
        
            
                
            
        

    MORE THAN LIFE ITSELF
Joseph Nassise



Wednesday Evening
Death's messenger was a short, balding fellow with too pale skin and a barbecue stain on his white lab coat.
Sam Dalton stared at him for a long moment after he had finished speaking, then, "I'm sorry, but I'm not sure I understand what you just said."
"Your daughter is dying," replied the doctor.
"I know that!" Sam answered hotly, the weeks of frustration and lack of sleep finally getting the better of him. Realising that his younger, larger frame loomed over the doctor's, he made a conscious effort to calm down, lest he frighten off his only source of information. He stepped back and ran a hand through his dark hair before continuing in a more reasonable tone. "What I don't understand is why."
The doctor's expression never changed. "She's infected with some kind of virus. Something new, something we've never seen before. We've had the best epidemiologists in the country looking at the samples we've collected over the last several weeks. None of them can make heads or tails of it. The disease, the virus, is attacking her internal organs at a cellular level, breaking them down from the inside out. Little by little the organs themselves are starting to decay. In a few weeks, her system will have hit a critical juncture and she will go downhill rapidly from there. Once she reaches that point, it will become a matter of days, maybe only hours. The destructive power of this thing is amazing." 
A touch of awe had crept into the man's voice and Sam suddenly felt like strangling him. With a real effort he kept himself in check. 
"Can't you do something for her?" he asked.
The doctor nodded, but his grimace was plain to see. "Yes, yes, of course we'll do what we can to make her comfortable with the pain. And we'll continue our tests, try and find the cause of the illness. But these things take time and that just isn't a luxury your daughter has right now. I'm sorry."
Sam sank into a nearby chair, his legs suddenly weak and unsteady. He'd been expecting the news, but hearing it spoken aloud was difficult, to say the least. He'd tried to stay positive, tried to believe that everything would turn out okay. Even when the days in the hospital had turned into weeks, he'd made sure to keep his game face on whenever he was around Jessica. But by now even she had to know that something had gone seriously wrong.
The last two years hadn't been kind. When Denise had been taken from them, he'd thought the world had ended. His grief had been overwhelming; his downward spiral had ended only when the bank had threatened to foreclose on the house after he'd lost his job at the plant. It had been Jessica, or rather her desperate need for him, that had saved him. Saved them.

Still, they hadn't escaped unscathed. Jessica had gone from a playful, inquisitive girl to a shy introvert who was afraid of anything new almost overnight. She'd cried herself to sleep for weeks after Denise's death, with Sam unable to do anything but hold her close and desperately wish he could do the same. He, too, had been affected. For months, he'd awoken in the middle of the night, suffocating from an overwhelming sense of impending doom. Something was coming for them. Something that couldn't be reasoned with, couldn't be bargained with, couldn't be avoided, turned aside or outrun. Sooner or later, it was going to get them, and there wasn't a damn thing he could do about it. Every night, he'd burst out of sleep, alone, slick with sweat, his heart racing madly in his chest as he frantically searched for whatever it was that was threatening them.
Then Jessica had gotten sick, and he'd finally understood.
Understanding hadn't done a damn bit of good, however.
The waiting area where he was seated was at the other end of the hallway from Jessica's room. Knowing she'd just had her nightly medication, Sam had no fears that his daughter could overhear what was being said, so he asked the tough question. "What happens next?"
"We'll keep pumping her full of antibiotics, try to keep the risk of pneumonia and other secondary infections down while we fight the primary one. Her immune system is wiped out by the virus; right now, she's in serious danger from something as simple as the common cold. We've also got some new synthetics we're going to try, stuff they developed for the Ebola war down in the Congo. There's a chance they might interact with the virus, slow it down some. But other than that, there isn't much more we can do."
"And then?" asked Sam wearily.
Unwilling to speak the inevitable, the doctor side-stepped. "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it, Mr Dalton. For now, we make her comfortable. And we keep looking for answers. That's all we can do.' He clapped a hand to Sam's shoulder in an attempt to be compassionate. "If there's anything we can get for you, you let us know."
A cure for my daughter would be nice, Sam thought, with more than a hint of derision as the other man stepped away, but he left the comment unspoken, the rational part of him knowing that the doctor was only doing his job and that there wasn't much anyone could do. Not any more.
It was only a matter of time now. It was going to take a miracle to save his precious little girl.
And he was long past believing in those.
Feeling a hundred years older than when he'd entered the building earlier that morning, Sam got up and made his way down to the cafeteria for a cup of coffee. The place was practically deserted; visiting hours were long since over and only a handful of night staff and the occasional family member staying over with a loved one were present. The harsh fluorescent lighting made everything seem starker, edgier, and the effect just heightened Sam's sense of dislocation. It was another world here, a world reserved for a select, miserable few, and he knew that only those who had endured this hellish existence would ever understand. 
At no other time in his life had he felt the crushing weight of responsibility so strongly. And never had he felt more alone than he did now. He stared at the other people in the cafeteria, wondering if even they could understand his situation. His wife was dead. His only child was dying. He hadn't been able to go to work since he'd brought Jessica here and he was sure they wouldn't hold his job for him much longer, no matter how trivial the position. Not that it mattered much; who could work when their family was dying around them?
He paid for his coffee and wandered over to sit at an empty table. The drink was horrible, the sludge factor practically off the scale, but he hadn't had anything for hours and he sipped at it, not caring. 
He didn't even know he was crying until a passing orderly laid a pack of Kleenex on the table in front of him in a simple gesture of kindness.
Jessica was still asleep when he returned to her room, and for that he was grateful. The last few times they'd changed her meds she'd been up for all hours of the night, which, of course, meant he had been, too. This time, whatever they'd given her had worked, for she was out like a light, a slight smile on her narrow face. 
He stood next to her bed for several long moments, just drinking in the sight of her. He ignored the IV, the heart monitor, and the electronic data feeds taped all over her body, and just looked at his little girl.
Her once cream-coloured skin, now slightly yellowed with the start of jaundice.
Her thin, little arms, the insides of both bruised horribly from the weeks of moving the IV back and forth.
Her thin lips and pert little nose, so like her mother's.
Her dark hair, once long and full of ringlets, now hanging limp and all but lifeless as her body abandoned supporting it as it routed all the nutrients it could to her vital organs.
God, she's beautiful, he thought, and just like that the tears started again. He couldn't help it. During the day he was her lifeline, her means of gauging just how bad things were getting, and he'd be damned if he gave her any reason to worry or be afraid. But here, in the depths of the night, with only the beeping of the monitors and the quiet shuffle of nurses in the hall for company, he couldn't keep up the charade. In the dark of the night, he purged himself of his despair and pain, if only to be ready to smile again in the morning for his little girl.
In the lonely quiet of that hospital room, Sam's tears continued to fall. 





Thursday
It was just after 6.00 am when he awoke to the sound of his daughter vomiting into a bedside pan. A nurse was already there, helping her, so he took that moment to stumble groggily into the tiny bathroom and splash some water on his face. He checked his expression in the mirror. His eyes were still puffy from the previous night's crying, but he didn't think Jessica would notice. His game face was holding; his daughter would find nothing to fear in his expression this morning, he vowed to himself for perhaps the hundredth time since the ordeal had begun.
The nurse was gone by the time he emerged from the bathroom.
"How you doin' this mornin', pumpkin?"
Jessica tried to smile. It was a weak effort, but an effort just the same. "Not so good, Daddy," she said. "My belly hurts." 
"I'm sorry, sweetheart. That's just your new medicine. You'll get used to it in a few days."
He walked over to the bed and moved her gently to one side, giving him room to climb up with her. His big frame seemed to dwarf her more than usual, though that was probably just a result of the news he'd received the previous night. He was careful not to put any undue stress on any of the connections wiring her to the half-dozen machines surrounding the bed. "It's still early and the nurse won't be back to run your vitals for at least another hour. Why don't you try to sleep some more? I'll stay right here with you, okay?"
She snuggled against him. "Okay," she said, closing her eyes. "I'll try."
"That's my girl."
He held her close, waiting for her to drift into sleep, wondering the entire time if this was the beginning of the end or just the end of the beginning.
Only time would tell.
When the nurse came in an hour later, Sam gently disengaged himself from his daughter's sleeping form and tried to convince the woman to let the girl rest, but to no avail. Given Jessica's condition, the hospital were wary of a lawsuit if they didn't follow the rules on even the simplest things. The nurse had no intention of putting her head on the chopping block, and bluntly told him so. Leaving her to handle the morning duties, Sam decided to go for a walk and grab a cup of coffee, maybe something other than hospital cafeteria food to eat for breakfast. After giving his daughter a kiss, he headed for the door.
***
Sam emerged from the quiet of his daughter's room to find the hallway full of people. He knew the boy in the room across the hall was dying of leukaemia, as he had run into his parents a few times since Jessica had been admitted. They hadn't spoken for long - families of the sick tended to keep to themselves, he noticed - but they'd always been courteous, friendly. Now it looked like their church had turned out for an all-day prayer vigil; people of all ages lined the hall, sitting or standing in small groups, heads bowed, lips moving in unison.
He kept his head down to avoid eye contact and started off down the hall.
He hadn't taken ten steps before a man disengaged himself from a nearby group and intercepted him. Sam noticed the man's white clerical collar and dark clothing with more than a hint of annoyance.
"I'm sorry to hear about your daughter," the newcomer said.
"Yeah, thanks," Sam replied, not interested in conversation, particularly with a priest. He nodded, stepped around the other man, and continued on his way.
But behind him, the other man wasn't yet finished.
"We'll pray for her. And for you."
The comment froze Sam in his tracks. He slowly turned and looked back at the priest.
"I'm sorry?" His pulse beat at his temples and he could feel the sudden anger, hot and heavy, stirring through his veins.
The priest smiled, an expression that Sam was sure was meant to look compassionate but that came off as condescending more than anything else.
"I said we'll pray for you. And for your daughter."
Bitterness surged like a sudden tide, and the words were out before Sam could stop them. "Keep your prayers. And your God. I, we, don't need either."
The priest grimaced, but still tried to be friendly in the face of Sam's hostility. "Things like this are upsetting. I understand that. But I …"
He got no further. If he'd left it alone, Sam might have been able to walk away, but the man's need to impose his sense of righteousness was just too much after all Sam had been through in the previous forty-eight hours. Stepping closer, Sam thrust his face towards the other's, so that only inches separated them. 
"No, you don't." The years of frustration, of anger, of fear and pain, had finally caught up with Sam. He was furious, and the raw, seething anger in his tone was enough to cause the priest to close his mouth with an audible snap. "You don't understand anything. Where was your God two years ago when Denise needed him so badly? How about when I lost my job a few months later, a job I needed to keep food on our table? More to the point, where was your precious God when my little girl got sick? I'll tell you where! He was sitting upstairs, laughing his ass off at all the ridiculous fools down here that continue to think of him as benign. Grow the fuck up, Father. He doesn't care and he never will. Now leave me the hell alone."
The people around them were still, Sam's anger shocking them all into silence, and his last comment echoed in the confined space of the hallway. 
Cool down, he thought, suddenly realising that his hands were clenched into fists and his body trembled with the overflow of adrenaline pouring into his system. He stepped back from the other man, trying to regain control, trying to prevent himself from striking out in his disgust and anger at what had happened to his family. Everyone was staring, and as Sam looked around he saw fear and anger in more than one face. 
It's time to get out of here before someone gets hurt.
The hallway remained eerily silent as he stalked past the prayer group on his way to the elevator. He gave them one last glare and then they were cut off from his view as the elevator doors closed with a gentle snap.
His anger was still with him as he strode through the hospital lobby and outside into the cold morning air. It propelled him down the street at a brisk pace, the early September chill perfectly matching his mood. He had no destination in mind. All he wanted to do was walk. He needed to get away from the hospital for five minutes of fresh air, find time to gather his thoughts and decide just what he was going to do, now that it looked like Jessica wasn't going to be coming home anytime soon.
Suddenly, the reality of it all hit him like a ten-ton truck.
The unthinkable had come true; he was going to outlive both his wife and his child.
The thought proved too much for him to bear.
With a cry of pain and despair, he ran from it as if chased by demons.
***
When Sam became aware of his surroundings again, he discovered he was leaning against a wall halfway down an alley, the stench of garbage and human waste wrapping him in its embrace like a long-lost lover. He didn't know where he was or how far he had come from the hospital. A quick glance at his watch showed it was just before 8.00, so he'd been gone roughly an hour, give or take a few minutes.
Couldn't have gone too far in that amount of time.
Yet when he staggered to the mouth of the alley some twenty yards away, he didn't recognise the street on which he stood. A crumbling tenement and a vacant lot stared back at him from the other side of the road. Beside him, on the left and on the right, were three-storey factory buildings, long since abandoned.
At the corner a few yards away, the street sign had been replaced by a makeshift one spray-painted with the words, "East Nowhere."
How fucking appropriate.
He turned left and started walking, figuring any random direction would eventually lead him somewhere he recognised. The neighbourhood around him remained the same for several blocks, until it dead-ended at a small city park. A few trees, a wide square of concrete in the centre, small plots of grass here and there for people to gather on; a typical bureaucratic vision of utopia. On the other side, he could see an intersection with more activity than the streets he had just left behind. After having walked several blocks without seeing a soul, the busyness drew him like a magnet.
He hadn't travelled more than ten yards into the park before he heard the voice.
"Repent! Repent for the end is near!"
The man stood atop an old wooden crate in the middle of the square, shouting out his message. His arms were outstretched, his palms extended up toward heaven, his head thrown back to catch the warming rays of the morning sun. His raspy voice echoed in the still air.
"The Horsemen shall ride and blood shall flow in their wake. Confess your sins and receive salvation before it is too late!" His clothing was an assortment of obvious cast-offs, several sizes too large, and his long, matted hair was partially obscured by a grimy baseball cap. A shopping cart full of plastic garbage bags bursting with discarded junk stood a few feet away.
Having dealt with enough religion for one day, Sam gave the street prophet a wide berth as he continued on his way to the busy intersection he could see on the other side of the park. He'd walked only a few feet …
"She doesn't have to die."
The phrase was spoken so matter-of-factly that at first Sam was uncertain if he had heard the man correctly. His steps faltered, then stopped as he tried to puzzle it out.
The voice came again, and this time there was no mistaking what was said. "She doesn't have to die."
Sam turned. Looked back.
The man now stood upright, his arms at his sides. His face was angled away from Sam, still looking at the rising sun, and the falling waves of his hair kept his features obscured, but there was no question to whom he was speaking.
"Excuse me?" Sam asked. 
"Your daughter. She doesn't have to die." As he spoke, the man slowly turned to look at Sam, revealing two empty sockets where his eyes should have been. The edges of the pits were raw and inflamed, as if their former occupants had just been ripped free from their moorings and tossed casually aside, forgotten. The empty sockets stared at Sam with furious accusation.
The sensation of being seen, being watched, by that ruined face sent chills racing across Sam's body. Staring at the man, he suddenly had a hard time finding his voice. When he did, it came out weak and uneven. "What do you know about my daughter?" he stammered.
The prophet jumped down from his perch and moved forward without hesitation, despite his obvious lack of sight. He crossed the distance between them unerringly, without a single misstep, until they stood just over a yard away from each other. A wave of bitter cold travelled before him, an Arctic wind stolen from the depths of the north, and Sam was suddenly enveloped in its hoary clutches. He felt dizzy, overwhelmed, as if the cold was affecting his thoughts, numbing his capacity to think. As if from a distance, the other's voice reached his ears faintly, hollowly. "I know she's dying. And I know you can stop it, if you've got the courage. If you care enough about her to do what must be done."
Sam took a step back, his nerves jangling. "Who are you? What do you want with me?"
"Who I am is unimportant. I want you to save your daughter, and I'm the only one who can give you the knowledge you need to do so."
"You know how to save my daughter?"
Rather than responding verbally, the man reached inside his shirt and withdrew a parcel wrapped in a stained cloth and tied with what appeared to be twine. He offered it to Sam.
Whatever it was, the sight of it made him instantly nauseous, as if his body knew something he intellectually did not. He stumbled back another step and made no move to accept what was offered.
"What's this?" the stranger asked, surprised. "Don't you want to save your little girl?"
Despite a growing sense of fear, Sam croaked out another response. "I don't need your help."
The other laughed. "Of course you do, you just don't know it yet." He slipped the package back out of sight. "When baby Jessica starts screaming in pain as her internal organs slowly rot away, you'll realise the truth. Of course, by then, I might not be so inclined to help."
A grinning leer crept over his features, and the sight of it was enough to jar Sam out of his peculiar daze. This close, the stink of the man's unwashed body filled his nostrils, reminding him whom he was talking to, and the rational part of Sam reacted to the mention of his daughter's fate with anger. 
He surged forward, closing the gap between them, and grabbed the man's clothing in both hands. Hauling him close, Sam said, "I don't know who the hell you are, but you'd better leave my daughter alone. If I catch you anywhere near us or the hospital, I'll …"
He never got any further. The world around him seemed to shimmer, as if a giant wave had suddenly washed through reality. The sensation was overwhelming, and he dropped the other man out of reflex as he sought to keep his balance. His vision swam, then stabilised. When he could see again he looked down to find the homeless man on the ground at his feet.
Gone were the empty eye sockets, the leering, demeaning grin. Gone were the mocking voice and the hint of powers beyond the norm. In their place was a simple street bum, cloaked in ragged clothing and weeks of grime. Light blue eyes the colour of a robin's eggs stared at him out of a face streaked with dirt, framed by long locks of hair that hadn't seen soap in months.
"I don't want no trouble, man," he said to Sam, the fear in his eyes obvious. "I don't know who Jessica is, but I won't preach here no more if it upsets you so."
Confused, ashamed, afraid that he might be cracking under the strain, Sam turned away without a word and continued on his way across the park.
He moved quickly, doing what he could to leave the park, and his fear, behind as swiftly as possible.
A few blocks later he found a street he recognised. Turning left, he travelled north until he returned to the hospital.
He'd gone out for breakfast and had come back afraid he might be slowly going crazy.
It didn't seem like a fair trade to him.
He kept his hands in his pockets to keep them from shaking, just the same.
***
That afternoon, Jessica took a turn for the worse. Her pain escalated, so much so that the doctors decided to put her out completely for the night to give her body a chance to rest and to try and fight back against the invader. With Jessica unconscious for the next ten to twelve hours, Sam used the opportunity to return home for the first time in several days, where he hoped to get a decent night's rest in order to recharge for the battle he knew lay ahead.
But it was not to be. His thoughts would not shut down, his mind wrapping itself tighter and tighter as he sought some avenue that they could pursue, some as yet untried means of a cure, anything to keep his little girl alive.
Unable to sleep, he rose from the bed and wandered through the darkened house, letting his familiarity and the light of the moon seeping through the windows guide him in his passage. He ran his fingers over the furniture and stared at the many photographs that decorated the walls. Here was the couch on which Jessica had been conceived one passionate summer night six years earlier. Here was the corner of the rug he'd taped down time and time again because she kept tripping over it. Here was the door jamb where they had measured her growth ever since she'd turned two. Everywhere he looked, everything he touched, had some special memory attached to it, something to remind him of the wonders he'd held for such a short time, wonders stolen from him by the capricious hand of fate.
When he reached the mantle over the fireplace in the living room, his hands automatically sought the picture of his late wife, Denise. The picture stood centre stage, in the place of honour. Taken the same day as the accident that had claimed her life, it showed Denise as she had always been; smiling, happy, content with who she was and what she'd gained in life. 
Every second of that horrible day was etched indelibly on his memory, from the taste of the French toast he'd had for breakfast that morning to the smell of crushed fruit that had floated around him as he'd screamed for an ambulance with his wife's body lying limp in his arms. The three of them had gone for breakfast at a local restaurant, just a simple family excursion, the kind of thing they did on the weekend. Afterward they'd done a little shopping, picking up fresh bread from the bakery and some fruit from the display stands outside the corner market. He'd been inside with Jessica, paying their bill, when it happened.
He'd seen it all, looking back from the cash register through the open door to where his wife was still searching through the peach display. She'd looked up at him and smiled, one hand rising to give a little wave, her eyes filled with love and hope and joy, only to be swept from view in the next second by a black Mercedes as it moved with the steady surety of a striking snake. 
One moment she'd been there, the next … gone.
Not a cry or even a sound to accompany her passage.
Just that one last, love-filled smile, that tender little wave.
Witnesses had later said the car had jumped the curb, struck Denise, and then just as quickly disappeared back into traffic as if nothing had happened. It had never even slowed down. The doctors had assured him she'd died instantly, her skull crushed by the impact, that she probably hadn't even known what was happening. To this day, Sam couldn't figure out how that was supposed to have been reassuring. Dead was dead, and his Denise had died horribly; quickly or slowly didn't make much difference to the end result.
He stared at her picture, his sorrow and regret for what they had lost almost overwhelming in its poignancy. He would give almost anything to have even one more day with her.
His gaze fell upon several of the other pictures standing on the mantle, photos of the three of them together, of the happy times they had shared; and the horror of his present situation reared its head once more.
He'd lost his wife, now he was about to lose his daughter, too.
You should have taken the package.
The thought was unbidden, unexpected, but not altogether surprising. The events of earlier that day had left him shaken and confused. Something extraordinary had happened, he knew that, but its very nature had caused him to look at it with wariness and not a little fear. He couldn't see how something that caused such feelings in him could be good for his girl.
And yet…
What else did he have?
Nothing. That was the cold, stark truth of it. Over the previous month he'd called every expert he could think of, every hospital and government laboratory that might have some knowledge of what they were dealing with, all to no avail. Next he'd turned to private foundations, charities; hell, he'd even tried the CIA, just in case it was some experimental government virus that had gotten out of control. Still nothing. From there, his list had gotten progressively poorer; faith healers, talk show hosts, and quack doctors touting the latest herbal remedies. 
The latter group had wanted to help, but none of them had been able to give him any sense of confidence, and he had finally given up.
He'd been hoping the final round of tests would give the staff at the hospital the information they needed to devise a treatment, but he knew now that his hope had been misguided. They were in over their heads, and were no longer being anything but obvious about it.
He'd run out of options. 
Soon Jessica would run out of time.
He collapsed into a nearby recliner and stared at the photos in the semi-darkness, wishing for days gone by and for happier times.
Dawn's early light kissed the windows before he wandered off to bed, still seeking the same answers he'd been seeking for weeks.





Sunday Evening
Sam stood with his back to his daughter's bed, staring out of the window into the darkness beyond without really seeing anything. Lightning flashed, momentarily illuminating his features and reflecting in the tears that streaked down his face.
The anger and fury of the storm matched the turmoil in his soul.
This isn't right, he thought, and not for the first time. She's so young, so pure. No-one deserves this, least of all she. His hands clenched into fists, his arms trembling with the strain of holding back his emotions. He wanted to run around the room and smash things; destroy the equipment that so emotionlessly foretold the failure of Jessica's physical body, shatter the bottles of pills that she'd been required to take for what seemed like years now, scream at the top of his lungs to release all the pain and anguish that had built up inside since first hearing of her illness.
But he stood by the window, motionless, so as not to awaken her.
The latest tests had been devastating. The slide that had started Thursday afternoon hadn't stopped. In less than thirty-six hours, the disease had spread at a tremendous rate. Her liver, kidneys, and left lung had all suddenly failed. The medical team had managed to get her stabilised and onto life support, but that was the best they had been able to do. The doctor's words from earlier that afternoon seemed to haunt the darkness around Sam.
I'm sorry, Mr Dalton. The disease has intensified its attack, and it's only a matter of time now. There's nothing more that I can do.
His final statement still hung in the air of the room three hours later, like a leech sustaining itself on Sam's misery, sucking its very essence from the pain and despair in his soul.
Outside, the rain thundered against the glass, phantom fingers rapping at the windows, reaching for his little girl.
He knew that science had run its course. The doctors could do no more for her. So, too, had religion failed; he'd learned that in the months following Denise's death.
No, if he was going to save her, he would have to take the hard road, the dark road.
In that moment, he made his decision.
He refused to give her over to that darkness.
He would fight.
No matter what the cost.
Turning away from the windows, he moved swiftly to her side. They'd doped her up several hours earlier and she lay still in her bed, her eyes closed and her chest rising and falling slowly. If her respiration got any worse, a breathing tube was going to be necessary. Despite knowing she couldn't see, hear or feel him over the medication, Sam took her hand and gave it a small squeeze. 
"Don't worry, baby, Daddy will fix it. Daddy will fix everything."
***
He took the stairs two at a time, his footfalls echoing in the empty space. He fled through the door at the bottom and emerged into the alley behind the children's wing. Within moments of leaving the sanctuary of the hospital walls, he was soaked through to the skin, the rain pummelling down around him, but he barely noticed, intent as he was on his mission.
The night streets seemed darker, more mysterious than they did during the day, but he didn't care. He strode east, retracing his steps as best he could, not caring who or what he might encounter on the way.
Perhaps it was that very sense of disregard that saved him, for he managed to travel the entire distance without once being accosted by any of the street folk he passed on his way. Predators can sense their own; the weaker always avoid challenging the strong. Tonight, Sam Dalton deserved to be in their midst, for he had become one of them.
No longer a victim. 
No longer easy prey.
When a man loses all he lives for, he is no longer afraid of dying. The denizens of the night sensed this and gave Sam a wide berth as he marched past.
It took him fifteen minutes to return to that little park he'd been in on Thursday morning. Once there, he started rousting the sleeping homeless as he found them, dragging them out of their blankets to get a look at their faces, searching for the man who'd spoken to him that day. 
He'd been at it for a while, had covered half the park, when a man thrust a knife at his throat in the mistaken belief that Sam was trying to rob him of his meagre possessions. Sam shoved himself backward, away from the glistening blade, and ended up on his ass, defenceless.
Luckily for him, his assailant was more interested in escaping than finishing off his opponent, and he left Sam lying there in the dirt as he rushed off into the darkness.
Sam climbed to his feet and was brushing himself off when a voice spoke from almost directly behind him.
"Looking for me?"
Sam whirled around, his hands raised to protect himself, only to find one of the very men he'd just finished checking a few moments ago standing behind him, this time with empty, bleeding sockets where his eyes had previously been. Sam didn't know how it happened, this sudden assimilation of a person's form, but the wave of frigid cold that rolled off the man let him know this was undoubtedly the same being he'd encountered several days before.
He didn't bother with introductions. "I want to save my daughter."
The other man laughed, a deep, mocking laugh. "The prodigal son returns, I see."
"Cut the bullshit. You said you knew how to save my daughter. I'm willing to do whatever it takes. Just tell me how." Sam paused, then continued, "She doesn't have much time left."
Those eyeless sockets bored into him, prying, hunting, searching his thoughts, invading his mind, reading the Braille engraved on his very soul.
Sam stood his ground, determined to be found worthy under this hideous onslaught.
Apparently he succeeded, for a package was abruptly thrust into his hands; the same square-shaped object wrapped in dark cloth and tied with twine that he'd been offered before. This time, Sam accepted it. It felt like a book or maybe a videotape. Sam moved to open it.
"No!" the other said. "Not here. Once opened, time will become even more precious to you than it is now. Break the seal only when you are ready."
Sam looked up and met the man's gaze. "This is all I need?"
Again the laugh. "That, plus a little more. But you'll discover that soon enough."
A distant cry reached his ears from elsewhere in the park, and Sam looked over in that direction, suddenly afraid of what else might be out there in the darkness. When he turned back, his visitor was gone.
***
Sam returned to the hospital, but went directly to the garage and his car rather than returning to Jessica's room. He knew he'd need some privacy, and home seemed the best place to get it.
The fifteen minute ride seemed to take hours, and more than once he cast an anxious glance at the small package riding on the seat next to him. He wanted to tear it open, to discover just how it could help his daughter, but prudence kept him from doing so; the warning had been quite explicit.
Once home, he parked in the garage and entered directly into the kitchen. 
Turning on the overhead light, he moved directly to the table and examined his prize. Very quickly he could see that untying it was going to take some time. Unwilling to try and wrestle with the knot, Sam grabbed a knife from a nearby drawer and simply cut the twine in half. He carefully removed the cloth, to find another parcel inside. This one was smaller, about the size of a thick book, and wrapped in newspaper remnants held together by a thick dollop of red wax. Some kind of seal had been pressed into the wax, writing of some kind, but Sam was unable to decipher the language, never mind the words. 
After a moment of trying, he gave up and cut the wax from the paper instead
He unfolded the newspaper to discover his first guess was correct; it was a book.
It was old, that much was immediately obvious. Yellowed pages, the dry, musty smell of old parchment, a weathered cover of some kind of leathery material with more than its fair share of cracks.
He reached out to trace one crack with a finger.
The book shifted beneath his touch, as if trying to escape.
Sam yanked his hand back in surprise. 
He stared at it with sick fascination, the way one stared at the victim of a bad accident; disgust and horror combining with a deep seated need to see, to understand, to know just how bad it really was.
Slowly, tentatively, he reached out again.
This time, the cover yielded slightly to his touch but didn't pull away. It still didn't feel right, though. Unlike any other book he'd ever touched, this one was warm, pliable, like a living thing.
He half expected to hear it breathing.
Horrified, yet strangely entranced and fascinated at the same time, Sam gently pulled the cover open.
The pages came apart like soggy newspaper, and the room was filled with the stench of things long left to rot. Sam was reminded of the time he'd found the remains of the household cat after it had been clawed open by an angry raccoon, its organs left splayed out to bake in the morning sunlight.
Holding his breath, he glanced at the title page.
The words written there were gibberish.
Meaningless.
What the hell?
Nose wrinkled in disgust, he bent closer in an effort to see them better, to try and decipher the script. Maybe he just wasn't seeing it clearly …
Up close, with the reek of the text filling his nostrils and turning his stomach, the words suddenly swam into focus.
Sam began to read.
***
Three hours later he was finished.
The book was horrible, disgusting … and utterly captivating. It outlined a secret ritual that ancient Coptic priests had used to save those inflicted with what they saw as supernatural ailments and strange, unearthly diseases. Diseases surprisingly like the one that was eating Jessica alive, minute by minute, hour by hour.
The ritual itself was straightforward. Seven murders corresponding to seven major bodily systems - the circulatory system, the digestive system, the respiratory system, the nervous system, the endocrine system, the muscular system, and the skeletal system. A major organ or bodily part was to be harvested from each victim and ingested by the patient. The entire sequence had to be completed within seven days, with the patient ingesting one offering every twenty four hour period, and each victim had to be killed in a different fashion than the one before.
By the end of the week, the patient would be cured.
The rational, scientific side of him wanted to laugh. No way in hell could this ever work. The ritual was bullshit, pure and simple. Modern science had long ago replaced the various superstitious practices that had been used to "heal" people in earlier eras. Gone were the days of leeching, bleeding, drilling holes in the skull and other horrific measures that had been utilised in the name of medicine. This was the 21st Century, not the 13th.
And yet …
And yet the other side, the wretched, reckless, desperate side, said: "What if?" 
What if it was true? What if the ritual worked? What if he could save Jessica's life?
Thoughts of how he'd come by the book pushed at him, lending credence to the ritual contained therein. It wasn't every day you received a book of ritual magick from an eyeless street prophet who came and went like the wind. If he could do that, he could certainly deliver a ritual that actually worked, couldn't he?
The very idea was blasphemy, but still he paused, considering it, such was his desire to keep his little girl from Death's cold and unloving hands. Anything was worth it, anything at all, even the life of a stranger, wasn't it?
He glanced back down at page where the ritual was laid out.
Check that.
The lives of seven strangers.
He had reached the point of desperation. Sam knew it. Otherwise, he never would have run out into the rain on a will-'o-the-wisp's chance of actually learning something useful from a homeless street prophet who stank worse than last week's garbage. But could he slaughter seven innocent people in cold blood on the crazy off-chance that this ridiculous ritual could help his daughter?
Time stretched, but then he had his answer.
No. 
No, he couldn't.
And just like that, Sam Dalton gave in to despair, just as he had done following the death of his wife. Like an alcoholic drawn to the bottle, Sam was drawn to this darkest of human emotions, and he felt it settle over his shoulders like a well-worn coat. "Fuck!" he cried, hurling the book across the room in anger. 
He stomped around the room cursing and screaming, trying to release the hostility that lurked just beneath the surface of his skin like a balloon waiting to explode, but even that didn't help.
There was only one thing left to do, he decided.
Time to get blind, roaring drunk, while he could still afford to do so.
He retreated to the kitchen, savagely kicking an end table aside as he moved past, but once again fate stepped in. 
Both the liquor cabinet and the refrigerator were empty.
Unable to find even a single bottle of beer anywhere in the house, he grabbed his coat and stalked down the street, headed for the nearest bar.
***
"Is this seat taken?"
Sam turned to find a woman standing nearby, indicating the seat next to him. She was dressed in jeans and a tight fitting shirt, her blonde hair spilling down across her shoulders. Without waiting for an answer, she set herself down onto the stool next to him and signalled the bartender.
"What a shitty day, ya know? I damn well need a drink." She ordered a scotch on the rocks, glanced at what Sam was having, and got him another while she was at it. 
He'd seen her here several times before. Gossip had it that she was a widow, a fact pointed out to him once by an overeager bartender trying to play Cupid six months after Denise had died. At this point he didn't care if she was Queen Elizabeth - anyone willing to buy him a drink was okay with him, dead husband or not.
They exchanged first names and Sam promptly forgot hers, but readily accepted the drink. Given his current state, he probably would have forgotten his own if he hadn't had it his whole life.
Much of the rest of the evening passed in a blur. Soon she was as drunk as he was, and when the bartender shouted "Last Call," it seemed only natural for him to suggest they continue drinking at his place, since it was only a few blocks down the road.
Maybe it was the loneliness, maybe it was the despair, maybe it was simply the seven glasses of rum he'd consumed since her arrival, but when Sam's senses swam back into focus sometime later, he found himself on the couch in his living room, making out with the woman, whatever her name was.
Her hands were all over him, her lips pulling at his own. Her breath stank like scotch and cigarettes, and in the harsh light of his living room she appeared older, more haggard than he remembered.
Anger reared its ugly head.
What the hell was she doing here? What did she think she was doing? His daughter was dying and all she wanted to do was suck face and rut like a bitch in heat on his couch?
Wherever the anger came from, it blossomed like a fast-moving forest fire, his rage becoming overwhelming in an instant. He tore his face away from hers and wrapped his large hands around her delicate throat, squeezing. He was determined to choke the shit out of her, to teach her a lesson about coming on to people when they were as desperate as he was. 
Instantly she fought back, slapping at his face, clawing at his hands with her fingernails, bucking against him, but he used his body to pin her to the couch beneath him, to hold her in place. He'd teach her a thing or two. A voice seemed to be speaking in his ear, a deep guttural voice speaking a language he did not recognise, but one he knew he'd heard or maybe seen before. Almost unbidden, his lips formed the words, slowly at first and then with greater precision and volume, until he was shouting out the phrase over and over again, drowning out the woman's weak pleas for him to stop. She kicked and struggled, her mouth gaping open like that of a fish out of water, but his size and strength meant the deck was stacked against her from the start.
Her eyes rolled in their sockets and her face grew a stark shade of red.
Her hands pulled feebly at his own, no longer able to strike him with any real strength.
As if in a trance, Sam kept repeating the strange line, over and over, as her struggles to free herself grew increasingly ineffectual.
Squeezing.
Squeezing …
Long after she was dead, Sam kept at it, unaware and unseeing.
***
He stared at the corpse, afraid to move, to attract its attention. He could just imagine her suddenly sitting back up and chasing after him, a revenant spirit out for revenge, hungry for his flesh.
The notion made his skin crawl.
He shook himself, forcefully chasing the images away. He didn't need to scare himself silly; he was having a hard enough time with things as it was.
He'd strangled her.
He'd fucking strangled her.
What the hell was he going to do now?
The answer, when it came, was so obvious he was amazed he hadn't seen it sooner.
He scrambled up and away from the corpse, hunting for the book he'd cast aside so angrily earlier that night. For a moment he couldn't find it anywhere, and fear seized his soul as he imagined it had vanished as swiftly as its deliverer, but then he saw one corner peeking out from beneath the drapes covering the bay window.
Snatching it up, he flipped through the pages, searching.
The phrase practically leapt off the page at him.
"Tua vitam rapio ut alius supersit." He still didn't have a clue what it meant, but at least he knew he wasn't going completely crazy. The ritual required that the phrase be said when the victim's life was taken. Without it, the victim's death would be useless.
At least he'd gotten that right.
For a moment his conscience nagged at him, screamed at him that he had just committed murder, and that no stupid ritual was going to save Jessica …
He smothered the thought and moved on, a strange sense of excitement growing in his soul.
The chart was a few pages further in the text, and it specifically outlined the organs and other bodily parts required for the ritual. Sam's knowledge of anatomy was limited; while he could probably find the heart or the lungs, telling the difference between a liver and a kidney would be difficult without more research. 
Okay, a lung it is. At least I know where it is. Removing it can't be that hard, can it? 
Getting started was, however.
Five minutes of delay turned into ten, then fifteen.
Finally he couldn't take standing around any longer.
He had to do something. 
Book in hand, Sam walked around the sofa, moved through the living room to the kitchen and through the connecting door to the garage. There, he rooted among the tool cabinets and storage boxes until he found the thick tarpaulin he'd used a few years before while repainting the interior of the house. He dragged it behind him back into the kitchen, moved the table out of the way, and spread the tarp out on the floor. He replaced the kitchen table where it had been, in the centre of the area now covered by the tarp.
You're not really going to do this, are you? a small voice asked in the back of his mind.
Oh yes
I am, he replied, and the voice shut up, as simple as that.
He returned to the living room.
The woman's corpse was right where he had left it, half on and half off the couch.
Before he could lose his nerve altogether, he stepped forward, bent over and thrust his hands beneath her armpits. Lifting her upper body off the floor, leaving her head to sag limply forward, he dragged it across the room and into the kitchen. He rested a moment just inside the door, and then moved her closer to the table. Taking a deep breath, he heaved upward, bending backward while doing so, until her ass cleared the edge of the table and he could dump her on top of it.
She fell with a muted thump.
He adjusted her legs to make certain she didn't topple back off, and then rested a moment to catch his breath.
Now that he had the body on the table, he was struck once again by the magnitude of what he had done. An hour earlier he had been kissing this woman's lips. Now those same lips were cold and blue, mute testaments to the overwhelming power of grief and the evil that lurks deep within its shadow.
No matter. What's done is done. Think of Jessica.
Get the lung.
Right.
Steeling himself, Sam reached out. Hesitantly, almost reverently, he unbuttoned the woman's blouse, letting the material fall away to either side. He undid the front clasp of her bra and let each end drop to her sides as well, leaving her exposed to the waist.
Her skin, where his knuckles grazed it in the course of undressing her, was already cool to the touch, and the harsh light of the overhead fluorescents leeched even more of the colour from her flesh, leaving it pale and pasty white.
He took a moment to go through the pockets of her jeans as well, thoughts of a car abandoned at the bar making him nervous, but he was unable to find any car keys. Maybe she had walked, he thought, making a mental note to check the living room later for a pocketbook or purse of some kind.
Next, Sam pulled on a pair of plastic yellow dishwashing gloves and then turned and surveyed the tools he'd laid out on the counter behind him; a wide selection of cutting implements of various shapes and sizes. He'd need a strong blade, he knew; one that wouldn't bend too much. Something long but thick and preferably wide so he wouldn't have to cut more than was necessary.
He debated for a moment and then chose an older carving knife from the set his mother had given to him and Denise on their anniversary three years earlier. 
Hefting the blade in his right hand, he turned back to the corpse and considered where to begin. On its surface, the ritual itself was rather simple; the inflicted had to ingest seven organs harvested over seven days from seven healthy strangers. Each organ had to come from one of the major bodily systems - circulatory, digestive, respiratory, muscular, nervous, endocrine, and skeletal - but, as with most things in life, the devil was in the details. Each of the victims had to be killed in a manner that reflected the bodily system from which the organ would be harvested. 
As Sam reviewed the ritual in his mind, his gaze lifted slightly and fell on the dead woman's face.
She was staring at him.
Her head had slipped to the side and her eyes lay open now, bloodshot and staring.
Accusing.
His heart pounded violently in his chest, and the hand holding the knife suddenly shook uncontrollably.
No matter that he'd come this far, no matter that Jessica's life might just hang in the balance; finding those dead eyes staring at him was almost enough to make him drop everything and walk out of the house so that he could turn himself in to the first cop he could find.
Almost.
Sudden thoughts of the fate that awaited Jess rescued him from the fatal impulse, however.
"Come on, come on, you can do this." His voice seemed to echo in the silence of the cellar. "You can do this."
He'd seen more than his fair share of CSI episodes, and knew what a Y incision was supposed to look like. Steeling himself, he raised his arm, gritted his teeth, and then sank the blade into the woman's pale flesh near her left pectoral muscle.
Blood welled up from inside the body and seeped down its sides to drip, drip, drip onto the plastic sheeting he had laid down earlier. 
Working with a kitchen knife was a lot harder than using a razor sharp scalpel, and more than once he had to resort to pulling the knife out and starting again, but at last he had a fair representation of the typical incision. Laying down the knife, he slipped the fingers of both hands into the incision, gripped the edges, and pulled it back toward him and away from the ribs. 
The flesh came free with a sucking sound, exposing the bloody sternum and ribcage, and an overripe stench wafted up from inside the corpse.
That was all it took. Sam's detachment crumpled. He barely had time to turn before the contents of his stomach came barrelling back up to splash across the tarp at his feet. He spent the next several minutes retching, the spasms so strong that he was left gasping for breath, his eyes watering from the effort.
He stumbled over to the sink and washed the vomit from his face, standing there with his head hanging downward until he was certain he had regained control of himself. It took a few moments, but at last he turned and faced the corpse once more.
You've come this far, no sense in stopping now, he thought to himself. It was just a body now; nothing more than a pile of skin and blood and bones. Nothing he did could bring her back, so why not move ahead and see what happened? Keep your thoughts on Jess. It's all about Jessica. Everything else is irrelevant.
Before resuming the dissection of the body, he opened the cabinet just above the sink, where he stored the cold medicine, and removed the jar of Vicks VapoRub. Dipping a finger into the gooey mixture, he smeared a sizeable amount beneath his nose. The medicinal scent brought fresh tears to his eyes, but overcame the smell of the newly exposed viscera in the corpse. 
Now fortified, he stepped back over the body, ready to continue his efforts.
He didn't have any rib cutters handy, so he used a pair of long-handled garden shears to cut them away one by one. A sharp tug, and the entire sternal plate came away, giving him the access he needed to the organs beneath. A few quick cuts of the knife, and the lung finally came free in his hands.
He dropped the organ into the Tupperware container he'd prepared for it on the table next to him. Picking that up, he moved over to the sink, where he turned on the tap water and rinsed the organ as thoroughly as he could, lifting it out of the container with his hands and allowing the water to cascade over as much of its surface as it could reach. It was bad enough that his baby girl was going to be eating someone's lung; he didn't want her ingesting the blood and bodily fluids that went with it.
Now clean, or as clean as it was going to get, the lung went into the blender next to the sink. It made a soft, squishy sound when it hit the bottom, the spongy grey tissue pushing against the glass like some kind of alien life-form from a grade B science-fiction film.
Sam stared at it, trying to wrap his mind around the fact that he'd just butchered a woman in order to remove her lung. A lung he intended his five year old daughter to eat.
How in heaven's name was he going to manage that?
He looked around the room, searching for heaven knows what. The Dummies' Guide to Organ Preparation maybe? Inane thoughts poured through his mind, the flotsam and jetsam of an educated life - the human lung weighs ounces, the lungs have over 1500 miles of airways, you breathe in more than thirteen pints of air every single minute - as the rational part of him struggled to deal with what he'd done. Then it came to him. 
He needed camouflage. 
He rushed over to the refrigerator. He hadn't been shopping in a while, so there wasn't much to be found inside, but after rummaging around, he managed to come up with a half-drunk carton of orange juice, three Strawberry Burst juice boxes and a packet of powdered Kool-Aid. All of them went into the blender. In the pantry he found a couple of bananas and an apple. They joined the juice. Last, but not least, he added a handful of ice, figuring the cold might help mask the taste, and then stepped back to survey his work.
The blender was full. The lung could barely be seen beneath the rest of the ingredients.
Good enough.
He put on the lid, laid a finger on the power switch, took a deep breath, and then pressed the button down.
The machine jumped to life with a hideous groan as it fought to grind the rubbery flesh into tiny little chunks. Sam let it go on for several minutes, switching back and forth through the various settings, until he was certain the contents had been thoroughly mixed, chopped, and pureed.
He took a large thermos out of a nearby cabinet, and opened both containers. Being careful not to spill even a single drop, he poured the greyish-orange mixture from the blender into the thermos, and then put the thermos into the fridge.
Next he returned to the table and picked up the knife and garden shears. He washed those as thoroughly as possible, and then carefully dried them with a dish towel. All three items were placed on the counter nearby for later disposal.
That done, he took a quick glance at his watch. 
Just after 3 am. 
Entering the hospital wouldn't be a big deal, getting into his daughter's room would be even easier. After all, they expected him to be there. But if he waited too much longer, there would be a shift change, which meant another set of rounds. That would be a problem. Getting caught in the act wouldn't be good. Which meant he didn't have time to dispose of the body properly. He'd have to settle for hiding it in the basement for the time being. 
After checking to be certain he hadn't stepped in any of the blood or vomit that had landed on the tarp, Sam left the kitchen and climbed the stair to the second-floor linen closet. He removed an old bedspread from the shelf and returned with it to the kitchen. 
This time, the sight of the gaping chest wound didn't bother him as much. Gone was his revulsion about touching the corpse. Gone was his dismay over what he had done to this innocent stranger. Purpose had eradicated guilt; the woman had died so that his daughter could live. He was doing only what was necessary to save his little girl. What parent wouldn't understand that? He picked up the rib cage and forced it back into the opening in the chest. It didn't fit quite right, but Sam didn't care. All he wanted was to keep the rest of the internal organs from spilling out everywhere when he wrapped the body in the bedspread. Once the chest plate was in place, he folded the flaps of flesh back over the wound, leaving him with a relatively intact torso. A gap of no more than two inches split the skin down the centre of the corpse. Several long stretches of duct tape pulled tightly from one side to the other readily dealt with the issue.
When he was satisfied, he shook out the bedspread and spread it out next to the corpse. Putting both hands beneath the woman's body, he rolled it over so that it lay face down on the bedspread. Several more minutes of effort and he had the corpse wrapped up tightly in the fabric, both ends twisted and secured with more duct tape, the rubber gloves he'd worn through the procedure wrapped up inside the shroud as well. He hefted the body up and over one shoulder, then carried it down the cellar stairs to the basement, where he tucked it away into a dark corner for the time being.
He returned to the kitchen, rolled up the tarp, and stored it in the basement alongside the body. Later, he'd deal with both with more finality, but for now they would be safe from all but a determined search of the property. 
If it came to that, all was lost anyway.
***
Jessica was asleep when Sam slipped inside her room an hour later. He held the door open a crack, watching the hallway, making certain no-one had followed him. When he was satisfied, he gently closed the door and did what he could to wedge a chair beneath the handle. It wouldn't keep out a really determined individual, but it might give him time to hide the thermos and its contents if it became necessary.
Moving over to his daughter's bed, Sam used the remote to raise Jessica into a sitting position. Gently, he shook her by the shoulder. "Jess? Honey? You need to wake up, sweetheart. I have some new medicine for you."
"Daddy? Is that …" The rest of her sentence came out garbled, a result of the heavy sedation the nurses had given her earlier. Sam breathed a sigh of relief; her condition would make what he had to do easier on them both.
He took the thermos out of the backpack he was carrying and twisted off the top. Rather than using the cup, Sam raised the container itself to his daughter's lips. "Here, sweetheart. Drink this."
Catching a whiff of the stuff, Jessica turned her head away. "Ugh! What is it?"
"I know it smells bad, Jess, but the doctors want you to drink it. You want to feel better, don't you? Now, come on, one sip at a time." 
Jessica did as she was told, leaning forward and taking a cautious sip. After she'd swallowed her first mouthful, Sam moved to take the thermos away, expecting her to gag on the stuff, and was surprised when her hands jumped off the mattress to lock on his own, holding the container to her mouth with surprising strength, more strength than she'd had in weeks. Perhaps more strength than she'd ever shown before. The sound of her greedily sucking down the mixture sent a chill through his bones, but he let her continue nonetheless.
Several long minutes later, the thermos was empty. 
Then, just like that, Jessica rolled over and went back to sleep.
Sam sat there, dumbfounded by it all. He'd never expected that kind of reaction from her.
He stayed seated in the chair next to her bed, watching her closely, waiting for her body to suddenly reject the mixture and vomit it back up, but she remained peacefully asleep. Second thoughts came and went like ephemeral phantoms in the night; there was no turning back now. Either it would work or it wouldn't. Time would tell.
Placing the thermos back into the backpack, Sam settled into the depths of the chair and watched the rhythmic rise and fall of his daughter's chest, rise and fall, rise and fall …





Monday Morning
The commotion around his daughter's bed woke him shortly after seven. He emerged from sleep in a near panic, thoughts of the previous night's activities playing on the viewing screen of his mind's eye and the fear of discovery almost forcing him up and out of his chair, but no-one was paying the least bit of attention to him. Several of the doctors and nurses were gathered around Jessica's bed, asking her questions and surreptitiously congratulating each other when she wasn't looking.
Hope blossomed in Sam's chest as he sat up.
The motion drew the attention of one of the doctors, who quickly moved to his side and motioned him to join him in the hall. Sam did, though not before grabbing his knapsack in order to keep it close at hand.
"Wonderful news this morning, Mr Dalton," the doctor exclaimed as soon as the door had shut behind them. "That new pharmaceutical mix seems to have been a godsend. The monitors are showing your daughter's lungs operating at full strength this morning." The man's smile was infectious. "If I hadn't seen it myself, I wouldn't have believed it. Positively amazing!"
Sam couldn't believe what he was hearing. He struggled to grasp what he was being told, hesitant to grab on to so elusive a thing as hope, but still …
"… if it's okay with you?"
Sam started. "I'm sorry, could you repeat that?"
"I said we'd like to do a series of blood tests, maybe some chest x-rays, if that's all right with you. If it turns out we find a definite decrease in the spread of the infection, we'll up the dose of the medication and hope for the best. I don't want to get you too excited, Mr Dalton, but I do believe we've had a breakthrough, I do indeed."
Sam agreed to let them do their tests, and the doctor rushed off down the hall, leaving him alone with his thoughts. Not for a moment did Sam believe that the drugs were the cause of the change; they'd been giving her the same stuff for days. No, he knew better. Jessica's lung was better. Not her liver, or her kidney. Her lung. 
Sheer unadulterated joy swept through his system like lightning. He wanted to shout at the top of his voice, dance up and down the hallway, let the world know he'd found a way to cure his daughter. She was going to live. Jessica was going to live!
But six more people had to die first.
Again, it was like someone else's thought spoken aloud in his mind, but this time around he didn't care. He'd sacrifice a dozen if it would bring his little girl back to him safe and sound. Two dozen. Three!
The door to his daughter's room opened, and two of the nurses and an orderly came out with Jessica on a stretcher. She smiled at him as they went past, and he nodded and waved in return. 
There was so much he had to do and so little time. Selecting the victim, determining how he needed to kill him or her, harvesting the organ, all within the next twelve hours - it was almost overwhelming.
But first the body from the previous night. 
He had to get rid of that, before anything else.
And he would need a plan to deal with the other six before he was finished.
Walking calmly down the hallway was one of the most difficult acts of his life. He said hello to the nurses on his way past their station and took the elevator to the first floor. Once outside, he sprinted for his car.
The ride gave him plenty of time to consider the possibilities.
Not once did even a passing sense of regret enter his thoughts.
***
He made one stop on his way home, a short trip to the local Home Depot to pick up and few tools, and when he arrived, he descended immediately to the cellar, aware of the ticking passage of time. 
It was close to 10.00 am, which meant he had less than fifteen hours to dispose properly of the first body, select his next victim, kill him or her, harvest the necessary organ and get back to the hospital to feed it to Jessica before the next deadline came and went.
That was a lot to do in a short period of time.
The question of how to dispose of the bodies proved a difficult one to answer. He quickly realised that he didn't care about getting caught in the long run. He'd committed a crime, a major one, and he fully expected to pay the price associated with doing so. He just didn't want to get caught in the next seven days.
Once Jessica was safe, then he'd see about retribution.
Which meant he needed a reasonably safe but temporary hiding place for the bodies, one that wouldn't be accidentally stumbled over by anyone.
Someplace close to home was probably best.
His house was an old one, built in the days when concrete foundations were unheard of. Instead of poured concrete, the cellar floor was a simple wooden platform built over baked earth, which meant he should be able to dig down into it without too much difficulty. Interring the bodies beneath the floor would prevent anyone from finding them in the short term; he had no friends, no remaining family, no-one to stumble upon them while rooting around in his basement. Eventually the stink of decomposition would give them away, but he could deal with that in the short term. He and Jessica wouldn't be staying there for long, anyway; there would be too much attention on her miracle recovery, attention they couldn't afford. 
Yes, the basement would do just fine.
He gave himself two hours to complete the job, and set to it at a fevered pace. He used a pick axe, one of the tools he'd rented at Home Depot, on the floorboards, savagely smashing through them and then tearing them loose until he had a space some six feet long and four feet wide that exposed the earthen floor beneath. Once he had cleared the discarded lumber out of the way, he used the same tool to break the hard-packed surface of the dirt, then switched to a shovel.
The dirt proved to be harder to get through than the wood. He had to take frequent breaks, as the previous months had taken their toll and he was no longer in decent shape, but eventually he had a hole about five feet deep. Good enough, he thought. 
Sam climbed out, walked to the hastily-wrapped corpse and dragged it over to the edge of the hole. Getting on his knees beside it, he gave it a good shove, tumbling it into the makeshift grave. He winced at the flat thump as it struck bottom. He didn't have the strength to lower it gently into the hole with the compassion it deserved.
Ripping open one of the bags of quicklime he'd purchased, he poured its contents over the body and then added several more. It would help the body deteriorate faster and mask the smell of the decomposition. It wouldn't be perfect, but it was certainly better than leaving the body to decay on its own.
Refilling the hole went much quicker, though he was still more than an hour and a half over his deadline by the time he'd finished. He stomped over the dirt, packing it down, and then unrolled a throw rug over the opening in the wood flooring. It wouldn't hide the hole from a search of the premises, but anyone looking into the cellar from the stairs would see nothing amiss.
After he'd put the tools away and disposed of the empty quicklime bags, Sam took a quick shower. Wrapped in a towel, he wandered back down to the kitchen and made a sandwich. Sitting at the table, he ate slowly and tried to plan his next move. 
Selecting a victim was going to be difficult. He needed someone who had no ties to anyone else, no-one waiting for them to come home, no-one who could get suspicious at their absence over the next week. Finding someone like that would be difficult; even prostitutes and druggies had friends, though less inclined to go to the authorities if they went missing. Someone who wouldn't, or couldn't, put up a forceful defence was also a necessity. While he knew he was large enough to overpower more than his fair share of individuals, he also had to be cautious about doing them any major bodily harm, because the organs had to be harvested without damaging them. 
Eventually, after a fair bit of deliberation, he had a mental list of characteristics he would need to look for. Young, but not too young that parents would be looking for them. Preferably female, since they'd be more likely to be intimidated by his size than a male. If they were from out of town, all the better.
Where the hell was he going to find someone like that?
When the answer came to him, he was surprised at its simplicity.
He needed a transportation centre. A place where people were coming and going, where it wasn't unusual to see two strangers meet for the first time and leave together, where an older man picking up a younger woman wouldn't be too conspicuous, particularly now that the holiday break was starting.
It was perfect.
Except for the fact that the nearest airport was more than a two hour drive south. Four hours wasted just driving there and back again? Wasn't going to work.
But the bus station might, he thought.
The nearest Greyhound station was about thirty minutes away, in Avondale. He checked the internet for the daily schedule and discovered that several different buses arrived between 8.30 pm and 10.00 pm. With that much traffic, he should be able to come and go unseen, just another anonymous face in a crowd of holiday travellers. 
A glance at his watch let him know it was now close to 4.00 pm, which meant he could grab a few hours' sleep and then head over to the station about a half hour before the first of the buses was due to arrive. That would give him enough time to scope out the situation and come up with some kind of makeshift plan. He should also be able to run a couple of other errands on the way, if he was quick about them.
He finished his lunch, put his dish in the dishwasher, and headed off to bed.
***
He awoke to the crash of thunder and the blare of his alarm clock. The skies were dark with thunderclouds that had swung in from the east, and lightning could be seen on the horizon. By the time he had finished dressing, it had begun to rain.
He wasn't concerned about the weather. The buses would still be running, the passengers would still be arriving, and the poor weather would help hide his actions. In fact, it seemed a fitting atmosphere in which to continue his work.
He made three stops before heading for the bus station. He bought a copy of Gray's Anatomy at the local Barnes and Noble. He went by a surgical supply company and picked up a case of surgeon's tools, paying cash and claiming they were a gift for a nephew graduating from medical school. His final stop was to pick up five more fifty pound bags of quicklime from a different Home Depot than the one where he'd picked up the first batch. Multiple purchases at the same store would be suspicious, but he knew that by spreading them around he'd be likely to avoid discovery.
After leaving Home Depot, he got back on the highway and headed for the Greyhound depot. The rain was still coming down hard, making it difficult to see. Cars passing in the other direction threw great sheets of water up and over the barrier between the north- and south-bound lanes. Suddenly more afraid of an auto accident than he'd ever been in his life, Sam got out of the high speed lane and moved over to the right, where there was less congestion and less chance of a fatal slip by himself or one of the other drivers. An accident, even a minor one, could end the whole escapade well before its time. 
That simply wouldn't do.
Just before the curve near exit 151, the headlights of his car swept across a solitary figure walking backward down the side of the road, his arm stuck out into traffic with a thumb upraised. Sam had a flashing glimpse of a slim male dressed in dark clothing, a backpack slung over one shoulder and a baseball cap pulled down low over the eyes.
A hitchhiker!
The possibilities practically shouted at him. 
Sam took the next exit, looped back onto the freeway in the other direction, and spent several frantic moments travelling back a mile in the direction he had come, to reverse directions once more.
"Come on, come on, be there," he muttered under his breath, barely aware he was doing so. He could just imagine someone else taking pity on the youth and pulling over. By the time he reached the spot where he'd last seen him, the youth would be gone, in his place nothing but wet blacktop and the laughter of the empty road, proof that fate was, indeed, against him and his family.
"Be there, be there." He kept repeating the phrase as he got closer to exit 151; a mantra, a verbal spell to keep others away from his prize.
He passed the sign indicating that the exit was a quarter of a mile ahead, and his headlights caught the beginning of the curve.
The hitchhiker was nowhere in sight.
"No, no, no … Don't do this to me. Don't you dare do this to me …"
Sam came out of the curve moving a bit too fast, his anxiety getting the better of him. His car slid a little to the left, illuminating more of the shoulder than normal, and there was the boy, sitting on the guard rail dejectedly getting soaked in the down-pouring rain. 
Fate, it seemed, was being kind after all.
At his speed, it took Sam another couple of hundred yards to pull over safely without sliding off the road. He flashed his lights once, twice, letting the youth know that he was waiting, and watched through the rear-view mirror as the teen approached.
When the youth was ten or fifteen yards back, Sam turned on the interior light and reached over to unlock the door. The act would let the hitchhiker know he was alone in the car and give him a chance to make his own decision about the safety of the situation before him. Sam did his best to appear non-threatening.
The road around him was dark, and no other cars were in sight in either direction when the youth grabbed the door handle and slipped into the seat next to Sam. The backpack, in reality a soggy, canvas duffel bag, found a place at his feet. 
The youth was in his mid-twenties and spoke with an accent, Kentucky or Tennessee, one of the southern states, Sam guessed. His first impression had been correct; the boy couldn't have been more than 150 pounds, narrow-waisted and thin-framed. He had a dancer's body, but without the muscle. The clothes he wore were common, no expensive brands for this kid, just a pair of Levi's and a worn sweatshirt that had seen better days. 
He took off his Red Sox cap and ran a hand through his wet, curly hair.
"Thanks man. I appreciate it. Been a long night," he said, looking at Sam for the first time.
Sam glanced away, ostensibly checking the traffic in the mirror, but really just hiding his face in the shadows. He was afraid his gleeful expression would give him away. "No problem. Buckle up, though." Sam waited until the youth had complied, then pulled back out into traffic. "Where you headed?"
"San Diego."
"Damn, that's a long way."
"Tell me about it. But it sure as shit beats Oklahoma City."
Sam nodded, doing what he could to put the boy at ease. He could feel his own heart pounding as his mind worked out all the angles in his head, knowing he had only one chance to get it right. If it went sour and the boy got away …
"I'm headed for Bellingham. I can take you that far at least, okay?"
The youth nodded. "Yeah, yeah, that would be great."
"What's your name?"
"Tony. Tony Romanto." He stuck out a hand and Sam shook it, noting at the same time the tentative way the other did so. It was a good sign.
Sam went on without offering his own name. "You got people waiting for you in San Diego?"
"Nah. Just headed for the coast. See the ocean and all that, ya know?"
Bingo. "Sure. Did it myself when I was your age."
Sam turned and smiled, as if in on the secret, letting the teenager get a clear look at his face for the first time. What the youth saw there must have been reassuring, for he smiled back, relaxed. When he did, Sam smashed him in the face without warning with a fist like bedrock, rocking the youth's head back against the glass of the door behind him with an audible crack.
Once was all it took. The kid slumped forward against the seatbelt, unconscious before he could utter another sound.
"Sorry, Tony. Looks like you ain't gonna make San Diego after all."
He got off at the nearest ramp and drove around until he found a small strip-mall. A liquor store, a Walgreens, a few other inconsequential places, the kind of place with minimal traffic at this hour of the night. Pulling around behind the buildings, Sam parked in a shadowed spot and stared out of the windows.
The rain drummed on the roof, keeping time with his pounding heart.
After ten minutes of watching, he was convinced they were alone and unobserved.
He reached up and made certain the interior light was set to off, then got out of the car.
Instantly his jacket and pants were soaked. He could feel the rain running down the sides of his uncovered head, but he ignored it and made his way back to the trunk. Opening it, he leaned inside, shielding himself partially from the rain by doing so, and searched through the bag of supplies he's just bought until he found the duct tape. He stuffed the tape in his pocket, freeing both hands so that he could grab the bags and move them to the back seat of the vehicle, leaving the trunk empty. Once he'd done so, he returned to the trunk and taped over the light, plunging the interior back into darkness.
Sam moved to the passenger door and carefully opened it, catching Tony's body as he did so. Swiftly, he dragged the unconscious youth over to the trunk and dumped him inside. Removing the tape from his pocket, he tore off several long sections and wrapped them around the boy's wrists and ankles, binding him securely. He next placed another piece over the boy's mouth so that it stretched from ear to ear, though he was careful to leave him plenty of room to breathe through his nose.
He also took a moment to remove the kid's wallet from the back pocket of his jeans.
When he was finished, he slammed the trunk, got back in the car, and drove away.
Twenty minutes later he was getting off the interstate a few blocks from his house. Careful to obey the speed limit and making certain to avoid running the yellow light he encountered at the bottom of the hill, Sam drove straight to his house, into the garage and then closed the door behind him.
Tony, if that was really his name, was still unconscious. Grabbing the boy beneath his arms, he dragged him across the garage, through the kitchen and over to the cellar door. He propped it open, hefted the unconscious youth's body over one shoulder, and descended.
Once he reached the bottom, he unceremoniously dumped the boy on the floor, then went back to the car for the rest of his supplies.
When he returned, the boy was just starting to stir. Sam was already worn out; the thought of having to fight with the awakening youth quickened his pace. He double checked the tape that held the boy immobile, peeled off the piece that covered his mouth, and then reached for the gallon jug of Drano he'd brought down from the kitchen on his way.
Forcing the mouth of the jug between the boy's teeth, Sam poured the contents down his throat. When it was empty, he tossed the jug aside, retaped his mouth closed, and sat back to wait, chanting the required litany all the while.
It didn't take long.
One moment the boy was lying there peacefully, the next he'd gone into violent convulsions. His eyes popped open and his body retched in self-preservation, trying to heave up the contents of his stomach, but the gag simply forced it back down again. 
Tony flopped about like a fish out of water, a horrible gargling noise issuing from his convulsing body.
It went on like that for another fifteen minutes. Sam used the time to start digging the boy's grave, occasionally glancing over to be certain nothing new was happening. He'd managed to get another sizable chunk of wood flooring torn up and had begun digging into the dirt beneath when he realised that the sounds coming from the teenager had stopped.
One look was all it took to assure him that Tony was dead.
Two down, five to go, a strange little voice whispered in the back of his mind.
It took him several moments to recognise that voice as his own.
The events of the last forty-eight hours were changing him, he realised, in ways he wasn't even aware of. What he did know was that he no longer cared about his fellow man, about concepts such as right or wrong, justice or injustice. All he cared about was saving his daughter. After that, anything else was secondary.
While he could realise intellectually that what had happened to Tony was a tragedy, he couldn't bring himself to care much one way or the other. Tony's death would help save his daughter's life.
That made all the horror worth it.
And with that thought looming in the forefront of his mind, Sam got back to work.
This time, he laid down another piece of plastic sheeting and performed the butchery right there on the cellar floor. He opened up his new copy of Gray's and carefully inspected the diagrams inside, giving him a good idea of what he was facing. He used one of the surgical knives from the set he'd picked up to make an incision starting just beneath the sternum and extending down into the top of the pubic region. Then he made two perpendicular cuts on either side, one running along the lower rib and the other just beneath the beltline. When he was finished, he simply peeled the flesh and muscle back like a banana peel on either side, exposing the internal organs.
A quick reference to the book's open page, a few minutes of hunting around to be certain he had the right organ, a snip and a slash and voila - one perfectly healthy human kidney came free in his hands.
He tossed it into the Tupperware container at his side.
Laying the knife down, he stood and removed his shirt and pants. They were covered in blood, and getting rid of them would be easier than trying to clean them. He tossed them onto the corpse and changed into a pair of shirts and a T-shirt. Rolling everything up inside the plastic, he tied it securely at each end. He cleaned the surgical tool in the bucket of warm water he'd brought downstairs for just that purpose and replaced it in its case.
Since it was still early, just after midnight, he made the decision to dispose of the body now, so he wouldn't have to do it later. The process of digging the grave, dumping the body, covering it with quicklime and then filling in the hole went much faster this time around. He completed the job just before 2.00 am.
Returning to the kitchen, he went through the ritual of preparing the "protein" shake, just as he had the night before. While he was waiting for it to mix together, he idly flipped through the contents of the kid's wallet. A Tennessee driver's licence in the name of Tony Romanto, age 22, confirmed his earlier guess regarding the boy's origins. The license had expired two years earlier, however, which meant the residency information was long out of date. Without a permanent address, it would have been impossible to renew the document, which meant once again that Lady Luck had been smiling on Sam when he'd come around that curve and seen the younger man by the side of the road. Aside from the licence, there wasn't much else of interest inside the wallet; a few scraps of paper, some long-faded receipts, a coupon for a free small fries from McDonald's, and an unused condom that looked long past its prime. The flimsy detritus of an otherwise uneventful life. Seeing it all laid out on the table before him convinced Sam he'd made the right choice.
At least this way, the boy's life had been worth something.
After throwing the wallet in the trash and disposing of the licence in the paper shredder by his desk, Sam headed upstairs to shower and change into a clean set of clothes. Then it was back to the hospital for round two of Jessica's miracle cure.
He was just steps away from her room when a voice spoke out of the darkness.
"Mr Dalton?"
Heart thrumming in his chest, Sam turned toward the sound.
It was the priest again. The one he'd confronted the day before. He was standing in the doorway of the room across the hall, his face half hidden in shadow. Sam could make out the whiteness of his clerical collar against the darkness of his shirt.
The man went on, without waiting for an answer. "I wanted to apologise. For my behaviour yesterday. It was rude and disrespectful, which I assure you wasn't my intent."
Sam shook himself, cast aside the fear of discovery that had momentarily paralysed him. Get rid of him, he thought. Say anything, just get rid of him. "No…no problem, Father. I should be the one apologising." He tried a smile, hoping that it would be accepted for sincerity. "I'm afraid you caught me at my worst."
"It happens to the best of us," the man replied, responding with a tired smile of his own. He looked off down the hall, suddenly lost in thought.
The change in the priest's demeanour from the day before caught Sam's attention. This wasn't the same confident individual that had confronted him in the hallway. This was a man burdened by grief, by doubt. Sam was all too familiar with the symptoms not to notice. And since it was after three in the morning …
The words left his mouth before he was even aware he intended to speak. 
"Did something happen, Father? Is the boy okay?"
The other man started from his daze, his head coming up slowly and his eyes focusing on Sam's own. "The boy? Oh, you mean Arthur." He fumbled for words. "The cancer … spreading … not much time left." One hand waved in the air unnoticed, as if fending off the bad news.
For just an instant, Sam was overcome with the desire to tell him, to let him in on the secret. The boy doesn't have to die, he could imagine himself saying, there's this ritual, see, and …
Reality reasserted itself before he could do anything so colossally stupid. Instead, he whispered a heartfelt "I'm sorry" to the other man and turned away, unable and unwilling to voice the truth. The priest was still standing there, staring off down the darkened hospital corridor when Sam felt the door to his daughter's room close at his back, sealing away the grief. 
He pulled the thermos from his pack and moved toward his sleeping child.
His daughter wasn't going to end up like that boy, not while he had something to say about it …
***
The third victim was a homeless man he caught sleeping out behind the wreckage of the old train station on Bellington. The man bled to death from his slashed throat with barely a protest, his eyes wide as Sam caught some of his fountaining blood in a carefully placed plastic bucket.
The next morning, Jessica's white blood cell count was back to where it was supposed to be, and the jaundiced look of her body had vanished as swiftly as if it had never been.
Victim number four collapsed from an overdose of horse tranquiliser, administered when Sam stabbed him in the shoulder as the man hunted through the dumpster behind the Jolly Roger Bar and Grill. The paralysing drug stopped the man's heart in seconds, and all Sam had to do was push him into his waiting trunk and drive away, with no-one the wiser.
The days began to blend together, a kaleidoscope of images that sucked at Sam's sanity and tore at his soul, but there was Jessica, always Jessica, to think of. That kept him going when the guilt began to loom. Home from the hospital to dispose of the body, snatch a few hours' sleep, then back out of the door on the hunt for the next donor, the killing cycle starting all over again.
Victim number five offered to blow him in the back seat of his car for twenty bucks. He countered with an offer of a decent meal and a night's romp in his bed. Back at his house, she discovered she'd gotten more than she'd bargained for as he held her beneath the water in the bathtub and waited for her to drown. Sam felt a twinge of horror a short time later when he cut into her pretty blonde head with his band saw, but the feeling didn't last for long and, besides, the saw was the only tool powerful enough to take off the top of her skull, exposing her brain.
By mid-morning on Thursday, Jessica's headaches were gone and her demeanour was lively and spirited once more.
The doctors, of course, continued to praise their wonderful new drug cocktail, and patted themselves on the back for their brilliance. With her ability to eat and her appetite restored, they removed her IV and brought her medication in pill form once a day, which only made it easier for Sam to swap it for some harmless dietary pills instead. After all this time, the doctors trusted him to be certain Jessica took her medicine. They knew he wouldn't do anything to interfere with the marvellous success they were having with their current treatment.
Thursday evening's victim, number six, turned out to be the easiest so far. Running the elderly wino down in the dark alley with his car was child's play. Once back in his basement, he removed the man's left leg at the knee with the judicious application of a pair of industrial shears. Cleaning the flesh from the bone was not difficult, but it certainly was messy. He washed and then pulverised the bone with a hammer, breaking it into smaller pieces. These he ground up by hand in a mortar and pestle. The resulting heap of white powder mixed up in the blender quite nicely.
By Friday morning, Jessica's last remaining problem was confined to her liver. The doctors were concerned. The liver was failing, that was clear, and Jessica couldn't live without it. To make matters worse, they were afraid to attempt a transplant, given her weakened condition, but Sam wasn't worried about it at all. Just one more victim and everything would be all right for his little girl.
After disposing of the wino's corpse, Sam spent the afternoon looking at options. He finally came back to the idea he'd had on Monday afternoon; scope the bus station and hope he got lucky. It wasn't the best of plans, in fact it left a fair amount of room for error, but he was too tired to come up with anything new.
One more, he thought.
Just one more.





Friday Evening
The terminal was crowded, the bad weather keeping the majority of the customers inside and out of the rain. Sam stalked through their midst, hunting for just the right opportunity, just the right set of circumstances to put things in his favour. He found it at half past seven.
The girl had come off the last bus, the sum total of her belongings packed into a small suitcase that had clearly seen better days. She strode past Sam without looking up, and something clicked in the back of his mind. Somehow he knew, she was the one.
He followed her across the station at a discreet distance, watching. No-one came to greet her, no one seemed to care. She wasn't looking around for anyone, like so many of the other passengers were doing, either. She simply strode for the exit with resigned strides, her bag clutched in one hand.
Five minutes later, he pulled his car up beside her as she walked down the edge of the street.
"Need a lift?" he asked.
"No," she said, without turning to look at him.
The rain was still coming down steadily, and her thin clothes were already soaked through. 
"Come on," Sam replied, "I don't bite. It's pouring out. You'll catch your death before you get to wherever you're going."
She glanced at him, but kept walking.
"Okay, suit yourself. I'm making a delivery to the soup kitchen and thought you looked like you could use a hot meal and a bed, but if you're not interested …" He started rolling up the window, letting the car drift ahead of her.
The offer of a hot meal was what did it.
She hadn't had one in more than a week, she said, once she climbed inside the car.
He let her prattle on for several more minutes, nodding agreeably where needed, until she let her guard down. 
When she did, he clubbed her just above her left ear with his fist.
This time, it didn't work.
She reeled from the blow, but didn't lose consciousness. When Sam raised his fist to strike at her again, she stabbed a penknife into his side, just beneath the third rib.
"I knew it, you motherfucker!" she screamed, stabbing him again.
The pain was excruciating. Sam turned away from the road, using both arms to fend off another attack, and was forced to take his foot off the gas. The car slowed noticeably.
That was all she needed.
She stabbed at his face, forcing him to turn away, and as he did so, she threw open the door and tumbled out into the rain. As the car continued on, Sam looked back through the mirror in time to see her climb to her feet and charge off into the night.
They were in an industrial part of town, surrounded by empty offices and vacant lots still under construction. Chances were that no-one would see or hear them, no matter what happened. With only a few hours left before his deadline, Sam decided he couldn't afford to let the girl escape.
He pulled the car off the road, threw it into park and chased after her on foot through the vacant lot into which she had disappeared.
If she'd been quiet, she might have gotten away. The rain and the darkness made it difficult for him to see. All she'd had to do was to keep down, out of sight, and she'd probably have been able to slip away into the gloom, never to be seen again. But instead she was screaming for help at the top of her lungs, and that made it easy for him to catch up with her.
The crowbar he'd taken with him from under the front seat did the rest.
Dragging her unconscious form back to the car, he threw it into the trunk and drove off.
If anyone had seen them, so be it.
After tonight, he was done anyway, he thought with grim satisfaction. No matter what, he'd saved his daughter, and that's all that mattered in the long run.
The stab wounds in his side hurt, but he knew they weren't serious. He'd lost a little blood, and would need to take care of them when he got home, but he certainly wasn't in any danger of bleeding to death. He passed the rest of the ride alternating between cursing himself for getting cocky and grunting in pain whenever he twisted his body in the wrong direction. 
Fifteen minutes later he pulled off on the exit ramp, and shortly thereafter reached his home.
He triggered the garage remote as he pulled the car into the driveway, expecting to drive right inside, but nothing happened. The door stayed shut and he almost drove into it, so great was his surprise.
He stopped the car, shook the device and then tried again. 
Nothing.
"Damn it! I don't need this!" He smacked the remote sharply against the dash and then gave it another try.
Still no joy.
Enraged, Sam threw the device against the passenger door, eliciting another flash of pain from his wounds, and then got out. He'd have to open the garage from inside the house. 
A glance at his watch told him he was running horribly behind. He had only four hours to remove the organ, mix it into the shake, and get it over to Jessica.
He didn't think it would be enough time.
"Damn well gonna have to be enough, because I'm not starting this all over again!" he muttered under his breath as he got out of the car. He slammed the car door and stalked up his front stairs.
In his anger, he didn't notice that the deadbolt was disengaged or that the key turned too easily in the lock.
He moved swiftly down the dark hallway, intent on reaching the kitchen and, through it, the garage. As he passed the living room, he caught a sense of motion out of the corner of his eye. 
He turned.
A large, shadowed figure loomed there, larger than he was.
He experienced a moment of stunned surprise when a hard, gun-like object was pressed against his chest, but that was quickly obliterated when the taser went off, sending twenty-five Watts of power jolting through his body.
Then, darkness.
***
When Sam came to, he found himself blindfolded and tied to a chair. His mouth was dry and the back of his head hurt where he had been struck, but he seemed otherwise uninjured. He struggled against his bonds, but soon gave up the effort; they were just too secure.
"Hello? Anyone there?" he asked.
The answer was immediate, as if they had been waiting for him to speak. It was a woman's voice, full of sorrow and regret.
"I'm sorry you've had to go through this, Mr Dalton. Very sorry. About all of it. But I didn't have a choice."
"Sorry about what?" Sam asked, but the woman went on speaking as if she hadn't heard.
"I know it was difficult for you. Losing your wife couldn't have been easy. But we did what we could to make it quick without breaking the rules of the game. We do have some compassion, after all."
At the mention of his wife, Sam froze. 
"I didn't want to do that to your daughter, truly, but Gray insisted. And that experimental disease culture stolen from his lab sure did the trick. We'd already come this far, there was no sense stopping now. It was going so well, too, until you found that stupid book." The woman's voice changed, became harder, fiercer. "Why'd you have to do that? Why couldn't you just leave it alone?"
Sam's thoughts reeled. They'd killed his wife? Infected his daughter?
"No matter now, I suppose. It's Monday. You do know what that means, don't you, Mr Dalton?"
Monday? No. No, it couldn't be. If it was Monday that meant …
"The cycle is broken." The anger had been replaced with gloating. "The changes you've managed to impose will swiftly reverse themselves. All your efforts will have been for nothing."
Instinctively, Sam knew she was right. The manuscript had been specific; seven organs ingested over seven days. While it hadn't said what would happen if the ritual wasn't completed, Sam had no doubt that by its nature it wouldn't be good for it to be interrupted in midstream. Which meant Jessica was going to die, unless he could start the cycle all over again …
Sam went berserk. He yanked on his bonds, trying to pull his arms and legs free. He twisted his wrists and rotated his ankles. He bent his neck and tried to bite the ropes that secured his chest to the back of the chair.
None of it was any use.
At last, exhausted, he slumped in his seat, gasping for breath.
Despair rose and then buried him beneath its tide.
At that moment the woman screamed, "Yes! Yes! There it is! Now, Gray, now!"
Sam felt a sharp stab in his thigh, followed by pressure as something was injected into his system. Immediately, his muscles began to cramp and then stiffen. Like a slow, rising shadow, the numbness spread upward through his legs, to his hips, to his abdomen, rising higher with each passing second. 
He heard the pages of a book being turned, and the woman's voice came out of the darkness once more, rising with excitement until it reached the fevered pitch of exultation. "The seventh and final death - a heart stopped in the moment of despair. We've done it, Gray, we've done it. Jason will live!"
Sam felt his heart seize, flutter, seize again.
This time it did not restart.
In that moment between the stillness of his heart and the pending death of his mind, before the darkness swept in and swallowed him whole, Sam Dalton came face to face with a harsh reality of life.
Love was the most powerful of all human emotions, and in its name people would do horrible things. Lie, cheat, steal, even kill. It was clear that his captors were following another ritual, one similar to but slightly different from his own. Sam knew instinctively that it had come from a book, and he had little doubt from whom they had obtained it. 
Equally obvious was the fact that he wasn't the only person who loved someone more than life itself.
More than their own life, or anyone else's, for that matter.
The darkness closed around him one final time, and somewhere in its thunderous depths, he could hear an empty-eyed saviour laughing wildly.
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