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The Defenseless
by Kealan Patrick Burke
Gina stood by the window, eyes indistinguishable from the rain-tattooed glass for both were shadowed and both were wet. She stood and she waited. Waited for an answer to an impossible question: Why me? There would be no answers proffered and of this she was very much aware for she had led a life keeping the secrets of others with just the briefest glimpses of happiness in between and had grown to live with disappointment.
As Kyle had disappointed her. She had thought him strong, brave, so different from the others he could only be the part of her she was missing, could only be the part that made her whole, could only be hers. But again, she was forsaken, left to pine more for her lack of sense than her penchant for selecting erroneous suitors. And it was raining. Of course it was, because it never stopped raining in Harperville. She was sick of the sight of it trickling down her bedroom window and yet it held her gaze, almost hypnotizing her. Would it matter if the clouds lifted, for what was there to see up there that she hadn't seen a thousand times before? Nothing but an uncaring sky thrown like a smothering quilt across a city of indifference, with her nothing but a mote lost in the folds.
Damn you Kyle, you selfish son of a bitch! How could you do this to me?
But for this much at least, there was an answer, and it whispered across the darkened plains of her mind, barely stirring the reeds of her resistance: Because sooner or later everyone does. You are a planet without gravity orbiting a cold dead sun. There is nothing to hold anyone to you and no brightness to look toward. You are nothing. You are empty. You are alone.
She shook her head, only slightly and this was as much of a denial as she could muster. There was, after all, nothing she could say in her defense. Whatever caricature of herself she had been until now, the rain and the misery had finally washed away the pretense, leaving her raw and exposed to the needling of her callous conscience. She could not pretend her life had meaning anymore. Not when the hub of her existence had left nothing behind him but a melodramatic suicide note and an empty vessel to grieve for his passing. A shell, devoid of anything but self-pity and self-loathing for the violation she had let herself fall victim to for so many years.
She pressed her forehead against the glass, her hair bunching up into an auburn wave frozen against the magnesium glow of the streetlight shining through the window. The glass was cold but she did not mind. The ship in her mind sailed a colder ocean, casting out a net made of broken dreams and dragging up the memory of his face. Kyle. So understanding, so familiar with the razorblade edges of her world. So willing to walk through the black flame of her pain with her. So willing to listen. And now dead. Gone. Lost to his own weakness.
Her eyes focused, snagged on an incongruous shade in the gloom below the streetlight, blurred by the streaks of rain but most definitely a figure. A man. Head tilted upward, he appeared to be watching her and for the briefest moment, a cerulean spark of hope coruscated across the barren field of her dismay. But no…Kyle was dead and the only ghosts she believed in were those of happiness, when they lingered tauntingly beyond the reach of those who'd lost them. She watched, unmoving as a smear of darkness separated from the shadow beneath the light and waved.
Surely she was dreaming, for such a gesture implied a familiarity she did not have with anyone but the dead now. Curiosity bade her open the window and she did with a measure of caution, wincing at the immediate assault of the rain through the narrow wedge of night she had admitted. Peering into the nest of shadows gathered like lazy snakes beneath the streetlight, she saw that it was indeed a man and he was waving at her. But it was not Kyle. She chided herself for entertaining such absurd and impossible notions but did not close the window, now more curious than ever to see who was hailing her.
"What do you want?" she called, leaning over the sill just enough to allow a straight line of wetness to paint itself across her T-shirt. Ordinarily, she might have worried about her father hearing her, but he had returned from the Twisted Oak Tavern hours ago and she knew nothing short of a tornado would wake him from the saturation of his drunk.
The figure responded, a muffled burst of words that were scrambled by the wind.
"What?" Gina cried.
She saw the figure cup his hands around his mouth and this time she heard the words: "Are you Gina Lewis?"
Answer. Don't answer. Yes or no. How wise was it to reply to a question like that from a shadowy figure basking in the darkness? After brief consideration, she decided that with nothing left to lose in her pitiful excuse for a life, a reply couldn't hurt. "Yes. Who are you?"
"My name is Dan Newman. I got a letter from your boyfriend. He told me to come find you."
*** ***
Gina was used to climbing down the trellis next to her window, had mastered it in fact as a necessary escape route from the terrors that frequently invaded her bedroom. But she had never climbed it in such ferocious weather and now she was beginning to worry, the wind biting at the exposed skin of her wrists and ankles, whipping her hair into her eyes and struggling to pull the trellis from the wall, forcing her to lock her fingers on the thin wooden ledges as rain pelted her face.
Below, Newman had moved away from the streetlight, was now almost directly below her, his face a long pale smudge in the murk of wind and darkness. "Are you okay?" she thought he said and called a "Yes" even as she cursed and lowered herself another rung on the trellis. It was crazy. She was crazy to be sneaking from her bedroom at this time of night to meet a man who could be a killer for all she knew…or cared. And of course that was it. What could a murderer take from her that she hadn't already lost? Her father had taken her innocence, her soul, and Kyle had taken her hopes and dreams with him into the earth. No. There was nothing this guy could take from her now.
Her foot slipped from the rung and her nails scratched painfully against the wall as she righted herself and gasped into the rain. Newman had moved closer. She took a deep breath and steeled herself against the relentless hammering of the storm. Soon, she was close enough to jump and Newman moved away to allow her room to do so. She landed on the soggy earth with a grunt and straightened herself, pulling the wet hair from her eyes and regarding Newman with undisguised suspicion.
"How did you know Kyle?" she asked and he raised a finger to his lips. From what she could see of him, he appeared handsome, if a little gaunt and wiry.
"Not here," he said and reached a long-fingered hand out to her.
She hovered, then grasped it and allowed herself to be led through the wet streets.
"Where are we going?" she called once and "to Devlin Woods. Out of the rain. I have something to show you," he called back.
She almost stalled at that, felt her resistance tug a little of the speed from their passage, but then relented. Nothing left to hurt me, she told herself and followed Newman away from her dark and silent house on Barker Lane, through the rain-swept streets of Harperville and up into the dark phalanx of trees that was the outer ring of Devlin Woods.
*** ***
Devlin Woods was and had been for as long as Gina could remember, a miasma. But amid the gnarled trees and tangled vines was a place she had once called her sanctuary. A small, battered shack, little more than sheets of corrugated metal held together by steel wire and topped with a few layers of ragged tarpaulin, sat in a far corner of the woods. It was hidden from prying eyes by a veritable wall of brambles, upon which raspberries were rumored to grow, though no one had actually ever seen any.
It was here she had found peace. It was here she had found Kyle. And lost him to himself. Without him, the shack was nothing more than a shell, haphazardly thrown together, a shelter against the rain and little else. Gina could remember when she had thought it a fortress.
She stopped at the bramble wall and tried to corral the uncontrollable shivering that wracked her body. She was bitterly cold, water trickling down her back, freezing the skin. "Why are we here?" she said, suddenly angry with Newman for presuming to have her trust and refusing to offer her any explanation thus far. "What do you want from me?"
Newman seemed startled by her attitude. He raised a hand to placate her. "Easy, I promise you it will all make sense soon. We do need to get out of this rain though or we'll catch our deaths."
She huffed her disapproval, ignored the hand he held out to her and walked ahead of him, the carpet of pine and fir needles squelching beneath her feet. The black mass of brambles was taller than both of them, and in the filtered light from the city below it looked like a wave frozen in the act of breaking, spiked tendrils clambering for release within an all-consuming whole. Gina, feeling suddenly and inexplicably hemmed in, skirted the network of vicious thorns and hurried toward where memory directed her.
The shack was like an oasis in the hostile night, feeble amber light flickering through the cracks in the structure as the wind struggled to extinguish a candle someone had left lit inside. A rectangular stretch of heavy fabric had been nailed above the doorway, a small chunk of wood laid against the bottom to keep the wind from tearing it off and it was here that Gina found herself, moving the wood and quickly ducking inside. A steady squishing at her back told her Newman was following.
Inside, she was surprised to see four thick towels stacked on top of a folding chair. A bundle of newspapers lay to one side of them casting a thick block of shadow, courtesy of a large hurricane lamp balanced precariously atop a small drawerless cabinet shoved against the wall behind them. It was not particularly warm, but it was dry despite the impatient drumming of the rain on the tarpaulin above her head. Newman bustled in and promptly turned his back to her as he folded the makeshift door at the bottom and set a short but heavy piece of wood on top of it. Satisfied that it would hold, he exhaled and straightened as much as the low ceiling would allow.
In the light of the hurricane lamp, Gina saw she'd been wrong in thinking him handsome. He might have been once, she realized, but now his cheeks were sunken as if he were biting the inside of his cheeks, shadows nestled comfortably in the hollows. His eyes were bright, feverish but in an unhealthy way, almost manic in their intensity. His thin jaw worked soundlessly as he watched her taking a seat on the stack of newspapers. To her relief, she saw no desire in those eyes and that let her relax a little. She scooped up a towel and slowly began to dry her hair.
"The towels were a nice touch," she told him. "Not quite the Holiday Inn but appreciated all the same."
"It's the least I can do for dragging you up here on such a terrible night."
"Are you going to tell me why you dragged me up here on this terrible night?"
"Yes," he said and surprised her further by reaching behind the folding chair and producing a red thermos, which he shook before him with a wry grin. "Coffee?"
"You're kidding. What next? Is there a hairdryer behind that chair somewhere?"
He chuckled. "This is the extent of the luxury I'm afraid."
She offered him a smile, slowly letting her guard down. "Then I'll take a coffee. Scaldingly hot sounds good right about now."
"You got it." He unscrewed the cap of the thermos, used it as a cup and filled it almost to the top with piping hot coffee. She accepted it gratefully, nodding her thanks and taking a tentative sip, just enough to scorch her tongue. Another, longer drink and she could feel it running down inside her like hot wax, settling comfortably in her stomach. She draped the towel over her shoulders and looked back to Newman. "So?"
He half-heartedly ran a towel over the thick black hair plastered to his scalp and sighed before he finally met her gaze. "I'm sorry about Kyle."
"Yeah, so am I," she answered tonelessly, then quickly added. "You said he gave you a letter?"
"Yeah. I found it in my mailbox last Friday. The day after he--" He swallowed. "The day after."
"How did you know him?"
Newman shifted his seat so that he was no longer casting flinching shadows over her. "We were good friends a few years back, until his parents moved away from Akron and came here."
Gina took another hearty swallow of her coffee, savoring the warmth. A burst of wind made the walls rattle and she jumped, almost spilling her drink. The flame in the hurricane lamp fluttered in protest. "Do you still live in Akron?" she breathed, a hand against her chest.
Newman nodded. "Born and raised."
"I didn't see you at the funeral."
He gave her an apologetic shrug and dropped the towel, a bead of water still clinging to his earlobe. "No. I didn't go. I can't hack funerals."
"Me neither, but it would have been wrong for me not to go."
If he was offended by the accusation in her tone, it didn't show and she quickly chastised herself for being needlessly rude. After all, how Newman dealt with his grief was none of her business. "What did the letter say?"
He sniffed, withdrew a ragged envelope from the inside pocket of his leather jacket and handed it to her. Bracing the half-full thermos lid between her knees, she took the letter and quickly opened it. While she read, Newman produced a cigarette from the same pocket in which he'd kept Kyle's letter, sat back and lit it, his exhalations slow and deliberate.
*** ***
Dear Danny Boy:
I bet you're surprised as hell to hear from me after all this time and for that I apologize. I should have kept in touch but in truth, you were much better off not knowing the person I became, the hopeless soul the world made of me. They say the path we travel on is set and until last night when God himself visited me, I believed in that. Now I know different. As you shall too. We have suffered for too long, my friend.
Tonight I die, but in death I bring a gift to the underdog, to all our brethren who have tasted the boots of our oppressors. Tonight I bleed a tide that turns for all of us.
Find her. Find my disciple. Her name is Gina Lewis. She lives at 12 Barker Lane. Go there Thursday night and bring her to Our Place, the shack in Devlin Woods and show her what you've discovered, show her the meaning of the list I've written here, the Freedom List. Make her believe in herself again. Make her believe in us, in The Defenseless. Show her the light that burns inside all our kind and set her free…
I'll miss you old friend, but do not mourn. Instead, bask in the glory of your new life.
Always,
Kyle Winter
P.S. Here are the names of the first seven. They will be followed by seven more until the world begins to recognize us for who we are:
Marion Haines
Judith Weinstein
Josh Berkeley
Graham Lieder
Frank Streck
Alice Peterson
Peter Teller
*** ***
"I don't understand this," Gina said and looked up at Newman. "Was he really that far gone? I mean, who are these people?"
Newman stood up and went to the doorway to jettison his cigarette. "I thought the same thing," he said. "When I learned that he'd really gone and killed himself, I thought, at least his madness made it that much easier for him. But over the next couple of days, I started thinking about the note." Stooping, he drew close to Gina. "Can you stand up for a moment?"
"Why?"
"I need to show you what made me change my mind about Kyle."
She looked down between her legs at the bundle of newspapers she'd been sitting on. Her wet jeans had darkened the top copy but she could see enough to recognize it as the local rag: The Harperville Gazette. She stood up and moved to stand next to Newman, who immediately hunkered down and produced a short-handled penknife from his coat.
"That's one hell of a pocket you got there," Gina said, moving back a step although she didn't really feel threatened. Not yet, at least.
Newman made a sound that might have been an airless chuckle and sliced open the thin red cord holding the newspapers together. He pushed aside the dampened copy and handed her the next one without looking back.
"Tell me what you see," he said and continued fishing through the papers.
At first she saw nothing, her eyes flitting over the headlines but finding nothing to grab her attention, and she was about to tell him so when her eyes caught on a small column near the bottom of the page.
"God," she said and heard Newman mutter his agreement.
The headline read: WOMAN SOUGHT IN MURDER INVESTIGATION
But this was not what caused the hair to prickle on the back of Gina's neck. It was the first two lines of the story itself: Alice Peterson (38), is wanted for questioning by the police after the authorities discovered the body of her husband, Bill Peterson (41) at their home in Gatesburg, Harperville last Monday morning. The victim had been stabbed to death.
"She's one of the names in Kyle's letter, isn't she?"
"Yes," Newman replied, rising to face her. "And if you're thinking he might have had some information about this prior to writing the note, look at the date."
Gina did. "Today."
"Yes. Kyle died last Friday. Alice Peterson killed her husband three days later. He couldn't have known about it."
Gina thought about this and struggled to shake off the dread that crawled up her spine like a living thing. "Wait. Maybe he knew her. Maybe she got a letter too. Maybe…Maybe he told her to kill her husband."
"Does that sound like Kyle to you?"
"I don't know. I'd like to think not, but it's a bit too much of a coincidence isn't it?"
Newman shrugged. "If it is…" He handed her another two newspapers. "Then, these must be too."
She looked from his empty eyes to the papers: MAN KILLED IN HUNTING ACCIDENT
"The victim was Arnold Streck. Shot by his own son, Frank."
Gina swallowed, remembering the name from the list and feeling increasingly detached from the insanity in which she suddenly found herself. She flipped to the next paper, eyes scanning until Newman's finger indicated a small box near the bottom of the front page: LOCAL SCHOOLTEACHER DIES IN FIRE AT HOME
"Susan Teller. She is survived by her husband, Peter. And guess what?"
Gina nodded. "He's on Kyle's list."
"Yes."
She let the papers slip from her hands. "But why? Why are these people murdering their loved ones? Was Kyle psychic or something?" She sat down heavily on the remaining newspapers and sighed in exasperation. "This is making my head hurt."
Newman returned to his seat and lit another cigarette.
"Believe me, I was as surprised as you when I traced the names from the list to all these headlines." He made a sweeping gesture over the scattered papers. "It didn't seem possible. Surely no one could have that kind of influence over total strangers."
"Unless they weren't strangers," Gina said. "Unless he knew them all somehow but--Jesus, I loved him. I knew him better than anyone. He wasn't capable of this kind of madness!"
"Does that letter sound like it was written by someone you know?"
She looked up at him, his eyes glistening pools of oil in the lamplight. "What else did you find out? There must be more, unless you brought me here just to tell me my dead boyfriend was a cult leader?"
For a moment Newman was silent, the wind battering the hut like an angry animal, the hurricane lamp trembling and then: "Those who died were not the true victims. The true victims were the people who killed them."
Gina frowned. "I don't understand."
"I think you do. That list, according to Kyle is the Freedom List, the names of the first to be set free under some kind of power he believed his death unleashed. The question I asked myself was what these people needed to be set free from. So I started digging. And I found out that Alice Peterson was an abused wife, constantly living in fear of her husband, who a year prior to his death put his wife in the hospital after throwing her down the stairs at their home. She broke both her legs, her shoulder and nose and ruptured her spleen. The doctors suspected everything but her legs had been broken before her fall but of course she denied that."
"Then there's Frank Streck, a sixteen-year-old boy whose father had a habit of bringing little kids home and locking them in the basement, where the old man could play with them to his heart's content. Then, when he was done, Arnold Streck would make his son drag the bodies out to the old covered well at the far end of their property and heave them in."
Gina put a trembling hand to her mouth. "Jesus." She thought for a moment. "But how do you know all this? How come the police don't know about it if you do?"
Newman nodded. "I'll explain in a moment. But do you see the pattern? The seven names on Kyle's list were all people who were abused, trodden upon, beaten in one way or another. They were victims, and Kyle believed his death was the catalyst in changing their lives. He believed by dying, he would be imparting a gift to them. The gift of freedom, of being able to take back what had been stolen from them. He wanted to help the defenseless regain their power."
"But how did he know? If these people were strangers, then how could he know what they were going to do before they did it? There must have been some contact between them!"
"Unless he wasn't crazy," Newman said ominously. "Unless he really did see God, or a god or something that gave him the power he wrote about in his letter to me. It sounds incredible, of course, but when you think about it, would you turn away such a gift?"
"Of course I would," Gina answered, too quickly and saw Newman raise an eyebrow. "It's wrong."
"Is that what you really believe?"
"Don't you?"
It was clear to her now however, that he didn't. That he had brought her up here to try and convince her that Kyle had been on to something and that the only option left for her would be to buy into it. Her whole body shuddered and she was not entirely able to convince herself it was just the cold anymore.
Newman leaned forward in his chair. "We are victims too, Gina."
She struggled for the words to counter his statement but could find none. This in turn ignited a frustration in her chest that brought hot tears to her eyes.
"Your father likes to touch you," Newman said and her head snapped up.
"What the fuck do you know about it?"
A sad smile creased his lips. "Ever since the death of your mother, he takes solace in you, both mentally and physically. When you cry, he calls it grief. When you scream, he calls it passion. Such self-deceit keeps him sane while you crumble before him. I know, Gina. Kyle knew and it brought him here, to search for a God who could take away your pain, his pain and the agony suffered every day by countless others who walk crippled in the shadows of their tormentors."
The tears were coming freely now and Newman was a twitching mass of darkness and light when Gina looked up. "How? How did you know?"
"The same way Kyle knew about those seven people. The same way I knew about what drove them to kill their torturers and the same way I know who the next seven are."
He was on his knees now, his hands on hers. She convulsed with hitching sobs and shook her head. "He doesn't mean to do it."
"I know." His voice was soothing, brushing the gooseflesh from her skin with invisible fingers of warmth. "But he will have to answer for his sins just the same. God has said it to be so. Just as I have put my own mother in the grave for her malevolence toward me, you must do the same."
"No. I could never--" A fresh bout of tears burned her throat and she fell silent, Newman filling the space in the air between them with his newly-adopted sermon-like tones.
"You must. There is no 'yes' or 'no' here. It has been decided. You are no longer one of The Defenseless, not with the power, the gift Kyle has given you. You are on a new path, one with direction and it must be followed. The meek are taking back the earth. You are one of us now, Gina and you need never be afraid again."
"But the others…They'll be caught for what they've done." She blinked away the tears and saw that Newman was smiling.
"No they won't. You know how invisible we are in this world. The stink of anguish drips from our pores, driving people away until we become nothing more remarkable than an icy breeze on a summer's day. No one could ever see us. Kyle's gift uses that, cloaks us further. Take Alice for example. When nosy neighbors discovered her husband's body and the cops came, they immediately sent out a warrant for arrest. A search was conducted. Can you imagine how surprised they'd be if they'd learned she was there in that house watching them, even as they milled around? She was right there in front of them. Invisible, Gina. Embracing the gift makes you so."
"I still don't understand how you know so much about them."
He raised a thin strip of notepaper before her face and she had to lean forward in the hazy light to make out what was written on it. The handwriting was not Kyle's. It was a list and it started with her name.
"Because they found me. Just as I found you."
*** ***
"You were right," Newman told her, his black eyes glistening in the light drifting through the hall window. "I thought he'd have woken up by now."
Like criminals, they had climbed the trellis and come through Gina's open window. From there they had crept across the hall and up to the door of her father's room, Newman wincing at the noxious stink that permeated the air in the upper level of the house.
Now they looked across the bed at one another, Gina's hair soaked once again and dripping on the bare floorboards with a metronomic tapping, as she shivered and looked down at her father. His naked, hairy arm was flung over his face as if to ward off the meager light penetrating his window, leaving only his broad expanse of forehead visible, dark tufts of tousled hair rising like nailed snakes from his head. Seeing him looking so vulnerable, she felt the slightest twinge of love, the wake of a better memory too quick to catch before it vanished and she sighed.
"Was it easy for you?"
Newman didn't answer and it took her a moment to realize that he must have assumed the question was directed at her father because that's where she was looking when she said it. She looked up at him, saw him shrug.
"I imagine it would only be easy for a monster."
They were speaking in loud whispers but still Stan Lewis showed no sign of stirring. Gina nodded somberly. A monster like my father, she thought as Newman handed her the brown cloth package he had taken from a box hidden beneath the rug floor of the shack. She took it, gasping at the unexpected weight and then drew it close so that it was no longer held out over her father's slumbering form. Slowly, she untied the cloth.
A gun. Though she wasn't well versed in firearms, she knew enough to know that the long barreled Colt she held in her hands would vaporize whatever part of the anatomy it was shot at. The metallic gleam of the weapon held her gaze, even as Newman spoke.
"To outsiders, it will be a tragedy. To us, it will be a victory. You'll be setting yourself free, Gina and as painful as what you have to do may be, it will be nothing compared to the torture you've borne until now. Do it, and be done with your misery."
The pity in his tone reached her and she looked away from the gun, and down to her father. Almost immediately they came again: the buried memories shifting in their graves, their cries muffled beneath tons of packed earth as they struggled to be heard, struggled for an audience, begging to remind her that there was a good man locked somewhere inside the ogre she knew as her father. But they were muted by the sheer, impossible weight of reality, of fresher memory, carried on a scarlet tide of fury to the forefront of her brain where stood the monster. She began to weep, for the loss of her innocence at the behest of a man who should by all rights have been guarding it. A man, whose photographs lined the halls and beamed at her from a shattered frame on her nightstand at his request. A man, who she could remember loving. The lingering threads of that emotion now snagged in her heart like barbed wire, sparking new rage with every breath she took. Her father, a man who invaded her while offering sweet promises on a savage wind of sickly breath, who tore down the walls of her happiness and locked her in a sepulcher of her own misery.
She pressed the gun to the exposed part of his forehead.
Newman's looked away. "God bless you," he murmured.
Her hand was trembling, the gun pressed so hard now against her father's head he must surely awaken. She bit her lip, cocked the hammer and stopped breathing as her father's arm slid ever so slowly away from his face, stopping when one eye peered in confusion at her over the crook of his elbow. Something was muttered. Her name. A fresh burst of panicked breath, from whom she could not tell. Time had stopped. Newman turned back, no doubt to see why the blast of the gun had not yet come. She could feel his eyes on her, like carapaces set in human sockets. A moan. Her father was moaning, realizing her intent, feeling the icy cold promise of the gun barrel pressed against his head. His hands came away, floating over his chest like driftwood, his eyes wide and frightened, the whites positively glowing in the light from the window. "Gina?"
She almost faltered then as she watched him lick his lips, briefly recognized the man he had once been because it had been that long since she had seen him scared.
"You can't stay trapped forever," Newman whispered softly and her father's eyes moved in his direction, his head not moving at all.
"Gina? Who's with you? What--"
"But you must be quick," Newman said and once again looked away.
In a voice brittle with tears, Gina said: "He's my father."
She thought she saw Newman nod, but in the poor light it was hard to be sure.
"We'll be your new family, Gina. We'll never hurt you. I promise," he said.
All three were silent for a prolonged moment, save for Gina's sniffling and the panting from the man in the bed. Her finger tightened on the trigger.
"Gina, honey doll…" her father said and a sudden, vivid memory flashed behind her eyes at the sound of his voice…
She is overwhelmed by the agony, paralyzed by the fear as he towers over her, smothering her with the scent of sex and blood and sweat and whiskey. He is thrusting, but it is as if he is stabbing her with the most wicked of blades, scissoring her open from groin to sternum and finally she can scream. She begs him to stop, tells him how it hurts, so bad, and his response is to slap her across the face. She is quiet then, watching as he labors in the gloom, a crooked smile on his moist lips as he whispers: "Ssssh, honey doll. Daddy loves you."
Gina pulled the trigger, the sudden explosion of light and noise enough to elicit a startled cry from her as the recoil sent her staggering back against the wall, Newman's pale oval face imprinted on her retinas.
"Good girl," he said breathlessly, the sound seeming to come from miles away.
She straightened, winded, and looked down at her father.
The position he'd been laying in had changed only slightly but his head had shifted to accommodate for the forced removal of everything above his cheekbones, liquidized in a spray of blood and gray matter that had spurted up the headboard and almost halfway up the wall behind it. Already it was starting to reverse its course, trickling back down from whence it came and Gina felt her stomach lurch.
"Oh God!" She dropped to her knees and bent double, one hand clenched on her stomach, bile seeping into her mouth.
Newman came around the bed and dropped to his haunches behind her. "Do you feel it?"
She spat sourness from her mouth, her ears throbbing painfully. "What?"
"I said do you feel it?"
"Feel what?"
"The power! Do you feel it flooding your veins? Do you feel the hope returning, the restoration of your dreams and wildest fantasies lighting up your insides?"
"I feel sick," she said and pushed him away as she struggled to her feet, remembering to avoid the bed and the gore that now adorned it.
A moment spared for the world to stop spinning and she turned away from the remains of her father. Her insides were not alight and nothing flooded her veins except for stark horror and repulsion for herself and what she had just done.
Newman grinned. "My sister," he said and held his arms out to her, the smile quickly turning to one of uncertainty at the sound of the clicking of the hammer. "What are you doing?"
"I could have lived with myself before this, as bad as things were. Now I can't and that makes you the only person I can blame other than myself. That's the nature of my unhappiness. Blame anyone but me."
Newman scoffed. "What are talking about?"
"You never told me how you knew about those people. What drove them to do the things they did."
His eyes glimmering in the blue light from the window, Newman splayed his hands out before him in a gesture of helplessness. "Yes. I did. I told you--"
"About a higher power. A force. I know," she interrupted. "Forget all that bullshit because from the moment you started in on that voodoo I knew there was something wrong with you."
"What do you want me to say then, if you won't listen to the truth?"
"I'm perfectly prepared to listen to the truth, but so far it hasn't been offered."
He made to step forward and she stiffened, the hand holding the gun whitening and Newman backed off, hands raised.
"So tell me," she continued, struggling to keep her voice even and calm.
"Tell you what?"
"Tell me how you knew about that woman. How you knew what her husband was doing to her before she killed him or--or how you knew about the kid and the bodies in the well. Tell me how you knew everything about people you never met."
When he spoke, all trace of cordiality had drained from his voice. Now he sounded tired, weary of her histrionics. "I told you. They came to me."
Gina forced a laugh. "Bullshit. You want to know what I think?"
"Absolutely."
"I think you went to them. I think you watched them until the time was right for you to show up outside their bedroom windows. I think you fed on their misery, told them their dead had sent you as an emissary to drag them from the mire of self-pity and helplessness."
Newman chuckled dryly. "Right."
"And then…after you watched them murder their tormentors, you killed them and made it look as if they'd fled the scene of the crime."
"That's quite a story. May I have the gun now?"
"You're kidding right?" Gina grinned, but her whole body tensed. "What would my headline have been, huh? 'Suicidal Teen Murders Father And Self'? Is that how this was supposed to play out?"
"Gina, give me the gun. I don't want to hurt you."
She couldn't tell from his voice if that was meant as a simple statement or a threat. She swallowed, perspiration trickling down her cheeks. 
"Why are you doing this?" she asked him and backed up a step. He accordingly, took a step forward.
"Doing what?" he said. "Saving you from yourself?"
He stabbed an index finger at the body on the bed. "Saving you from this fucking pervert? You really don't get it do you? You really aren't tuned to the right frequency at all." He took another step forward. Gina watched the gun trembling in her hands, sweat making the trigger slick beneath her fingertip.
"Don't."
"Put the gun down and stop being ridiculous. You know why I came here."
"No. I don't."
"Gina, I'm warning you. You have no idea of the forces surrounding us." Another step forward.
"I said don't." Her palms were so moist she had to struggle to keep her grip on the handle. Newman stopped in the shaft of light slanting through the window, his eyes opaque, his expression somber.
"You're one of the Defenseless, Gina. You can't turn on us."
And with that he rushed forward, head low, fists aimed at her chest. She screamed, her finger reflexively jerking on the trigger and she was suddenly deaf in a very bright world.
*** ***
Dear Kyle:
Although I know you'll never read this, you'll understand why I had to write it. Newman is dead. You do understand why I had to kill him, don't you? Of course you do. You always understood me. And daddy's dead now too. Funnily enough, I don't feel any different. I don't feel as if the nightmare is over or that the darkness had been scrubbed from my insides. I feel exactly the same. All that death for nothing.
Did he kill you too, Kyle? I never did get a chance to ask him and I wish I knew. Then maybe I'd be glad I killed him.
There's one bullet left in here and to be honest, it looks awful tempting; like a train ticket to your station. I have some time to think about whether or not I'm ready take that journey.
My head hurts. Newman must have knocked me unconscious but I couldn't have been out for long because I don't hear any sirens.
There is just a single word in my head now, repeating itself over and over again in whispers that aren't mine. Whispers that say: "Judgment." Who are they? Was Newman telling the truth? Did you really see a god? I'm so confused.
I have the gun loaded and close to me, just in case. I'm so scared, Kyle. I can almost believe Newman's story about people like us being invisible when I shut my eyes.
I'm starting to fade.
I love you,
Gina



Kealan Patrick Burke
Born and raised in Dungarvan, Ireland, Kealan Patrick Burke is an award-winning author described as "a newcomer worth watching" (Publishers Weekly) and "one of the most original authors in contemporary horror" (Booklist).
Some of his works include the novels KIN, MASTER OF THE MOORS, CURRENCY OF SOULS and THE HIDES, the novellas THE TURTLE BOY (Bram Stoker Award Winner, 2004), VESSELS, and MIDLISTERS, and the collections RAVENOUS GHOSTS and THE NUMBER 121 TO PENNSYLVANIA & OTHERS (Bram Stoker Award-Nominee, 2009).
Kealan also edited the anthologies: TAVERNS OF THE DEAD (starred review, Publishers Weekly), BRIMSTONE TURNPIKE, QUIETLY NOW (International Horror Guild Award Nominee, 2004), the charity anthology TALES FROM THE GOREZONE and NIGHT VISIONS 12 (starred review, Publishers Weekly, British Fantasy Award & International Horror Guild Award nominee).
You can visit him online at www.kealanpatrickburke.com



When Gods Die
by Maria Alexander
Titans and ambulances rage as they emerge from their caves, and sleep, twilight-bound and restless, when they return… 
"Head injury, 15 minutes!"
The radio room PA system beeped frantically with the paramedic call for the latest trauma patient. Nine-year-old Rachel Anne Roberts tested at a "1" for every phase of the Glasgow Coma Test: unresponsive. Triage quickly ushered her gurney through the double-layers of automatic glass doors and into the trauma room. Blood draining from her right ear. Many cuts covering her frail body… 
"Hypoxemia and hypotension? What are you fucking waiting for?" I yelled. "Get her stabilized, goddammit!"
Nurses in cobalt blue cotton scrubs scrambled to intubate the girl so she could breathe and x-rayed her skull: Three cranial fractures. As we raced her gurney down to OR, she suffered an epileptic seizure. She was very seriously injured, but she was in good hands: mine. I was Dr. Timothy Samuel, the best neurosurgeon at UC Davis Medical Center. That's not ego; it's record. 
I gave her a 30% chance to live.
She closely resembled my first cousin Maggie, a little girl with straight blonde hair and wiry fingers, who caught lizards and made up sweet songs. She died when she was 12 in a flooded river near the family home in Missouri… 
But that was a long time ago.
Later that night, I explained to Rachel's parents that she might die. We had to see if the swelling decreased in her braincase. 
Her mother, a short Southern woman, wiped her wet red cheek with her open palm. She asked if her daughter was in pain, and I assured her she wasn't, although I frankly didn't know or care. She was unconscious, not likely to feel anything. Her very tall, Norse father nodded silently as I spoke, his neck stiff like a hobby horse. Sometimes he'd close his eyes, and the lids trembled - raw, pink, and sallow - over his tears.
Their fundamentalist preacher arrived later, dressed as a priest so he would be admitted to her ICU room to pray over her. Hospital policy apparently influences who dies shriven and who doesn't.
Rachel remained in ICU, slowly improving, for one week. An ICU room proper has only three walls: the fourth is a draped blue sheet. When I'm in one of those rooms with a patient, the shapes of the nurses and other doctors passing by remind me of a puppet show curtain. They unnerved me that morning, the puppet actors and their shadows, suggesting more vividly than usual their illusory roles on my morning rounds. I needed to examine Rachel's scalp sutures and the bolt in her skull measuring the pressure in her braincase. She was tethered to many, many machines tracking her vital signs. And she was comatose.
I didn't believe in miracles. My only miracle was being accepted on staff at the Medical Center - it was my first choice of residency. No one ever receives their first choice, no matter how well they do academically. I graduated magna cum laude at UC Davis, valedictorian of my class. No miracle: That was dedication. And superior intellect.
But I suspected her father believed in miracles very much.
When I arrived, he was unburdening a litany of guilt to sleeping ears still flaked with blood. I waited somewhat impatiently beyond the puppet curtain until he finished. He did not look at me, but stood by his daughter's bed, holding her fever-warm hand. Then, "Dr. Samuel, do you believe in God?"
"I'm afraid I don't," I replied curtly, yet honestly. Inured to such talk, I made some notes as I checked her sutures.
"I suppose you don't believe in the Devil, either," he said quietly. 
Nothing makes me more uncomfortable than talk about religion or God. Not since Maggie died. I stopped thinking about those subjects long ago. I turned my curiosity about abstract matters to gray matter because it's far less… sensitive. I focused on the machines and shook my head.
"I don't, either." His sallow face reddened. "When I was a little boy, my Scandinavian Grandma - my bestemor - used to tell me of the old religions. The old gods. I swear," he said, trembling, "this looks more like the work of Loki than any of that nonsense the preacher tells us."
Loki… 
"Look at her. My baby looks like she's asleep but she can't wake up." His voice cracked, watery, and he looked directly at me, his blue eyes accusing. "If there's a Devil, he's a trickster like that Loki," he said. I felt strangely self-conscious and afraid, even though this man was obviously so simple. Then he grew somber. "Bestemor said Loki was so evil that the gods bound him underground in this gray place where twin snakes drip venom on his face until the end of the world. Until the final battle of the gods of Ragnarok."
I remembered the myth from the University. My geology professor read myths about geological phenomena from the old Norse bible, the Poetic Edda. Something about a woman - His lover? His sister? - catching the venom in a cup until it filled. While she emptied the cup, venom dripped on his face. His cries of agony caused earthquakes. Or so the story went. Those lilting, haunting rhymes of ancient bards were then triggered by Rachel's father… By the River fettered Fenrir will lie,'till the twilight of the Gods draws nigh; and nigh to him, but thou hush thee now, thou breeder of ill wilt be bound… 
"Sounds like he's under control to me," I said, checking my watch. I slid open the puppet curtain to leave, glad to be leaving this warm room swimming with religious doubt and grief. 
"Never been a literal man," he continued, "not even with the Bible. That's my wife's doing, that preacher." Mr. Roberts paused. "I think Loki's trying to break free. If he hasn't already."
He hadn't.
*** ***
After that week, Rachel stabilized. We removed the bolt from her skull and moved her to Room 303 in the pediatric section of that ICU floor - a real room with a door. "Miracles" happened in those soapy-smelling halls. The comatose awakened. The lame walked. Hope returned. But there was no guarantee. That day, her mother took me aside in the hall and asked me hesitantly, "What are her chances? I mean, with the brain damage." Her father looked on, cynical and silent. 
"Well," I said, "in a year or so she will be more or less the same girl." I lied. The human mind is really too variable. But we can't let them know when we don't know the future. They would lose faith in us. When God has stopped talking to them, we are still there with our knowledge, even if it's incomplete.
Their tired, grief-worn faces lit up. Nancy, one of the ICU nurses, most likely told them Rachel would never awaken, and if she did she would stay a "vegetable" the rest of her life. We often rotate Nancy out of the ward because of patient family complaints, even if what she says is true. "Thank you," the mother said. She started to cry again, this time with tears of hope and relief. "Thank you."
I shook her pliable hand - I don't trust a weak handshake; it infers a weak mind - and the clammy but firm one of her husband. I'm not lying technically. It isn't completely impossible, I assured myself. The human brain is a mysterious organ. Take the function of dream. The night before, I dreamt of Maggie and her empty casket. They never found her body. I found it interesting how the image of that hollow casket broke into my REM sleep, especially on rainy nights. 
Brain surgery we can do. Dream surgery we can't.
I excused myself and left them in the hall as I rushed, chart in hand, to my next patient. Actually, I don't rush well. I'm a taliped: I have a clubfoot. I limp when I walk, but I've mastered it somewhat over the years. I also have a little scoliosis that tips my shoulder forward, but I've managed with that, as well. And I haven't sympathy for anyone who can't.
Only three halls comprised the third ICU floor of UC Davis Med Center. I knew them well. My next patient rested three doors down, a woman in her 50s who had suffered a stroke. I doubted she would ever fully recover her sight or the use of her right hand. I scanned the chart before entering, but halted suddenly.
The room was dark. A figure in the bed shifted its head slightly and sighed, a low, hushed groan. "Good morning, I'm Dr. Samuel," he said. 
I flipped the light switch. Nothing. I double-checked the number on the open door and squinted into the darkness. "Well, you're not quite Mrs. Carroll, are you?" I joked.
"Come in, Dr. Samuel," he replied quietly. "This is the right room."
Confused and compelled by the darkness, I entered, navigating the bed by the light from the hallway. "Seems we have a mix up with the records."
Darkness shuttered his face. The light from the hall reached only as far as the foot of the bed in this windowless room. From what I could see, he seemed an unusually tall man. He sighed again. "A little chaos is always welcome… as are you," he said, his voice low and garbled like water retreating into a drain.
"Thank you," I said. Oh, he's a character, I thought, turning over the chart and readying my pen. "Now, can I get your name so we can straighten this out?"
Above and to my left, the television flickered on, throwing bluish gray light across the bed and the face of my patient. Shadowy images flapped silently on the screen and more faintly, like wind-drawn clouds, across my patient's elderly, distinguished face. A nature show about birds, apparently. Crows? Ravens? They moved in uneven oily streaks across a gray sky. 
My patient wasn't watching the television, but stared steadily at me with frosty blue eyes beneath soft milk-white hair. Those eyes telegraphed the chronic pain of the terminally ill, the lids wrinkled tightly in an unending throe. Into each nostril was firmly implanted a forked nasogastric - NG - tube filled with pearly fluid.
He said nothing. And then, I wasn't certain he'd spoken at all.
"Dr. Samuel, call 213. Dr. Samuel, 213."
"Excuse me a moment," I said, leaving to respond to the page.
I stepped out of the room and into the well-lit hall. Nurse Nancy strode down the hall past me. She stopped, her narrow eyes scanning me. "Dr. Samuel," she asked teasingly, "who were you talking to in there?"
"I didn't get his name. Send maintenance to fix the light." I stepped past her, thinking nothing of it. The teasing gleam in her eyes turned sharp and discriminating as she looked into the room.
It was empty. And the light was on.
*** ***
Being a good student of Western science, I let my rational mind temporarily catalogue the event as a daydream. In a trauma center, a neurosurgeon is on call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. I think my daydreaming was due to exhaustion. I rarely vacation, and when I do I go to the desert where it's quiet and empty. Dry. The beauty of the desert is unchanging, unlike most things. It's something I can trust, something I will never lose… 
Responding to the page, I entered the waiting room for the ICU floor. There stood Mr. and Mrs. Roberts with an attorney. "We hear you have Rachel on large doses of Thorazine," Mrs. Roberts said angrily. "How is our Rachel to come out of the coma under that much Thorazine?" Mr. Roberts was silent as usual, but this time he was grim and distant.
"I understand your concern," I told them, "but without the Thorazine, she risks having another epileptic seizure, which might induce a stroke. We'll definitely risk losing her then." I silently cursed them for questioning me. It's not uncommon for families who feel powerless to attempt to influence the treatment plan using legal brawn.
The parents looked to one another, then the attorney, who shook his head. "The Roberts request you reduce the Thorazine dosage, Dr. Samuel. They've weighed their options. It's their right."
I considered the odds for her survival. To my surprise, my knees started shaking, my stomach acidic. "I'll look into it," I said weakly. "I have to speak with the Chief of Staff. And there are papers to sign."
"We'll be waiting," the attorney said.
Rachel's room was at the end of the pediatric hall. She was now lying peacefully in her bed. Much of her blonde hair had been shaved away for surgery and her face was bruised. After the surgery, she had suffered another epileptic fit. An NG tube fed her stomach through her nose and an I.V. in her right arm contained the Thorazine drip, a crucial ingredient to keeping her alive. The drug limited her brain activity and therefore the epilepsy. Doctors once used it to treat schizophrenia, as it inhibited hallucinations. Reducing the dosage would most seriously endanger her life.
Then again, she might wake up, too.
As my foot crossed the threshold to her room, icy darkness washed against my leg. For the briefest moment, I waded into the nightmarish river that swept away Maggie's body, the muddy waves slapping my face as I gasped for air. The flood water surged into my mouth, my nose, and soon my lungs as I flailed for the shore. The storm rained frosty nails on my head. I could barely open my eyes… 
I found myself lying on my back, windless, watching the black birds flutter in their gaggle or murder across the flickering television screen. The hard tiles bit into the back of my skull, shoulder blades and tail bone. One flailing hand found the steel carriage. Above me hung the NG bag swollen with luminous, pearly fluid. One large dewy drop ran off the bag, about to fall on my forehead like a clear drop of rain.
I sat up quickly before the fluid hit my skin. I listened for a splash, but it never reached the floor. The distinguished old giant rested in his bed as before, the door beyond closed. He regarded me urgently, as he still seemed to be suffering.
"I need your help," he said. "I've been in pain for far too long."
"Who are you?" I asked, standing and backing away. I'm not a large person. In fact, I'm a bit short, maybe 5'5". I wear lifts, which raise my height an inch. But even though my patient hardly looked able to cause me harm, he still frightened me. 
"Look at my tubing," he demanded. "I want you to remove it."
"I can't do that," I spat, irritated at him as if he were a normal patient, yet my heart galloped with horror. "And I can't help you unless you tell me your name." I wondered if I was dreaming, but I've never had dreams like this. Perhaps I was lying in one of the beds of the trauma center downstairs, an oxygen mask over my face and fingers on my pulse, or farther down in psychiatric… I was somewhere; anywhere but here.
He violently threw back his head in a spasm of agony, his lips curling from long, sharp white teeth. "Please," he whispered.
Reluctantly, I moved forward and withdrew the penlight from my white coat pocket. The light shook in my hand as I trained it on my patient's face. For all his appearance, there was something vaguely inhuman about him. Correction: something extra-human. As I drew closer I noted the unusual girth of his jaw and the irregular shape of his iris. His pupils dilated, oval-shaped, and he regarded me cruelly. His skin smelled faintly of ash and salt peter.
The NG tube forked, parting for his septum as it plunged into his throat, but it did not remain tubing. Rather, it solidified as it entered, blood-stained and scaly, ivory prongs swelling tightly against his large nostrils. Even the capillaries closest to the surface of his nose had swollen and broken against his skin in strawberry starbursts.
I then examined the carriage and unlabeled NG bag. Pearly. Glistening. "Who administered this?" I asked, lulled into this weird reality by the ordinary feeling of cool plastic under my fingers.
He closed his eyes and exhaled softly. "My family," he replied.
"Look," I told him, "I can't help you unless you tell me who your doctor is. This NG is feeding you because you can't eat. If I remove it, you'll die of starvation." 
"I have suffered long enough!" he growled, his voice a trembling chorus. Cold wind blasted my back. I turned, thinking the door had opened, but it remained swallowed in shadow. "Only a god can help me," he said more calmly, regaining his composure. "And you are a god. A god of this age."
Perhaps it was true. But at that moment that was not how I felt and I certainly wasn't going to advise him of it. I edged away from him again and looked for the door, now outlined by the hallway light shining through the cracks.
"You'll soon acknowledge the power you have over life and death," he said. "And suffer the guilt true gods bear with it. When you do, you'll help me."
I quickly found the door and opened it, warm golden lights spilling on my legs. As I walked into the hall I heard him again say, "You'll know. You'll feel." His voice rumbled like running water.
Footsteps clapped down the hall. The chief neurosurgeon, Greg Armstrong, arrived smiling. "Tim," he said, "good work with the Roberts girl."
My body slumped, suddenly sluggish. I checked my watch and, to my astonishment, some nine hours had passed since I spoke with the Roberts family and their attorney.
"You must have chosen the correct dosage," he said as I listened through a haze of exhaustion. "She's awake."
I thought I'd just been to Rachel's room, but my nightmare occurred on the opposite side of that ICU floor. When I arrived, the crowded room tittered with happy relatives and friends who had previously only held vigil. Now the dead awoke and even their pastor joined them to witness the miracle.
"It was G-g-god, Mommy," Rachel said, her speech slightly slurred, as her mother wiped her soft, pink cheeks with a damp wash cloth. "She saved me and brought me into a big cave where it was foggy and gray and cold."
It's quite normal for those who come out of coma from traumatic brain injury to attribute their waking to the hand of God. They often become hyper-religious and evangelical for some time thereafter. But clearly whatever Rachel was evangelizing did not sit well with the Roberts' pastor, who grinned through coffee-stained teeth.
"Dear child," the pastor said, taking her hand, "God is a man. Our Father. You mean 'he' not 'she'."
"No, Pastor W-williams," she protested. She pulled her hand away, shaking her head. This level of agitation was normal. "It was a really scary lady." Rachel clawed at one side of her face with her freshly clipped fingernails. "Her face peeled and smelled bad, like the r-rabbit we found in the ditch one day. She said her name was Hel, and her daddy is L-l-loki." Almost vacant from her injured intelligence, the little girl's eyes wandered earnestly from relative to relative.
Just as Pastor Williams began to correct that "hell" was a place and not a person, Mr. Robert's eyes widened, ringed with fear, and his cheeks blanched. He pulled Rachel close, desperately whispering lilting words - undoubtedly from his bestemor - in her ear. Her mother, Pastor Williams, and the rest looked at one another uneasily.
"Hello, Rachel," I said, entering the room cautiously. With each step I felt slightly more sane, more grounded in the real world, with so many mortals around me. The hem of my white coat certainly felt holier. "How are you feeling?"
The bruises had mostly healed, but ghostly yellow splotches clung to her temples. She focused her shining eyes on my face solemnly. "Dr. Samuel," she said unsteadily, "Hel sends you a message."
For my life and my sanity, I could no longer dismiss quasi-religious missives. Images of the large old man and the ravens flickered in my memory like that television screen as I crouched by her bedside. Listening intently. My heart beating savagely… 
Rachel leaned toward me, her breath sour with thrush but her voice oddly and infinitely steadier. "Hel says, 'It is better for you to hang yourself from the tree than to release my father from his sentence.'"
*** ***
I went home. 
Before I left, I instructed the staff to watch Rachel carefully for signs of epileptic activity. I told the nursing staff to page me should there be the slightest change in her condition. I asked Greg to reassign my trauma center call duty and I took a cab to my house, my nerves too worn to drive.
The cab dropped me off at my lovely, two-story home, not far away. A local, award-winning architect designed and built it three years ago. Generous skylights and vaulted ceilings covered the dwelling; I rejected the terrarium and tall trees she'd suggested. Geologists claim Sacramento lies in a floodplain that floods every two hundred years, making insurance for my home almost prohibitive. I live there alone. I've little social life, by necessity and choice. After Maggie's death, I was shunned, so I made solitude my practice for life. 
I wearily ambled up the concrete pathway to the oak door with the stained glass inlay of a curling rose and unlocked it.
I opened the door and walked into a river.
Huge winds beat colossal trees and scolded the earth with vicious howls. Fingers of rushing air probed my mouth, nose, and ears as I screamed. "Maggie! Maggie!"
I couldn't see her. Then: "Timmy!" Faint but clearly her voice. "Timmy!" 
I ran gawkishly toward her voice, my tennis shoes alternately sliding and sticking in the mud. Sheets of water unfurled from the river's edge as the depths rose from the rain. Angered that I would dare to press onward as quickly as they drove, the winds turned against me. The cold and the wet punished me almost as harshly as my panic and guilt as I ran down the river's embankment, blinking against the wetness in my eyes.
And then I saw her, just her blonde hair and frail hands. She clutched a jagged tree root for dear life, waist high in the torrent. She was so small the river could carry her away like a paper boat and fold her body under one of its rippling arms. I cried out to her again as I straddled the root, digging my fingers and heels into the flaking bark. "Hold on!"
Her wiry little fingers gripped my outstretched hand and the sleeve of my windbreaker as I grasped her wrist. The last time I had held that wrist, I pulled her close and told her I didn't care if we were cousins. I didn't care what the adults said. When we were old enough, we would get married. She kissed me on the cheek with those raspberry lips and smiled at me with dandelion-green eyes. If I knew love, it was then in the blue veins under the peach skin of her wrist and in the gentle ping of her giggle as it echoed along the river before the rains began.
All I knew now was terror. Her wrist slick with mud and river water, it slipped from my hand. Before she could scream, the current pulled her under and away. As I ran downstream, frantically scanning the turbid, rushing water for flecks of peach and blonde, I wished we hadn't run away. I wished we hadn't fought. I wished… 
A flash of lightning. Then, thunder exploded in the heavens and a tremendous groan creaked above. Blindly I fled the falling tree's crushing limbs as they crashed toward me in a swell of leafy whispers. My weaker ankle twisted painfully beneath me and mud smashed against my neck and cheek as I slid over the edge into the water.
Cold. Weightless. Dream-like. What seemed so terrifying, so threatening, now soothed me. I relaxed, bits of leaf and debris scraping my skin, as my body settled into the freezing dark. I inhaled.
Not air. Death… 
I opened my eyes. No longer floating, I awoke on a stretcher in an ambulance, vomiting leaves and water and dirt. 
And pain.
I opened my eyes. No longer on a stretcher, I twisted in the sheets of my bed, crying out hoarsely. My throat scratchy, my skin hot. I'm over-worked. I'm exhausted. I'm hallucinating… 
… but thou hush thee now, thou breeder of ill wilt be bound… 
For ten years, I had little to fear. I knew the human body, and now the human brain. I knew all there was to know and I should not have been afraid.
But I was. 
And, buried somewhere in my clothes, my cell was ringing.
*** ***
Mrs. Roberts flung herself at me as I entered the waiting room. Grief-stricken spittle flew from cracked lips as she beat my chest with her fists. "Why did you reduce the dosage?" she shrieked. "You knew this would happen! You knew!"
Friends and family mourned loudly throughout the waiting room. Mr. Roberts pulled her away from me and Dr. Armstrong stepped between us, exuding expensive aftershave and hospital authority. In his late 40s, he was a formidable surgeon, but a better administrator. "We're deeply sorry for your loss, Mrs. Roberts. But you were informed of the risks," he told her firmly but gently, "and you signed the forms. You chose to take those risks."
"But you knew what would happen!" she cried. "You shouldn't have let us do it!" She broke down, repeating the last bit over and over.
Her father's grieving body uncurled from its silence, fists clenched. His twisted face raised heavenward as his wail echoed in the death-stained, godless halls… 
"LOKI!"
I excused myself ineptly, and, as soon as I broke through the door to the ICU halls, I ran. Like that frightened little boy, I ran stumbling down the halls of the ward, anguish breaking through my skin in a sweat. I knew Rachel had suffered an atonic seizure, a lightning strike to her injured synapses that generalized and short-circuited her brainstem. I ran to her room and knelt by her now empty bed. I placed my forehead against the mattress edge and cried in long heaving sobs, for the first time at all since Maggie's funeral. 
The room grew dark around me. The television screen flickered, the ravens swarming over the neon grains. I raised my head and found my patient in the bed beside me. He cried out in agony, and the ground shifted beneath me.
"Cut the serpent's head!" he gasped as the last throe passed. "Cut it! It will end everything. It will bring Ragnarok," he intimated. "Save us both the pain."
"I'm no god," I sobbed. "I am no fucking god!"
"Oh, but you are," he growled luridly. "Your actions saved that girl and then killed her. And you lied to them. You tricked them. You're a trickster god… like me. The only one fit to cut the serpent's head!"
"I haven't power over life and death!" I cried, choking on the tears of self-condemnation in my throat. My face close to his, I saw deep into his pupils - snowy caves of malice and trickery. Then, the tears subsiding to hot anger, I remembered Rachel's words. "I've been warned about you," I told him. "Warned well."
"By a brain-damaged little girl," he said coldly, "babbling about God and hell."
I backed down, doubting. I was arguing with hallucination. I knew what this meant: I was insane. I must have been. My practice was over. My life… was over. Overwhelmed with this realization, I wanted to die. My body was never worth living in since Maggie died, but my mind was - until now.
"A brain-damaged little girl," he said, his voice drawling and spiteful, just like the sheriff who cursed me at Maggie's funeral, "worth no more than that blonde-haired, white trash little cunt you let die in that river." He licked his lips, then said cunningly, "You never really loved her, did you?"
The television screen exploded and glass rained on my back in a bedlam storm of blackened wings and otherworldly shrieks. Howling with me-hate, god-hate, all-hate, I grasped the tubing with both hands and pulled madly with all my strength. The giant roared triumphantly, the caitiff cry of the trickster. The skin of his nostrils tore, broken and bloodied, and the ivory spikes emerged venous, scaled and slithering… 
Inhuman all were they, crying into the night. And inhuman all are we, struggling in the twilight. The twin-headed serpent bore into my skull, driving deep down, down, down once called the alimentary canal to my lungs and bowels. It drips its poison in pearly, glistening drops as I writhe in the gray, bound far beneath the ground. I see above me a beautiful young woman with raspberry lips and dandelion-green eyes. With her wiry fingers she removes a cup (or is it an NG bag?) and I scream. She says, "Loki," and I scream.
For here I am and here I will stay. Someone must suffer, they say. Until Fenrir the Wolf swallows the Sun and kills the light of day. Only then the gods each other they will slay. The gods of Ragnarok.
Until the gods die, I writhe here in the gray.
In pain.
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The Last Resort
by Lisa Morton
 "I can tell you how to get what you want."
 Emmie dries her eyes and listens, intrigued. "You can?"
 The woman with the brittle hair and bad teeth grins and starts talking.
*** ***
 It was just a few minutes past ten when Emmie came home and found George eating out some other girl's pussy.
 Emmie was tired when she parked the car before her tumbledown shotgun house (that looked just like about a million other Florida shacks); she'd worked a ten-hour shift down at the supermarket today, and everything below the knees ached. She was moving slowly as she headed up the walk towards the front door, and she thought later on (while nursing a beer in the bar) that her hearing must have been tired, too.
 Because that's the only way she could have missed the moans and squeals of pleasure coming from her own bedroom. 
 She stopped for moment, forgetting her sore feet as she focused on the sound, first in disbelief, then in growing anger. She couldn't hear George, but she thought the neighbors three houses down could surely make out the woman. 
 She strode through the unlocked front door and stopped again to listen. Who the fuck is that? Jesus, I think it's Tessa from the beauty parlor…
 She was walking down the hall towards the bedroom when she caught herself and stopped. What was she going to do? Scream, demand they stop immediately? Order George to move out? Tell them both how disappointed she was? Tell Tessa she'd be finding a new manicurist?
 Instead she ended up gawking.
 The bedroom door had been left open, and as Emmie approached she could see a couple on the bed, their figures outlined by the flickering glow from the bedroom television set. Now she could make out a second layer of sound, more moaning voices and a cheap musical accompaniment. It took her a few seconds to place it:
 It was that sleazy porn flick George always tried to get her to watch. Apparently he'd found someone else to share his interest.
 Except they weren't watching the movie. The woman, who Emmie could see now was definitely Tessa the manicurist (she could tell by the teased blonde hair spread across her pillow) was naked and spread-legged on the bed, her eyes closed, head thrown back in ecstasy. George was sprawled near the end of the bed, his head bobbing up and down as his tongue worked on Tessa's crotch.
He never did that with me, Emmie thought.
 Then she ran, all thoughts of confrontation having vanished. She slammed the front door on the way out, hoping they'd heard it, wiping tears from her eyes as she stumbled to the car. She gunned the engine too strongly and then peeled rubber as she shot down the street, heading for the interstate and…
 …she didn't know.
 A quarter-hour later she found herself in a lowlife bar. 
 She'd picked it completely at random. Or maybe she'd liked the name - "The Last Resort". That felt right, tonight. 
Normally it wasn't the kind of place she'd ever go into, but it'd been open and there'd only been a chopper and two pickup trucks in the dirt lot (it was a Tuesday night, after all), and there'd been an empty table near the rear. She'd ordered a beer (or three), taken a chair facing the wall, and cried into the solace of a cocktail napkin.
 "That bastard," she'd muttered, uncaring of what anyone thought about the sobbing woman alone in the back muttering obscenities to herself. "That lousy, stinking, sonuvabitch."
 She'd supported him for the last six months, and she thought they'd been a good six months. He was so handsome, with his easy grin and wavy brown hair, that at first she couldn't believe he cared about her. Their life together had been for the most part easy, and he seemed to like the sex, even if Emmie secretly thought it was a bit dull and found his interest in porn embarrasing. Sure, she didn't like all of his friends, and he had a tendency to drink too much, but she'd believed him when he'd sworn (with that gorgeous grin) that there'd be no other girls for him. 
 Jesus, what an idiot she'd been.
 And now…they hadn't even tried to hide it, hadn't even had the decency to go to a motel. And right when George had known Emmie would be coming home from work - had he wanted her to find them? Or had they just been so lost in their sexy hijinx that they'd lost track of time?
 And what would she do now?
 She couldn't picture herself facing him. She was still burning in shame from the customer at the store who'd called her a bitch when she'd told him they were out of his favorite cigarettes. She hadn't even been able to respond; she'd just fled to a restroom, locked herself in a stall and cried for ten minutes. 
 She hated herself.
 "Don't hate yourself, honey, it's that dickwad's fault."
 Emmie looked up, surprised to find a woman now sitting at the other side of the table. Emmie was already on her third beer, a little drunk, and so it took her a few seconds to wonder: How did she know I was thinking that?
 "Caught him with another chick, huh?" the woman asked.
 Emmie nodded, then wiped her eyes again and looked at the woman more carefully. She wasn't attractive - in her thirties, with bad skin, worse teeth, and dirty blond hair; but there was something about her, something familiar, as if she was a movie star that Emmie had seen once in something, or…
 Then Emmie gave up on trying to place her, and asked, "How'd you know?"
 The woman grinned and waved a hand about the room. "Please, you're a young girl sitting by yourself in a biker bar and crying. You don't have any bruises, so I know it's not that he beat on you; so what's that leave?"
 There was a strange sympathy in the woman's tone, and Emmie relaxed, even smiled herself. "Yeah, I guess so. He was…well, he was in bed with the woman who gives me my manicures."
 The woman threw back her head and roared. "Hey, that's good - he was nailing your nail expert!"
 Emmie chuckled, bitterly, then thrust out a hand. "I'm Emmie."
 The woman took it, and Emmie was shocked at the strength in her fingers. "Lori."
 Her grip was also cold, and Emmie pulled her hand away before it froze. "I don't know what to do now," she confessed miserably.
 "This hasn't happened to you before?"
 "Nope," Emmie said, shaking her head. "Although I suppose I should've seen it coming."
 "Yeah, you fuckin' should've." Lori leaned in closer, and held Emmie's gaze with her own, which jittered slightly and left Emmie less comfortable. "There's only question to ask yourself at this point: Do you want to stay with this guy?"
 Emmie thought for a moment, and finally answered honestly, "I don't know."
 "Well, that you gotta fuckin' decide for yourself. But if you want to keep him…" here she lowered her voice and cocked an eyebrow at Emmie, "I can tell you how to get what you want."
 Emmie dried her eyes and listened, intrigued. "You can?"
 "Oh, hell yes, honey, it's easy: You gotta take control. You know - in bed."
 Emmie's jaw dropped a half-inch, then she looked away, her face hot. "Girls don't do that - "
 "Fuck they don't!" the woman exclaimed loudly, causing Emmie to look around nervously. No one else in the bar seemed to have noticed. "Your boyfriend - "
 "George," Emmie obliged.
 "Right, George," Lori continued, "he's got a dick, right? Then I guarantee you he wants you to lead him around with it. It's up to you, honey. Take the lead - or spend the rest of your life crying in bathroom stalls."
 Emmie shook her head, tilted it back for another swallow of beer - and when she looked again Lori was gone. She turned and scanned the bar, but there was no sign of her.
And how the fuck did she know about the crying-in-bathroom-stalls thing?
 For a few days, Emmie wanted nothing to do with George.
 She avoided him around the house, and he acted as if nothing was wrong; apparently he and the nail-filer really hadn't heard the front door slam as Emmie had stalked out.
 But even while she was hating George and his smiling, happy deceit, Lori's words kept rolling around in her head.
Take control…in bed…

 Emmie would look at him, working out in the mornings, with his muscled body lightly covered in musky-scented sweat, or the way his white teeth glistened as he played videogames, or the endearingly-silly way he bounced his head to that one Eminem song he listened to over and over, and she realized that she really didn't want to lose him. At least not right away.
Take control…in bed…
 It was 12:30 the night George staggered into the bedroom, pleasantly drunk…and found Emmie waiting for him in bra and panties.
 She hoped he was drunk enough that he wouldn't notice how nervous she really was.
 He didn't notice. Instead, he actually stopped in the bedroom doorway and gaped, an expression which made Emmie both more anxious and happy. She tried writhing slightly against the sheets, tilting one hip up, and a slow smile started to spread across George's fine face. 
 "Well, girl…what's this?"
 He looked good lounging there in the doorway, and Emmie began to think maybe she really could do this. She motioned him forward, crooking one finger. "Get into this bed now."
 He had his shirt and pants off in record time.
 He tried right away to lower himself onto her - like usual - but she put a hand against his chest and pushed him back. "Uh-uh," she purred, "not like that."
 He stared at her for a moment, and Emmie nearly let out a scream as she saw that he was plainly waiting - waiting to be told what to do.
 She suddenly realized she had no idea what to tell him. "Lick my feet," popped into her head. 
 To her astonishment, he obliged all too happily. His tongue on her tender soles brought delicious tickles of pleasure that drew out slowly as he began to work his way up her body, pausing behind her knees, at her belly, and along her neck.
 Finally he was kissing her, just as his fingers found their way under her panties, and he groaned when he felt her wetness. "Oh, baby…whatever this is that got into you, I like it."
 "Shut up and eat me," she ordered. If it was good enough for Tessa, it was good enough for her.
 And it was good. Very good. His tongue and fingers worked the places between her legs, until she was bucking like a jackhammer and making Tessa sound quiet by comparison. The first orgasm shook like none had in years. The second came when she finally allowed him inside her, and even though he was on top of her it wasn't like it had always been in the past; it was sweaty and hard and had them both screaming. The third came later that night, when she'd demanded he stay awake and hard long enough to fuck her again, slower and quieter this time.
 Sometime towards dawn, as they finally exhausted themselves and were drifting towards sleep, Emmie thought she owed her friend Lori a beer. Hell, maybe a whole keg.
*** ***
 "C'mon, honey, don't be a fool. They all fuck around, all the time," she says, her strange twitching eyes jumping from Emmie's to the house and back again. "The only question is what you're gonna do about it."
*** ***
 The sex with George was equally great for the next three nights. They tried things Emmie had imagined, when she was horny and by herself, but that she'd never thought she'd actually have the nerve to attempt for real. She rode atop George. They nearly tore the house apart with a sixty-nine. He even let her tie him up one night, and he finally had to tell her to stop because he couldn't come again.
On the fourth night George was out of town helping a buddy who was a stock-car racer, and Emmie went back to the The Last Resort, looking for her new friend Lori. She sat at the same table, in the same chair, ordered the same beer…and waited.
 She waited for an hour. For two. She finally realized Lori wasn't coming, and it'd probably been stupid of her to assume she'd be there. But Lori had looked so at home in this bar, as if she'd always been there.
 Emmie finally asked the bartender if he remembered seeing her and the woman from last week. She mentioned she'd been crying. The bartender, a huge ex-biker named Big Joe with tattooed arms the size of Emmie's waist, scratched at his grizzled beard and said he recalled seeing her, but said he'd have sworn she'd been alone all night.
 She finally left, slightly disappointed, and got into her beat-up old Honda. She was just starting up the engine when she heard, "Hey, girl."
 She jumped and jerked to the right, where she saw Lori sitting in the passenger seat. "Where did you - ?!"
 Lori cut her off. "You tried that thing, didn't you?"
 Emmie sank back, tingling at the memory of George's mouth and fingers and cock. "Yeah. That's why I came here tonight - to say thank you."
 "Uh-uh," Lori corrected, "that's not why you came here. You came to ask me what you should do next."
 "No, I…I know what to do now," Emmie replied, confused.
 "That's what you think. Start the car."
 "Why?"
 "Because we're going for a little drive."
 Emmie nearly told the woman to get out of her car right then and there, but she remembered the strength in Lori's fingers (and the cold) and realized the other woman could easily overpower her. Emmie's stomach churned as she turned the keys. "Okay. Where to?"
 "Easy: Home. Your home."
Oh God. Is she going to do something to me right in my own home? Even if she doesn't, she'll know where I live -
 Lori interrupted her thoughts with: "Georgie-boy's fucking a waitress in your bed right now."
 Emmie put the car in gear without a second thought.
 Ten minutes later she found out Lori was right. They stood outside Emmie's bedroom window, and this time they could hear both George and a woman whose voice Emmie didn't know. 
 Emmie felt her throat fill with bile. "He told me he was going out of town! He lied to me! Motherfucker!"
 "Nah, Emmie," Lori corrected, "right now he's a waitressfucker."
 "I can't fucking believe it - !" Emmie hissed, her hands balling into fists.
 "Believe it, honey, because it's happening. And it's going to keep happening, because that's just how Georgie is."
 "But…" Emmie said, and was ashamed at the hot tears spreading over her cheeks, "…I thought we were back on track. We were doin' great - "
 "C'mon, honey, don't be a fool. They all fuck around, all the time," Lori said, her strange twitching eyes jumping from Emmie's to the house and back again. "The only question is what you're gonna do about it."
 "I don't know," Emmie said, pacing a few steps, feeling her nails chip as she ground them against her own palms. She suddenly turned back on Lori furiously. "You were the one who told me to take control - "
 "Yeah, but you couldn't keep it. There's only way to do that, Emmie: Kill that fuckin' bastard."
 Emmie felt both a chill of revulsion and great, obscene glee sweep through her. "What?!"
 "Wait until the girl leaves, then take that old pistol of his in there and blow him away."
 Emmie stared at the woman in disbelief, and for the first time she realized:
She's crazy. 
 "I'm not going to do that - "
 "C'mon, he needs to fuckin' pay for this."
 Emmie backed away, scared. "Yeah, but…"
 Lori stepped closer to her, and Emmie suddenly realized she'd backed up against the house and there was nowhere else to go. Lori reached out and her arms went around Emmie…
 …and Emmie felt something like fire, and like ice, slide into her. It entered through the spine, and Emmie stiffened as it curled up through her guts, her head, and finally settled into her heart. 
 The next thing she knew, she had George's gun in her hand, and it felt so good there, so right, and she burned as she walked down the hallway towards the bedroom, and George was alone (when did the waitress leave? She couldn't remember), and the gun went off (more than once), and for a moment Emmie was deafened.
 George was dead. 
 He'd taken at least three bullets at close range, and his blood had spattered everything in the room, including Emmie. Emmie lowered the gun and stared, feeling something wild rising in her, something primal. She let it come…
 …and then she felt cold hands on her shoulders, and there was a voice in her ear, whispering:
 "It's good, isn't it?"
 She nodded, absorbing the smells of the gun and the blood, and then the chill fingers were around her and gripping her breasts, kneading them, and Emmie was almost instantly perched on the edge of orgasm. One hand slid down to her crotch, under the hem of her jeans and panties, and Emmie gasped as something icy slithered into her, pumping at her, and then Emmie screamed as the orgasm took her, but this one went beyond simple sex into something Emmie couldn't name, something so deeply at her root that it felt like she'd just fucked God 
And when the last wave of pleasure passed, the voice behind her murmured again: "So you listen to me now…"
 She did.
 It was hard work, cleaning up after the murder.
 Fortunately it was late, and none of the neighbors gave any sign that they'd heard the shots. Lori said getting rid of the body was first, so Emmie used the blood-soaked sheet to drag George's heavy body down the hallway and out to his truck. She drove the truck two miles to a heavy wooded area, then tried her best to settle him in the driver side. She used a towel to wipe the truck clean of her fingerprints. 
 By the time she'd walked back home the first hints of dawn were in the sky, but she still had a few more hours of work in front of her, wiping down the walls and the floor, putting the rest of the bedding in a big black plastic trashbag that she'd dispose of later.
 She'd have to buy new sheets.
 And through it all, she felt only that needle of icefire that now inhabited her heart, and a grim satisfaction at knowing that George got what he deserved.
*** ***
 "They'll get easier every time, from now on," Lori says, with a grin that reveals her stained and crooked teeth.
*** ***
 They did get easier, and Emmie got good at it.
 The first one (after George, that is) was a truckdriver she met in the parking lot of The Last Resort. He cornered Emmie against his truck, and in the past a moment like this - with his arm over her, virtually pinning her into place - would have terrified her.
 But tonight George's pistol was in her purse.
 They crawled into the little space behind the truck cab, where the driver had a bed, complete with photos of spread beavers tacked to the walls. Emmie tore his shirt buttons off with her teeth, and he cackled with glee. The thought of what she was about to do already had her nearly dripping, and the driver couldn't believe his luck as she tore off first her jeans, then his. He was already hard, and although he was disappointingly small, she lowered himself onto him eagerly. His hands reached up and held onto her breasts as if they were handles while she rode him, groaning. They both came quickly, in minutes.
 Then Emmie reached back into her purse, got the gun, and shot him.
 Only one shot this time, through what she guessed was the heart, and there was blood but it was flowing around his convulsing body, and she quickly raised herself off him and grabbed her clothes. 
 She was dressed and back in her own car two minutes later. No one else had been in the parking lot. She hadn't even gone into the bar.
 No problem.
 She did five more over the next two months.
*** ***
 After the fifth one (a short-order cook who'd followed her out of the supermarket one night), Emmie realized she hadn't seen Lori in a while, so she headed over to The Last Resort.
 Lori was there, at the same table near the back - and deep in conversation with another woman.
 Emmie froze, and felt the (now-familiar) rage rising.
 The other woman's back was to the door, and Lori could see her shoulders shaking slightly, her head bowed. She was crying. And Lori was smiling at her.
 Emmie stalked forward until she'd reached the table, where she glared down, first at Lori and then her companion. The other woman.
 "Who's this?" she demanded.
 Lori looked up at her and smiled casually - but her eyes still had that old tremor, the one that used to leave Emmie so unnerved. "This conversation doesn't involve you, so fuck off."
 Emmie didn't move, except to finger one of the empty beer bottles that littered the table. "I think it does involve me."
 The other woman was very young, maybe not even twenty yet, and Emmie felt a quick pang of sympathy as she saw several large bruises splayed out across her face. Then Lori was rising, slowly, and Emmie's pity changed to wariness. "You know, I can take back what I gave you, you stupid cunt."
 Emmie flinched, and felt the shard in her heart tremble. "What are you talking about? You didn't give me anything - "
 Lori suddenly stepped forward, and her hand was in Emmie's chest, and Emmie could feel something impossibly cold moving around in her…
 …and suddenly the icefire was gone from her heart, and she saw what she'd done, and the strength went out of her. She fell to her knees behind the other woman's chair, gasping, clutching at her empty heart.
 "Oh Jesus…oh fuckin' hell, what did I do…"
The truckdriver…the soldier on leave…the fat guy with a picture of his wife on his visor…the bald one who liked to talk…the cook…and George, oh Christ, she'd loved George and she'd killed him…
 She was wailing, and the bartender, Big Joe, rushed out from behind the bar and knelt next to her. She grabbed on to his massive arms, clinging to them desperately. "Lori told me - she told me to, and I - "
 Big Joe tried to calm her down, stroking her fingers. "Hold on there, gal, who's Lori?"
 Emmie nodded at the woman standing three feet away, grinning madly. "Her! Lori! Right there!"
 Big Joe followed her gaze, then turned back to her, puzzled. "There ain't nobody there - "
 Emmie turned wide eyes on him. "Lori, right there, are you crazy?!"
 Then Emmie realized the other woman, the young one with the battered face, had turned and was eyeing her, perplexed. "Her name's not Lori. It's Susan."
 Suddenly Big Joe's jaw worked for a moment, and he stiffened. "What's this 'Lori' look like?"
 Emmie laughed once, harshly. "What do you mean, just look at her! She's got blonde hair, bad teeth - "
 Big Joe finished: " - skin's kinda red and leathery?"
 "Yes," Emmie said.
 Big Joe pried Emmie's grip off him and backed away. "I'm gonna call the cops."
 "What… " Emmie started, but didn't know what else to say.
 Big Joe turned back once before he stepped behind the bar to get the phone. "'Lori' and 'Susan' were both aliases she used…Jesus, I figured we'd finally seen the last of her when they executed her. For all those men she killed…"
 Emmie's eyes jerked back to the woman she knew as Lori, and the woman was laughing, great gales of insane howling laughter that Emmie knew only she and the young woman could hear.
 That other woman suddenly stood and turned, and Emmie saw she wasn't crying any more. Instead she smiled, and there was a strange jitter to her eyes. "I gotta go home and fuck my husband," she said.
 Later, Emmie was still screaming in the back of the police car as it drove away from The Last Resort.
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Rock, Rock, Never Stop
by Joe McKinney
"But this changes everything," Isaac Glassman said. "You see that, right? I mean you gotta see that. We can't… I mean, Steve, you can't… I mean, shit, he's dead. Tommy Grind is dead! How can you say nothing's changed?"
"Isaac," I said. "Calm down. This isn't that big of a deal." 
He huffed into the phone. "Great. You're making fun of me now. I'm talking about the death of the biggest rock star since The Beatles, and you're cracking jokes. I'm telling you, Steve, this is fucking tragic."
I let out a tired sigh. I should have known Isaac was going to be a problem. Lawyers are always a problem. He'd been with us since Tommy's first heroin possession charge back in 2002. That little imbroglio kept us in the LA courts for the better part of a year, but we got The Cells of Los Angeles album out of it, which went double platinum, so at least it hadn't been a total disaster. And Tommy was so happy with Isaac Glassman that he added him to the payroll. I objected. I looked at Isaac and I saw a short, unkempt, Quasimodo-looking guy in a cheap suit in the midst of a school girl's crush. He's in love with you, I told Tommy. And I mean in the creepy way. But Tommy laughed it off. He said Isaac was just star struck. It'd wear off after a few months.
I knew he was wrong about Isaac even then.
Just like I knew Isaac was going to be trouble now.
Behind me, closed up behind the Plexiglas screen I installed across the entrance to Tommy's private bedroom after he'd overdosed and died from whatever the hell kind of mushroom it was he took, Tommy was finishing up on the arm of a groupie I'd brought him. The girl was a seventeen year old nobody, a runaway. I'd met her outside a club on Austin's 6th Street two nights earlier. "Hey," I asked her, "you wanna go get high with Tommy Grind?" The girl nearly beat me to my car. And now, after two days of eating on the old long pig, Tommy was almost done with her. There'd be some cleanup, femurs, a skull, a mandible, stuff like that, but nothing a couple of trash bags and some cleaning products wouldn't be able to handle. Long as the paparazzi didn't go through the garbage, things'd be fine.
I turned my attention back to the phone call with Isaac.
"Look," I said. "This isn't a tragedy, okay? Stop being such a drama queen. And secondly, The Beatles weren't a rock star. They were four rock stars. A group, you know? It's a totally different thing."
"Jesus, this really is a joke to you, isn't it?" Now he sounded genuinely hurt.
"No, it's not a joke." I looked over my shoulder at Tommy. He was at the barrier, looking at me, bloody hands smearing the Plexiglas, a rope of red muscle - what was left of the girl's triceps - hanging from the corner of his mouth. I said, "I'm deathly serious about this, Isaac."
"Yeah, well, that's comforting."
"It should be. Look, I'm telling you, I got this under control."
"He's a zombie, Steve. How can you possibly have that under control?"
Tommy was banging on the Plexiglas now. One hand slapping on the barrier. I could hear him groaning.
"He's a rock star, Isaac. Nothing's changed. He's a zombie now, so what? Hell, I bet Kid Rock's been a zombie since 2007."
"So what? So what? Steve, I saw him last night, eating that girl. He looked horrible. People are gonna know he isn't right when they see him."
For the last three years or so, Tommy Grind and Tom Petty had been in a running contest to see who could be the grungiest middle aged rock star in America. Up until Tommy died and then came back as one of the living dead, I would have said Tom Petty had him beat. But now, I don't know. They're probably tied.
"Nobody's gonna know anything," I said into the phone. "Look, I've been his manager for twenty years now, ever since he was a renegade cowboy singing the beer joints in South Houston. I sign all the checks. I make all the booking arrangements and the recording deals and handle the press and get him his groupie girls for him to work out his sexual frustrations on. I got this covered. The show'll go on, just like it always has."
"Yeah, except now he's eating the groupies, Steve." I thought I heard a wounded tone in his voice. He didn't like to hear about Tommy's other playthings, even before he started eating them.
"True," I said.
"How're you gonna cover that up? I mean, there's gonna be bones and shit left over."
"We'll be careful," I said.
"Careful?"
"Get him nobodies, like this girl he's got now. Girls nobody'll miss. The streets are loaded with 'em."
I turned and watched Tommy picking the girl's hair out of his teeth with a hand that wouldn't quite work right. No more guitar work, that's for sure. But then, that was no big deal. I had got him a cameo in Guitar Hero XXI the year before. Tommy Grind's reputation was secure, even if he never played another note.
Finally, Isaac said, "Did he finish that girl yet?"
Good boy, Isaac, I thought.
"Yeah," I said. "Just a little while ago."
"Oh." He hesitated, then said, "And you're sure we can do this? We can just go on like nothing's happened?"
"Absolutely," I said.
Tommy was always prolific. He wasn't much for turning out a polished product - that part we left to the session musicians and Autotuner people to clean up - but the man had the music in him. He'd spent fifteen hours a day playing songs and singing and just banging around in the studio we built for him in the west wing of the mansion. Just from what I'd heard walking through the house recently, I figured we had enough for three more full length albums.
It'd just be a matter of having the studio people clean it up. They were used to that. Business as usual when you work for Tommy Grind.
Isaac said, "Steve?"
"Yeah?"
"Can I… can I come over and see him?"
"You're not gonna screw this up, are you? No whistle blowing, right?"
"Right," he said. "I promise. I just want to see him."
"Sure, Isaac. Come on over any time."
*** ***
"And this is how he's gonna live? I mean, I know he's not alive, but this is how it's gonna be?"
"For now," I said.
Isaac didn't look too happy about that. He was watching Tommy Grind through the Plexiglas, bottom lip quivering like he was about to cry. He put his fingers on the barrier and sniffled as Tommy worked on another groupie.
"He looks kind of… dirty."
"He's a rock star, Isaac. That's part of the uniform."
"But shouldn't we keep him clean or something. I mean, he's been in those same clothes since he died. I can smell him out here."
He had a point there, actually. Tommy was really starting to reek. His skin had gone sallow and hung loose on his face. There were open sores on his hands and arms. The truth was I was just too scared to change his clothes for him. I didn't want to catch whatever that mushroom had done to him.
"How many girls are in there with him?" Isaac asked.
"Two."
"Just two?" Isaac said, shaking his head in disbelief. "But there's so many, uh, body parts."
"His appetite's getting stronger," I agreed. "He regularly takes two girls at a time now, sometimes three. So, when you think about it, he's actually back to where he was before he died."
"That's not funny, Steve."
I didn't like the milquetoast look he was giving me. I said, "Don't you dare flake out on me, you hear? Between the record sales and the movie deals and video game endorsements and all the rest of it, Tommy Grind is a one hundred and forty million dollar a year corporation. I'm not about to let that fall apart because of this."
"Is that what this is about to you, the money? That's all you care about? What about Tommy? What about what he stood for?"
I laughed.
"Tommy stood for sex, drugs, and rock and roll. That was the world to him."
"His music was the soundtrack for my life, Steve. It means something."
"Bullshit," I said. "It means he liked his women horny, his drugs psychotropic, and his music loud. That was all Tommy Grind ever wanted. Now, all he wants is food. We're good the way I see it."
"We should let him out. Let him get some sunshine."
"Yeah, right," I said. "Isaac, the paparazzi hide in the bushes across the street just praying for a chance to shoot Tommy Grind while he's smoking a joint on the lawn. You have any idea how bad that would be to take him out for a stroll? No, if we're gonna bring him out into the world, we need to do it under controlled circumstances."
He nodded, then leaned his forehead against the barrier and watched the love of his life pop a finger into his mouth. Smaller parts like that he could eat whole.
"Listen," I said, "you want a drink?"
"No, thank you. You go ahead. I'm just gonna sit here for a while and watch him."
I shrugged. "Whatever. I'll be out in the hot tub."
I made myself a whiskey over shaved ice and dropped in an orange slice for garnish. Then I stripped and climbed into the hot tub and let the jets massage my back. The hot tub was outside, but the little courtyard where it was located was covered with ivy to prevent helicopters from peaking in on Tommy's private parties, which were the stuff of legend. One of last year's parties had included half a dozen A list porn stars and a pile of cocaine the size of an old lady's hat.
I took a couple of phone calls and arranged for a cover of Eddie Money's "I Think I'm In Love" that Tommy had done in his studio a month before he died to appear on That's What I Call Music, Volume 153.
As was I finishing, I heard screams coming from the front lawn. I told the guy from Capitol I had to go, hung up, jumped out of the hot tub.
Fucking Isaac, I thought. You better not have… 
But he had. The little idiot had gone and let Tommy out of his bedroom and taken him for a walk down on the front lawn.
When I got there, clothes soaked through and my feet squishing in my shoes, Tommy was staggering around in the middle of the street, a team of terrified paparazzi gathered around him, snapping pictures. The flashes were making Tommy disoriented and he was swiping the air in a futile attempt to grab the photographers.
I waded into the crowd and grabbed Tommy by the back of his black t-shirt and guided him toward the lawn. I looked around and saw Isaac standing on the curb, a drooping question mark in a cheap blue suit.
"You get him inside," I growled at Tommy.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I just wanted to - "
"Go!" I said. "Now."
He led a reluctant Tommy back to the house. I watched him get most of the way to the front door, my mind scrambling for a way to explain all this, then I turned to the crowd and said, "Okay, people, listen up. Come on, gather around."
Thirty photographers just looked at me.
"What the hell, people? You don't recognize a press conference when you see one? Gather around."
That did it. Soon I was standing in the middle of a tight ring of bodies, cameras rolling.
"All right," I said, "we were hoping to save this announcement for the Grammy's, but clearly Tommy Grind wanted to give you guys a sneak peak. Tommy has just completed his first screen play. It's called The Zombie King and I've just got word from our people in Hollywood that it's a go for next fall. We'll be shooting here in Austin starting around the end of next September."
"A horror film?" one of the paparazzi said.
"That's right. And it's gonna be Tommy's directorial debut, too."
"So, that was… what? A costume?"
"Look," I said, and sighed for effect, "what do you think is gonna happen when you give a rock star access to a stable full of professional makeup artists? I mean, we've all seen Lady Gaga, right?"
That got a few laughs. I passed out business cards to everybody and told them to send me an email so I'd have their addresses for future press releases.
They scattered after that to email their photos to their contacts and I went inside to kick Isaac's ass.
*** ***
A few days weeks later, in early February, I was back in the hot tub, helping another untraceable young lady out of her bikini for a little warm up before she went in to see Tommy. I was sitting on the edge of the tub, and the girl came over and positioned herself between my legs and put her cheek down on my thigh. The drugs in her drink were already starting to take effect, and I had to nudge her a little to get her to pay attention to what she was supposed to be doing.
She had just gotten to it when Isaac Glassman walked through the sliding glass door.
"Jesus, Isaac," I said, covering up my junk. "What the hell, man?"
"Sorry," he said. "But we have to talk."
The girl had pulled away from me and sunk down to her chin in the water. She wouldn't look at either one of us, even though it was a day late and a dollar short for any pretense at modesty at that point.
"Do you mind?" Isaac said, and pointed at the girl with his chin.
"Just wait for it," I said.
The girl's eyelids were drooping shut. I jumped in, caught her just as her face slid under the water, and pulled her out.
"Help me get her out of here," I said to Isaac.
He reached in and took one arm and I took the other. We pulled her onto her back on the side of the tub. She had great tits, I thought absently. A pity.
I climbed out and slid into my trunks.
"This better be good," I said.
"What are you gonna do with her?"
"What do you think? You're gonna help me drag her into Tommy's room. Then he's gonna eat her."
"But you were gonna have her first?"
"I think Tommy's past the point of jealousy," I said.
He was uncomfortable, stared at his shoelaces, then at the ivy-covered walls behind me. Then, finally, at me. "That's what I want to talk to you about," he said.
"Oh?"
"Yeah. I don't… I don't like the direction you're taking Tommy's career. The Eddie Money cover - "
"Has been number one on the Billboard charts for two weeks in a row. What are you trying to say?"
"That's not the point," he said.
Not the point? Not the point! I couldn't believe it. The little geek had the gall to stand there and tell me he didn't like my decisions. Christ, what did he know? The song was doing great. The critics were calling its stripped down acoustic arrangement and gravelly-voiced lyrics a masterstroke from one of rock's greatest performers. Industry experts were already anticipating Tommy Grind's fourteenth Grammy, which I would accept on his behalf in just a few weeks.
"Tell me, Isaac. What is the point? I gotta hear this."
"It's a cover song, Steve."
"Yeah, a fucking successful one, too."
"But it's a cover song. Tommy Grind never did cover songs. It was always his music, his vision. That's what made him so special. That's why people loved him."
"Oh Jesus," I said.
"Seriously, Steve."
"You're so full of shit, you know that? You don't live in the house with him, Isaac. You never heard him playing in there in his studio. The guy would sit in there and play cover tunes all day long. He loved 'em."
"That's because he loved the music, Steve. He played what made him feel good. But when he put his music out there for the world, it was always his own stuff. Don't you see?"
No, you little dweeb, I don't see.
I had managed to get together a lot more original songs off of Tommy's studio tapes than I first thought. We had enough for another eight, maybe nine albums. More if I included the cover tunes he loved so much. And it was good stuff, too. Plus, he had tons of live recordings from the heavy touring he did from 2003 to early 2008. I was thinking of putting together a double live album to go along with a DVD release of his Hollywood Bowl concert last August, maybe a viral marketing campaign on the web. Michael Jackson had been a bigger hit dead than alive, and it was looking Tommy Grind was going to be even bigger.
"What is it you're accusing me of?" I said. "You think I'm selling him out? Is that it?"
It took him a moment to work up the courage, but finally he squared his shoulders at me and said, "Well, yeah, I do. I guess that's exactly what I'm saying."
It took all the self-control I had to keep from killing him right there where he stood. I felt my face flush with anger.
Maybe he saw it too, because he took a step back.
"You listen to me," I said. "Nobody accuses me of selling Tommy Grind out. Nobody. You don't have that right. You jumped on this gravy train after it had already worked itself up to full speed. But me, I've been with him since the beginning. I was with him in Houston when he was working two daytime jobs and playing all night long in the clubs. I'm the one who got him his first radio time. I'm the one who made the club owners pay up. And when he got drunk and wanted to fight the cowboys who threw beer bottles at him in the middle of his sets, I was the one who stood back to back with him and got my knuckles bloody. So don't you stand there and think you know more about Tommy Grind's vision than I do. I'm the one who told him what his fucking vision was."
That cowed him. He stood there with his eyes fixed on his shoes and it looked like he was about to cry. For a second there I thought he was going to run from the room like a scalded hound. But he suddenly showed more backbone than I knew he possessed. He raised his almost non-existent chin and looked me square in the eyes.
"What?" I said.
"You're the one telling Tommy what his vision is?"
"That's right."
"Well, good. Because I just talked Jessica Carlton's attorney over lunch. She heard your bit about The Zombie King, and she wants in."
"The Zombie King… "
"Yeah. The movie you told the press Tommy had just written. Remember that?"
"Yeah," I said, and looked down at the naked girl at my feet. I had almost forgotten she was there.
Jessica Carlton, damn. The bubble-headed blonde who broke onto the scene a few years back claiming to be as virginally pure as Amy Grant, but had no qualms whatsoever shaking her ass for every camera from LA to Hamburg. The claims to virginal purity passed away unnoticed right about the time her first movie came out, and she rose to the status of tabloid cover starlet, which if you ask me was a brilliant piece of marketing. Now she was on the cover of just about every magazine in the grocery store checkout line. The last I heard she was dating an NFL quarterback, was doing a new album, and even had another movie deal on the table. She had the goods, definitely. And if she said she wanted to be in Tommy's movie, well, there was no easy way to refuse that. People would ask questions. People Magazine would ask questions.
"That's a problem, right?"
"Yeah," I said. "That's a problem."
*** ***
And a week later, I still didn't have a solution. The Eddie Money cover had slipped down to number fourteen on the countdown, but we were prepping a new single - a Tommy Grind original - and that would be out in another three weeks, so at least his name would stay out there.
But the Jessica Carlton thing was bothering me. She had come to Texas to see her jock boyfriend, and her people had been calling to set up a meeting. No surprise there. I just didn't know what to tell them.
I started smoking again. Cigarettes, I mean. I never quit weed. That was almost impossible when you hung around Tommy Grind. I quit cigarettes back in 1998, and never felt better. But the stress of dealing with Tommy's unique needs - he was up to four girls a week now, and it was getting increasingly difficult to dispose of the garbage in a way that didn't attract dogs of both the canine and human variety - and the Jessica Carlton situation conspired against me. In a weak moment, I bummed a smoke off of Isaac and within a week was back up to a pack a day.
It made me feel ashamed every time I lit up. Like I was some kind of pansy or something, but, to quote Tommy, a need is a need and it has to feed, like it or not.
The situation reached a head on the night of February 14th - Valentine's Day.
I was in Tommy's fully restored 1972 Triumph TR-6, headed back to the mansion from the store where I'd gone to buy another carton of smokes. It was a cool, crisp night, full of stars, and I had the top down and Tommy's 2003 album Desert Nights cranked up on the CD player. The night was cool and clear, and the little Triumph handled the Hill Country roads like a dream. Any other night, I would have been in heaven.
But, like I said, I was troubled.
The feeling got worse when I pulled into the driveway and saw the lights on upstairs.
I had turned them off when I left. Tommy was usually calmest when the lights were off.
"Fuck," I said, and in my mind I was already throttling Isaac.
I parked and went inside, just to make sure. But I wasn't surprised to find Tommy gone. Isaac hadn't even done a half-assed job of cleaning up Tommy's latest meal. Nice enough girl. Said she was from Kentucky, I think.
I went to the security room and replayed the tape. There was Isaac, talking to Tommy through the Plexiglas, opening the door, coaxing him outside. Tommy staggering toward Isaac, hands raised in a gesture that almost looked like supplication.
And then they were off camera until they got downstairs and out the front door.
I turned on the GPS tracker - basically a glorified version of what veterinarians use to track the family pet - that I had injected into Tommy's ass after the last time Isaac walked him outside. Then I called the signal up on my iPad and got a good fix on him.
He was heading down to the west point of Lake Travis. There was a secluded little pocket of vacation homes down there for the uber wealthy. Sandra Bullock and Matthew McConaughey both had houses there not too far from Tommy's. It was his private little retreat from the world. Tommy didn't often like to disconnect, but when he did, that was where he went.
And then, a terrible thought.
Please dear God. Tell me he's not taking her to meet Jessica Carlton. He can't be that stupid.
I called Isaac's cell, and to my surprise, he answered.
"What the hell are you doing?" I said.
"Can't talk," he answered. I could hear Tommy moaning in the background. Car noises. Isaac struggling to keep Tommy off him.
"Isaac. Isaac, don't you dare hang up on me!"
But he did.
Damn it.
I got in my Suburban - the one I'd specially modified with a police prisoner barrier in the back so I could transport Tommy if I needed to - and headed after them.
Thirty minutes later, I was looking up at an eight thousand square foot mansion done up like a Mediterranean villa - red tile roof, white adobe walls, fountains and hibiscus everywhere. I had parked off the main road, in a small gap in a cedar thicket that concealed the Suburban just perfectly, and tried to figure what Isaac was doing. What possible reason could he have for bringing Tommy here? If Jessica Carlton saw him, we were done for. Despite the constant upkeep, Tommy was looking pretty rough these days. Worse than Willie Nelson after a three day whiskey binge. Which I've seen, by the way. It ain't pretty.
And then it hit me. Valentine's Day. Today was Valentine's Day. Isaac Glassman had no chance of ever becoming Tommy Grind's lover. Not anymore anyway. The pathetic bastard's heart was probably breaking. He couldn't give Tommy flowers, or candy, or stuffed animals, or any of that worthless shit people give each other on Valentine's Day. But he could give him something pretty. Something that Tommy did still care about.
I heard shouting from the house. It was muffled, but definitely shouting.
Then gunfire. Three pistol shots, one after another.
That lit a fire under me.
I reached behind the driver's seat of the Suburban and took out a badly scuffed Louisville Slugger, the one with nicks in the business end that went back to the Houston beer joint days.
Old School persuader in hand, I advanced up the driveway and tried the doors and windows until I found an unlocked servant's door off the kitchen.
I looked up and saw a camera in the corner, pointed right at me.
Same system as at Tommy's. I could deal with that.
I looked around and noticed the stove. A huge Viking gas range with a dozen burners.
I cranked them all up to full and walked into the living room, where I could hear a man whimpering.
I didn't recognize him, which probably meant he was part of the legal community. Maybe one of Isaac's lawyer friends. He wore a light gray double-breasted suit with a canary yellow silk shirt and no tie, both of which were torn and splashed with blood. He was clean-shaven and fit-looking, but his eyes were crazed.
Had to be Jessica Carlton's lawyer. He must have brought her here so the talent could play while the lawyers talked contracts.
He turned his insane eyes on me and that's when I saw the pistol in his hand, the slide locked back in the empty position.
"Help me," he pleaded.
I grabbed him by the shoulders. "Who else is in the house?"
"To-Tommy Grind. Oh Jesus. He… something's wrong. He attacked Jessica. He bit her leg off. I… I think she's… I think she's hurt real bad."
Then he held the gun up in front of his face like he had never seen it before.
"I shot him. I emptied the whole magazine into his chest. He just… he just kept coming. He's… oh Jesus."
"I see. Listen, what's your name?"
"Leslie Gant," he said. He was in deep shock, functioning on autopilot.
"Great. Listen, Leslie… you mind if I call you Leslie?"
"Huh?"
"Leslie, I want you to kneel down right here, okay?" He let me guide him to his knees. "That's right," I said. "Just like that. Now put your arms down at your side. Look over there."
"What? Why?"
I pointed his face toward the sliding glass doors that led out to a beautifully dappled swimming pool.
"Perfect," I said. "Now I'm gonna tee off on your head with this bat."
"Wha - "
I swung for the fence. Laid him out like a sack of rocks.
Then I went to find Isaac and Tommy.
*** ***
Isaac was standing in a hallway outside the master suite. He turned when he heard me approach, and his eyes went wide as the bat came up.
"No!" he said, showing me his palms. "It's okay. Stop, Steve."
"Like hell it's okay. I ain't gonna let you ruin us, Isaac."
"No," he pleaded. "You don't understand."
I was close enough now to see into the master suite. Jessica Carlton, blouse torn off, exposing her absolutely amazing tits, skirt hiked up high enough to give a peek of a white, lacy thong, was pulling herself across the deep pile, honey-colored carpet. There was blood on her face and a huge big bite mark on her right leg. From her expression, I could tell she'd been drugged.
Tommy was staggering towards her, moaning like I'd never heard him do before. There was fresh blood on his face and hands and chest, but if I didn't know better, I'd have sworn he was aroused.
"What the hell?" I said. I turned to Isaac. "Did you drug her?"
"Yeah. GHB."
"How much did you give her?"
"The usual."
"The whole dropper full?"
"Yeah."
"And she's still moving around?"
He shrugged.
"Damn," I said, and whistled. "The girl must be in pretty good shape."
"Yeah."
Tommy caught up with her, fell on her, started to feed. She let out a weak scream, but there was nothing behind it. In less than a minute, she had stopped thrashing.
Feeling stunned, I said, "Isaac, I'm not sure if I'm gonna be able to unfuck this situation."
"I was… ," he said, and drifted off feebly. "It's Valentine's Day."
I didn't even bother to respond.
"I wanted to give him something, you know? We just take and take and take from his talent. Nobody ever gives back to him. I wanted to give him something special."
"So you gave him Jessica Carlton? Jesus, Isaac, how did you expect to pull that off. This isn't some two bit groupie chick. People are gonna notice she's gone."
"She wanted to meet Tommy. Leslie Gant called me. He said she was going to be in town. He asked me if we could set up a private meeting between them. You know, a little romantic Valentine's Day dinner the paparazzi wouldn't know about. She's still with that football player guy."
I took a moment to absorb all that. Then, "So no one knows she's here. Is that what you're saying?"
"Leslie Gant knows too."
"I'm not too worried about him," I said.
But I was worried about Isaac. In his mind, he must have felt he was making the supreme lover's sacrifice. He must have felt almost like a martyr, giving someone else to Tommy Grind so that they could satisfy him the way Isaac only wished he could.
"This must have been really hard for you," I said.
He looked at me, a suspicious note of caution in his eye.
"I mean that," I said. "I know you've been in love with him for a long time."
Isaac started to object, but then he hung his head and nodded.
"Listen, come with me. Let's go have a drink and let him eat. What the hell, right? There's nothing more you can do here."
I put my arm over his shoulder and led him back to the living room. He balked at Leslie Gant on the living room floor, but I guided him away from the body.
"Don't worry about him," I said. "Here, we got time for one drink. Then, we got to think about how we're gonna clean all this up. Can't afford any loose ends."
He looked back at Leslie Gant and grunted.
I handed him his drink. "To Tommy Grind," I said. We clanked glasses. I downed mine in one gulp. He sipped his, but managed to get most of it down just the same.
"Hang tight here, okay? I'm gonna go get Tommy and put him in the car."
About five minutes later, I was done with Tommy and back in the living room. Isaac was nearly passed out on the couch.
I slapped his cheeks to rouse him. "Come on," I said. "Don't face on me yet."
He stirred.
"Okay," I said, "here's what we're gonna do. You got your lighter on you?"
He reached into his pocket and held up a pink Bic.
"Pink?" I said. "Seriously?"
A corner of his mouth twitched. As close as he was going to get to a smile at this point.
"Well, it'll work. Start lighting those drapes on fire, okay?"
He nodded.
I took the whiskey and a couple of other bottles back to the master suite and lit the bodies on fire. Once I had it going, I came back to the living room and grabbed Isaac by the shoulder.
"Come on," I told him. "Gotta stay on your feet until we get to the car."
We passed his car in the driveway, and though the drugs I had slipped into his drink had made him so groggy he could barely walk, he was still able to point at his car and groan.
"Don't worry about it," I said.
At that very moment - and I mean it was cued like something out of a movie - the house behind us blew up.
And I'm not just talking a part of the house, either.
The whole fucking thing exploded.
The shockwave nearly knocked me down.
Isaac stared at me, stupidly. His mouth was hanging open, a thick rope of drool hanging from the corner of his lips. Some people don't handle the GHB well at all.
"What did you do?" he managed to say, though it came out all as one syllable, slurred together.
"This is your big chance," I said. I leaned him up against the front fender of the Suburban, reached into the driver's side window, and turned up Janis Joplin's "Take Another Little Piece of My Heart."
One of Tommy's favorite songs.
Then I helped Isaac Glassman to the back and balanced him on my hip as I opened the door.
Tommy was waiting inside, watching, his dead eyes locked on Isaac. 
Isaac groaned and slapped at my hand in a futile show of resistance. Poor guy, he knew it was coming.
Janis was singing never never never hear me when I cry.
"She's playing your song," I said. "Happy Valentine's Day, Isaac." 
Then I chucked him inside, closed the door, and drove out of there before the first sirens sounded in the distance.
I listened to the sounds of weak screams and tearing meat coming from the back seat, but didn't look back.
Instead, I turned up the radio.
It ain't easy being the manager for the biggest rock star on the planet. Sometimes you gotta get your hands dirty. But what the hell? I mean, the show must go on, right?
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Ticketyboo
by Jeremy C. Shipp
When Flowers Die
 There was no trail through the field of flowers, so Jill made her own. Those she trampled on the first day were trampled on every other day until they died. Jill felt bad for the poor little things she sacrificed, but it was the best way.
 Jill liked staring at the field at night. Much better than the stars, because the flowers illuminated with color. Blues and purples and reds. She watched them waltz with the sky and for a few moments she could forget what had brought her here to Ticketyboo.
 Jeff tugged on her dress with stubby fingers and shattered her mellow thoughts into coarse shards. "Jill, I wanna pick flowers for mommy."
 "Mommy…" Jill trembled. She inhaled deeply and allowed the fragrance in the air to tickle her nostrils. This calmed her nerves. "Mommy's gone." Blood. Glass. Fire. "You remember what happened…don't you?"
 "No, not that one. New mommy."
 "She's not our mommy!" Jill erupted. The entire meadow seemed to dance wildly by the force of her outburst. But it was just the wind, she knew. 
 Jeff scrunched up his face and when his muscles finally relaxed, tears came forth. They sprinted down his peppermint cheeks. 
 "I'm sorry," she said and patted him on the head. "Let's get some flowers for Martha." They went to work collecting the brightest, most beautiful flowers they could find. 
 "Jill, why do they scream when we pull them out?" Jeff cringed every time he heard their tiny squeaks.
 Jill didn't. "It only hurts them for a second, then they're okay. You shouldn't worry about them."
 Jeff nodded and smiled just a little.
When Flowers Burn
 "These are for me?" Martha took the bouquet and pressed it close to her naked chest. The thorns of the roses dug into her flesh, but she didn't seem to mind. Jill watched the little rivers of blood travel down Martha's pale skin and fall onto the glass floor. Drip. Drop.
Jill wondered if it had always been like this-glass walls, glass ceiling, glass furniture, glass everything-or if it was a result of Martha's cleaning habits. Martha spent most of her day polishing, washing. Perhaps she'd washed her clothes into nothingness, polished her home into a colorless mass.
 "Now," said Martha. "Let's watch them die." And she used a crystal match to light them on fire. The petals radiated brighter and brighter until they burst, all at once, creating a cloud of teal dust that sparkled in air.
 Jeff clapped his hands with excitement. Jill was a little too old for that kind of response, so she simply smiled. 
 The stems of the flowers burned next. Little fingers of cerise smoke reached out and shoved themselves up Jill's nose. She had never smelled burning flowers before. It was nice. Like fresh cherry pie. It almost made her forget she wanted to kill people.
Sick Dog
 To get to the one and only restaurant of Ticketyboo, they had to walk a road of shiny blue gravel that matched the sky. Clusters of white pebbles rolled together in sync with the clouds above. During the night Jill knew all the rocks, except the smallest white ones, would bury themselves under the earth. Then those remaining would reflect the stars and moon and the occasional shooting star.
 Martha and the other caregivers never ate or spoke in the restaurant. They seemed content watching the children gobble up the only food available: sweet sponges that they didn't really eat, but sucked on and swallowed. Jill loved the sponges when she first came to Ticketyboo, but then she remembered the way her father adored cigarettes and how hard he worked to quit because he didn't want to die. Jill didn't know what the sponges were doing to her so every day she ate less and less and less until she overcame the craving completely.
 Jill pretended to eat her sponges and sneaked them into the napkin on her lap. 
The sounds and smells of cheerful vomiting saturated the air around her. Like a mosaic of fountains, the children spewed all over the elegant glass chamber. The sponges went in bright and colorful and came out black and mucusy and stunk like gasoline. During it all, the children grinned because it tasted as good coming up as it did going down. She remembered how they used to feel traveling through her body. Wriggling around like they were washing her from the inside.
Jill faked throwing up under the table and watched Sick Dog as he scampered about and licked up the mounds of upchuck off the floor. Sick Dog didn't look sick really, in fact he wagged his tail all the time. But Jill always imagined what his insides must've looked like eating what he did. Whatever it was.
Tuck
 "This is a special day for the both of you." Martha sat on the chair between Jill's bed and Jeff's. She held two wrapped presents-see-though, like everything else, and yet the gifts inside were invisible. Just two boxes filled with nothing but air, it seemed. "These are for you."
 "It's not my birthday." Jill crossed her arms. "It's not Jeff's either."
 "I know." Martha placed the gifts on their laps. "Today is special for another reason. It has been exactly one year since the incident. Since I became your guardian. These gifts are not meant to celebrate what happened that day. Certainly not. Only to symbolize your progress. I am so proud of you both. You know that, yes?"
 "Yes," Jeff replied.
 Jill shrugged. 
 "Well…open them." Martha clasped her hands together and grinned.
 Even after the year she spent with Martha, Jill wasn't sure she trusted Martha's smiles. They seemed sincere enough. As honest and naked as her body, but there was just something about the way she revolved around Jill and her brother. All of the other adults Jill knew had better things to do than read their children stories, watch them as they played, clean the house so that everything was clear and never scary. Martha seemed to know perfectly well that both Jill and her brother believed in monsters. Why else would she make the house impossible to hide in? 
 Jill appreciated all that but she still thought Martha was strange. No husband, no job, no pets. Her life was the children.
 "Come on, Jill," Jeff said, ripping open his gift.
 Although she gave no commands to her body to do so, her hands clawed at the crystal paper, revealing a colored box inside. She hadn't been able to see the color through the gift-wrapping. And Jill didn't like that.
 Her gift was exactly the same as Jeff's. Jack-in-the-boxes. Striped with blues and purples and reds. The box strained her eyes-no, hurt them. She wasn't used to such boundaries in Martha's house. Nothing was hidden here. She didn't have to pull a drawer open to know exactly what was inside.
 But this box. This stupid little box hid its contests from Jill. She joined Jeff in twirling the handle around and around. The music wasn't music at all. It was her parents. Crying. The sound burrowed into Jill's eyes and made them close, tight. Tears began to seep out. 
 She heard Jeff's box burst open. 
Jill immediately forced her eyes open and swiveled her head to see what Jack looked like. But Jill saw no Jack.
 Jeff was staring at his box with a smile. "Thank you, Momm…Martha."
 "I thought you would like it," Martha responded.
 "Let me see," Jill said. Jeff handed the box over and she looked inside. Nothing but darkness. "Do you see something, Jeff?"
 "Don't you see?" was his reply.
 "I…I don't know. I don't think so. What does Jack look like?"
 "Sad."
 Jill returned the box and went to work on her own. Every turn singed her tummy with pain. She didn't want to hear her parents cry, but she didn't want to stop until Jack came out. But he just wouldn't.
 "Mine won't come out, Martha," Jill complained. "It's broken."
 "No, Jill. It is not." She took a deep breath. "It is time for bed now. You can play with your gifts more tomorrow."
"But Martha…" Jill started.
"I am sorry, but you need your rest. Tomorrow, Jill, you and I will go to the Shack again."
Jill's stomach went inside out. "I don't want to go."
"I know." Martha tucked them both in tight and left. 
Jill felt cocooned by the quilt, even if it was transparent. Warm, but tight. Maybe too tight. She wondered if she could get out if she wanted to. Better not to try. Not to know.
Overzealous Cuticles
 Nightmares didn't last long in Ticketyboo. At least not without a conscious effort to keep the dark things from turning into dead things. It was the Big Hand that reached into Jill's mind and changed her dreams. If a monster chased her, the hand plunged into the beast's throat and yanked out its bones so the flesh would collapse like a deflated balloon. 
 There were no dark corners in Jill's nightmares tonight though. She sat under an umbrella in a vast desert and drank lemonade. It hadn't taken long for her to realize that these monsters were part of her mind. The shadows had tried to keep that information from her, to cram her with fear. But she'd destroyed the darkness and nothing was scary anymore. The monsters were under her control now and she redirected their rage toward the Big Hand. She didn't hate the Big Hand, but the rage had to go somewhere.
 The hand worked with a frantic fury. It decapitated a vampire with its sharpened fingernail, squished a werewolf between two fingers (Jill watched the guts ooze out like a bloody furball and yawned), and flicked a moaning zombie into the sun. Jill wondered how long it could keep fighting like this against an endless supply of monsters, covered with protruding veins, cuts and bruises. The hand had been so strained lately it didn't even take care of itself properly anymore, with hangnails and overzealous cuticles.
 Jill took another sip of her lemonade and didn't even mind the eyeballs floating in her glass, the juices of which made her lemonade pink.
Bound in White
 The Shack was made of frozen milk. Not cold, just frozen in time. Solidified. It made the air stink like too much melted butter.
Jill sat in the center of this whiteness, strapped to a chair. The first couple months she had struggled, but soon accepted the fact that the effort was futile. And there was no point in closing her eyes. Martha had washed them too many times, and her eyelids were clear now. So she had to watch it. Over and over.
 The milky waterfall spewed down from a slit in the roof, swallowed up by a hole in the ground. Something made the images appear on the waterfall, but Jill wasn't sure what. Maybe they projected right out of her eyes.
 It wasn't easy watching the images. To see her parents bleed and scream and cry. Sure, there was some sadness, and Jill savored that feeling. But inside there was also something else. Little claws that clenched her stomach and twisted it around. And tiny volcanoes under her skin that burned her from the inside out until she felt like there were too many blankets wrapped around her.
 Hatred. She wanted the bad men who hurt her parents to suffer. She didn't like hating so much…
Oh, to be a little girl again. To be able to jump rope without remembering the girls playing on the sidewalk who were splattered with blood, and got all their pretty dresses dirty.
 In order to avoid some of the rage from escaping the little black box she'd built inside her heart, she tried to pay attention to the details. Like the kitty with a black spot on his nose that was walking on the fence…and when he heard the gunshot all the hairs on his back stood up like a comb. Or the yellow butterfly with black spots that danced past the smoke that flew up into the clouds from the crashed car with bullet holes in its windows. Or the pool of blood on the asphalt shaped like an elephant. Or-
 "How do you feel?" Martha asked, unstrapping her from behind.
 The milky waterfall stopped flowing and that made tears come out of Jill's eyes. "Martha, you made me stay here too long this time. It never lasted this long before."
 "How do you feel?" she repeated in the same sunny tone.
 "Bad."
 "Angry?"
 Jill realized something at that moment. This exact dialogue had occurred every other time she'd been to the Shack. How do you feel? Bad. Angry? Yes. And that was that. Jill was tired of it. So this time she responded, "No. Not angry."
 "Are you sad, Jill?"
 "Yes. I'm sad."
 "I'm glad."
Bad Men Must Die
 Jill awoke in the middle of the night because she felt frozen. Blues and purples and reds filled her vision. The flower field. She was outside.
 One of the bad men towered over her. Smiling. His clothes were baggy, too big for his body, just like before. Like he was trying to hide a skeleton underneath. Trying to be big when he was really small.
 Jill remembered what he did to her parents. She remembered their tears.
 "I hate you! I hate you!" She grabbed his gun. The weight of the thing made her collapse onto her behind. The bad man didn't do anything. He just stayed still and stared with that skeleton grin.
 She raised the gun as high as he could and fired. The gun flew right out of her hands and she scrambled after it. When she looked back at the bad man, she saw that his shin was bleeding. He stood there like a flamingo for a moment before he tumbled over.
 The fire inside her made her walk onto his stomach and jump up and down. Every time she landed on him his lips made funny shapes. Always a little different. Then she knelt down on him and bashed his chest with handle of the gun. She kept doing it until she heard something crack. The sound kept going even after she stopped hitting him.
 She remembered the look on her mother's face.
She pointed the gun at the bad man's left eye. More than anything else she wanted to fire. He deserved to-
 Wait…
 No. This wasn't him. A real bad man would fight back. A real bad man would take the gun and shoot her in the eye. And then shoot her in the other eye even though she would already be dead.
 Jill dropped the gun onto a purple flower, which crushed it.
 "You did it, Jill," the bad man said, in Martha's voice. "You beat it. You beat it."
 Jill quickly rolled off of the bad man's body.
 "I am so proud of you," he said. "My sweet, sweet Jill."
Going Home
 Jill rushed into the living room and found Martha polishing the floor. Martha always did the floors first thing in the morning. 
 "Martha! Martha! Look!" 
 "What is it, Jill?"
 Jill held out the jack-in-the-box, grinning. It was wide open. "I did it! I did it!"
 "You did. I knew you would." Martha arose and touched Jill's cheek. "You see now? Your parents are sad, but they are okay. The bad men did not kill them too. They are together."
 "I see it." Jill stared into the box.
 "This has worked out wonderfully. Now you and Jeff may return to the world together. You are both ready. Jeff! Come here, my dear!" 
 Jeff made his way down the stairs, drowsily, picking the sleep out of his eyes. "What is it, mommy?"
 "I am not your mommy, Jeff," Martha said, to Jill's satisfaction. "I am glad you think so highly of me though. I called you because I have good news. You can go back now. Both of you. Together."
 "Where?" Jeff asked.
 "To the world. You can see your mommy and your daddy again. You can see whatever you want to see, and go wherever you want to go. You can talk to your grandmother. The one who died. And no one will ever hurt you ever again."
 "Not even the bad men?" he said.
 "Not even them."
 Jeff smiled. 
 Jill smiled too, but she wasn't thinking about her grandmother or even her parents.
 "Goodbye, Jeff. Goodbye, Jill." She hugged them both, pressing her naked breasts against their cheeks. "You are good children." A tear strolled down the side of her pale nose and plopped onto the part of the floor she'd been polishing.
Martha pointed at Jeff and he disappeared. Then she pointed at Jill.
 Jill now understood the reason she and her brother were sent to Ticketyboo after they died. Because Martha and her friends were afraid Jeff and Jill would haunt the bad men for making their parents cry so much. The word haunt did not do justice to what Jill was capable of. Adults without good imaginations would haunt. Jill wanted to torture them and make them suffer in ways no one ever had before. 
 She felt herself being swept away. Soon she would be at the world again, and she could do whatever she wanted to the bad men. 
 Martha was so stupid. Maybe she'd figure it out someday though. Maybe she'd be gardening in the field. And she'd dig up Jill's jack-in-the-box. The one that never opened.
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A Peaceable Mind
by Jon F. Merz
 Joey strolled in wearing his shirt untucked, trying to be all subtle about it. I'd been in Medellin, Colombia through the mid-90s so the fashion sense was familiar to me. Either on the back of a hip or in the small of his back, Joey had himself a piece. Knowing Joey, it'd be the right - his strong arm side. A quick flick with his fingers to get the shirt clear and then the draw would be a smooth one-action coming out of low-ready to instinctive fire - bang, bang.
 Question was: who was he here to drop?
 I took a sip of the Grey Goose and tonic in front of me, tasted the wedge of lime when it kissed my lips like the tawdry citrus bitch it was and let my gaze wander. 
Joey settled himself at the end of the bar since it gave him a good vantage point. Guys like Joey grew up watching all the usual suspects on TV and in the films. Then when he got interesting enough to the right people, they plucked him out of fantasyland and gave him a crash course in "grow the fuck up quick."
 But still, Joey liked to milk it the way the movie toughs would have.
 I knew the sentiment; I'd gone through it, too.
 I spotted a couple of possibles cheating each other out of twenties and tens over hands of five-card stud at the small table near the bandstand. No band tonight, though. Lem, the guy who owned the joint, hadn't been able to book anyone to play the place since Vic Demoulas got his third eye opened unconventionally a month or so back. Wouldn't have been so bad if the wanna-be Disney teen stars hadn't been crooning about cafeteria lunch lines and corndogs when ol' Vic went down streaking bone and grey ooze across the linoleum right in front of the suburbanized moms keeping watch over their flock. I thought Lem was going to have break out the cardiac defib machine he'd had installed; coulda sworn I saw a few pairs of eyes roll over white.
 Joey ordered himself a white Russian and I blanched. In my book, milk and liquor are two things that should never shack up with each other. Sacrilegious. I dunno. It's like a dog riding the hell out of a pig. Might look kinda funny, but you definitely don't want to see the offspring.
 It was when he walked over to my table that I felt a twinge of surprise. He nodded at me as he crossed the floor, sort of a flag of truce so I didn't put two into him before he got any closer. Not that we had bad blood between us, but in this town, the day you started assuming anything was the day they started digging a hole for you.
 "How's it going, Ken?"
 I lifted my glass and thought about how badly I wanted about four more of them to help me forget. "You come over here to ask me about my day?"
 "Sit?"
 I shrugged and Joey sat down across from me, his back to the rest of the place. Interesting. "You giving your back to the room? Must be something good you need to discuss."
 "I'm on a job."
 "No shit."
 "You know?"
"Shirt gave it away. I've seen it before." I took a sip and tasted more ice than vodka. "Who's the mark?"
 Joey sipped his white Russian and it left a pencil thin moustache along his lip. Made him look like he was fish on his first night in cell block D. "Don't know if I can handle this one alone."
 "Why's that? You back in therapy? All concerned about your role in the universe?" I smiled to show him I was only kidding. But Joey didn't rise to the bait.
 "Might be out of my league."
 "Awfully humble of you."
 Joey downed the rest of his white Russian and the glass hit the table hard. "I know my limitations."
 "Clint says that's a good thing." I sipped the icy water in front of me. "What team's the mark playing for?"
 "Does it matter?"
 I stopped drinking. "It does for me. I don't like pissing off friends."
 Joey sniffed. "As if you and I have any friends. We're just pawns in this whole thing, man. You know that."
 I looked him over. His eyes had bags hanging beneath them. Dark, like he hadn't been sleeping worth shit. "You're definitely back in therapy."
 "I need your help, Ken."
 He was being way too up-front with me, Coming from Joey, whom I had only a marginal level of respect for, it made me suspicious. But then again, I was pretty much suspicious of anything. Or anyone.
 I stared Joey down, trying to see past the beady, tired eyes and get some clue as to what he was up to. He kept his eyes on me, but there was nothing defiant there. Just exhaustion.
 "You in?"
 I shrugged. "Pay?"
 "What I heard you were getting last time I checked." He waited. Patient. Joey always had been good at selling things.
 I tilted the glass back, caught the wedge of lime and bit into it looking for the last bit of juice before slapping it back down on the table. "All right."
*** ***
 The clouds pissed on us as we drove across town, Joey next to me with his hands folded like he was going to church. "Heard you got away for a while."
 No such things as secrets in this town; they lasted about as long as a virgin backstage at a rock concert. "I did. I'm back now."
 "They welcome you back in?"
 I wheeled down around the waterfront, past the corrugated roofs - past the tramp steamers lolling in the harbor swells. "Well, they didn't waste any bullets on me."
 "What the hell's that mean?"
 "Means they didn't take too kindly to my going off the reservation. I'm back, yeah. But it's more like probation. They need to feel like they can trust me again."
 Joey nodded. "Who knows? You helping me with this might just make you look good enough again."
 "Maybe." The tires splashed through a puddle. "You going to clue me in here or do I have to keep waiting for you to spill it?"
 "Keep driving over toward Fort Channel. I'll give you the information when we get there."
 Fort Channel was a thin strip of nowhere populated by a mass of warehouses slung next to weeds, old oil drums, and rusted car wrecks. The place reeked of low tide, seagull shit, and rotting corpses. Usually, rats. But two-legged bodies had been known to show up on occasion. Looked like we'd be adding to that tally tonight.
 I wasn't naive enough to ignore the possibility that Joey was going to stick a couple of Teflon rounds into the back of my head. But I didn't think he was. Still, a healthy dose of cynicism has kept me shambling around longer than most.
 "Pull in over there." Joey pointed at the narrow alley nestled between two of the larger warehouses. Ahead of me, a pile of broken toilets and sinks formed a pyramid of busted porcelain.
 I slowed the car to a stop and then killed the engine. Joey was busy making sure he'd topped off his magazine. I watched his fingers work pushing rounds down. He smirked. "You're going to like this."
 "I am?"
 His eyes gleamed, catching the yellow sodium lights overhead. "Trust me."
 As if. I slid out of the car and patted the back of my right hip. The USP Compact I carried still hugged me tight.
 Joey cleared the car and came around. "You recognize this place?"
 "Should I?"
 "One of Le Clerc's."
 I frowned. The thought of doing something on my boss' territory didn't exactly sit well with me. I usually stayed well away when off doing his bidding. Killing someone here violated that whole "don't shit where you eat" protocol.
 Joey didn't seem to mind, but then again, we weren't getting ready to plug someone on Marchand's turf. He could afford nonchalance.
 We closed on the closest warehouse and Joey pointed out that there weren't any cameras around. "Probably doesn't think anyone will bother him down here."
 "Who?"
 Joey just eyed me. "Dude, Le Clerc."
 "He's the target?"
 "Duh." Joey shook his head and pointed at the door. "You go in first. He sees you, he'll relax."
 I put a hand on his arm. "Wait - how exactly does this get me back into good standing with my him?"
 Joey smiled. "I never said doing this would make you look good to them. But it will to my people. And you'll need a home after this anyway. Nothing worse than an orphaned killer. You'd just wander around aimless. No sense of purpose. No one controlling you."
 He had a point, of course. And Le Clerc hadn't exactly been kind when I'd returned. The idea of killing him didn't make me feel all that awful. 
 "You ready?"
 I nodded and moved ahead to the door. My stomach ached at the thought of Joey being behind me, but I had to trust the situation, not the man. If that got me killed, then so be it.
 The door was a pre-fab number, hollow and metal, but suitable for barring entry to the place. I turned the knob and the door opened. 
 Inside, the place reeked of incense. Le Clerc always had some of that shit burning in braziers hung on chains off the framework. Given the usual aroma of Fort Channel, I couldn't blame him. Even if incense made me want to puke.
 I sensed Joey behind me, moving in the shadows. Maybe he expected Le Clerc to have a big welcoming party or tons of guards around him. Fact was, he didn't need them. Unless it was for show. 
 Joey pointed around my shoulder. "Up there."
 I looked and saw the reflection of flames dancing on the walls on the second level. Le Clerc had a fire going. And I could hear something now as we approached. 
 Chanting.
 I took the steps that brought us up and down the catwalk, I could see where Le Clerc had set himself up amid an altar and a blazing hearth. He was dressed the way he usually was in flowing deep burgundy robes and a brilliant yellow sash knotted in three places to denote his rank within his particular order. The glow of the fire made his ebon skin gleam.
 He stopped chanting when he saw me. "Ken?"
 "Yeah."
 "You're early."
 I shrugged. "Traffic was light."
 Le Clerc nodded. "Who's that with you?"
 I stepped to the side and Joey came up from behind me, his pistol - a Smith & Wesson .40 - leveled at Le Clerc's head. The shot was a good twenty feet away and in flickering firelight, but I figured Joey could plug him just fine.
 "This is Joey."
 Le Clerc smiled. "So…this is him."
 Joey frowned and I could see the tug on his mind. He grunted and shook it off, refocusing on Le Clerc. "I'm here to kill you."
 Le Clerc chuckled. "Obviously."
 Joey thumbed the hammer back, but the sound was lost amid the crackling fire. "No tricks, Le Clerc."
 Le Clerc raised his hands. "I wouldn't dream of it. Would I, Ken?"
 "You're not one for tricks. Pragmatism, yeah. Tricks? Nah."
 Joey glanced at me. "You ready to do this?"
 I brought my USP out and shrugged. "Suppose so."
 Le Clerc said nothing as I drew my pistol up. I could see the fire dancing in his eyes. I could feel the pull of his will on my own. His power was immense. Not that he needed it with me just then.
 I turned the gun and put the barrel flush to Joey's temple - pulled the trigger twice - and heard the gun bark-bark. The left side of Joey's head exploded as the rounds exited, taking most of his cranial cavity with them.
 He simply dropped.
 Le Clerc advanced on me, his voice low and soothing. "Nicely done, Ken. Very nicely done. Am I correct in assuming he had no idea?"
 "I doubt it. He came to me for help, just like you said he would."
 "I'm amazed that this is the best Marchand could field." Le Clerc shook his head. "I believe the problem lies in the recruitment method. You do get out what you put into it, of course."
 I watched the blood dribble out of Joey's head down to the lower level. His eyes were opaque and lifeless now. "Marchand grabs his guys from a security company. Low-level rent-a-cops. But Joey wasn't as bad as the majority of them."
 "Marchand doesn't like challenges. These rent-a-cops as you call them, are easier to control."
 I glanced at him. "As opposed to the likes of me."
 Le Clerc smiled. "Former government operatives are always preferable to me. Yes, it takes a lot of extra work - and yes, there are…setbacks. Your recent vacation was a bit problematical for me. But overall, the results are far superior to substandard help."
 "This your way of telling me all is forgiven now?"
 Le Clerc's smile widened. "You want to forget?"
 "Worse than you could possibly know."
 Le Clerc nodded. "Follow me."
 We walked back into the glow of the firelight and I saw that he'd set up a small tripod that dangled a deep pot over the flames. Le Clerc took a long wooden spoon and stirred the contents. From where I stood, I caught the familiar scent and my mouth watered at the thought of it.
 "It's easier this way, isn't it?"
 My eyes were focused on the bubbling mass in the pot. "Yes."
 His voice swam in my head. "I'll make sure the usual amount is deposited into your account."
 "Thank you."
 "Are you still happy to be working with me?"
 I tore my eyes away from the cauldron and looked at him. "I'm not happy right now."
 "But you will be." He pointed with his spoon. "You will be."
 "Yes."
 Le Clerc dropped his voice and the words came out of his mouth in a jumble of Creole, Gullah, and other dialects I didn't even recognize. I didn't need to recognize them. Their effect was what was important. The singsong utterances fluttered about my head, distracting, unfocusing, and graying out more and more of my thoughts.
 At last, Le Clerc drove the spoon into the liquid and drew it out. He sniffed it once and then passed it to me. Already, my sentience seemed to be dwindling. I took the spoon and slurped up the contents. 
 Le Clerc, the high priest, fed me three times more.
 And my mind vanished. Along with all the horrible memories of things I'd done in the name of God and Country. The bodies, the cries, the blood - so much blood - the terror I'd wrought, the demon I'd been.
 Replaced.
 By the zombie I'd chosen to become.
 I was still a tool.
 In more ways than one.
 But now I had something I'd never had before.
 Peace.
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One With the Music
by Nate Kenyon
As soon as she glimpsed it, sitting back there among the dust and clutter, she knew she had found something special. Though if it was the one, if it was the very one she had been searching for, she heard no sudden voice from the heavens, felt no chill, no spark of recognition. Of course I wouldn't, she thought, how could I? I've never seen it before in my life…
 Though she had seen it, in a way. She had seen it in her dreams.
 "Ah," the old man said, coming toward her through the darkness of the little shop. "You've found it, then. Wasn't sure it was still around." He hobbled by her, past an ancient oak bed and headboard carved with tiny figures and designs and standing on its side like a gnarled old tree growing up out of the floor. Next to that was a lamp with a yellow paper shade, a rolled up rug that smelled of dust and mold, and a bird's nest of kitchen chairs stacked on and in and around each other. The old man reached up, leaning over a bunch of rotting cardboard boxes, leftovers of someone else's life, the dust swirling around his legs like a tiny, yapping dog at his master's feet.
 "No," Laura said. The sight of him there, his withered fingers about to touch the precious wood, brought bile to her throat. "Please. I'll get it." He stepped back obediently, hawk nose dripping clear fluid, thin gray lips rimmed with white crust.
 The violin sat on the second shelf from the top and she had to get up on tiptoes to reach it. When she brought it down the dust flew into her faces and down her nose and throat. "Yep, that's the one," the old man said as she dissolved into a fit of coughing. His voice was rough and high-pitched, as old and unused as the clutter that surrounded him. "Been here for two years at least. Young fella brought it in, as I remember. What his grandfather's, he said."
 "Giovannetti."
 The old man looked at her in surprise. "That's right. A famous musician in his time, I guess he was."
 A famous musician indeed. Laura held the violin gently in her hands, rocking it like a baby. It seemed she felt a tremor run through the wood, like a distant memory of forgotten music.
 She had found it. She had found it at last.
*** ***
 After making the purchase she left the tiny second-hand shop and walked through the streets of Soho, ignoring the crowds as best she could. The gunmetal sky hovered just above the rooftops. It would rain soon, and with the rain would come the steam and the rush of dirty water through the gutters, fractured reflections off car windows and wet pavement, the sound of umbrellas flapping in the wind. How she had grown to hate this city, the noise and people rushing everywhere at all hours of the day and night. But here, she thought, only here could she pursue her dreams of becoming a star. Only here had she found the resources to finish the search that had come to consume her every waking moment. She clutched the paper bag closer to her chest and thought of all the hours that had led to this day, hours crouched over history books in silent library rooms, smelling the dusty pages, the phone calls overseas to more old men who sometimes spoke broken English, and sometimes spoke none at all. After all this time, and all this work, who could have known that she would find it here, in New York, not ten blocks from her apartment! Almost as if it had been waiting for her. She shivered and felt the tingle go all the way to her toes.
 In her studio she closed the door and locked it, throwing the three bolts and slipping on the chain. Before she had thought the locks to be a bit of overkill, even in a city like this, but now they were a godsend. If anyone knew what she had…
 She unwrapped the violin by the big bay windows and sat on the couch to examine it more closely. The wood had been dulled by time and neglect, but the grain was still visible, the quality of craftsmanship undeniable to anyone even vaguely familiar with the subject. And she, of course, was an expert. She wiped her palm gently over its surface and it was like wiping a clean spot on a foggy window, the smooth wood seeming to breathe under her skin, the beat of life there, faint but audible. She picked up the bow and felt along its length; the horsehair was in decent shape. It would be possible to play.
 Faced with the reality of it at last, she almost lost her nerve. Who was she to think that she could walk in the footsteps of genius? Just an ordinary, average music student of mediocre talent, who worked hard but would never be a great musician, a girl who hadn't played in front of a crowd of over twenty in her life (and that at her seventh grade recital back home in White Falls). A girl with a dream, sure, but why should that make any difference? Everyone had dreams. Those who were truly great had something more, something she had always searched for but could never find. She couldn't remember when she had first realized it would remain forever out of her reach, but she remembered the terrible depression that descended like a black cloud over her life. Until now.
 Laura Barnes, she thought. An average, ordinary name. She thought of her face, plain and broad, dark hair more like oil than the kind of coal-black she had always admired. She imagined the name up in lights in front of Lincoln Center and on posters plastered across the city, and almost laughed aloud. Did she really believe that a simple wooden instrument could bring her all this?
 Still…
 She lifted the violin to her throat and settled her chin against the soft leather rest. Raised the bow and placed it gently against the strings. Tuned each one as best she could.
 And then, closing her eyes, drew the bow as her fingers found their places almost by their own accord.
 A single deep, thrumming note leaped from the belly of the violin, and her heart jumped in her chest before a string let go with a loud ping! and the music stopped abruptly. Disappointed, she lay the instrument down on the couch next to her and sighed. What did she expect, anyway? After all, it had remained on a shelf in that crummy little shop for over two years, and if the old man had so much as dusted in its general vicinity she would be very surprised.
 But that one note she had heard before the string let go had sent chills racing down her spine, her fingers tingling from their contact with the wood. She would replace the string, replace all of them. She would polish the wood until it shined, every last speck of dust and grime lifted from its precious surface.
And then we will see.
*** ***
"But Paganini played a Guarnerius. Everyone knows that. It's still in Genoa, on display."
"That's what everyone thinks. And they're right, of course."
"So what are you saying?"
"That's only part of the story."
They sat hunched over a small table in the rear of a crowded Soho bar. Danielle Aniston's face reflected the pulsing red, green and blue lights from the dance floor. Normally she was beautiful, with the sort of delicate china-doll features Laura has often wished she possessed. But now the lights and the noise and the skeptical expression on Danielle's face hardened her looks, making her appear as if she were carved from wood.
"I don't understand," she said. "You mean the one in Genoa is some sort of fake?"
"Of course not." Laura curled her fingers around the cool bottle of beer and found the smooth, slick glass repulsed her. Had she done the right thing, meeting her friend here? But she had to tell someone. 
She wiped her hand on a napkin. "How much do you know about him?"
"Nicoli Paganini? Born in 1780-something, wasn't he? Italian virtuoso on the violin. Brilliant composer and musician. Traveled all over the world and died a very rich man."
"But what do you know about him? The person?"
"Oh," Danielle said, waving a hand. "I never pay too much attention in class. You know that."
"Maybe you should start."
"Spare me the lecture."
A young couple passed by on their way to the dance floor, two men holding hands. One of them bumped the table with his hip and sent the beer bottle into a drunken wobble. Laura steadied it with her hand (that slick feeling making her stomach lurch) and then continued, her voice softer now, so that her friend had to lean closer to hear her. "He was a gamble," she said. "Early in his career, he lost everything. They were coming after him to collect and he didn't have a penny to his name. How would it look if such a young, rising star was found with a couple of broken legs? Or worse, broken fingers? His career would be over. So he did the only thing he could do. He pawned his violin."
So then he bought it back when he had earned some money?"
Laura shook her head. "Soon after that a rich French merchant named Livron took him in. Livron bought him a new violin. The Guarnerius you see on display in Genoa today."
"Wait a minute." Danielle sat back in her chair. "You mean there was another one?"
"That's right. The real Paganini violin. The one that taught him how to play."
Danielle smiled. The lights pulsed and played about her features like a living bruise. "You've been working too hard, babe. Violins don't teach people."
"That's not the end of the story. The violin was bought from the pawnshop by a man named Hines. Hines unfortunately died young. Still, he made a name for himself before his death, in local circles. A brilliant musician, apparently. From there is was passed along to his daughter, who married a man named Giovannetti-"
"The Giovannetti?" Danielle's eyes had gone wide. 
"Not the one you're thinking of, though it's the same family. The famous one, Roberto Giovannetti, was the great grandson of the woman who inherited that violin from Himes. She herself was a talented violinist, and she taught her own son, who passed it down, and so on-"
"So Roberto Giovannetti played on the same instrument as Paganini?"
"Before he disappeared three years ago, yes. A while after that his own grandson went through his things, and, not knowing what he'd found, pawned the violin to a shop in New York City for a few measly bucks." Laura leaned back and smiled. "And now I have it."
"You can't be serious." The look on Danielle's face had progressed from skeptical to incredulous. "First of all that's crazy. Too much of a coincidence, two brilliant musicians separated by centuries using the same instrument without even knowing it. And anyway, there's never been anything but junk in those second-hand shops in Soho. You expect me to believe a violin worth hundreds of thousands of dollars-"
"But don't you see?" Laura asked, he voice rising a bit in spite of her struggle to remain calm. "It wasn't just two brilliant musicians. Every single one of them who ever touched that violin, man, woman or child, had the gift. Or had it handed to them."
The music suddenly stopped and all activity around them paused while the DJ spun another album. The waiter hustled up to their table, balancing a tray on his palm, picked up their drinks (Laura's beer still almost half full and warm a tap water) and slipped away again into the crowd spilling off the dance floor. Through all this Danielle stared at her friend across the table. "You actually expect me to believe," she said finally, and this time the smile was gone completely, this time she actually looked a little pissed, "that this piece of wood has…magical powers? A way of creating genius?"
"I don't know," Laura said, unsure again after hearing it put that way. Out in the open for the first time. She remembered all her thoughts during the past few months, curiosity in the beginning, that growing into amazement as her research progressed, her own disbelief and then wonder and finally utter conviction. The violin was real, it was out there and she would find it. And she had. Was she crazy, after all?
"I want to see it," Danielle said.
"No." The word came immediately to her lips before she had a chance to think about it. "That's not possible."
"Then I don't believe you. You're bullshitting me."
"I am not." But Laura wondered what had made her tell in the first place. If she wouldn't show anyone, even Danielle, who she considered her only real friend in the whole city, what was the point? Through all this she had been alone, unable to share each moment of frustration and triumph as they occurred, afraid her discovery would be stolen from her before she even had a chance to see it Now that she owned the violin, with a receipt to prove it, what was she waiting for?
"Come on. If you really have it then let's see. Put up or shut up, girl." Danielle grinned again, and this time Laura could see that there would be no backing down. Things had progressed too far.
"Okay," she said. "But you have to promise not to tell anyone about this. Promise."

"Tell anyone about what?" Still grinning.
"Just wait," Laura said. "You'll see."
It was raining as they left the bar. Neither of them had brought umbrellas, and it wouldn't have helped them much if they had; great gusts of humid wind blew spray in their faces, flipping wet papers across the shiny black pavement. The streets were jammed with slow-moving cars, their headlights stabbing through the rain, honking and swearing drivers hunched behind steering wheels. The whole city smelled like wet dog.
Laura's apartment was only two blocks away, but by the time they reached it both girls were thoroughly soaked. Neither spoke on the way up in the elevator, the only sound the drip, drip of water from their clothes and hair hitting the floor. Laura had become increasingly nervous since they had left the bar, and now wished desperately that she had never called Danielle in the first place. The story was crazy enough; and what would she think of the rest of it, the stranger things she had come to believe in the course of her research?
Then a worse thought sprang into her head. Suddenly she knew that when she opened the door to her apartment the violin would be gone. The couch would be empty, nothing but lint balls and dust gracing the red-wine cushions, and she would have to face the fact that she was crazy, after all.
But when she opened the door and switched on the lights the violin was there. She could see its reflection in the big windows, streaked by rain, its shape seeming to ripple and bulge as the wind rattled the glass. She breathed a sigh of relief.
"Well," Danielle said, slicking her wet hair back into a ponytail and securing it with a rubber band. "Let me see this miracle, will you? It's getting late and I shouldn't stay long. Billy will worry."
Billy, Laura thought as she closed the door and locked it. She pictured a young, bronzed creature with sculpted pecks and washboard stomach, and jealousy washed through her like a bitter wave. She had never had the chance at a man like that, while Danielle seemed to attract them at will. She crossed the room to the couch, wishing again that she had never brought her friend here. But when she picked up the violin all those ugly thoughts disappeared. Under her flesh the soft wood seemed to hum at a pitch too high for human ears. She felt a gently tug begin somewhere below her breasts, an urge to cradle it in her arms like a baby. Who had crafter these strange curves? Does it matter?
"Ugh," Danielle said, coming forward with her nose wrinkled as if she had just smelled something rotten. "It's dirty."
"Nothing a little lemon oil won't fix."
"Strange shape, isn't it? Something about the neck. And what kind of wood is that?" She reached out a hand and Laura jerked the violin out of reach.
"Don't."
"Hey, relax. I won't tough your precious instrument. Though I have to say I don't see it, I really don't. It doesn't look anything like a Guarnerius-"
"It's not a Guarnerius. Haven't you listened to anything I've told you?"
"It's just a crazy story. Come on, seriously."
"I wouldn't expect someone like you to get it," Laura said. The blood had risen to her cheeks. Her heart was pounding and she gripped the violin tightly against her chest. Rainwater trickled from her hair down her face. "You don't even care about music. You're just happy lying around all day letting Billy screw you."
Danielle turned back to her and her eyes glittered like cut stones. "I think I'd better leave."
"Go ahead then. There's the door."
"You're nuts, you know that?" Danielle said. "Honestly." When Laura did not respond she spun on her heels and left, slamming the door behind her.
Laura collapsed on the couch, struggling with tears. Why she had gotten so angry was a mystery; after all, she was the one who had called Danielle in the first place. It was a stupid idea anyway, telling someone that story and expecting them to understand. It does sound crazy.
Except it was true. All of it.
She touched the violin and brought it to her cheek. The wood was warm as flesh. Outside the big bay windows lightning flashed, and a crash of thunder rolled past the building like the distant sound of drums. She had hidden from those storms as a child, cowering under the covers of her bed. How silly it seemed now to be frightened of a storm.
Go ahead. Play it.
She got up and went to find her spare string and lemon oil, and when she returned she began to polish the wood slowly, gently, washing away the dust and the old caked resin and human fingerprints, watching as the varnish began to shine under the lights. It was a strange wood. Danielle had been right about that, anyway. Soft in appearance like pine but a different color and pattern. And a strange shape, not like the old Italian designs at all, too long and thick in the neck and bulky around the base, belly rounded as if each rib and panel hadn't been glued together but rather had grown up out of each other like some sort of polished, sculpted tree. She wondered again where it had come from, what kind of man had built a thing like this.
So beautiful, she thought, no matter if it is different. Or, rather, because it is.
She wound the new string into place, tightened it and then admired her work. Danielle would hardly recognize it now. The violin sparkled. No, blazed was a better word, its varnish perfectly intact after all these years, not a crack or dull spot. A yellow-orange tint to it, like hundreds of tiny flames licking over its surface.
A little voice spoke up from the depths of her brain. What about the other things? What about all the tragedies, the disappearances…
And the way she had begun to suspect lately that Giovanetti's grandson had known exactly what he was doing when he pawned the violin to that store in Soho. That he had wanted to get rid of it.
Ridiculous. But how else to explain such a valuable instrument sitting untouched on a dusty shelf for two years?
Talent, it seemed to whisper. What you've always wanted. Right here. She let her finger run across the wooden surface. Traced the path of the grain, down across the belly and over the base, searching for the empty space within. Violins are like people, she thought, like women with their empty wombs, waiting for something to fill them up.
She began with a simple piece, a Haydn sonata, letting herself become familiar with the finger board and the way the instrument melded to her body. The sound that came from within the violin was like nothing she had ever heard in her life, at once full and strong, and yet blessed with the most delicate pitch. The strings responded to her rosined bow with a firmness that at first surprised and then delighted her; never in her life had she played such an instrument! It was as if the violin could anticipate her every move. Nothing she had ever owned none of the practice instruments at the school had ever felt like this. She always knew, even after hours of playing when the blisters came and her neck began to ache, that she was holding a piece of dead wood in her hands and not an extension of herself.
She tried a more difficult piece, a Mendelsson concerto that until now had eluded her. The opening faltered for a moment before she began to find the rhythm again and the violin responded, the music like a swelling wave. Give and take, an exchange as intimate as any other. The leather rest felt like soft lips against her throat, nuzzling her skin. She watched her reflection in the windows as if she were a spectator at a concert, her fingers growing a mind of their own, flying over the board at an ever-increasing pace as the concerto took flight and soared about the room, filling the high spaces and echoing back to her ears. Laughter welled up and spilled from her throat; this music, this beautiful music was coming from her, Laura Barnes! She closed her eyes against tears and felt her wet hair swinging in her face and the sweat trickling down between her shoulder blades, imagining herself on the stage of a gigantic hall filled with silent faces, spotlight hot on the back of her neck, the air alive around her as the violin melted into her flesh, obeying her every command, becoming one, beating with her blood. She sobbed with happiness as her mind lost itself among the lilting notes, and suddenly she was on stage, the packed house hanging on her every move, the air vibrating with the beauty of her music.
She played on, losing herself as the violin worked its magic. Time passed, how long she didn't know. Gradually she began to realize that something had changed. The music was no longer familiar to her; it was a moment before she recognized it. She was playing a Paganini concerto.
Or rather, it was playing her.
The music had grown louder, fuller, as if an orchestra were accompanying her somewhere out of sight. Her hand had begun to ache. She felt as if something were being drawn from her, like the feeling of giving blood. Alarmed now, she opened her eyes.
The impossible sight that greeted her in the window as she raised her gaze to her reflection made her cry out. Impossible, and yet there it was; and this was not what she'd expected, though she had expected something, hadn't she?
The violin had swelled like a tick against her throat, its round belly becoming ever rounder, hard edges beginning to soften. She could no longer tell where the wood ended and her flesh began. And her hand, her hand was melting into the bow, the tips of her fingers running like taffy in the sun, white bone showing through strings of reddish, liquid skin. The wood was absorbing her, the two forms meeting and swirling and blending together.
Who had made this thing?
Terror overwhelmed her as the temperature rose in the studio apartment. Flames of a distant fire licked about her feet. Still she kept playing, helpless to stop now, muscles moving of their own accord. She tried to scream and found that something had happened to her vocal cords. Wait, she thought, you were supposed to teach me, you were supposed to make me a star.
And yet she knew. A talent like this was only on loan, and she had known all along what the price would be, hadn't she? She was no equal for such a thing as this. How could she expect to match its strength when even the great Paganini had only played it to a draw?
Her fingers had disappeared up to the third knuckle. The pain was sharper now, like a series of needles digging under her nails, except her nails were gone, they were…
Laura tried to scream again and managed only a weak bubbling noise. Her hand had completely melted, the flesh of her forearm becoming part of the bow, still running over the strings as the cords were pulled from her neck. She strained and tried to tear herself away, muscles standing out in her shoulders, oh God the pain, it was too much and still it kept eating at her.
Her vision filled with red. She felt something snap in her neck as her head bent back and touched her shoulder blades. She realized too late that there was something else she hadn't counted on.
The violin was hungry.
*** ***


Danielle Aniston let herself into the dim apartment with Laura's spare key. The rain was coming harder now, wind rocking the old brick building, moaning around the windows like something big and mean trying to get in. Water dripped from a dark spot near the ceiling and pattered softly against the worn wooden floor.
She didn't know quite why she had come back. She was angry at Laura, true, and wanted to get back at her for that crack about only caring about getting laid all the time. That wasn't the case at all. Danielle worked as hard as anybody and wanted to be the best, it was just that she was more of a realist. The number of people who actually made it big playing the violin…well, it was like winning the lottery. And of course you had to have the talent. You had to have the gift.
But that violin had disturbed her tonight more than she had let on. She hadn't wanted Laura to see the way she felt, the way she wanted to touch it so badly her hands shook. So beautiful, but so strange. Even covered with dust, she could see it was something special. Those stories Laura had told, they were silly of course, but what if…
It was warm in here. Laura must have turned the heat all the way up. She tiptoed into the living room, but when she saw that the bed against the wall was empty, she relaxed. Laura wasn't home.
The violin was still sitting on the sofa facing the windows. It looked different somehow, full. Laura had given it a thorough cleaning, the much was obvious. The pattern of rain-streaked glass played about its rounded surface, making it appear almost like it was breathing.
She stepped closer, fascinated. Lifted the instrument to her throat and settled her chin on the soft leather rest. It seemed to hum against her flesh, nuzzling her like a child at his mother's breast. She raised the bow, placed it gently against the strings, and closed her eyes.
A single deep, thrumming note leaped from the belly of the violin before a string let go with a loud ping! Disappointed, she put it back on the couch and stood looking at it. Of course it was nothing but a fake, a cheap imitation that had fooled Laura.
And yet. That one note had sent a chill along her spine.
She picked it up again and traced a finger along its warm, smooth surface. She would replace the strings, replace all of them. She would clean every inch of its surface once again and make it shine. And then we will see.
For a moment, somewhere deep within, she thought she felt a heartbeat.
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Traffic School
by Simon Wood




You mill around in the parking lot with a bunch of other people waiting for traffic school to begin. This is your fifth class in as many years. This one court ordered. You check your watch again. The class should have started two minutes ago. You just want this over and done with.
Finally, the doors open and a nightclub bouncer type calls everyone in. You file in with your fellow classmates. Neat rows of student desks and chairs fill the classroom and each desk is numbered. The instructor stands in front of a white board. He's a gaunt, stretched-looking man, completely unlike the muscle-bound apes he has helping him. To the instructor's right, there's an eight-foot high, vertically mounted roulette wheel, except it's numbered from one to a hundred opposed to zero to thirty-six. This is the queerest traffic school you've attended. You can't ignore the gooseflesh spreading over your body.
"Everyone please find a seat," the instructor says. "You'll find there's one for each of you. Today's class is full, so don't bother trying to find a secluded spot. Please complete the form in front of you, then handcuff yourself to your desk--and no cheating please."
Handcuffs? Everyone exchanges glances with each other, not sure they've heard correctly. 
"My associates will be passing amongst you to ensure you comply with this request," the instructor continues. "Thank you for your cooperation."
The teacher's apes, ten of them, single out individuals and shove them into chairs and cuff them to their desks to illustrate the point. You find a seat quick and snatch up the handcuff that is fastened to the table's tubular frame before anyone gets the chance to manhandle you. The steel cuff is cold against your wrist and you don't seem to possess the body heat to take the chill off the metal. 
You try to complete the single page form, but your pen stalls over the third question. For the life of you, you can't remember your Nissan's license plate number. Two apes slam a man into the seat in front of you and the impact rocks the floorboards under your feet. Inspiration strikes and you scribble in the answer. 
"I'm Charles Matthews and welcome to this special edition of traffic school. This class is special because you people just don't get it about traffic safety." 
About half the class laughs at the comment. You aren't one of them. 
"You can cut the laughter because you're not funny," Matthews snaps.
The realization that something unusual is happening silences the class. Matthews has everyone's full attention. 
"All of you here are on at least your fifth major traffic violation. Fines and suspended licenses haven't worked on you, but this time you're going to learn the error of your ways. Don't think for one second this is going to be like all those other tedious traffic schools you've blown your Saturdays on. This one is different and this one will make a difference."
Not everyone has gotten the message. There are quite a few exaggerated gestures and grunts. One person coughs and says, "Bullshit."
"You can roll your eyes and mutter naughty words under your breath, but I can assure you that all of you will change your driving habits for the better by the time you leave this room today."
Someone braver than Bullshit Man says, "What a crock."
"No, sir, you're wrong. This isn't a crock, as you quaintly put it. What's your name, sir?"
"Markus Conrad."
"To prove it, Markus, I will give you a hundred dollars if you still feel the same way at the end of this session." 
With practiced ease, Matthews pulls out his wallet and removes a bill. Obviously, this is a stunt he must pull with every class.
"Look, there it is--a nice crisp, shiny one hundred dollar bill to show my good faith as part of this wager."
"And what do I have to give you?"
"All I ask for is your honest opinion at the end of the class. Deal?"
Conrad shrugs. You can tell already this class isn't going to work on him. He's going to be back here in six months listening to the same spiel.
"Actually, this bet that I have with this gentleman," Matthews points to Conrad, "is the crux of what I am here to teach you today. Bad driving is all about probabilities. When you break the rules of the road, you are really saying, 'Can I get away with this? Will I be caught?'"
The class has settled and people are listening. You hope there won't be any more interruptions because you just want to get out of there. 
"And the answer is yes, you will be caught. Just look at yourselves if you don't believe me. You're stuck here again wasting another summer's day.
"Okay, let's move on.
"The more intelligent of you will have realized that there are one hundred of you here."
You hadn't noticed, but Matthews is right. There are a hundred desks, ten rows by ten columns.
"There is a very good reason why. This helps me illustrate the probabilities of bad driving with a sample of a hundred.
"What percentage of drivers will complete their entire driving career without an incident? And when I say incident I mean a ticket, a fender bender, personal injury or death. C'mon, what percentage?"
The classroom environment must be having an effect, because a woman puts her hand up. That makes you smile. Matthews nods at her to answer.
"Ten percent?"
"Wrong, ma'am. I appreciate your optimism, but you're wrong. The days of someone saying they've driven fifty years without a blemish on their driving record are long gone. Again, if you want any greater proof, just look at yourselves." 
Matthews' explanation hasn't gone down well. Most people have taken this fact as a trick question. You can't help agreeing with them. Statistics are so easily manipulated. 
"Okay, let's kick things up a notch," Matthews says. "Anyone care to venture the odds of a fender bender in this country?"
No one is willing to play stooge this time and everyone keeps quiet. You sort of like Matthews' style but at the same time its pisses you off. You're being treated like a kid, but maybe that's the point. 
Matthews smirks. "Looks like I'm having an effect on you people already. Good. I'm impressed. Mr. Conrad, looks as if I'm going to be keeping my hundred."
Conrad grunts.
Matthews goes up to the white board and scribbles the answer. He stands back for everyone to see. "For the record, the odds of a fender bender in this country are ninety-five percent. That means only five of you in this room won't take a trip to a body shop during your driving career. Anyone care to differ with that statistic?"
A couple of hands go up. A third hand goes up, falters then drops.
"Only two of you. Is that because you two haven't had an accident?"
Matthews receives a pair of confirming nods.
"Two out of a hundred. Just proves my point, doesn't it? To ram that point home, I want to show you what ninety-five percent looks like. For five of you, you'll find a red dot on the top right hand corner of your desk."
Everyone glances at their desk to see. You check yours and find that you don't have a red dot.
"Will those people please raise their hands?"
Five hands go up.
"Thank you. You're the lucky winners. You five aren't going to have your cars trashed by Chad and Luis and their Louisville sluggers here--but the rest of you, I'm afraid, aren't so lucky. Gentlemen, please set about your business."
The room erupts. People are shouting and screaming at Matthews. You jump to your feet, but the handcuff jerks you down, cutting into your wrist. 
Chad and Luis collect the forms from the desks of the five winners and pick up baseball bats on the way out. Your classmates try to stop them, but they easily shrug off the angry hands. They leave the classroom and the buckling of metal and shattering of glass begins.
"Settle down please," Matthews bellows. "Stop your bellyaching and start learning. This is what bad driving costs. Is what I'm telling you sinking in?"
No one responds to Matthews' question. People are pouting and grumbling. 
Your heart is pounding against your ribcage. This is outrageous and unbelievable, but there's nothing you can do so you swallow your anger for now. You'll be taking the matter up with the cops after this is over.
"Now, let's take a look at personal injury," Matthews says. "Anybody want to have a shot at the percentage of drivers will suffer a physical injury accident during their driving career?"
No one answers, not even Bullshit Man or Conrad. The violence dished out on the vehicles has had its desired effect. No one knows what to expect and no one wants to prompt Matthews' wrath.
"Not answering isn't going to change the stats. Okay, no one brave enough, that's cool. The answer is one in three. A third of you are going to suffer a personal injury--and right now. To be exact, the people sitting in the middle third of the room. My men will be coming amongst you now. Do not impede their beating, it will only make the punishment worse. If you comply you're likely to suffer only a concussion or a broken arm at the worst. Piss them off and they'll leave you a paraplegic."
Immediately, your heart rate spikes then settles just as quickly. You're not in the middle third--you miss that dubious honor by two seats. You whirl in your seat to fixate on the middle of the room as eight men wield bats and deliver punches to your classmates. There's no mercy shown. Women aren't shown any favoritism and get it just as hard as the men. A woman sitting two seats over from you tries to claw at one of the thugs' faces. He fights off her attack with a bone-crunching punch to the jaw. Something strikes the floor to the right of your foot. It's the woman's tooth, glued to the floor by a glob of blood and saliva. The thug decides that's enough for the woman and moves on. 
You and the other unharmed people don't protest the barbaric beatings. You're just thankful you aren't on the receiving end of them. You watch blood ooze from broken skin and listen to the cries and pleas. The beatings end after a few short minutes, leaving people slumped over their desks and you feeling just as damaged as your fellow classmates. 
Matthews shows no emotion. You can tell he's not getting any pleasure from this, but at the same time, he's not bothered by the atrocities. He simply waits for normalcy to resume.
"Okay, now that the crying has subsided, we'll carry on. Don't worry folks, we're nearly finished here. Only one thing left to discuss and that's the chances of a person being killed behind the wheel. Does anyone want to hazard a guess how many Americans die each year in road related accidents? No? Well, I'll tell you. It's fifty-five thousand. That's how many died during the eight years of the Vietnam War and that's a national tragedy, but what we lost in eight years over there, we lose every year here. On 9/11, the nation witnessed over 3,000 deaths in one day and our country went into mourning. Imagine 9/11 happening every twenty days and then you have an idea of how many Americans will die on the road this year. Does anyone feel like we've lost something now?"
The figures frighten you. Fifty-five thousand is a stadium full of people watching a football game. You couldn't imagine all those people being dead at once. The statistics haven't scared you. Matthews saying them has. There's a point to this diatribe and you can't help fearing it.
"So what do fifty-five thousand deaths boil down to as your odds of surviving your driving career? It's one in a hundred." 
Matthews walks over to the giant roulette wheel. He pulls it to the center of the room and stares at it proudly. 
"You'll have noticed this game show wheel here. It's a wheel of misfortune. The numbers on the wheel correspond with the numbers on your desks. Let's spin the wheel and see who's going to be unlucky."
Matthews puts his full weight behind the spinning of the wheel. It revolves so fast the numbers are a blur. The clack-clack-clack of the wheel spokes snagging against the pointer that will indicate the winning number is the only sound in the room. 
Clack-clack-clack. Fear seeps into you like a cold winter's day. You know something bad is going to happen. You see it in Matthews' demeanor. He's resigned himself to a prescribed inevitability and there's not a thing you can do to stop it.
Clack-clack-clack. The wheel slows, but you silently urge it to continue. You don't care if you stay here for an eternity, you just don't want that wheel to stop turning. But your desire goes unsatisfied. The wheel slows to the speed where you can see the numbers clearly. The pointer has a real slowing effect now. The wheel won't make another revolution.
Clack. Clack. Clack. The wheel stops. 
"It's unlucky twenty-two," Matthews says reading the number off.
You slam your eyes shut. You don't have to check the number taped to your desk to know. 
"You're the one in a hundred." 
You can't bear to open your eyes.
"What's your name, number twenty-two?"
It takes a moment, but you open your eyes and answer.
Matthews retrieves a pistol from a small desk against the wall and approaches you. Someone gasps. Everyone else holds their breath. He hasn't explained what the gun is for but explanations aren't necessary. 
You plead and stammer. You can change your ways if given the chance. Matthews acknowledges your contrition and smiles in an attempt to comfort you, but it only has the opposite effect.
"Please stop fighting the restraint. Like I said, bad driving is all about probabilities and the odds have worked against you this time. Look on the bright side, you graduate and you can't harm anyone else, but you don't get to go home like everyone else. Unfortunately, you're going to have a head-on with a bullet from my .45." Matthews stops before you and presses the pistol against your forehead. "I have to ask you something. Have you learned something today?"
"Yes," you answer. "Yes, I have."
"Good," Matthews says and pulls the trigger. 
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The Night is an Ally
by Scott Nicholson
It was July 12, 1942, and the sky over Jozefow had broken with high clouds under a sun the color of a blood blister.
First Lieutenant Heinz Wolfram exited the train at Sternschanze station as the cattle doors wheeled open with a dozen rusty shrieks, allowing the reserve policemen to exit from the same stinking cars that had transported Jews to Berkinau and Belzec. The effort to make Lublin judenfrei had taken over a
month and had sapped the energy of Reserve Police Battalion 101. His men of Third Company were haggard, tired, and their bellies probably grumbling like his. Officers might have slightly better rations, but barely two years into the war, shortages were a staple of every rank.
 "Herr Oberleutnant," said a guard on the warped wooden platform, raising his arm with a brisk stamp of his boot heel.
 Wolfram nodded to acknowledge the salute. Rear guards hadn't yet lost the crispness of their routines. "Cigarette?"
 The guard smiled and Wolfram shook one from the pouch in the breast pocket of his gray tunic. He lit the guard's and then one for himself. The tobacco was Turkish, dark and sinister like the people who had cultivated it.
 "Shipping juden?" Wolfram asked.
 The guard smiled from his pale moon face. "Two thousand, maybe. Three. What's the difference? The trains are slow."
 "Two trains per week. Globocnik's orders."
The guard looked around, comfortable in his post, the real war three hundred miles to the east. "Globocnik? I see no Globocnik." He leaned close, conspiratorially, as if they were two friends in a beer hall. "I don't even know if Globocnik is real, ja?"
 Globocnik, an SS police leader, was rumored to have had personal correspondence with the Fuhrer himself. Globocnik, who had career ambitions and sought a place on Himmler's staff, had stepped up relocation efforts after a German officer had been killed during a police action against the Jews. The officer in question had died in a drunken motorcycle accident, but the German leadership had never troubled itself over accuracy when a larger purpose was served. Martyrs were cheap, Wolfram well knew.
"So it's quiet here?" Wolfram asked.
The guard shrugged. "I sleep. No one here has guns."
"Good." Wolfram drew on his cigarette as the guard sauntered to the shade of the station's long platform.
 "Rest for now," Wolfram shouted at the policemen who had debarked the trains, busily wiping their brows and sipping from steel canteens. They were mostly older men, those not fit for combat but who had been pressed into some sort of duty for the Reich. Though unfit for combat, Wolfram's platoon was organized, obedient, and well-trained.
 Some, like Scherr there, the fat one, were all joviality and bluster, full of the nonsense that came from believing happy lies. Kleinschmidt, a sausage maker, complained bitterly about his boots and the poor quality of the field kitchen's pork. Wassen had been a journalist and spent his evenings writing letters to his family. Few of the men in Wolfram's First Company platoon thought beyond the immediate soldier's concerns of a soft bunk and dry socks.
At age 32, Wolfram had no career ambitions himself; he thought only of his wife, Frieda, in the Hamburg apartment with their four-year-old son Karl. Wolfram had headed a small family lumber business and benefited from the initial lead-up to war. When certain high-level officers began hinting that a man like Wolfram was needed by the Fatherland, he enlisted in the Reserve Police.
 During 1941, Reserve Police Battalion 101 had been largely concerned with stamping out partisan uprisings and rounding up communist Russians in Czechoslovakia. Later in the year, Jews were targeted as well. Wolfram had heard reports of entire Jewish sections of cities being burned to the ground, and truckloads of Jews occasionally disappeared. But such reports were like the wind, and Wolfram had filed enough of them to know that only a fool or a zealot dared speak the truth.
 Scherr, his First Sergeant, approached Wolfram as the train engine let out a long sigh of steam. The smell of coal smoke briefly obliterated the cloying animal stench that came from the cattle cars.
 "Shall I issue the orders?" Scherr said all too eagerly.
 "Gather the men," Wolfram said.
 Scherr obeyed, no doubt promising the men a night in the barracks and the eventual arrival of rations. As the forty reservists gathered around, Wolfram looked into their faces. He was younger than most, and a good deal healthier. Less than a third were Nazi Party members, and most were from the lower orders of society: laborers, clerks, and street merchants. Some were as old as Wolfram's father, and one, Drukker, reminded Wolfram of his own youth as he looked into the hard blue eyes.
 "We have been selected for an unpleasant task," Wolfram began, attempting to mimic the words of Captain Herrmansbiel, his immediate superior. "The Jews here have been involved with the partisans. Further, their discontent has led to the Amerikanner boycott of Germany's goods and services. There's even talk"-Wolfram wasn't sure how to add the next part without risking damage to morale-"that the Americans will join England and Russia as allies."
 "Mein gott," came a voice from the rear ranks. "Fick der juden."
 "The Jews are confined to the ghetto, and per standing orders, any attempting to escape will be shot. We are to round up all the Jews and gather them in the marketplace for processing. Healthy males of working age are to be loaded onto trucks and transported to Lublin. Those who resist or are too frail to march will be summarily executed."
 Scherr licked his lips. He'd already shown an appetite for killing Jews and was always quick to volunteer when there was the possibility of an organized firing squad. Wolfram found him distasteful, but such men made the entire operation easier to manage, and also required less of Wolfram's presence during the most brutal actions.
 "This duty is necessary, and we must be strong," Wolfram said. "I don't want to see any cowards. However, any man who doesn't feel up to the task may step forward now and be reassigned."
 Some of the men exchanged glances while others stared at the ground. Someone coughed. The train engine clanged. After a moment, Drukker stepped forward, shoulders sagging.
 "Anyone else?" Wolfram asked. Only Drukker met his gaze.
 "Very well," Wolfram said. "Drukker, you will help guard the train. The rest of you men, proceed to the marketplace in the center of town. Scherr, give them their orders there."
 Scherr grinned, saluted, called the men to attention and led the platoon away. Wolfram lit another cigarette. "Drukker, you will be happy later on. You might be the only one. Before this Jewish business is over, the German nation will be shamed in the eyes of God."
 "Yes, sir," Drukker said, subordinate despite being nearly twenty years older than his lieutenant.
 Wolfram knew, as an officer, he shouldn't speak on equal terms with the men, especially on matters of philosophy. After all, the truth could be construed as treason. "Resettlement is a question of military efficiency, Drukker."
 "Yes, sir."
 Wolfram tossed his cigarette off the platform and checked his watch. He glanced at the forest that covered the rise of land above the village. "We will be efficient."
 He walked into Jozefow. The village was quiet, many of the Poles still sleeping under the thatched straw roofs. Curling pillars of sleepy smoke rose from a few chimneys. The men of Second Company had already fanned out to surround the village, as per Hermmansbiels's orders.
 Already the shouts and cries could be heard inside the narrow white houses of the Jewish section. Scherr had posted four guards in the market square, where the Jews were to be collected. The other men conducted door-to-door searches, and from a small stone house came a woman carrying an infant. Hermmansbiel specifically stipulated that the infants were to be shot along with the elderly. Gunfire erupted along the next block, sending more cries into the morning sky.
 Worker Jews were driven at bayonet point, most with beards and thin faces, wearing long, filthy robes. They had already suffered plenty of hardship, but nothing like what they would see today, Wolfram thought. He saw Scherr lead a small squadron of men into a long, low building that could have been a hospital or an old people's home. Automatic gunfire erupted like popcorn kernels over a fire. Minutes later, Scherr and the other reservists exited the smoky portal that led into the building. No Jews accompanied them.
 Nearby, Wassen stood leaning against a stone wall. At his feet was a woman, a blossom of blood on the back of her dress. Wassen dropped his rifle and knelt, vomiting. Wolfram looked around to see if anyone noticed them. An old Jew, who might have been a rabbi, gave a grim nod. Wolfram turned away and stood over Wassen.
 "We have orders," Wolfram said gently.
 "I can no longer shoot," Wassen said, wiping his nose on his uniform and leaving a long, greasy smear.
 "Are you out of ammunition?"
 "I can no longer shoot."
 Wolfram looked at the rabbi and the other Jews huddled around him on the rough, pebbled street. "Join Drukker on guard duty at the station."
 "Thank you, Herr Oberleutnant."
 "Efficiency," Wolfram said. "A man who can't shoot is more useful somewhere else."
 More shots rang out. The men had been given extra ammunition before the train rolled into the station. They must have known this action was to be unusual. They must all have suspected what was coming.
 Scherr jogged up, breathless, his cheeks flushed despite the heat. He appeared rejuvenated, years younger. Blood dotted his boots. "We have about three hundred workers to transfer," he said. "And the others are ready."
 "March the workers to the station," Wolfram said. "Are Second and Third platoons in place?"
"Yes, sir."
"Continue the action. Captain Hermmansbiel said this should take less than a day."
It was a job, a mission. Hermmansbiel had delivered the order, probably doing the same thing Wolfram was doing, the same as Scherr. Passing a command down the ranks. No single man was responsible.
The worker Jews rose on command, flanked by guards, and moved down the street. How accepting they are, Wolfram thought. How dignified.
Then their sheepishness made him angry. He had known a German Jew in Hamburg, an engineer who built parts for milling machines. A fine craftsman who had shared some of his people's strange beliefs. Wolfram, a Lutheran, wondered if the engineer had been relocated out of Germany with all the others. He might even be among this crowd, being shuttled once again. If he were still able to walk.
More women, children, and the ambulatory older men were gathered in the square. Wolfram guessed there were maybe a thousand. A dozen reservists from the Third platoon each selected a single person from the assemblage. They urged the Jews toward the forest, one of the policemen sticking a bayonet tip into the back of his charge.
Lieutenant Von Offhen, leader of the Third platoon, flagged down Wolfram. "This is going too slowly."
"How far into the woods are they taking them?"
"A half kilometer."
A fusillade of shots sounded in the distance. Wails arose from a few of the women, causing the infants to renew their cries. The Jews' composure of the early morning was fading as the July heat settled in and realization unvelveted its claws.
"You have a guard for each Jew," Wolfram said. "But none are attempting to flee."
"It gives the men a chance to rest. The shooting is-mentally exhausting."
"They'll be more exhausted if we have to continue this into the night, working by the headlights of trucks."
"There's another problem. The forest trail is already becoming cluttered with bodies. Maneuvers are difficult."
"Try this. Use only two guards to escort each group of Jews. The others can reload and be ready when the group arrives. Start at the farthest end of the trail so that each succeeding trip is shorter."
Von Offhen's brow furrowed. "I'm not sure the men will like it. Especially those doing the shooting."
Wolfram thought of Scherr's pink, joyful face. "Let anyone who wants to be relieved come down and watch the square. I've no doubt there will be plenty who will take their places."
Though they were of equal rank, Von Offhen saluted and went to implement the suggestions. Efficiency, Wolfram thought. It all comes down to a question of efficiency.
The day wore on, in an endless parade of Jews and a cavalcade of rifle shots. Wolfram went from the square to the train station, where Drukker and Wassen shared a canteen. When Wolfram got close, he smelled the alcohol.
"Cognac," Drukker said, offering the canteen. "A gift from the Polish Catholic priest."
Wolfram declined the drink. "See if the Poles have enough for all the men on duty. A cheap price for having their dirty work done."
Drukker hurried off, a bit wobbly.
Wolfram lit a cigarette. "What will you write to your family tonight, Private Wassen?"
"I think I'll write fiction tonight."
Wolfram's laugh turned into a smoke-induced hack. "I think we all will. And I pity us for the dreams we'll suffer."
Wassen appeared uncomfortable, hearing such things from an officer. Wolfram wondered if any of the men would report him for erratic behavior. Besides Scherr, none of them had a chance of promotion if Wolfram were declared unfit for duty. He saluted the poet and said, "It's a question of efficiency."
Wolfram took a circuitous route through the forest. He came upon the first bodies several hundred feet from where the firing squads were now at work. They all lay face down, most bearing a single bullet wound to the top of the neck. Some, no doubt the victims of reluctant or inattentive shooters, had the tops of their skulls blown off, and bits of blood, bone, and brain pocked the carpet of leaves.
It was evening, and he knew he should make an appearance for the benefit of morale. He followed the trail, bodies girding its length on both sides where the Jews had willingly and tacitly participated in their own deaths. In some ways, the Jews were even more efficient than their killers, as if they were in a hurry to help.
The nearest group of shooters was comprised of members of Wolfram's platoon. Kleinschmidt recognized him and lifted a tired arm in greeting. He appeared drunk. The priest must have had a good supply of cognac.
"Herr Oberleutnant," the corporal shouted, nearly as jolly as Scherr had been earlier. "We are doing good work now."
"There are only eight in your squad," Wolfram said.
"Some of the men became sick after only a couple of rounds. Scherr relieved them."
As Wolfram watched, another group of Jews was led along the trail. Von Offhen had bettered Wolfram's suggestion and now used only one guard to march each group to the woods. "Down," Kleinschmidt bellowed. "Filthy Jew pigs."
The ten Jews, all but two of them women, fell onto their hands and knees, then prone onto their stomachs. Some of them held hands with the persons beside them. Wolfram noticed that when the echo of the shots died away, the forest was eerily quiet.
"Aim," Kleinschmidt ordered, and the squad placed the tips of their bayonets at the bases of the skulls of the Jews in front of them. "Fire."
The two Jews on the end, one a boy of about four, the other a gray-haired woman wearing a cowl, had to wait for two policemen to reload. The boy wore a small Dutch cap similar to the one Wolfram had given his son Karl for Christmas. The boy whimpered while the old woman tried to calm him with what Wolfram believed must be some kind of prayer. Whether her words asked God for mercy or for a swift death, he couldn't tell. Hebrew was a crude, inferior language and any god worth knowing wouldn't abide such a tongue.
The nearest two shooters touched the tips of their bayonets to the assigned victims. The boy's cap was blown off as the bullet demolished his skull. The old woman's shot wasn't immediately fatal, and she flopped on the ground for a moment as if suffering a severe electrical shock. 
"Inefficient," Wolfram said, though he kept his own Luger holstered. A stream of guttural Hebrew spilled from her throat, a demonic, animal howl. Finally she lay still.
Scherr came along with the next group of Jews. He had apparently assigned himself to guard duty rather than participate in further shooting. His hands shook and his eyes were wide and bloodshot.
"How many more in the village square?" Wolfram asked
"Fewer than fifty," Scherr said.
"We'll be done before dark. Hermannsbiel will be pleased."
"Good," Scherr said. "I don't want to be here at night."
"The night is an ally," Wolfram said. "In the darkness, all things are hidden."
Scherr gave an uneasy glance into the growing gloom, then trotted back to the village. Wolfram paced the trail, encouraging the men, reminding them of the rations waiting back at the barracks after their duty was finished. The priest had plenty more to drink, he told them. 
By now, nearly the full length of the trail was lined with dead Jews. The bodies were no longer bodies; they were merely dark shapes on the shadowy forest floor. Occasionally one of the shapes would moan and lift a limb, but among the trees, who could tell flesh from wood?
Once the marketplace was empty and the Jewish quarters were quiet, a few Poles ventured into the streets. Wolfram appointed a detail to stand guard in case any stray Jews had been hiding and attempted to flee in the night, then ordered the rest of the platoon back to the station. He took a final walk along the twilit forest trail. He needed to own this memory, though he knew the reservists would speak little of it. A day's work well done.
He came upon a figure standing on the trail, a darker silhouette against the sunset-dappled forest. It was a boy wearing a small Dutch cap.
"Juden?" Wolfram asked.
"Ja," the boy said, and for a moment, the voice sounded like his son Karl's, who was probably now asleep, nestled against his mother's nightgown in a soft bed back in Hamburg.
Wolfram fumbled for his Luger, swallowing, the air thick with the wet-fur smell of blood and loam. Hermannsbiel had been quite clear. No survivors.
He drew the pistol, though it was heavy in his hand. A leader should never ask his men to do what he was unwilling to do himself.
He pointed the Luger at the boy, who still hadn't moved.
If only the boy would run, Wolfram could finish it.
But the boy didn't run. Instead, he moved toward Wolfram, feet making no sound in the leaves. Wolfram stood aside as the boy passed, accompanied by a cool breeze from the wind that rattled dead leaves. A last stray beam of sunlight pierced the canopy and shone on the boy's cap, revealing a single bullet hole in the wool.
Wolfram holstered his weapon as the boy merged with the gathering darkness.
Later, at the barracks, he availed himself of the priest's cognac. He sat down at a small table and in the midnight glow of a candle, he filed his full report for the day:
July 12, 1942. Jozefow, Poland
Third Company, Reserve Police Battalion 101, was given cold rations of sausage, bread, marmalade, and butter. In the future, please note that cold rations do not hold up well in the summer heat. Jewish resettlement actions continued. No special incidents occurred.
 Wolfram lit a Turkish cigarette and watched the smoke rise from the glowing red tip toward the flickering ceiling of the barracks, then out into the deepest and blackest places of the world.
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Siren Call
by Joseph Nassise
"Ph'nglui mglw'nafh Cthulhu R'lyeh wgah'nagl fhtagn." H. P. Lovecraft 
"Cigarette?"
 I turned away from the viewport and the great blue ball of Earth just beyond to look at my latest visitor. 
 He was dressed like a doctor, white lab coat over casual shirt and slacks. Even had the Med symbol on his right sleeve where it was supposed to be, but something about the guy screamed Intelligence to me. Maybe it was his too casual air or his too-perfect smile. Whatever it was, I knew this was no ordinary psych tech come to give me another exam. Looked like they'd finally sent in the heavy guns.
'Bout damn time, I thought.
 "Thanks," I said. He slid the pack across the table to me as he took a seat on the other side. They were Dantaros, my brand of choice, and my respect and wariness for the investigator went up a notch. The man had done his homework before coming to see me. That put him in a class above all the other wannabes I'd been dealing with since they'd pulled me out of the remains of the Vengeance.
 "They tell me that you're ready to talk."
 I shrugged. Didn't matter to me, really. It was all going to be useless in the end anyway, once He got here. Until then I was willing to go along with anything that kept me alive for even a bit longer. Maybe by some miracle I'd find a way off this rat trap of a station. 
 Of course, being in the space station's only holding cell decreased my chances somewhat, but a man's got to have hope, right?
 "So, why don't we get started then?"
 "Where do you want to begin?"
 He smiled that patented smile and said, "How about at the beginning? Tell me about the mission."
 I lifted my hands in indifference. "Whatever. It started with those ELF messages we began to receive back in '08…"
*** ***
 SETI and a thousand other groups just like it had been searching the galaxy for signs of alien life for more than five decades and we find the ETs practically in our backyard. Just seemed freakin' ironic to me. The Extreme Low Frequency messages had been discovered by a team working the Parks Array out of Australia. The sounds repeated themselves in a regular pattern and debate raged over whether they were of natural or intelligent design. When their origin was finally pinpointed in Jovian space, and the international community realized that they were practically coming from our own backyard, a groundswell of support for a manned mission arose practically overnight. Of course, the US Marine Corp, Space Command was the only group capable of making the long hike out.
 Which is how yours truly ended up going to Europa.
 I remember my first sight of our ship, the MCSC Vengeance. She looked like a giant tinker toy; from her bulbous water tank fitted prow to the ungainly engineering section in the rear. In the center were two massive bulges that resembled nothing as much as two pregnant women standing back to back. These habitation modules would spin throughout the flight, generating near Earth gravity at the beginning of the trip and gradually reducing that to match the much slightler gravity of Europa by the time were arrived.
 In short, Vengeance was anything but what her name suggested.
 Still, she could do the job, there was no question of that.
 Vengeance used the new Continual Thrust Antimatter Engines which combined antimatter and matter, the result of which was a tremendously efficient plasma wave that could carry vessels great distances in heretofore unattainable timeframes. A CTAE ship, boosting at a steady 1 G for half the trip out and then turning and decelerating for the second half could reach Jupiter space inside of a week. But antimatter was extremely expensive to generate and doing so would use up the Space Command's entire reserve, a reserve that had taken three years to build. The alternative was to boost at 1 G for only the first twelve hours or so. out of Earth orbit. This put us into a sustainable velocity that would bring us into Jupiter space roughly 30 days later. 900 million kilometers in less than a month. That was still pretty damn impressive, if you ask me.
 Of course, being Marines, we bitched the entire ride out, but we would have done that anyway, even if it had taken only a week.
 Once in orbit, we began a systematic scan of the moon's surface. It took less than three hours to pinpoint the location of the Beacon. That's what we had started calling it, the Beacon. You could practically hear the capital B every time anyone mentioned it. We'd come almost a billion kilometers to see this thing and it had begun to take on almost mythic proportions in everyone's minds. It was located about five miles beneath the ice, deep within the moon's unexplored ocean. Which meant we were going to have to get our hands dirty checking it out. And there was only one way to do that.
 Her official designation was the RNF876495. We had another name for her, one more suited to her actual purpose; Icebreaker. Unlike the Vengeance, Icebreaker was built around an aerodynamic hull so that she'd be able to withstand the stress of trips in and out of the atmosphere. In addition, her lower half was specifically reinforced to withstand the impact of colliding with a solid surface. It was the pilot's job to bring her down through the atmosphere and then use a controlled "crash" to put her on the moon's surface hard enough to break through the outer layer of the icy crust. Once hull down in the ice, special heating coils would be lowered through the dive well to create a fifteen kilometer access channel through which the Mantas might be launched. 
 Or so the theory went.
 The reality was that neither the Mantas, nor Icebreaker herself, had ever been tested in the field. They'd been specifically designed for this mission once we'd understood just where the ELF waves were coming from. It was up to us to put them through their paces, see what they could do.
 Some folks just get all the luck, ya know?

A skeleton crew was left behind in orbit on Vengeance and the rest of us settled into Icebreaker. The pilot took her down through the thin atmosphere without mishap and brought her into position onto the pack ice close to the Beacon with barely a bump.
 That's when the Beacon got ugly.
 We knew ahead of time that certain ELF waves could disrupt the human nervous system, cause seizures, erratic brain functions and the like. The Vengeance had been specially shielded with the intent to protect us from harm, but whoever had done the calculations hadn't figured on the waves being stronger once we left orbit.
 The Icebreaker's hull was getting pounded by them on a regular basis once we were moonside. While it was also shielded in the same manner as the Vengeance, this close the protective measures didn't have as much effect as they did in orbit. We could feel the impact of the waves as a constant dull throb that pulsed in our heads and churned our stomachs. Within hours of landing on the ice the majority of the crew was in their bunks trying to quell the nausea or suffering through hideous migraines. I was one of the lucky ones. I had a brief, violent reaction to the wave front and then settled back to normal. 
 It took four days after landing to get the majority of the crew back on their feet. Some say we adapted to the proximity of the waves, that like a sailor who finds his sea-legs a few days out of port, we had acclimatized to the constant pulse of the ELF. I'm not so sure. After all that's happened, I think He just backed off on the signal a bit in order to bring us closer. Come on in, said the spider to the fly, and all that.
 At any rate, once I and the pilot of Manta Two were up to speed, the decision was made to send out a squad to investigate the source of the Beacon. I was the unlucky bastard who drew the assignment.
 Unmanned probes had been moving through the cold, Europan sea around us ever since we had drilled through the ice. No signs of life had been seen, which was a good sign in my view. It meant I could relax a bit and not worry so much about some giant alien creature deciding I and everyone else inside the Manta would make a great little snack.
 The incident with Wilkinson came shortly after the mission was given the green light by Command. 
*** ***
"Let's talk about Wilkinson. I understand you were there with him at the end?"
 "Yeah, I was there…"
*** ***
 Man, what was there to say about Wilkinson? Talk about a complete clusterfuck. Craziest thing I'd ever seen. It was third watch, somewhere in the neighborhood of 0300 hours. The Mantas were going down into the ditch sometime in the next forty-eight hours and I'd drawn last watch. Typical Corps bullshit. Make a guy stand watch over equipment that's surrounded by a ship full of armed Marines stuck out in the ass end of the solar system all alone. Like somebody's gonna come along, hot wire the things and take 'em for a joyride, for heaven's sake. Right.
 Anyway, Wilkinson was down there with me, prepping the HADS. The Hardsuit Atmospheric Diving System had proven itself capable of withstanding anything from complete vacuum to the crushing pressures expected beneath the surface of Europa. They had their own internal propulsion systems and came complete with eight hours of standard air capacity as well as another 2 hours of emergency reserve. The Chief had mandated that everyone would be wearing a HADS when the Mantas went operational for the first time. That way, if the ship failed for some reason, the troops would at least have a chance to independently make their way back to the Icebreaker.
 So I'm standing over by the hatch and Wilkinson's fussing with the propulsion controls in one of the suits. I can't see him from where I'm standing, but I can hear him cussing up a blue streak as he fights with a faulty sensor panel. Then everything goes quiet. At first, I didn't think anything of it. Figured he's managed to get the part fitted and had just quieted down, ya know? But after a few minutes, when I don't hear anything further from him, I start feeling like something's wrong. So I wander over to check. Moving in Europa's .13g was easy; a small step would "bounce" you across a room. The hard part was stopping once you got going.
 I'd had enough practice that I crossed the room in two short hops and was just in time to see the door to the dive chamber closing behind him.
 Through the glass I could see him standing beside the dive well, staring down through the transparent doors into that weird purplish-green water. He was dressed in his work clothes, which violated about ten different regulations. No one was allowed inside the dive chamber without wearing a HADS. But the cover was still on the well, the room was still pressurized to Earth normal, so I'm was thinking everything was okay, he was just taking a break. Until I discovered that he'd jammed the lock behind him.
 That's when I got nervous.
 I started pounding on the door, calling his name. He didn't bother to turn. Probably couldn't even hear me through the six-inch thick pressure door. 
 Reason returned and I thumbed the intercom.
 "Wilkinson? What the fuck are you doin', man? Get your ass out of there before I report you to the Master Chief!"
 I know the com was working. I saw the panel lights go on each time I hit the switch. But he didn't acknowledge me in any way.
 The control panel for the dive well doors was just to his left. He reached out and tapped a few keys. I watched in amazement as the inner door to the dive well began its slow slide open. The interior lights went off and the red tinged dive lights cast the room in their bloody glow.
 Right about then I panicked.
 All thoughts of saving Wilkinson from a disciplinary hearing went out the door at the point. I was on the horn to Operations in seconds.
 "Ops, this is Daniels in Dive Control. I've got an unauthorized access in the Dive Chamber. Send security and an emergency medical squad down here ASAP!"
 I clicked off the intercom, ignoring the rush of questions that came back at me, and returned to the window. Wilkinson was still standing next to the control unit. The inner dive well door was now fully open and the countdown for opening the outer had begun. In twenty-six seconds, Wilkinson's unprotected body would be exposed to the corrosive atmosphere and crushing pressure of the Europan sea just beyond. 
 Twenty-six seconds.
 What the hell could I do in twenty-six seconds? 
 I gave it a shot anyway.
 "Listen to me, Wilkinson! You've got to stop the countdown. Use the override and shut it down. Now! You're almost out of time!"
 Twenty seconds.
 This time he heard me. He turned around and looked at me through the window. His right hand reached out and tapped the control panel, opening the communication circuit.
 Fifteen seconds.
 "He's calling me, Daniels. Can't you hear him? So beautiful…"
 His eyes wandered all over, never focusing on a single point for long, and I remember thinking he was high as a kite. Then the ten seconds warning claxon went off, signaling the point of no return. Nothing I or anyone else could do was going to stop that outer door from opening now.
 The sound seemed to shatter his daze. He shook his head several times, as if to clear it. He looked around, seemingly confused, and then saw me staring at him through the window.
 "Hey! Open the door, Daniels. Let me out!"
 Five seconds.
 "Daniels! Open the damn door!"
 He grabbed the control rig and began punching buttons, screaming all the while for me to let him out.
 There was nothing I could do. 
 I turned away in the last few seconds. I had a good idea what would happen to a human body exposed to pressures like that. 
 It wasn't anything I needed to see.
 The security team and medical squad showed up a few moments later.
 Just in time to clean up the mess.
*** ***
The investigator casually glanced at one of the files he had in front of him. "You do know that the surveillance system in the Dive Well Ready Room was turned on just moments before Wilkinson's death, correct?"
 I nodded. The video and the recordings of his last statements were what had me up on first degree murder charges. From their limited viewpoint, it sure as hell seemed like he was blaming me for being trapped in there. 
 "Why do you think he was in the room in the first place?"
 I glanced away, bored with the conversation suddenly. I'd already explained this a dozen times. "I think the ELF waves were screwin' with his head. Same thing that happened to the others. I just think Wilkinson was more susceptible than the rest of us. It got to him earlier."
 He nodded, though whether in agreement with my statement or just in simple acknowledgement of what I'd said, I didn't know.
 "Right. The ELF." Another glance at his file. "It's your claim that the sound waves had changed. Instead of making the crew sick they were now overpowering their ability to control themselves, forcing them to do things they didn't want to do. Is that correct?
 I nodded. "Considering what happened to the exploration team that went out in Manta One, I don't see how you can come to any other conclusion."
 "Can you expand on that?"
*** ***
 It was 0900. The rest of the squad was already loaded up in the back of Manta One when I reached the Ready Room. I quickly donned my pressure suit, slipped through the hatch and rode the transport down through the ice to the ship itself. Once inside, I moved through the HADS equipped troopers toward the cockpit.
 They made way for me even in the narrow confines of the Manta and I had a moment to wonder if it was out of fear over the incident with Wilkinson or respect that I was going to be making the journey unsuited, as a HADS would interfere with my neurological connection to the ship.
 Even now, I like to think it was the latter.
Once I reached the cockpit I climbed into the pilot's chair and waited a moment as the automated shock harness settled itself around me. The harness was designed to keep me in place even in the midst of a major bombardment. Too many of the early Interfaced ships were lost when the pilot was accidentally disconnected from the control rig, so I was in no hurry to skip through the process haphazardly. Once it was secure, I yanked the interface cord out of its receptacle, closed my eyes, and inserted it into the port the Marines had been kind enough to burrow into my skull.
 There was a brief moment full of ice and nausea as my nervous system became entwined with the ship's artificial one. When it passed, I open my eyes. I could "see" the ocean in front of me as far as the Mantas sensors could penetrate. I could "feel" the icy water flow across my skin, could sense the constant drum beat of the Beacon somewhere in the distance. For all intents and purposes, I had become the Manta.
 I quickly moved through the launch checklist, verifying that all was ready, and then used the internal intercom to inform the recon squad in back that we were go in thirty seconds.
 Opening a channel to the Icebreaker, I said, "Manta One prepped and ready for launch. Holding at T-minus fifteen."
 "Manta One, this is Icebreaker. You are green for launch, I repeat, green for launch."
 "Roger that, Icebreaker. Manta One resuming countdown. Ten, nine…"
 I fired the ship's reaction engines with just a thought and felt the ship straining at its tethers, like a tigress eager for the hunt. I brought up the tracking system and got a fix on the Beacon's location, locking the ship's navigation system onto the spot. Then I sat back and waited.
 "Four, three, two, and launch!"
 The clamps holding us in place released with a jolt and the Manta jumped away from the Icebreaker under its own power.
 "Manta One is clear of the tether and operating normally."
 "Roger that, Manta One. Good hunting. Icebreaker out."
 The ship handled neatly and the months of practice in the sims back on Earth had prepared me fairly well for the job ahead of me. There was a noticeable current, something I hadn't expected, but I quickly made adjustments and stabilized against its pull. My neurological link to the ship's systems let me view the sea in front of us through a wide variety of spectrum's all at once - acoustically, thermally, you name it. I flipped on the exterior lights, wanting to get a good look the old fashion way, with my own eyes, but the icy sludge that passed for water here on Europa kept visibility down to near zero and I quickly turned them off again. I could see everything I needed to see "electronically" and that was good enough. Let the boys in back do some sightseeing through the portholes in the cargo area if they wanted; I'd seen enough. It was dark and lonely out there. I didn't need the visual reminder of just how far from home we really were.
 It took about twenty minutes of incident-free driving before we reached the 500 meter mark ahead of the Beacon. A twenty-meter high ridge rose in front of us from the bottom of the ocean floor. On the other side was the source of our journey. 
 I made radio contact with Icebreaker.
 "Manta One to Icebreaker. We're at the final marker. Beginning our run into the target."
 "Roger, Manta One."
 I let the boys in back know what was happening, then powered the engines back up and glided smoothly over the ridgetop.
 Below, stretching out for as far as my instruments could see was a city. 
 So unexpected were the readings that I was getting that I didn't trust them. I triggered the external lights and gazed through the viewscreen myself at the spectacle before me.
 There, washed in the illumination from the spotlights mounted on the Mantas' hull was a vast and silent city.
 It was lit by a pale phosphorescence all its own, shining out between the colossal structures. And colossal they were, great lurching towers of crystal and stone, made for creatures whose proportions would put mankind to shame. The building twisted, bulged, and leaned in odd angles and with seemingly endless planes, so that it hurt my eyes to look at them for too long; like a giant optical illusion designed to mess with your mind.
 A glance at the instruments confirmed what I was afraid of.
 The Beacon was somewhere inside that maze of structures.
 I keyed the intercom.
 "Ah, Captain Marshall? You might want to come take a look at this."
 The captain and his two squad leaders joined me in the cockpit a few moments later. 
 "Holy Shit!" he said, as he caught sight of what was beyond the viewscreen.
 My feelings exactly.
 Several minutes of intense discussion with the Major back aboard the Icebreaker followed and then we had our orders. Advance with the ground team inside the buildings. Locate the source of the Beacon. Search for signs of life and collect any samples of same. Return to the Icebreaker by 1600 hours.
 "All right, boys. You heard the Major. Let's go have a look for ourselves," Marshall said. He ordered me to stay on station and keep the relay channel open to Icebreaker, in case they made any important discoveries. 
 I was all too happy to comply.
*** ***
 "So you didn't enter the city with them?"
 I pulled another cigarette out of the pack, shoved it between my lips, and lit up. "Not that time, no. Like I said, I stayed on station, monitoring their progress over the comm lines and through their suit-mounted vidcams. Everything was fine until they found the temple."
*** ***
 Despite the fact that the proportions were all wrong, I knew as soon as I saw it that it was a temple. Something about the way it stood out from all the rest of the buildings around it, how it glistened and shone with a brighter light than those around it, spoke volumes to me. Marshall's team moved up close and through the vidcams I could see clearly the strange flowery script that was etched across the doors.
 Something about it made me nervous.
 Before I could say anything, Marshall ordered a couple of his men to try the doors. They'd found nothing of consequence so far, just a variety of empty corridors and abandoned buildings; no furnishings, no artwork, nothing to indicate just who or what had made these structures. With three hours of exploration already behind them, this seemed like their best opportunity.
 I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to appear scared to the rest of the troops.
 The door swung open easily, almost as if it were on gimbals, and Marshall ordered his squad inside. 
 As soon as the last man had entered the structure, the door closed smoothly behind them.
 I waited for one of them to reappear.
 No one did.
 To make matters worse, once they passed inside the strange monolith, I lost contact with them. All communication was suddenly cut off. The radio frequency was filled with static. Their individual vital sign monitors went dark on the board in front of me. Even the emergency channel didn't work. I know; I tried.
 Figuring it had something to do with the material from which the city had been erected, I settled down to wait.
 A half hour passed without contact.
 An hour. 
 Then two.
 I was getting a bit nervous by then. 
 Still I waited.
 No one came out.
 I tried contacting them by radio.
 No luck.
 My instruments suddenly picked up a new signal. It was another ELF wave, mingling and merging with the first one to create an entirely sound.
 It made the hair on the back of my arms and neck stand on end.
 Four hours had passed and I was now officially worried.
 No, it was worse than that. I was freaked out. 
 I tried reporting in to Icebreaker, only to discover that all of my radio and network connections back to base had been severed. Regardless of the channel I tried, all I got was static.
 The strange new signal had begun to pulse with greater frequency. I shut off my connection to the audio sensors through the ship's hull, but even this had little effect. I could still feel the pressure of the wave pressing against my flesh and bones, could feel its insistent whisper inside my heard. I wondered, not for the first time, why I had a higher resistance to the sound than my brethren. 
 I paced around the cockpit for another fifteen or twenty minutes, trying to decide on a course of action. In the end, I simply couldn't leave them out there. There was an extra HADS in back, as well as several supplemental canisters of 02. The lighter gravity would allow me to carry at least two additional canisters strapped to the back of my suit. If I got trapped inside, I'd be good for at least twenty-four hours, maybe more. If I wasn't back by then, chances were I wasn't coming back anyway.
*** ***
 "So you went out after them?"
 I stubbed out my cigarette, rose from the table and began to pace. Just thinking about what I'd seen caused me to break out into a cold sweat and I knew there was no way I could calmly sit there and go through it all again. 
 "Yeah, I went out after them."
*** ***
 I spent hours wandering around that strange city. Streets shifted. Buildings changed. It was as if the city itself understood what I was doing and actively worked against me. I spent hours wandering that place, knowing with every step that time was running out for the rest of the squad.
 Finally, I was forced to switch over to one of the reserve oxygen tanks and knew as I did so that I'd failed. The squad had long since run out of air their own air, which meant the mission had now changed from a rescue to a retrieval.
 It took another hour after that to find the temple. The doors opened easily at my touch. I used the empty air canister as a door stop, assuring my exit would not be cut off as had the others, then advanced into the interior.
 I wandered around inside, following a twisted series of hallways, until at last I emerged into a giant amphitheater. 
 That's where I found the rest of the squad.
 They stood at the base of a huge dias, the throne on top filled with some imperfectly glimpsed thing. To this day I can't picture it clearly, though my dreams are haunted by quick images of something large and tentacled, with a pale glistening eye that seemed to watch over everything at once.
 Their positions did not suggest the agony of suffocation, so for an instant I felt a small surge of hope. I bounded over to where Marshall stood at the head of the group and put his faceplate close to mine, so that we could see each other's expression.
 He stared at me with the flat, empty face of the dead, his eyes barren and bereft of hope.
 Yet he was not dead, that much was clear. He stood there, his arms raised in silent supplication toward the slumbering thing on the throne before him, somehow caught between this world and the next.
 He was not breathing, but he was aware. 
 I stumbled over to Grearson. 
 And then James. 
 Sullivan. 
 Masamori. 
 Little. 
 All of them, every single one. The same blank stare. The same listless expression. The same unlife that wrapped them up in its passionate embrace.
 There was nothing I could do.
 I think it was the fear of it all that saved me. I could feel the waves of pressure pushing against my mind as the horror on the throne above attempted to snare me in its grasp just like my comrades. But the sheer horror and loathsome nature of what had been done to them helped me to keep my focus, helped me drown out the rising wail in my head.
 I turned and stumbled away.
 I don't remember much about my retreat from the temple nor of my passage through the city. I don't remember returning to the Manta One, nor my frantic drive back through the ocean's depths.
 I do remember returning to the interior of the Icebreaker, only to find it deserted. Manta Two's cradle was empty.
 I stumbled through the deserted ship until I reached command and control. It was as empty as the rest of the ship, but the vidcams showed me what I was afraid to see. The crew of the Manta Two was just entering the city, the lights from their HADS illuminating the enormous structures ahead of them. I tried to reach them over the comm, but failed. All I could do was sit back and watch it happen all over again.
 I guess I lost consciousness after that. It was several hours later that I stirred and stared at the screens once more. The figures were gone now; all that remained was the edge of Manta Two's wing and the open gate of that giant city, beckoning.
 Radio calls to the Vengeance went unanswered as well.
 The launch sequence took much longer with only one person carrying out the various tasks, but I managed. Just before dawn I jacked into the controls of the Icebreaker and took her up away from the ice, back out of the atmosphere to the Vengeance.
*** ***
 "So you abandoned your comrades?"
 I felt anger for the first time since the interview started. "I didn't abandon anybody! They were dead!"
 The "doctor" cocked his head. "How do you explain your own survival? 
 I sighed, the anger gone as swiftly as it had come. I'd heard all the accusations; there wasn't any sense in getting upset anymore. "I don't know. I think it had something to do with the induction ports in my skull. Somehow they disrupted the effect of the thing's commands, allowed me to continue to think and act rationally when everyone else fell under their control."
 "And the skeleton crew left behind on the Vengeance?"
 I knew where he was going, knew the tapes of the "discussion" would be used at my trial, but still I felt a need to answer it all fully, to get my story on the record, if only to help those who would be left behind to deal with His arrival.
 "They were all dead when I docked the Icebreaker. I'm not a trained investigator, but it looked like the ELF waves from the Beacon had caused them all to become violent. I found their bodies all over the ship, each one the victim of violence."
 He stared at me for a long moment and then said, "So that's your story?"
 I didn't bother to answer.
 He got up from the table, left the room for a moment, and then returned with something in his hands. As he got closer, I could see it was a book. He tossed it onto the tabletop.
I looked down at the book, already knowing what I would see. It was an ancient, battered copy of a lurid tale that had been popular almost a century ago. I'd pulled the electronic text from the Vengeance's library during my long trip back, had scoured it for any clue regarding what to do now that the sleeper had been awakened. In the end it had proved useless. Mr. Lovecraft, whoever he had been, hadn't known any more than I.
 The investigator grinned. It wasn't a nice grin, but rather more the kind of savage expression a hunter gets when finding his prey trapped and unable to escape. "The records onboard the Vengeance show that you accessed this story forty-seven times while en-route from Europa. If one were a suspicious man, which I am, one could almost imagine that you were trying to memorize the details, to use them to flush out your own ridiculous story, so that you'd have some kind of defense when you returned without the other thirty-nine members of your crew." He paused and looked at me with disdain. "Well? What do you think about that?"
 I shrugged and reached out for another cigarette. I took my time lighting it and then got around to answering his question. "What do I think? I think Mr Lovecraft had it all right. I think he knew exactly what was sleeping out there beneath the ice, in the depths of the sea. He just got the location wrong, that's all."
 The investigator laughed in my face. For the first time since entering the room he let his true feelings show. "You're a nutcase, Daniels. No doubt about it. And I'm going to enjoy watching you hang."
 He moved to the door, opened it, and turned back to say one last, final comment.
 That was when the second, stronger ELF wave struck the station. The one that had been propagating across space ever since I'd taken Vengeance out of orbit around Europa.
 I felt it pulse against my mind and watched as he stopped in mid-sentence, his face going slack and his eyes glazing over.
 Behind him, the open door beckoned.
 I sat down at the table and reached for another cigarette.
 There was no sense in running.
 There was nowhere to go.
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THE HERETIC
Book one of the Templar Chronicles

A former SWAT officer turns modern Templar Knight in this exciting new urban fantasy series for fans of Jim Butcher, Rob Thurman, and Patricia Briggs! 
A chance encounter with one of the Hellspawn left Cade Williams with certain unique traits, including the ability to walk between the lands of the living and those of the dead. Now, as commander of the Echo Team, the special operations unit within the Templar hierarchy, he has devoted his life to using his "gifts" to protect mankind from the things that lurk in the darkness. 
When a Templar commandery is invaded and its occupants mercilessly slaughtered, Knight Commander Williams is called in to hunt down those responsible. His investigation quickly leads him to a cabal of necromancers known as the Council of Nine. 
There's only one problem. 
The necromancers are allied with the same supernatural creature that left Cade for dead five years before. A creature so powerful that the Templars know it only as the Adversary. 
In order to stop the killing, Cade will be forced to face his own personal demons. Not just those deep inside his heart, but also the one that left him scarred, body and soul. 
The same demon that has already beaten him once before...
Learn more at Shades of Reality or view it at Amazon US or Amazon UK



A SCREAM OF ANGELS
Book two of the Templar Chronicles

The men of the Echo Team are back for another action-packed Templar adventure! 
Three years ago an archaeological expedition led by Vatican scholar Juan Vargas discovered something unusual on the shores of the Dead Sea. Early the next morning, Father Vargas, and the artifact he uncovered, disappeared without a trace. 
Until now. 
An injured and badly dehydrated Father Vargas wanders out of the New Mexican desert, telling a wild story about a secret research installation and bloodthirsty demons hunting men through its halls. When word of his survival reaches the Vatican and those in charge of the Templar Order, the Echo Team is called in to deal with the situation. Their orders - investigate the facility, determine exactly what happened there, and deal with any infernal presence that might exist. 
But the being they encounter there beneath the desert sands has found a way to break the bonds of Hell itself and doesn't plan on going back easily. This time, their foe might prove to be too much for even Cade and the men of Echo Team. 
Learn more at Shades of Reality or view it at Amazon US or Amazon UK



A TEAR IN THE SKY
Book three of the Templar Chronicles

When Knight Commander Cade Williams discovers that his wife, Gabrielle, is not truly dead, but held in some kind of arcane stasis between the lands of the living and the lands of the dead, he vows that nothing will stop him from freeing her soul from the prison surrounding her. 
But his vow is tested right from the start when an old friend calls on him to help protect the city of Boston from the ancient scourge that threatens to destroy it, leaving Cade with a heart-breaking choice: Do his duty and save the innocent lives he has sworn to protect or forsake them all in order to rescue the one for whom he would brave the walls of hell itself? 
Learn more at Shades of Reality or view it at Amazon US or Amazon UK



THE SPIRIT BANNER
A Rogue Angel Adventure

Genghis Khan carved out a legacy of bloodshed and conquered kingdoms that has lasted almost eight hundred years. But while his name and deeds live on in the annals of history, his tomb has never been located… until now. 
Not everyone is convinced that the diary and the map, said to lead to the great warrior's final resting place, are authentic. Archaeologist Annja Creed is among these doubters. The reality is that the body was lost to history. But despite her skepticism, Annja suddenly finds herself pulled along an increasingly complex trail of clues, each more remote than the last. 
And as she and her companions race to their final destination, one thing is clear--the only tomb she may find is her own…
Learn more at Shades of Reality or view it at Amazon US




THE DRAGON'S MARK
A Rogue Angel Adventure

Archaeologist Annja Creed and her sword have never been outmatched--until now. When a surprise party for her mentor Roux includes some uninvited guests, Annja finds herself fighting desperately for her life. The intruders escape but leave a sinister message behind. 
A legend has resurfaced about a sword that should be feared. A sword that seeks a master as bloodthirsty as itself. It is wielded by an assassin known as the Dragon who initiates a terrible game of cat and mouse. Eventually, the two swords—light and dark—must meet...and only one shall triumph.
Learn more at Shades of Reality or view it at Amazon US




TEAR OF THE GODS
A Rogue Angel Adventure

The legacy of a pagan king could unleash terror on the world 
It started as a dream —a redheaded warrior king fought and died for his men centuries ago. The dream would lead archaeologist Annja Creed to the king's undisturbed corpse…and one of England's greatest mythical artifacts. 
Deep in an archaeological dig in England's Midlands, Annja locates a braided necklace around a mummified king's neck. Made of an unusual material—not quite obsidian, but gleaming with multihued color—the torc is an astonishing find. But someone knows exactly what the torc means. And he will do anything to get his hands on the Tear of the Gods. When the dig is compromised and innocent archaeologists are slain, even Annja herself is left for dead. Now she is fleeing for her life, not knowing the terrifying truth about the relic she risks everything to protect—or the devastating consequences should it fall into the wrong hands.... 
Learn more at Shades of Reality or view it at Amazon US
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