt very sorry for him.
 
   Jiana, having left the boy with motel security, came back into the room. Roddy’s eyes became vacant, empty, as if he were watching something
 
   tragic happen that Vega could not see. “Cane is in the warehouse across the street, James. The deal is going down right now. He has a laptop with him that he uses for all of his illegal transactions. It’s my laptop. It has the locations of the other sixteen kids I kidnapped and the kids from Cain’s past purchases, as well as records of all Cain’s dealings, suppliers, and his entire client list. The list . . . it’s a virtual Who’s-Who of Antioch’s richest and most powerful. Even has a few famous names from around the country.” Roddy’s hand tightened around his gun. “You two are going to ruin a lot of lives.”
 
   “And save more.”
 
   “I know. That’s why I told you about it. Maybe now God will forgive my sins.”
 
   “You have to stop, Roddy. Time to repent.”
 
   The tears now poured from Roddy’s eyes. He said, hoarsely, “I can’t stop.” “I’ll help you.”
 
   “No. I’m sorry, James. I can’t face the church. Not after this.” Roddy raised the gun up under his own chin.
 
   Vega pulled his trigger first. Jiana jumped, yelped at the blast. Roddy’s head snapped back, as blood splashed the wall behind him. The Nighttime Candy-Man slumped forward, his gun falling, unfired, to the carpet.
 
   Behind Vega, Jiana fell deathly silent.
 
   Vega’s chin quivered. He wiped his eyes, and holstered his weapon. He felt Jiana’s hand gently take hold of his. He didn’t fully know why he had pulled the trigger first. Maybe he thought Roddy was going to aim at him. Maybe he couldn’t stand to see the once-youth-pastor blow his own brains out . . .
 
   Maybe he just wanted to kill him for what he had done. At this point, Vega just wasn’t sure.
 
   An entire silent minute passed. Neither wanted to move, to push any further. They had nothing left.
 
   But they had a job to do.
 
   Jiana squeezed Vega’s hand, and labored to say, “There’s no time to wait for the cops. We have to go.”
 
   As they exited the room and jogged for the warehouse, Vega whispered a prayer. “My Lord, and my Savior, grant us a peaceful resolution to this hunt, if that is Your will. And if not, then grant us victory in combat.”
 
    
 
   THE WAREHOUSE AC ROSS THE STREET . . .
 
   Vandric Cane was a proud man. African-American, very dark skinned, bald, stocky and strong, he had a look on his face that gravitated between ice-cold intelligence and boredom with life and all its’ aspects. He was wearing an expensive suit and he held Roddy’s laptop at his side like a briefcase. He knew nothing of the recent death of his bookkeeper, nor of the bounty hunters crossing the street at this very moment to intercept him, nor of the cops that were a mere five minutes away, alerted by the hunters themselves. It was just business as usual today. Very big business.
 
   He faced Matei Firan, ex-Romanian special forces turned black market boss behind all sales of child sex slaves out of his country. Shaking hands with him, Vandric spoke in his deep, powerful voice, “Always good to see you, Matei.”
 
   “It has been a good day, Mr. Cane.”
 
   The shutter at the front of the warehouse lifted, and a cargo truck rolled onto the streets carrying Cane’s largest purchase yet: seventy-five Romanian children.
 
   A commotion arose from the entrance. Gunfire erupted. Cane saw two individuals, a man and a young woman, both holding SWAT-issue DC-14 automatic weapons, first shouting at the truck to stop, and then firing at the tires. The truck screeched against the pavement and sped away before taking any critical damage.
 
   Cane heard the words “Federal bounty hunters, freeze!” before his four bodyguards and Firan’s four opened fire on the hunters.
 
   The warehouse erupted with echoed chatters of gunfire from all three parties. Firan lost two men within seconds. Cane was grabbed by his guards and herded into the back of his car, secret-service style. Looking back for a moment, Cane caught a glimpse of Firan jerking from two bullets to the chest, his gun falling from his hands as he tipped backwards. He was dead before he hit the ground.
 
   AT THE ENTRANCE, Vega saw Cane being pushed into the car. Then he saw the metallic glint of Roddy’s laptop in Cain’s hand and thanked God that his onetime friend was at least honest about one thing in the end. He signaled to Jiana to advance on the car. He did the same, bullets sparking off the concrete floor and splintering crates all around him.
 
   A guard slammed Cane’s door shut and opened fire on the hunters, grunting as a barrage of bullets made dull thudding sounds against his torso. He fell.
 
   Cane’s driver accelerated, heading for the entrance. “Keep your head down, sir,” said the guard in the seat next to him. The third bodyguard sat in the front passenger seat, firing out the window. They bounced over Firan’s fallen body, and Cane saw another of the Romanians fall to gunfire. The last of them was directly in their path, still firing at the hunters. He was run over by Cane’s driver without pause, bouncing off the hood and rolling over the roof of the car.
 
   Cane’s driver angled toward Vega to strike him as well. Twenty feet from the exit, a hailstorm of bullets punctured the windshield and the passenger-side guard jerked and slumped in his seat. Vega rolled out of the way. The car was on the street and pulling away fast.
 
    
 
   THROUGH THE TRAILER’S METAL WALLS the truck driver could hear the sounds of the children screaming and crying. He seethed, angry that everything had gone so wrong. When his cell phone rang, he snapped out of his thoughts and answered it. It was Cane.
 
   “Head for the bridge, Ian,” Cane said. “And do what?”
 
   “Destroy the evidence.” “How, Mr. Cane?”
 
   “That truck is wired with explosives underneath. I want you to take the detonator from the glove compartment, drive the truck into the water, and destroy it. They haven’t seen the children. They can’t prove anything besides the fact that we fired on two non-uniformed individuals who approached us with guns drawn.” Cane’s voice was cold, unfazed by this turn of events.
 
   “Sir, how do I drive it off the bridge and get out without killing myself?” “Figure it out. If you can’t, then blow it with yourself in there, too.” Cane
 
   slapped the phone shut.
 
   Ian started to sweat, wishing he had known about the bomb before tearing down the busy streets.
 
   JIANA WEAVED HER MUSTANG recklessly past car after car, watching as Cane’s driver did the same. They were nearing him. Farther ahead, she could barely make out the cargo truck. They could catch it. It wasn’t nearly as fast as they were.
 
   Next to her, Vega reloaded his DC-14 and rolled down his window. Climbing out, he sat on the edge and took aim at the car. The guard in the back seat opened fire through the rear windshield, causing cars all around to hit their breaks and back off. Within seconds, the two cars were almost alone on the road.
 
   Vega spotted the bodyguard sticking his upper half out of the window to fire. Vega hit him in the arm with a well-placed shot, forcing him back into the car.
 
   They came onto the bridge, not realizing the imminent danger the children were now in. Jiana approached Cane’s car from the right.
 
   The truck was now just fifty yards ahead. Vega had an idea.
 
   The truck was in the leftmost lane. He used the roof of the car to steady himself and peered down the sights of his weapon.
 
   At that same moment, Jiana was coming neck-and-neck with Cane’s car. The bodyguard in the backseat thrust his gun through the window at her. Without thought, Jiana pulled her gun from its holster and fired. The guard took three bullets and fell into Cane’s lap. She aimed for Cane.
 
   Vega fired at the truck, hit the front right tire, and watched as it fishtailed, turned left, and came to a stop, by some miracle not tipping over.
 
   Unexpectedly, Cane’s driver hit the brake, jerked the wheel right, and slammed into Jiana’s rear bumper. Both cars spun out of control.
 
   Vega was thrown from the car, hit the ground, skidded, rolled to a stop. Jiana’s car spun 180 degrees and stopped. Cane’s car skidded past, slammed broad-side into the truck.
 
   Twenty yards back, Vega stumbled to his feet, knees shaking, coat ripped, left brow and cheek scraped and bleeding. He slung his DC-14 over his shoulder and drew a pair of HK pistols from behind his back. He stumbled toward Cane’s car, guns out front, and filled the trafficker’s door full of bullet holes.
 
   He saw no movement. Continuing to limp ahead, he reloaded both guns and opened fire again.
 
   Jiana opened her door and fell to the ground, nose bleeding, lips the coppery flavor of blood. She came to her feet, drawing her sidearm.
 
   Cane’s driver pulled the gun from the dead hand of the guard beside him and emptied the clip at Jiana.
 
   Jiana felt and heard the zip of the bullets, lifted her gun, trying to steady herself, but the last two shots hit her, one in the shoulder, one on her left side. She fell against the guardrail.
 
   Vega watched as Vandric Cane, all rage and hatred, stumbled from the back seat.
 
   Vega reloaded his guns one last time.
 
   Cane leveled his weapon at Vega. Fired.
 
   Vega took one in the leg, one under the ribs, and one that burned a graze-mark on the side of his neck. He returned fire.
 
   Jiana, laying on the ground, also lifted her gun and fired.
 
   Vandric Cane jerked side to side like a rag doll, catching every bullet aimed at him, until his knees buckled and he tipped to his left, falling, silent and still, to the ground.
 
   Cane’s driver threw the car into reverse, backed away from the cargo truck, and turned toward Jiana. Tires screeched; the car jerked toward her.
 
   She rolled. The car slammed into the guardrail, reversed, and prepared for another try.
 
   Vega threw his guns to the side, spun his DC-14 off his shoulder and, with every last bit of strength, charged the driver side window, aimed directly at the driver and . . . fired.
 
   Seventeen rounds in the chest.
 
   Then all was quiet.
 
    
 
   IAN, THE TRUCK DRIVER, was now handcuffed to the steering wheel, the keys and detonator confiscated despite the fact that he really had no desire to detonate himself just to kill a bunch of kids and a couple of bounty hunters. He even told them about the bomb under the truck.
 
   Vega and Jiana helped patch one another up, crudely, but it was okay for now. Neither was losing much blood. Someone was looking out for them.
 
   “Your face okay?” Jiana asked, indicating the raw scrapes on Vega’s cheek. “Teenagers . . . none of you know how to drive.”
 
   Jiana playfully poked him in the stomach, laughed, and then cringed, clutching her injured side.
 
   “Sorry, kid,” Vega said, his face with an expression that said oops.
 
   “Me, too. Sorry about that whole . . . throwing-you-from-the-car . . . thing.” Vega waived her off nonchalantly as he reached for the latch on the
 
   trailer.
 
   The sound of distant police sirens pierced the silence as Vega slid the trailer door up and out of sight. Inside, as promised, were the children.
 
   They inched toward the two hunters, Jiana assuring them in the sweetest voice she could that it would be okay. They helped the children, one by one, out of their prison.
 
   Eventually, when the squad cars and EMS started to roll in, Vega had settled himself on the guardrail, skimming through the client list on Roddy’s computer. There were several actors, more than a few politicians, and a pastor from a church not too far from Vega‘s own church, among other names. He looked up at Jiana, who sat in the bed of the truck, legs dangling. A few of the smaller children had climbed up to sit with her.
 
   “I guess we did it, partner,” she said. Vega nodded slowly. “I guess we did.”
 
   A girl beside Jiana, not older than eight, pointed to her and said something in Romanian to an older boy.
 
   “What did she say?” Jiana asked.
 
   The boy responded in clear but broken English, “She said she pray to God to send angel to save her, but she never think angel would be beautiful American.”
 
   Jiana’s eyes sparkled, this time with warm, contented tears. I’m no angel, she thought to herself. But then, who is.
 
   The little girl laid down in the bed of the truck and rested her head on Jiana’s lap. Jiana may have been a total stranger, but the girl knew who she could trust. Jiana gingerly lifted her good arm and stroked the little girl’s hair. She looked up and saw Vega smile, and then wink at her. For some reason she wasn’t sure she understood, she felt her cheeks blush red, and she smiled back, all sweet and embarrassed and vulnerable. She wiped her eyes.
 
   And in looking at her, Vega felt at peace deep inside.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   THE GIFT OF THE MAGI IF THE MAGI HAD BEEN BIG IDIOTS
 
   PAUL LUIKART
 
    
 
   They were young and in love, those two. So young and so in love. They barely had any money, but that hardly seemed to matter to these young lovers. Their love was young and so were they, and they began their new life together, bravely standing side by side as they gazed with eagerness upon their future together, which unfolded like a giant, luminescent Kleenex, drawn freshly from the box.
 
   If only they weren’t so stupid. Yes, young and in love were they, but also stupid.
 
   So shamefully stupid.
 
   On Christmas Eve, Andrew came home especially late from his third shift job at Mama’s Lamp Factory. His face was gaunt and haggard, his hair mussed, but in his deep brown eyes burned the everlasting light of his love for his Melissa. The everlasting light of his flat-out stupidity burned somewhere below his colon.
 
   “Oh, honey,” Melissa said, as soon as she saw his unsettled countenance. “Melissa,” Andrew said, “You didn’t have to wait up for me.”
 
   “Oh, but I wanted to. I love you,” she said. He clutched her close.
 
   “I love you, too,” he said, “Merry Christmas! I bringed you a present.” “You did? But, we can’t afford presents” she said.
 
   “Yep,” he said.
 
   “Gee! . . . What is it?” she asked. He reached into his satchel.
 
   “Well, the other night, when you were sleeping I gazed at you and you were so beautiful that it took my breath away,” he explained.
 
   “Oh, honey,” she said, her heart melting.
 
   “I thought, She’s so beautiful and wonderful, I should bring her a fine Christmas present,” he continued, “I thought for a minute, and suddenly an idea came to me! So I quietly shaved your head.”
 
   “Oh you! I thought you did! But, we’re so desperately poor,” she said. “Here,” he said, reaching into the satchel, and pulling out a box wrapped in red ribbon and lovely white paper.
 
   “What is it?” she said, barely able to contain her excitement. “Open it,” he said, kissing her forehead.
 
   Her nimble fingers flew as she tore the paper off. “Oh!” she gasped, as she saw it, “A wig!”
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   His voice was quivering with anticipation.
 
   “Oh, Andrew, it’s perfect! Absolutely perfect!” “That’s real human hair,” he said.
 
   “Oh, wherever did you find such fine, fine hair to make this fine wig?” she asked.
 
   “From your head,” he replied, rather sheepishly.
 
   A delicate tear had formed in the corner of her eye.
 
   “I have a confession to make,” she said, as she put it on. “What’s that, my darling?” he asked.
 
   “I got you a present, too,” she said.
 
   “You did . . . but how? How could you have afforded it?” he said, taken aback. She disappeared into the next room, and reappeared carrying a small blue
 
   box with a single green bow upon it.
 
   “It’s not much. But the other night, when I was laying there next to you with my head on your strong shoulder I thought to myself, What a wonderful husband I have! Confound our lack of money! I’m going to get him a Christmas present!” she said, “So, as you were sleeping, I unraveled all of your socks.”
 
   He glanced down at his naked, frost-bitten feet.
 
   “You little dickens! I thought they were missing!” he said, his heart nearly beating out of chest, he loved her so much.
 
   “Here!” she said, handing him the box, “Open it!”
 
   “Oh boy!” he said as he tore the paper off and flung open the lid.
 
   “Oh, Melissa . . .,” he said as the sight of the gift greeted his weary eyes, “Gloves!”
 
   “It’s really just one giant glove, because you didn’t have enough socks to make two giant gloves” she said.
 
   “It’s perfect! I’ll work harder and make even more money and then I’ll buy more socks, and more and more!” he exclaimed.
 
   “Oh, so will I!” she shouted, leaping into his arms.
 
   Somewhere in Heaven, the Christmas Angel sighed and spat on the ground. And so spent the young couple their first Christmas together, drunk with love and mired in utter idiocy. But, we could all take a lesson from them; their love should be something we all struggle towards. In its simplicity, there is great beauty. In its power of endurance through difficult times, there is inspiration. In its tenderness, there is a warming of the heart.
 
   And in its brazen stupidity, a slamming to the forehead with a huge chunk of granite.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   THE THIEF AT THE ALTAR
 
   CAROLINE MISNER
 
    
 
   Father Cutler snuffed each candle out in turn, inhaling deeply of the sweet smoky aroma that wafted in spirals throughout the silent church.
 
   He felt satiated and satisfied, as usual at the conclusion of mass. It was his favorite time of day, a time when he felt most at peace, a time when he could reflect on the day’s mass and the various concerns of his congregation.
 
   The parishioners had long since filed out, pausing to linger on the sidewalks and in the parking lot in clusters to chat and gossip and light cigarettes while restless children scampered around their legs. Father Cutler had seen them off, smiling and shaking hands at the door while the soft notes of the antique pipe organ played “Nearer My God to Thee,” his favorite hymn. It was a small congregation, but devoted. A perfect fit, Father Cutler felt, for such a humble little church like St. Isadore.
 
   “Not much today, I’m afraid, Father,” Dennis the altar boy said from behind him as he approached, carrying a wicker basket jingling with coins and a few flapping bills.
 
   “They give what they can,” Father Cutler said and accepted the tithe.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Dennis agreed and stood before him, restlessly rocking on his heels so the hem of his purple robe brushed the threadbare carpet. “Will you need anything else?”
 
   “No. Thank you, Dennis. You may go now,” Father Cutler smiled and filaments of wrinkles bloomed around his eyes. “I can see you have someplace you’re eager to get to.”
 
   Dennis was already peeling off his robe as he ran down between the rows of polished oaken pews.
 
   “See you next week, Father,” he called as the door to the rectory swung shut behind him.
 
   Father Cutler chuckled and offered a small wave, though he knew
 
   Dennis would not see him. He had been an altar boy for over eight years and this year would most likely be his last. Father Cutler felt a small sense of his own immortality as he recalled how the awkward freckled youngster had grown into a young man before his very eyes, almost without him realizing it. Had the years really moved so swiftly?
 
   Shaking his head, Father Cutler shuffled down the aisle, the basket tinkling in his hand. He felt his heart swell with each step as he approached the Madonna at the altar. She was magnificent, a work of art worthy of the great cathedrals of Europe and she offered Father Cutler a sense of pride and solace.
 
   She had been bequeathed to St. Isadore by an anonymous benefactor over a century before when the church was first dedicated. The name of the sculptor and the artisan who had fashioned the artifacts that surrounded her had been lost to antiquity, but the workmanship was superlative. Even after so many years, her presence still made Father Cutler gasp with awe.
 
   Unlike most statues of the Madonna he had seen, The Lady of St. Isadore sat with her legs slightly crossed to one side, such as the way a woman might sit on the ground at a picnic. Her long blue robes flowed about her and covered her legs so only the tips of her bare feet protruded from beneath the hem, so precisely detailed, he could see the ridges of the nails on each delicate toe. Her head was cocked to one side, as though listening for approaching footfalls; her eyes were downcast, but her rubicund lips were arched into a knowing smile. Her outstretched hands hovered over a low stone table where her artifacts lay upon a runner of deep blue velvet embroidered with silver thread. A heavy gold chalice stood in the center, engraved with her likeness and rimmed at the top with rows of sapphire and pearl. Beside it lay a gold crucifix edged with tiny rubies; the image of Christ had been so finely fashioned, Father Cutler could see the tiny dots of sweat bead His forehead, just below the crown of thorns. Beside it lay a small gold plate edged with sequences of emerald that encircled it like a row of shiny peas. It was the plate Father Cutler used every day to serve the host to his congregation. Over time, it had become so polished from use its luster rivaled the shine of the of the brass pipes that towered above the organ in the corner.
 
   Behind him, only a few people remained kneeling in the pews; their heads pressed into their folded hands. An elderly woman in a black coat and checked scarf murmured into her rosary, pinching each bead between her gnarled fingers. Two young children bowed their heads beside her, but showed no discernible interest in their prayers. The pom-poms bounced on top of their woolen hats as they nudged one another with their elbows and tried to suppress their giggling. The old woman appeared oblivious to their behavior; her eyes were pinched so tightly shut they disappeared into the mass of wrinkles on her brow.
 
   A few rows behind her a young man kneeled awkwardly in his pew. He wore a threadbare jacket too light for the day’s weather and a deep green cap; the brim obscured his face as he bowed his head and tried to feign reverence, his hands jouncing up and down as though he were rattling a ring of keys. He must be new to the faith, Father Cutler thought as he turned away from the Madonna and headed toward his office at the rear of the church.
 
   The brim of the green cap lifted slightly and a pair of pale grey eyes watched Father Cutler cross the aisle and pass by the confessional on his way to the church office. The old woman finally finished her rosary and pressed her toothless mouth against the crucifix as she opened her rheumy eyes and rose from the pew. The two children followed her as she hobbled toward the front doors, their stifled laughter echoing throughout the high vaulted ceiling. A wave of cold winter air swooped across his back when the old woman open the door and stepped out, the two children at her heels.
 
   He was finally alone. He waited another ten minutes, just to be sure no one would return. He had no watch so he marked the passage of time by observing the rosy glow from the stained glass windows brighten and slowly fade with the evening sun. His skittish eyes skimmed across the pews as he waited, assessing the contents of the church. Other than the Madonna and her artifacts, there was little of value. A few silver candelabrums might be worth a few dollars; the tithe had already been taken by that pimple faced altar boy and the old priest. Perhaps, he thought, there was a lost and found box in the church basement with something of value in it. He dismissed the idea almost as soon as it had entered his mind. He would have no use for lost watches and key chains once he got his hands on that solid gold chalice. Just that one piece would be worth enough to make the whole operation worthwhile.
 
   When he was certain enough time had elapsed he gingerly crept from the pew, sliding his knees across the footrest so as not to make too much noise. He was uncertain if he should kneel again once he approached the altar, as he had seen the other parishioners do during the course of the mass. He had sat near the rear of church, hoping no one would notice him sitting alone among the congregation.
 
   The Madonna’s painted stone eyes gazed down at him as he approached, almost as though beckoning him forward. Before her, the artifacts gleamed like stars in the dim evening light. He reached for the chalice, averting his eyes from the Madonna as though ashamed of stealing her treasures from right before her.
 
   His fingertips were inches away from the stem of the chalice when he felt the hand grasp him tightly about the wrist and squeeze. Gasping, he looked up at the statue and screamed.
 
    
 
   FATHER CUTLER WAS STARTLED from his sleep by an odd noise emanating from the chapel. He sat in his heavy leather chair behind his desk, his chin dropped down to his chest as he dozed. Ella the church secretary had served him his tea and biscuits and left to run an errand, promising to return shortly to help him count and register the tithe. Father Cutler couldn’t be certain but he thought he had heard a muffled scream from behind the office door. Yawning, he rose from his desk and headed toward the chapel, wondering what could possibly warrant someone screaming in a house of God.
 
   He opened the door and gasped.
 
   The young man in the green cap crouched at the altar, desperately tugging at his arm that was held fast in the Madonna’s grasp. He held a small slightly curved knife in his free hand and desperately chipped away at her arm. Though the blade appeared sharp, it left no mark on the smooth painted stone. The young man heard Father Cutler’s approaching footfalls and turned toward him, his face pale and his lips trembling.
 
   “Help me!” he implored when he saw Father Cutler emerge from the shadows. “This . . . this statue’s got a hold of me. It won’t let go.”
 
   “I can see that,” Father Cutler replied, trying to keep his voice calm.
 
   He gazed up at the Madonna in wonder. She had changed her position; now she was leaning slightly forward, her right hand clasped around the young man’s wrist, her blue robes shifted around her; even the expression on her face had been altered to a look of defiance and amusement. He was certain a genuine miracle had occurred.
 
   “Make it let go!” the young man begged and hacked away at the
 
   Madonna’s arm with the tip of his knife.
 
   “Give that to me,” Father Cutler extended his outstretched palm. The young man stopped chopping at the statue and stared up at him with eyes glazed with panic. “This statue is very old and very expensive. You probably can’t damage it, but I don’t want to take any chances.”
 
   Reluctantly, the young man dropped the blade into his hand. Father Cutler curled his fingers protectively around the shaft and set it down on the floor by the pulpit, out of the young man’s reach.
 
   “What are you going to do?” the young man’s voice trembled as he spoke.
 
   “I don’t know,” Father Cutler said and sat on the step that led up the altar toward the pulpit. “I need time to gather my thoughts. We have been witness to a miracle.”
 
   “A miracle?” the man chuckled sarcastically. “You call this a miracle? Your statue came to life and grabbed me.”
 
   “Did you see it happen?” asked Father Cutler.
 
   “Well, no . . .” the young man hesitated. “I mean, not really.” “What do you mean?”
 
   “I wasn’t exactly looking at it when it grabbed me,” the young man cast his eyes toward the floor as he spoke.
 
   “And where were you looking?” Father Cutler asked. “At the dishes and things on the table.”
 
   “They are beautiful,” Father Cutler agreed. “But most faithful followers would rather look at the statue.”
 
   The young man went mute and turned away in a posture of the guilty. His ears flared red at the tips and he shuddered.
 
   “Are you going to help me or not?” he demanded without looking back at Father Cutler.
 
   “I’m not sure what I can do,” Father Cutler rose and examined the Madonna’s arm, tracing his finger down its length until he touched the young man’s hand. “She seems to have a firm hold of you.”
 
   “Do something!” the young man pleaded. “It’s breaking my arm. Every time I try to pull away it squeezes tighter and won’t leggo.”
 
   “It must be very painful . . . I’m sorry. You didn’t tell me your name,” Father Cutler said.
 
   “It’s Phillip,” came the reply. “I’m Father Cutler,” he said.
 
   “I know,” Phillip replied. “I saw your name on the board out front.”
 
   “So you’re new to the parish?” Father Cutler asked as he drew a finger across the Madonna in wonder.
 
   “No, not really,” Phillip said. “I’ve never been here before. To be honest, I’m not really catholic, or any kind of religion.”
 
   “I know,” Father Cutler smiled at Phillip. “I knew that by the way you were fidgeting during mass and kneeling in the pews.”
 
   “You saw that?”
 
   “I see everyone in my church,” Father Cutler said. “Not a face goes unremembered.”
 
   Phillip felt a flutter in his chest, blooming into panic. His worst fears had come true.
 
   “Can you still help me?” Phillip’s voice shuddered as he spoke.
 
   “I’ll try.” Father Cutler examined the smooth marble white fingers clasped around Phillip’s wrist. “I don’t think I can pry the fingers open. It looks like they’ve been fused together, like they have been sculpted into position.”
 
   “Break it off!” Phillip shouted and heaved against the restraint of the hold. He spasmed in pain. Father Cutler heard a sharp snap, like the crack of a twig.
 
   “It’s breaking my arm!” Phillip wailed. “It’s squeezing tighter and breaking my arm!”
 
   “Don’t panic,” Father Cutler saw Phillip’s hand twitch and turn an unhealthy shade of dull purple. “Relax your arm and try not to pull against it. You’ll only make it worse.”
 
   “It hurts!”
 
   “I know. Just relax,” Father Cutler placed a hand on Phillip’s shoulder, but the gesture did little to placate him. He trembled under Father Cutler’s touch.
 
   A gasp from behind made them both turn their heads. Ella stood in the threshold of the office; her eyes wide with shock behind her round glasses, her jaw dangling low.
 
   “What’s happened?” she gasped.
 
   “Phillip here seems to have gotten caught in the grasp of the Madonna,” Father Cutler replied.
 
   “This is a miracle!” Ella reluctantly approached the altar as though she would burst into flame for daring to look directly at the statue.
 
   “Yes, it is,” Father Cutler agreed. “Unfortunately, for Phillip here, we must release him before she breaks his arm in two.”
 
   “How did this happen?” Ella asked, touching the smooth cool arm of the
 
   Madonna.
 
   “Phillip here was reaching for the chalice when she grabbed him,” Father Cutler replied. “Apparently, she doesn’t like strangers touching her treasures.”
 
   “We have to call someone,” Ella said. “We must call the dioceses and inform them about this miracle.”
 
   “The what?” Phillip’s eyes darted from Father Cutler to Ella like the eyes of an animal trapped.
 
   “I think we should help Phillip first,” Father Cutler said. “He seems to be in a lot of pain. Call an ambulance, Ella. Tell them we have a man trapped.” “And the police?” Ella asked and Phillip bit his lower lip in trepidation.
 
   “No,” Father Cutler smiled at Phillip. “Not yet. Just call an ambulance before this poor fellow’s arm gets broken off.”
 
   Ella cast a bemused glance in Phillip’s direction before turning and rushing across the aisle to the office door.
 
   “You’re not calling the police?” Phillip asked when she was out of earshot.
 
   “No, not yet anyway,” Father Cutler replied and sat back down on the step. The rustle of his cassock echoed like dry paper off the walls of the church.
 
   “Thank you,” Phillip cast his eyes down in shame.
 
   “While we wait, perhaps you should reconsider a few things about your life,” Father Cutler said. “Like what circumstances have brought you to this situation.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it right now,” Phillip replied.
 
   “You don’t seem to be going anywhere,” Father Cutler smiled. “I said I don’t want to talk about it,”
 
   “Have you always been a thief?” asked Father Cutler.
 
   “No,” Phillip refused to look Father Cutler in the eye as he spoke. “I used to have a job. A good one, too, but I got laid off and couldn’t find another.”
 
   “So you became a thief instead?”
 
   “I didn’t want to,” Phillip replied. “I didn’t wake up one day and decide
 
   I wanted to be a crook. I just sort of fell into it.”
 
   “So the art of thievery found you?” Father Cutler pressed.
 
   “Not really,” Phillip shook his head. “Besides, I said I didn’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “Then perhaps you should reconsider what really brought you here,” Father Cutler rose to the sound of Ella’s footfalls as she passed through the office door.
 
   “They’re on their way,” she said. “I had trouble explaining what had happened. They wouldn’t believe me at first. I’m sorry, Father, but I had to lie and tell them there was a man trapped under a statue that had fallen over.”
 
   “They’ll find out soon enough,” Father Cutler said.
 
   Ella stared down at Phillip and recognition poured into her face.
 
   “I know you,” she smiled. “I’ve seen you at the shelter where I volunteer. You usually have another man in a wheelchair with you.”
 
   “That’s my brother,” Phillip replied. “He’s not well. His old wheelchair broke and we don’t have the money to get another.”
 
   “Is that why you tried to pilfer the artifacts from the church?” Father
 
   Cutler asked.
 
   Phillip refused to reply. He turned away so he wouldn’t look Father
 
   Cutler directly in the eye. Phillip bit his lower lip to keep it from trembling.
 
   “Just get me out of this,” he said. “I’ll leave and you’ll never see me again. I promise. I won’t tell anyone.”
 
   “We’re doing all we can for now,” Father Cutler replied. “Perhaps the paramedics will be able to release you.”
 
   “How?” Ella asked. “His arm is caught tight. Look. He’s bleeding.”
 
   Phillip’s hand was bloated and an unhealthy shade of purple-blue. The fingers were curled slightly, like the talons of an injured bird; scarlet blood beaded around the fingernails, the drops falling and vanishing within the plush maroon rug.
 
   “I think the only way to release him would be to sever the arm,” Father
 
   Cutler said. “A few more tugs and she will snap it off anyway.”
 
   “No!” renewed panic surged through Phillip. He yanked at his arm and moaned as the Madonna strengthened her grasp, audibly shattering the bones within.
 
   “There must be something we can do for him,” Ella put a hand on
 
   Phillip’s shoulder to try to calm him.
 
   “Wait here,” Father Cutler crossed the aisle and headed toward the door that led to the church basement.
 
   When he was gone, Ella sank to floor until her eyes were level with
 
   Phillip’s.
 
   “Where is your brother now?” she asked, but Phillip refused to answer her. “Is he at the shelter?”
 
   Phillip shook his head; Ella pressed on.
 
   “Tell me about your brother. What is his name?” “Anthony,” Phillip nearly choked on the name.
 
   “And is Anthony older or younger than you?”
 
   “Older,” Phillip said. “Actually, he’s just my half brother, but we’re still really close.”
 
   Ella’s eyes momentarily flicked up and glanced past Phillip’s shoulder. “That’s nice. Do you share your mother or your father?”
 
   A flash of metal whizzed through the air above Phillip’s head. He saw the blade descend from the corner of his eye. The axe fell so swiftly he wouldn’t have had the time to move away, even if he wasn’t trapped. He opened his mouth to scream, but the only sound was the rush of air that followed the descent of the blade. His arm fell away, severed just below the elbow.
 
   Father Cutler stood panting over Phillip as he moaned and rolled away from the altar, soaking the carpet with blood that spurted from the stump he held in his free hand. Father Cutler hadn’t used an axe in years, not since he was a young man and had volunteered with the scouts before joining the seminary.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Father Cutler said, the bloody axe dripping from his hand. “But it was the only way to release you. The paramedics would have wanted to damage or destroy the statue, and I couldn’t allow that. Please forgive me.”
 
   Ella grabbed a scarf from around her neck and wrapped it around Phillip’s bleeding stump to staunch the flow. Phillip began to weep and mutter incomprehensible curses under his breath. He tried to scramble away from her, but was too weak to do more that lift himself to his knees. The wail of a siren rose like a rising tide from somewhere in the distance. Ella cradled his head in her lap and pushed his damp hair from his brow.
 
   “Try and stay calm before you go into shock,” she said to him. “They’re coming.”
 
   The heavy oak doors of the church burst open. Two paramedics rushed in, pulling a gurney draped in white between them.
 
    
 
   FATHER CUTLER STEPPED OUT OF CONFESSIONAL and stared at the severed arm. It dangled from the end of a long rope at a weird angle over the altar like an autumn leaf. The bones around the wrist had been so shattered it would have been impossible to reattach it to Phillip’s arm. He had given the ambulance attendants instructions to leave the arm behind after staunchly refusing to press charges against Phillip. Phillip had refused to press charges against the church, agreeing to allow Father Cutler to keep the arm; he would have no need of it any longer.
 
   Father Cutler slid into the front pew and kneeled into the footrest as he prepared to say his penance, his eyes never leaving the statue of the Madonna. She smiled back at him, her face darkened by the shadow of the limb as it swayed from the rafters above , her hands spread wide and welcoming in the old familiar posture.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ALMOST A HERO
 
   MIKE DELLOSSO
 
    
 
   Found in the notebook of convicted criminal John Harry Wayne after his death the 21st of September in the Pennsylvania State Prison.
 
   I don’t consider myself a violent man. Being of slight build and average stature, I learned at a young age the might of words. Hence, I’ve always
 
   been better with my mouth than with my fists. I’ve talked my way out of more brawls than hairs on my prematurely balding head.
 
   In my thirty-six years thus far, I’ve been in a total of three fights. The first was with my younger brother, Dennis. I was twelve and skinny as a foot-long hot dog; Dennis was ten and built like a bulldozer. Fortunately for him, he received a sound dose of Dad’s genetics while I was on the unfortunate end (the shallow one where toddlers pee and drool) of Mom’s gene pool. The fight lasted all of thirty seconds. I started it with my stainless steel, double-edged tongue; Dennis finished it with his cast iron, battering-ram fist. One quick jab to my gut, just below the ribs, was all it took. I doubled over like an omelet, vomited my breakfast (which was, in fact, an omelet, western style), and bawled my way down the steps to Mom.
 
   The second fight took place in Mr. Wisnewski’s homeroom. Smethport Senior High School. 1986. Ninth grade. I had grow n some since my confrontation with Dennis but had gained only the weight produced by longer bones and larger internal organs. Muscle mass and fatty tissue were two things my body avoided like rap music and Russians.
 
   It was a Tuesday morning, ten minutes before the first bell rang, and I was standing in the hall with my best friend, Timmy Bowers. I was leaning up against a gray locker laughing about something that probably was more disgusting than funny when Wally Winemiller walked by. Wally was the shortest kid in the freshman class and even of slighter build than myself. I don’t remember what I said to him, but before I could squint my eyes and wrinkle my nose, Wally’s eraser-sized fist was connecting with my jaw. The blow rocked me back against the locker and pulled the shades on my vision. I slumped to the floor, numb and barely coherent.
 
   I remember opening my eyes and watching Mr. Wisnewki’s blurry face slowly come into focus. His thick, dark mustache wriggled above his lip like a caterpillar on a hot sidewalk. His mouth moved, but I heard no words. Eventually, my hearing returned and I immediately wished it hadn’t. The halls echoed with laughter and jeering. I don’t know which bothered me more, the fact that I was knocked silly in the middle of the school, or the fact that it had been a runt named Wally Winemiller that had done the knocking.
 
   As for the third fight, well, that’s really where this story begins. But it begins ten years ago, in the bedroom of my two-room apartment, in the convoluted twists and turns of the noodle in my head.
 
   The year was 1997, I was on my own, single, working at the Smethport Texaco Service Station, and living in the two-room flat above the garage’s two bays. By single, I mean single: no wife, no girlfriend, no friends. By working, I mean running the register, pumping gas, answering the phone, keeping the shelves in the mini-mart stocked. And by flat, I mean apartment, barely. The two rooms consisted of a bedroom just large enough to fit a double bed and dresser and a kitchen/living room/dining area that amounted to a kitchen with a sofa.
 
   I was happy, though. The regulars at the service station all knew my name and gave me as much respect as I expected. Bob Crosby, the owner and head mechanic and my immediate boss, was a kind and fair man, though he had a tendency to be forgetful, especially on payday, and a habit of holding complete conversations with himself. My work was predictable, free of change or complications, and steady. The gas station did respectable business, the garage even better.
 
   I was content and happy to live the remainder of my days, however many they may have been, working for Mr. Crosby and squandering my time in my kitchen, spread out on my Goodwill sofa, watching John Wayne—the man with whom I shared a name. Life was good.
 
   Until the dream started.
 
   I remember the first night I had the dream. It was a Tuesday in July. I don’t remember the exact date but if I studied a calendar I could narrow it down to two or three candidates. Anyway, I know it was a Tuesday because I had worked late and I only worked late on Tuesdays. That was my day to take inventory and re-stock the shelves of the mini-mart, and I usually finished up around midnight or a little after. I’d taken a hot shower and gone to bed like I did every other Tuesday night.
 
   But that night was different. Wednesday morning came earlier than usual. I bolted upright in my bed, chilled by the sweat soaking through my T-shirt and dampening my forehead and upper lip. My breathing was heavy, my pulse tapped in my ears. The sun had yet to peek over the Pigeon Hills outside my window, and the sky was still a sheet of black velvet. I looked at my digital clock: 3:47. The hum of the air conditioner perched in my window sounded louder than it should have.
 
   I didn’t remember actually having the dream that first night, but the images, fuzzy and distorted, remained with me in my wakefulness like some lingering lover waving goodbye at a train station before departing for a faraway journey.
 
   There was a girl, young and blonde. I didn’t know how young because her face was distorted and blurred. She was small, though. I guessed no more than five or six. She stood in the middle of a field (at least I thought it was a field, it may have been a parking lot) arms hanging loosely at her sides, head tilted to her left. She was facing me and wearing what looked like a nightgown or sundress with some small print, maybe flowers, on it.
 
   That was it that first night. That was all I could recall, all I could grab onto before the train came and swept away the memory, taking it on that faraway journey.
 
   I couldn’t sleep the rest of the night and spent the remaining hours of darkness watching images of John Wayne flicker in the blackness of my apartment until my pupils ached from the constant constricting and dilating to keep up with the ever-changing hues.
 
   I went to work at eight o’clock, already tired and bleary-eyed, and found I couldn’t concentrate on my job. The image of that faceless girl was stuck in my head, a ghost that refused to leave me alone. There was something about her posture, the narrowness of her stance, the slump of her shoulders, the tilt of her head, that spoke of sadness, despair, pain. That night, Wednesday, I dreamt of her again, but this time the vision was clear. She was young, definitely no more than six, with hair that looked like it had been washed in sun rays, large oval eyes the color of the Caribbean shoreline on a clear day, and a face so soft and round and innocent it could have been that of an angel. And where she stood was a field, a meadow or pasture with rolling hills four shades of green. But the sadness was there. Her posture cried of it, yes, but her face melted with sorrow.
 
   She appeared to be standing about fifteen feet from me, arms at her sides, hands relaxed, head tilted again to the left. I asked her if she was okay but she didn’t answer, she just stared at me with those blue eyes, her mouth an inverted U.
 
   I felt pity for her and wanted to cheer her. What could make a girl so sweet and tender so sad?
 
   When I looked closer, I noticed something about her I hadn’t seen before. I don’t know if they had been there all along and I’d simply missed them or if they had just appeared, but I saw tears weaving two tracks down her cheeks.
 
   I wanted so badly to run to her and sweep her up in my arms, hold her close and comfort her, whisper assuring things in her ear and wipe the tears from her cheeks. But I couldn’t move.
 
   Her hands suddenly balled into fists and her face twisted in agony, or maybe it was terror, it was hard to tell. The look sent a wave of goosebumps over my flesh. She opened her hands and moved them in front of her, placing them both over her crotch in what I could only interpret as a protective gesture.
 
   Then she was gone. Vanished. I ran through the field looking for her until I came upon a wooded area. Hemlocks towered over me like giants from another world as I entered their domain. No more than ten feet into the forest my foot bumped against something soft. Bending on one knee, I used my hands to rake through the cold, slippery leaves. My fingers bumped against something rubbery and wet. It was a small hand with long, delicate fingers, nails encrusted with black dirt. My mind rebelled and didn’t want to process what my eyes were seeing. But I knew the hand had to be attached to something. And it was the something I least wanted to find. After several seconds of indecisiveness, my morbid sense of curiosity growing stronger with each passing moment, I numbly removed layers of decomposing leaves.
 
   What I found under the shallow blanket of decay put the taste of bile in the back of my mouth. There, naked and torn, was the body of the girl, lying supine, dark blood smeared across her shoulders and abdomen.
 
   Then I awoke, heart hammering, carotids throbbing, cheeks stained with tears. I had the same dream for the next four consecutive nights. My response never changed. I never grew immune to the sight of that innocent child lying in the wet leaves, ravaged and broken. My sleep was restless and troubled; my days spent wrestling the grisly images from my mind. For me, no peace was to be found, neither in sleep nor in wakefulness.
 
   By the next Monday, I was useless. My mind was a washrag that had been used to scrub one too many pots. I was obsessed, haunted, and walking the razor’s edge between sanity and the nuthouse.
 
   I staggered down the wooden stairs from my apartment and entered the mini-mart to find Mr. Crosby behind the counter.
 
   “You’re fifteen minutes late, John,” he said, not looking up from whatever it was he was working on. I didn’t say anything in return and when he did look up his mouth dropped open. “Mary and Joseph, boy, what happened to you? You look like you spent the night sleepin’ on rocks.”
 
   I ran a hand over my head. I must have looked like exactly what he’d suggested. I hadn’t combed my hair (what was left of it), hadn’t shaved, and wore the same wrinkled jeans and T-shirt I’d donned all weekend.
 
   “I’ve been having some trouble sleeping lately,” I said. “Bad dreams.”
 
   “Bad dreams, huh? My mother always used to say a swig of rum just before bed will cure bad dreams. You should try it.”
 
   “Thanks Mr. Crosby. I might take you up on that. Sorry I was late.”
 
   He waved a dismissive hand at me and smiled. “Aw, don’t worry about it. Just don’t let it be a habit. Here.” He grabbed a Smethport Texaco ball cap from a hook behind the counter and tossed it to me. “Put this on, and . . . tuck your shirt in or somethin’. You’ll scare the customers off lookin’ like that.”
 
   I slipped the hat over my head and shuffled over to the refrigerated soda case. Swinging the door open, I grabbed a Mountain Dew, twisted off the cap, and took a long swig, letting the carbonation burn its way down my throat. I’d need the caffeine. I already had a headache.
 
   The morning was slow at the pumps. I serviced a total of seven cars before lunch, not much to get excited about. But I was happy for the reprieve. It was just what I needed. Smethport is a small community just south of the Pennsylvania/New York line and the Texaco sits on the outskirts of town, along route 587. Some days business flowed right along, other days it seemed cars just didn’t need gas or fixing.
 
   After lunch I wandered out to the pumps for some fresh air and a little exercise. When it was slow at the pumps and I had everything caught up at the register I would walk around the pump island several times to get the blood flowing through my legs again. The sun sat high in the cloudless sky, a ball of fire threatening to scorch the earth like a burnt marshmallow. I looked down 587 as far as I could see and saw nothing but heat radiating off the blacktop like shimmering devils, writhing in tormented pleasure. The weatherman said it was supposed to get up to ninety; I guessed it was near ninety-five. Devil weather, Mr. Crosby called it.
 
   I circled the island a few more times, paused and noticed a car in the distance, heading our way. A potential customer. Quickly, I retreated to the air-conditioned mini-mart to wipe the sweat from my brow. A minute later, a faded-green, late 70’s model Chevy Malibu pulled into the lot and eased next to a gas pump, breaks whistling a high note.
 
   I stepped out into the midday sun, and wall of heat, and crossed the concrete to the pump island.
 
   The Malibu’s engine shut off, the driver’s side door creaked open, and an oversized, barrel-chested, gargantuan stepped out. He had to be in his mid-fifties, his skin thick and creased like old leather. A white T-shirt stretched tight over his massive chest, inching up from the belt line exposing a hairy mound of fat where his navel should have been. Arms, thick as mature tree limbs, were coated with a heavy forest of black hair and green tattoos. His jeans hung low on his hips, held up by a thick brown belt. His face was weathered and lined, partially hidden behind a full gray and yellow beard and crowned by a wisp of gray hair, combed to the left from just above the right ear.
 
   The beast of a man stood erect, shut the car door behind him, and rubbed his substantial girth with both hands.
 
   “Afternoon,” I said, approaching with the same caution I would a bear in the wild. A very large, overweight bear.
 
   He nodded to me and glanced at something or someone in the back seat then back at me. “Fill ‘er up. Regular. I gotta make a quick pit stop.” His voice was low and rough like coarse sandpaper. A chain smoker for sure.
 
   “No prob,” I said. “Where you from?”
 
   He just looked at me and frowned without answering. Glancing in the back seat again, he tapped on the glass of the driver’s side rear window and held up a thick index finger, nail in need of trimming . . . and cleaning. “Stay put. I’ll be right back.”
 
   While Beast Man made his way to the restroom to relieve himself, I went around to the back of the car, flipped the license plate and unscrewed the gas cap. I then walked back to the pump and removed the nozzle. I could tell there was a child in the back seat, a small girl. I bent down to smile and wave at her, and my heart nearly shot up and out of my esophagus.
 
   It was her.
 
   The girl in my dream.
 
   Same sun-washed hair. Same Caribbean-blue eyes. Angel-kissed mouth. Slumped shoulders. Same flower-print sundress. She was sitting in the back, passenger side, both hands under her thighs. Our eyes met, and I saw that familiar look of sorrow. Despondency. I knew it well for it had haunted me in my dreams for the past six nights. My chest tightened. My scalp buzzed, hands went numb. Sweat pooled in my eyebrows.
 
   I turned my head toward the restrooms—no sign of Beast Man—then back toward the girl. She was still looking at me, and I could see the pleading in her eyes, those endless blue eyes that I could lose myself in. I followed the course of her slender arm from the shoulder to the elbow and saw a large, blue and green bruise on her forearm. She must have followed my eyes because she repositioned her arm, keeping her hand under her thigh, so the bruise was no longer visible.
 
   It was her. And she was in trouble. The dream replayed in my mind like a vivid high-def movie. The protective gesture she’d made night after night of placing her hands in front of her crotch. The hopelessness, despair, in her eyes. Her naked, torn body, buried in the leaves.
 
   Beast Man was molesting her and his game, as he probably thought of it, would eventually lead to the death of this angel. I was so sure of it that my heart ached in its bony cage.
 
   Call it fate or destiny or providence but I was certain God had caused our paths to cross, mine and the girl’s. She was in danger, on a one-way road to a terribly violent and perverse death, and I was the only one who stood any chance of warding off that black moment.
 
   Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I took the nozzle to the rear of the car and shoved it into the gas receptacle. Looking toward the restroom and making sure Beast Man was nowhere in sight, I removed my pocket knife from my left hip pocket, swung open the blade, and plunged it into the passenger-side rear tire. I had no idea what I was planning; I was hoping it would come to me when I needed it to . . . or when she needed it to. I’d never sliced a tire before and it was harder to pull the blade back out than I had thought it would be. Wiggling it side to side while pulling hard, I played tug-of-war with a lifeless chunk of rubber. Finally, the blade popped out and I nearly fell over.
 
   The puncture wound hissed like a snake, warning me to forget my heroic intentions and back off.
 
   But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.
 
   Sweat poured from my brow and stung my eyes. I ran a sleeve over my face, mopping up the salty wetness and noticed Beast Man rounding the corner of the mini-mart. Quickly, I closed the knife, slipped it back into my pocket and stood my ground at the rear of the car, one trembling hand on the gas nozzle.
 
   Beast Man drew close, a diabolical monster wrapped in human fat and flesh.
 
   The nozzle kicked off. I removed it, walked back to the pump and sat it in its cradle.
 
   “How much?” Beast Man said, reaching for his wallet.
 
   “Twenty . . .” I glanced at the pump, “uh, twenty-two.” I was nervous in the presence of such evil. I couldn’t imagine how the angel in the backseat felt. Again, my heart shriveled in my chest. I truly believe if I would have had a shotgun handy, I would have blown Beast Man’s head off his thick, rounded square shoulders right there and then.
 
   Beast Man handed me the money, grunted something unintelligible, and climbed back into the Malibu, wedging his tremendous girth between seat and steering wheel. I saw him turn his head to his right and say something to the girl. She made no acknowledgment of hearing him, only stared at the back of the seat in front of her.
 
   He fired up the engine and pulled away from the pumps. As the Malibu exited the lot, I noticed the rear tire was already half-flat. It would be only a matter of minutes before he noticed.
 
   I suddenly felt an emotion I had never entertained before. Remember, I said I’m not a violent man. Fairly laid back, actually. Since I’d never experienced the emotion before I didn’t know what it was but can only describe it as rage. Pure, 100 percent, high-octane rage. And I knew what I had to do.
 
   Providence was on my side.
 
   I dashed inside the mini-mart, grabbed my wallet from behind the counter, and the keys to Mr. Crosby’s fully-restored, dark green, 1968 Ford Mustang G.T. 390 Fastback. Steve McQueen’s dream machine in “Bullitt.”
 
   I stuck my head in the garage and found Mr. Crosby leaning over the grill of a maroon Cadillac Seville, tinkering with the car’s luxury engine while carrying on some running conversation with himself. The hood was propped up, a pair of treacherous jaws gaping wide, a portal to another world, waiting to usher Mr. Crosby to his final destiny.
 
   “I’m borrowing your car for a quick minute, Mr. Crosby,” I said, then bolted before he had time to protest and slow me down.
 
   I ran back out into the heat, sweat sticking my shirt to my chest and back, jumped into the car and shoved the key into the ignition. The engine came to life with a deep-throated rumble that made my internal organs vibrate. There was power under the hood, 390 horses bucking and anxious to let the steam out of their legs. And I was about to oblige them.
 
   I steered the car out of the lot and onto route 587. I pressed the gas pedal, and the team of horses under the hood snorted and growled. Rubber screamed against asphalt.
 
   About two miles down the road I crested a hill and saw the Malibu up ahead, swimming in the devilish heat-waves rising off the blacktop. Letting up on the accelerator, I tailed him for about two more miles. I knew the tire had to be close to riding on the rim.
 
   Up ahead I lost the Malibu around a bend. I pressed the accelerator and inched the red needle closer to the black 6-0. Rounding the turn, I saw what I’d been waiting for. The Malibu sat along the side of the road, two wheels on 587, two wheels on the gravel shoulder. The rear tire, passenger side, was dipped low, sitting on its rim.
 
   I blew out a breath and gripped the steering wheel with damp palms. My heart jackhammered in my chest and an aching pain settled behind my eyes.
 
   I eased the Mustang off the road and stopped teen feet from the rear of the Malibu, the same rear I’d just pumped gas into minutes ago.
 
   The Malibu’s driver-side door swung open and two tree-trunk-sized, blue-jeaned legs swung out, followed by the mountain I not-so-fondly referred to as Beast Man. He stood to his full height, ran a hand over his head, removed the spent cigarette from his mouth and flicked it toward the road. He then squinted in my direction, pulled his lips back from stained teeth and drew in a long, slow breath.
 
   I could just make out the top of the girl’s head in the back seat. Blonde hair, the color of spun sunshine. She was sitting still, unmoving, head facing the seat in front of her.
 
   After blotting my palms on my pants, I exited the Mustang.
 
   “Looks like you got a flat,” I said, walking toward Beast Man, gravel crunching under my work boots. It was hot. The asphalt road was like a griddle. I could almost hear the heat crackling off its surface.
 
   Beast Man took a step toward me. “You’re the guy from the gas station.” “Yeah. I was just running into town for a part and saw your flat. Need
 
   any help?”
 
   Beast Man walked around to the passenger side of the car, parted his legs, and bent at the waist. He ran a meaty hand over the treads of the tire. “I can change it for you if you want. I’m pretty fast,” I said, hoping to
 
   distract him from the gouge in the tire. Maybe it was smashed between rim and ground and he’d never find it. I could only hope.
 
   He cursed loudly and stood erect, one hand on his low back. “Suits me just fine. Probably picked up a damn nail in your parking lot anyway.” He spun the set of keys in his finger. “I’ll pop the trunk.”
 
   I eyed the girl in the back seat, still unmoving. “Cute kid you got there. Granddaughter?” I’ve never been one for tact. Some have said I have a foot shaped mouth, and I can’t exactly disagree. Hey, it’s a perfect fit. As soon as I asked the question I could think of a hundred reasons why I shouldn’t have.
 
   Beast Man glanced at the girl then moved past me toward the trunk. “Naw, foster kid. We’ve had her about a month now. Damn spoiled brat, too. Can’t wait ‘til we can get rid of her.”
 
   He lifted the trunk and fished for the crow bar, moving rags and blankets, buckets and tools. “Here it is,” he said, lifting the black bar out of a corner of the trunk and handing it to me.
 
   I took it and gripped it with both hands. Despite the heat outside, the metal wasn’t hot. It was heavy, though. Solid. Balancing it in my hands, weighing, calculating, I envisioned what I was about to do. I had no idea how the events of the next couple minutes would play out. I’d have to just wait for the right moment and hope I recognized it when it showed up. I figured I’d only get one opportunity. The thought of it twisted my stomach like a dishrag.
 
   Beast Man looked at me, then at the crow bar. I wondered if he noticed how tightly I gripped the iron. “You wanna get that tire off, I’ll get the spare out,” he said.
 
   I blotted the sweat from my eyes with my shirtsleeve. “Uh, sure. Yeah.” I went around to the side of the car, glanced in the rear window, and
 
   caught an image that steeled my resolve. The girl was looking at me, those big blue ocean eyes looking through me, speaking to me soul, pleading for help. I smiled at her and noticed a single silver track running from her eye to her jaw line. Her chin was tight, and her lower lip quivered like the last leaf of autumn blown by the chilly breeze.
 
   I looked back at Beast Man. He was bent over the bumper, busy wrestling the spare from the trunk, his jeans riding low enough that the top of his crack peeked out over his belt. I turned back to the girl and placed my right hand, fingers spread, on the glass of the window. Her eyes shifted to my hand but she didn’t move. She just sat there, on her hands, a pitiable look glazing her eyes.
 
   I jerked my hand away when the jack landed on the ground next to my feet. Beast Man was glaring at me, his gray eyes like daggers aimed at my heart. “You’re gonna need that, aren’t ya?”
 
   I diverted my eyes from his deadly gaze and bent for the jack. “Uh, yeah, I guess so. Thanks.”
 
   Five minutes later the car was sitting cockeyed on the jack, the flat lying on the shoulder next to the car.
 
   Beast Man rolled the spare over to me and let it drop on its side. It toilet bowled around until it finally settled like a coin does when dropped on a hard surface.
 
   “Let’s see what we got here,” he said, bending over to inspect the flat.
 
   I stood up and watched as he ran his hand along the outer wall of the tire. This was my chance. Fate. Destiny. Providence had delivered this moment to me, dropped it on my porch step, first-class mail. It was mine for the taking.
 
   I’d never been the athletic type but I did know how to swing a bat. Of course, a crow bar was a little different from a bat and it had been a good twenty-some years since I’d taken a swing at anything.
 
   While Beast Man was bent double examining the tire, I took my best baseball grip on the crow bar and reared it back over my right shoulder. I had to do it without thinking because if I thought too long about it I knew I’d change my mind and chicken out. Remember, I’m not the violent type. Wally Winemiller proved that much.
 
   I swung hard, aiming for the back of Beast Man’s thick head . . . and missed. Not totally missed. I didn’t whiff like I had done so many times in Little League. I landed a glancing blow off the left side of his head that didn’t feel like it made much of an impact at all. The weight and momentum of the swinging crow bar carried me forward, and I would have lost my b a l a n c e if not for landing against the side of the Malibu.
 
   Beast Man grunted and I saw his head snap forward and to the right. He dropped to his knees and landed on all fours, one hand on the flat tire. “The hell you doin’?” he yelled, sweat and spit spraying from his mouth.
 
   He grabbed my ankle with an iron grip, like the jaws of a bulldog. Bright crimson blood was seeping from a large gash in the side of his head, just behind the ear, and ran down the side of his face and neck, mingling with the wiry hair of his beard.
 
   I swung the crow bar again, this time at his arm. Looking back on it now I should have just swung at his head while it was so exposed, but adrenaline was clouding my reasoning skills, and I was in a full-out state of panic. The bar landed on his wrist, just above the hand that gripped my ankle, and I heard it snap like a dry branch.
 
   Beast Man let out a howl-roar, released my ankle and grabbed his wrist, rolling to his side.
 
   My heart was banging so hard I was certain it would jump out of my chest. I was no longer thinking, just reacting. Rage had overtaken me like a demon. Came in and possessed my soul. It was in charge now, my master, my god. I’d never known emotion like that before, never felt the flood of fury wash through my essence with such force and power, and in some wicked place in my heart it felt good.
 
   Beast Man kept rolling, no doubt trying to get enough space between me and him so he could climb to his feet and use his size as an advantage. But I wasn’t about to let him do that. I followed him, jumping over the tire, taking large steps until I reached him, then swung wildly. No aim. The crow bar landed on his side, and I heard a rib crack, or maybe two.
 
   He stopped rolling and came to a halt on his side, arms covering his head in defense mode.
 
   But I was determined to finish what I’d started. He’d never molest my little angel again, never grope, never prod, never run his calloused hand over her milky white skin, never violate her with such perverse malevolence. I raised the bar over my head and brought it down hard. It landed on the back of his head with a sickening, wet yet solid, thwump, like smashing a pumpkin. I stood over Beast Man, crow bar at my side, panting like a dog. He lay motionless on the ground, a dark pool of blood growing around his head.
 
   I don’t remember much of what followed that final assault. Mr. Crosby later told me I skidded into the Texaco’s lot with the girl in the Mustang. My jeans were spattered with blood, and I was bawling like a newborn. Mr. Crosby called the police and, three months later, I found my way here, to Cell Block D in the Pennsylvania State Pen.
 
   Beast Man lived, with some brain damage, but he’ll never molest anyone again. And he was molesting the girl. During the trial all the gruesome, perverted details came out. Some lauded me as a hero, some a would-be murderer, a danger to society, a maniac. But because he survived my rage, I only got fifteen years for attempted murder.
 
   I don’t regret what I did. I’m not proud of it, but I don’t regret it. I truly believe if not for me that little girl, whose name turned out to be Annabella, would not have lived to see the sun set that evening. I saved her life.
 
   Anna visits me every month. She’s sixteen now, was adopted four years ago by a loving couple from Warren. She calls me her guardian angel. She calls me a hero.
 
   Maybe I am a hero. Maybe I am a would-be murderer. What scares me is that both reside somewhere inside me, side by side, brothers in constant conflict.
 
   I believe my story would will end here, in Cell Block D. Though I only have five more years of my sentence to serve, I’m sure I’ll never walk with a free stride again. Last week I started having another dream—another recurring dream-nightmare. I dream I see myself lying on the floor of this cell, face disfigured, neck slashed, eyes blank and hollow, my cellmate, Lou, standing over me.
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   From: Inspector Goussard
 
   To: Inspector General Atkinson
 
   28.09.2145
 
   Dear Sir,
 
   Attached please find the documents relating to the case of the Marie Belle, the mining ship found in the Carvasa sector. Due to the extent of the devastation wreaked on the ship, most of the central computer’s memory banks were destroyed, and a good many private records lost as well. However, enough survived to piece together a rough approximation of what happened—what caused the death or disappearance of every last member of the crew, and what force may have torn the ship end from end. The damage to the ship is not consistent with the potential hazards of asteroid mining, nor any catastrophic engine malfunction. Unless new evidence is forthcoming, that factor may remain unknown.
 
    
 
    
 
   Bureau of Vessel Registration
 
   Marie Belle
 
   VIN: 2907262
 
   Owner: Jarvis Neill
 
   Class: Medium-weight mining scow
 
   Engines: Four Pratt & Whitney XV560s
 
   Crew: 6
 
   Flight Plan: (filed 16.05.2144) Departing Luna Station, destination Carvasa sector (coordinates: 34.362, 47.345, 112.536), there to harvest and process nickel and iron ore from S-type asteroids Cassa 1135, 1136, and 1137.
 
   Approximate duration of journey: 2 years
 
    
 
   From: Jan Neilson, Carvasa Sector, G.3 Councilor’s Office
 
   To: Inspector Goussard
 
   Re: Coroner’s Report, Subject 53609, Doctor Jeffrey Theophorus
 
   15.09.2145
 
   Vital Statistics: Caucasian male, age 46, black hair, brown eyes. 198 pounds.
 
   5’8”.
 
   Personal Effects: Two ballpoint pens, eyeglasses (broken), wallet, Greek
 
   Orthodox icon.
 
   Cause of Death: Massive bleeding resulting from a gunshot wound to the chest. The bullet fractured the sternum, pierced the aorta, and exited through the back.
 
   Verdict: Powder burns on the subject’s clothing and the presumed velocity of the bullet (acc. to Forensics) are consistent with a self-inflicted wound.
 
    
 
   LOG OF CAPTAIN JARVIS NEILL
 
   26.08.2144
 
   We have finished processing the ore harvested from Cassa 1135; Moss estimates our take at over a hundred tons. The iron vein was considerably thinner than first estimated. 1136 should produce a higher yield, according to Baker, who has just completed a preliminary geological survey. He reports a markedly greater concentration of minerals. He is currently preparing to embark on a second survey, this time with the intent of finding blasting points.
 
   Despite initial disappointment, morale remains high. Baker was noticeably agitated upon return from his survey, but that’s nothing out of the norm for him.
 
    
 
   DIARY OF ELI BAKER
 
   26.08.2144
 
   Back from my spacewalk! I still have to shut my eyes when I move or I risk tumbling to the floor. God, the vertigo! I can’t ever quite get used to it. Lifeline or no, floating out there, just a thin metal skin between me and that infinite nothingness—it’s terrifying. I can’t ever get used to it. And when I come back, not even the ship seems safe. I can feel the deck under my boots, or my bed under my back, but it still feels like paper, just waiting to give way, and I drop through it (gravity or no), and then I’m gone, hurtling out into nothingness, going and going, and not even screaming because there’s no air. Just my lips forming a little silent O, and everyone gets a good laugh before I disappear forever, a little spinning shape spinning out to the horizon. God, I hate it! Why did I take this job?
 
   More—why do I have to be so good at this job? What’d the Captain say? “Rocks talk to you, boy.” Well, yeah, I guess. They render up the secrets of their own destruction, is all. A charge here, a charge there, and they come drifting free in this beautiful quiet space slow-motion. It’s a ballet, is what it is. The ship dances with the rocks, scooping them up, all with “Waltz of the Flowers” blasting in lo-fi over the intercom. The asteroids, the partner, consumed—inevitably! Surreal. But then you think—quiet, beautiful in their bareness the boulders may be, but each one with enough sheer ponderousness to crush a man—or a ship, if things go wrong—into component molecules.
 
   Now who’s playing the flute at this hour? And playing it badly, I might add. Seems like it’s coming from Luce’s cabin. That dizzy dame.
 
    
 
   EMAIL FROM DR. JEFFREY THEOPHORUS TO MRS. ALISON THEOPHORUS
 
   (Indianopolis, Indiana, USA, Earth)
 
   27.08.2144
 
   My dearest, sweetest Alison,
 
   I can’t send this until we stop at Demeter Station to sell our ore and take on new supplies, but it seemed prudent to go ahead and begin the missive; I can append it as necessary.
 
   I hope my letter finds you and the girls well. I sometimes regret signing on for such a long cruise, my dear, but it can’t be helped now. Hopefully, the financial benefits will go a long way toward salving the pain of our separation. We have already taken over a hundred tons in ore, I am told. I assume that’s a great deal.
 
   The crew is a cordial bunch, though rather informal in their dealings with one another. They seem to have sailed together for quite a few trips before I joined. The captain seems competent and fair; Moss and Luce Gill, the foundryman and engineer, respectively, seem to know their business, and Jake Brooke, the pilot, has steered us safely and well so far. Among the crew, I am particularly fond of one lad, a sensitive-seeming youth named Eli Baker, the ship’s geologist. After myself, he is the most junior of the crew. He’s just out of college, about the age that Jackie would be by now. He’s got these wide curious eyes that seem to absorb everything he sees (and he sees a lot of wondrous things, I’m sure, on his spacewalks).
 
   They’re calling me to “mess”; I’ll finish this letter another time, my dear. Don’t worry for my safe return; I say a prayer to my little icon of Saint Christopher every day.
 
    
 
   FLIGHT RECORDER TRANSCRIPT
 
   Recorded 27.08.2144 (11:45)
 
   BAKER: (via radio) Charges set. Clearing the surface. (A pause of several minutes.) Cleared. Ready.
 
   NEILL: Blow it.
 
   BROOKE: Roger.
 
   (A muffled explosion.)
 
   BROOKE: There she goes!
 
   BAKER: Defragmenting nicely.
 
   NEILL: Good job, Baker. Get out of that suit and take a few hours. BROOKE: Deploying scoop.
 
   (A brief rattle as the ship scoops a fragment of an asteroid.)
 
   BAKER: (excitable) What is that? BROOKE: What is what?
 
   BAKER: That! Holy Christ, man, see it? BROOKE: What . . . ?
 
   NEILL: Baker, what are you talking about?
 
   BAKER: That! Don’t you see it? It’s there, those lines—sulfur vein. Right, there!
 
   BROOKE: I don’t see it.
 
   NEILL: We aren’t all geologists, Baker.
 
   BAKER: It’s plain as day! I’ve seen it before, too. NEILL: What? Seen what before where?
 
   BAKER: (growing more excitable, his speech fragmented) . . . the three crooked swirls . . . the center eye, the yellow eye . . .
 
   BROOKE: He’s crazy. Didn’t I always say he was crazy? NEILL: Shut up. Baker, head back and suit out.
 
   (A long pause.)
 
   NEILL: Baker? (Another pause.) Baker! Report! NEILL: Where is he?
 
   BROOKE: Captain! He’s outside. He’s just—floating! I think he’s unconscious!
 
   NEILL: (Indistinguishable mumble) You have the helm. BROOKE: You’re going out?
 
   NEILL: Well, do you want to go? (A pause.) Five minutes. Cut the wire.
 
    
 
   LOG OF DOCTOR THEOPHORUS
 
   27.08.2144 (12:10)
 
   Patient: Elijah Baker
 
   The subject was unconscious upon arrival. A quick diagnosis determined that he had simply fainted, perhaps from an excess of vertigo. However, smelling salts initially failed to wake him; his face contorted repeatedly and he fell into an apparent spell of logorrhea. His words were completely unintelligible; they might as well have been another language. After a few repetitions, he fell into a constant rhythmic syllable that sounded something like “ya! ya!” His contortions extended to his limbs and intensified. I administered a sedative, and he lapsed into unconsciousness. I will keep him in sick bay for further observation.
 
   (19:32)
 
   The patient woke from an apparently deep sleep. After a brief physical examination, which detected no anomalies, I sent Baker back to his quarters and notified the captain that he requires at least a day’s rest. I attribute the fainting spell to overwork and space vertigo.
 
    
 
   FLIGHT RECORDER TRANSCRIPT
 
   Recorded 27.08.2144 (15:47)
 
   BROOKE: I don’t know. The captain’s still down with him and the doc. GILL: Hope he’s all right.
 
   BROOKE: What do you care? I thought you hated him. GILL: What—no! I never said that.
 
   MOSS: Yes, you did, too, Luce!
 
   BROOKE: The week he came on, what’d you say? GILL: I don’t remember.
 
   MOSS: You remember. GILL: I don’t.
 
   BROOKE: You remember. He ate your little box of strawberries, and you said something very cruel about him at mess. Remember?
 
   GILL: I don’t know what you’re talking about. MOSS: You called him a “frog-looking fuck.” GILL: (laughs) I did not!
 
   BROOKE: You did! MOSS: You did.
 
   GILL: Well, can I help it? He does look a lot like a frog. Big bulging eyes. He’s got that wide mouth, and his skin’s really pale. He looks moist all the time. You ever notice that?
 
   MOSS: Yeah, I guess he does.
 
    
 
   DIARY OF ELI BAKER
 
   28.08.2144
 
   So the doctor tells me I had a “fainting spell.” And the captain says he came to my rescue, and leapt into space and pulled me back to the relative safety of the ship, and that I was insensible when they brought me to the doctor (why can’t they just go ahead and say “delirious”?), and said some strange things, and this all after we cracked the rock open and I saw—
 
   What did I see? What did I do? I did what the captain wanted me to; the rock talked to me, and I talked back. “Split me open,” it said, “and I’ll tell you everything.”
 
   And what did it tell me? We peeled it like an onion, and it said, clearly, there, in hundred-foot-high letters, “DO NOT FUCK WITH THIS ASTEROID.” And no one can see it but me. But the captain will want to blast it some more, in a few days, and I’ll do it. I’ll find the spots and set the charges. But not because he tells me. And I know when I walk, my body will rebel but I’ll walk anyway, and it will feel like my bones are going to rip through the skin as I’m torn two ways, between doing and not doing. I will not do it. I will not do it.
 
   (I have to speak to Luce about that flute. It’s late, and God! She’s awful.)
 
    
 
   LOG OF CAPTAIN JARVIS NEILL
 
   29.08.2144
 
   We have suffered a delay; Moss has been remiss in his duties in the foundry. The belt snapped today, causing a catastrophic failure in the line. Before he could shut it down, Moss was tangled in the malfunctioning machinery and three of his fingers were broken. We will lose several days in processing the ore. I may choose to continue the blasting as soon as possible, and wait to process the ore. It is imperative that the blasting not be interrupted. That’s the whole reason we’re out here, after all.
 
    
 
   E-MAIL FROM DR. JEFFREY THEOPHORUS TO MRS. ALISON THEOPHORUS
 
   (Indianopolis, Indiana, USA, Earth)
 
   29.08.2144
 
   My lovely Alison,
 
   Things are getting interesting here. I’ve had more work than I initially expected; today I treated the foundryman for a crushed hand. He somehow managed to get caught in the belt and suffered three broken fingers on his left hand. The captain tells me these sort of injuries are uncommon, owing to the high amount of automation here. Nevertheless, it’s still inconvenient, and will slow down our work by several days, he says. I set the fingers and administered painkillers. He’ll be back to work in a few days.
 
   I’ve had a stranger case, though. Yesterday, Baker, the geologist I mentioned earlier, fainted on a spacewalk for no apparent reason (beyond vertigo . . . I imagine it’s fairly frightening out there)—but when the captain brought him down to sick bay, he had begun to contort and spasm as if caught in some vivid nightmare. A sedative seemed to sort him out, but upon awakening he was considerably more distraught than the norm, especially considering the drugs in his system. He murmured the strangest things while he was under, too. I lack the proper psychiatric training (which I’m coming to regret), but it seems to be a case of paranoia or perhaps mild delusions awakened by his spacewalk. I’ve ordered him off-duty for a day (so that’s a third of the crew out of commission), and I’ll check on him again. I really do regret that I’m not sufficiently qualified to help him more . . . I saw something like real fear on his face, and it moved me, Alison. I keep thinking of our Jackie, and the look on his face . . . I’m afraid I’m getting melodramatic, my dear, which means it’s as good a time as any to put down this communiqué for a while. I’ll finish it later—adieu!
 
    
 
   FLIGHT RECORDER TRANSCRIPT
 
   Recorded 29.08.2144 (09:24)
 
   BROOKE: . . . he saying?
 
   NEILL: Don’t know. Sounded strange, though. Something about faces, or someone having no face, or not the right number. And something about goats? I do know he said “yellow” a few times, but don’t know why . . . and then the really strange talk started.
 
   BROOKE: Is he okay?
 
   NEILL: Well, that’s why—
 
   (sound of a door sliding)
 
   BAKER: You wanted to see me, sir? NEILL: Brooke, dismissed.
 
   (sound of a door sliding)
 
   NEILL: Sit down, son. (a pause of perhaps eight seconds) How’re you feeling?
 
   BAKER: Doctor says I’m fine, sir. NEILL: How do you feel?
 
   BAKER: I feel fine, captain.
 
   (another pause)
 
   NEILL: You don’t look fine. BAKER: Sir?
 
   NEILL: You look like hell. Did you sleep at all last night? BAKER: (laughs) Well, yessir.
 
   NEILL: Any . . . nightmares or anything?
 
   BAKER: (laughs) Well, yes, sir, now that you mention it, I didn’t have the most restful sleep.
 
   NEILL: You are on the seventieth step?
 
   BAKER: Ah . . . I didn’t sleep well, no, sir.
 
   NEILL: Well, I need you back in action as soon as possible, Baker. Get another tranq from the doc if you need it.
 
   BAKER: I believe I’ll be okay tonight, sir, but I’ll keep that in mind.
 
   NEILL: See that you do. I seem to have cut myself. I’m bleeding all over. BAKER: I don’t see any blood, sir.
 
   (a knock on the door)
 
   NEILL: Render unto Pan what is Pan’s. Come in!
 
   (the sound of the door sliding)
 
   GILL: Hey, cap. Hey, Baker. Sir, do you know if we have any more C23 carbon filters? I asked Moss, but he just gave me the runaround like he always does, and—
 
   BAKER: Luce! I wanted to ask you something. GILL: (annoyed) What is it?
 
   BAKER: Would you mind not playing your flute at night? I know I’m not the only one trying to sleep, and these walls let the sound right through.
 
   GILL: I . . . don’t have a flute.
 
   BAKER: (laughs) Okay, then who is it? Brooke? Come on, I know it’s you. It’s fine! Just try not to play it at night anymore, okay?
 
   GILL: I don’t have a flute!
 
   BAKER: (quietly) Of course you do.
 
   GILL: I don’t know what you’re talking about. Anyway, captain, Moss is really a pain sometimes. I wonder if—
 
   BAKER: (shouting) COME OFF IT, YOU STUPID BITCH! I know you have a flute!
 
   NEILL: Hey! Hey!
 
   BAKER: You think I can’t hear you? I HEAR YOU! Through the walls, all night long! You idiot whore! You fucking ape!
 
   NEILL: BAKER! Out of line! GILL: Captain!
 
   (sound of a struggle—scuffling, grunting)
 
   NEILL: Com the doc. Get Brooke up here.
 
   BAKER: Let go! Let GO! You fucking idiot! You stinking slut! NEILL: That’s enough, Baker. Let’s go.
 
   (sound of the door sliding)
 
   GILL: (sobbing)
 
   (sound of the door sliding)
 
   NEILL: Well, of course I haven’t cut myself yet.
 
    
 
   LOG OF DOCTOR THEOPHORUS
 
   29.08.2144
 
   Patient: Elijah Baker (09:35)
 
   The subject arrived under the compulsion of Ensign Brooke, and had to be forcibly restrained; once restrained, I administered benzodiazepines, at which point he instantly lapsed into a deep sleep. He had suffered several contusions and abrasions under the care of Ensign Brooke, which I treated. I suspect he may have suffered some injury on his spacewalk, possibly a minor cerebrovascular incident, but I lack the equipment to perform a proper cranial scan. He doesn’t display any of the symptoms associated with ischemia. His condition may be psychological in nature, in which case I am unqualified to treat him.
 
   (10:03)
 
   The subject stirred in his sleep. His face contorted briefly, then relaxed. He suddenly sat upright, opened his eyes, and, looking straight forward (showing no response to my presence), said, “The tabernacle isn’t finished. I have to assemble the instruments. Well, of course I haven’t cut myself yet.” Whereupon he immediately returned to unconsciousness. I note this for the sake of completeness, should the case be turned over to a qualified psychiatrist later.
 
   (11:44)
 
   The subject awoke. He was alert and responsive, answering my questions. He had no memory of his somniloquy, and claims no history of sleep disorders. A thorough physical examination showed no anomalies (especially none consistent with a stroke); he appears to be in acceptable health. He has no recollection of his earlier violence toward Gill; as he showed no signs of resuming that violence, I released him (under the care of Brooke) to his quarters, where he is to be confined for the remainder of the day.
 
    
 
   DIARY OF ELI BAKER
 
   29.08.2144
 
   (Luce and that fucking flute. Christ. And now—a drum? Is she playing a drum, too? Her and Moss must be starting a band down in the foundry. Unbelievable. He can’t keep a beat, either.)
 
   Did I dream? Not in sick bay, no, but in my celestial slumber. Think back: there I was, sleeping peacefully, tumbling in silent slo-mo head over heels, the glowing spheres in all directions, no up, no down, massive boulders surrounding me. And before the embrace of the captain pulled me back to the ship, and before the doctor pulled me back to this waking world, what thoughts tumbled through my head?
 
   Think, think. How much is imagination, and how much is fleshy truth? I see now a vision of a fantastic city—I see a landscape of impossibly high spires, twisting in beautiful mad shapes, and slender towers thrown aloft with seeming whimsy—and peaked roofs, or elephantine domes, crystalline and iridescent, shimmering like the overturned vaults of infinite heaven.
 
   (Here’s my poetic side running away with me again—abort! Abort!) But how much do I imagine now, and how much did I really dream? As much as dreams are veracity (not much). But can I conjure such a sight in my mind’s eye? Was it perhaps—put there?
 
   I was twelve feet tall, with a limb for every function I could devise, and happier than I’d ever been. Never knew that sort of happiness, and—God! I wanted to stay there more than anything. I recall the cosmos, stripped nude and laid bare and willing as a bride, ready to unfold her secrets and p l e a s u r e s — not the hellish cryptogram of these four walls, of these steel corridors!
 
   But then—the light of reason, man’s reason, extinguished, and covered by the desert—the desert, so indifferent it might as well be malevolent. Hostile to life. The sands rise up—no, not rise, merely resume their station—and we are choked and drowned beneath the dry deluge.
 
   But I retain something of this place where man, in the glory of his reason, rose to join the one true God (named: Jehovah, Kali, Ramses, YOGSOTHOTH, Jesu, Alhireth-Hotep), and walk hand in hand through the magnificent city called BAVEL. And if the sand should whip the feet of Ozymandias, there is the past glory providing foundation for present desolation.
 
   So—we have this porthole, through which I view the cosmos, the illimitable barrenness, and it takes little imagination to exchange the lone and level sands for the lone and level vacuum . . . the colossal wreck not EGYPT but our vessel EARTH. An oasis in the endless anti-life! The vacuum abhors nature; I can feel the indescribable pressure of it crushing the pockets of life, rolling them in its palm; my temples pound; oases crack and dry and run to ruin!
 
    
 
   FLIGHT RECORDER TRANSCRIPT
 
   Recorded 29.08.2144 (13:03)
 
   (A klaxon sounds)
 
   NEILL: Report.
 
   BROOKE: Registering a radiation spike from the asteroid, sir—engaging
 
   EM shielding.
 
   NEILL: Reroute power from auxiliary systems.
 
   BROOKE: Shields engaged. (The klaxon stops.) Captain—do you see this? NEILL: Yeah, I see it.
 
   BROOKE: The asteroid—it’s emitting some kind of—it’s glowing, sir. NEILL: Scan it.
 
   BROOKE: Scanning. Geological stability acceptable. Radiation limits above average, but declining.
 
   NEILL: We are on the seventieth step. Have you seen Moss?
 
   THEOPHORUS: (via intercom) Captain, I need you in sick bay!
 
    
 
   DIARY OF ELI BAKER
 
   29.08.2144
 
   And it happened that in the Year of the Dog, the Lord our God, who wears only the face of no face, sent the Tishbite to the land, where the people were sinful and suffered from their own damn foolishness, and the Tishbite—that is, Elijah—came skipping and dancing and playing a holy tune on his panpipes, and he warned Ahab and all the damned fools of the land—“Look, ye fuckups and retards, and see the product of thine own hand!” And they saw the barren fields and the burning piles of tires and the graffitied walls (on which was written MENE MENE TEKEL PARSIN) and they said, “Verily, this is our own damn fault and no one else’s. Ideas bring no action. Sex brings no fruition. The king has fallen and the land is blighted.”
 
   And Elijah, whose name means The LORD is our GOD, cried merrily, “Now you get it!” and he smashed in their stupid heads with his mighty staff, and the blood did flow. And Elijah looked upon this and was satisfied, knowing he had done a Right Good Thing, and knowing he had fulfilled his purpose—that the Lord had called him from the barren plateau, from the infinite chaos to do this one thing, and, having done it, he knew happiness.
 
   So Elijah receded into the gulf, to a hiding place beyond Jordan, and he was fed by ravens for two years. Black birds bringing morsels from the night, so that in the blackness, it was impossible to tell what was bird and emissary of God and what was darkness. So Elijah took all, and he left with his great secrets all packed up and ready to go.
 
   And he showed them, by Harry, what was what. The priests of Baal and the knowledge of man all in one were set upon and butchered and the bones picked clean by birds and bugs, and Elijah knew he had done a right Good Thing and shown that there is no god but the true God, and his name is YHWH, the name none dare speak. The knowledge of man fell useless against the infinite majesty and inscrutable infinite power of our Lord— reason fell fallow before the unfathomable.
 
   But Elijah went up to heaven one day, saying “You bloody idiots will never learn! I’m outta here!” and the desert, which never even noticed Elijah or Ahab or the priests of Baal, covered his works and all the works of his people with sand, and the reign of reason rose again, and great works were prepared. The priests of Baal constructed a ship to take man to the heavens, and they named it BAVEL II, and they freighted it with bleating calves, and they really are gonna do it this time, you see, and Elijah was right—they never will learn. The one true God will have his due—a cathedral must be prepared. A tabernacle in the wilderness! And no man is happier than when he knows and serves his purpose.
 
    
 
   LOG OF DOCTOR THEOPHORUS
 
   29.08.2144 (15:23) Patient: Luce Gill
 
   The subject entered sick bay at approximately 13:00, covered in blood and barely able to stand; she collapsed soon after arriving. A blow had been dealt to her right temple by some blunt instrument, and she has suffered a Grade V concussion. She remained unconscious for about 13 minutes, and upon waking had difficulty speaking. She also seems to have mild retrograde amnesia, and was unable to describe the events leading to her injury. However, an examination has satisfied me that she will have no permanent brain damage; I will keep her in sick bay for observation for the next 48 hours, or until symptoms subside.
 
    
 
   LOG OF CAPTAIN JARVIS NEILL
 
   29.08.2144
 
   Gill was attacked, or else had some unfortunate accident. It is possible she tumbled down a ladder or stairwell. At any rate, the doctor has restricted her to sick bay for the next two days; Baker is unfit for work; Moss is injured—and missing. Once I learned of Gill’s accident, I summoned Moss to the bridge, and he failed to show. Brooke must remain at the helm, the doctor must remain with his patient, and Baker must remain in his quarters, so it falls to me to find him.
 
   I searched the foundry and the cargo bays in the two hours after Gill’s accident and found nothing. Now I must set aside the search and plan for tomorrow’s blasting. Baker may be unfit for work, but I feel that the work must go on. Morale remains high!
 
    
 
   LOG OF DOCTOR THEOPHORUS
 
   29.08.2144 (19:06) Patient: Luce Gill
 
   The subject has slept unevenly, and at 18:44 vomited without waking. I am concerned that the concussion has inflicted some permanent, if mild, damage. Continued observance proves necessary. She is also displaying somniloquy, murmuring something repeatedly in her sleep.
 
   20:29
 
   The patient has awakened. She is noticeably agitated; upon waking, she gripped my coat and said several times, “Baker. Baker.” I suspect we have the name of her attacker. I commed the captain at once. Brooke, however, told me that he was not on the bridge; he has been searching the ship for Moss, who is still missing. I must go look for him myself.
 
   21:13
 
   I returned from my search and discovered that my patient is much recovered. Indeed, she has recovered sufficiently to remove the IV from her arm, upset the instrument tray, and exit the sick bay completely. I must find her immediately.
 
    
 
   FLIGHT RECORDER TRANSCRIPT
 
   Recorded 29.08.2144 (21:14)
 
   GILL: Brooke? Brooke? GILL: Jake? Hello?
 
   BROOKE: (very faintly) Get out. GILL: Jake? Are you okay?
 
   BROOKE: (increased effort, but still weakly) Get out!
 
   BAKER: The instruments are imperfect, but they’ll do. I am your rod and your strength.
 
   GILL: (screaming, distressed) What did you do? What did you do? BAKER: Bleating calf. Render unto Pan what is Pan’s!
 
   GILL: The captain is coming!
 
   BAKER: The captain understands.
 
   GILL: Oh, Jesus, oh, Jesus, oh, mercy, oh sweet motherfucking Christ— BAKER: Bleat bleat bleat.
 
    
 
   LOG OF CAPTAIN JARVIS NEILL
 
   29.08.2144
 
   Well, he’s finally done it. FINALLY. I always thought—well, I was raised Episcopalian, you know, and been in a good many cathedrals in my life, and when I first stepped on this ship, I always marveled at how much the bridge resembles a nave in miniature. It’s got the vaulted ceiling, all of eight feet tall, and the banks of computers flanking it, under their cooling hoods, quite resemble arcades. And the command console, the altar, and the viewscreen—what is that but the curtain of the Holy of Holies? To mix our sacred buildings a little. The barrier between us and the impossible infinite. What was missing? The sacrament.
 
   Rather—you’ve read Moby-Dick, I assume? I felt I had to read it before I became a captain, don’t know why. There’s that church Ishmael visits, the pagan temple constructed entirely of the skeleton of a whale. (Holiest of passages in that holy paean!) The divinity conjured within the very mortal constraints of blood and bone. A cathedral—the greatest creation of the divinity, the mightiest most god-like being, its very existence an act of worship. And, in death, its matter fashioned into another act of worship.
 
   So has Baker arranged his own crude materials. The sacrament has been offered, and the cathedral is finished.
 
   And what did Ishmael do? Though the priests of Tranque protested, he took a stick and measured the width and breadth of their god. In measuring, so defined; in defining, so conquered. To know the width and breadth of infinite divinity—to hold it in your hand. We are every one of us Ishmaels.
 
    
 
   LOG OF DOCTOR THEOPHORUS
 
   29.08.2144 (99:99)
 
   Patient: Jeffrey Theophorus
 
   I have been to the bridge and seen what has been done there and all I
 
   have to say is: Oh God Oh God Oh God. Deliver us from evil.
 
   The sick bay door is sealed. I hear someone outside. He walks past the door, and he walks to the other end of the hall, and he turns. I know him to be a full man, but all I hear is his steps, so it is not hard for me to imagine that his steps drive the man, not the man making the steps, and when he turns, I hear all his murderous intents turn with him, revolving as big and as plain as the Earth revolves. So day turns to night.
 
   I have sealed the door. I have a revolver and two gallons of water and rations for three days.
 
    
 
   LOG OF CAPTAIN JARVIS NEILL
 
   29.08.2144
 
   1136 should produce a great yield. I have prepared five CS2 charges, which should produce enough force to fragment the asteroid completely. We have prepared the cathedral and offered the sacrament. The divinity must be invited within. Morale remains high!
 
    
 
   EMAIL FROM DR. JEFFREY THEOPHORUS TO MRS. ALISON THEOPHORUS
 
   (Indianopolis, Indiana, USA, Earth)
 
   29.08.2144
 
   My dearest Alison, I can’t tell you
 
   Baker talked about the instruments and the tabernacle. I remember now—the Jews in the desert. They offered up burnt animals, yes? Remember Isaac and Abraham on the mountain? The knife on the boy’s throat? Or remember Jackie in the alley? In what holy mouth is the taste of blood so sweet?
 
   Take this cup; it is my blood. Take this bread; it is my body. In what mortal mouth is the taste of blood so sweet?
 
   Savage, savage.
 
   But—life. What else can matter to a god? The earth and all its treasures are his. All the birds of the sky are his. All the secrets of the cosmos are his. What else remains? The burning pinpoint of will—of defiance— that blesses us all at our birth. To lay that down in servitude is not enough. He cannot truly possess it as long as it exists. No remission—no remission without blood!
 
   I know this—I know this because I heard it. Baker hears it. The captain hears it. Gill and Moss heard it and were afraid. The call for blood, the crying for it. But viler than that—it takes our blood and our lives and more. From the day we lay down our burning wills, it chains our minds—our very souls. It chains them, and mangles the wings with which we could have soared. So we languish in a slavery of the spirit, when we should be aloft with the angels. What greater sacrifice could we give? What is blood to that?
 
   I have a tiny viewport in the sick bay. I have been looking through it for some time now, watching the captain, an ant in a spacesuit, crawling all over the asteroid. He’s planting charges out there, my love. And he’ll crack the rock open. My estate is not in order.
 
   I am reminded. If you see an icon of Saint Christopher, you cannot die that day.
 
   Wait—
 
   He’s done it, he’s blown it, there’s a slow-motion ballet, the boulders are tumbling silently and with ghastly weight, and the radiance—the brilliance!
 
   I can do nothing but fall on my face and say:
 
   there is no god but the true god there is no god but the true god there is no god but the true god there is no god but the true god
 
   [Here the records end.]
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   SANCTUARY
 
   LINDA GILMORE
 
    
 
   My favorite diner is a funny kind of place. Not funny like one of those pizza places where kids want you to take them, where a giant mouse greets you (which always struck me as strangely disturbing) and the kids can play games. No, it’s in a seedy neighborhood and the street signs are gone—and sometimes I can’t seem to find it at all. Weird. Maybe I’m just getting old. That’s what my pal Harry says. He says 30 years on the night copy desk will do that to you.
 
   One night we got off late. The shift had been a nightmare with breaking news, right on deadline no less, about shootings and scandal. The big story was an outbreak of violence between rival crime organizations. I edited most of the front section, and by the time the paper was on the press it was almost one in the morning. I was beat. One more misplaced comma or weak verb and I would have resorted to violence.
 
   “Let’s go somewhere,” I said to Harry as we walked out to my car. I was too keyed up to go straight home, and besides, I didn’t have anything to go home to.
 
   “If you’re going to drive around half the night looking for that diner, count me out,” he said.
 
   “Oh, come on. You know you’re hungry. If I can’t find it right away, I’ll take you home. OK?”
 
   “No thanks,” said Harry, “I'll be sleepin' on the couch if I don't get home soon.” He got in his car without looking back.
 
   I still needed to unwind, though. I could picture the neighborhood with the diner and anticipated its warmth and light on a cold dark night. I didn’t need the street signs to find it—this night I drove straight to it and parked across the street.
 
   It seemed colder when I got out of the car. The wind swirled dead leaves and trash in eddies along the street. The city lights made the low clouds above glow softly; it felt like snow.
 
   In the large front window a neon sign spelled out the words “Diner Open All Night.” I don’t know if it had another name. I’d only ever heard people call it the Diner.
 
   Inside it was warm and fairly busy for that time of night. A couple of men sat at the counter, about a dozen others sat in booths lined along the opposite wall. It was a typical night crowd: two cops, a cab driver, four nurses in colorful scrubs, a few other people whose occupations I couldn’t identify.
 
   I sat on a stool at the counter and Mike, the cook, came to take my order. He remembered me.
 
   “Hi Ned,” he said, bringing me a steaming mug. “You look like a man who could use some coffee. Anything else?”
 
   I ordered eggs and sausage and Mike turned to the grill. He chatted as he cooked, asking about the news. Mike’s a husky guy and always pleasant, but for some reason he has the most forgettable face. When you don’t see him right in front of you, you can’t quite recall what he looks like. But he always remembers his customers. I hadn’t been in the place for months, but he knew me right away.
 
   Pretty soon Mike set my plate in front of me and refilled my cup. I dug straight in. Mike was some amazing cook. I don’t know what he did to the food, but it seemed somehow more filling, more satisfying, than meals anywhere else. Maybe it’s crazy of me to talk like this, but I don’t know how else to describe it. What was on my plate looked like eggs and sausages, but it was ambrosia for the gods.
 
   The sound of tires squealing, a door slamming, and a woman shrieking interrupted my meal. As I looked toward the entrance a young woman carrying a small boy burst in. She looked around wildly and started for the back. Mike caught up to her quickly.
 
   “Slow down! What’s wrong, ma’am?”
 
   “Please,” she said, her eyes and voice pleading, “Is there a back way out? I have to get away. He’s coming!”
 
   Mike stayed calm. “Don’t worry, you’ll be safe here.”
 
   Even as she shook her head and tried to pull away, we heard shouting outside.
 
   “Becky! I know you’re hiding somewhere around here. Get out here now or it’ll be worse when I find you!”
 
   A man was standing outside the diner and shouting. I expected him to come charging through the door after Becky, and it was plain from her face that she expected the same thing. But he didn’t. He stood on the sidewalk, facing the diner, but his eyes scanned back and forth across the front of the building like the Diner Open All Night sign was a centerfold he couldn’t get enough of. He paced back and forth, looked up and down the street, then shouted some more, but he didn’t come in.
 
   Becky was frozen where she stood, staring at the man outside who obviously couldn’t see her, though the wide aisle between the counter stools and the tables was in plain view through the windows. She looked a question at Mike.
 
   It didn’t make sense to me either; but the thought came that the man couldn’t see the diner right in front of his face. What other explanation could there be?
 
   Mike just smiled at Becky.
 
   “Like I said,” he told her, ”you’ll be safe here. There’s someone here who can help you, I think.”
 
   He guided Becky to a booth where two women were sitting and, like the rest of us, watching the drama unfold. Becky and her little boy sat and whatever the women said seemed to calm her. Mike brought her a cup of coffee and some chocolate milk for the boy.
 
   When he came back behind the counter I asked him who the women in the booth were.
 
   “Oh, they work at an emergency shelter. They’ll know what to do.” “Huh. Two women from an emergency shelter in here, just when . . .”
 
   Mike didn’t say anything, just smiled and shrugged. I went back to eating. The food was still good, even cold.
 
   Something in the window caught my attention, though. A boy, in a thin jacket, was watching through the window, hungry eyes following my fork’s progress from my plate to my mouth. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen, slight, with that gangly look that boys have about that age. What was a kid like that doing out alone in this part of town in the middle of the night? A couple possibilities I didn’t want to think about came to mind.
 
   I motioned for him to come in and he moved toward the door, then hesitated. I smiled in what I hoped was a reassuring way and motioned to him again. This time he came in, but stopped short of the counter.
 
   “Can I buy you some breakfast?” I said.
 
   Hunger and pride waged a war across his face. Pride won.
 
   “I got some money.” He cleared his throat to get Mike’s attention. “Excuse me, mister, what can I get for a buck?”
 
   He looked to me like he needed more than a dollar’s worth of food.
 
   “You’re in luck,” Mike said, with a smile. “Tonight’s special is a plate of eggs, bacon and hash browns for $1.”
 
   The boy started to grin, then a suspicious look took over.
 
    “I’m not dumb,” he said. “What’s the catch?”
 
   “No catch,” Mike said. “This time of night I need to use up what I’ve got before the morning deliveries.”
 
   The boy thought about it, looking back outside, where fat snowflakes were now drifting past the front window. I thought about how if I’d had bacon instead of sausage, I could’ve had hash browns, too, and saved three-fifty.
 
   “OK,” he said. “I’ll have the special.”
 
   “Smart choice,” I said. “Mike’s a great cook. You’ll see.”
 
   The boy sat down a couple of stools away. Mike brought him a cup of hot chocolate.
 
   The boy wrapped his red hands around the cup and started to sip; his ears and nose were red with cold, and his light brown hair hung lank across his forehead. Up close I thought he looked closer to thirteen than fifteen. He reminded me of someone I used to know and for a moment I couldn’t look at him. Then I pushed the memories down and said, “Son, what are you doing wandering around this time of night?”
 
   “None of your business,” he said. “Sir.”
 
   Somebody had taught the kid manners. I glanced across the diner and saw one of the cops looking our way. I didn’t think the boy had noticed him, or he probably wouldn’t have come in.
 
   “Don’t you think it should be somebody’s business?” I asked. “Like maybe your parents?”
 
   “No,” he said. “They’re the last people whose business it should be.”
 
   Mike set his plate in front of him and he started to eat, then stopped. “I’m fine,” he said. “I just got lost, that’s all.”
 
   But he didn’t look me in the eye. “What’s your name?” I asked.
 
   “Da—Josh,” he said, around a mouthful of eggs. He was eating like he hadn’t had a good meal in a long time.
 
   “Hi, Josh,” came a voice from the other side of the boy. It was the cop who had been watching him. His nametag said his name was Brown.
 
   Josh looked scared and started to get up, but the officer put his hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Go ahead and finish eating,” he said. “Then my partner and I would like to help you out.”
 
   “I won’t go to no juvie,” Josh said, a defiant edge to his voice.
 
   “Who said anything about juvenile hall?” Officer Brown asked. “There’s someone at the precinct who can make sure you end up in a safe place. Am I right that you need a safe place?”
 
   Josh seemed to respond to the kindness in Brown’s voice. He softened a little, and nodded a bit hesitantly.
 
   “OK,” Brown said. “Tell you what, I'll make Sam sit in the back and you can ride up front with me.” He sat beside Josh while he finished eating and they talked quietly. I didn’t catch everything they said, but it sounded like Josh had run away from a pretty bad home situation and there were younger siblings who needed help, too.
 
   I wondered about this second coincidence, but Mike was busy behind the counter and I didn’t say anything.
 
   The diner started to empty. The cops left with Josh at the same time that Becky and her son left with the women from the shelter. Soon I was the only one left. I was reluctant to leave but it was snowing heavily and I knew it would only get worse the longer I waited. I got out my wallet to pay for my breakfast, but stopped when the front door banged open and shut behind me.
 
   Two men stood just inside the door, snow dusting their hair and shoulders. Their dark overcoats weren’t bulky enough to fully mask the shoulder holsters. I wished the cops hadn’t left already. I recognized one of the men from the mug shot I’d used on the front page that very night. Sammy Sorrento, one of the lieutenants of the city’s largest organized crime family.
 
   He and his companion looked around the empty diner. They seemed a little surprised to be there, and a little afraid.
 
   “Hey, you,” Sorrento said to Mike. “What kind of joint is this?” “It’s a diner,” Mike said, a bit amused, it seemed to me.
 
   “Got a back room?” “No.”
 
   Sorrento glanced around and grabbed his companion’s arm. “Come on Joey, let’s go,” he said.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Mike said, coming around from behind the counter. “You’ll be safe here.”
 
   Sorrento stopped, looking even more puzzled.
 
   “No one can find you here.” Mike’s voice was steady and reassuring. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Just what I said. Someone you don’t want to find you is looking for you and you need a safe place. This is a safe place.”
 
   This was too much for me.
 
   “Mike, what are you doing?” I said. “Don’t you know who this is? You don’t want to protect him from the police!”
 
   “He’s not hiding from the police,” Mike said, still looking at Sorrento.
 
   The crack and stutter of automatic weapon fire sent Sorrento and Joey diving for the floor. I ducked behind the counter. But Mike just stood in front of the door and windows as two cars came careering around the corner, guns still firing. I could see the sparks of fire from the muzzles and heard the ping of bullets hitting the building and trash cans. I expected the plate glass window to disintegrate in the barrage of bullets, but nothing touched it. Once again, the pursuers didn’t seem to see the diner.
 
   After the cars had passed, Mike stepped over the two men on the floor and looked out the window.
 
   “I’m afraid your car is done for,” he said.
 
   Sorrento slowly got up from the floor, staring at Mike, his mouth open. “What, what happened? I don’t get this. What is this place? Who are you?” he asked.
 
   Mike smiled again. “I told you. This is a diner. My name is Mike. Some people call me Michael.”
 
   Was it my imagination or did light flicker around Mike’s head when he said that?
 
   Fear and wonder mingled in Sorrento’s expression. He crossed himself and fell to his knees. I thought I heard him muttering a Hail Mary.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” Mike said, embarrassed. “Get up. You need someplace safe. Help is coming, but you’ll have to wait a while. Want something to eat?”
 
   Sorrento and Joey just nodded. I could understand. I was pretty speechless myself.
 
   Mike filled our coffee cups, then turned the heat up under the grill and began cooking more eggs and bacon. Maybe it was just the reassurance of the very ordinary act of cooking breakfast, but the aroma brought a calm to the room.
 
   Soon Mike set plates of food in front of Sorrento and Joey. “Weren’t you going to call someone?” Sorrento asked.
 
   “Oh, he’s coming. He’s a regular.” Mike glanced up at the clock. “Should be here any minute.”
 
   Sorrento looked skeptically out at the snowstorm. I highly doubted that anyone else was going to come into the diner that night; you’d think I would have known better. Before long another man entered the diner, stamping his feet and brushing the snow off his coat. The stocky black man hung his coat on the coat tree by the front door and when he turned to the counter I could see his clerical collar.
 
   Mike greeted him with a smile.
 
   “Hi Father Jones. Quite a night, isn’t it? Coffee?”
 
   “That would be wonderful,” he said, then he looked at me. “Hi. Anything I can do to help?”
 
   I almost said yes, but just shook my head.
 
   Father Jones turned to Sorrento, who now seemed more angry than confused.
 
   “You said help was coming!” he yelled at Mike. “I thought you meant the FBI!”
 
   Father Jones answered, instead.
 
   “Of course, you’ll probably need to talk to the FBI at some point, but I
 
   think you might need my kind of help first. Am I right?” Understanding dawned on Sorrento’s face.
 
   “Yeah, I think you are.”
 
   As I got up to leave, Sorrento asked Father Jones to hear his confession. I started for the door and Mike followed.
 
   “Goodnight, Ned,” he said. “Be careful.”
 
   I suddenly remembered my car was across the street and looked out quickly to see how badly it was shot up.
 
   “It’s OK,” Mike said. “Drive safe.”
 
   “I’ve been here before, but never seen stuff like this,” I said. “What kind of diner is this, really?”
 
   “Well, some nights are more interesting than others,” Mike said. “What kind of diner do you think this is?”
 
   I thought about it a minute.
 
   “I think,” I said, “that this is a diner that’s here when I need it. God knows I needed it tonight.”
 
   “Yes, he does,” Mike said. “But maybe you needed it for another reason.” “Yeah,” I said. Josh’s thin frame and lonely eyes came to mind. “Yeah,
 
   I think I did.”
 
   I left. As I drove home, I reflected on a man whose face I couldn’t quite picture and a diner that was always there for people who really needed it. And on a boy who reminded me of the son I once had and would never see again. I’m not a man who believes in second chances much, but I suspect Mike is.
 
   If you ever visit my city and find yourself wandering around a seedy neighborhood late at night, you might come across a diner with a neon sign that says “Diner Open All Night.” And in that diner you’ll find a man named Mike, or maybe it’s Michael, and you most likely will find help, or will find you have help to offer. But maybe those are one and the same thing.
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   CHRIS MIKESELL “IN R’LYEH, JESUS WALKS”
 
   Imagine if you will a writer whose work is so powerful that his stories have been credited with fixing broken marriages, reuniting geographically and emotionally distant parents and children, and in one case, causing guards and inmates at a small minimum-security facility in Boise, Idaho, to spontaneously burst into song.
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   Unlike banshees, Mike Duran does not live in the Scottish highlands nor wail outside his neighbors’ windows in the dead of night. He does, however, occupy odd hours, excavating untold tales and conversing with imaginary beings. Living in SoCal predisposes one to florid personalities—real and imagined—and many of these have found their way into Mike’s yarns. What’s more, said yarns have found their way into journals, anthologies, and e-zines. When not at the Midnight Diner, he can be found at www.mikeduran.com where he chronicles his pre-dawn pow-wows, serves Guinness, and toasts to grace.
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   People tell Melody she has the perfect surname to write about death, doom, and destruction: GRAVES. Her mother-in-law tells the hostess at the restaurant, “Graves, you know, like what you bury dead people in?” Don’t get her wrong. she loves creating misery and chaos as much as the next pencil-wielding author with a God complex. But, being first a MELODY (and a soft-spoken girl from Texas), she prefers to write about how suffering deepens character and enjoys exploring the redemptive and healing power of love.
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   Jennifer Edwards walked into the diner and ordered a cup of coffee. Strong, black. With two lumps, er packets of sugar. After graduating from the University of Iowa with an English degree, she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do (other than write). College was pretty fun, she ended up working at a small Iowa college in the Academic Dean’s office. The free writing classes are a bonus. She’s thrilled to have finally published a short story (after all, what else was she going to do with a story about talking to Elvis in a diner?).
 
    
 
   ROBERT S. GARBACZ “THE SALVATION OF SANCHO”
 
   Robert Garbacz, when in his natural habitat, is frequently seen arguing theology over ale with often excessive volume, haranguing his friends repeatedly with obscure but fascinating facts about Medieval literature, or staring cloyingly into the eyes of his beloved wife. Unfortunately, his natural habitat is Oxford in the period from
 
   1930-1950. This is a bit awkward for someone born in Tulsa in 1983, but he is studying towards his Masters at the University of Toronto and feels this is a firm step in the proper direction.
 
    
 
   NATHAN KNAPP “THE WATER RISES”
 
   When Nathan Knapp saw the Diner on the side of the road he thought his eyes were deceiving him. Still more unbelievable was that at this late hour the place was open. After all the hours on the road it would be good to get inside—yet he never realized how dangerous stepping through that door was until it was too late. Before his near-death at the hands of a crazy fry cook, Nathan published short fiction in Infuze as well as music and book reviews on various online mags. He was seventeen at the time of his unfortunate maiming. . .
 
    
 
   R.M. OLIVER “LAST TRIP TO CRYSTAL MOON”
 
   R. M. Oliver is a drifter by birth that used to wander around as a child making up all sorts of wild adventures. He’s currently studying Humanities at The Criswell College in Dallas, Texas. He plans on marrying his amazing girlfriend a year from December. He’s been searching for an outlet for his little yarns since he was twelve and is overjoyed to be given this opportunity. He is currently loving philosophy class and is entering his third year teaching ESL to immigrants from Latin America. He dreams of one day owning a Tortay Tacos Restaurant in Huatulco Bay on the Mexican Coast, and being known as the crazy gringo who talks to himself.
 
    
 
   MATT MIKALATOS “THE DELUGE”
 
   Matt Mikalatos knew the dame was trouble. She pointed a pistol at him. "I have a job for you," she said. "At the Diner."
 
   He pulled her to him, rough. "That place ain't safe, sister. And I got an irreplaceable wife and two adorable daughters to protect."
 
   He could take a punch, sure, but the Diner was full of crooks, chthonic entities, zombies. He snatched the gun from her. He would take the job. He always did. He brushed past her and headed down the fog-bound street toward Coach's Midnight Diner. He would need the pistol before sunrise.
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   Michael Medina was born 1980 in Dallas, TX. Like anyone else, he loves a good hero. If he’s learned something from Jack Bauer, John McClaine, and Solid Snake, it's that
 
   a hero needs strength. So the question is, why does Christian storytelling usually lack heroes as memorable as these? We're fighting the greatest battle in history. Why is it so boring to read about in most of our novels? Medina creates heroes that will hopefully inspire strength and faith, because Christ needs us in the fight. We need to be prepared.
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   COACH CULBERTSON Proprietor
 
   It was 3AM in the Diner, and I knew every vamp, demon spawn, alien and drunk in the tri-county area would be walking through the door in about 10 minutes. I sharpened up the grill a bit with a towel and wondered if someone or some-thing would try to throw me through the window again tonight as I poured a slug of coffee that had boiled down to espresso. I wondered how in the world I got here, and then remembered how that crazy Jesus guy kept asking me to go on these wild adventures. Why I kept saying yes escaped me for a moment, but then I realized once again that the company couldn’t be beat. Chugging down the last of the mug, I stepped out to the counter, ready to step up to whoever and whatever walked through the door. After all, even demon spawn and aliens have to eat.
 
    
 
   VANNESSA NG Coffee Tester
 
   When a body turned up in the river, Vennessa knew she had to get busy. Living up to her reputation as a Jill-of-all-Trades, judiciously juggling her role as a wife and mother with running her own freelance editing business and working a part-time job, she couldn’t let the mystery go unsolved. Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she interviewed the three suspects, unraveled death threats, and discovered clues. Despite her dedication, the perpetrator remained evasive and Vennessa took up residence in two cyber apartments. Grab the drink of your choice, pull up the easy chair, and visit her at either www.aotearoaeditorial.com or www.illuminatingfiction.com. You’ll find her pondering murder as she continues to pursue justice.
 
    
 
   KIMBERLY CULBERTSON Head Waitress
 
   “Spending way too much time in diners,” she thought, as she sipped her coffee. She had poured through pages and pages of stories, tired of circling off-kilter typos Coach had missed. And just as she thought it would never end, the last page was flipped. There were no more pages to proof. The thrill of accomplishing the project leapt through her like a caffeinated lightning bolt. She drank the last of her hazelnut-creamered coffee, packed up the manuscript, and walked out of the diner free, free, free.
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
CHRIS MIKESELL

KEVIN LUCIA

ROBERT N. JENNINGS

J. MARK BERTRAND

MIKE DURAN

NEIL A. RIEBE

MELODY GRAVES

SUZAN ROBERTSON

NATHAN KNAPP

ROBERT GARBACZ

S.J. KESSEL

MIKE MEDINA

PAUL LUIKART

JENNIFER J. EDWARDS

CAROLINE MISNER

R.M. OLIVER

MATT MIKALATOS

CHARLES BROWNING

JENS RUSHING

MIKE DELLOSSO

LINDA GILMORE

EDITED BY COACH CULBERTSON
WITH VENNESSA NG





