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Introduction

The epiphany that would become Streets of Shadows struck me about a year ago.  I was already itching to do a follow up to the Dark Faith anthologies, but I wanted to carve out new territory.  My Knights of Breton Court series had just been re-released in a beautiful omnibus edition, and as I placed the new book on my shelf, I realized it joined an overwhelming number of my favorite crime and fantasy authors.  Mixing the two genres in an anthology seemed like a perfect extension of what I’d done with the book series.  But could I rope Jerry into doing it with me?

Maurice and I have the benefit of similar tastes.  Our bookshelves are tributes to Elmore Leonard, Neil Gaiman, Cormac McCarthy, N.K. Jemisin, Walter Mosley—you get the idea.  Maurice didn’t have to work all that hard to get me on board.  He knew the idea of blurring the line between crime and urban fantasy would appeal to me.  At their best, both genres explore the deeper meaning lurking behind the façade of polite society.  And both offer the opportunity to showcase magic realism, which I love.  But would Maurice be up for mixing modern with traditional crime noir, and what about all those wonderfully strange stories that defy labels?


Anyone who is familiar with the kind of stories we gravitated to in the Dark Faith series could probably guess the answer.  Traditional crime/private investigator-type stories have their place, but there also had to be room for stories with new or different interpretations of noir and urban fantasy.  To get the right mix of stories, we had to cast the net wide.  Authors with followings for their own brand of private detectives, like Jonathan Maberry, Kevin J. Anderson, and Anton Strout.  Authors with divergent takes on crime and fantasy, like Tom Piccirilli, Paul Tremblay, Nick Mamatas, and Doug Warrick.  Authors with diverse visions, like Nisi Shawl, Brandon Massey, and Laurie Tom.

The end result?  Eliot Ness and Al Capone face off against the supernatural answer to prohibition in the same book where prostitutes inject sacred blood into their bodies to joyride as Gods.  Grizzled detectives, living and dead, share space with gang-banging witches, homicidal AI, and a man who has been killing kittens.  The blend follows, subverts, and occasionally ignores traditions and tropes.  Hopefully, along the way, it plows some fresh ground in the much loved fields of urban fantasy and crime.

Maurice Broaddus               Jerry Gordon




Maurice Broaddus has written hundreds of short stories, essays, novellas, and articles.  His dark fiction has been published in numerous magazines, anthologies, and web sites, including Asimov's Science Fiction, Cemetery Dance, Apex Magazine, and Weird Tales Magazine.  He is the co-editor of Streets of Shadows (Alliteration Ink) and the Dark Faith anthology series (Apex Books) and the author of the urban fantasy trilogy, Knights of Breton Court (Angry Robot Books).  He has been a teaching artist for over five years, teaching creative writing to students of all ages. Visit his site at www.MauriceBroaddus.com.

Jerry Gordon is the co-editor of Streets of Shadows (Alliteration Ink) and the Dark Faith and Last Rights anthology series (Apex Books).  His fiction has appeared in Apex Magazine, Shroud, and the Midnight Diner.  When he's not writing and editing, he's teaching college classes and running a software company.  You can find him blurring genre lines at www.jerrygordon.net.



What I Am

Tom Piccirilli


I know what I am. 

I am Big Apple. I bear witness to struggle, to tragedy small and enormous, to daily happiness, madness, and vengeance. I am gas leak, rent hike, and sewer blockage. I am five-alarm fire. I am subway strike, rat infestation, rabid raccoons in the Cloisters. I am ten foot stacks of garbage. I am old lady purse-snatch, I am drunkard and drug-addled, dead beneath river rock bridge in Central Park. I am the Mexican cartel cutting deals with the Russian mafia. I am cold wind and icy stone. I am rumbling subway and crazy serial killer pushers dropping strangers onto the tracks.  I am long-forgotten statues and arches. 

I am museum, I am priceless art and knowledge. I am East River, Hudson River, Harlem River, Ellis Island, and Mid-Town Tunnel. I am Metropolitan Museum of History and Science. I am MOMA. I am Holland Tunnel, I am Brooklyn Bridge, I am Knickerbocker. I am Liberty Island, I am Verrazzano Narrows, Washington Bridge, both upper and lower decks. I am bank robber dead inside the lobby of Citibank down in East Village. 

My soul has gone to where New Yorker souls go. 

I am the city now. My name is Guggenheim, Rockefeller, Trump, Lennon, Dakota, Chelsea, Waldorf Astoria, Plaza, Wickquasgeck Trail, West End Highway, Fifth Avenue, and St. Mark.

I have my satchel filled with about a quarter mill. The intel Zacko and I received was faulty. I suspected it would be. It didn’t cost us much. The juggers we got it from were ex-cons. When an ex-con tells you he’s got all the goods on a heist, punch his fucking teeth down his throat. If they had all the goods they wouldn’t have been to prison. Despite knocking over banks, gas stations, gun shops, and liquor stores, I’d never been to prison. Not until now, surrounded by bedrock, iron, electricity, and water mains.

There were four guards on the lower level of the bank, not three. One was working the safe-deposit boxes and flirting with a customer. She was pretty and I didn’t blame him, not even after he killed me. 

According to his name badge, his name is Lou. He called the woman “Joycie.” I pointed my gun but the fucker had been practicing quick-draws since he’d retired from the NYPD. He barely cleared his holster before firing and caught me high in the thigh. Direct tag on my femoral artery. I could calculate the odds because I am also computer, I am accountant, I am ten billion stacks and volumes of library and history. I bled out before Zacko could make it down the steps. I heard him fire his shotgun twice and wanted to tell him to stop. 

I am Columbus Circle, Times Square, Broadway, the heart of theater, the spleen of the arts, a hundred million lights and broken hearts, the Great White Way. I am Damn Yankees, The Misanthrope, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Cats, Phantom of the Opera, Les Miserables, A Doll’s House, Uncle Vanya, Hamlet, True West. I am ambulances blazing by on the streets during quiet periods of drama, I am shrieking police cars to tighten your rectum between acts. I am Playbill, I am poster art, I am standing ovation, I am 58 week runs. I am two-show shutdowns, I am opening night jitters and final wrap-up rehearsal.

I am already fading into the floor. 

I am a millisecond dead. There is no point to breathing anymore, lungs straining bellows. Maybe he could get away, but Zacko is very stupid without me. He’ll be caught long before he gets back to the Bronx. He’ll take 9 and go through the toll. They’ll have pictures of him and the car everywhere.  

I am now part of the Indians, their foolish jewelry, the graves of a hundred thousand tribesmen and Amsterdam explorers. I am dust and brick and beautifully hand-crafted gurgling gargoyle rain gutters.

The name I had is only a whisper on the wind, calling me. I am a widening pool of blood, already full of flies, much too sticky for an easy cleanup. I am janitorial staff working through the night. I am guilt, I am not a bad guy. I feel sorry for my sins. I float through the walls and see Zacko panicking, screaming for me.

I am Empire State Building, I am ruins of towers, I am rebuilding, I am a billion metric tons of bone meal. I am ten thousand shit-shops selling tourist-trap crap. I am I HEART NY t-shirts, posters, bumper stickers, little King Kong salt and pepper shakers, mouse pads of Liberty. I am South Street Seaport, Thanksgiving Day Parade, Halloween traditions, bars, gentlemen’s clubs, strip clubs, gay gathering spots, echoes of lost public bath houses, Plato’s Retreat, dead disco, 54, skyline, spires of beauty and riches and top line technology. When I was human this made me sick with jealousy and hate. Now, I am what I was driven to want.

Zacko, the moron, is still yelling my name. If I wasn’t already gone I’d be headed for the can. Before we got out of the getaway car I reminded him not to use names. I wore a monkey mask, Zacko was some super-hero I didn’t recognize. 

Lou is a pro. He checks my pulse. He doesn’t find anything and sits back and sighs. I appreciate that sigh. It is a very sincere and human sound. It is like the whisper of my name fluttering away. Joycie turns the corner of the small area where she was going through her safety deposit box staring at her jewels, the over-estimates on her insurance papers. She will claim I got to the jewels and stole them. She puts them on now. She is as bad a crook as Zacko. Diamond bracelet, string of pearls, Lady’s Rolex. All the flash blinds my dead eyes.

Lou says, “Twenty-four years on the force and I only fired my gun once on duty. Now I’ve killed a man.” 

I want to tell Lou not to feel bad. He’s a lifelong New Yorker, which means he’ll wind up here with me eventually. He will lose his guilt and conscience as it serves no purpose to granite and towers and the King Tut exhibition. After all, this is the greatest city in the world. Of course we all wind up here. Who could ever believe in another kind of heaven or hell?

I am fleets of Persian and Armenian cab drivers, dying squeegee men pushing shopping carts, picking up cans and spritzing windshields at red lights. I am cinema, sea, and graveyard. I am precincts solving heinous horrors. Lou worked out of the 1-6 most of his career, before he slipped back and forth to Bed Stuy, where he helped to perfect the “Brooklyn Bounce.” Evidence would go missing and the cops would sell tons of drugs back to the dealers. A faint remnant of my criminal self gives a mental nod of recognition to Lou. 

The first time I drew down on a store owner was a liquor store in East Harlem. My first partner was a Puerto Rican banger named Caesar. He liked to think he was a king, but he thought a lot of stupid things, just like I once did. 

I drew on the liquor shop owner, but I didn’t fire. Caesar did. And when he got caught, he ratted and said I’d shot the guy. So when Caesar got back from spilling his guts, I spilled them for real. I was human then. I believed in revenge. I opened a three foot slash in him with four-inch blade.

I watch murder silently. I stare after ambulances racing down my streets toward hospitals. Cars pile upon each other, ram bicyclists out of the wheel, rollerbladers, pedestrians, children playing. Blood runs in my gutters alongside tears and harsh laugher. My own blood seeps between Lou’s fingers and beneath the bank. Joycie will undoubtedly use him in her alibi scheme. She’s got those kind of eyes.

I was a hook and book, a smash and grab. If I was going to be ambitious I should’ve gone to school and become a doctor, not try to take down a bank with a junkie idiot partner and a .45. Like everyone else in New York, I got what I deserved. The city, which is me, is just.

I am the outskirts of paradise, the wells of hell, I am full of bimbos in limbo. I am the story of purgatory. I have rhythm, I am song, I am scream, I am the angel of death and I do death’s work. I am thick with sick. I am homosexual madman murderer stalking the Port Authority Bus Terminal men’s room. I am chickenhawk with short eyes watching girls escaping small towns arrive in big city to achieve their dreams. I am the Circle Line Ferry packed with paranoia, waiting for terrorism jihad to strike. I am stink, I am sex, I am endless weeping, I am empty churches kept alive with the donations of gangsters and pedophiles. I am the breath and moody weight of St. Patrick’s Cathedral.

Zacko fires again. He can’t hold the hostages by himself and is going crazy. There are police surrounding the place. He’ll be dead soon too. My human heart ceases beating and the spraying blood ceases. 

I am whores along the highway, under the 59th Street Bridge, I am homeless shelters, drug rehab clinics, soup kitchens. I am fervid, febrile university students. I am film school, I am college sexual experimentation, and the need to contribute their verses to the great song of the world. 

Zacko finally makes it down the stairs. I know he’s going to kill Lou. I mutter my objection and all the bank boxes spring open at once. Zacko is terrified. So are Lou and Joycie.  Those pearls would’ve taken care of me for at least five years. 

Zacko stomps down the marble steps and straight across my ocean of blood. Why not leave more evidence behind? Red footprints showing his shoe pattern. His super-hero mask is askew. He probably pulled it up to catch his breath and showed his face to everybody. I want to slap this shit out of him, what is left of me to anger. I am pimp, police, pianist, prima donna, priest, and painter. I am clippy-clop hooves of horse-drawn carriages parking in front of Penn Station at Madison Square Garden.

Zacko shouts my name again. Lou looks up. He pulls the exact same move on Zacko as he did me. Quick-draw barely clearing the holster, firing into dumb meat. It takes him higher since Lou is on his knees. Zacko falls face first, his shotgun sliding across the slick floor. Joycie catches it beneath her heel with careful and unexpected agility. She picks it up. She’s got a plan for Lou. 

He turns too slowly.

I could drop the entire bank on her, but I am not a purveyor of fairness or man-made law. I never was.

I am Big Apple. 

I am what you know to be true, in your bones, the base of your brain, in the pits of your eyes, I am the greatest city on the face of the earth. I am death, and I am life, and I am the haunting power of all deities, and I will eternal remain.




Tom Piccirilli is an American novelist and short story writer. He has sold over 150 stories in the mystery, thriller, horror, erotica, and science fiction fields. Piccirilli is a two-time winner of the International Thriller Writers Award for "Best Paperback Original" (2008, 2010). He is a four-time winner of the Bram Stoker Award. He was also a finalist for the 2009 Edgar Allan Poe Award given by the Mystery Writers of America, a final nominee for the Fantasy Award, and he won the first Bram Stoker Award given in the category of "Best Poetry Collection".


A Game of Cards

A.C. Wise

Times like this, it’s like I never left the ring. The crack of fist to jaw, spitting blood, and that first bitter-sweet pulse of heat that’ll be a beautiful bruise by morning. Except there are no spotlights, no crowds shouting my name, and it’s a lucky elbow thrown with a wild prayer rather than a punch thrown with skill that catches me. 

One thing is the same: It hurts like a motherfucker.

The blow lands in just the right spot to send pain along an old fault line, the one that ended my career. Now I’m pissed. 

I’ve got at least ten pounds on this guy, all muscle. He’s skinny as a rag soaked in kerosene; wiry is one thing, if you know how to use it, but he doesn’t. He’s flailing, cornered. He got one lucky shot. He won’t get two.

The nice thing about working the door at The Lucky Bitch (named in honor the boss’ ex-wife, if you’re wondering) is no one cares if I get a little rough in the line of duty. Why hire a former IFBA Middleweight Champion if you don’t want her to crack few skulls?

I drop the punk, and it’s a thing of beauty. Precision, clock-work tight. All the guy needs is a love-tap, and he folds, stick limbs going loose. A rare summer rain left the strip slick with neon glow, and he manages to land right in a puddle, shattering all that pretty reflected light. 

Even if they aren’t chanting my name, there’s still a crowd gathered at the velvet rope outside the casino. I flip my braids over my shoulder, beads clacking, and pop my knuckles for dramatic flair.

“Didn’t your momma ever teach you not to hit girls?”

I can’t help grinning at the smattering of applause. Damn, it still feels good. But the punk rolls onto his side, looking up at me. Despite his grimace, he gathers his stick-limbs under him, like he’s ready to go one more round.

“You don’t want to do that,” I say.

He licks his lips, gaze darting past me, like he’s weighing his options. I nod at Sal and Vinnie, and tilt my head toward the mess at my feet. I’m hoping once he sees my clean-up detail, the slabs of beef who keep me company on the Lucky Bitch’s doors, the punk’ll make the smart choice and stay down.

Just as Sal and Vinnie draw even with me, the punk does just that, but it’s wrong. He glances at his watch, of all things, then slumps back, jaws clacking together even though his head never hits the pavement. His body jerks, heels drumming the sidewalk, as his breathing turns erratic.   

“What the shit?” I drop to my knees beside him. “Someone call 9-1-1. He must have swallowed something.”

I reach for him, but my arm freezes. It lasts only a second, long enough for the soft sound of displaced air, which shouldn’t be audible over the crowd erupting into chaos, but is. It’s like a door opening. An electric charge trips the length of my spine, knowledge chasing it. Something just stepped through, something big; the man convulsing on the sidewalk is a decoy, a distraction from the real shit that’s about to go down.

I’m on my feet, moving toward the Lucky Bitch’s doors, already knowing I’m too late.

“Athena? Where are you going?”

I touch Sal’s shoulder as I pass, his confusion falling away behind me. “Take care of him,” I shout, but it’s too late for the man on the sidewalk, too.

I burst through the casino doors, into the world of oxygen-enhanced air, no clocks, and glittering bright machines dispensing just enough coins to keep the junkies hungry for one more spin. I see him immediately – a man in a suit so black it seems to suck in the light. Shadows buzz around him, thick as flies, making him hard to see. Everything about him wants to resist my gaze, make it slide away. I clench my jaw, ignoring fresh pain flaring through the bone. 

The man hefts an axe from his back – heavy, ornamental, impossible, and definitely not there a moment ago. My legs won’t move fast enough. My voice is gone. All I can do watch as the man swings the axe and beheads a slick-looking customer in an Armani suit, standing at the nearest craps table.

The world snaps back into true all at once, time resuming its normal course. Armani’s body, minus its head, crumples. The woman standing nearest him screams. The head itself rolls to a stop against a bank of slot machines, the man’s wrap-around sunglasses askew over his shock-wide eyes. Fresh chaos erupts, the scene outside merging with the scene inside. Sirens wail and everywhere, everything is panic.

Except for the man in black, who slings his axe over his shoulder, turns to face me, and winks. He reaches into the pocket of his immaculately-tailored jacket and flicks something toward the fallen body. Then he vanishes. Not metaphorically, literally. The displacement of air, the door opening and closing in reverse, and he’s gone.

My knees fold, but it isn’t weakness. It’s gut instinct, and before my conscious mind has caught up, I’m crawling toward the body, taking advantage of the general chaos to retrieve the object the axe-man threw. A playing card.

Shit.

I slip the card into my pocket, standing before anyone notices. It’s time to call in a favor, and go see an old friend.




As soon as the cops are done taking statements, I’m back outside in the neon-tinted desert air. My jaw is starting to stiffen up. There’s a coppery ache behind my left ear, ground zero for the fault line opened by Mayflower Jones during the ’03 title bout, which currently sits just under the not-quite-yet-bruise delivered courtesy of the punk being carted away from the Lucky Bitch in a body bag. 

I need a drink like nobody’s business, but instead of heading back to the Pink Flamingo and the bottle of Jack waiting in the room rented semi-permanently under my name, I walk further down the seedy side of the strip. I manage to ignore the siren call of several bars that’d be willing to sell me a bit of relief at the friends and family rate, heading away from the brightest lights, down the slickest alleys, to where the lowest of the low games of chance play out in the shadows cast by Vegas’ bright-bright glare. Dice rattle in tin cups; dominoes clack, head-to-tail; cards snap, oddly crisp for all that they’ve been worn down by greasy palms.

I stop at the mouth of an alleyway sandwiched between two non-descript buildings. Ahmed’s maintaining his usual post at the far end. I hang back, allowing myself the luxury of watching a pro at work. Ahmed’s hands are a blur. I almost feel sorry for the sucker whose money is on the three cards shuffling into one and splitting off again. The eagerness in the mark’s expression is painful, like his last hope is pinned to that lost queen, which it probably is. 

My pulse kicks. I know how he feels. 

It’s tempting to warn the man, but anyone stupid enough to bet their last dime on three card monte gets what they deserve. Even if Ahmed wasn’t cheating. Which he probably doesn’t even realize he’s doing. 

On the surface, Ahmed is a small time con man with a knack for making the cards go his way. But there’s a ghost beneath his skin, shadows even Vegas’ brightest lights can’t chase away. Ahmed is one of Lady Luck’s children, one of Her oldest. A long time ago, he walked away from the game, went into hiding, so deep sometimes even he doesn’t remember what he used to be. Like right now, he probably doesn’t even notice the pale glow tripping his long fingers as he shuffles the cards. It’s there and gone and so is the mark’s money and the last of his hopes. The house always wins.

The mark slinks away, and I slide in to take his place. Ahmed’s halfway to dealing out the cards before he looks up. 

“Athena.” 

“I need your help. I’m calling in a favor.” I tap the table for emphasis. His shoulders hunch, as if expecting a blow. 

Luck is a tricky thing. Despite everything Ahmed’s done to walk away, to forget, he’s still here, in Vegas out of all the places he could have gone when he ran away. Luck can quit you anytime, but it doesn’t work both ways. As long as the Lady still wants him in the game, he’ll never be able to fully let go. 

Still, I pull my punch, uncertain how much he remembers and how much he’s forgotten. I don’t mention the word sibling, or say anything about the game. 

Instead, I say, “I just watched a man beheaded by a spooky motherfucker with an axe.”

Ahmed’s mouth actually drops open; I can’t help the edge of a grin. “Come on, let’s get a drink.”

Ahmed’s shoulders hunch further, resigned, and he runs a hand through his dark, wavy hair. 

“Fine, but you’re buying.”

He sweeps up his cards, disappearing them into one of many pockets, and leaves the table squatting at the dim end of the alley like some ancient riddling beast. I steer us to a bar called Blue. Friends and family rate also means non-watered-down drinks. I try not to send my vodka and cranberry the same route as Ahmed’s cards - disappearing it down my throat - and force myself to suck through the dinky plastic straw.

Trying to trip Ahmed’s memory gently, and not send him running scared, I say. “The man with the axe wasn’t human. But he was working with a human accomplice, someone he paid or threatened into causing a distraction – one that ended up getting him killed. So that’s two murders, I guess.”

“Athena. Stop.” 

The expression of sorrow in Ahmed’s eyes when I look up nearly takes my breath away. In some lights, those eyes are almost gold, time-burnished, worn. Just like an old coin. 

“I remember. I’ll help you. But I can’t make any promises.” Ahmed pulls out his deck, not the one he uses to grift, but one worn just as soft at the edges. 

The glow comes back to outline his fingers, stronger now. He plucks a card from the deck, flipping it front to back. I’ve seen him do it a dozen times, just a warm up exercise, but this time it drops my heart into my shoes. The card’s face changes from the Queen of Spades to the Queen of Hearts, blink-quick, then both vanish back into the deck. 

Just like that, my own ghost - the shadow hidden under my skin - jumps up and smacks me in the face. Mel, her angles sharp against Las Vegas’s glare. Her hair the color and smell of honey; her lips the taste and shade of cherries. Her cheekbones dusted with glitter, her lids rimmed with smoke and kohl. There’s nothing real about her on the surface, but behind the doll-bright gleam in her eyes when she dances – danced – up on the Gold Dust Lounge’s bright-lit stage, she was there. Mel. My Mel.

A memory, sudden and sharp, follows on the heels of the image - Mel sitting amidst rumpled sheets, clumsily shuffling a desk of cards. Concentrating, she bites her lower lip – already bitten and tasting of tequila and lime, her lipstick faded and all but gone.

“Pick a card, any card,” she says, holding them out to me. I comply. Despite my best efforts, glitter still dusts the curve of her breasts, the pink of her nipples; it’s impossible not to stare.

“Don’t show me,” she says. “Now put it back in the deck.”

I comply with this, too, watching her shuffle, watching the light from the window move across her bare shoulders. She pauses to snag the bottle of tequila from the dresser, necking it for the last sip.

“Is this your card?” She holds out the Queen of Spades, closing one eye to squint at me.

I shake my head, trying not to look at the empty bottle now resting against her knee. She turns it around, looking between it and me, one eye still closed. Her voice slurs, more sleepy than drunk, a smile tugging her smudged lips.

“Of course it is, see?” She holds it next to my face, as if comparing a photograph. “Athena is another name for the Queen of Spades. Didn’t you know?”

I shake my head again, and she smiles, rising up on her knees and twisting around. “Athena is the Queen of Spades, and I’m the Queen of Hearts.”

She tugs at the waistband of her pink, cotton panties, the only thing she’s wearing. I see the double-heart tattoo at the base of her spine, one above the other, mirrored. 

“If you say so, your highness.” I keep my tone light, because something tingles in sympathy at the base of my spine, a shiver of electricity I want to ignore. I lean forward, nipping lightly at the tattoo and Mel giggles, twisting away. I catch her, pin her down, the electric feeling is replaced by another, making it easy to forget.

Ahmed sets the worn deck on the bar, keeping his attention on it, while busying his hands with a single gold coin. He runs it over the backs of his fingers, making it vanish, making the image stamped on its face change. The tightness eases in my chest, but only somewhat. I concentrate on Ahmed, trying not to think about what I saw in the deck, what I thought I saw. 

The air around Ahmed brightens, making the rest of the bar dim in comparison. Ahmed is hard to look at, like the man with the axe, but bright where the other was shadowed. Sometimes, it seems as though Ahmed’s hands vanish with the coin, slipping into another space before coming back again. My eyes water. 

A thin sheen of sweat beads Ahmed’s forehead. Under the stubble darkening his cheeks, there are shadows that have nothing to do with the light in the bar. Lines of shimmering gold surround him, threads of luck, which he traces through the city, back to their source.

“The dead man outside the casino was named Sonny Malone.” Ahmed’s voice is husked, low, but it makes me jump nonetheless. “He had a two of diamonds sewed inside his jacket pocket when he died.” 

“A token of allegiance?” I say, but Ahmed ignores me. 

His lids are half-lowered, seeing elsewhere than the bar, following a map of luck through Las Vegas. 

“The dead man inside the casino was Carmen Estavez. He was just about to hit the jackpot. High stakes poker.”

The coin in Ahmed’s hand flickers fast, blurring like a succession of tiny moons rolling across his knuckles. 

“Estavez had cards on him, too. A full deck, brand new, no box. It’s gone.”

“Where?” Again, Ahmed doesn’t answer, maybe doesn’t even hear me. 

“There was another card,” he says.

I tense. I haven’t told him about the card thrown by the axe-man, the one tucked inside my pocket. Maybe I should have, but if Ahmed comes to the same conclusion I did, then it’s independent verification.

Ahmed reaches for the deck squared on the bar, and I try not to flinch. He turns the top card over, the King of Diamonds, the only king holding an axe instead of a sword.

“Let me guess, was this his card?” The coin stills in Ahmed’s hand, the hum of power fading. I release a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

Without a word, I reach into my pocket and lay the card thrown by the killer beside Ahmed’s on the bar. The King of Diamonds, one corner stained with the dead man’s blood. 

“Were Sonny and Carmen…” I gesture at the deck, but Ahmed shakes his head.

“I don’t think so. I think someone was using them.”

“You can’t tell who?”

“I can’t see far enough back.”

“Then we need to find Carmen Estavez’s deck,” I say.

Ahmed doesn’t answer. He’s still looking at the deck – hearts, diamonds, spades, and clubs – Lady Luck’s family. His family.

Most people think playing cards evolved from the Tarot, but it’s the other way around. And before there were cards of either kind, there was Ahmed and his extended family. The symbols changed over time - coins, cups, wands, leaves, spades – but the game continued. Some suits were forgotten, some walked away. 

But now two men are dead, and the King of Diamonds is uneasy on his throne, which makes me think maybe not everyone is as happy to be out of the game as Ahmed.

“We need better luck,” I say. 

Ahmed startles. His pupils are wide, chasing the coin-colored ring of his irises into oblivion. But slowly, he comes back, his gaze focusing on me. This goes way beyond the favor he owes me. I wouldn’t blame him for telling me to go fuck myself, forgetting himself again, crawling back to his grifter games, fleecing tourists and desperate junkies for the last of their cash. 

The tilt of Ahmed’s shoulder changes ever so slightly - resignation. He already knows what I’m going to ask him, because he knows me. I push. One more round, one more match, one more championship, one day I’ll make it big and lay down the gloves for good. But instead of a swan song, I did a dead-duck dive. I burnt up all my luck, and there was Mayflower Jones, waiting for her shot at the spotlight, and I went down. 

Now all I’m left with is a ghost; I can still feel the luck, but I can’t twist it my way. Ahmed on the other hand, no matter how much luck he uses up in his little scams, there’s always more. Maybe that’s what comes from being one of the eldest of Lady Luck’s children, instead of a washed-up boxer/ex-supplicant, hanging out in her periphery. Or maybe She just isn’t a ladies dame. 

“Come on,” I say. “It’s time to go to the Temple.”




Like proper penitents, we enter the Temple Casino dressed in the physical manifestation of our humility and willingness to sacrifice for our cause. What else could you possibly call four inch heels thin as needles that send a spike of pain up my back with every step? It’s not just a temple in name, it’s one of the Lady’s holy places. We have to dress the part. 

“I still say the sequins would look better on you.” I lean toward Ahmed, murmuring low. Not that it matters. The snap of cards, the tick of the roulette wheel, the constant electronic clatter of slot machines and the general susurrus of laughter and hope overwhelm all other sounds. Every bet laid is a prayer in the Lady’s name. Hearts, clubs, diamonds, spades, every win and loss adds or takes power away from them, tipping the balance a little more, shifting the tides of the game within the game. 

The base of my spine itches; I can only imagine how Ahmed feels.

“What do you need me to do?” I ask.

My heels sink precariously in the deep pattern of the carpeted floor. I resist the urge to hike up my dress to give my legs more range of motion. The fabric hisses with every step – all beads and gleam, uncomfortable as fuck. Thankfully, no one from the Lucky Bitch ever makes it to this side of the strip. I’d never live it down.

With the heels, I tower over Ahmed. He smirks, but he doesn’t look any more comfortable in his rented tux than I do in my slit-high, cut-low dress. 

“Over there.” He points at a bank of slot machines, handing me a white plastic card stamped with the casino’s logo, loaded with the credits that have replaced coins in modern machines.

“I hate these things,” I say.

Ahmed shrugs. I wonder about what he’s not saying; the less people use coins in casinos, the less his symbol changes hands in a temple of Luck, the less the balance of power tips his way. And the more chance he has of being forgotten. I also wonder why I’m trying to goad him. Ahmed’s a friend, and he’s going above and beyond for me. Maybe it’s because this whole thing has me spooked, because it’s got my skin itching and it’s got me thinking about Mel again. Or maybe it’s just the high heels and sequins putting me in a bad mood.

I bite down on the words good luck as Ahmed walks away. I almost call after him; my presence here is pointless at best, and maybe a detriment at worse. The Lady doesn’t want to hear from me. Whatever luck I had, I burned it up in that last fight with Mayflower Jones. In the eighth round, I was hurting. Bad. My left eye was swollen shut. I was dead on my feet. But I wouldn’t quit. Only luck got me through to the next round. I could have taken a dive in the ninth. There was good money riding on me doing just that; I could have even gotten a cut. I could have walked away proud, a graceful exit for a boxer at the end of her career. But I pushed. I called on the Lady one last time. And she shut me out. 

I felt it. Whatever scraps of luck I’d been able to pull throughout my career to get me this far – gone, snuffed, like a flame. Then there was Mayflower’s fist, setting off a supernova in my jaw and I was down. For the count and for good.

Shaking off the memories, I totter to the nearest slot machine, parking myself as Ahmed blends in, one of a dozen men in tuxedoes and suits so sharp they could cut. Luck can be capricious, I remind myself. Maybe after all these years, the Lady’s changed her mind. At very least, maybe she won’t scorn Ahmed to spite me. My button-press spins add to the luck in the room, and I watch him do his work.

A craps table is his first stop. The glow is faint as he shakes dice, bouncing the bones lightly off the green felt background so they land just where he wants them. Just enough to keep him in the game. He loses his fourth roll, exactly when he means to, and passes the dice to the next guest, expression intent. In the instant before the dice leave the man’s hand, Ahmed plucks at the air near the man’s sleeve, as if catching an invisible thread. Then he’s gone, bowing out so smoothly, none of the other players remember he was there.

A waitress deems me worthy of a free drink, and I do my best not to suck it down. Ahmed’s moving around the room, the shine around him growing stronger, threads of luck shimmering behind him like a web. He plucks one from a man playing video poker, another from a woman at the roulette wheel. I’m entranced, forgetting the animated spin of my slot machine.

This time, the displacement of air is a physical force – a sudden drop in cabin pressure, stealing my breath and making the lights dim. Ahmed goes still. The space behind him is empty, and then it’s full. Even though it’s precisely what I was hoping for, it still startles me when the Lady appears. 

Coins and poker chips spill from her hair. A flurry of playing cards swirls around her feet. A roulette wheel, all blinking lights at its rim, rises behind her like wings, or a glorious crown. The Lady places her hands on Ahmed’s shoulders, then catches my eye. All the breath leaves my body again. Lady Luck winks at me. Then she’s gone.

A waitress touches my elbow, breaking the spell. The room snaps back into focus, suddenly over-loud with the chime of slot machines. 

“From the lady.” 

I blink at the waitress as she lifts an envelope from her tray and holds it out to me. At first I think she means the Lady, but she gestures with the envelope I still haven’t taken. 

“Over there.” All I catch is a flash of silk – a harlequin pattern of black and red disappearing around the corner. 

“Thank you.” I take the envelope and hurry to collect Ahmed. Looks like Lady Luck hasn’t forsaken me after all. 

The elevator doors are just sliding closed as I pull Ahmed into the lobby. The lighted numbers count all the way to the top.

“What’s that?” 

I slit the envelope open as Ahmed asks, using one of the fake nails done up in gold glitter to match my ridiculous dress. At least they’re good for something. Inside, there’s a plastic keycard for the penthouse floor. I grin and stab the button for the elevator.

“Our lucky break.”

There’s no number next to the slit in the shiny brass plate in the elevator, but the keycard fits and we’re going up. It’s not until the elevator starts to rise that I realize how tired Ahmed looks. He leans his head against the rich wood paneling, closing his eyes. His normally dark skin looks pale, cheeks hollow and sunken.

“Hey.” I touch his wrist. “Are you okay?”

Ahmed opens one lid, the gold coin of his eye turning to me, but he doesn’t answer.

“Thank you for what you did back there. I couldn’t do this on my own.”

The faintest of smiles touches Ahmed’s lips, but they’re pale, too – startling against the stubble thickening into a beard.

“I do have some professional pride.” He pushes himself upright as the elevator doors open, and I know he’s not talking about grifting. His shoulders are straight as we reach the penthouse door, but I can see the tension.

Just as I’m wondering whether to knock, the penthouse doors open and a bouncer bigger than any I’ve met in my years working the strip frowns down at me – not an easy feat in my four inch heels. I flash my best smile, holding the don’t-fuck-with-me stance in reserve in case things go south. I flash the keycard after the smile. The bouncer scowls, but lets us inside. 

It’s like stepping into a different world. Winter, to be precise. Long tables covered in elegant beds of ice hold frosted bottles of vodka and champagne, alongside glittering pyramids of glasses. There are oysters and caviar and delicate sorbets. Scattered between the tables are long, winter-stripped branches set artfully in oversized vases.

“Woah,” Ahmed says. “Swanky.”

Where we blended before, we look gaudy now, but it’s too late. The woman in the harlequin-patterned dress catches my eye, leaning against a luminous bar the color of freshwater pearls, lined with more bottles and glasses. Amidst the ice, she’s the one spot of color, toying with a cherry from a drink of the same shade. I tug Ahmed’s sleeve, pulling him after me. 

“I see you got my invitation,” the woman says without preamble. 

Her gaze flicks to Ahmed for a moment, and I can’t tell if it’s discomfort or dismissal when her attention comes back to me. She takes my measure with an amused glance, lingering on my feet with a mischievous grin. 

“No one would think you’re gauche if you slip those things off. It’s already clear you don’t fit in.” 

She touches my cheek, runs her finger along my jaw where I’ve done my clumsy best using make-up to cover the bruise. My pulse does something complicated, and I remember how long it’s been since I last got laid. Then I’m thinking about how much longer it’s been since I kissed a woman. Not since Mel. And my pulse kicks into a different rhythm.

“Jo.” The woman holds out her hand, breaking my reverie. Her nails are evenly divided between the same cherry red as her beverage and black. It takes me a moment to realize she’s holding a card – a playing card, of course.

“The Lady hates doing her own dirty work,” Jo says. I glance at the card. The motley fool keeping a quartet of suit-symbols circling through the air. Jo. The Joker. Of course.

“Maybe she’s getting old.” Jo’s lips quirk upward again; behind me, I feel Ahmed stiffen. 

Jo’s still looking at me, though, ignoring him. I snag one of the glasses on the bar, chilled to perfection, and pour from an expensive-looking bottle that refuses to do anything so crass as advertise its brand. 

“So how do you fit into all this?” I ask. I’m trying to play it cool, too cool, and from the expression in Jo’s eyes, I can tell she sees right through me. At least I didn’t offer to light her cigarette, or ask what a classy dame like her is doing in a joint like this.

“I’m an agent of chaos.” Jo taps the card in my hand with one perfectly manicured nail. “I don’t owe allegiance to any suit. And for you, I’m your lucky break.”

“Oh?”

“Carmen Estavez had a pack of cards on him when died, one that was no longer with him by the time his body found its way to the morgue.”

I don’t bother to ask how she knows. Jo reaches into a beaded clutch bag, red and black, like her dress, like her nails. As she rummages, I notice there are bells woven into her long, blonde hair.

“Ta da!” She produces a square package, wrapped in a black silk handkerchief. I stare at the deck without unwrapping it. Jo frowns; it’s slight, only mock serious. 

“Aren’t you going to thank me?”

Without saying anything, Ahmed shifts his weight, drawing my attention. I’d almost forgotten he was there. The back of my neck prickles. For just an instant, Jo’s frown deepens, becoming more than mock-serious, then her expression clears like quick-silver.

“Well, maybe some other time,” she says. “You have my card.”

Her fingers trail across my arm as she sweeps past me. Despite myself, the flesh puckers tight, every one of my hairs standing on end.

“Are you done flirting?” Ahmed’s voice is low, strained.

“Just about.” I down the rest of my drink, ignoring the burn.

“Let’s get out of here.” Ahmed steers me toward the door, and once we’re through asks, “You really didn’t feel it?”

“What?”

“It’s not just Jo. That place was crawling with cards.”

The way he’s looking at me makes my skin prickle in a whole new way, about one hundred and eighty degrees opposite from the effect produced by Jo. It’s more than incredulous; it’s expectant. After a moment though, Ahmed shakes his head and moves toward the elevator.

I weigh the wrapped deck of cards, oddly reluctant to open it.

“That was too easy,” Ahmed says, breaking the silence. I tuck the deck into my bag, trying not to be relieved by the distraction. 

“Yeah. Luck is one thing, but the whole thing doesn’t add up. If the King of Diamonds could just pop in and out of the casino without using the door, why bother to use Sonny Malone as a distraction? Unless he was flexing his muscles, proving that he could get one of his minions to off himself?”

I look to Ahmed for confirmation. The strange expression is back on his face – looking at and through me.

“Or, someone wanted to get your attention.”

“Why would the King of Diamonds want my attention?”

“Who said it was him?”




The thing about Las Vegas is, it’s a city of illusion. It makes you think you’re about to hit the jackpot when you’re really on the cusp of losing it all. It makes you think the night is still young when it’s almost dawn, and you’ve spent it all laying bets against money you don’t have. It’s a magic show, a city where you can rent luxury cars by the hour to feel like a big shot, where they keep lions in hotels, and run a roller coaster through a replica of Manhattan, where you can dine under the Eiffel Tower and visit the pyramids in a single day without setting foot on a plane. 

But all that glitz can be blinding. That’s the real magic trick: It makes you want to believe. Maybe the magician really did cut his lovely assistant in two. Maybe the stripper really did fall in love with the boxer and ask her to take her away from it all. 

I work the bag over, sweat slicking skin, muscles burning. Idina, the gym’s owner, has a framed poster up on the wall: Athena Washington, back in her glory days. Back before I hit the mat because I refused to take a fall. Idina lets me use the place whenever I want, free of charge. But tonight, no amount of punching lessens the ache in my jaw – the ghost of Mayflower Jones, written along the bone. It does fuck all for the tension between my shoulder blades, or the low-grade headache squatting in my skull. It does nothing for the fact that I want a drink so bad I’m almost shaking, and nothing to kill the nagging feeling prickling at the back of my neck.

I think about Ahmed’s words, about someone wanting me in game. But who? Not the King of Diamonds, surely. Someone in his court? Maybe Sonny Malone was in over his head and picked a fight hoping I would save his life, and when things went south, he bit down on a poison capsule rather than facing the King’s wrath. But that doesn’t add up either. 

And where does Carmen Estavez fit? I still haven’t unwrapped his deck. I’ve been avoiding it, and I’m not sure why. Scratch that. Yes I do. It’s because of Mel. It’s because I can’t shake the idea all this has something to do with her, and I can’t shake the idea that Ahmed’s right. Sonny Malone died for no other reason than the make me sit up and take notice. 

The rhythm of glove against bag falters. 

“Shit.” I pull off the gloves, unwinding the tape from my knuckles. 

My bag slouches in the corner of the ring, and I slump down beside it, toweling off and retrieving my water bottle. The wrapped deck of cards lies beneath it. I retrieve it, feeling its weight in my hand. 

I don’t remember the night Mel disappeared, not clearly. Chances are I was drunk. What I do remember is waking up alone, the blinds rucked high, throwing blade-sharp sunlight all over the messy bed. I remember cursing, knowing I would never leave the blinds that wide open - I’m not a morning person – thinking it must have been Mel’s form of revenge for something I did the night before.

It was a moment before it hit, and then it hit all at once. No smell of coffee from the small, cramped kitchen; the indent in Mel’s pillow, the perfect shape of absence. Her boots weren’t by the door, her jacket not on the hook. The closet was still half full of her clothes, but I knew she wouldn’t be coming back for them. No note on the refrigerator, just a single playing card, the Queen of Hearts, wedged under the light switch plate by the door. Just that, and a cold feeling, a sluggish beat to my pulse, and the memory of alcohol still thick on my tongue.

I wish I could remember the day we met as clearly, or any of the moments in-between. But they’re like snapshots, blurred, the focus just a hair off, so I can’t quite see whether the pattern on her high-heeled shoes is snake-skin or alligator, whether her nails are silver with white stars, or the reverse, whether her eyes are green or blue. 

What I do remember is her lying on her stomach, with her head pillowed on her arm – Vegas’ bright-bright spilling through the window illuminating her double heart tattoo. 

“What do you dream about, Athena?” she asked me. I remember, because it’s a variation on a conversation we must have had a dozen times. 

I could have said something profound. I could have even told her something true, like how sometimes my dreams put me back in the ring, re-living that last fight with Mayflower Jones. It’s what she was asking for, just a little piece of me. Her make-up was slightly smeared; she hadn’t wiped it off before we’d tumbled into bed. I don’t remember what I did tell her, then or any other time she asked, something stupid probably, because she punched me lightly in the shoulder before propping herself up on one elbow.

“I’m serious. Don’t you ever wonder what else is out there?” She waved her hand, indicating the room, the window, the glow of Vegas beyond.

“I don’t want to strip forever,” she said. “I’m sure you don’t always want to bounce.”

There was something in her eyes. Something that frightened me. The shine I saw there, I was afraid it included me, locking me into Mel’s vision of the future; I was afraid it excluded me, shutting me out.

“I have everything I want right here.” I grinned, traced the curve of her hip, but she slapped my hand away, frowning and looking toward the window.

“Sometimes I think we’re living just on the skin of the world and underneath there’s so much more. I just have to find a way through.”

I don’t remember what I said to that, if I said anything at all. I do remember it made my skin itch like there was something trying to rise up inside me, like I could feel the truth of what she was saying wound between my bones.

Here and now, aloud in the empty gym, I say, “Fuck it.” 

It’s time to stop being a coward. I unwrap Carmen Estavez’s cards. 

It looks like any standard 52, but there’s a hum, a buzz that reminds me of Ahmed’s deck. I turn the cards over, one by one. Nothing out of the ordinary at first, then I freeze. The three of cups. That isn’t right. I keep going, flipping faster. Seven of cups. Jack. Ace. And there isn’t a single diamond in the deck.

“Shit.”

No wonder the King of Diamonds was pissed enough to carry out the hit himself. One of the old suits is making a power play, trying to slip back into the game.




“We’re going to Camelot,” I say, skipping hello. 

Ahmed looks up from his drink. His eyes are faintly bloodshot, but I don’t think it’s the alcohol. 

I set Estavez’s deck on the bar. Ahmed leans away slightly.

“They’re cups,” I say. “It’s a custom-made deck, at least partially. You said Estavez was about to hit it big when he was killed. I’m guessing he was trying to build luck around the cups, tip the balance of power. And I think you’re right, someone put him up to it.”

“And you think we’ll find that out at Excalibur?”

I flip over the top card in the deck, the Ace of Cups, and tap it with one finger. 

“The Holy Grail.”

Ahmed looks skeptical, and I shrug.

“Call it a hunch,” I say. “So far, luck’s been on our side.”

The Excalibur Hotel and Casino looks as gaudy as ever, but like the Temple, for our purposes, it’ll do. In Vegas, the city of illusion, the symbol can become the thing in the blink of an eye if you want it hard enough, if you believe. It’s what Carmen Estavez was betting on. 

Ahmed has his coin out. Flip. Palm. Vanish. It changes from gold to silver, shrinks and grows in size. For just a moment, I swear the face on its side is his. We enter the casino and it takes me a moment to realize it should be bustling, but it isn’t. It’s empty. Eerily so. We’re completely alone. 

Banks of slot machines glow in silence. Posed among them, mannequin knights in shining armor lift lances atop horses frozen in mid-prance, while heralds in brightly-colored robes hold trumpets forever to their lips. 

The coin moves faster over Ahmed’s fingers. A glow crackles around him; Excalibur’s lights dim. I don’t know whether to thank him, or try to snap him out of it. In the end, I hold my tongue. With the amount of luck he’s calling, I’m better off if I shut up and follow. He’s leading us exactly where we need to be.

Which, as it turns out, is the throne room. Like the icy penthouse atop the Temple, I’m not sure the room is on Excalibur’s maps, for all that it’s done up in Vegas’ finest faux-medieval style. Tapestries and shields, swords and banners, adorn the wall. Under a pair of crossed lances, there’s throne painted in gaudy red and gold. The man sitting on it even wears a crown, though it doesn’t entirely fit him, and it’s clear he’s no king. A cup, just like the Ace in Carmen Estavez’s deck, sits on the arm of his throne.

“Who the hell are you?” The man looks up, startled. The crown slips at the sudden movement, and he nearly knocks the cup to the ground.

This is the man who put Carmen up to his stunt in the casino? The man who has the King of Diamonds scared enough to carry out a personal assassination? It doesn’t add up; he looks like he’s one step away from wetting himself in terror.

He stands, then his eyes go wide and he takes a step back, banging into the throne, which makes a hollow, wooden sound.

Turning, I see Jo standing in the door behind us.

“Surprise.” 

The air in the throne room crackles. Between Jo and Ahmed, it’s like a localized storm. The lights flicker, dim, but stay on. 

“Finally decided to stop pretending?” A smile slides across Jo’s lips. She steps close to Ahmed and plucks a card from the pocket of his jacket, like a thief deliberately showing her hand. 

Like the cups in Carmen Estavez’s deck, it’s nothing found in a standard 52. The figure on the card’s face holds a handful of coins. Or maybe it’s just the artist’s interpretation of a man playing sleight-of-hand games, rolling a single coin so fast it multiplies before vanishing completely. The resemblance is uncanny – down to the cheeks hollowed by shadows and the hunted look in the man’s eyes.

Before I can reach for the card, Jo snaps her fingers and it vanishes, back into Ahmed’s pocket or into some otherwhere I can’t reach. If Jo’s trying to get a reaction out of Ahmed, it doesn’t work. He’s still rolling the coin, his expression trance-like. I wonder if he’s really here, or if part of him is off in whatever space his coins and cards disappear to.

It hits me then; the power crackling off Jo and Ahmed – there’s nothing like that surrounding the man beside the throne. He’s not one of Lady Luck’s children.

“He’s only human,” I say. “You put him up to this?”

Jo’s smile is slow this time, not cruel, but something about it makes my skin prickle. Like there’s a joke, and everyone in the room gets it except me. Habit shifts my body closer to a fighting stance, but I resist the urge to let my fingers curl.

“He has ambition, but not much imagination. All I did was give him a deck of cards and a nudge. The game was getting boring, I wanted to make things more interesting.”

“Two men are dead,” I say. “Is that interesting enough for you, or are you trying to start a war?”

“You said…” the man starts, but Jo holds up a hand, silencing him.

She turns away from Ahmed, facing me. Her eyes are mis-matched, motley, like the rest of her. I wonder how I didn’t notice it before. I clench my teeth, ignoring the ache in my jaw, ignoring the way the power humming off Jo raises ghost sensations under my skin. But mostly I’m trying to ignore the way she’s looking at me.

“What do you want?” The words are strained; I force my aching jaw to relax.

“You really don’t know what you are, do you? What you could be.”

Jo shakes her head and the bells in her hair chime. Something in her expression reminds me of Ahmed, a kind of pity. She reaches out a hand, and at first I think she’s about to caress my bruised cheek again, but her fingertips brush my ear and she comes back with a card in her hand.

“This is your card.” Her voice is soft, the emphasis in it itching at the back of my skull.

It’s a simple playing card, just the Queen of Spades. But when I take it from her, the plasticized paper hums, lightning racing beneath my skin. 

“Oh.” The face on the card is mine, braids and bruised jaw and all. 

The illusion lasts only a moment, then it’s an ordinary playing card again. But the breath has already left my body, and in my mind’s eye, I see Mel sitting with a pair of scissors, diligently cutting something to glue into her scrapbook. When I look over her shoulder – when I looked over her shoulder - I see she’s cutting up playing cards, a Queen of Hearts and a Queen of Diamonds.

“It’s us. See?” She lays the cards against a backdrop of Vegas’ glittering bright-bright, already glued together from glossy magazine ads. There’s more though – a flyer from the Gold Dust Lounge, a ticket stub from one of my old fights, a postcard from Paris, where we always talked about going.

Or rather, Mel talked, and I listened. But I didn’t hear. She always wanted to run away; she finally got sick of waiting for me to run with her.

“It works both ways,” Jo says, cutting into my thoughts. 

The Queen of Hearts, wedged under a corner of the light switch by the door, where I couldn’t fail to see. Mel was asking me to come with her, one last time; I just never understood where she was asking me to go.

“She’s…” I can’t complete the sentence; my throat is too tight.

“The game always needs new blood,” Jo says. “Someone like him,” she points at Ahmed, “drops out, and someone new rises to take his place. It doesn’t matter to the Lady whether it’s a cup, or a coin, a diamond or a spade. As long as the game is played in her name.”

Mel with her dreams, Mel wanting something more from life. She found a way through to the place she could feel, just under the city’s skin. The place we could both feel, though I refused to acknowledge it. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I turn on Ahmed, fingers curling now, but more to hold myself together than to strike. 

The gold coins of his eyes fix on me. His smile is sorrow-touched, the shadows heavy under his skin.

“Why don’t you always remind me when I forget?”

His words steal my breath all over again.

“All of you shut up!” The wanna-be king lurches to one of the walls, grabbing at the nearest sword and pulling it down.

He staggers under its weight, but manages to right himself, swinging wildly. I take a step toward the wall, reaching, but Ahmed’s voice stops me.

“Careful, Athena. You don’t want to accidentally declare an allegiance without meaning to.”

Cups, swords, lances – everything here is double-edged. I take a step back. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jo watching, amused. Is all this her doing, or is there more to it than that? Maybe Jo gave the wanna-be king his custom deck of cards, and his ideas about power, and maybe she whispered in the King of Diamond’s ear, giving him the idea of using a decoy. But maybe there was someone else whispering in her ear, someone else who wanted me in the game. Jo said the Lady doesn’t like to get her hands dirty. Is this her way of giving me a second chance? Or is it Mel’s? Or is it just Vegas, the city of illusion, blinding me with its lights and making me want to believe?

The possibilities make my head spin. But I can’t sort through them all right now, because the wanna-be king’s crown slips a little further as he takes another swing. He has the same wild-eyed look as the Sonny Malone outside The Lucky Bitch. If I drop him, will he bite down on a back-up suicide pill tucked in his jaw, too?

I glance over my shoulder at Jo and Ahmed. Jo’s eyes are shining, drinking in the chaos. Light still flickers around Ahmed’s fingers, holding the rest of the world at bay, but his cheeks look even more hollowed-out than ever, the gold in his eyes worn-thin. I can understand why he walked away. Humans who play the game end up dead, like Sonny and Carmen, and even Lady Luck’s born children can burn out sometimes. If I accept the invitation to play, what am I getting myself into?

But that’s me, isn’t it? Even when I don’t know what I’m getting into, I push. 

I can feel it, building like a storm, the tingle of electricity when I touched the Queen of Spades. I think about Mel’s scrapbook – her and me, two Queens framed against the Vegas night. I reach, snapping my fingers against the empty air. The thickness of a card appears between them, and even though it’s turned to face the man with the crown, I don’t have to look to know the Queen looks an awful lot like me.

I take a step toward him. His grip is uneven on the sword. I doubt he knows how to use it, but the ache in my jaw reminds me anyone can get a lucky shot. 

“You don’t want do that,” I tell the man who would be king. “Seriously.”

I don’t look to see whether there’s a glow surrounding my hand. I can feel it all through me, suffusing my skin. The sword clatters to the floor, the crown behind it a moment later as the man makes a break for it. The door slams behind him.

There’s that sensation again, the whump of displaced air. It comes with sudden light and sound – the life of Excalibur popping back into existence around us. Ahmed sags, and I move to catch him. When I look up, Jo is gone.

“Are you okay?” I ask. Ahmed nods, but the strain is clear.

“Come on.” I keep my arm around his waist, helping him toward the door. “We’re getting you a drink. I’m buying.”

He doesn’t protest, lets me lead him to the door. But before we step back into the bright-bright of the casino, Ahmed pauses.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Athena?”

My mind is still catching up with everything that just happened, and I know it’s just the beginning. I can’t help myself, I grin.

“I haven’t the faintest idea, but it’s too late to turn back now. I’m all in.” 
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Shooting Aphrodite

Gary Kloster

I found Marrow in Gehenna's back room, sitting with Peter Lorre and a bottle of dead god's blood. 

The club's bass line thudded through the walls, echoing my pounding heart. Trapped by the wards etched into its glass prison, the black blood swirled in time with those beats. Watching it, I could feel the fever heat of divinity. So much blood. Seeing it made my skin, my soul, itch for the needle's bite.

“Angel.” The bruised glow of black lights gleamed on Marrow's filed teeth when he smiled. “Join us.”

I dropped into the chair across from them, the blood before me. “Is this the shit?”

Marrow stroked the vial with one long nail. “Pure Aphrodite.”

I'd shot that Greek bitch before. She was the gold standard of the sex trade. Never pure, though. I folded my arms and stilled my fingers so that they wouldn't stroke my needle tracks.

“Who do I fuck? Him?”

Peter Lorre blinked his pop-eyes at me, sweat trickling down his cheeks like tears. The blood charm tied around his throat dented his skin like a garrote.

“No,” Lorre said, and the charm's illusion made his voice match the dead actor's face. Expensive trick. Whoever it was behind that mask, he'd spent a fortune to make sure no one saw him associating with a whore and her alchemist pimp. “You're…This is a gift.”

“Expensive gift.” I couldn't stop watching the blood dance.

“Expensive guy,” Marrow said. “Nathan Marks. Music agent. He lands in Manhattan tomorrow. You land on him tomorrow night.”

“Money?”

“Twice normal, up front.” Marrow flashed his razors again.

“Twice?”

“I have money,” Lorre said. “I need discretion, and talent. Do you have those?”

“I can pony a god's ghost better than any uptown bitch.” That was a god's own truth. Those high-priced girls suffered the blood for money. My soul ached for it. Still. This deal was wrong. Even with the blood right in front of me, I could taste that. 

“There's a tip, too, if you give goddess as good as I say you can.” Marrow tapped the vial and a black speck of blood floated out through the glass, flickered and vanished into the purple-tinged shadows. “There are three hits worth of blood in here.”

“A tip? Two more hits?” Yeah, this deal was wrong, but my nails were digging deep into the scars on my arms.

“Give Marks the time of his life, and it's yours.” Lorre leaned forward, fish eyes shining in the black light. “It's nothing I need.”

“Nothing you need,” I echoed, staring at the vial. Three times a goddess. “I'll do it.”




“You ever see them sacrifice a god?”

The marble and mirror of the suites' bathroom bounced Lorre's voice around me, messing with my ritual.

“No.” I tied a silk cord around my arm and slapped my skin, praying for a vein to rise.

“I did. On the Discovery Channel.” Lorre turned a leather case in his hands, over and over. “It was…awful.”

There was a vein, thin but good enough. I held out my hand, uncaring about where the blood came from, the horror of its harvest. I just needed it in me. Now. But Lorre wasn't finished.

“Why do you do this, Angel?” He stared at the scars I'd needled into my flesh, the case still clutched in his hands. “Whore a goddess, just so some asshole can have his ego fuck?”

I stared into his fake eyes until they dropped, then took the case from his hand. Inside, three glass syringes nestled, filled with darkness and divinity. I slid one out, watching the light dance off the ward marks and the stainless steel needle. Breathing slow, I pressed the sharp tip against my skin.

“Because it's the only way I can afford to be holy,” I said, and punched the needle in.

The pain shook me like an orgasm. I gasped, but my hand stayed smooth as I pulled back the plunger. Crimson blossomed beneath the glass, then the black blood swallowed it. Watching my blood vanish into that scrap of divinity made the dull ache in my soul clench into agony, and with a groan I jammed the plunger home and shoved every drop of goddess into me.

I felt her. Like acid in my veins the burn spread up my arm, through my chest, hammered into my heart and exploded. Pain and ecstasy filled me, dissolving doubt, fear, shame, regret, all those things that made me human and weak.

Not an addict, not a whore, not anymore. That woman vanished from the mirror, replaced by a goddess with eyes dark and sharp as obsidian. Shot full of divinity, we were something perfect, something pure. Something holy.

“Gods help me,” Lorre gasped. Stumbling back, he choked out, “Tell him—Tell him you're a gift from Lorre. For absolution.” Then he was gone, the suite door slamming behind him, leaving us alone together. 

“Aphrodite?” We stared at our beautiful face, so familiar, so unfamiliar, in the mirror. Plucking the empty needle from our flawless brown skin, we smiled. “I don't think so.”

We dropped the syringe and walked out of the bathroom, waiting for the supplicant to come, dreaming ancient dreams.




Nathan Marks made his living selling beauty to power. Both were familiar to him. Seeing us still made him stammer like a virgin.

“You're- You're not an Aphrodite.”

“No. I'm better.” We stood beside the bed, city light and shadows shifting across our body, our beauty a beacon. “I am a gift from Lorre. For absolution.”      

“Absolution?” He stepped closer, his smile triumphant. “I knew she wouldn't be able to tell those lies to my face. Or to my lawyers.”

He stopped, his hand hovering an inch above our breast.

“I didn't think she would try to buy my forgiveness like this. Maybe she's finally growing up.”

“You want this?” We breathed, so close to his touch.

“You, yes. Her forgiveness? Maybe.”

Our fingers wrapped around his hand, mortal flesh cool against our sacred heat. Lust snapped through him like lightning, worship pure and clean.

“You owe me something first.” We raised our other hand, caught the back of his neck and pulled his face toward ours. 

“Your sins,” we whispered.

“Sins?”

Uncertainty flickered through him, shaking his lust. Then it died, killed by his hunger for control, for power. For satisfaction. 

“You want sins?” He spit them out like promises, a torrent of sick fantasies, and ground his hard-on into our belly with every word. 

“Is that all?” We said softly, when he finally faltered into gasps.

“You need more?”

We met his ravenous eyes, stared into their depths. No trace of remorse had ever glimmered there.

“No. I know you now, and all my gifts will be yours. Save one.” Our hand tightened on his neck, and our lips pressed to his.

Clutching us close, Marks opened his mouth wide, hungry to devour. Then he tasted our first gift and tried to pull away.

Too late.

A bitter flood of disease rushed out of us, jammed past Marks teeth and tongue and filled him. He convulsed, but we held him and poured every last one of our dark gifts into him.

“Take them,” we whispered. “And know my disapproval.” We wiped the foam from his chin, our fingers bumping over the sores that had begun to blossom like poppies across his face, then let him fall in ruins across the immaculate bedspread.

“I—want—” The words were too much for him.

“Too late,” we answered. “Your chance for that gift is gone. Forever.” 

His desperate eyes met ours, pleading. Then they rolled up as he convulsed, choked. Stilled.

When his soul slipped away, we left the bedroom, shutting the door behind us to block the smell of shit and corruption.

We had so little time left to dream together.




Peter Lorre stood in the doorway, uncertain.

“Is he?”

I wiped my eyes and sat up. The room swung, and my stomach heaved. After I'd been a god, the world never felt right for days.

“In the bedroom.” I stood and stumbled for the bathroom. In the grey dawn light, I cleaned the snot and tears from my face, trying to ignore the scrawny junky that had replaced the goddess in the mirror.

Outside, the bedroom door opened, then closed.

When I was ready to go, I found Lorre sitting on the couch, staring at nothing.

“My tip?”

He fumbled in his suit coat, pulled out the case.

I took it, checked the syringes inside. “Aztec, wasn't she?” I'd dreamt of pyramids and jungles, gold and jade and…So much gone, already.

“Tlazolteotl,” Lorre said, his fake voice harsh with trapped tears. “Goddess of love and venereal disease.”

Venereal disease. We'd given Marks every one of them, all at once. All her gifts.

Except one.

“I'll show you out,” Lorre said, staring still at the wall, his back to the shut door of the bedroom.

“I'll find my own way.”




I sat in the empty concrete throat of the hotel's stairwell and stared at the two syringes left to me, dark and potent.

My payment, for fucking Nathan Marks.

I'd done that, hadn't I? Fucked him so thorough, he'd choked to death on pus after our first kiss.

I'd gotten fucked too. By Peter Lorre, and Marrow.

Marrow. That shark-toothed bastard had cut the blood into these doses. He had to know this bitch wasn't Aphrodite. How much had Lorre paid him, to set me up?

Staring at the blood in my hand, I realized I didn't really care.

Tlazolteotl. Goddess of love, and venereal disease.

“Give me your sins,” I whispered, the words sounding so different in my weak, mortal voice. I shut the case and stood. Lorre had fucked me, and paid. But our deal wasn't done.




I had to threaten to call the cops before the door to Marks' suite swung open.

“You—” started the young woman who held the door, but I shoved past her into the room. I could smell vodka, sharp and astringent, but underneath it the reek of Marks’ unclean death tinged the air.

“You can't stop me.”

She was young, good looking, probably, when her eyes weren't red with rage and tears. She walked past me, back to the table that held a bottle of Skyy and a spilled jumble of bright colored pills. Her fingers snatched up a handful, a greedy child grabbing candy, shoved them in her mouth and caught the neck of the bottle.

When she tipped back her head to take a swallow, the red line the charm's cord had drawn across her throat stood out like a cut.

“You're his daughter,” I said. In her face, I could trace the similarities. “What's your real name?”

“Lori,” she said, picking out more pills. “Lori is Lorre. A stupid joke. Is that what you wanted? To know who set you up?”

“No,” I said. “I want to know what the goddess denied your father. What gift did she refuse him?”

Hand to mouth, then bottle, then swallow.

“Forgiveness.” Lori wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “She is the goddess of love, of venereal disease, and of forgiveness.”

“Give me your sins,” I whispered. “Would he have lived, if he had?”

“Yes.” Her fingers sorted out pills into her palm. Then she raised her ravaged eyes to me. “But I knew I was killing him, giving her to him. I knew he'd never confess. I don't think he understood what confession was. Doing whatever he wanted, fulfilling his own desires, no matter how twisted. He never understood how that could be wrong.”

“Forgiveness. Absolution.” Wasn't that something beautiful, something holy? I sat in the chair and opened the case. How much money could I get for two vials of absolution? I bit my tongue, to keep the bitter laughter in.

“What are you doing?”

I ignored her and jerked the hem of my dress up, exposing my legs. There were good veins still on the inside of my thighs. My hands danced, plucked up a syringe, readied it.

“What are you doing?” Lori asked again, her words slurring. 

“Doing?” The needle bit, and the goddess poured into me like fire. “Becoming holy.” 

“What?” Lori whispered, and despite the dullness the pills had pushed into her eyes, she dropped them, unwilling to face our glory.  

The empty syringe fell to the table, sending pills rolling. Our perfect hands took the bottle from Lori, and folded her trembling body into us. She clutched us like a child, even as she whispered, “No.”

“Yes,” we said, holding her up. “Give them to me. All of them.”

She stayed silent for so long, but then slowly, softly, they came. Her small sins eased the way for the great ones, until in the end the bitter rage at what her father had done to her spilled out. It poured like pus from an infection, hot and filthy. 

“I did it. Stopped that fucker, killed him vicious and ironic.” She slumped in our arms, her suicide slowly proceeding. “Part of me is so happy about that. Is that a sin, to be happy about killing someone who hurt me so bad?”

“It is,” we said. “But it can be forgiven.” We laced our fingers in her hair, tilted her head back so her face was right below ours. “I can forgive them all.”

Then we kissed her.

Long and soft, holding her close, giving her our greatest gift.

Then we let her go, let her slip down to her knees and vomit it all up, the alcohol, the pills, and the pain.




The warm breeze of afternoon poured through the balcony doors, carrying the smell of pollution and the distant tang of the sea. It made the curtains dance and washed away the bitter scents of vomit and death.

“I understand now,” Lori said, staring out at the city. “Why you do this.”

“No,” I breathed. Twice the goddess, and I lay on the couch, my hangover massive, my soul hollow and aching. “You don't.” 

Lori turned to face me. Her eyes were unsettling. Pure. Beautiful. Forgiven. And that was a kind of holy, but it wasn't the same. 

“Maybe not.” She walked over to me, knelt beside the couch and brought her strange new eyes too close to mine. “Maybe this grace you've given me is just a taste of divinity. But it's good.” Her hand touched mine, and I clutched the case that held that one last vial close. Through its thin leather, I could feel the blood stir with every beat of my heart.

“You told me this was nothing you needed.”

“I don't need it,” she said. “I don't want the blood. It's too much for me. It's too much for anyone. Isn't it?”

I could meet her eyes now. “Screw you,” I whispered through bared teeth. “You used me, used my addiction to kill that bastard because you didn't have the guts to do it yourself. You poured his blood onto my hands. Now you want to fuck with me? What gives you the right to do that?”

Lori just stared at me, her eyes vicious with sympathy. “What gave you the right to come back here?”

I shut my eyes and turned my head away. “I just wanted another hit.”

“And you got it,” she said softly. “And you've got one more.” Her hand squeezed mine, then it was gone, and I heard her standing, stepping back. “Take it, and you can be holy one more time, though I think it might kill you. Or you can give it to one of those uptown bitches you hate, and be forgiven. Absolved. For everything. It's….”

Lori trailed off, and I opened my eyes, saw her standing next to the door, staring at nothing with those perfect eyes, like a newborns. “It may not be like being a god. But you can live with it, Angel. You can live.”

“Fuck you,” I whispered again, and she nodded and was gone, the door clicking shut behind her, leaving me with the sun and the wind and the vomit and the corpse and the case that I held so tight to my chest.

The case, and the blood.

My fingers danced across the zipper, and I pulled out the syringe and held it up. I could use it, use it right now, be her again, and my arms, my soul, they burned for the needle. But behind the polished glass, I could see my face reflected in the black blood, my eyes like great gaping wounds.

“Give me your sins,” I whispered, but in the blood my reflections lips didn't move, and the dark eyes that stared at me changed from hungry to holy, from lost to divine.

I can forgive them all, and the words came from the echoes of my beating heart.

“Gods,” I whispered. “Gods, gods, gods,” and it was a prayer and a curse, and my hand closed over the syringe. I pulled it close, clutched it against my heart, and wept.
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Santa Muerte

Lucy A. Snyder and Daniel R. Robichaud

“It’ll be an easy score.” Halulu’s grin was infectious as influenza. It almost convinced Kai that the proposal was nothing more risky or legally questionable than selling ice-cold lemonade on a baking hot summer afternoon. Almost. But rent and tuition were due, his trust fund was gone, and how else were any of them going to come up with the cash?

The Hawaiian pointed at Kai’s roommate Patrick: “You hold the case. Then, when I tell you, make the exchange.”

Then he looked at his other roommate Mikey. “You keep your gun out, just so nobody gets any ideas. Don’t stick it in your pants and blow your dick off.” 

Kai asked, “What about me?” 

Halulu’s gaze rested on him, sharp and heavy as a bowie knife. Then he clapped him on the shoulder. “Kai, you have the most important part of all. You stay outside and keep the engine running.”

“That doesn’t sound important,” Mikey scoffed. “I mean, I’m the one with the gat, right?” He pointed a finger like a pistol, hand cocked ninety degrees like a total gangsta. “Cough up the cash bitches!” His finger-gun dropped. “Hell of a lot more impressive than sitting on your ass.”

“Ignore the hater.” Halulu’s tone was butter-smooth. “You are our escape clause, Kai. Remember: There’s no us without you.”

“You sure this deal is hitch-free?” Kai asked.

“Hell yeah,” Halulu said. “I know these guys. What can possibly go wrong?”




Two hours later, Kai’s beat-to-hell Pontiac sat idling across the street from the hand-off site. On the radio, fading Gorillaz beats eased the tension in Kai’s head before station identification. College radio was the best; they played the uncensored shit.

Kai did not like looking at the place Halulu had led them to. It was just another cramped, dingy Karl Road tract house, but some intangible quality cast it in a sinister light. While the other homes seemed sleepily inert, this one had a jittery, predatory vibe.

Kai patted the breast pocket of his bowling shirt. The feel of the spliff reassured him. He considered lighting up. Maybe a drag would kick the shake from his hands and heart. After three seconds weighing, he muttered, “No way, man.” It could wait until they were done and gone. Knowing it was there was enough. For now.

A man’s gravelly voice emerged from the radio, talking about things “Everybody Knows,” when the night’s action veered an unexpected direction.

First, came the roar of an approaching engine. With a rubber-ripping tire screech, a Cadillac rounded the corner–a Series 61 model, a touring luxury car that must’ve been cherry off the line but had aged about as well as Charles Bukowski.

It accelerated down the street, headlights laying the street bare. Tire rubber ground wind-tossed garbage into mash without pause. The car slammed to a halt just two houses down from Kai’s Pontiac. The windshield reflected the moon, making the bone sliver crescent a lopsided grin. The passenger door swung open with a screech, and then a bundle tumbled out. Shoved or kicked. As soon as it hit pavement, the car’s engine growled anew and the car leapt away. When the Caddy rolled past, Kai caught sight of a sallow-eyed man in a porkpie hat. He grinned at Kai, and his capped teeth gleamed like rusty razors.

The bundle lay still for three seconds and then sat up. It was a human being–a girl with a round face and slender throat. Wearing goth-finery–though all he could make out was black crinoline, black and white checkerboard pattern leggings and plenty of leather, buckles and lacing on her top and boots. She was a pale little thing, made all the more ghostly by the moonlight. He found himself wanting to run his fingers down the graceful curve of her bare neck, feel the texture of her crinkled skirts.

She pushed herself up to sit, but collapsed again.

She needs help. Halulu’s “Stay in the car” order echoed in Kai’s thoughts, but his Samaritan impulse shoved it away. The night’s chill slapped him with fresh shivers when he got out of the car.

The dumped girl was tiny, maybe two inches over five feet. He couldn’t see any blood. Makeup and night hid the finer details of the girl’s features, but Kai suspected she was around his own age. Maybe nineteen? Dark hair, and dark smudges around her eyes lent her the creepy presence of a Japanese ghost. He wanted to reach for her, but feared his touch might shatter her.

“Hey, you okay?” he asked. “You live around here?” 

She blinked, focused on him, and emitted a torrent of inebriated giggles along with breath that smelled like whiskey. Drunk girls. He sighed; they could be so fucking annoying. And yet she was no less alluring to him than before.

“Can I get you to a porch or something?” he asked.

She offered him dreamy-pleased eyes and a Cheshire cat grin. 

“Look,” he said, stooping down to offer a hand. “Do you–?”

A firecracker pop stopped his words. He looked back toward the house as the front door jerked open. Halulu and company spilled onto the porch. No briefcase, no satchel. They were running for the car. Patrick still had Halulu’s 9mm, but it could have been a crooked baton for all the good it did him. Shadows approached the yawning doorway: gangbangers with pistols and sawed-off shotguns.

“Sweet Jesus,” Kai whimpered. Before he could race back to the car, the girl caught his hand and pulled him down for a French kiss. This was clearly not the time, and yet he could not stop her or himself. And the kiss …he could feel something flowing away from him, into her. Heat. Something.

She broke off the kiss and waved toward the house as though warding off gnats. At her gesture came a new commotion– a noise like a dozen stones ground to gravel under a Bulldozer’s treads. But no gunshots. 

“My name is Alice.” The girl licked her lips. “I didn’t think you’d mind if I borrowed a little of your essence. To help your guys.”

From the car came Patrick’s surprised “The fuck?” and Halulu’s “Kai! Get your ass over here!”

No gangsters stood on the porch. The front door hung broken and crooked from a single twisted hinge. What had she done? He couldn’t just leave her there. Kai scooped Alice up and hurried back to his Pontiac.        




They assembled in the living room so King Halulu could hold court. He took the Barcalounger and everyone else sat on the floor. “They have all the money, the meth, and what’ve I got? A bunch of pantywaists who can’t do their fucking jobs. And a fucking witch.”

“Meth?” Kai asked, throat suddenly very dry. “I thought it was weed.”

“Who the fuck wants to buy weed?” Halulu asked. “I got this from Detroit. Now we owe them big, big coin we don’t have.” Then, he directed a pointed glare at Mikey. “And what the hell you doing? Capping Cruz puts us in deep shit, man.”

“The gun just went off, okay? I didn’t even have my finger on the trigger.” The 9mm in question lay on the floor before him, barrel pointing toward a wall.

“Guns don’t fucking go off on their own,” Halulu said. “You were fucking around.” 

“What happened?” Kai asked.

“We tried to make the deal.” Patrick’s face was sheet-pale. “They gave us shit, and the Lone Ranger there showed his piece.” 

“I just wanted to scare them,” Mikey said. “The gun went …it went off. And that big guy–”

“Cruz,” Halulu said. “His name was Cruz.”

“He dropped, and they were set to cap us. We ran, and they got to the door, but then, they just flew backward. Like God herself swatted them out of the way.” He indicated Alice with a tilt of the chin.

“Hey biscuit,” Halulu said. “Look at me. Now, tell me. How did you do that?”

“My name is Alice, not biscuit. And I did a magic spell.” She enunciated each syllable for extra bitchslap.

“I’m not playing with you.”

“Haven’t you ever heard witches are subtle and quick to anger?”

“Ain’t nothing subtle about you,” Halulu said, his eyes roaming her disheveled loveliness. Then he caught something in Kai’s expression he didn’t like. “What up, Kai?”

“Dude, don’t be such an ass to her,” Kai said.

“I’ll be however I want.” Halulu studied his palms, then slowly curled his fingers into fists. “Witchy-tits there should be doing something, since this is all her fault.”

“All her what?”

“You heard me, Kai.”

Alice’s eyes narrowed to slits. “What did you call me?”

“Bitch, please. You show up and things go bad. Kai forgets his fucking place. And …the gun goes off all mysterious? Sounds like voodoo bullshit to me, and you’re the only one here supposedly does voodoo bullshit.”

“Clap your hole, Halulu,” Mikey said, finally looking up from the pistol on the floor. He tugged at his Buckeyes Football shirt as though it was suffocating him. “I …misspoke around a witch once. You don’t want one thinking you’re a dick. You really, really don’t.”

Alice turned to Kai and took his hand. “Take me somewhere we can talk. Your room?”

“We’re not done here, biscuit,” Halulu scowled at her.

“Let her go,” Mikey urged. “When they want to go, just let them.”

With a heavy exhalation, King Halulu dismissed Alice and Kai with a courtly backhand. “You motherfuckers got some explaining to do later,” Halulu said.




Alice paid little mind to the cluttered floor, the spliff stubs and ashes heaped in the ashtray, the hookah collection and the smatter of CDs and comics and dirty clothes. He cleared off the bed, while she performed the complex task of taking off her knee high Doc Martens, and then they sat across from each other, legs crossed and knees touching. She took his hands, laid them palms up on her thighs, and tickled his love lines with her nails. 

He gently pulled his hands away. “What’s the story with the guy who dumped you on the street?”

“That was Daddy Dedman. Auntie always said I should never ride with Loas, but I never listen.” She chuckled grimly. “I wouldn’t fuck him, so he dumped me. Not even he can take what I don’t want to give.” 

“What …what kind of witch are you?” he asked.

“Auntie says we’re an esoteric offshoot of the OTO. The Ordo Templi Orientis? It’s all a riff on Crowley’s stuff. ‘Do what thou wilt’ with a splash of Eastern mysticism and whatevs. I call us Passion Weavers because that’s how it all works in my head. It’s all about energy redirection.”

“What kind of energy? Like flinging fireballs?”

“Well, maybe. But that’s totally not my forte. See, when I do this?” She ran her nails up his arms. Across his shirt, across his nipples and then higher. She leaned in until their lips met, and then another kiss triggered sensation overload in Kai’s head and heart.

My God, he thought, she’s so hot.

“When I do that,” she said, “it makes energy. A little bit of ecstatic charge.” She giggled. “And if I can get enough of it, I can weave an enchantment or a manifestation.”

“You kiss people to make magic?”

“I have to find passion to weave,” she said. “Drinking or smoking. Turning on. Kissing and full on doing it. Even singing and dancing can make a little bit. And I can borrow it from other people, too.”

“How would you return something like that?”

“Well …maybe borrow is the wrong word. Does that answer your question?”

Kai had to think about what his original question had been–not easy to do, when she was drawing fiery impressions along his arms–but then he nodded.

“Why are you dealing with this Halulu person?”

“He’s sort of new around here. He needed a room, and we needed money. Still needs it. Halulu paid for the attic space, and he had some cash, not a lot. But he had connections, right? We could score weed, or ….”

“Or harder stuff,” she said.

Kai nodded. “Well, my trust fund had been what kept us in this house. I mean we all chip in, but I’ve had to cover a bunch of times. Jobs suck, you know?”

“I know.”

“And well, my eldest brother wanted me to come back to Boston. He’s been in charge since Father got sick. We argued, and he had Father’s lawyers cut me off. Cold. We were worse than broke. And then Halulu came up with his plan, and …” Kai shrugged, embarrassed. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Alice teased him with her nails. “Halulu is a jerk, but your brother sounds like a royal ass,” she said.

“He is.” Kai exhaled slowly. “And now we’re in a real mess, a man’s dead, and I don’t know what to do.”

Alice went silent for a moment, then smiled. “I have an idea. Make love to me.”

“What?” His heart beat faster. “But we just met –”

“Trust me.” She leaned in, and gave him a melting kiss. 




He poured every ounce of energy into her. Muscles twisted along his calves, his sides, his belly. Still he drove into her. Her moans sounded sweeter than any angel’s song. When she spoke his name, it was the only motive he needed to drive harder, faster, now. Yes, he thought, yes, yes, yes.

She shivered and moaned through two orgasms before it was all too much. “I’m going to come,” Kai said, pulling back. Her nails hooked him, held him inside two heartbeats too long. His dick twitched and spat, and his vision went white with pleasure.

When he beheld her after that moment, she possessed an unearthly beauty. Then, an ugly realization flowed into him: he hadn’t worn a condom. 

“My God,” he whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

“Shh,” she said. “You didn’t do anything I didn’t want.”

“I came in–”

“Shh,” she said. “I’m weaving.” 

Then, she planted both palms on his chest. Like a human defibrillator, she shoved, and kicked Kai right out of his body.

First thought: The fuck?

Second thought: Who is that?

Third thought: That’s …that’s me!

Fourth thought: It can’t be.

Yet there he was, hanging in space, over and behind himself. Kai watched his naked body slump sideways onto the bed. Holy shit, he thought, I died fucking. The idea was suddenly not as cool as it had once seemed. Then, Kai saw his chest rise and fall. Shallow breathing. Sleeping? 

Kai tried to moan, but there was no sound. No air. No solidity. No substance.

Shit oh shit oh shit, he thought. Worst. Dream. Ever.

“It’s no dream.” Alice glanced up, away from his body and into the ghostly thing he had become. “And you’re not dead. Calm down. Panic screws everything up.”

What did you do to me? Damn it. He couldn’t speak. He could open his spirit mouth and try to scream, but to what effect? Yet somehow she understood his words.

“I am giving you a chance to fix the foul-up I’ve been blamed for,” she said. “You can go to the house, you can lay claim to things, and you can return. You don’t have much time so don’t dawdle. Understand?”

No, he thought. But strangely enough, the panic was flowing away. Alice’s steady voice was a source of stability, of calm. It was a voice he could trust. A voice he had to trust, but more it was a voice he wanted to trust. She had fucked him into this predicament, and she alone could fix him.

What do I do? he asked.

“Remember the place with as much detail as possible, build it in your mind and you will go there. Enter the house, find what your guys lost, and mark it.”

How?

“Pass your hand through it. When you’re done, come back here the same way you left. You’ll come back no matter what. Time is burning.” She reached into her lap, brushed her fingers across belly and shivered. 

He thought about Karl Road. The neighborhood. That creepy house.

Then, his room turned and whirled. Visible space coalesced to a bright circle surrounded by impenetrable darkness, and that point slid toward him. Washed over and through him. Soaked him in inky oblivion. This emptiness had presence. It clung and then burned away like film caught in a projector gate. In that place beyond the receding darkness, he saw a nighttime street. A neighborhood. The tract house where a man named Cruz died.

Then, he was there. Wind whistled around and through him. A sprinkling of dark glitter on the asphalt marked the spot where he found Alice. Twenty feet away he saw drips of transmission fluid from his Pontiac.

He willed himself to move toward the lawn, and it happened. He willed himself closer to the scary house, the scene of Mikey’s crime. The now-closed door loomed before him. Its was cracked and splintered, as if it had been smashed by a SWAT team battering ram. Duct tape held it together.

He wondered what was inside the house. The next thing he knew, he was in a living room. Battered red velour couches, amateur artwork in gilded frames on the walls. Blood spattered the grimy carpet. Two doorways led deeper, one toward bedrooms, the other to a kitchen and beyond to a room where a television blared a soccer game.

Kai followed the blood trail through the quiet hallway into the second bedroom. A man lay on a green tarp on the bed, his arms crossed and a black bandanna over his face. The gunshot wound in his side stained his white tee shirt with blood. At the bedside knelt another guy, dressed in the same clothes, wearing a similar bandanna. He had broad shoulders and a neck lumpy with muscle. His hands were wide, and his fingers were thick as shotgun shells.

Overlooking everything, a three-foot tall, blackened bronze statue stood on a round table at the foot of the corpse’s bed. It was a feminized reaper, dressed in flowing robes that bulged over her chest, eye sockets filled with twinkling red costume jewelry. Three dozen folded dollar bills were taped to the statue’s base and robes. 

Kai had heard of this in his anthropology class. She was Santa Muerte. Saint Death. Central Americans worshiped her despite the Vatican’s disapproval. Her rictus was too much to behold. He looked down and away as quickly as possible.

On the floor below the statue’s table sat two cases. One of them was Halulu’s. Still closed, still locked, still holding the meth. The other case stood open, showing plenty of green packets bound in white tape. Benjamins. 

This was more cash than Kai had ever seen in one place. It stirred him, seeing all that paperbound power. His gaze once again moved up to meet the saint’s terrifying face. Did this statue have any real power? Would Santa Muerte stop him from taking back the offerings to her? 

The weeping ganger turned, his tear-streaked face contorted with an apoplectic rage. 

“The fuck you doing here?” The guy’s mouth didn’t move. No breath escaped his lungs.

Are you astral, too?

“Astral? I’m fucking dead, pendejo. I’m mourning myself, before they come for me.”

Who’s coming for you?

“Whoever takes the dead to Hell. I know that’s where I’m going. There’s no Heaven for me. Not for all the things I’ve done.” 

Cruz’s eyes slit. “You’re with those other guys. The puta who shot me. The king puta who put him up to it.”

Wait. What?

“I called him a fat ass Samoan,” Cruz said. “He had your boy draw down on me. So, maybe I invited that bullet.”

I thought it was an accident.

“Accident? That little bitch had his nine in hand. He …he ….” Cruz’s shade slumped. “His finger wasn’t nowhere near the trigger, was it? Something else happened. Chance? Ghosts?” Terror dawned in the young man’s spectral face and eyes. “How many more of you are there?”

There’s only me. Even as Kai thought this, he sensed something moving behind him. It was a cold sensation, like the surprising first autumn breeze that heralded the end of another summer. 

“You are so wrong,” Cruz said. His attention focused on the space beyond Kai. On the door and the hallway and on the dark things filling that place. “Nino, is that you? Jesus, man, I’m so sorry, but I needed blooding. You know I had to …oh God, who’s with you?” 

Suddenly, the ganger turned away. “No, Nino. Don’t let her come in here.” In a much quieter voice, Cruz said, “I’m so sorry, mamasita. I didn’t mean to do it. The gasoline, it spilled. The matches were already going, and ….”

Something weighty shifted in the space behind Kai. A stink like paint thinner pinched Kai’s eyes shut. From the ensuing darkness, something spoke. A dozen voices, familiar but not quite right, whispered, “Turn around, Kai. We’ve come for you. See our faces.”

No fucking thanks. He floated forward, and brushed his hand across both cases. In death’s costume jewelry eyes flickered twin candle flame reflections and something else. At once, a dark mass. Like a storm cloud. But in it, moving shapes, nearly human. If he stared, he might discern them. Or might he grant them identities?

“You can’t run, Kai,” that droning choir said. “Not from us. Not forever. We will catch you up, sooner or later. Best it be now.”

Kai squeezed his eyes shut and thought about his room, about his bed, about his body and Alice poised near it. Sweet, lovely, lonely Alice. No bending of light.

Cruz pleaded. “No, mamasita! Please don’t! I’m sorry, sorry, sorry!” The last syllable rose into a shriek, before the sound of wet fabric torn and then lusty lapping. 

None of it was real. It was all illusion. What could affect a being without a body? Spirits? 

“Face me like a man, son.”

Dad?

Impossible. His father wasn’t dead. He was alive. He was …he was stuck inside a steel life support tube. Because of the hate-spawned cankers and cancers and a plethora of drug side effects, the old man’s body had been shutting down one system at a time for years. Kai couldn’t bring himself to go see him. 

“Enough running, Kai. Face what you’ve done, and reap what you’ve sown.”

Father called him Kevin, not Kai.

Leave me alone, Dad! Leave me alone the way you left mom alone! The way you drove her to …to …to do what she did! Drove her to the bottle and to the razors and to the pills and then out the door.

“I’ve forgiven him, Kevin.” The voice had changed, now. Or a different voice had come to the fore. A woman’s empathic tones. “But you? I can’t forgive you, Kevin. Not for what you said. For the way you sat next to the tub and told me those terrible things when I was bleeding from the cuts in my wrists. I needed help, Kevin, and you sat there crying and useless to me. It was so disappointing.”

Kai turned now. Mom?

She was there. And Dad. And Sharon Zulkowski, who he had really liked when he was nine and she was ten and coaxed her into a game of doctor–we were playing, and you were cool with it; you told me so! But he had always known she wasn’t cool with it. Not at all. And there was Kane Hogan, whose left eyeball Kai had cut with a carelessly thrown rock on Wilson Woodrow Elementary School’s playground–accident! It was an accident! Others stepped forward, when those he identified stepped back. Kai knew them all. Everyone he had ever hurt. Everyone he had ever made cry. Every person he had ever betrayed. Everyone he had stood by and let suffer, knowingly and unknowingly. They swarmed together, dark and terrible and creeping forward slow and relentless, a hellish oil puddle.

“We hate you, Kai. We’ve always hated you, and we always will. You deserve this, our hatred. You know you do.”

God help him, he did. In his mind’s most remote place, the Siberia where the truth that is too terrible to acknowledge is held behind locked doors, he knew. He deserved whatever they were going to do to him. He–

He pleaded with them all, a catalog of denials, which culminated in his holy trinity. Don’t, Dad. Don’t, Mom. Please don’t. I didn’t mean to hurt any of you. I didn’t mean it. Didn’t mean any of it. I’m so sorry! So sorry!

Space shimmered. Went indistinct. Collapsed into a point. Sped toward him.

This time, it did not pass around him like water. It slapped and pulled him like a riptide. Knocked him backwards, through the table and its terrible statue.

And the cold darkness surrounded him. Cinched in noose tight. A crushing womb. Kai tried to shriek. It squeezed him into a ball. Then tighter. Smashed his spirit into its components.

As it threatened to crush him further, squeezing him to nothingness, a pinprick appeared in the womb. Through it, light. He squirted through the hole, extruded.

Into his own body.

Someone held him tight, singing nonsense in whispers. The music was damned familiar. The lullaby theme, he finally realized, from Pan’s Labyrinth. Kai’s head leaned against a bosom. 

Song turned into comforting words. “It’s okay, Kai. You’re back. You’re safe.”

“Alice?”

“That’s my name,” she said.

“Alice, I saw my mom.”

“Shhh. It’s okay. You’re home.”

“I saw my fucking mom!”

“No you didn’t,” she said. Her tone was firm and final.

“I–”

“You didn’t see anyone you knew,” she said. “And now you’re back, so it doesn’t matter what you saw.”

But it did. Of course it did. 

“What just happened to me?” he demanded. “Tell me something, anything.”

“Call it tulpa, if you like,” she said. “Call it yearning. Call it a spirit vulture. Call it a feeder on the soul’s darkest guilt. Call it an opportunistic scavenger. They’re different attempts to constrain an uncontainable entity. It was real, but what it showed you wasn’t.”

Her mouth found his. Taste. He realized he had been without real taste sense during his out of body experience. The feel of her reminded him that what he had taken as touch-sense was pure perception and imagination. She felt more real than anything he had encountered.

Her hair carried weight and scent and strands. Her mouth moved in a way that he could not articulate but could wholly appreciate. Her taste was heady. He wept, and their kiss broke, and she held him for a while longer.

In time, his sobbing subsided. His body relaxed. It was then he realized there were two cases on the floor. And a table with a Santa Muerte statue atop it, her costume jewelry eyes gleaming with mirth and deadly promises.

Success had come hand-in-hand with a profound emptiness.

He stood up. Pulled on his pants. Carried the drug case downstairs. Halulu still held court in the living room. Without looking up, the king said, “We need a plan for dealing with the guys in Detroit.”

Kai dumped the case on Halulu’s lap, and the Hawaiian’s words–“Is this my case? No way!”–quickly trailed into confused syllables.

“This is over,” Kai said. “I want you out of here before morning.”

“How did you get this?” Halulu looked up. Whatever he saw in Kai’s face made him flinch. “I’ll be gone, man. Gone.”

Mikey still stared at the pistol on the floor. “I shot him.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Kai said. Mikey looked up, wanting to believe. “Halulu, take that gun with you when you go. Make it disappear.”

“I will.”

Kai trudged back to his room.

The act of walking was downright therapeutic. Nothing quite connected a body to life the way that walking did. It quickened the heart. Kai drew deeper breaths. Being out of his body had removed so much of his sense of what was right and real. He wondered if he’d ever get it back.

Alice had draped the comforter over the statue. “She unnerves me.”

“I can’t do that again,” Kai said. “Be out of my body.”

Alice nodded. “I’m sorry I sprung that on you. It seemed like the only idea.”

“It was a shitty thing to do,” he said. 

“I’m sorry.” She winced, looking sad and small. “You want me to leave like Halulu?”

He held out his hand, and she took it. He led her to the bed and sat her down. 

“I really like you,” he said. “We haven’t known each other long, but it feels …like we should stick together. At least for a little while longer. And see what happens.”

Her face brightened. “You mean that?”

He considered this for almost a second and then nodded.

They kissed, and then they loved again. Afterward, she brushed her blue painted fingernails across his temples before she asked, “Don’t you wonder how this all happened? I mean, what started hours, days, or weeks ago that built to this moment?”

“Actually, no,” he finally said. “I don’t wonder that at all. Wanna go to the ‘Dube and get some burgers?”

She swatted his chest and laughed. It was a pretty sound, her laughter. Kai couldn’t help himself; he joined her.
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Morrigan’s Girls

Gerard Brennan

The Raven’s flight traced a shaft of moonlight, down, down, down. Its wings swept outwards and its descent slowed. The black bird looped, dipped and landed on the peaked roof of a squat two-story building. It hopped from the rain-slicked slates to an old Guinness sign, unperturbed by a sudden gust of wind. The sign – the only hint that the building was once a pub – was cracked and the electric light had burned out. Car headlights approached from the North and the Raven cawed; its chest feathers bristled. 

While the Raven monitored the vehicle’s approach, waves hammered the stonework of a nearby harbor, the wet slap carried miles by the brutal weather. The wind shrieked like a banshee, her tears a sudden torrent of hailstones. Outside the old pub, the unlit gravel yard was packed with abandoned cars that rocked with each fresh blast of the late night storm. The Raven dropped from the Guinness sign to a stone windowsill. Its beak beat a tattoo on grimy glass. A blackout curtain twitched to reveal a sliver of electric light, the only sign of life from within. The curtain fell back into place seconds before the oncoming car slowed to pull into the yard. The Raven launched upwards and circled the car until it came to a stop in front of the pub’s front door.

The new arrival drove a black Range Rover; high-end spec with custom bull bars and a roof rack. The Raven swooped down and perched on the rack; another caw cut through the stormy clamor. A woman pushed open the heavy driver’s door and stepped out. Her hair, black as the Raven’s feathers, flowed with the wind. Twisted strands whipped at the shoulders of her long, red coat. She nodded to the Raven then approached the pub, her posture yardstick straight and her stride sure. From her coat pocket, she drew a large brass key and unlocked the front door. It swung open with ease.

The woman stepped inside the old pub, and with a final glance at the Raven on her car, eased the door shut, locked it and tucked away the key. From her other pocket, she pulled out a torch and flicked it on, moved swiftly up a flight of bare wooden stairs that led to an attic room. She shoved open a once-white panel door and stepped inside.

In the upstairs room, three men sat around a table. A thickset brute faced the door, his broad face split by a grin that revealed too many teeth. On either side of him a pair of square-jawed twenty-somethings with frizzy ginger hair tied back into ponytails slouched in their seats. They avoided the woman’s gaze, occasionally glancing at each other with unreadable expressions. Their similarities were so striking that they had to be brothers, possibly twins.

The brute spoke up. “There’s her majesty now. How’re you, Morrigan?”

Morrigan tipped the man in the middle a wink. “Hiya, Bull.” She grinned. “Hello, boys.”

The brothers chanced a curt nod, first towards Morrigan and then each other.

“Where’s your protection?” Bull asked.

“Watching my car.”

Bull snorted. His smile quivered. “Useful, like. We’re in the middle of nowhere. That flash motor’s safe as houses.”

“You never know. I hear there are a lot of thieves out here.”

One of the brothers spoke, his voice low. “Can we get on with this?”

“You scared?” Bull asked.

“Fuck up.” This from the other brother.

Bull ignored him. His eyes met Morrigan’s. “Well?”

“There are a lot more cars outside than there are men in this room,” Morrigan said.

“Don’t worry about it. There’s just a wee bit of fun going on down in the cellar.”

“Can you take me down for a nosey, Bull?”

Bull shifted in his seat. “Business first, then pleasure.”

“Vice versa for me, Bull. You know that.” Morrigan glided forward a couple of paces so she could place her hands on the table and lean forward. “Take me to the cellar.”

Bull gasped as if he’d been holding his breath unconsciously. “There are minimum stakes, Morrigan. You’ll need your purse.”

“So be it.”

Bull offered no further resistance. “Boys, take Morrigan to the cellar. Don’t let anybody bother her.”




A crowd of men lined the edge of a rough-dug pit. They looked down on the scene of imminent savagery with a glint of the feral in their narrowed eyes. A white Staffordshire bull terrier strained on its lead. Its opponent was a much larger, illegal, American pit bull with a brindle coat. The pit bull tilted its head, seemingly confused by the white Staffy’s gameness. Money and slips of paper exchanged hands. The spectators didn’t notice Morrigan and the brothers’ approach. They only had eyes for the impending fight.

“The little white one looks like he’s punching above his weight,” Morrigan said.

“Maybe he’s a bait dog,” one of the brothers said.

“Somebody should tell the Staffy that.”

The more talkative of the two brothers sidled up to a skeletal bookie. They spoke to each other out of the sides of their mouths until the brother nodded and loped back to Morrigan.

“It’s a fight. Odds are with the big one, funny enough.”

Morrigan nodded. “Tell the bookie I want a grand on the Staffy.”

“You’ll need to flash the cash. They don’t operate on credit here.”

“He’ll know I’m good for it.”

The brother shrugged and went back to the skinny bookie. At first the frail man shook his head, his angry expression easily read in the low wattage light. Then the brother pointed to Morrigan and the bookie’s sunken face went blank. He gave Morrigan the thumbs up and scribbled something on a notepad before ripping out the page and stuffing it into the brother’s fist.

Morrigan edged closer to the pit and the men cleared a space for her without waiting to be asked. The fight was quick and brutal. Before the pit bull could even warm up, the Staffy had clamped its jaws around the bigger dog’s throat. Roars of bloodlust, joy and frustration rang out. A handler jumped into the pit and tried to prise the Staffy from the pit bull. The Staffy, now more red than white, didn’t make life easy for the handler. Three more men came to the handler’s aid. One of them drew back his leg to kick at the Staffy’s flank.

“Stop.”

It was Morrigan’s voice. Loud and clear. All activity ceased.

“I’ll be taking that dog with me. Anybody that hurts it, answers to me.”

The man who’d raised his leg looked up at Morrigan. “It’s killing my best fighter.”

“If that’s your best, maybe you should think about a new hobby,” Morrigan said. Then to the Staffy. “Enough!”

The Staffy released the pit bull and bounded to the edge of the makeshift arena. Its tongue hung from the corner of its blood-drenched maw. With its forepaws scrabbling at the side of the pit, the Staffy set its tail wagging.

Morrigan nudged the most talkative brother. “Collect my winnings and give it all to the owner of this dog. Tell him it’s payment in full.” She turned to the quieter brother. “You crate the little warrior up and put him in my car.” She handed over a key fob.

The quieter brother nodded.

“Right you are,” the talkative brother said.

“That dog’s not for sale.” This from a young man, barely out of his teens. He wore a tatty tracksuit, the trousers tucked into a pair of rubber boots. “My da will kill me…”

The talkative brother cleared his throat. “Your da has a bit of sense. Shut your gob and see if you can’t find some of your own.”

The skeletal bookie blindsided the young man with a back-hand slap to the ear then led him away. 

“I’m going up to see Bull while you boys do me that wee favor.” Morrigan said.




Bull rose to his feet as Morrigan took her seat at the table. “Where are the lads?”

“Doing me a favor.”

Bull sat back down. He interlaced his fingers and rested his hands on the bulge of his big stomach. Morrigan stared at him until he cleared his throat.

“So…the girls,” Bull said.

“They’re under my protection now.” Morrigan carved a groove in the wooden tabletop with her thumbnail. “That’s non-negotiable.”

“Then why even bother to meet with me about them?”

“We need to agree on a way to avoid these disagreements in the future.”

“Maybe if you stop costing me money. I kickback plenty to you and yours and you can’t even turn a blind eye to something so minor?”

“Stealing from me is not minor. No matter who you think you are, you don’t get to visit my brothels for free, and you certainly don’t get to ‘lend out’ my workers.” Morrigan pursed her lips. “But I may have something that will make you feel less hard done by, Bull.”

“Aye?”

“Of course. Just answer one question for me.”

“You think I know something you don’t?”

“I know you know. And that’s rather frustrating for me.”

“I don’t believe it. The mad bastard said he could get off your radar. Said he could get me off it too, but I guess he was dealing in half-truths again.”

“You’ll not mind giving him up, then. So tell me. Where is Chris Cúchulainn?”

“Shacked up with two of your girls in Belfast. The new hotel in the center of the city.”

“He’s still in Ireland? Still so close?”

“For now.”

“More fool him. How long do I have?”

“So far as I know, he’s in no rush to leave.”

“Arrogant to the last.”

“His time’s near up, then?”

“What do you think?”

“I think he should have looked out for me.”

“You can’t trust anybody these days, Bull.”

“Not even you?”

Morrigan pushed back her chair and rose. She rounded the table and tossed it across the room with a casual backward swipe. Then she sat on Bull’s knee.

“I told you it was pleasure first, then business, right?” 

He panted.

She caressed.

He sighed.

“Consider this business, Bull.”

Morrigan pulled a pin from her long black hair, freeing up a lock that curtained a portion of her face. She shoved the pin into Bull’s eye. He opened his mouth to scream. She gagged him with a kiss.

Bull was powerless against her. She rode his death throes with ease, her lips never parting from his. Eventually Bull gave in and died. Morrigan dismounted the corpse, spat the tip of his tongue at his face and dabbed at the corners of her mouth with the cuff of her coat sleeve. There was a knock at the door.

“Come in, boys.”

The brothers eased the door open, scanned the room to piece together their boss’s final moments and fell to their knees in perfect synchronicity. Morrigan strutted towards them, snatched her key fob from the silent brother’s loose grip.

“You two run this neck of the woods now,” Morrigan said. “Try not to piss me off.”

Both men bowed their heads. When they looked up again, one decade of the Rosary later, Morrigan was gone.




The Raven touched down on the balcony safety railing on the top floor of a tall building. The bird cawed and looked down onto the narrow street below. A black Range Rover pulled into a kerbside parking space. Morrigan stepped out onto the footpath and approached the front door of the tower block. Automatic doors swished open upon her approach. She glanced up at the Raven and nodded.

The receptionist didn’t react as Morrigan crossed the lobby towards the lifts. All three sets of doors swished open. Morrigan stepped into the middle one without breaking pace and hit the button for the 13th floor, though the button proclaimed it the 14th. She gazed at her reflection in the mirror as she ascended, her expression a mask of calm. The doors pinged open and Morrigan turned to leave the cramped confines. She rolled her shoulders and strode a short distance down the corridor. Then she removed a key-card from her pocket; let herself into the room she’d stopped outside.

The executive suite’s living area was empty, though there were plenty of signs of occupancy. Empty champagne bottles and rolled-up banknotes were scattered across a glass table dusted with cocaine. A trail of clothing led from the table to a set of double doors. Bedspring creaks and fuck moans attested to the activities on the other side.

Morrigan approached.

She kicked the door open to reveal a tangle of bodies atop a kingsize bed. A man and two women: him broad-backed and stacked with muscle, the slight women almost suffocated beneath him.

Morrigan waited. Seconds later, the man looked over his shoulder and cursed. 

“By all means,” Morrigan said. “Finish off, Chris.”

“Fuck you.”

“That won’t be happening, junior.”

Chris whipped the jumbled top sheet from the bed and bunched it around his waist. The women shivered, but made no attempt to cover their own modesty. Morrigan snapped her fingers.

“Bathroom, girls. Now.”

They’re movements were fast, but disjointed and unnatural, like marionettes guided by a drunken puppeteer. They stumbled to the ensuite and one of them managed to engage the lock.

Morrigan patted her hair, as if to check it was still there. “Enjoying my girls?”

Chris smiled. His deep cut shoulder and chest muscles twitched. He wiped at his nose, crusted with blood and cocaine, and giggled.

“Is he done in?” His voice was baritone deep and steady. “Bull, I mean.”

Morrigan’s mouth stretched into a toothy grin.

The man nodded.

“And what now?”

Morrigan licked her lips. She pointed to the bathroom door. “You may want to finish what you’ve started.”

“Like a final meal?”

Morrigan laughed, shrill and cruel. “How did you know?”

“Your girls are protected. I overstepped my mark. I know you have a tendency to overreact.”

“But you seem so calm.”

“What would panic achieve?”

“An adrenaline spike.”

“I’m already there. You know I’m not going to go easy, Morrigan, right?”

“Oh, the Cúchulainn clan…Dependable as ever. I’d be oh so disappointed if you just rolled over. The gods know you’d be the first of your bloodline to develop the yellow streak.”

“I get that you want me dead, but wasn’t snuffing out Bull a bit of an overreaction?”

“It seemed appropriate.”

“He was one of my best earners.”

“He touted on you with barely a second thought, Chris. Brave as you are, you’re a bit of a gobshite when it comes to choosing allies.”

“And now?”

“Goodnight, sweetheart.”

The man nodded.

The bathroom doors opened. Morrigan’s girls brandished a dagger each. Chris’s brow crinkled with confusion.

“Where did they get the blades?”

“My girls have their ways.”

“And I have mine. C’mon, then. Let’s see what you’ve got, ladies.”

Chris beat his bare chest with one clenched fist, thud-thud-thud. He roared and, in the living room, the balcony door safety glass cracked as if hit by an invisible stone. From its perch on the balcony, the Raven stood sentry, his head bopping. 

In the bedroom, one of the girls lunged at Chris, her knife leading the charge. He slapped her wrist with his left hand and landed an open palm on her forehead. Her legs left the ground and her back slammed the lush carpeted floor. She coughed and rolled to her side. Chris snatched up her dagger.

“I hope you can do better than that,” Chris said to the more cautious girl.

The naked woman looked at her fallen partner and back at the barbarian standing over her. She took a retreating step then whipped her knife back and forth before flinging it at the broad target. Chris raised his left hand to shield his face. The dagger buried itself in his forearm. He hissed but showed no other sign of pain. For a second he allowed his attention to shift to the point of the blade that had burst through his inner forearm. When he looked back up, the knife-thrower was airborne, both feet headed for his midriff. He turned lazily and dealt out a hammer blow as she flew past. Spared her life by hitting her with the butt of the dagger handle rather than the blade he brandished. She hit the deck like a shotgun-blasted bird.

Morrigan slow-clapped. “You got stung, Chris, by a pair of malnourished, coked-up whores. Bet you can’t wait for me to get started, eh?”

“Please. I let that bitch sting me. Call it motivation. And now I have two daggers.”

Chris clenched the blade of the first knife he’d taken between his teeth then ripped the second knife from his forearm, unconcerned by the jet of crimson that followed it. He let the blood flow freely from the wound, careful to keep his wrist raised so that the rivulets dripped from his elbow to be soaked up by the carpet. Morrigan watched as he took a knife in each hand and rotated his wrists and shoulders to trace a pattern in the air with the wicked blades.

“Are you ready?” 

Morrigan nodded and turned her back on Chris. The barbarian tightened the sheet around his waist then followed her into the living area.

“Stand and fight, Morrigan.”

“I’ve no interest in fighting, Cúchulainn. I’m a goddess of war, not mere battles.”

“Woman, I’m tired of your shite. Do what you came here to do.”

Morrigan’s pupils expanded and pushed beyond the boundaries of her irises. The whites of her eyes gave way to the malignant spread of black. She glared at Chris through obsidian marbles and cawed. Then she raised both arms upwards and outwards, her fingers splayed at shoulder height. The balcony door that had been damaged by barbaric posturing exploded inwards. The shards of unstuck safety glass blasted by Morrigan, outlining her form briefly before homing in on Chris. The swollen warrior tried to deflect the glass from his face by crisscrossing his daggers at head height. His eyes were spared, and the hotel room itself bore the brunt of the projectile spread, but a network of lacerations patterned his flesh. Cúchulainn fell to one knee, dazed.

“Are you spent?” Morrigan’s voice skipped an octave higher. “Do you concede?”

“Never.”

Chris Cúchulainn attempted to stand. Succeeded in stumbling towards Morrigan before falling short. He buried his fingers in the plush carpet and dragged himself towards his mark. The Raven flew in from the balcony and perched on Morrigan’s shoulders. Morrigan’s black eyes, a match for the Raven’s curious gaze, regarded her victim’s struggle dispassionately.

“I’ll kill you.” Chris’s words were almost soaked up by the carpet fibers, along with his draining blood, sweat and tears.

Morrigan looked to the Raven and then back to the struggling mass of near-death at her feet.

“You’ll kill no more, Cúchulainn, but I’ll do you one favor.”

“I reject all from you.”

“All the same, you deserve a warrior’s death. You won’t bleed out on your belly. Arise.”

The Raven punctuated Morrigan’s words with its own cries. A plume of black smoke funneled through the broken balcony doors. Morrigan’s girls had awoken and they emerged from Cúchulainn’s bedroom, their hair interwoven with black feathers. The plume of smoke became a congress of ravens commanded by the familiar on Morrigan’s shoulder. Morrigan and her girls raised their arms to form an obtuse V over each of their heads. They muttered a guttural verse and Cúchulainn rose from the carpet as if kicking upwards from the bottom of a lake. His muscles strained against an unseen force and yet he seemed as malleable as wet clay. Morrigan’s girls dropped their arms and flanked the suspended barbarian. Their goddess stood to one side and allowed them unobstructed passage towards the balcony. The ghostly congress of ravens plotted the path. With each step Morrigan’s girls took forward, Cúchulainn’s floating form kept pace.

Morrigan whispered another ancient verse for the Raven. It took off from her shoulder to land on Cúchulainn’s. Morrigan’s girls stopped at the doorway to the balcony. Cúchulainn’s body butted the ruined frame that had held the shattered glass panes. It gave way as easily as mist. The Raven spread its wings and Cúchulainn rose over the iron safety barrier. The congress took off into the night. Morrigan cursed and Chris Cúchulainn plummeted.




A mature tree in front of the hotel, its thick trunk encased in an iron-wrought cage to protect it from pavement traffic, held Cúchulainn’s body aloft. Supported by thick bows tucked under each of his armpits he’d been allowed to slip away from the mortal coil, upright, though not quite on his feet. His toes pointed to the cracked concrete six foot below. The Raven pecked out Cúchulainn’s left eye then took flight. It disappeared into a thick black cloud that blotted out much of the night sky. As if pierced by the Raven’s beak, the cloud burst and hailstones fell.

Morrigan’s hair was dotted with white the second she walked through the hotel’s front door. She passed under Cúchulainn’s body and boarded her Range Rover. The hail in her hair and on the shoulders of her red coat melted instantly. Her girls, now garbed in black dresses and black overcoats, bundled themselves into the backseat. Their body heat steamed the inside of the car’s windows and Morrigan flicked on the AC before indicating to pull out of her parking space. The windows demisted to reveal a growing pack of gawkers around the hanging tree. Stood slightly apart from the crowd, two large men only had eyes for Morrigan’s range rover. They approached and a street lamp highlighted their fiery curls as they passed under it. Morrigan shut off her indicator and wound down her window.

“I’ve somewhere to be, boys. What is it?”

“We’re looking for the dog.” the more talkative brother said.

“Ah, my prize Staffordshire bull terrier. I don’t recall losing him.”

“There’s a fight-meet coming up. We want to borrow him to fight for the purse.” He scratched at this thick jawline. “You’ll get a generous cut, of course.”

“That’s not how it works, boys. I’m not here to provide a service for you two. But you can invite me to this fight-meet. Rack up a little goodwill.”

“Thought you might want to put your energy into something else, just.”

“Aye?” Morrigan tapped out a beat on the steering wheel with her thumbs. “Spit it out, then.”

He cleared his throat. “Caught wind of a new brothel operating on your territory.”

“And you’d be willing to babysit the Staffy until I took care of business?”

“That’s about the height of it.”

The wail of approaching sirens harmonized the sudden banshee howl that shook Cúchulainn’s tree. Morrigan tightened her grip on the steering wheel.

“Meet me for a drink at McCaffery’s tomorrow night. Mine’s a White Russian, extra milk.”

The brothers nodded in unison and stood still until Morrigan pulled out onto the road. They watched her leave then elbowed through the crowd to spit at the base of Cúchulainn’s tree before moving on.
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Such Faces We Wear, Such Masks We Hide

Damien Angelica Walters

Someone tapping on your living room window is the last thing you want to hear when it’s after midnight. Even more so when you live in a third floor walk-up. Wine sloshes over my hand as I spin toward the sound and in spite of the raging headache from tonight’s work, I put on my public face, the kind of face you can pass by a hundred times without ever noticing.

A figure is crouched on the fire escape. I put down my glass and peek through the blinds. Fuck. Edge is the last person I want to see tonight—or ever—but after a few seconds, I open the window. 

I drop my disguise as well. Edge is one of the few who knows my real face.

I’m a chameleon, a face for hire. I was born with the ability to change my appearance in any way, shape, or form. Young, old, male, female, it doesn’t matter. A gift, a curse, who knows? But it’s a living.

Being a chameleon isn’t like some bullshit illusion either. I could play someone’s husband and their spouse would never know unless they’d been told. Only another chameleon can see through a chameleon’s disguise.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, crossing my arms beneath my breasts.

“Let me in, Maxi,” he says. “It’s important.”

I rub my temples. The painkiller I popped as soon as I walked in the door hasn’t hit yet. Magic hurts, okay? Don’t let anyone tell you any different. Not just the kind of magic I have, but all of it. You’re a fool if you think there’s no price to pay for such abilities. And you don’t get used to it. I’ve been on this earth for twenty-seven years and every headache hurts like it’s the first one.

I step back so Edge can climb over the windowsill. The last time I saw him, four years ago, I was throwing a vase of flowers at his back. Maybe not one of my best moments. I missed, but neither the vase nor the flowers survived.

Edge is a lot of things: muscle for hire working under Big Ben, one of the four Baltimore bosses, my ex-boyfriend, and an undercover cop, something only a few people, me included, know. But I keep his secrets and he keeps mine—the ones he knows about anyway.

I can’t help but notice that he still looks good. Broad shoulders, muscles in the right places, dark eyes that look through you, not just at you. He isn’t classically good-looking at all, but his face makes my heart go pitter-patter, like it always did. 

He shuts the window and pulls the curtains closed. “James is dead,” he says.

I hold up one hand. “Why in the hell would you come here to tell me that? I don’t work that side of things anymore. You know that.”

“Because it isn’t just James. A month ago, Nate was found in his apartment. Supposedly an overdose, but the guy didn’t even drink. And two months before that, Chuck bought the farm.” 

Names I know all too well. Names I don’t want to remember. Or to hear. Names from a life I left behind four years ago, right before I said goodbye to Edge, too. 

I sink down on the sofa and press my hands between my knees.

“Get it?” Edge says. “Someone’s killing the chameleons.”

The words and the way he says it are almost laughable. Almost. But I’ve got goosebumps on top of goosebumps.

“I don’t work for her anymore,” I say, my voice little more than a whisper. No need to specify who the her is. Not with Edge.

“But you did, Maxi. For a long time, you did.”

I rub my arms, and ask a question I don’t want to ask. “What about Vivian?”

Edge rubs his chin. Looks away. “No one’s seen her in a while.”

“And?”

“The official word from The Storyteller is that she’s fine, under guard twenty-four-seven, but the bosses think maybe…”

Yeah. I get it. The Storyteller isn’t one to involve the other bosses. She never was. Never needed to be. 

“Get the hell out of the city until they find out who’s doing this. Please.”

“But no one knows where I live. No one knows anything about me now.”

“Then at least lay low and stay out of sight. Okay?” He holds out his hand. “And take this. It’s not much, but it’s something, unless you’ve got some other talents you’ve kept hidden?” He smiles, but there isn’t much whimsy in it.

I shake my head and take the knife. Chameleons can change faces, but that’s it. If we want to kill someone, we have to get our hands dirty. I may have been in the life, but I was never in that far.

“You don’t have to worry about the fire escape anymore. I locked it up. No one’s getting to you that way.”

Shit. I hadn’t even thought of that. A few years away from things and even my thoughts have gone soft. 

Once Edge is gone, I double check all the locks and windows. Grab my wine glass and take a deep swallow. Think about the cash in the envelope the Mayor’s man handed to me at the end of the night. I spent four hours hanging on the Mayor’s arm while wearing his wife’s face, said wife’s absence due to spending some…private time in a spa to help overcome a little too much liking for vodka. 

The envelope was a fat one, so I can afford not to work for a while. A little while anyway. I pour more wine into my glass and try to ignore the shake in my hands, try not to think about dead chameleons, try not to think at all.

I fail. Miserably.




I’m in the shower when the pain hits, a grinding, twisting in the center of my chest. I drop to my knees, breathe through my mouth. I’ve never felt anything like this, not even when I got an accidental dose of Fire from a kid who collapsed on the bus stop. 

The pain starts to bleed out, and I shut the water off and crawl out of the bathtub. Even when the pain is well and truly gone, I feel like I’ve been on the receiving end of a steel-toed boot. The only explanation is magic. It’s the only thing that can cause pain without death attached, but using magic directly on a person requires physical contact. You can’t just zap someone by thought alone. At least not that I’m aware of. If that part of the game has changed, we’re all fucked.

I sit with my back against the bathroom door, fighting the urge to take Edge’s advice to pack a bag and get out of the city. 

Would that I could. Would that I fucking could.

But I get dressed and put on an anonymous guy’s face, dress in jeans and a pullover, and tuck the knife Edge gave me in my pocket. I scan the street before I leave the building, check over my shoulders once I do.

I told him that no one knows where I live and it’s the truth, but if someone is hellbent on wiping out the chameleons, how long will it take for them to find me? I’ve already done my best to lay low. When I left the business, I severed all ties. And I’m careful. I don’t wear my own face on the outside. I don’t hang around with the other chameleons. Hell, I don’t hang out with anyone. I work, I eat, I read, I sleep. Exciting, I know.

I hop on a transit bus, my head still foggy from last night’s painkiller and wine and today’s surprise pain. Rain starts to fall, the pissy, drizzly kind, the kind that makes the city look a lot prettier than it really is. A messy sort of camouflage.

I gnaw on a cuticle, think about saying fuck it, making a break for the city line, but I’m not a fool.

I’m bound to the city. If I cross the city line, I’ll die. No bullshit. I’ll start bleeding from my ears, nose, and eyes and bam, gone girl. Yeah, I tried to get close. Once. It was enough. The bond was a little parting gift from The Storyteller to me on my way out of the business, along with the line, “Don’t worry. If I die before you do, you’ll be free.” Right. Like that was even a remote possibility. She’ll probably live forever. 

But at least she let me live. That’s something, I guess.

For a while, I was terrified she’d change her mind and send one of her goons to throw me in the trunk of a car and drive me out of the city. Just to tie up the loose ends, you know? Hasn’t happened. Yet.

See, Baltimore’s run by four bosses: Big Ben, Nostromo, Monty Blake, and The Storyteller. In the city, nearly everyone’s working for one of the four. Some people, like Edge, work for them because they have to. Some do it without even knowing. Doesn’t matter. Never mind the politicians and what have you; the bosses run the city and have for years. Four magic-wielding heavies with blood on their hands and money in the bank.

I used to work for The Storyteller. Mostly as a decoy, but there were times I played different roles. I was on the payroll so the ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies sort of thing. It wasn’t the sort of life I wanted, but it was the one I had. 

Until she killed my father. Yeah, he was a shit with a penchant for cocaine and strippers, but he was my father and he didn’t deserve what he got. She put a Death Sentence on him, a long one, so it had plenty of time to take shape and weight as it fed off him like maggots on rotting flesh. I was with him at the end, when the final words—The End—showed up on his skin like dark, deadly snakes. Afterward, I told her I was out. 

The Storyteller is a sociopath. Of all the bosses, she’s the most dangerous because she just doesn’t care. About anyone. And the best kept secret in Baltimore? 

The Storyteller is my fucking mother.




I get off the bus and head toward a bland warehouse that looks like any other warehouse in the city: old, soot-stained brick; metal-grated windows; heavy steel doors. I stay far enough away that the security cameras can’t pick me up and crouch down behind a reeking Dumpster. The almost-rain is still falling and it creeps beneath the collar of my jacket and soaks my back. I’m taking a risk being here, but how else will I know if Vivian’s okay? 

After about an hour, I’m soaked, smelly, and miserable, but just as I’m about to give up, a sleek black car pulls up. I hunch down as far as possible. A couple of The Storyteller’s goons get out, look around, then one nods. The Storyteller gets out of the car, all diamonds, high heels, and red lipstick. 

She looks like The Storyteller, but I can see Vivian’s real face below my mother’s, like a strange double exposure effect, and I breathe a sigh of relief. At least my sister’s alive.

Once they disappear into the building, I creep from my hiding place.

The bosses rely on chameleon decoys and have for years. Contrary to popular belief, the chameleon gene isn’t that rare, but a good chameleon is. Lots of people can flip faces here and there, but to hold it for a considerable length of time, to play someone else, takes skill.

My mother is the only boss to ever have chameleons in the bloodline. Identical twins, both with the chameleon gene. Lucky for her, right? The bosses, and not just the Baltimore bosses, track them down and pull the old offer too good to refuse card. Also known as do this or die. And once a chameleon is on a bosses’ payroll, they’re on that payroll until they die. 

I’m the only exception to this rule that I’ve ever heard about. My mother put out the story that my father’s death affected me mentally and for safety’s sake, she let me go. With her blessing. I guess I can thank her for that, because it made me untouchable to the other bosses. I know Nostromo’s goons won’t be on my doorstep demanding I come work for him; that’d be tantamount to declaring war on The Storyteller. 

Whoever is killing the chameleons is smart because that means the next time they see Big Ben in public, it’s really him. It might very well be that one of the bosses from DC or Virginia is behind it, wanting to creep in on the Baltimore turf. That shit’s happened before. Comes with the territory.

Yesterday, I thought I was one of six chameleons in the city. Now there are three. Vivian, me, and another guy who worked freelance, but he retired two years ago. As far as I know, he was never on anyone’s payroll so I imagine he’s safe.

If the person who’s doing the killing doesn’t know about me, maybe I’m safe, too. If they do know about me, I’m definitely not safe. Doesn’t matter if I’m in the business anymore or not. Best to err on the side of caution; best to act like I have a price on my head. 

Halfway home, I get that creepy crawly someone is watching sensation. I give a few discreet glances and don’t see anyone paying me any attention. Still, the sensation lingers. A bad fucking sign.

Instead of heading straight down Pratt Street, I turn on Calvert and then onto Baltimore. Three lights down, I hit The Block. Neon lights from the strip clubs reflect in the rain on the asphalt. Once upon a time, this was a stretch of burlesque clubs catering to couples. Now it’s a seedy place with clubs advertising full nudity and most of the patrons are either drunken frat boys, lonely middle-agers, or the kind of guys who can only get attention from the opposite sex when they pay for it. Clichéd? Of course. Isn’t fucking everything?

Not many people out on the sidewalks because of the rain and that suits me fine. I walk aimlessly around the city for another hour, cold and wet and grimacing every time someone rushes by with that funny expression on their face that says I’m a little on the ripe side, and eventually the being watched sensation stops. Then I head home.

Not the best idea, I know, but I don’t have anywhere else to go, and I’m safer in my own place where I know where everything is, where I know every sound the building makes, as opposed to some anonymous hotel, fleabag or not. 

But I shove a chair under the front doorknob, double check all the locks on the windows and shut the curtains tight, and sleep with the knife Edge gave me under my pillow. I don’t have a gun; I never could shoot for shit, no matter how many times my mother made me practice.




My phone rings in the middle of the night, yanking me from half-awake to fully awake. I grab for the phone, knock it on the floor, and finally, after wrangling it free from the bedskirt, lift it to my ear.

“Maxi?” A slightly breathy voice. Viv’s voice.

“Viv? Are you okay?”

I sit up with the sheets pooled around my waist, fumbling for the light on my nightstand.

“No, I-I’m really not. I take it you’ve heard about James and the other chameleons?”

“I have. You know our mother will kill you if she knows you’re talking to me.”

Cutting ties with my sister was the hardest thing to take when my mother let me go, but it was one of her conditions of my termination. I was angry enough to agree to it, but hearing Viv’s voice is a reminder of all the late night conversations we had when we were kids, a painful reminder.

“I know, but I couldn’t not talk to you. I’m scared. Really scared. James and I were friends. Good friends. We were out together the night before he died.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I hate this. Everyone is on edge. Mom is driving me up the wall. Days like this, I wish I would’ve followed you out.”

I nibble on my lower lip, not sure what to say. If I tell her I’ve been miserable, it would be a lie. If I tell her I’ve been happy, it would be a lie, too. 

“I heard you were under guard,” I finally say.

She laughs. A little. “Yeah. I’m like Fort Knox.”

“That’s good at least.”

“Sure, sure it is. You try taking a dump when you’ve got an armed guard waiting outside the door.”

I laugh. I can’t help it. Poop jokes are always funny, even when you’re way too old to supposedly find them funny, and soon enough, she’s laughing, too.

“Look, I have to go. Mom wants me up bright and early, but I-I wanted to talk to you. I’m sorry I waited so long.”

“Me, too. Hey, how did you get this number?”

“Shhh. I checked Mom’s laptop.”

That gives me pause, but it shouldn’t really. I should’ve known she’d keep tabs on me. 

She drops her voice to a whisper. “Okay, gotta go. We’ll talk soon, okay?”

I sit for a long time, staring at the phone in my hands, the taste of regret on my tongue. I think of calling Edge, but it’s too late and he’s probably roughing someone up for Big Ben right now. I found out completely by accident that Edge was undercover about six months before my father died. I kept quiet because…because of love, I guess. Or maybe lust wrapped in a healthy dose of stupidity.

I’ve never been a friend to Big Ben either and I really don’t care if the cops take him down. My guess is he’s pretty untouchable, but if they want to spend the money and the manpower trying, who am I to say anything against it.

Honestly, I didn’t even think what would happen between Edge and I when I got out. I guess it was another instance of me not thinking. He called me an idiot, reminded me that my father and I weren’t even that close, and then he told me I risked his undercover work if we were to stay together. Right. I went legit and somehow became a risk? That prompted the vase throwing. 

But it’s all water under the bridge now. I made my choice and honestly, I’d probably make the same choice today. But damn, hearing my sister’s voice…

Ignoring the time on the clock, I call Edge anyway, but his phone rings a few times and then goes to voice mail. I don’t leave a message.




I stay inside for three days, peeking out the windows during the day and tossing and turning at night. I come close to calling the Mayor and asking for a favor, a safe place to stay, but I don’t know if I can trust him. I don’t know if I can trust anybody. 

Edge shows up at my front door on the fourth night with two bottles of wine. It’s cheap shit—he always had terrible taste in the stuff—but I’m out and my nerves are a mess, so I won’t complain. 

“How did you know I’d still be here?” I say, after I pour the wine and sit on the opposite end of the sofa.

“Lucky guess.”

I take a few sips of wine. It’s a little on the bitter side, but it isn’t horrible. Okay, so maybe it is, but beggars and choosers and all that.

“How you holding up?” he asks.

“I shrug.”

“I still wish you’d consider leaving.”

I almost tell him about the bond, but only almost. “Viv’s okay. I talked to her.”

His eyes narrow. “You sure it was her?”

“I know my sister’s voice. It was her. Have you found anything else out?”

“No. Not yet. Big Ben’s practically tearing apart the city, though. Whoever did this won’t be able to hide forever. Not from us.” He smiles, showing his teeth.

Sometimes I think Edge forgets he’s a cop. Sometimes I do, too. With the next glass of wine, the space between us on the sofa gets a little smaller. By the time we get to the third glass, the space is smaller still. We never make it to the fourth glass.

He’s gone in the morning and that’s okay with me. It’s better that way. No chance for awkward conversation.




On the sixth night of my house arrest, I’m pacing divots in my living room rug when there’s a crash of glass coming from my bedroom. My heart racing double time, I yank the chair from under the door knob and hightail it out of there, slapping on my outside face as I go. 

I pause at a bus stop, but if someone knows where I live, if they’ve been watching me, then they know I don’t have a car, and it would be way too easy for someone to trap me on a bus. 

So I walk. 

I’m trapped in the city with no real friends and sure, the neighborhood I live in isn’t the greatest, but that would be a pretty fucking convenient coincidence, and I don’t believe in coincidences that big. I have the clothes on my back, a knife, my cellphone, and a couple of bucks in my pocket. That’s it. 

For one very long and uneasy moment, I think about calling my mother. Then I call Edge. He picks up on the third ring, but I don’t wait for him to say hello.

“Someone broke into my apartment. Can I come crash at your place until I figure out what to do?”

A long pause. “Sure.”

But he doesn’t sound sure and it pisses me off.

“Look, if it’s an imposition, I can go someplace else. I’m not asking for your help, okay, just a place to crash tonight.”

“No, it’s fine. Come on over.”




The lights are on in Edge’s place, a rundown townhouse in a neighborhood that makes mine look high class, but he doesn’t answer the front door when I knock. I creep around the back and knock on his kitchen door. No answer there, either.

I peek through a gap in the curtains and see a body on the floor. Edge’s eyes are wide open and a knife is sticking out of his chest. 

No. Oh, fuck no. 

I cover my mouth, hold in a shout. I feel like I have a noose around my neck and someone is slowly tightening the rope. I don’t what to do. I don’t know what to think.

But hanging outside the house of a dead undercover cop is not an option, so I bolt without a look back. Tears burn in my eyes but I blink them away. I think about going back to my apartment, but that would be akin to suicide and I’m not ready to give up yet. I stop just outside the reach of a streetlamp’s arc and the tears start to fall, too many to blink back. I want to close my eyes, I want to rewind the days and go back to when things made sense, to when the tentacles of a life I left behind weren’t reaching out to try and reel me back. 

I hear voices and once again I’m on the move, wiping my tears as I go. I don’t even know where I’m going until I start walking.




My mother’s private residence is near the Inner Harbor. It’s a long walk on foot, but the buses aren’t running this late and I don’t want to risk a cab. I stand across the street for a long time. I don’t want to be here, but I don’t know what else to do.

I drop my false face and the headache sneaks in. Not a bad one, at least it doesn’t feel like it. My hands are shaking when I knock on the door, and my heart leaps in my chest when Viv opens the door. It’s always like looking in a mirror. She smiles and ushers me in.

“You look like hell,” she says. “Want a drink?”

“No, not right now. I need-I need to see our mother.”

She arches one eyebrow. “That bad?”

“Yeah.” 

I plop down on a chair and rub my temples. The interior of the house is dimly lit and it’s quiet, like church quiet, and I don’t see a glimpse of a guard anywhere.

She presses a glass into my hand. “Drink. You’ll feel better.”

“Viv, where’s our mother?”

She waves one hand. “Away.”

Fuck.

“What about your guards?”

“I sent them away, too.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. That doesn’t gel with the fear I heard in her voice the other night. I look closely at her face, but there’s no chameleon underneath. It’s definitely Viv.

“Finish your drink and then you can tell me what’s going on.”

“Maybe I should just leave and come back when our mother gets back.”

Viv smiles. “No, that wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you know I wanted out, too?”

I shake my head, confused, and a million warning bells go off. 

“She wouldn’t let me go. She let you go, but me? Nope.”

“Viv—”

“She couldn’t live without a pet chameleon. I even tried to find her another one. Know what she told me? ‘There’s no one else I trust enough, Viv.’”

“I’m sorry, but Viv, it hasn’t exactly been wine and roses. She bound me to the city as payback. I can’t even take a fucking vacation.” I realize how infantile that sounds, but right now, I don’t care.

She laughs. “Come work for me and you can take all the vacations you want.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I’ve taken over.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Is it? Is it really?” She puts on our mother’s face. “Who will know?”

And suddenly things start to make sense. A dreadful sort of sense. 

“Where is she?”

“She’s dead.”

“What happened?”

“I killed her,” she says with a shrug. “About time someone put her down.”

No fucking way. This night just went from bad to fucking apocalypse. I don’t want to believe it, but I can’t allow myself not to believe it. My sister killed our mother. I can’t even imagine how she did it, and that’s something I definitely don’t want to know. But I bet I know when: the night the weird pain hit me in the shower. There’s a slim chance it wasn’t the bond breaking, but it’s another thing that makes perfect sense. 

“James was supposed to take care of Big Ben, but he chickened out.”

“What did you do?”

She smiles and slips her own face back on.

“You killed the others, too, didn’t you?”

But I already know. Only another chameleon can see through a chameleon’s disguise. The only way she can successfully take over as our mother is if no one is around to know. But Viv’s crazy if she thinks she can pull this off, even without any chameleons around to see through her disguise. Someone will figure it out. You can’t play someone else forever.

A strange sort of laughter bubbles up in my throat. Maybe it’s exhaustion. Maybe it’s the headache rolling around in my skull.

“And if I don’t want to come work for you?”

She takes a small sip of wine. Cocks an eyebrow. “Don’t you think the cops will be very interested in the death of one of their own? I can’t imagine they’ll leave any stone unturned until they find out who did it.”

I hiss in a breath. “You knew?”

“Of course I did. It never took much to play you.” She lets out a breathy little laugh. “The kid I hired to throw a rock in your window tonight worked like a charm. I knew exactly who’d you call, and you should’ve seen his face when you did. It was perfect.”

The knife Edge gave me feels like a weight in my pocket. I slip it out and hide it beneath my thigh.

“How could you?”

“Our mother taught me well. No loose ends. Ever. And really, is a cop playing gangster that great of a loss?”

Words gather in my chest, but I can’t make them take shape. Instead, I throw my glass to the side. It shatters on the floor, but I’m already across the room, the knife in my hand. A small voice screams in the back of my mind, but my body is moving on some strange anger-fear-desperation autopilot. The knife slides in the center of her chest easily—too easily—and her face, oh god, her face. Shock, surprise, and betrayal.

It’s like killing myself.

When it’s done, I can’t stop shaking. Move, get out of here, I tell myself. But my limbs don’t want to move, like all the blood has congealed.

What in the hell have I done? 

I look at her body, at the blood, and that gets my own blood moving. I look away when I pull the knife from her chest but I’ll never forget the sound. And that I’ve killed Viv in the same manner she killed Edge doesn’t escape me. Some trait or preference inherent in our blood?

I head to the door, but pause with my hand inches from the knob. It would be easy enough to slip into Viv’s shoes. Or my mother’s. No one would need to know. I could cover everything up, even Edge’s death. Hell, I could blame it on me. I’d be safe, protected, and I wouldn’t have to worry about money. I know enough about the business so I wouldn’t fuck things up, and then I could just…disappear after a while.

Then I wrench the door open. No. No way in hell. I walked away from this life once, and I’ll be damned if I’ll willingly walk back into it. I want more, and now I have a chance to take it. Maybe I’m crazy, maybe it’s a slim chance, maybe they’ll come looking for me.

But with my mother dead and my bond broken, I’m not tethered to Baltimore anymore. I can head south. Sit on a beach, drink frozen margaritas, and work on my tan. 

They can look for me all they want.

I’m a chameleon. I can hide anywhere.
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The Man Who Has Been Killing Kittens

Douglas F. Warrick

So you want to know about the man who has been killing kittens.

There’s a little congress of dead men in bad suits at the bottom of the reservoir. Some are handcuffed to steering wheels and float upside-down from shattered windshields, and others have their ankles chained to old cinderblocks. Some, their murderers evidently keen on homage, even have their feet sealed in buckets full of cement. They bicker and gossip and lie to one another. Blank-eyed and bloated and secretive are the dead men in their underwater garden. 

They talk about the man who has been killing kittens. Twisting off their little kitten heads and laying them on the welcome mats of prominent members of the community. They say his name, although their tongues are rotten, and sound is fat and shapeless underwater.

But they will tell you where to go.

Out of the suburbs and onto the highway, ten minutes north, where the buildings become tall. Navigate the one-way streets. Don’t make eye contact. I assume you know the place where the freight train runs on elevated tracks that intersect Fifth Street. Down that self-consciously quaint white-urban cobbled road, very nearly at the corner of Fifth and Wayne, there’s a little bar with a private guesthouse out back. The guest house used to be a tuberculosis ward, and people say that it is haunted by the ghosts of patients who drowned on dry land. You can almost hear them, their coughs so forceful and wet that they become tonal, melodic, almost the squawks of huge water birds. They are not the ghosts of tuberculosis patients. They are only the ghosts of their coughs. 

But a cough is a song, and a song is a story, and maybe they’ll sing you the one about the man who has been killing kittens. He has something special planned, that man. Something bigger than petty catrocide. A party. A cotillion. But here, the ghosts of dead coughs run out of dead breath and are silent.

You might ask yourself why you care. Why you have invested so very many evenings of hours to investigating the man who has been killing kittens. He hasn’t killed any kittens of yours. Are you sure you want to do this?

Back to the streets, following the trail out of the thoroughly gentrified networks of renovated houses and into the places about which words like “unsafe” and “run down” are used euphemistically. Ask questions. Make demands. Learn about a cabal of chaos magickians.

There is a cabal of chaos magickians who are mostly full of shit, but who sometimes step without looking and accidentally put their feet in the real deal. They meet in new places every week, but—being pointless contrarians and transgressivists—they prefer churches. They affect exclusivity, but pretty much anyone is allowed to join up. If somebody puts the word out that they’re interested in that sort of stuff, whispers it in the right ears, they’re sure to get an invite. 

They adopt all the typical iconography—the robes, the candles, the beards, the daggers, the vernacular of ritual—and masturbate onto pieces of parchment on which are written the names of gods they’ve mostly just made up. Whereupon, sometimes, their made-up gods answer. Those gods, when they deign to exist at all, know all about the man who has been killing kittens. It’s a compulsion, you know, he can’t help himself. Some people smoke cigarettes and some people pick at scabs and some people kiss their hands and touch the roofs of their cars when they pass beneath yellow traffic lights. And the man who has been killing kittens kills kittens. Of course, it is not just a compulsion. It’s also a project of enormous scope and consequence. But a person can be compelled toward completing a project, too. That’s its own kind of addiction. If anybody ought to understand that, it’s you.

The highway again, clogged with orange barrels and flashing detour signs and nighttime-made-daytime work lights in the center of which stand sour-faced construction workers with reflective orange vests and unhappy unfocused eyes. You should talk to someone. Someone you know.

She’s waiting for you at your apartment, by the way. She made you dinner and cleaned your bathroom, even though she kind of resents doing that sort of gender-normative crap, but she wanted to do something nice for you.

Down in the series of tunnels that attach the various buildings that comprise the college, there’s a tiny wing of classrooms and one block of faculty offices, only one of which is occupied. The man who works in that office is a professor of theoretical ichthyology. The study of possible fish. His office is cluttered with fish tanks outfitted with different configurations of salt and freshwater, rock bottoms or silt, plastic castles or pirate ships, but no fish. Each glowing tank has a sheet of paper taped to its face with a question mark in Sharpie thereon. He’s an old friend, the man who studies possible fish. And in that office, lined with empty aquariums, he might let loose whatever secrets he possesses regarding the man who has been killing kittens. For example, he might mention that almost every professor and adjunct has been honored (his choice of words) with a head on his or her doorstep (his tone will be conspicuously neutral, but he the corners of his mouth will twitch and his eyebrows will furrow, and he’ll smile sadly as if to say, “You can’t win them all,”), and that, in the mouth of each kitten, they have found rolled-up newspaper clippings. But he can’t (or won’t) say which stories were clipped.

And anyway, he’ll wonder what you’re doing there. He won’t say anything, but he’ll wonder. He’ll watch your restless feet shuffling and he’ll try, without trying, to isolate and identify the part of you that pulls you away from your bed and keeps you pacing dark corridors. He’ll wonder why you want to make this your business, and he’ll suspect, and he’ll be pretty close. He might remember the zeal with which you declared your intention to quit smoking when he eyes the rectangular bulge in your breast pocket. He might see the way you round your shoulders to cradle the incredible ache in your solar plexus. He might even say, “How are you holding up these days?”

How are you holding up these days?

Listen. Right now, and no other time, there is a very old woman in a shapeless floral nightgown standing in the alley that runs between the houses on Walnut and the houses on Waverly. She had a kitten when she was nine years old that used to sleep at the foot of her bed. That was more than eighty years ago, but tonight, she is awake and standing outside, stuck in the cone of light cast by the motion-sensitive bulb somebody mounted above their garage, because she has suddenly remembered her old kitten and how she came to lose it. She remembers, for the first time in eight decades, a man with a wholly unremarkable hat who arrived in her childhood bedroom through the window. She awoke just in time to witness the man prying her kitten from the warm spot between her legs. He looked at her and said the exact words that, if you only knew them, would make everything absolutely clear. Right now, she is consumed by the panicked conviction that her little kitten has had its head twisted off. She feels it die. 

You will, of course, never get to her in time. She’s already shaking her head and unlatching the back gate of her little house and walking back inside. She’ll forget all of this by morning.

You know, for some reason, the girl in your apartment is in love with you. She sees a future with you. You are all she wants in the entire world. She neither knows nor cares about the man who has been killing cats. 

She does not know that, right now, the man who has been killing cats is calling a late night AM radio talk show and attempting to confess everything. She doesn’t know that he holds the receiver of his old rotary phone between fingers covered in painful sores. She doesn’t know that the worst kind of magic isn’t the old kind, it isn’t the dusty books or the ancient talismans. She has no inkling at all that the worst kind of magic is the shit we make up on the fly. And she has no idea how hard it is to remove the putrid stink of it once it’s set in. She doesn’t hear the man who has been killing kittens when he hisses at the radio call screener, “Listen to me: there is a beehive in my brain. I just want it to stop buzzing and stinging and making me angry. I’m so fucking angry all the time now. So fucking angry that I just want to collect men and women and make of them fingers and make of those fingers a fist bigger than my own and use that fist to twist off heads much bigger than those to which my own fingers are accustomed to twisting. Don’t you get it? Don’t you understand that creation and destruction aren’t binaries but layers? Don’t you know that sometimes you need to break shit in order to build shit in order to break more shit?” She doesn’t hear the screener—some poor intern who pulled the short straw and got stuck with the night shift and the crazies—sigh and hang up on him before he ever gets to air.

All she knows is that it’s hours past midnight and you’re not home. Ouch.

Don’t think about that. Don’t think about that, because there is a man in your city who has been killing kittens. And that’s a reason to get up in the morning. That’s a reason to never go to bed at all. The city’s surface is lousy with underground tunnels both figurative and literal, so many that the integrity of the ground is irreparably compromised, and you could fall through, and you could get lost in it all, all the stinking hexes and scumfuck spells you deserve would be yours for the wallowing, and you would never have to suffer the indignity of being loved by someone ever again, would never be paralyzed by the concrete and inescapable truth of someone else’s trust, you could just sink forever into ghosts and moon-children and monsters and sorcery and you could smoke your cigarettes and cast your spells and do your detective work until they kill you, and until then (and maybe after), you’d never run out of places to debase yourself, ever, ever, ever, ever.

Stop. Listen. Something’s buzzing. 

The newest text message on your phone doesn’t say, “where r u?” It says, “u ok?”

But anyway.

There is wolf in the woods outside of town. And this might be your best bet, so listen closely. The wolf in the woods outside of town will know that you are looking for it. It will be waiting for you. 

While you’re on your way to where it waits, here’s what else will be happening: the dead men in the reservoir will crane their necks to stare at the surface, because something true is happening, and they miss truth like they miss air. The ghosts of tubercular coughs will feel, for just a moment, like the men and women who once wretched them through their throats are able to breathe again. The asshole chaos magickians will all simultaneously glance up from the parchment onto which they’ve done their business and one of their made-up gods will hover in the middle of their circle, lonely and confused at its sudden being-ness, and one of the magickians will say, “Guys…man…I don’t know…” Your friend, the potential fish aficionado, will receive an email from an old college buddy the two of you had, and it will make him smile, and for the first time in a very long time, he will think about what it was like to be nineteen and to have his very first crush on a boy for which he didn’t feel ashamed, and he will whisper something very sweet and very secret at the screen. The old woman, in her sleep, will feel the weight of something warm settling down between her knees. The intern at the radio station will count down the very last minute before she can go home and go to bed. Every lucky citizen upon whose stoop was left the head of a dead kitten will leave their homes and start walking toward a place I’m not allowed to tell you about. And, sensing their approach, the man who has been killing kittens will breathe deeply and wait for them to come to him. 

And as for her? What will she do?

The wolf in the woods outside of town knows. It watches. It does not take any great pleasure in knowing or in watching. No collector, the wolf. Just an organ of the city with a vital but passive role to play in the secret understructure of our community. It won’t wish to be rushed. It won’t respond to manic demands. So take a deep breath and let it say what it wants to say. It might tell you where to find the man who has been killing kittens, and when it does, its mouth might water, and it might long for a simpler life like the lives of its fellows, who eat little animals and don’t give a shit about back-alley black magic. And if it does tell you that, you’re welcome to go there and do whatever it is you hope to do. May it bring you peace.

But if the wolf chooses not to? If it refuses to speak? If it looks at you through eyes that catch the moonlight and shine like headlamps and says, “Go home,” soundlessly? Then?

Then, you get in your car and you go home. You park outside of your apartment and walk up the stairs. You rummage in your pocket for your key and use it to unlock your door only to find that your door is already unlocked. And when you swing it open, you find your apartment empty save for the smell of a meal cooked hours ago, a copy of the key abandoned on the arm of the sofa, and a poster of your favorite Magritte painting that wasn’t there before leaning against the wall. The one of the man, his hair impeccably parted in the center and combed to either side, staring into the mirror at the back of his own head.
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The Large Man

Paul Tremblay

Mr. C____ is one of the Problem Solvers. He is dressed in black and quietly works at his desk. 

I am Mr. C____. I am one of the Problem Solvers. I am dressed in black and quietly working at my desk. The scrtich scritch of my pen is louder than my breathing. My desk is one of three hundred and fifty three in our office. Our office is in the Great Hall. 

Two days ago I was charged with determining the number of citizens with middle names that began with the letters “G-a-e.” There are six. Yesterday, oh yesterday, I was sent into the field! The rarest of rare occurrences, despite my many requests otherwise. It had been years since I’d been sent from the Great Hall to problem solve. Granted, it was only to help assorted members of the citizenry find their lost keys, socks, and one older gentleman’s ivory rook from a chess set that had been carved by his great-grandfather. He didn’t tell me about his great-grandfather carving the rook, but that’s the scenario I dared imagine.

This morning I was handed a ledger. My heart sank despite knowing the probability of being sent into the field two days in a row was zero. Numbers were then dictated to me via speakerphone. I was not told what the numbers represented, only that I was to find a pattern hidden within them. I was reminded that trying to ascribe context to the data would only negatively influence my perception of said data with bias. Bias, we’ve been told repeatedly, is the Problem Solver’s enemy. 

The coworkers to my left and right—Ms. Longfeld and Mr. Demet—peer at me over their dusty tomes, their “great works of literature” (so they claim). They hold their books upside down, if the book covers are any indication. I feel them observing my data observation, changing everything. Protocol dictates that I am not to allow myself to wonder if the numbers represent street addresses of physicians who only treat patients felled by incurable diseases, if the numbers are celestial coordinates of black holes that have a craven hunger for worlds, or if the numbers represent the annual sums of unanswered prayers uttered by children in the city. 

Hours pass like the digits beneath my fingers. My fingers are ink-stained. Blue. I try to create more stories for the numbers, from the numbers, but the stories don’t take, and my stomach cramps and clenches at my repeated failures. I stop looking for meaning, but still, the numbers do not perfectly fit into any regression models. As it finally occurs to me that these numbers fit into a simple Fibonacci sequence and as I visualize the numbers spinning into a perfect golden spiral, one with infinite possible meanings and conclusions, there is a cough. A clearing of a throat. An introduction to a new problem.

“Ahem. Mr. C____.”

She is an Assigner. She wears a white suit, squared at the shoulders, and a skinny, red necktie spills down her front as though her neck has sprung a leak. The knot is thicker than what is generally customary and makes me uncomfortable. She stands next to my desk, hands folded in front of her. I do not know how long she has been standing there observing me. I have never seen this Assigner before. There is no one else in the office. I did not notice that my coworkers had left. 

“The Great Hall has been cleared. I believe you know what this means.”

“My apologies, but I do not.” I get irked at Assigners who assume that I know everything when it has become painfully clear in my many years as a Problem Solver that I know distressingly little.

The Assigner has a small, rectangular, white card clasped between her fingers. I take it. It reads, simply, “The Consortium.”

I say, “Invitation?”

“A command.”




Mr. C____ stands in situ before the members of the Consortium, as is required by Parliamentary Procedure. He nervously waits to be addressed.

I am Mr. C____. I stand in situ before the members of the Consortium, as is required by Parliamentary Procedure. I nervously wait to be addressed. 

I last stood before the Consortium many years ago, during Initiation, when my memories were wiped away, including the memory of the Initiation itself. After, I was assured that my previous life was one of intolerable suffering and sadness and that I’d earned the tabula rasa and honor of being a Problem Solver. I was assured that my old life was vestigial and those memories would be as obsolete as a burned, unread book. 

How is it then, that instead of excitement at the prospect of being assigned a clearly important problem by the Consortium themselves, I am filled with primal dread? I am sweating and I push my glasses up the length of my nose. 

The members of the Consortium stand behind a white, marble desk that spans the cavernous length of Parliament. The members wear black, silk robes that flow over their bodies like water. Hoods obscure their identities. They’re huddled close, clinging to one another, whispering, pointing, until finally, one speaks.

“Problem Solver, we have a problem that needs solving.” I cannot tell which member of the Consortium is speaking as they remain huddled and constantly in motion. 

I say, “At your service.”

“There is a Large Man.” 

“A large man?”

“Yes. He is murdering family members of the Consortium.”

I don’t know quite what to say. My pulse beats insistently against my collar. “Horrific. Tragic.”

“Yes. Yes. We’re all frightened and very angry, and of course, demand justice.”

“At your service.”

“Direct your attention to the video, please.”

A white curtain falls in front of the members of the Consortium. From somewhere behind me a projector whirs to life, my own shadow darkens the curtain, and giant, grainy images flicker before me.

A plain bedroom chamber. An ornate bed, brass posts reaching toward a vaulted ceiling. A sleeping form under the bed covers. The person in the bed is blurred out. Identity still to be protected. The bed covers are blue. A large man, presumably, the Large Man suddenly fills the curtain screen. If the dimensions of the projected room are to be trusted, he must stand over eight feet tall. His shoulders are as broad as the horizon. He wears a fedora and a trench coat. That there was a trench coat of that size produced at all strikes me as a horror. The Large Man turns momentarily toward the camera, his face is obscured by shadow, tufts of thick dark hair curl around the hat’s brim, perhaps a mustache, perhaps a beard. He shuffles slowly to the bed. The blurred-out victim—I already presume the person to be the victim—stirs, and then screams. The scream has been modified to protect the identity of the screamer. I am thankful for the blurring and modification as I don’t want to actually see what happens, but at the same time, I do. I do so very much. The Large Man pulls two, large rats out of his pockets. Their tails are as thick as ropes. The nasty clicking of their teeth is audible despite the victim’s (modulated) screams. The Large Man releases the rats and holds down the victim. The blur turns red. The terrible sounds continue.

The Consortium play me four more videos. Each bedchamber is similar. Each death by rats is similar. The only difference is the size of the blurred out victim. The last one is distressingly small.

The projector goes quiet. I am breathing heavy and I wipe my eyes with a handkerchief. My shadow no longer stains the white curtain. The curtain raises. 

Some members of the Consortium pantomime weeping and grief, others console them. One member separates from the group, and speaks. “We don’t yet know who The Large Man is.”

“May I?” I ask and pull out a small notebook. The notebook is red. “Are the rats—”

“As far as we’re concerned, our long standing truce with all of the City’s creatures, including the rats, remains in good standing.” The speaker’s tone is annoyed. 

Problem Solvers aren’t supposed to ask questions of the Consortium. I know this, but I can’t help myself. I feel feverish with questions, with the idea of daring to ask questions and where those questions might lead. I ask, “Have the birds—”

I am interrupted again. “The birds either know nothing or they wish to remain neutral observers.”

“Do you fear that whomever this Large Man is, he is trying to start the war again?” This time, I am allowed to ask my presumptuous and potentially dangerous (to me) question.

“We fear nothing, Problem Solver. We want the truth and we want to know who The Large Man is and his whereabouts. That is what we want from you.”

“At your service. I know I’ve already overstepped my bounds, but in wanting to ensure that I fulfill my duties to their fullest, I’d like to ask if I will have permission to apply my skills in the field, if necessary. Do I have permission to confront and apprehend the Large Man myself, should the opportunity be presented?” Despite my longing to be out in the field and away from the Great Hall, the prospect of physical confrontation dizzies my head, but in a way that makes me smile. I know I shouldn’t be smiling. I look down, and away, as though hiding my eyes will keep my yearnings a secret. 

The speaker doesn’t respond, so I continue. “While weapons and apprehension, if that is the correct word, are not my forte.” I pronounce forte, properly, as “fort,” as all Problem Solves have been trained to do. “I’m quite confident, if properly equipped, in my ability to handle the entirety of The Large Man problem, as it were.” 

The speaker: “Once located, The Large Man will be confronted by members of the Army of White.”

“I understand, particularly given the potential diplomatic difficulties involved, I only would like to add—” 

“That is most certainly enough! You will do as asked. We will supply you with all the information that you will need. We will ensure that you are well equipped for the task that is required of you.”

“Of course. At your service.”




Mr. C____ is dropped off at a curb in front of the Great Hall. He carries a plastic container of luke-warm broth and an umbrella even though it is no longer raining.

I am Mr. C____. I am dropped off at a curb in front the Great Hall. I carry a plastic container of luke-warm broth and an umbrella even though it is no longer raining. The umbrella is my weapon of choice, even if it isn’t very much of a weapon at all. Ahead are the Great Stairs that lead to the Great Hall. Foot traffic is light. The surrounding buildings are brightly lit but no one stands in their windows to look out at me. Still, I can’t help but feel watched, as though I’ve been marked by my assignment. The only problems that I can never solve are my own.

I look down and there’s a dead rat in the gutter. There are always dead rats in the gutter. Its body is flattened and desiccated. Flies and ants crawl in and out of empty eye sockets and its gaping mouth. An ant on its terrible yellow teeth. I nudge the rat with my foot. Insects scurry away but quickly regroup. 

Problem Solvers are remade and trained to ignore our gut and remain coolly rational and devoted to data. I say out loud, as though speaking to the dead rat, “Without having consulted any further evidence than what the Consortium has already shown me, I think the rats are behind the Large Man attacks.” Sudden and powerful nausea buckles my knees and I drop the container of broth and it spills, washing the rat into a sewer drain. My body quivers, rejecting my announced intention toward bias as toxic, but the nausea ebbs, if not disappearing completely. I breathe, then stand shakily, and I scurry up the stairs to the Great Hall. At the top of the stairs, I look back to the street, and the discarded broth container, and I shudder with pleasure at the unpleasant memory of the bias-induced nausea. 

The Great Hall’s interior remains cleared. I sit at my desk, which buckles under the weight of a new computer. The screen is in the shape of a crescent moon and pulses with the blue light of its electronic heartbeat. I have been granted unprecedented access to the Grid, surveillance video, government files (including the most recent FFCS—Flora Fauna Census and Survey—along with the closely monitored migratory analysis, sentience quotients, and hive-mind constants of the numerous superorganisms—all of which we have hard-earned peace pacts—within the city.), consumer data including voting records and political affiliations, employee and banking records. I feel appropriate awe at the infinite gathering of information and I imagine bytes of data parsed into quarks, and those data quarks are living organisms infesting every corner and crevice of my head. It’s a glorious nightmare. 

The problem that has been assigned to me is extraordinary, and I’ve rationally concluded that my methods will have to be extraordinary as well. Extraordinary means unorthodox and anti-policy. So I begin with bias, my delicious bias. I begin with the rats. I being by assuming the rats are behind the murders of Consortium family members. I ask myself a question in a voice that crackles like a downed power line. “Why not simply murder the Consortium members themselves?” And I answer, “Because the rats don’t want the Consortium replaced, they want them to be afraid, and then be pliable, easily swayed, willing to compromise in the face of the terror of The Large Man’s attacks. The rats know that Consortium members can be easily replaced with hardliners who don’t have the albatross of loved ones.” I smile at this induction, this simply calculated dream of mine. As a Problem Solver, I’ve been designed to ignore dreams. I am a human algorithm, a program trained to find glitches in the code, the diamond in the data, and intuition and imagination are words belonging to a dead tongue. 

I close my eyes. I breathe. I imagine the rats meeting in their secret meeting places and planning their secret plans, twitching their whiskers, folding their pink little hands, and I am there, in a corner of the dark underbelly of the sewers with the rats crawling and planning and planning and planning. 

I am light-headed, drunk with this imagining, and I know I should stop, but I can’t. Only I can stop the rats. I am Mr. C____. Me, my newborn imagination, and my umbrella will find the Large Man they’ve coerced into their service and stop the rats and their attempted coup. 

While in the throes of my reverie I maintain a modicum of procedure and build algorithms to begin sifting through the data, and I build algorithms for the algorithms until the computer is working by itself. On the computer monitor contoured to nearly wrap around my head this universe of information collapses down before my eyes into a singularity of a discovery, a singularity of a story.

Based in part on the shadowy stills culled from the videos of the attacks, the Large Man is Wenton Foles (a 95.45% probability match). He is thirty-seven-years old, an unemployed union machinist who is described by coworkers as having a fierce temper but unwavering loyalty, twice-divorced to the same woman who has since left the city after changing her name, a cribbage enthusiast, an amateur anarchist who once received a citation for purposefully flipping a one-way street sign so that it pointed to the sewers below. In recent years he’s taken to wearing a thick mustache and sideburns presumably to hide the facial features distorted by acromegaly, a once rare disease that results in unchecked growth of facial features. Four other union machinists have the same disease although they each believe that they suffer alone. Wenton is two weeks behind in rent. He was last seen alive purchasing flounders from the Market nine days ago. He is not eight feet tall. The change in height is puzzling, though perhaps that can be attributed to acromegaly or something as simple as platform shoes. The Large Man does not move well due to his physical abnormalities.

I also imagine that Wenton does not move well under the weight of his betrayal and guilt, and the weight of unhappiness. His trade, his training, his preordained station in life has yielded him divorce and disease, and what else? Perhaps he is thinking Why not help the rats? They couldn’t do worse than the current tenants of Parliament. No, there’s more to our Wenton, and if I were not to follow protocol and not simply report my findings and his name to the Army of the White I would then find out how much more there is to Wenton and his story. If I were to attempt to confront him myself, perhaps a few hours from now, when it’ll still be raining…as he tries to sneak out of his apartment’s back window, he had returned to his apartment for money or his fake ID or a picture of his ex-ex-wife, the one he still loves, but Mr. C____ is there sitting on the fire escape, the tip of his umbrella pointed at Wenton’s barrel-sized chest, Mr. C____ cruelly makes light of the mountainous terrain of the man’s morphing facial features to let Wenton know that Mr. C____ is not afraid of him, and that really, Mr. C____ only has to look at him a certain way and Wenton will then tell him everything he needs to know, Mr. C____ lies, telling Wenton that he paid a visit to his ex-ex-wife, the one who already told him everything he needed to know about Wenton, the one with a beauty mark that tickles her upper thigh, Wenton attempts to strike Mr. C____ but Mr. C____ swats it away nonchalantly, Mr. C____ then tells him that he knows of the acromegaly Wenton caught from a life spent inhaling and absorbing factory chemical fumes, and Mr. C____ knows of the years spent flirting with the underground, as though his lifestyle was a child’s dare, and Mr. C____ knows of the unpopular, unwelcomed, and exciting company he keeps, and Mr. C____ knows his bars and his alleys and what Wenton likes to drink and who he wants to fight and who he wants to fuck, and Mr. C____ knows that Wenton yearns for something more than what’s hidden in the sweet lies of a better life promised within the diaphanous whispers of the rats, Wenton listens and then promises to show Mr. C____ everything he’s learned from the rats, including how feeling pain is better than feeling nothing— 

The computer beeps harshly at me and I twitch in my chair, almost falling out it. I understand the computer’s language of beeps. My algorithms found Wenton. There is a 98.4% probability (which is a near statistical certainty) that he is holed up in one of the floating ships in Old Bay. All I have to do, all I’m supposed to do is make a few keystrokes, and inform the Army of the White of my findings. It’s all there. Another job well done. Another to be assigned shortly thereafter.

I grab two fistfuls of my own graying, curly hair and I let the computer beep at me. 




Mr. C_____ guides his gondola between the abandoned ships of Old Bay. Mr. C____ has never been on a gondola before.

I am Mr. C____. I guide my gondola between the abandoned ships of Old Bay. I have never been on a gondola before. I am doing surprisingly well, I think, with the standing and pushing my boat along with the long oar. My legs feel like rubber, a headache bores greedily into the inner fathoms of my skull, and I’ve thrown up twice, but I am doing well. 

The rusting ghost ships of the city’s fabled merchant marine past hulk above me, blotting out all but a thin strip of the night sky. The gently lapping water echoes off their bloated tin stomachs. Dowsing paths between the ships becomes increasingly treacherous until, finally, the mass of ships funnels my gondola into the green ship’s hull. 

There are rats thrashing around in the dark water, swimming away from the ship, away from me, as though they are fleeing. But they are not fleeing, are they? No, they are not. They are amassing for an assault on the city. I don’t have much time. 

Climbing the ship’s moored, emergency ladder with its thin rungs and slicked hand holds proves exceedingly difficult, a physical task that I fear is well beyond me. But I climb anyway, awkwardly clutching to the umbrella. My mind desperately reaches for a memory, an experience or a relationship from which to draw strength, and finds only an empty space that perhaps was once filled with something other than regret. My will to fill that empty space with a new memory of my own making is enough for now. 

I clang and clatter onto the ship’s wide deck, and into light. Gusting wind pushes and prods at my unsteady body, but the sky has cleared and a deep, full moon shines patiently above me. My head buzzes with pain. I don’t care. I am Mr. C____ and I have left my desk in the Great Hall and I have managed to transport myself onto the green ship in the middle of Old Bay. I am here. I am. 

The surrounding ships, those floating headstones, are swarmed by thousands of rats as they head to the city. There is a handheld device in my pocket. I cup my hand gently around it and feel its battery-powered warmth. I can signal in the Army of the White at anytime. 

I stumble across the deck toward the main cabin. The doorway is a shadow. The cabin door is missing, gone. In the doorway there is a shadow inside the shadow. The shadow is the Large Man. It is Wenton. He is waiting for me.

“Hello, Wenton. I am Mr. C____ and I insist that you come back to city with me to face the consequences of your heinous crimes.”

The Large Man steps out of the cabin, onto the deck, and into the moonlight. He towers over me. He is larger than the problems that can never be solved. He wears the familiar fedora and trench coat. His face, having been further ravaged by acromalgy, is almost unrecognizable; a jigsaw puzzle that hasn’t been put together correctly. His chin juts further than the prow of the ship, cheekbones made of marble, and his eyes are black dots, and uneven. I mean to say his black dot eyes are not level and they pock his face below a brow as thick as a park bench. Wenton walks like a mountain might. His legs are disjointed, unwieldy masses that are lifted under obvious and considerable strain then dropped and allowed to collide cacophonically with the deck. 

I slowly back away and he follows. His hands are ominously in his pockets.

I point my umbrella tip at his face. “Don’t come any further, Wenton,” I scream, louder than I intend, and my head nearly splits in two from the pain. “I know you’ve had a horrible go of it, believe me, I understand. I understand your suffering and your fears and your disappointments. The disappointments are worse than the fears, aren’t they?” I stammer, and pause, knowing that I’m speaking only in vague platitudes and sentiments, but I believe in the sentiments, and I do believe I’m getting through to him, that he understands me, that someone understands me. “I am not so different from you, Wenton. I too yearn for something more. A new reality, yes? I want to be remade, but by my own hand, my own remaking. It’s what this is all about, isn’t it? For the first time, I’ve figured that much out on my own.”

Wenton sways in the wind and doesn’t say anything. I watch his hands. My free hand goes to my pocket as well, and the handheld.

“Come on, my good man, let’s go back to the city. We can talk more if you’d like. Have a coffee. Perhaps some broth. We could do that. You could tell me about your life. I’d love to hear everything about that, actually. I won’t judge you. I’ll listen. Forget about the rats and what they want and just come with me.”

At the word “rats,” the Large Man reanimates and steps closer to me. He says, “You don’t know anything.” The voice is a whisper, but one made out of a thousand other whispers. It’s not an emotional retort, but a cold statement of fact. It’s this coldness that coalesces with the disjointed legs and mismatched face that makes me realize what has happened to Wenton. 

I strike the advancing Large Man in the head with my umbrella. The fedora tumbles off his head and pieces of his scalp and face slide off and fall to the deck in strips and chunks. Underneath the skein of what used to be Wenton is a writhing mass of rats. Exposed, the rats themselves begin to break rank and fall to the deck. The Large Man melts away, sloughing bit by bit and rat by rat. 

I frantically pull out my handheld, open the emergency two-way line—although I don’t know if anyone is listening to me—and shout, “This is Mr. C____. It’s the rats! The Large Man is made out of rats!”

One rat runs across the deck and bumps against my foot, but it does not attack. It just drops to its side. It appears to be dead. A dead rat. Dead like the rat I’d encountered in the gutter in front of the Great Hall; that other dead rat that was the source of my biased assumption, the inspiration of my intuition, the fuel behind my adventure. This dead rat that was alive only moments ago is desiccated and its eye sockets are empty, but now, I look more closely at it and its skin boils, its dead skin boils as though there are thousands of other rats contained within the dead rat, and those other rats are bursting and straining for final release. 

Instead, black and madly twitching ants pour out of the dead rat, which deflates as quickly as the Large Man did. The deck quickly turns black as countless ants stream out of all the rats’ bodies, forming a billowing storm cloud that converges on me. Ants inside of rats inside of Wenton…

I want to run away and jump off the deck and hopefully into the water and not crashing into the gondola even though I do not know how to swim. Despite the approaching horror or maybe because of it, I do not seem capable of running. Particularly now with my legs more than ankle deep in an ever-growing ant swarm.

I never considered the ants. Who would ever consider an ant?




Mr. C____ stands in situ before the members of the Consortium, as is required by Parliamentary Procedure. He is dressed in black waits to be addressed.

We are Mr. C____. We stand in situ before the members of the Consortium, as is required by Parliamentary Procedure. We are dressed in black and wait to be addressed.

Mr. C____ once stood before the Consortium many years ago, during his Initiation, when his memories of a previous life of intolerable suffering and sadness were wiped away, when he was first remade. We have remade him again. He will be our legend, forever remembered for his part in the beginning, the beginning of our greatest triumph. 

The members of the ill-fated Consortium stand behind a marble white desk that spans the cavernous length of Parliament. The decreased membership still clings to their black, silk robes and hoods obscuring their identities, but we know who and what they are. 

“Problem Solver, now that the war with the rats finally nears the end, we again have a problem that needs solving.” We cannot tell which member of the Consortium is speaking. It does not matter.

We who are Mr. C____ do not say “At your service,” as is required by Parliamentary Procedure. We begin with the Great Swarm that issues from Mr. C____’s mouth. 
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Unfilial Child

Laurie Tom

A-Nging answered the door, shuffling aside like an old hen to allow June inside. She was stooped with age that belied her dark hair and smooth face. But one only needed to look at A-Nging’s eyes to get a sense of the years she had seen. June did not like to meet them.

“I heard your neighbors saying something about a big bird,” said June, setting a pink box full of dim sum on the counter of her grandmother’s kitchen. “Did one of the eagles escape the zoo?”

She remembered the old lady with her arms spread wide to show its size, and could not imagine anything that large living in Chinatown. Sometimes seagulls flew in from the coast, drawn by food, but even the largest seagull wouldn’t have gotten that much notice. An eagle at least made for a better story, and the zoo was only a few miles away.

“If you had paid more attention learning Chinese as a child, you would know,” said A-Nging.

June had heard the word gui in the conversation, which she understood as “ghost,” but there were so many homonyms in Chinese that it was not hard to confuse one word for another without enough context. Context made the difference between talking about a horse, the ocean, or one’s mother.

“Nobody teaches Hoisan,” said June. “It’s the hick Chinese.”

A-Nging frowned and June pretended not to notice. She mostly remembered growing up and the other Chinese kids at her school declaring that she must not speak Chinese because she did not know Mandarin. She could not manage even basic words. The dialects were too different.

“Anyway, I thought you would be interested,” said June, “since you like birds so much.”

The apartment in the senior citizen center was not that large; only a single bedroom, a living room, and a kitchen barely big enough for two in stand inside. But what wall space her grandmother had chosen to decorate was covered with images of birds. She had a hanging scroll of cranes and a framed print of pheasants in the living room, and a painting of birds with the heads of women in the bedroom above her bed.

From the bedroom came an unusual cry; half laughter, half demand. A baby.

“I’m watching a granddaughter for one of the neighbors,” said A-Nging. “She must have just woken up. Go ahead and make yourself comfortable and I’ll be right back.”

June opened the refrigerator and put the pink box of dim sum inside that she knew A-Nging would never thank her for, but would eat anyway. At least she would have one less thing to complain about. June wasn’t the granddaughter who visited empty-handed.

She wondered how her dad had ever managed.

June could see his portrait at age eighteen, sitting on the shelf above the TV. The color was faded, and it was his graduation day. Kiang had been A-Nging’s only child. She had more pictures of him, but this was the one she was most proud of. It was also the most recent.

Though A-Nging had told her of her parents, June had never known them. Of her mother she had nothing at all, not even a photo. A-Nging had raised her and for as long as she could remember, A-Nging was the only family she’d known.

The baby uttered cranky cries, but they were low, and she could hear A-Nging coo to her in soft Chinese. June wondered if her grandmother was trying to find the next best thing in the absence of any younger grandchildren of her own. She didn’t push June to get married, but it was impossible to ignore her stories about all the wonderful grandchildren her neighbors had.

June looked out the window to the street below. A-Nging had a good view of Broadway, the main thoroughfare through Chinatown, and there was the empty shell of a new building across the street. The architecture was sleek and modern. Not like the old Chinatown she had seen as a child, not like the Chinatown A-Nging had moved to when June decided she no longer wanted to live at home.

Chinatown should look Chinese, not like the latest development in downtown L.A.

The baby warbled and June noticed a large black feather on the window sill. It reminded her of when she and A-Nging had lived in a different apartment miles away in Gardena. As a child she would often find feathers in the yard by their apartment building. Black and white and very large. A-Nging would tell her that so much could be learned about a bird by the feathers it shed, whether it was a water bird, a songbird, or a hunting bird.

“She’s a good girl,” said A-Nging, returning to the living room. She had a baby in her arms that might have been six to eight months old. June was not good at guessing baby ages. Most of her friends were still single.

June smiled politely and waved at the girl. “Hello.”

The girl eyed her hand and then turned back to A-Nging. She twisted further and reached.

“Oh, I think she sees something she wants.” A-Nging laughed and June wondered if that was what it had been like when she was that age, when she was just a child with no expectations of her.

Good children grew up to be doctors and lawyers. They didn’t become case workers for the government, poking their noses into other people’s private business.

“I can come back another time,” said June.

A-Nging picked up a photo from the shelf and held it in front of the baby, who reached for it with an eager hand. “That’s your Auntie June,” said A-Nging. “Do you like that picture? Auntie June was only six years old then.”

June knew the picture. She had been stuffed into a frilly red dress she hadn’t liked and wore a dainty child’s purse she promptly lost the next time she had to wear it. Still, she was smiling. A-Nging had promised her ice cream if she was a good girl. It would have been just another photo of her as a kid, except that peeking out from inside the purse was a small plush owl.

For as much as her grandmother pushed her towards birds, the only ones she had liked were owls. She liked their faces, how they could turn their heads, their expressive ear tufts, but A-Nging found them disgusting. “Unfilial bird,” she said upon discovering June’s toy, and she told her an old tale of how the young owls devoured their parents in order fly.

June didn’t care. That plush owl had survived five attempts at being thrown out before her grandmother finally succeeded. And now it was forever immortalized as a tiny face peering out from a purse in a childhood photograph.

“It’s not too late for you,” said A-Nging.

And it took a moment before June realized her grandmother was speaking to her again.

“I don’t have a husband, much less a boyfriend yet,” said June. “I’m not getting pregnant any time soon.”

“Aren’t you always telling me how there are so many children you see at your work who need families?”

“Woah. Aren’t you the one that tells me I shouldn’t be prying into other people’s families?”

“If they want the kids you should not, but if they don’t…” A-Nging shrugged. “There are unwanted children in any country.”

“I…wasn’t really thinking of adopting.”

Truthfully, June hadn’t even thought of parenthood, figuring that she would work on the dating end of things first, and after that last blow-up with the guy from Finland she thought she might need a break from even that.

“I always thought of you as my daughter,” said A-Nging, setting the photo back on the shelf. “But I never understood why you only liked owls.”




When June was young Chinatown was a magic place where nearly everyone looked like her. It was where A-Nging would take her on Sundays to eat dim sum and she would gorge on egg tarts and steamed rice cakes. She could not speak Hoisan very well, but she knew enough to ask for an-pak and flut-gaw. And then if she was a good girl she would get a pack of flaky melon cakes to take home.

Now she just thought about what an incredible pain it was to come here with a car. She parked up on College Street to avoid having to pay for all day parking at one of the lots and walked down the steep hill to Broadway, carrying a bag of oranges with her. Oranges were lucky. They should be a good gift for a visit.

Chinatown’s heyday was decades ago. By the time June was born it was already in decline as the newer Chinese immigrants moved out to the San Gabriel Valley and the American born disappeared into the suburbs. June had tried getting A-Nging to move out to Alhambra near her, but she wouldn’t hear of it. A-Nging only spoke Hoisan, and the San Gabriel Valley was overwhelmingly Mandarin. At least in Chinatown many of its longtime inhabitants still spoke the tongue of the Four Counties.

So she stayed here, with other old Chinese, in an old Chinatown with signs that were as often as not bilingual with Vietnamese, a Chinatown where June now heard Spanish spoken by the people she passed on the crowded sidewalks. Vendors set racks of wares outside their stores and in the path of potential customers, forcing June to walk around them. There were still a few herbal shops and eateries with names like Queen’s Bakery and Lucky Deli, but so much of what she saw now was clothes. Not even Chinese clothes. How long ago had Chinatown become a swap meet?

The senior citizen apartments loomed up where Broadway intersected with Cesar Chavez Avenue. She could see the new complex rising up across the street; some mix of shops and residential apartments. It was probably part of someone’s revitalization effort, but it didn’t fit in with the older buildings down the street from the 30s and 40s. It was a world away from the herbal shops and darkened tearooms, the restaurants with faded paint and signage from a generation ago. She could already see the logo of the first coffee joint on the outside of the building, and it would not serve egg tarts for breakfast.

June signed in with the security guard in the lobby and took the elevator up to her grandmother’s. To her surprise, A-Nging greeted her at the door with the baby girl in her arms.

“Come in, come in,” said her grandmother.

“I brought oranges,” said June, lifting the bag so she could see before setting it on the kitchen counter.

A-Nging closed the door behind her and said, “That’s a good girl,” but June could not tell if she spoke to her or the child.

The baby looked healthy, staring at June while clutching a sippy cup between her hands.

“How much longer are you babysitting?” asked June. “I mean, a week is a long time for someone to be leaving their baby. Aren’t her parents worried?”

“I don’t see why they would be,” said A-Nging. “She is in good hands.”

June thought that if she had been one of the parents she would be, but she simply shrugged. Not her business, A-Nging would say.

“All right if I use the bathroom?”

She walked into the bedroom to go there and a stabbing pain burst in her temple. For a moment the room swam, covered in black and white feathers. She saw a cradle, surely for the baby, and vaguely remembered a different cradle from when she was too young for a bed. A bird with a human face perched on the rail, watching over her.

Then the pain was gone, and she only saw the painting of the human-headed birds above her grandmother’s bed. Tragic, A-Nging called them. They had died in childbirth before they could love children of their own.

The room smelled of incense and her grandmother had an old-fashioned robe lying on the bed, like one in those Chinese dramas she would watch. June had forgotten she had it. A-Nging had not worn it in years. June remembered that looking at it had made her dizzy when she was young, but now that she was older she could not understand why.

In the bathroom she finished her business, washed her hands, her face, and massaged her temples. The cold water felt good.

When she returned to the bedroom she noticed that A-Nging was still out in the living room. June pressed a hand to her forehead and peered at the robe. It was very fine, with a sheen that gave no clue that it must have been over forty years old; maybe even older if A-Nging had brought it with her from China. A-Nging had told June of how poor they were in Hoipeng, how even their tiny apartment in Los Angeles was better than going hungry. June didn’t understand how her grandmother could have owned such a thing.

“Did you want to try it on?” said A-Nging.

“No.”

Her answer slipped out a little too quickly, a contrary reaction that undermined every attempt she made to be a dutiful granddaughter. June could do the small things, like weekly visits and bringing gifts, but heaven forbid she do more. And she didn’t like dresses.

A-Nging sighed and the corners of her mouth turned down. “I suppose that is all then. You feel nothing from it?”

“It is pretty,” said June, though the apology sounded weak even to her.

A-Nging set the drowsing baby back in the cradle and tucked the blanket around her. June marveled at the girl’s disposition.

“Let’s have one of those oranges you brought,” said A-Nging. “You can tell me about work.”

They opened the window to air out the stuffiness brought on by the afternoon sun, and June sliced the oranges to set on a plate on the table between them. A-Nging asked her more questions about her job than she ever had before. How do foster families work? Who decides where a child is placed? Does it often happen that a child is taken away completely? June could not talk about her current cases, but she could talk about the process in general.

It was grueling work, and there was no question her office was understaffed, but she liked to think she was helping by doing it.

They each had an orange between them, and sixteen evenly sliced peels lay on the dish when they finished. A-Nging picked up the plate and said, “Thank you for talking to me.”

“I do try. Sometimes.” And for the first time in years June felt she had been a good granddaughter.

A-Nging nodded and walked to the kitchen.

June stood and reached for her purse, sitting on the arm of the sofa, when she saw the Chinese newspaper laid out on the small table for the lamp. It was open to what looked to be the classifieds. June couldn’t read it, but could see the photos of apartment buildings, and some of the phone numbers below them had been circled.

“A-Nging? Are you moving?”

“Just thinking about it,” said her grandmother.

June didn’t understand why. Her grandmother had been so happy to move into the senior apartments here, where everything she needed was in walking distance. Were these other places also in Chinatown? Did she not like the new complex across the street?

A-Nging liked to eat at places like the old Phoenix Restaurant that had been around for decades. She would tell June of businesses past as though each one was another friend lost; places where families once came together, where weddings were held, places that had been the pride of Chinatown. So many of them gone.

June pulled away from the paper and noted the time on the wall clock. 5:00.

“I gotta go,” she said. “I’m meeting Heather for dinner.”

A-Nging nodded deeply. “Of course. Take care.” And she waved with an odd bit of finality.

“I’ll see you later,” said June, and she opened the door.

“You can leave it open,” said A-Nging. “I’m going to take the trash out in a minute.”

June walked down the hall towards the elevator and pressed the button, bothered by the nagging feeling that something was off. She wasn’t supposed to have brought something to the dinner, was she? The elevator door opened just as she realized what she was missing. She had left her purse.

June muttered angrily to herself and walked back to the apartment. The door was still open and she could see her purse lying on the arm of the sofa where she’d left it. She strode over to pick it up, and as she did she turned and saw right into the bedroom.

There was a large bird perched on the cradle, one gnarled foot gripping the rail and the other supporting a sippy cup against the baby’s mouth. Its feathers were black trimmed with white, and when its head turned to look at her it had her grandmother’s face.

The hunched figure hopped down from the cradle, legs flowing to the ground as they grew long and wings splaying into arms covered by an ageless silk robe. Her grandmother was no longer stooped. She stood as tall as June, her face still smooth, her hair dark, and her eyes black. Young, and yet older than anything she had seen.

“You had your chance,” said her grandmother. “Get out.”

“No.” The reply came quickly, automatic, before June even realized what she was saying or what she was saying it to. She held up her purse as if it could serve as a barrier between her and the apparition before her. “What’s going on? What are you?”

“A ghost, a spirit, a thieving aunt of a bird… I tried raising a child, one that no one wanted. I found Kiang, wandering lost on the streets of Chinatown. He was a good boy until providence took him away from me. And then I found you.”

Her grandmother took a step towards her, and June backed into the sofa. There was no room to run.

“Your parents left you in your stroller as they talked with another family in the park. You were crying and they did not hear you, but I did. I raised you when your blood parents did not show the interest. And yet you were a terrible nestling, never ready to fledge, unable to feel the call.”

June could see just past her, at the painting in A-Nging’s bedroom, of the women who had died and become birds.

Her grandmother followed her gaze and said, “When you were young I tried to tell you they were more than just stories. I am but one, and I collect the children unwatched by their parents, to raise in place of the one I lost. But there are so few Chinese children in Chinatown now.”

June shook, eyes turned towards the cradle, and lunged. Her grandmother reached out a hand to stop her, and June dove beneath it into the bedroom. She picked herself up and snatched the baby from the cradle. The girl cried. June was not kind.

“Unfilial child,” said the thing that had been her grandmother. Her body sucked in on itself, becoming a bird, with thick, cruel talons and the face of a woman filled with rage. “You yourself work to move unwanted children to a better home. Do you think that I never loved you, that did I not care? I waited almost thirty years for you to fledge!”

The spirit bird dove, talons stretched wide. June grabbed the pillow from her grandmother’s bed and swept it between them; pushing, shoving. Something sharp raked her arm and with a final thrust she charged back through the doorway to the living room.

The bird swept out behind her, wingspan as large as a man, its human head dwindling behind a swirl of feathers into the hooked beak of a massive eagle.

“You will leave my baby! She will fly when she comes of age!”

“She has parents!” June shouted. “You don’t know that they abandoned her! My parents, I don’t know that they abandoned me either…”

June opened the door to the broom closet, putting another barrier between her and the eagle. She needed to get away, but if she ran into the hall, the bird would have a long, clear corridor in which to chase her. In the apartment, where it was crowded, and tiny, her wings would not carry her as far or as fast.

Ignoring the baby’s cries she set her on a shelf in the closet and grabbed a broom. The bird skated around the door, but June was ready and batted it away, back into the living room.

“What was all this for?” demanded June. “You wanted to raise a bird child?”

“Each generation procreates to make the next, but I can do no such thing. I can only make another in my image, by feeding her the right foods, the right herbs, so that when she grows she will hear the call.”

June ducked as the eagle swooped over her head and crashed into the venetian blinds by the window. The bird squirmed, trying to untangle itself, beak and talons ripping at the cords. June raised the broom.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and she rammed the end of the broom into the eagle hard enough that the screen popped out on the other side and the bird tumbled out the window with a cry.

June dropped the broom and ran back for the baby. She did not think such a thing would kill a bird woman who claimed to be a spirit, but the fall and the blinds would buy her some time. The baby wailed as she picked her up. June tried to mumble something reassuring to her, but her own heart was beating so fast it made no difference what she said. She fled down the hall and for the elevator.

There was a security guard downstairs, and other residents would be in the lounge. Surely her grandmother would not attack in front of so many, not when she had hidden herself all this time.

Her grandmother…her kidnapper.

June thought of the photo of herself as a little girl in the red dress and cried.




Months later, she came back to the apartment. Management asked her to clear out her grandmother’s belongings. A-Nging had been missing ever since that day.

June packed up everything; the furniture, the tableware, the photos; photos of the man who was not her father but the child before her, and the photos of herself as a child. In A-Nging’s room she filled a box with her clothes to donate to charity, and in a chest she found a silken robe that sang to her as she drew it out. It was white trimmed with brown, of the same sheen as her grandmother’s.

She draped it over herself and felt her head spin. When she looked in the mirror she could see her face on the head of a bird with wide eyes that could see in the dark and tufts of feathers that resembled ears.

Unfilial bird, her grandmother would say.

But A-Nging had not deserved that devotion. June could feel the mix of knowledge rising in her, which foods to feed a child, which herbs must be mixed with broth, how to sew the robes that would enable them to fly. She would be more careful than A-Nging. She knew how to find unwanted children better, those who could be raised without being stolen, those who perhaps, would want to become birds.
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Street Worm

Nisi Shawl

Down, down, down: dust and mud and mortar and steel plunged story upon story into the earth. Brit Williams clung to the chain link fence surrounding the construction site as if only the desperate strength of her thin brown fingers kept her from falling in.

She could see the pit’s bottom—barely. Late afternoon in Seattle during the first week of February meant darkness owned the corners, shadows filled in all the low places and rose like dirty water to hide everything, eventually, even….

Dragging her eyes up along the building’s still-exposed girders and beams, Brit spotted the giant nest, shining grey and silver in the last of the twilight. She hunched smaller in her good leather coat. But as far as she knew, the worm-like things that lived between those web walls couldn’t see her.

“You all right, kid?”

The cops sure could, though. “Yeah,” she lied, meeting the policewoman’s eyes. White people liked that. “Just wanted a look before I got on the bus home.” Did that sound suspicious? Had she said too much?

No. The cop let her walk downhill and cross the intersection without interference. She strode briskly into the cold drizzle as if she really did have somewhere to go.

Well, she did. If she’d only admit to her parents she was crazy, she could go home. She could fit herself right back into their careful, bougie lives.

Except she was sane. Brit was pretty sure of that.

No one else seemed to see the nests, though. Whereas for her they were everywhere. Heading north on First Ave she walked by three, all stuck to the sides of skyscrapers in the throes of renovation. People going the other way faced her and passed on, oblivious office workers and ignorant drunks. The traffic light ahead changed and Brit hurried out into the street to get away from a close one hanging only a few floors above the sidewalk. Behind the nest’s pale sides, paler shapes writhed disgustingly, knotting together and sliding apart—she stopped to watch in fascination till a rough jolt to her shoulder and a muttered curse got her moving again. On the street’s other side she checked her pants’ front pocket. Her cash was still there.

But the clerk at the Green Tortoise Hostel wouldn’t take it.

Brit tried. She showed him she really had enough money, laying a wrinkled twenty on the greasy counter and smoothing it out flat. The man shook his shaggy head like a refugee from a Scooby-Doo cartoon. 

“Nope. Not without proper ID.”

Brit glared at him. She’d shown him that, too. “What ain’t proper about—” She slapped her hand down on her fake driver’s license fast, grabbing it back before he could confiscate it. His large hand rested awkwardly between them.

“Look, do you need help? Somewhere to stay the night?”

Wasn’t that what she’d wanted to pay him for? If she hadn’t been so damn short, he might not have asked how old she was. Lots of people told Brit she acted four, even five years older than her age. She could have passed for eighteen, easily—if she stood a little taller. But no.

“Problems at home? Let me call somebody—” He turned for the phone behind him and Brit bolted back outside.

Getting dark. The rain had slacked off, but the cold felt worse. At least she couldn’t smell Shaggy’s stale cigarette butts anymore.

She took in a deep breath, convincing herself she was better off. So much for Plan A. Plan B was more flexible. Okay, less well-formed. The basics were the same: Stay away from her parents till they gave up labeling her “disturbed.” Skip the appointment they’d made for her tomorrow afternoon with a psychiatrist.

She plodded stoically uphill. East. And south, away from the Green Tortoise. The library would probably still be open, but Brit wasn’t in the mood to read. Too hungry. She pushed open the door of the Hotel Monaco’s restaurant and went in.

Warm air caressed her, carrying in its soft swirls the aromas of fresh bread, baked herbs and onions, roasting meat—

“May I help you?” The way the woman walking towards her spoke made it clear she didn’t think helping Brit was in her power or anyone else’s. Brit had eaten here before. Only lunch, though. Everybody on that shift was used to her, but obviously she was just another black kid to this high-heeled blonde. And obviously she was too young to be eating dinner alone. “Meeting another party?”

Brit’s gaze swept around the room. The only other customers were a couple of old ladies in red and purple suits and bizarrely flowered hats. “Yeah. Spozed to be. Look like I’m early.” 

Mostly Brit talked the way she did to make Mom and Dad angry. Ebonics didn’t fit in with their image as “professionals.” Of course it pissed off her friend Iyata’s mother Sylvie, too, but that only meant they had to meet at school half the time. Not such a hardship. And maybe the use of Ebonics reminded the blonde it was National Brotherhood Week or something: she showed Brit to a nice table and gave her a menu without any more questions.

She ordered a cup of tea to drink while she was “waiting.” She sipped it slowly, trying to figure out what story she’d tell to explain why the imaginary adults didn’t show up for their ostensible rendezvous with her. She’d need to fake a phone call….

The outside door opened again and she glanced up exactly as if she really was expecting to meet someone here. In came a round-bellied white man in a navy blue coat, his long grey hair in a ponytail. Probably friends with the two old ladies. “There she is!” he said, brushing past the hostess and heading straight for Brit. Not the old ladies. Brit.

“How’s my little half-pint of cider half drunk up?” The strange man smiled and plopped down in her table’s other chair. “Play along!” he whispered. “Pretend you know me till I get a chance to—”

“Ready to order?” The waiter had appeared from nowhere to stand by the table at attention. He had a green notepad in his hands and a mildly worried expression on his face.

Brit could get up and scream for him to call the cops. That’d be great—they’d take her right back home. Besides, this table-crasher guy suddenly looked familiar. She narrowed her eyes. An actor? It was coming back to her: the race-flipped production that The Conciliation Project had brought to her school—“Uncle Tom?”

One of the man’s bushy eyebrows lifted. “Don’t look so surprised! Didn’t you get our message? Aunt Eliza came down with the flu and sent me by myself.” He turned to the waiter as if just noticing him. “I’d like a Jungle Bird, if the bar’s open.”

“Yes, sir!” The waiter left, looking reassured.

When they were alone again “Uncle Tom” hunched forward and laid his arms on the table. “Thanks,” he said. “That was pretty brave of you.”

“Yeah, well, get any nearer and I’m leavin.”

“Fair enough.” He leaned back. “I guess I ought to be grateful you recognized me—from that play version of ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin,’ I take it?”

Brit nodded. “But that don’t mean I trust you no further than I can throw the chair you sittin in.”

“Fair enough,” he said again. The waiter returned carrying a glass round as the man’s belly, full of ice and an orangey liquid. A section of a pineapple ring gripped its rim. He left again after taking their orders: lasagna for Brit, which was what she usually had at lunch, and quail for her supposed uncle.

“All right, before we’re interrupted anymore, let me try to tell you what I’m doing talking to you. Did you ever read—or see—‘The Shining’?”

Brit was tired of white people assuming she was stupid simply because she was dark-skinned. Another reason she’d started talking hood; before, they always said how she was so articulate. “I can read!”

“Never said you couldn’t. Lots of kids don’t bother with books, though; young people nowadays seem to prefer movies. Anyway, the book and the movie are different: the Scatman Crothers character doesn’t die at the end of the novel. But what both versions of the story got right was how some of us, some of us who can do special things, have this glow to us, this ‘shining’ if you will…like you.”

Like her. “You sayin I’m magic.”

“For lack of a better word, yes. Yes I am.”

“How bout ‘insane’? How bout ‘hallucinatin’?” She was standing—her legs shook. She hoped it didn’t show. She kept her voice low. “How bout ‘depressed an delusional’? All kinda things people be sayin I am, an ain’t none of em good—” On the edge of her field of vision she saw the waiter approaching with a basket of bread.

“Ima go the bathroom. When I come out you be gone.” She picked up her backpack from where she’d dropped it and fled.

“Wait, let me finish—”

She slammed the restroom door behind her and turned on the water so she wouldn’t have to hear what he was saying. Peed, wiped, flushed, washed her hands. Eyes on the mirror, she pulled out her pick and went to work on her short little fro. Then a touch-up to her liner and mascara—Mom and Dad didn’t allow her to wear make-up, but Brit kept a supply for use away from home.

She took a long time, but when she emerged the man—she didn’t even know his real name!—was sitting where she’d left him. Between her and the exit. He stood up as she walked by—he didn’t attempt to stop her, though. All he did was say, “Sorry. I don’t blame you for being scared.”

That made her turn around. “I ain’t scared!”

“No? Then maybe you’ll sit down and eat quietly with me?”

Brit suddenly noticed that the hostess, the waiter, the old ladies—everyone in the whole restaurant was staring at her. She didn’t need that kind of attention. With an angry look at “Uncle Tom” she sat back in her abandoned chair.

“Maybe put on a slightly less murderous expression?”

Brit closed her eyes and took three deep breaths like her dad was always counseling his clients to do. When she opened them there was a white card on the table in front of her. “Elias Crofutt” read the first line, in a flowing, cursive-like script. Below it, in much plainer letters: “Theater, Language, Hierophance”—whatever that was. Below those words was a phone number. All printed in dark purple ink.

“Ken Rodriguez—at the hostel—called my pager after you left so—precipitously.”

Shaggy. “He had one a these?” she asked. “Why come?”

“Often there’s trouble at home when a talent such as yours emerges. I keep an eye out for kids at risk, and I have my contacts in likely spots watching for—”

“You got spies? You a nasty fuckin creeper!” Brit scraped her seat away from the table.

“Wait! Don’t you want to know how I found you?”

Yes she did. The Green Tortoise was eight blocks away, too far for mere coincidence. And she’d never heard of this sort of operation in Seattle. Both her parents worked with teens—Dad as a psychiatrist, Mom as a social worker. It was why they were so sure they knew what was wrong with her. They were always warning her about things she’d never be enough of an idiot to get mixed up in; surely they would have mentioned running across a scheme like this? What if she could tell them about something they’d missed? That would make her look on top of everything—completely sane. She nodded cautiously.

“I was trying to tell you: you shine. I followed your light—” He stopped mid-sentence. The waiter brought salads and set them on the table in the abrupt, awkward silence.

Brit smothered her lettuce and carrot chips in ranch and picked up her fork, determined to get some food in her stomach. She’d been too busy arguing with her mom to eat this afternoon at home. “You was sayin.” She crammed a loaded fork in her mouth.

“I keep an office at the Y.”

So cross off staying there. That put a big dent in Plan B.

“When I called Kenny back he described you—not only what you were wearing but—well, it’s like invisible fireworks coming out of the top of your head—”

“Riiight.” Let the man spew out his new age sewage. She would concentrate on getting some nourishment under her belt. One forkful at a time.

“I know how this sounds. Believe me. Or maybe it’s more like sparklers than fireworks, because you leave a trail in the air for a minute or two….Well. Anyway. I can see it, though most can’t.”

Grimly, Brit swallowed and began chewing a third mouthful of crunchy, oil-coated salad. Plan C was even hazier in her mind than B. And this dude was seriously woo-woo.

Or maybe not. If she was sane, he could be, too. Maybe? Would he back her up? Would her parents believe him? Or would they call him nuts—politely—to his face?

The waiter came back with their entrees before she could decide. Steam wafted off her lasagna when she cut apart the crusty cheesy top layer. Too hot to eat yet. “What my fireworks look like?” she asked.

“White and gold with flecks of ruby-red,” Crofutt replied promptly. Not hesitating as if he was making stuff up. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

“That mean you don’t know what kinda magic I do?”

“Correct. But I can help you figure it out. If you need me to.” He sliced meat off the quail’s breast and ate a couple of bites before he spoke again. “Anything else you need, just ask. Money, weapons, somewhere to stay the night—”

There was being scared and then there was being smart. She flagged the waiter down. “Put this in a go box,” she said, gesturing at her food. She dug out the same bill she’d offered Shaggy. Kenny. It ought to cover her share. Plus tip.

“Through already?”

Brit stood up and the man didn’t try to stop her. “So through.” She kept her voice low so no one else would notice her anger. “Here some cash to pay for my food. You can see I don’t need your stinkin money. Don’t need you runnin crystals up an down my body, neither, or whatever freaky thing get you off before you stranglin me—”

“No! You’re wrong!” Crofutt protested. “Sit down—please!”

“I ain’t!” She tilted her head to one side and grinned ferociously for the benefit of the waiter coming back with her boxed up lasagna. “Tell Aunt Eliza I hope she be better for church Sunday,” she said, too sweetly. “Thanks for the offer, but I gotta go.” She swung her pack onto her left shoulder, took the box from the waiter, and headed for the door.

Behind her Brit heard the white man getting up and following her. She made it almost to the door before she felt his touch on her coat sleeve. She whirled fast and he dropped the offending hand. But he held the other out to give her the card from the table. “You almost forgot this.”

Rather than attract more attention she took it and shoved it in her coat pocket. “Good night.”

“Be careful!” he shouted as she stepped outside. “It’s—”

The door banged shut and cut the last words off. Full night had fallen and a freezing wind blew off the bay.

There was one spot Brit knew would be probably a little warmer. And empty. Not somewhere safe, exactly, but she was out of other options. She walked downhill again and turned north on Third to avoid the Green Tortoise. She wasn’t paranoid; she didn’t really think Shaggy would even know she was going by the building. It was just better not to take any chances.

She wasn’t paranoid. Something told her to look back up the street at Third, though, and here came Crofutt, striding after her as fast as his fat self could go. Which was surprisingly fast.

The second door past the corner had an “Open” sign hanging behind its glass. Brit yanked it out of the way and hurried inside. She put a couple of rows of shelves between her and the window before she came to a halt.

This was a cigar store. A pretty swanky one, too. Shelves and shelves of boxes full of brown cylinders: fat, thin, dark, light, short, long, banded in gold, wrapped in cellophane, as various as people.

“May I help you?” The man asking that question this time sounded as if he might really want to. He looked nice, too. He had curly, medium-long hair, black mixed with silver; smooth skin the color of one of his cigars; a nose curved like a bird’s beak; a mustache lifted up at its ends by his smile.

“My dad birthday comin up,” she improvised. Actually, that wouldn’t be till June. “I wanna get him somethin extra cool.”

“Of course. He is already a smoker? A connoisseur? I may know him. What’s his name?”

“He only started round Christmas.” What a tangled web. Would she have to make up a reason why he’d started then?

With a few more lies Brit stretched the visit out to half an hour. She bought a gold-plated cigar trimmer, a bead-covered lighter shaped like a butterfly, and six of the hugest cigars she could find. That took two of her hundreds.

It was worth it, though. When she left the shop there was no sign of Crofutt the Creeper. She continued north toward the Denny Triangle neighborhood, then walked east again on Stewart to Westlake, keeping out of the Belltown bar scene.

The crowds dwindled and disappeared. Someday, Mom said, this part of town was going to get bought up and gentrified. Meanwhile it was home mostly to what the planning commissions her parents monitored called “light industry”: newspaper offices, award plaque engravers, embroidery factories, etc. Low brick buildings, their walls dull with old paint, all dark and empty now. Including the one where Brit was going to have to spend the night.

Kind of ironic, she thought, keeping her eyes on the ground as she walked the final yards to the building’s back entrance. Her fight with Mom and Dad had been all about not coming anywhere near this place they bought for a teen center. No way. But here she was.

She would probably be okay. As long as she didn’t look up.

The realtor’s lockbox still dangled from the dead fluorescent lamp beside the door. Her parents didn’t know she knew the combination. The key was still inside it.

The key undid the lock easily. The door creaked. Only a little, though. Could the giant wriggly things on the rooftop even hear anything?

Brit peered inside. Grey-blue squares glowed dimly on the floor where the city’s faint light had funneled in via the high, dirty windows. The pale patches wavered like reflections. A real hallucination? No.

The floor was under water.

Brit stepped cautiously in. The linoleum beneath the rubber soles of her Converse shoes squelched as if it was wet, but at least she didn’t hear her feet full-on splashing. Not deep enough, maybe? She shut the door and felt in her pack for her flashlight.

Crouching, she aimed the light low, hoping no one would see it. Nearby, the beige tiles she remembered from her first reluctant visit glittered only faintly, as if covered in sweat. But in the wide room’s middle, the row of poles supporting its ceiling rose from a shallow pool.

As she walked around the room’s edge, Brit’s mood sank lower and lower. Tops, there was maybe half an inch of water anywhere, but it went almost from wall to wall. Not real comfortable to sleep in. Her bag would be soaked in no time, wherever she put it down.

Four doors led off the main room on its far side. The first opened on a closet. She felt its floor to be sure. Dripping wet. The second and third doors were locked. The outside key didn’t work on them.

The fourth door was locked, too—but with the deadbolt’s knob on this side. Behind it a stair climbed up to a dark landing.

Brit frowned. From what she remembered, this place had just one story. Arriving on the landing she looked up from there and saw that the stairs stopped at a metal fire door with a push bar for its handle.

A door onto the roof. Where an enormous tent full of worms waited.

She couldn’t go there. Anyway, outside she’d be cold and, if the rain came back, just as wet as lying on the flooded floor below. With a sigh she scuffed back down to the landing. Tiny, but so was she. She unrolled her bag and fluffed it out, slipped inside. Her coat folded up into a big pillow. She tucked it under her head and waited.

The landing was concrete. Dry. Hard. Dad said it took the average person fourteen minutes to fall asleep. She waited some more. And some more. And some more.

She checked her watch and sure enough she’d stayed awake a lot longer than fourteen minutes. Maybe she needed more padding. She opened her coat up and put it under the bag. Now she didn’t have a pillow—her pack was too lumpy, filled with pretend birthday presents. She shouldn’t crush the cigars. That left—her lasagna! She must have dropped it somewhere—no use trying to figure out the exact spot now. But with nothing else to do she backtracked mentally anyway and decided she’d left the box balanced on the rim of a trashcan when she re-tied her shoelaces. Maybe she was too hungry to sleep.

Maybe it was too early: only 8, and she usually went to bed around 9 on a school night.

She switched from cradling her head on her left arm to her right.

No use going back over the fight with Mom, either, thinking of what she should have said. Like, “Why don’t you trust me? Why don’t you believe me?” Like, “Just because all the other teenagers you deal with are on drugs doesn’t mean I have the same problem.” Like, “I am not insane!”

Instead, after a while, she’d given up saying anything. Talking wasn’t going to do any good. Brit decided she was simply going to have to disappear. Actions spoke louder than words. She would take off; that way she’d miss school, miss the “counseling” appointment scheduled right afterwards, miss her parents picking her up from there to drag her along to the infested building they’d bought.

So how ridiculous was it that she’d wound up spending the night in the same building, practically right next to a worm nest after all, on her own? Alone? In the dark?

Well, coming here hadn’t been her first idea. Or even her second.

The problem was, everyone in Seattle who was supposed to help kids knew her mom and dad. Now she had a chance to think, a bus or a train ride seemed like her best option. To Yakima or Spokane, or somewhere no one would look. Soon as it got light she’d walk to the station. Before school started, so she’d be less suspicious.

But if she was going to leave town early tomorrow morning she’d better get to sleep soon. She checked her watch again. 10:00. Past time. Her alarm would start beeping at 6. She put the watch back away in her pencil bag and zipped that in a pocket she never used so it would be harder to find and hit snooze. Shoved her pack a couple of stairs up so she’d have further to reach for it. But she could still hear it ticking.

Except her watch was digital.

It didn’t tick.

Had someone followed her in? How? She knew she’d locked the door. And there hadn’t been any other way—she’d gone all around everywhere. Except for those two locked doors.

She pulled the pack back down to the landing and held it to her ear to be sure. Nothing. Let go of it and listened again. Louder, now, and faster. And coming from above—the opposite direction of whatever was behind the doors. And faster. And louder. Like a shower of rocks. Like a storm of hail—was that it? A storm? Maybe she should retreat to the ground floor for safety. A hurricane could rip an old building like this apart—there hadn’t been any predictions of a storm that bad, though. Had there?

She needed to see. But the worms were up there. Did the noise come from them? What were they doing?

She could find out looking from the street. She put her shoes on and grabbed the key and her flashlight. She turned that off at the bottom of the stairs for a moment and immediately stepped in a stray puddle. Great.

Sticking near the wall she reached the front door without further mishap. And of course it was locked like she’d left it.

But the ticking noise was loud, even down here. She went out on the sidewalk and it was worse.

At first Brit couldn’t see anything weird. The sky glowed a silvery grey with the city’s ambient light; it was filled with low, slow-moving clouds—no! Those were the worms! She’d never seen them outside their tents before. What were they crawling on? Like ghosts in a movie they looked sort of see-through, rippling along what she could gradually make out as branch-like structures—and filmy-looking—leaves? Fainter than the worms themselves, the “leaves” shimmered in a way that made Brit’s heart ache oddly, as if she was reading a sad love story.

What about that ticking noise, though, which she could hear all around now? It sounded tinier than the tiniest hail, and—she put her hands out to be certain—nothing was hitting her. Straining her eyes, Brit could finally see hundreds of minuscule white specks dropping from the worms. They bounced noiselessly off her skin and coat—and presumably her head—and clicked against the ground.

Experimentally she tried to crush some of them beneath her right Converse. Silence. Not even the soft scrape of a rubber sole on the cement. But when she lifted her foot she’d smashed the white specks beneath it to a powder, and an acrid smell wafted up to her from the pavement, like mildew. What—

On the street’s other side a parked van lit up for a second as its door opened and shut. The brief light showed a navy coat; a long, pale ponytail; a round, pink face—Crofutt! He’d followed her somehow. Via those fireworks and sparklers he’d babbled about?

“Hey! This isn’t a good place,” he shouted across the road. “You really ought to come with me—”

Who cared how he’d found her? Brit ran back inside the building and slammed the door shut and locked it.

Crofutt kept shouting. “Dreams are dying back these days, and I think the reason for that’s somewhere around here.”

Her shoes were wetter than ever. And her socks. First chance she got—

“They’re dying back. Something’s killing them, something dangerous.”

Dry socks and shoes. Clean underwear. She’d forgotten to—

“Are you listening? If you don’t come out I’m going to call the cops.”

“Go head!” Brit yelled back. What had he been raving about? Dreams dying back, like some kind of occult crop? “I’ve got a right to be here!” Well, she did, sort of—her parents had signed the mortgage papers yesterday. “What they gonna say bout you stalkin a underage girl?”

That shut him up. Only for a moment.

“I’ll call anonymously,” Crofutt amended. “You shouldn’t stay here. Not here.”

An anonymous tip? How quickly would the cops respond? She might get away before they came.

And go where?

“At least tell me what you saw?” the man asked.

“What I—” She ought to stop answering him. It only encouraged him to keep talking.

“You were looking up. What did you see?”

Well, this was one person who would probably believe what she said.

Brit described the tents, the worms, the leaves and branches. The rain of specks. When she was done it was quiet again. Except for the ticking.

“That explains a lot.” Crofutt wasn’t shouting anymore. His voice felt close, like he was leaning on the door.

“Explain what?”

Crofutt had it all figured out. He called Brit a “Visioner,” and said her power was translating the ways of “non-physical entities” into “concrete, manipulable analogies.” It boiled down to her boiling down demons, angels—and other things, things without names, all the things most people couldn’t see or understand—to simpler forms. The worms ate dreams—that was what the leaves were. The specks were their—excrement.

And so on. It was the nearest anyone had come to making sense, assuming she truly wasn’t crazy. Brit felt completely willing to listen to Crofutt—through the door.

“Say you right,” she finally half-admitted. “These worms eatin up everybody’s hopes an dreams till ain’t none left?”

“Pretty much. Then they’ll vanish—leave, starve, however you lay out the concept. I’ve seen the effects of the cycle over and over—the 60s, the 80s—a lot of innocent people got hurt.”

“I can look after myself okay,” Brit assured him. Maybe he wasn’t a creeper after all.

She still wasn’t about to let him in, though. He could prove that another time, in the daylight, around other people.

And part of what he said didn’t quite compute—“I can make these what you callin ‘entities’ do like I want by how I see em?”

“Sort of; what they do also influences how they appear to you—”

“Awright. So what these worms turn into after they eat up everyone dreams? Some kinda gigantic moth?”

“Hmmmm. Could be.”

Images of Japanese monster movies flitted in and out of Brit’s head. She let them come and go. What she really needed to figure out was how to keep the worms from stripping all the silver dream leaves from people’s thought vines—that was what she had decided to name the translucent branches curling through the night: thought vines. Which could belong to anybody. They were tangled up but there must be a way to trace them to their roots, to their sources, which could be anyone. Even her parents. Even her.

Wet and hungry and tired—that didn’t matter. She had left home to find a way to convince Mom and Dad that she wasn’t a whack job. That she knew what she was doing. Which meant she had to know it.

She stopped answering Mr. Crofutt’s questions, and after a while he stopped asking them. She walked straight across the puddle to the stairway where her stuff was, not caring anymore how soaked she got. Because of the idea forming in her achy mind.

If the “entities” had to act like worms once she’d made them take that shape, they had to die like them. Die like worms.

She remembered from her sixth-grade science report how to kill tent caterpillars. You could cut down their nests and grind them to a pulp with heavy boots.

Brit didn’t have boots that big. Nobody did.

You could burn them out.

Could the nests only she saw catch fire? And if they did would the flames spread and burn down her parents’ building? Would the fire she set burn her to death?

She rolled up her sleeping bag and stuffed it in the pack. She pulled out her watch. Midnight. A long, long time till morning. Maybe she’d go home. Slog over to the Westin and find a cab. That’d be a laugh. She wouldn’t have accomplished anything except to piss off Mom and Dad.

She wasn’t scared. She climbed the rest of the way up and opened the door.

The roof was flat and covered in gravel. Brit scrunched over to the edge where the tent stuck up, betting it would be empty. Sure enough, the webbed walls were blank. No writhing. All the worms were out devouring dreams.

She took her box knife from her pants pocket and slashed at the nest’s nearest side, but the knife sank in past its hilt and left no trace, while her hand wouldn’t penetrate the webbing at all, not even a fraction of an inch. She remembered one of the rules for magic in the torn-up book of a runaway staying at their house: you should never use the same tools for mundane and spiritual tasks. 

Brit cut things open with her box knife all the time. Mundane things. That left the cigar trimmer.

She hadn’t really been going to give it to Dad. She got it out of the pack and the shop’s bag: a pair of scissors with short, round blades. They made a nice, neat hole in the tent’s side.

She pushed her head into the hole before she could think too much about what she was doing. It was awful anyway. She cut and cut and cut, past layers and layers of webs. Like squirming deeper and deeper inside a haunted house. Arms, shoulders, chest, stomach—she wanted to throw up. Here came that salty taste and the extra spit squirting into her mouth.

She wiggled back out again and breathed through her mouth, hard. And heard a siren in the street below. That was the goad she needed. She grabbed up her pack and went back in the tent. Completely.

The siren died away in the distance. So Crofutt hadn’t turned her in after all. When she was sure they really weren’t coming to get her she wiggled back out again. Drizzle had begun to fall while she shuddered and gagged inside; she actually thought about staying inside the nest all night.

But she had no guarantee the worms would stay out eating till sunrise.

Instead she sat cross-legged on the cold, damp gravel. She took out and unrolled the bag and half unzipped it so it lay like a puffy, down mantilla on her head and neck and shoulders, and formed a little shelter on either side of her. She laid out her tools underneath it: the butterfly lighter, the six fat cigars, ends ritually trimmed, ready to burn.

Then she waited for the worms’ return. It wouldn’t do any good to destroy an empty nest.

She tried not to sleep but dozed off despite the cold and discomfort. Obviously that meant she wasn’t one bit scared of the morning. The red dawn. The horrible vibrations shaking the nest as its denizens poured back inside, ignoring—as she’d hoped they would—the slits and slices she’d made in their home.

Drawing on it as deeply as she could, Brit lit the first cigar. When it was going strong she reversed it and put the glowing end inside her mouth, bending to blow a stream of fragrant smoke into the nest’s heart.

At first the worms stirred at the intrusion, blind heads seeking nonexistent fresh air, but by the fourth cigar they settled down where they were. To rest. The fifth. To sleep. The sixth. To loosen the grips of their hooked legs, fall to the tent’s floor, and die.

She tossed the mantilla over the hole she’d used, changing it to a shroud.

Dizzy and nauseated, Brit struggled to her numb feet. Up, up, up: light and air and hope towered height upon height into heaven. The sun rose clear of a band of clouds. Too bright to the south and east to tell how many more nests awaited destruction.

She stumbled to the roof’s other end. Her shadow stretched north across the city. Beyond it lay her parents and her home. Warmth. Blessed dryness. Anger, undoubtedly. But she would apologize. Even go to the psychiatrist a few times if that was what they wanted. She’d tell them that she’d been wrong, that they were right. That she wasn’t scared anymore, because there had never been anything to be scared of.

She would tell them where she’d spent the night. And let them think they understood.
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Der Kommissar’s In Town

Nick Mamatas

Charlotte did not materialize in the middle of the encampment, though to Mickey it seemed like she had. Six feet tall, not counting the afro, long limbs, wide shoulders, the confident stride of someone who knows she’s untouchable, she just somehow passed through the border from Ptown to what the maps called Franklin Plaza, and the protesters called the Paris Commune. Charlotte had weaved through the all-hours drum circle; right past the power station of stationary bicycles, solar cells, and car batteries; and followed the food line to the mess tent and from there found the medical tent.

Charlotte was from the movement. Sent by the Internet. She was a kommissar in a short skirt and long jacket.

“You’re here about the body,” Mickey said.

“Bodies,” Charlotte said. 

Mickey ran his tongue through the gap between his teeth. “Are these the shadows of the things that Will be, or are they shadows of things that May be, only?” he said, then giggled. 

Charlotte shifted her eyes back and forth, as if considering. “Ten blocks from here the police are mustering. They have two armored personnel carriers, a water cannon, and according to the scanners, are contemplating just pulling a MOVE on you.” Mickey looked confused, so Charlotte pointed up and explained, “MOVE as in Philadelphia, 1985. The cops blew up a city block to eliminate the pan-African movement. Most of the chatter we’ve tapped into is about the usual riot cops, but nothing’s off the table.”

“So, bodies,” Mickey said. “Should we evacuate?”

Charlotte shrugged. “You’re surrounded. Where are you going to go?”

“Come inside.”

The body was on a makeshift gurney—it was a white person with male genitals. He was naked except for a smock of blood from where he had been gutted.

“Do you know anything about this person?” Charlotte asked. “Or who killed this person?”

Mickey was about to say the word he but looked at Charlotte and swallowed it. “This person was named Jason. Jason had been coming around for a while now, but generally left when night fell. He—uh, Jason had a third-shift job somewhere. QA on a website. I don't know what Jason’s politics or identity was, really.”

Charlotte just looked at Mickey, so Mickey offered, “He was never injured before now, so…oh, sorry.”

“Most people have a gender identity that matches their genitalia,” Charlotte said. “And look at the wound. Someone was very…enthusiastic. Passionate. This wasn’t a mugging or the result of him just losing a fight he’d made the mistake of escalating when his opponent had the upper hand. Intensity. Do you think he was straight?”

“If you’re asking if the killer was a woman, that’s a good guess because—”

“So, yes.”

“We have her tied up. Obviously not information we’d share online. She’s not talking anyway. We cleared out the tent nearest the police cordon and put her in it. Figure if the cops charge and someone gets run down—”

“Or if someone is a police agent…” Charlotte said. “It may as well be her who gets trampled, or who gets away.” Mickey had no answer.

Whoever had bound the killer had done an enthusiastic job. Had it been consensual, Charlotte would have admired the shibari. The killer’s arms were bound behind her back at the wrist, elbow, and triceps. The rope wound around her neck, under her breasts, then to her waist. A second rope had been snaked through all ten of her toes, and then twisted around her ankles. There was a gag in the girl’s mouth and probably a half an orange behind the gag, given the smell of her. Charlotte looked at her hair, her ears, and eyebrows, and quickly decided that she was middle-class and performing it despite her uniform of black jeans and a hoodie and artfully placed face smudge. A slummer of some sort.

“You can go,” Charlotte said to Mickey, who then left without a word and stepped outside the tent. “I can still see you!” Charlotte said to his silhouette, which was a mistake, as several more shadowy forms joined him, circling the tent.

“Lmm mmum um uh hhhrm,” the girl said through her gag, so Charlotte ignored the gathering crowd and took off her gag,

“Let’s put on a show,” she said, working her jaw.

“You killed someone,” Charlotte said. “Why?”

“That’s a pig question.”

Charlotte snorted. “You pick up the phrase ‘pig question’ last week when you decided to come down here and check out the scene?”

The girl repeated, “Check out the scene” in a faux baritone, then leaned forward and peered at Charlotte. “Are you a tranny?”

Charlotte smacked her across the face, hard. Shadows stirred all along the sides of the tent.

“How anti-oppressive of you,” the girl said. She ran her tongue over her teeth.

“You killed a man.”

“You’re a judge now too, eh?” the girl said. “How like a man.”

“You’ve had your taunt, I’ve had my slap, move on.”

“Do I look like I could kill a big guy like Jason all by myself?” the girl asked. “Even with a knife.”

Charlotte looked the girl over again. Soft skin, feet tiny enough to be bound, and uninjured save for Charlotte’s own handprint on the side of her face. That meant she surrendered willingly.

“You had accomplices and they abandoned you. They held him and you gutted him.”

The girl’s left eyebrow flickered. That counted to Charlotte as a tell.

Mickey stuck his head in through the tent flap. “There’s a discussion on; some of us want to build some barricades here and meet the police, others want to retreat to the other end of the plaza. The opinion of a kommissar would go a long way.” Both women peered at him. “I mean, we’d have to move this interview.”

The girl spoke. “Don’t retreat, don’t move forward. It’s not going to matter. If you can, go down.” She turned to Charlotte and winked. “Right?”

“Do what you want,” Charlotte snapped at Mickey, who ducked out of the tent. Then she turned to the girl. “Who are you?”

The girl smiled. “Jean Seberg.” When Charlotte didn’t react, Jean added, “Google her if you make it home.”

“I know who Jean Seberg is. An actress. She was in Breathless.”

“À bout de soufflé,” Jean said.

“You look nothing like her, except that you’re small and white. So you’re a Francophile…” Charlotte said, thinking aloud. “Situationist?”

“Everyone in a situation is a Situationist.”

Charlotte reached into her jacket and withdrew a Taser. “I don’t need to hear any gnomic bullshit from a Crimethinc wannabe. I’m going to taze you, bro, until you either shit yourself or incriminate yourself. I’m not part of your Commune; I answer to the whole movement. I don’t need consensus. I just need answers.”

“Your shoes are wet. It’s not muddy outside. I was right,” Jean said. 

Charlotte just tazed her. Jean shrieked and flailed against her bonds, and sobbed, burying her head in her own shoulder. Charlotte waited a long moment while Jean composed herself.

“I was right…you came from the sewer. That’s how you got here, past all the cops,” Jean said. “A sewer is a series of tubes, just like the Internet. Of course you came from both…”

“Who were your accomplices? And no fake French names or you get the Taser again. Why did you kill that man—with a knife! Like a butcher getting a fucking pig.”

“Please go outside and tell the people to find the manhole cover you used to escape. One body is enough…”

“Uhm…” Charlotte said, and tazed Jean again. Jean screamed and went limp. 

Charlotte left the tent and walked into a brace of occupiers, Mickey taking point.

“This is insa—I mean out of control,” Mickey said. The air was filling with the sound of helicopter rotors, and the nigh sky lit up with the flashing lights from sirens. “Look, take her with you, or do something, but this can’t continue. We need to set up fortifications right here.”

“You’ll need to give me a few minutes then. She lost consciousness,” Charlotte said, an edge in her voice.

“We heard everything!” a man standing next to Mickey said. He was older, solidly built, with wild and wiry silver hair and a beard. Probably an old leftist who got swept into the new movement, or a career-homeless intellectual, Charlotte decided. “You’re torturing that girl! What makes you any better than the President?”

Charlotte put a hand in her pocket and wrapped her fingers around her Taser. “Three things: One. I’m not torturing an innocent person; you all caught her in the act and subdued her. You tied her up like a bunch of rapists! Two. You all asked me to come here and solve this problem for you. Three. Fuck you—I can leave. You’re all fucked when the cops come. The murder made the mainstream news thanks to someone’s fucking Twitter account; this was the excuse the mayor needs for a crackdown. All over the country; all over the world—the crackdown is coming. If I can get some answers, maybe we can keep all of public opinion from turning against us.”

“Not in my name,” the older man said. “I’m coming in to monitor the rest of this interrogation.”

“Me too,” Mickey said. “We consensed. If you don’t let us in…well, you can’t taze us all.”

Charlotte took in every face in the crowd. Their anger was obvious—she was a smaller opponent than all those police gathering on the outskirts of the Paris Commune. Of course they’d rather tear her to shreds than mix it up with the cops.

She pocketed her Taser and re-entered the tent without a word, the men on her heels.

Mickey had some smelling salts, and roused Jean Seberg. She had urinated on herself, and the ropes were still tight. “Jesus, kommissar; she could have asphyxiated on these ropes, all alone and unconscious.” He began to untie the knots around her elbows. 

“Next time you take a prisoner, don’t tie her up so…artfully,” Charlotte said.

Jean looked up at Charlotte, then at Mickey, uncomprehending. Then she saw the older man and made a dry chuckling sound. “Professor…I read your book. Explain it…”

“You know this woman?”

“No, I don’t. When one publishes a book, strangers buy it, if one is lucky.”

“What’s the book about?”

The professor took a deep breath, as if preparing for a lengthy, prepared speech, but Charlotte interrupted before he could begin: “In two sentences!”

“Psychogeography,” he said. “How to read a city.”

“My friends and I, we were on a dérive,” Jean said. The others looked to the professor.

“It means ‘drifting’,” he explained. “Walking through a city, noting the architecture, letting it lead you into a new experience. Radicalized deconstructive wandering. After all, a city is—“

“Okay, that’s enough,” Charlotte said. Her palm went up in front of the professor’s face. The girl was nearly out of her bonds.

“You want the story? Here. We’re good at it. We were regular flâneurs, walking for hours every night. We knew Franklin Square would be where the next Occupy-style encampment would manifest. It’s a good neighborhood for it; huge bank buildings and Brutalist architecture surrounding it, but a block away crumbling rowhouses and hipster barber shops and smelly bodegas. Three bus lines and a subway station. One side of the square smells like Starbucks, the other side smells like bum piss. You see…” She looked up at the professor again.

“Good, but fairly obvious. Almost all the big protests meet here, and that’s been true for a century. It’s where we can all fit in one place. It’s how town squares work.”

“But…” Mickey helped the girl to a sitting position while she tried to speak. “We were right about a lot of things. We went on a dérive every night, for hours and hours. We found blocks that our GPSes said didn’t exist. Streets not on even the county maps. Uhm…”

Charlotte pulled a flask from a pocket on her long coat and handed it to Jean, who took a deep swig without asking what it was. To Mickey Charlotte said, “Red Bull and Dew and some smart drink thing. The brain-boys online would bet their last bitcoin on it. Keeps them going for days.”

“There’s…like a psychic atmosphere in the neighborhood. It’s like veins, or ley lines or something,” Jean said.

The professor scratched his beard. “What does any of this have to do with that man that you murdered?”

“Aren’t you any good at spotting cops? You can tell who belongs here, and who doesn’t. Race, gender, age, whatever. There are types, right?”

“That guy wasn’t a cop,” Charlotte said, emphatic. “Thrillseeker, maybe.”

“How do you know?” Mickey said.

“Police precincts have IT needs, and no real IT professionals. Let’s just put it that way,” Charlotte said.

“We’re like hackers too,” Jean said. “We just hacked the city. You know why the city fathers gave Franklin Square its name? To try to teach the Swedes and the Finns to be patriotic when it was an immigrant neighborhood. Then came the internal combustion engine and…you know, everything, right?” There was noise outside—more drumming, more chanting, the low grind of diesel engines. Mickey helped Jean to her feet, and she spoke up. “Everything changed. Shut down the farms, build up the factories, and those Swedes got union wages and all bought houses to retire upstate. Then the blacks came, worked at half wages, and the cops sealed this part of town off from the rest of the city.”

“Fairly typical urban evolution,” the professor said in response to Charlotte’s questioning glare.

“Skip ahead to, say, our lifetimes,” Charlotte said.

“Fine. There’s no future for any of us. No more jobs, no more choices. We’ll all be debt-slaves, eating fucking government kibble because someone on the news bought a steak with food stamps once. In the new economy, you’re either a prisoner, or a prison guard. This movement is going to fail. You dumbasses planted yourself in a cul-de-sac; the cops don’t even need to pen you in. You did it to yourselves.”

“I argued that we should have done flying pickets and a teach-in at the university,” the professor said. Charlotte palmed her Taser again, and the professor decided not to continue.

“Listen, lots of marches have started here,” Mickey said. “It’s close to City Hall, close to the TV station…”

“Yeah,” Charlotte said. “And now look at us. All those demonstrations and shit got done. Meatspace protests are just a way for the cops to bust heads.”

Jean nodded. “Right! But some heads get busted more often than others.”

“I don’t need any of you here to tell me that, white girl.”

“That’s why we did it. The city told us to. The city is on our side!”

“The city talked to you?” the professor asked.

“Exactly, right, exactly!” Jean was excited now. “We knew it was true, because all three of us heard it. We texted each other when we heard it, without having said anything first, and we had all heard the same thing.”

“Well, what did the city say? ‘Kill whitey!’?” Charlotte said.

“No,” Jean said. “’Burst the appendix.’”

“Okay,” Charlotte said. “That’s our story. She’s a paranoid schizophrenic. I don’t care if you turn her over to the pigs or just let her go. This isn’t a political question; she’s just mentally ill, and so were her associates. Probably a weird poly triad that has nothing to do with the Paris Commune, or us, or anything. A random murder that would have happened anyway.”

“No, not random. We picked Jason on purpose: cishet, white dude, college educated—he was even in my Urban Geographies class. Here in the Commune, he was easy to spot because he was only slightly out of place, like someone actually using a telephone booth. Just another cishet white dude. The city brought him before me, as a sacrifice. After tonight, nobody will ever use Franklin Square to launch a protest movement again.”

“You killed him to provoke the police!” Charlotte said. “Jesus Christ!” She stepped forward and punched Jean in the stomach, doubling over. Mickey raised his hands to try to grab Charlotte’s wrists, but thought the better of it when she stepped up to him.

“Wait,” said the professor. “This won’t change anything, not in the long term. The police razed a Hooverville here in the 1930s, cleared out a be-in during the Vietnam era, and used so much tear gas during the first Gulf War that they defoliated the trees surrounding the Square. The city isn’t going to change now!”

Jean gurgled, “Yes it is…” She held her ribs as she chuckled. “He was wearing a fucking polo shirt. I bet he had a pregnant girlfriend or something. The city said he’d be perfect, and I cut him so fucking good. That shit should be going up on YouTube right about now. I stayed behind on purpose, so I would be on the news in the morning.”

“Fine. Why a man, why not a little white girl?” Charlotte said. “That would get everyone hungry for our blood.”

“Cops are used to dead little white girls,” Jean Seberg says. “They have warehouses full of them, on ice.”

“But they’re not used to…guys who look like them being sliced open,” Mickey said.

Charlotte had her phone out. “Video’s online.” She dug an earbud out of her coat pocket and plugged it in to the phone’s jack and this is what she heard.

HEY JASON! IT’S ME, JEAN, FROM SCHOOL!

OH, HEY. HEY—WHAT? GET OFF ME!

DON’T WORRY, THESE GUYS ARE MY FRIENDS. ONE LICKS MY PUSSY, THE OTHER MY ASSHOLE, ALL NIGHT LONG.

GET ‘EM OFF ME!

I’LL CUT YOU LOOSE!

The video had two different angles, and was cut almost like a scene from a TV show, with close-ups and cross-cutting for maximum effect. Both of Jean’s confederates had been wearing Google Glass or some other head-mounted minicams. Guts decorated the sidewalk like a dropped pizza.

“The city will be so happy. You know what else it said, ‘Any sufficiently advanced map is indistinguishable from the territory.’ And it was right. It was talking about itself, so of course the city was right, right professor?” Jean asked. The professor, his face moth-gray, didn’t answer. He was watching the video over Charlotte’s shoulder, as she played it a second time.

“It’s time for us to go,” Jean said. “We can still make it…down through the sewers. Right, kommissar?”

“Why should I be taking you anywhere?”

“Because if you leave me here, I’ll find another way out. And I will kill again. This isn’t the only city in the world that needs my help. I have lots of lances to boil. I have big plans, all the cities do.

“You’re from Philadelphia, originally,” Jean said, looking at Charlotte.

“Lucky guess.”

“Cities talk. They gossip about their children, especially the ones who move across country to remake themselves. They trade us like Pokemon cards.”

“This is all very, uh, enlightening, but we should go. Either to the barricades, or away from the barricades,” the professor said. 

“It’s for the best. There will be no more Franklin Square rallies, no more sound trucks and dumb marching in a circle, and then people will have no choice but to really fuck shit up. I’m talking straight urban guerrilla warfare. The investment bankers won’t dare telecommute in front of an open window. When an appendix pops, a lot of pus spills out. This ‘occupation’ is the pus.”

“What about Philadelphia?” Charlotte demanded. She nudged Mickey out of the way, grabbed Jean’s right arm, and wrenched it into a hammerlock. “What about it?”

“Mooove,” Jean said. She thrashed around so much it was like she really wanted room.

“You,” Charlotte said to Mickey. “There’s a prybar behind a bush near the drum circle and nearby a loose grating. Go if you want to. You too…professor,” she said.

Mickey hesitated, but the professor was already through the tent flap, and so Mickey followed.

“MOVE, eh?” Charlotte said. “The cops really are going to bomb the shit out of us, aren’t they?”

“Ammonium nitrate and methylammonium nitrate—grandma’s own recipe. But worse than MOVE; they don’t want any spokespeople crawling out of the rubble.”

“I try not to talk this way to women anymore, but you are a crazy fucking cunt of a bitch, you know that?”

“It’s a war, you see?” Jean said. “And sometimes you lose a battle to win the war.”

“How do you know?”

“Radical reinterpretation and remixing—take an old phrase and invert it. ‘No enemy survives first contact with a plan’, and the city has a great plan for this space. Once the fires go out and the place is flattened, it’s going to be a great place to live.”

A great bleating Klaxon filled the air, and outside the tent a generalized panic began as occupiers started running in every direction, right into phalanxes of police with riot-length batons and electrified shields.

“There’s no escape but the sewers,” Jean said. “We should get going.”

“Why? So you can convince other people that the city fucking talks to you.”

“Then just let me go!”

“So you can kill again!”

“You’re just going to hold me here till the bomb drops then, and die with me just to make sure?” Jean said. “A black trans wannabe cop—you’re no martyr!”

“You’re right,” Charlotte said. “I’m not.” She let go of the hold and as Jean turned around she got her Taser out of her pocket and blasted the girl in the face. Then she ran.

Charlotte was tall but not big. She was buffeted by the surging, panicking crowd. The helicopters came in low. Charlotte was good; she was still thumbing the pad on her smartphone, sending off a farewell message to her comrades when the first big drum of water gel explosive dropped. She hit the ground, eyes shut and mouth open, then scrambled to her knees. The sewer grate was too far away to make in three long strides, and shut. The professor must have pulled it over his head when he descended into the tunnel with Mickey.

Then Charlotte saw something new. A new street, that hadn’t opened into Franklin Square before. Not in a hundred years, since the trolley tracks had been torn up by city fathers on the payroll of Ford Motor Company. She couldn’t hear anything, not even the screaming, over the ringing of her ears but she saw someone, arm aflame and smoking, pointing up at a low-flying helicopter. 

The new street wavered like a doubt. Charlotte took a breath and ran for it.
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The Shadow People

Brandon Massey

Breaking into the apartment was easy. The unit was located on the ground floor of a complex in west Atlanta. A door off the patio presented no resistance for a man with Carver’s skilled hands.

Three years had passed since he’d killed someone. Since then, he’d discovered purpose in a different way of life. But love had brought him back to his old ways.

He swept around the shadows with his flashlight. The studio surprised him. It held barely anything: a mattress on the floor, a folding chair, and an old laptop lying beside the chair. A battered suitcase held an assortment of faded clothes. 

Carver didn’t own much, either. Being raised in foster homes had taught him to eschew possessions and be ready to move at any time.   

But the map was the strangest thing. A map of the United States was pinned to the wall where a TV should have stood. 

Cities had been marked with black pins: Seattle, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Houston, Phoenix, Las Vegas, New Orleans. Others were highlighted with red pins: Atlanta, Miami, Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, Detroit, Washington D.C, Boston.

Travel interested Carver, and he wished he’d done more of it during his forty-two years on the earth. He had never been on an airplane and had never ventured beyond the South, not to say that he had no desire to inhale the air in different places.

Ashley had been vague about his target’s occupation. Usually, Carver cared only about the time, place, and possible complications, but this one was strange.

In the refrigerator, he found only bottles of water, crammed together and filling every available inch. Nothing else. 

Frowning, he shut the door.

He eased into the chair and passed the time sending text messages to Ashley. She said she couldn’t wait to see him after the job was done. He couldn’t wait to see her either, felt the familiar tingle in his spine when he thought about sliding into the sheets beside her. 

She reminded him to make it clean. He reminded her that he was a veteran and there was no need to worry.

He’d waited an hour and the clock had ticked past eight-thirty when he heard a key in the front door. He slipped on his latex gloves. 

He had his switchblade ready, too.

The door creaked open. Carver had disabled the ceiling fixture light, so when his target flipped the switch, the apartment remained dark. The only light in the unit came from the bulb above the oven range. 

Carver heard the guy mutter. He tried the switch a couple more times before giving up.

By then, Carver had flanked him. As the man shuffled to the kitchen area with a backpack, Carver came up behind him. He slapped his hand across the man’s mouth.

Carver was known for his big hands. At twelve, he’d been able to palm a basketball. The hands were inherited from his father, or so he’d heard from his grandma before she died and he became a ward of the state. His dad had played college football in Alabama, had been able to pluck out of the air anything tossed in his direction. That was before a taste for heroin had exiled him from the game and his life. 

With his other hand, Carver drove the switchblade deep into the man’s carotid artery.

The man let out a garbled yelp. His backpack hit the floor. He thrashed, and Carver lost hold of him. But he wasn’t concerned. His man would bleed out. 

The poor sucker sagged to the tile, his breaths coming in gasps. In the weak light, Carver finally got a look at him: an average looking dude in his twenties, the kind of guy who might have bagged your groceries at the supermarket, a face that would elicit only a shrug from strangers when his photo was flashed on the news.

Carver wiped off the blade with a towel he’d found in the bathroom.

Squirming on the floor, the man mumbled something. Carver thought he said, “You’re it.”

The next thing Carver knew, the guy flicked his fingers at him. Carver felt wetness spatter his lips and cheeks, and involuntarily, he tasted the substance. The coppery tang was unmistakable: blood.

Carver kicked the man in the ribs. The guy grinned at him through a rictus of pain. Carver realized that he was laughing with what little life he had remaining.

Sick bastard. 

He left the dying man and went to the bathroom. He checked in the mirror. Several drops of blood spotted his dark-skinned face.

He splashed handfuls of cold water across his skin. Better, but he swore he could feel that bit of blood he had tasted making its way down his throat, leaving a burning trail in its wake like a jalapeño pepper. Probably only his imagination, but the entire incident revolted him. 

When he returned to the front room, the man was dead.

He checked the guy’s backpack, discovered nothing of interest: only MARTA schedules and brochures for blood donation centers in metro Atlanta. Carver took nothing and got out of there.




Later that night, Carver visited Ashley.

Ashley lived in Cabbagetown, on the east side of Atlanta, across the street from Oakland cemetery. She rented a one-bedroom loft on the seventh floor of one of the old cotton mill buildings that had been converted into apartments. He respected how some people found creative ways to put old things to new uses.

When he knocked on the door, it bounced open. How many times had he warned her about locking up?

All of the electric lights had been shut off, but burning candles were spaced throughout the apartment, giving it the appearance of a chapel prepared for some secret rite. The cool air carried the fragrance of a spicy incense that tickled his nostrils. 

He found Ashley in the bedroom. She sat in the center of the mattress, legs crossed Indian style, eyes closed. She wore only lace panties and a bra. Ear buds trailed from her ears to her iPhone. 

She looked so tranquil that he stood in the doorway and watched her, drinking in every detail of her finely sculpted body. Candlelight gave a luxurious patina to her bronzed skin. She might have been a statue of an Indonesian deity. 

He knew he wasn’t a handsome man. Rough living had given a hardness to his face that tended to keep most women at a distance. The women he had been with had been like him, scarred by a life lived in the margins. 

But Ashley was different. Not only was she beautiful, she was innocent, naïve even.  

He had met her at a bar three weeks ago, a place he frequented that served cheap Budweiser and good burgers. She had been sitting at the counter nursing a glass of ice water, and she had the air of a challenge about her that kept men away like a force field. He had sat two stools away from her, intending only to enjoy the view of a lovely woman.

She had sent him a drink and invited him to come home with her that night. 

A week after they had met, she’d asked him about killing a man. Perhaps she wasn’t as naïve as she appeared.    

“You should be against the law, girl,” he said. 

She removed her ear buds and opened her eyes. Her irises were as deep as the ocean. Carver had pegged her age at early thirties, based on the suppleness of her skin, but sometimes when she looked at him, she seemed to have the wizened soul of an elder.    

“Was your work clean?” she asked. She had a soft Spanish accent. 

“Of course it was.” 

He stripped down to his boxers and eased onto the bed. He placed his hand on her thigh, ran his fingers across her pliant skin.

She clasped his hand. “You wore gloves?”

“Relax. I’m a veteran. Nothing will be traced back to us.”

“No blood touched you?”

“Not a drop,” he said, wondering if she would detect his lie. He kissed her shoulder. “You forget to close the door again. The city isn’t safe, baby. You need to take precautions.”

“You’re my precaution.” 

“But I’m not always here. I know the streets, I was raised on them. There are wolves out there, hunting.”

“There are things worse than wolves,” she said.

He didn’t know what she meant, but he couldn’t argue with it.

“It’s all good,” he said.

“How did it feel, to do it?” 

He shrugged. “I didn’t know the man. It was only a job I said I’d do for you.”

She kissed him and pulled him on top of her, her legs circling his waist, her heels digging into his back. She loved for him to be on top, she said, to feel him thrusting into her and shuddering. She never made a sound, would only look up at him with a smile that urged him to go deeper.   

Later, lying on sweat-soaked sheets, coasting along the edge of sleep, Carver found himself wondering why he had agreed to kill a man for no promised payment. In his entire life he’d never done such a thing.

But he had never met a woman like Ashley, either.




Sometime that night, Carver bolted out of sleep. He was slathered in sweat, and his stomach ached as if he’d consumed a toxic meal.

The only candle still burning in the room revealed that Ashley’s side of the bed was empty. The woman was an insomniac, sleeping in snatches of time or not at all. Probably she was on the balcony smoking a cigarette. 

He shuffled down the short hallway. With every step, nausea sloshed through his gut. He stumbled into the washroom, not bothering to switch on the light, and reached the toilet bowl just in time to vomit a dark stream into the water. 

He was hunched over the toilet for several minutes. It felt as if his guts were being turned inside out, but the pain eased as he expelled the contents of his digestive tract. 

He didn’t understand it. Usually, he had a stomach like a black hole. And he’d eaten nothing unusual before doing the job at the apartment, had only a sandwich from a fast food joint.

He flipped on the light and looked into the toilet bowl.

The water was black, and it had a tarry consistency. Carver put his hand to his mouth. Some of the substance speckled his lips; his fingers came away sticky. And his mouth held a sour, gritty taste.

He felt someone watching him. He turned and saw Ashley in the doorway, clad in a green silk robe molded to her curves.

“You sick?” she asked.

Looking away, he flipped down the toilet lid.

“No,” he said.

“You look pale, if a dark-skinned man could look pale.”

“Why don’t you try to get some sleep?” He grabbed a wad of tissue and blotted it against his mouth. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

Alone again, he examined his face in the mirror. As Ashley had noted, some of the color had drained out of his skin. The last time he’d looked like that, he had been battling a severe flu. 

He turned on the faucet and washed out his mouth, and rinsed his face, too.

Back in the bedroom, Ashley was listening to music on her iPhone, but he felt her watching him as he burrowed back into the bed.




The next morning, he woke up late for work.

“Shit.” The stomach upset that had awakened him earlier had passed, but his vision was weird: objects were blurred at the edges, as if viewed through an unfocused lens.

A shower and a glass of water helped clarify things. 

Ashley was gone already, had left without waking him. She did that sometimes, vanished with no explanation of where she’d gone, but she always would come back, and he was always welcome in her bed. 

He hadn’t spent the night in his own place, a room at a friend’s house in Decatur, since the night he’d met Ashley, had returned only to pack some clothes and other necessities. His friend would be expecting rent soon, and Carver planned to pay it, but he was going to need a job to manage rent. Showing up an hour late wasn’t going to help.

He worked at a small but busy auto garage south of downtown. He didn’t have any formal training as a mechanic, but he was good with his hands and had spent much of his life tearing things apart and putting them back together. The owner of the shop, Will, had hired Carver on the recommendation of a mutual friend. Carver had never disappointed. Until then.

“You’re never late, man,” Will said. Bald with a thick goatee, he reminded Carver of the famed middleweight boxer, Marvin Hagler. “You alright?”

“Had a rough night,” Carver said. “Sorry about being late. It won’t happen again.”

“You’ve got bay three. We’re behind already.”

“I’m on it.”

Carver was standing underneath a Dodge balanced on the hydraulic lift, performing an oil change, when he happened to glance across the garage and saw a pair of shapely brown-skinned legs . . . followed by a long, reptilian tail.

He blinked. 

Did I just see that? 

The walker disappeared around the corner of the garage door, near the lobby. Carver wiped his eyes with the handkerchief he kept in his pocket.

I imagined that. It couldn’t have been real.

But he was hurrying from underneath the vehicle and heading across the service bays, to the window on the garage’s far wall that offered a view of the customer lobby. As he walked, he felt his right eyelid twitching, a new sensation.

He looked through the window and spotted the owner of the legs: an attractive woman in a pink sundress. She waited in line for service, smiling faintly, as if she were aware of the attention she elicited and found it amusing.

But Carver saw the tail, too. 

Coated in greenish scales, thick as a rope, perhaps six feet long, it slithered to and fro around her slender ankles. A fearsome-looking barbed sting glistened at the tip.

I’ve got to be losing my damn mind. 

“Checking out the view?” Will said, coming to stand beside him at the glass. “Ain’t nothing like the ladies of the ATL, man.”

Carver stared at him. “You don’t . . . you don’t see it?”

“See what?” Will frowned. “You know her?”

The woman stepped to the counter. The attendant running check-in, a guy named Ben, came from around the counter to speak to her. As Carver watched, the woman smiled at Ben—and her tail slithered between Ben’s legs and probed right up his ass.

Nausea quivered through Carver. But Ben seemed oblivious to the violation. He was laughing at something the woman said, while her tail was plugged deep in his butt. Segments of her tail throbbed rhythmically, as if it were pumping in some sort of venom . . . or sucking something out of him.

“Carver?” Will asked. “Yo, back to earth, home boy.”

But Carver was watching the woman. As she was speaking to Ben, her tail rammed up his ass, he saw a forked tongue poke from between her lips and sample the air.

He turned away from the window, trembling. Will gripped his shoulder.

“Man, you all right?” he asked.

“Just need a break. Be back in ten.”

He holed up in the staff restroom at the back of the garage. Gripping the edges of the sink, he drew deep breaths and stared at his face in the mirror.

That was when he noticed the portal.




The mirror should have reflected the brick wall behind Carver. Instead of the wall, however, he saw a black doorway, large enough for a man of his size to pass through without bending over. 

He spun to look behind him. He saw only the wall that he expected to see.

But when he turned to look in the mirror again, he saw the portal.

He closed his eyes. He wasn’t a religious man, though in his youth, every Sunday, his grandma had used to dress him in a suit that had once been his father’s, and drag him to her Baptist church and force him to sit through three-hour sermons. 

But he whispered a prayer: “Please, God. Help me. I’m going nuts, I think.”

He felt his right eyelid twitching. He opened his eyes.

The portal was still there, reflected in the soap-spotted glass. 

Could it have been real? Why not? The Bible, he remembered, was full of miraculous stories: God’s voice speaking from a burning bush, the Red Sea parting, the man swallowed by a whale, Lazarus waking from the dead. Why not portals in mirrors and strange people with lizard tails and snake tongues? 

What purpose did the doorway serve, anyway?

He stepped to the wall. Slowly, he touched it. He felt only brick.

He couldn’t step through the doorway; he could only see it. But someone had to be using it—why else would it have existed?

He thought of the pretty woman in the lobby. A cold wave of understanding swept over him.

He hurried out of the restroom.




“Ben’s gone,” Will said, when Carver rushed into the lobby. Will was behind the counter working in Ben’s place. “He left to drop off a customer at work.”

“The woman in the pink dress?” Carver asked.

Will winked. “Can you blame a brother? I ain’t mad at him.”

Muttering under his breath, Carver stepped out into the late-morning sunshine. The auto shop was located on a busy intersection crammed with fast food joints, gas stations, hair supply stores, pawn shops. 

Carver didn’t know what to do next—until he spotted the man standing at the bus stop across the street.

Appearing to be in his early forties, he was tall and slender and handsome, dressed in a charcoal suit and carrying a leather briefcase, as if on his way to a corporate job. The impression was ruined by the purple-black tail that flopped around his legs.

Carver’s eyelid twitched. He’s another one of them.

Carver crossed the intersection. A MARTA bus groaned on its way to the stop. Carver quickened his pace.

He got in line behind the man, keeping his distance from the questing tail. 

As the man ascended the steps to board the bus, his tail darted toward the bus driver’s face. The driver was a black man who looked to be a hundred years old. 

The tail plunged right into his mouth, sting and all.

Carver nearly choked.

“I don’t have any money,” the man said. “But I need this ride. Will you help a brother out?”

The driver waved him on board. Smiling, the man took a seat a few rows down the aisle.

Carver paid the fare and sat on a seat across the aisle from the alien. The bus grumbled down the road. Carver wrung his hands, heart thudding.

Now what?

Carver cleared his throat. “I know what you are.”

The man turned, eyebrows arched. His strange tongue flickered.

“Ah, you’ve been marked, I can smell it.” He chuckled. “Whose little morsel are you?”

“Huh? I’m no one’s morsel.”

He smirked. “You have no idea, little morsel.”

“What the hell are you?” Carver asked.

The man’s tail swept off the floor and danced inches away from Carver’s face, sting glistening. Carver shuddered. He thought about his switchblade, but wondered if it would be any use in severing a tail that would have otherwise been invisible if he hadn’t acquired his special gift of perception.

“You’ll get off at the next stop if you know what’s good for you,” the alien said.

“This ain’t right.” Carver wanted to seize the man and crush his throat in his bare hands, but that sting kept him from moving against the guy. “None of this is right.”

The bus screeched as it drew to a halt. Carver rose from his seat.

“Go,” the man said, tail poised to strike.

“I’m going to stop you,” Carver said. “Whatever you are.”






The rest of the day, Carver traveled by foot and by bus throughout the city. Will called his cell several times, but Carver ignored the rings. He was engaged on a higher purpose: identifying just how many Shadow People walked the earth and discovering what could be done about it.

That label, Shadow People, had just come to mind, and it felt right. These things looked like people, but the truth of what they did was concealed from the average person. Carver didn’t understand how or why he had received the ability to spot them, and wondered if there were others who shared his gift.

Although he might have been unique among regular folks, the Shadow People were everywhere.

They hung out in restaurants, office buildings, strip malls, coffee shops, and on street corners. They rode the bus, drove cars, and walked. They were young and old, black and white and every ethnicity in between. 

But they all shared tails and tongues and the talent to manipulate. In a Wal-Mart, Carver had seen a child that could not have been older than three, using its sting on a woman who appeared to be serving as its mother. The woman was loading down her shopping cart with every whimsical item the child demanded.

He saw them using the portals, too. 

Although he could see the doorways only within mirror reflections, he saw the Shadow People stepping out of them and going back in, as casually as a man might pass through a revolving door. Where were they going? Another dimension? Another planet?

The discoveries led only to more questions. It made his head ache. 

But the remark from the Shadow Guy on the bus had stuck with him: Ah, you’ve been marked, I can smell it. Whose little morsel are you? 

It brought him to Ashley’s door that night, with an intention far more serious than enjoying a romp around her bed.

The door was unlocked, as usual. Before entering, he made sure he had his switchblade in his pocket.

Inside, candle flames chased away the shadows. Carver went straight to the bedroom. The bed was empty, but he saw the glow of a cigarette on the balcony.

He pulled in a breath, and went to the door.

His eyelid was already twitching.






Standing at the doorway, Carver watched Ashley.

She wore a spaghetti strap dress that flattered her figure, like all of the clothes she chose. But Carver’s gaze was fixed on the blood-red tail coiled like a sleeping serpent between her slender ankles. The barbed sting was at least six inches long, black as her heart. 

How many times had she stuck that thing into him? Pumped venom into him and filled him with a crazy fever that made him willing to perform acts that defied all logic? 

Like kill a man without question?

He moved onto the balcony. But he kept his distance. 

“Hey,” he said.

She glanced at him over her shoulder, exhaled a plume of smoke. 

“Something is wrong?” she asked.

He noticed that her tail stirred. His stomach clenched.

“Why did you want me to kill that guy?” he asked.

She merely smiled. Her tail uncoiled. He stepped back to the door.

“I see what you are,” he said.

Her eyes darkened. She flicked out her tongue, that forked monstrosity, and with it, extinguished the simmering cigarette, which she then tossed over the balcony.

“He gave you his blood, eh?” She sneered. “He was a traitor to our kind.”

“I’ve seen your kind, as you put it. You’re everywhere. You’re using people. You’re moving in and out of those doorways. What the hell are you? Where do you come from?”

She shook her head. “It would have been better for you if your eyes had not been opened.”

“They’re wide open, and I want answers.”

“We are what we are. You are what you are. What is a man, a woman, a child?” She laughed. “Do you know what you are and where you come from, Carver Washington?”

He struggled to find words to respond. He was presently a mechanic, but he had been a killer, a robber, whenever it made sense to do such things. He didn’t know his parents. His grandma had died of diabetes and left him a ward of the state. He lived in foster homes where he was ignored or feared. He cycled in and out of jail.

Those were things that had happened to him, but was he the sum of his experiences? He had the sense that Ashley—if that was really her name—was suggesting a deeper question, and the answers eluded him. All he knew was that every molecule in his body urged him to stop her.

“Talk sense,” he said. “Don’t bullshit me.”

Her eyes glinted. “Does the wolf know why it is here and why it desires the gazelle? Does the gazelle upon which it preys realize its purpose? Most of your kind has been spared the discovery of the wolves that walk among you.”

“You’re one of the wolves,” he said. “And I’m dinner, huh?”

She inclined her head, and that was the only confirmation he needed. He rushed forward and clamped his hands on her arms. Her eyes widened, her tail lashing the air, the tongue darting from her mouth. He could have snicked his switchblade across her throat, but that would have been too merciful. 

He lifted her as if she weighed nothing and tossed her over the balcony railing.

She screamed as she hurtled to the pavement seven stories below.

He didn’t wait around to hear the impact.




The Metra train stop was only five blocks away from his destination.

Carver pulled his knit cap tight over his head and left the station, heading out into the fierce Chicago winter. Although the day was frigid, with a cutting wind blowing in across Lake Michigan, he was warm inside, burning with the urgency of his purpose.

After a brisk walk through the icy streets, he entered the building and approached the receptionist.

“I’m here to donate,” he said, but his eyelid had begun twitching, and he realized why when the receptionist smiled at him.

Her forked tongue peeked from between her perfect white teeth.

She’s another one of them, he thought, walking into the clinic. Damn Shadow People are everywhere. 

He smiled to himself when the nurse arrived, and he rolled up his sleeve for the needle.

But now, so are we.
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Hand Fast

Kristine Kathryn Rusch

The most romantic gift anyone ever gave me? A gun.

Valentine’s Day, ten years ago. Ryder. God, what a sweet man. Six-three, all tattooed muscle, black hair shorn off that year to accent his dark, dark skin.

We were on the roof of his place, trying to keep candles lit in the cold breeze blowing across the Hudson, eating take-out sushi with custom-made chopsticks clutched in our frozen fingers, sitting on lawn chairs wedged into the ice-covered snow. 

Ry gave up on the candles midway through, decided to go to his apartment to get a lantern—he said—and did come back with one. Battery operated, large, already on. And in his other hand, a Tiffany’s blue box big enough for a cake, tied with the ubiquitous white ribbon. 

Despite the box, he couldn’t afford Tiffany’s. Not even something small, and certainly not something that large. Even if we could have afforded Tiffany’s, we wouldn’t have bought anything there.

We were militantly anti-ostentation back then. It went well with our lack of funds. But we believed it, acted on it, maybe even looked the other way when someone in a silk suit and shiny leather shoes ventured into the wrong alley, stepping in only when that rich bastard looked to be in trouble for his life—never stepping in to save his wallet.

I opened the box with trembling fingers, stuck the ribbon in my pocket and stared at a small lockbox that looked old and well used.

Ry nodded. He wanted me to open it. 

So I did. 

And saw the gun.

It wasn’t any old gun. 

It was custom-made, silver, and, I later learned, it glowed slightly when its owner touched it. It also designed its own bullets—silver for werewolves, holy-water-laced for vampires, and laser-lighty (filled with fire) for the unknown magical. 

I long suspected—and never tested—that the miracle weapon could transform its bullets into whatever the owner imagined. 

We hand-fasted me to the weapon. Ry claimed he had another one, but I never saw it. 

Hand-fasting required the candlewax (he was planning ahead), a bit of mercury, a touch of burnt almond. And some other magical oil-based concoctions I’m not going to describe, just in case.

And yeah, hand-fasting—pagan term for wedding. But it also meant a bargain struck by joining hands. I thought then that applying hand to hand-grip was the same thing.

I had no idea where Ry had gotten the weapon or how he learned to control it. I didn’t understand why he gave it to me.

I’d love to believe what he told me that night: He gave me the gun because he loved me. 

But that couldn’t have been entirely true, because who gave a gun out of love? 

When I pushed the next day, asking the right way—what made you think of me when you saw this?—he said I was so much more talented than he was, I deserved the weapon, and the weapon deserved me. And then, the day after that, he admitted he had one too, and we’d go practice with them, just him and me, Upstate, the next time we had the dough.

There was no next time. There wasn’t even a day after that. Not for Ry. 

Someone caught him in our alley, shredded him, took the tattoos as souvenirs. I found him, still alive, barely. But not alive enough to tell me what happened. Or alive enough to let me know he heard me when, stupid me, I told him I loved him for the first and only time.




Fast-forward a decade to the winter that never died. Press coverage that year pegged it as the coldest in two decades, blaming arctic air that should’ve lived in Canada but, like any other snowbird, decided to move south.

I had my own place by then, two buildings over, tall enough to get the occasional sunset glinting off the nearby roofs. I liked that: the dying sunlight reached the kitchen of my glorious apartment, just about the time (in the winter at least) I was having whatever it was I scrounged for breakfast.

My apartment: three rooms, hard-fought. Actually purchased when the building went condo just before the damn housing crisis. Now I was—as the pundits so euphemistically call it—underwater, and for once, I gave a damn.

Then I’d come to my place, warded and spelled, with most comfortable furniture I could find (mostly discards on garbage day, dragged up the elevator, refurbished and softened), and reveled in having a safe harbor, somewhere no one else ever breached. Not anyone, including the post-Ry lovers, the so-called friends, the clients and the hangers-on.

Just me and the silence I’d created, a place to refurbish myself after each day’s hard knocks and scrapes.

Somehow I stopped being militantly anti-ostentation. I was still anti-ostentation—no one would mistake the interior of this place for anything fancy—but I’d grown up enough to have financial entanglements and to adopt some of the trappings of a good citizen.

Protective coloration, really.

I’d needed it.

Back in the day, me and Ry were a team, and he was the stronger. We’d partner up, go after the shadows, fight till dawn, screw till noon, sleep a little, and start over.

Then he died, and I went full-moon batshit crazy searching for his killers, never sleeping, the edges of the world growing jagged and dark, finding clues where none existed, missing clues that’d probably been there, going, going, going until I ended up face-down in an abandoned subway tunnel and no memory of how I got there.

I had to choose, with my face pressed against the oil and the decades-old piss, whether I’d keep going or whether I’d just let it all end.

And weirdly, it was Ry who saved me. Ry, with his crooked half-smile and his embrace of anything dangerous. Ry, who had a tattoo on his left bicep of a bright yellow smiley face holding a sword in one little gloved hand and a dripping scalp in the other, with the word Onward in gothic letters underneath.

That tattoo always made me grin, especially when he flexed it, making the sword move up and down as if the smiley face were marching at a parade. 

I saw that tattoo as clearly as if it were in front of me and, instead of regretting the method of its theft, I let out a tiny laugh. That moved the dusty dirt in front of me, and almost made me gag on the stench. Which, for some reason, I also found funny.

I was exhausted and spent, and in some ways, ruined. Completely different than I had been before.

I sat up, then stood up, and staggered my way out of the tunnel, heading back into my life. Which I rebuilt—alone—bit by bit. In the places that had never functioned alone, I built—I trained, I learned, I became. 




And then the winter of our discontent. Valentine’s Day wasn’t a bright spot for anyone. Yet another storm had arrived the day before, canceling flights, snarling traffic, and delaying the all-important flower deliveries to shops that relied on them. By the time the actual holiday rolled around, the City was enveloped in sleet on top of two feet of snow.

I rented an office near the alley where Ry got attacked. The office wasn’t much—third-floor walk-up with a frosted door, frosted windows, and a radiator that clanged to its own tune but kept the place warm. I had an actual desk which I got from an office five doors down—a blond wood monstrosity that smelled like old cigarettes, giving the office a slightly musty air, something I actually liked. In keeping with the thirties motif, I kept an open bottle of Scotch in the bottom drawer, although I rarely touched liquor. Any more.

I cribbed an old leather sofa from that same abandoned office, and found two matching desk chairs in the garbage behind my apartment building. The only money I actually spent on furnishing the place was for my chair, which was the most high-tech thing I owned. It had more levers and dials and options than the first (and last) car I ever drove.

The office had no computer or phone or anything remotely resembling office equipment. I don’t write reports. I collect funds up front, and don’t give paper receipts. If I need more money from my clients, I ask them for more. If they refuse to pay, I refuse to work.

I’m not one of those private detectives who works pro bono because the case interests them. I work because I need the money—and if I didn’t work, I’d go back down that crazy subway tunnel.

It’s not even fair to call me a private detective. I use the title sometimes because it’s easier than explaining what I do. What Ry and I used to do. What I never stopped doing, after he was gone.

I shove the magic back where it belongs.

Sounds easy, but it’s not. And there are only a few of us that can do it.

By now it should be clear: I wasn’t sitting alone in my office on Valentine’s Day because of the snow. I hated Valentine’s Day with a bloody passion. I tried not to. It wasn’t the fake holiday’s fault I was also so miserable at this time of year. 

I usually tried to tell myself that Valentine’s Day had peaked for me that night on the roof, with the lantern and the Tiffany box. And sometimes that worked.

But not on the tenth anniversary. Not as I slogged my way through the snow and sleet, watching inane couples in their finery get out of cabs or stumble out of the subway, pretending the day (night) was perfect after all. Maybe it was the combination—wind, snow, Valentine’s—that caught me.

Or maybe I was finally feeling my age for the first time.

Whatever it was, it convinced me to haul out that open bottle of Scotch the moment I collapsed into my high-tech desk chair. Me, an open bottle, sleet tapping the frosted glass like werewolf claws. I thought I had the night all planned—when the gun appeared out of nowhere.

The gun. You know, the one from the Tiffany’s box.

Or so I thought at first.

Well, not entirely true, because you don’t think about where a gun came from when it appears right in front of you, business end pointed at your face, trembling as if held by an unsteady hand.

And nothing else. 

I set the bottle of Scotch down, then made myself calmly and deliberately screwed the cap back on. I would have put the bottle back in the bottom drawer, but the gun’s trembling got worse, and I really didn’t want to get shot just because I was being a neat freak. 

I wondered what kind of bullets were in that thing—silver, holy-water dipped, flaming hot. Damn near any of them would kill me, since I’m just good old-fashioned flesh and blood. I stared at the wobbling muzzle of that gun, then realized I had some control.

We’d been hand-fasted after all. The weapon belonged to me and I to it, which was probably why it couldn’t go through with the shooting.

I held up my right hand and said in my deepest, most powerful voice, Come to me.

The weapon’s trembling increased, but it didn’t move. My heart moved enough for both of us, trying to pound its way out of my chest.

I tried the command again, and again, the damn gun just shook more.

So, figuring the rule of three, I tried one final time. Join your handfast partner.

The gun stopped trembling. And then it whirled as if pursued, and floated away from me. I sat for a moment, stupidly, then realized that the damn gun didn’t belong to me. It was a different weapon than the one locked in the lockbox I kept in the Tiffany’s box.

I got up and stumbled after the gun. It floated down the hallway, then down the stairs, always staying at chest-height, just as if someone were holding it.

It reached the lobby, bumped out the door (I have no idea how it got open), and into the sleet. I followed, coatless, instantly chilled, and nearly slammed into a couple wearing less clothes than I was, giggling their drunk way out of a nearby bar. They didn’t seem to see the gun, but I couldn’t take my gaze off it.

Because it went into the alley, where Ry died. And then it started banging against the brick wall behind a Dumpster, as if it were trying to get into something. 

I wished for gloves. And boots. And a coat. I was sliding on ice, and still the alley had the stench of weeks-old garbage. It didn’t matter how cold or wet something got, the smells remained.

I tried not to look at the back corner, where Ry bled out. It was covered in a snow pile six feet high anyway. The gun kept banging and scraping, and I finally decided to violate one of the major rules of automated magic.

I got between the gun and the wall. The gun kept hitting the same brick, scraping it white. I grabbed the damn thing, surprised that my fingers fit where the mortar should have been.

So I pulled.

The brick slid out easily, and I slid backwards, nearly falling. I caught myself on the edge of the ice-cold Dumpster. 

The gun turned itself sideways, shoving its grip into the open hole. It had stopped trembling.

It balanced on the edge of the brick below for just a moment, then toppled downward.

I jumped back, afraid it would go off by accident.

But it didn’t. 

It rested on top of the ice as if all the magic had leached out of it. Its color was different too. No longer silver, but a muddy brown instead. I tilted my head, blinked hard, my face wet with sleet.

I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand, smearing the cold rather than getting rid of it.

The gun still looked odd. I figured it actually looked odd—it wasn’t my magical sight that had changed; the gun was different.

So I crouched. And looked closer.

And gasped.

Something had wrapped itself around the grip. Brown and mottled. It took a moment for my eyes to make sense of what I saw.

The word Onward in Gothic script. 

Bile rose in my throat. 

I nudged the gun with my foot, then managed to flip the weapon over. The image on this side was a distorted yellow, desiccated and faded.

I swallowed hard, my stomach churning.

Then I stood and, with a single but deliberate thought, made a small flare out of my right fingertip. I used the flare to illuminate the hole in the bricks.

I lost my not-fancy dinner. And breakfast. And every meal for the past week.

Some investigator.

I’d searched for those patches of skin from the very beginning—all six of Ry’s tattoos—knowing his magic lurked in them.

Only, as I braced one hand on the wall, and used the other hand to wipe my mouth, I realized that there were a lot more than six scraps of skin in that wall.

A lot more.

I allowed myself to get sick one final time before hauling out my phone, and calling the only detective at the NYPD who would ever listen to me.

Ryder’s older brother.

Dane.




He showed up ten minutes later, wearing a dress coat over an ill-fitting suit, and a this-better-be-worthwhile attitude. He wore his hair regulation cut, and he didn’t have the muscles or the tattoos. Still, there was enough of a family resemblance to give me a start every time I saw him walk toward me. Same height, same build, same general energy.

“Three-hundred dollars up front for dinner,” he said. “Includes five courses and champagne. We’d just finished appetizers.”

“Special girl?” I asked.

“I’m hoping,” he said. “We’ll see if she’s still there when I get back.”

She might be waiting a long time, I thought but didn’t say. I just showed him the open hole in the brick. 

“What?” he asked impatiently.

“Just look,” I said, my voice raspy, throat sore, my breath so foul I tried not to face him.

He grabbed his phone and used it like a flashlight, then backed away when he realized what he was looking at.

“What the hell?” he asked.

He peered into that obscene storage space, then looked at me, his handsome face half in shadow. 

“How did you find this?” he asked, as if I had created the horror all I my own.

I poked the toe of my battered Nike against the gun.

He turned the phone’s light toward it, saw the desiccated but still visible smiley face, and swallowed hard, then shook his head.

“You’re out here without a coat or hat or mittens, and you’re telling me you just stumbled on this gun?”

He didn’t mention his brother’s skin, wrapped around it, or the fact that there was more shredded skin in that opening.

“No, I’m not saying that.” 

Now that he mentioned how I was dressed, I remembered just how cold I was. My teeth started chattering. I shoved my hands in the pocket of my jeans, not that it did much good.

“I asked you how you found this?” Dane snapped.

“And I showed you,” I said.

“It means nothing.” His voice went up, echoing between the buildings.

“Only because there are some things you refuse to let me tell you,” I said, matching his tone. 

He stared at me, breathing hard. I tried to stay calm, but it was difficult, considering how bad I was shivering.

“Magic?” he asked with a sneer he once reserved for Ry, but had transferred to me since Ry’s death.

I nodded. 

Dane rolled his eyes and shook his head. “You think this crap has been here all along?”

I shrugged one shoulder.

“You want to tell me, without talking about magic, how you came down here?”

I sighed. I could have said no, I supposed, but I didn’t. “I followed the gun.”

“And whoever was holding it,” he said.

“I didn’t see who was holding it,” I said.

“Convenient,” he said, “since it looks like Ry’s gun.”

It is Ry’s gun, I wanted to say, but knew better. Because then Dane would ask me how I knew that, and I would point to the layer of skin wrapped around the grip.

“Ry told me he had one,” I said. “I never saw it. How do you know it’s his?”

Besides the skin, I mean, I added mentally.

“Pretty unusual thing, huh?” Dane said. “Ry called it magic. Me, I think it’s some kind of toy, since it supposedly invents its own bullets.”

I ignored that jibe. “He ever use it in front of you?”

“No, he wanted to take me to the range to practice with it, but he….” Dane let out a sigh. “He died before we could go.”

“Who ended up with the gun?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Dane said. “I never saw it again.”

“So you remember it after ten years?” Lying on the ice, with Ry’s skin wrapped around it, the gun didn’t look that distinctive, at least not to me.

“I’d tell you I recognized it by that lovely silver barrel,” Dane said, “but I didn’t even notice that part at first.”

I waited. I was going to make him say it, the bastard.

“I don’t think we’re going to have to test the DNA on that skin,” Dane said quietly.

I nodded. 

“But we might have to on the rest of this stuff in here.” Dane peered at that hole. “Why would the gun turn up now?”

It had been exactly ten years since I got my gun. But I had no idea if Dane knew I had one too, and I wasn’t about to tell him.

“The anniversary’s coming up,” I said.

“Yeah, like I can forget that,” Dane said dryly. He sighed again. “I’m going to call this in. You need to go inside before you freeze solid.”

“What about the gun?” I asked. “Do you think it should go into evidence?”

He looked at me. He knew what I was thinking. Hell, all of New York would have known what I was thinking. The city had seen a lot of news lately about weapons stolen out of the NYPD’s evidence storage.

“You want to pick it up?” he asked.

Of course I didn’t. Neither did he. But he had opened the door, and he was the magic-denier, not me. I reached around me, and with shaking fingers, sorted through the Dumpster until I found a box that wasn’t too junked up. It was a shoebox with some stains along the bottom, but it didn’t smell that bad, so I grabbed it. 

I was going to scoop up the gun with the box lid, but I stopped halfway. I didn’t want to mess up that grip. (That tattoo.) So I glanced at Dane. He was watching me closely.

I slid the lid underneath the box, then held the box in my left hand. I turned my right palm upward. Then I concentrated on the gun and hooked it mentally to my right hand. Slowly I raised my hand, and the gun rose too. 

Once the gun was a foot off the ground, I crouched, slid the box underneath it, and turned my palm down. The gun bounced into the box, and I slapped the lid on it.

Dane watched me, face gray in the half light. His gaze met mine, but he didn’t say anything. I knew, if asked, he would say only that I slid the box under the gun and scooped up the gun.

I offered him the box. 

He shook his head. “You keep it.” 

“There could be evidence here,” I said, taunting him.

He shook his head. “We’ll have more than enough. Now, go inside.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I scurried to my building, feeling as if I would never get warm again.




So Ry had hand-fasted to the gun, just like I had. 

I carried it up the stairs to my office, noting that the box did have an odor, but I wasn’t sure if the odor came from the Dumpster or that tattooed slice of skin. I didn’t want to think about that either.

Instead, I locked the entire box inside my office safe. Then I went to the ladies room down the hall ostensibly to run warm water on my hands but, in reality, to get whatever was on that box off my skin.

I shivered and shivered, even after I warmed up. The shivering didn’t just come from the cold. 

After I’d cleaned up, I grabbed my heavy down coat, unattractive knit cap, and gloves. I slipped everything on, locked the office, and headed home.

I needed to know if my own gun was still there.

When I reached the street, the cold returned with a vengeance. It was as if I hadn’t gone inside to get warm at all. 

A crime scene unit had the alley blocked off. Dane appeared to have left, and some uniforms guarded it all. They stared at me as if I were the bad guy. I pivoted, went the other way, and headed to my place.

At least the sleet had stopped, but the sidewalk was slippery. The restaurants along the way—this place was so gentrified now—were filled with well-dressed couples pretending to be happy. And maybe they were over their—what had Dane said? $300 meals? I preferred the take-out sushi eaten with custom-made chopsticks on a roof so cold it made this evening seem like the Bahamas in summer.

I still missed Ry, the bastard. I liked to think I had moved on, but I hadn’t. Not inside. Not where it counted.

I took an elevator to my apartment, and let myself in. The apartment was warm, homey, perfect, just like it had been since I bought it. I closed the door and locked it, then checked the wards just in case.

They were fine.

I peeled off my gloves and tossed them on an occasional table. Then I went into my bedroom and opened the closet.

There, on the top shelf, was the Tiffany’s box. I pulled it down, and gingerly untied the ribbon. I tugged the lid off and looked inside. The lockbox was still there. I opened it too, and stared at the gun, gleaming in the light.

It looked no different than it had ever other time I had looked at it. It was a shame I had never used it, a shame that it hid here in the dark, as if it were at fault for Ry’s death. 

I ran my fingers across its cool surface. It glowed faintly, in recognition. I wished I knew how to use it. I wished Ry had told me where he had gotten it, why he had chosen a Tiffany’s box to keep it in, what it all meant. 

I closed the lockbox, then closed the Tiffany’s box, and retied the ribbon, like I’d done dozens of times over the years. I put the gun on the top shelf of my closet, then closed that door. If only it were that easy to put the gun out of my mind.

Something had caused the second gun to come to me. Something had powered it. Something—or someone. 

I wouldn’t know what until I knew more about the guns themselves.

I grabbed my cell to call Dane. Then decided I wasn’t going to speak to him on the phone. 

I would go to him, wherever that was. 

I took my gloves off the occasional table and let myself out of the apartment, using the edges of my magic to track Dane.

It wasn’t hard. 

He was at the precinct, at his desk—which, I was certain—was not where he wanted to be.




The limestone façade of the three-story precinct building looked dirty against the sleet-shiny snow. Ry used to call it the Home of the Enemy, but he didn’t really mean it. He was always mad at Dane for refusing to acknowledge the magic or the work Ry and I were doing.

The rivalry between them didn’t mask the love they had for each other, though, and I knew Dane had been as torn up over Ry’s death as I was.

I let myself inside, the smell of fear and sweat enveloping me. I took the steps up to the detective unit, and slipped inside.

Nighttime made little difference. There were always detectives pouring over files, tapping on ancient computers, or talking tiredly into the phones.

Dane was sitting at his desk toward the back, hands pressed against his cheeks, staring down at some paperwork in front of him. His suit coat was hanging over the back of his chair, and his long dress coat was hanging on peg on the wall.

I walked over to him and hovered, waiting for him to acknowledge me.

“At least fifteen different skin types,” he said. “And they’re just estimating. Who does that?”

He sounded tired. I guess the possibly-special woman hadn’t waited for him after all.

“Not who,” I said. “What does that?”

“Yeah, some kinda animal,” he said more to himself than to me. Because we both knew that he was deliberately misunderstanding me.

It was a good question, though. Demons shredded skin, but they used the unbelievable pain from the process to increase their own power. There were lots of creatures from all sides of the magical divide that consumed skin, mostly as food, and a handful that took the magic from tattoos.

But nothing native to New York. Because all of the native creatures destroyed the skin when they did what they did.

I knew of nothing that took tattoos like trophies.

“Was everything—” I couldn’t bring myself to say skin fragments. “—tattooed?”

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Mean something to you?”

I shook my head, but he wasn’t looking up. Maybe he took my silence as an acknowledgement.

“Do you know where Ry got the gun?” I asked.

Dane finally raised his head. He seemed to have aged years in the past few hours. He seemed surprised by the question.

“There were two,” he said. “They belonged to my parents. I figured he had given one to you.”

My cheeks heated. I had never told Dane about the gun. I hadn’t told anyone. 

Dane was frowning. “He was going to—you know—ask you to marry him. He was all goofy about it. He even found a Tiffany’s box, because engagement rings come in Tiffany boxes. He thought you’d get it.”

I thought we didn’t believe in marriage. I thought marriage was so…middle class, so ostentatious.

I had missed the point. 

Why me? I had asked Ry.

Because I love you, he had said, so sure, so certain.

And then, at my confusion, he had shrugged, said he was cold, and we’d better hurry. Still, we hand-fasted me to the gun. My gun. And his matched.

Like wedding rings.

Son of a bitch.

“Did your parents have wedding rings?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Dane said, “but my folks were pretty traditional. They wanted the guns to go to me and Ry, like we were supposed to split up the rings.” 

Dane leaned back, closed his eyes for a minute, then shook his head, then added, “I was the only sane one. The only one who didn’t see little sparklies in the universe or dark things crawling out of corners. My folks were so disappointed…”

Then he rocked forward and opened his eyes. 

“I thought you knew,” he said again, but I wasn’t sure if he was talking about the guns or his parents or all of it.

I shrugged, pretending at a nonchalance I didn’t feel. “What were the guns for?” 

“Monster hunting,” he said sarcastically.

I nodded, not going there. 

“Thanks,” I said, and threaded my way through the desks.

“Hey,” he said. “You need help?”

Not your kind of help, I nearly said. Instead, I shook my head. “You guys are doing it all.”

And as I walked out, I realized that was true. After I had come to my senses, I left the investigation in the hands of the police.

Even when I had known that whatever killed Ry hadn’t been human—at least, by my definition. Maybe by Dane’s. 

But not by mine.




The guns had history, and I needed to find it. I could look in moldy books or try to find something accurate online. Or I could ask the guns themselves.

I didn’t want to ask the one with Ry’s tattoo wrapped around its grip. I wasn’t sure who or what would answer me. 

And I didn’t want to find out.

So I walked back to my apartment, and got my gun down a second time.

Everyone describes silver as cold, but it’s not. Especially when it’s been indoors, and the endless winter continued outside. The gun was warm against my hand, the silver never needing polish. 

I wrapped my hand around it, saw—

Ry, grinning as he watched me open the box…

I made that image disappear, saw—

Something huge and scaly, looming over a pair of sleeping boys, then a bright white light zinging out of the muzzle, and the huge, scaly thing exploding into a thousand little pieces…

I shook my head, smiled a little, saw —

Hands with two matching rings, clasped, each around the grip of a different gun. “With my heart, I hold you,” a male voice so like Ry’s said. “With my soul, I touch you…”

It was a hand-fasting ceremony, only of a kind I’d never heard of. With the guns in the middle.

Marriage, the old-fashioned way.

I rubbed my eyes with my thumb and forefinger. Then frowned, thought of an experiment, and decided to try it.

I set the gun on top of the box.

Then I went into my kitchen, and thought, Join your handfast partner at the gun itself.

After five minutes, it wobbled its way toward me, muzzle pointed at my heart, trembling like Ry’s gun had.

Find your box, I thought, and the gun wobbled its way out the door. I followed it, as it returned to the very place it had started.

I picked the box up and wrapped my arms around it.

Anniversaries had power.

I had thought the gun came to me at the anniversary of Ry’s death.

The gun had come to me at the anniversary of our love—the marriage he had tried to give me, ten long years ago.




With my gun in my shoulder holster, I went back to the office. 

Ry’s gun was inside the safe, the remains of my favorite tattoo still attached to the grip. 

First, I put my gun on the desk. Then, I opened the safe. Finally, gingerly, I picked up Ry’s gun.

He laughed. 

I took my hand off the grip, shaking.

Then touched it again.

I don’t care how dark things get, he said. We’ll always have each other.

As if he hadn’t left. As if he were still here. 

I set the guns beside each other, and they started to glow. If they were real guns—real as in the way Dane defined guns—I would be fleeing now, expecting some kind of weird explosion. 

But I was curiously unafraid. 

The guns glowed and locked to each other. The tattoo grew into an entire man.

Ryder.

See-through, but there.

“I missed you,” he said.

I didn’t care if he was real or not. “I missed you too.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d understand,” he said. “We never finished the ceremony.”

“I know,” I said.

He nodded, reached toward me, his hand going through my face. I felt nothing, not even a rush of wind.

And oh, how I wanted to. 

“What happened?” I asked, because I had to, because I had a sense time was short.

“Demons,” he said, and his image flickered. 

He glanced at the guns. The glow was fading. 

“No,” I said.

“I love you,” he said.

“I love you too,” I said. “Stay.”

“I wish.” His voice was faint. “Balance the scales…”

And then he was gone.

Again.

The son of a bitch.




I felt it—the batshit crazy. It was coming back, or maybe it had never left. I could go after everything, clean up everything, fight everything—and be consumed.

Or I could stand up. 

Fight.

Figure it out.

The guns didn’t glow any more. The tattoo was gone.

I touched Ry’s gun. It was cool. So was mine.

Balance the scales.

Demons—and skin.

I let out a breath, grabbed both guns, and headed to the alley below.




No crime scene tape. No footprints in the snow. No tire marks where the crime scene unit had parked their van.

The brick was back in place.

I walked to it, touched it, felt edges, still there. The hiding place, still there.

Son of a bitch.

“Finally,” he said, his voice echoing between the buildings.

I turned. He looked bigger, eyes glowing ever so slightly red, Ry’s face covering his imperfectly, five tattoos glowing on his scaly skin.

Saw—in my mind’s eye—two boys, sleeping, a demon hovering over them, exploding in the dark, and scales raining down—on the oldest boy, the one closest to the door.

“Your parents took your magic away from you,” I said.

“They thought they could,” Dane said, his voice deeper, more echoey. “They took the wrong magic.”

They took the good magic, leaving the scales. 

Balance them, Ry had told me.

“You killed him,” I said.

Dane didn’t answer me, but the tattoos glowed. The death hadn’t been intentional. I knew that, or Dane wouldn’t have crumbled like he had. They had had a fight—over the guns?

“What do the guns have to do with it?” I asked.

“One of them is mine,” he said.

“Why didn’t you take Ry’s after he died?” I asked.

“I couldn’t find it.”

“I offered it to you earlier,” I said.

His eyes narrowed. “Yes. Then I realized I could have both guns. They belong in my family, you know.”

I felt them humming inside my coat.

“Now,” Dane said, “give them to me

I had no other weapons. I hadn’t expected to fight demons tonight. I wasn’t really in the fighting and slaying business any more. Just the investigating, resolving business.

I pulled Ry’s gun out of my pocket. My hand trembled as I gave the gun to Dane.

He took it, looking surprised at the ease.

“Where’s yours?” he asked.

“The office,” I said. 

“You gonna give it to me?”

“Yeah,” I said softly. “I’ve never used it.”

He studied me to see, probably trying to see the trick. 

“I never realized you were this logical,” he said.

“You never knew me,” I said. Which was fair: I never knew him either.

And I had dismissed Ry. Ry, who had called Dane “The Enemy” right from the start.

Dane grinned. “I like you, you know.”

I nodded, as if I cared. He looked down at the gun, and weighed it in his hand, as if it were something precious.

Which it was.

Join your handfast partner, I whispered.

The gun in Dane’s hand trembled. He held it tightly. The tattoos on him—Ry’s remaining tattoos—glowed.

Then peeled off, one by one, each fastening itself around the gun. 

For a moment, there were two men before me, one thinner, less substantial, the other glowing red, the gun between them.

My gun had found my hand as well—and I didn’t remember grabbing it. Then I realized it had heard the same command, thought the command was its.

I knew what kind of bullets demons took, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to shoot Dane—not with Ry fighting him for the gun.

They struggled, the ice melting beneath their feet, the heat of Dane’s evil warming the entire alley. The gun remained between them and then—

Something popped as if a bubble had burst.

Ry staggered backwards, substantial, bleeding (bleeding!!!), and falling, holding his gun.

Dane, dripping scales, reached for the gun and without thinking, I imagined white light—bullets—heading toward him.

They did, shooting out of my gun and hitting his torso.

I reached down, grabbed Ry, pulled him backwards with me, away from the white-and-red glowing demon-man in the center of that alley. We made it behind a stupid snowplow-created pile of snow when Dane exploded, bits raining everywhere.

Except on us.

Balance the scales.

Not just the scales of justice. The scales of a demon, returning where they belonged.

I wrapped my arms around a bleeding, warm, living man.

“Ry,” I said.

“Took you long enough,” he muttered.

“You didn’t explain—”

“No excuses,” he said, and then he passed out.




I had no story for the ambulance attendants. I had no story for the cops. I pled ignorance, lost memory, frostbite…I don’t know. Those lies are gone, along with any trace of Dane.

Ry thinks Dane died that night ten years ago, and somehow his demon self managed to get to Ry, so that Ry’s power would keep them alive.

But I think—the magic suggests it—that Dane died a lot longer ago than that. Maybe the night of the demon attack, the ones the gun stopped.

Because demons can create hallucinations, images, visions, like the crime scene. How easy for one boy to die and feed a dying demon, keeping it alive, just barely, waiting for the right opportunity to grow into something stronger.

From the moment I met him, Ry said he distrusted Dane. I thought that brothers always talked trash like that. But it wasn’t trash. It was the man reacting to something he barely remembered from his own childhood.

Ry doesn’t agree.

But it doesn’t matter.

Because we’ve done purges. We’ve saged the entire alley. We’ve warded it and cleansed it. We invited old friends to do the same. 

Dane’s gone.

And Ry’s here.

And it’s no hallucination or vision.

The most romantic gift anyone’s ever given me was a gun. And a hand-fast. 

And a future.

Together.

At last.
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Beware of Dog

Kevin J. Anderson

A Dan Shamble, Zombie P.I. Adventure
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The snarling whirlwind of fur struck a quiet drinking establishment in the Unnatural Quarter just after happy hour. Rampaging destructive hairy beasts weren’t all that unusual in the Quarter, however—especially on a Saturday night.

I wasn’t there in person, since my traditional watering hole is the Goblin Tavern, but witnesses described a tornado of claws and teeth. Luckily none of the patrons—neither monsters nor humans—were injured in the howling and smashing, but the New Deadwood Saloon was going to need a complete makeover.

Sheyenne, my ghost girlfriend as well as the person who manages the offices of Chambeaux & Deyer Investigations, heard about the incident on the police scanner. Only a few minutes later Officer Toby McGoohan called me to the scene. “Hey, Shamble, I could use your help.”

A bar disturbance didn’t seem like something that would require the services of a zombie private investigator, but McGoo is my Best Human Friend, and friends help each other out.

I tugged my fedora over the bullet hole in the center of my forehead (the formerly fatal wound that had left me a zombie detective instead of a regular detective) and donned my sport jacket with the prominently stitched-up bullet holes across the front. After tucking my .38 in its holster, I gave Sheyenne an air kiss (about all I could do with a ghost) and headed off to the New Deadwood Saloon.

The place had batwing doors and an Old West feel—not surprising since the proprietor claimed to be the ghost of Wild Bill Hickock and could produce photo ID to prove it (complete with an olde tyme black-and-white photo on his driver’s license). Fake or not, he was a nice enough ghost with big handlebar mustache, leather vest, and bad ectoplasmic teeth from chewing too much ectoplasmic tobacco.

The proprietor had opened up the saloon shortly after the Big Uneasy, when a highly improbable alignment of planets and coincidences had returned all the monsters and legendary creatures to the world. Claiming to have mellowed as the world settled down, he now preferred to be called Mild Bill.

Now, standing outside the saloon and looking at all the destruction the hairy whirlwind had caused, the ghost put his hands on his hips. “Golly.”

The wooden siding had been raked to splinters, windows smashed, one of the batwing doors ripped off its hinges, and the sign over the door knocked askew so that it dangled on one bent nail. The painted letters said NEW DEADWOOD SALON, with an extra “O” added by hand to correct the embarrassing typo in the last word.

McGoo was already there in his beat cop uniform, notepad out, jotting down the reports of several witnesses: a half-unraveled mummy who looked as if he had tangled with the wild hairy beast, but on closer inspection I saw that he was just naturally disheveled; a dapper vampire, whose tuxedo vest was mis-buttoned by one and who looked as if he had imbibed too much Type AB negative mixed with Scotch; and a befuddled-looking human tourist in a golf cap who had obviously followed the wrong directions from his GPS.

McGoo looked up at me and tipped his blue policeman’s cap. “I already called it in, Shamble. A code 10623A, Monster on the Loose (Hairy Variety).”

I inspected the claw marks on the torn wooden siding, pulled out a few tufts of fur wedged in the cracks. “Nobody saw what it really was?”

“No, siree,” said Mild Bill. “The thing was moving so fast—it tore up the place then ran off howling. Came in here like one of those Tasmanian devils you see in the nature documentaries.”

“You mean in the cartoons,” I said.

“Yeah, the animated documentaries. I watch them all the time. Somebody better catch it and put it on a leash.”

McGoo pocketed his notebook. “We’re on it, Mild Bill. It’s not really my jurisdiction, but in the UQPD, the lines between animal control and law enforcement are a little fuzzy.”

“Yup, that thing was fuzzy all right.” The cowboy ghost looked at the damaged façade of his establishment. “Shoot, I’ve needed to get a new sign for years. You can’t imagine how much ribbing I get for the Deadwood Salon. Next time I’ll check the work before I hang the sign.”

McGoo was clearly done here. “Can you help me out, Shamble? We better catch this thing before it causes any more damage.”

“Sure thing, McGoo. The cases don’t solve themselves.”
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A rampaging furball on the loose tends to draw attention. But no one saw the beast for the rest of the night.

Sometimes, though, an obvious lead walks right through the front door.

Next morning, I was in my office, looking over the files Sheyenne had put on my desk, while Robin Deyer, my firebrand human lawyer partner, met with clients in her office.

Robin is on a crusade to see that unnaturals receive justice, but despite the exotic clientele most of our cases actually turn out to be pretty mundane. This morning, she met with a bickering ghost couple who wanted an easy, no-fault divorce. Robin intended to file on the basis that the “till death do us part” vow set a quantifiable time limit on the contract, and therefore made the marriage of two ghosts no longer binding. I could tell from their squabbling—which Sheyenne and I heard even through Robin’s closed door—that nothing about the divorce would be simple.

And then a real-life legend barged into our offices. He was a burly werewolf with thick dark fur starting to turn gray at the temples and around his muzzle. He wore a dark, shabby-looking suit and a thin black tie, something a government agent might wear, or a police detective.

Or a retired police detective.

Or a retired legendary, rogue cop who had become a folk hero in the Unnatural Quarter.

I had seen his furry face on the news, on a poster in the UQ Police Department precinct house, even on action figures and comics. It took me a moment to recognize him, then another moment to get over my surprise.

I lurched out of my office, embarrassed that I acted like one of those stumbling zombies rather than the well-preserved one I prided myself in being. I extended my cold hand. “You’re Hairy Harry!”

He bristled. “Yes, I am, punk.” His clawed hands clenched into fists, and his muscles bulged in his suit, but then the low growl faded in his throat. “I don’t like attention, especially after the . . . incident.” Hairy Harry had left the police force under the shadow of scandal, something terrible about the death of his rookie human partner, but I didn’t know the details. “I’m retired now, keep a low profile. Just want a normal life—but they won’t leave me alone.”

Beautiful Sheyenne levitated from behind her desk. “Could I get you something to drink, Mr. Harry? Coffee, tea, soda?”

“Got any bourbon?”

“Afraid not,” I said. “I’m a beer man myself, and I do my drinking outside of the office.”

Hairy Harry’s bristly eyebrows rose. “What kind of private investigator doesn’t have a bottle stashed in his desk drawer?”

“A zombie private investigator,” I said. “How can I help you?”

“I came to you, Mr. Shamble, because you’re a legend yourself—I figured you must be good with all those books about your cases.”

“Based on my cases,” I said, keeping my tone even. “Fictionalized.”

“Right,” growled Hairy Harry. “Most of the stories about me were fictionalized, too. Didn’t stop people from believing them. Right now I need a detective, and even a zombie will do.” The restless werewolf cop prowled around the reception area. “My pet hellhound is on the loose, and I need to get him back before somebody gets hurt.”

Sheyenne said, “What’s the hellhound’s name?”

“Lucky,” said Hairy Harry. “It’s an ugly world out there full of punks and dirtbags. He must be lost and lonely.” His glowing yellow eyes focused on me. “I want you to find him, Mr. Shamble. I’ll pay whatever it takes—just remember I’m on a cop’s pension.”

“We can work out payment plans,” said Sheyenne, always business minded.

“Do you think Lucky just ran off?” I asked.

Hairy Harry seemed offended. “Come to my house and have a look at the crime scene. His doggy door was jimmied open—some sadistic pervert nabbed him.”
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Hairy Harry lived in an old, quiet residential neighborhood with a lot of old, quiet, residential neighbors. His house was a modest brick rancher with aluminum awnings over the windows, shrubs that needed trimming, a small lawn that was mowed under duress, and a flowerbed that seemed to grow only dirt. I couldn’t imagine a larger-than-life rogue cop planting petunias . . . pushing up daisies was more likely. The back yard was surrounded by a chain-link fence, probably a place for the dog to run.

The werewolf cop’s mood hadn’t improved since he reported his stolen hellhound. On the way over to his house, I thought Harry might regale me with his exploits as a tough vigilante officer with a sixth sense for sniffing out guilt and “Jack Bauering” a confession out of a quivering suspect. What I’d heard through the rumor mill was surely exaggerated, but as I rode beside the feral, furry werewolf, I could imagine it wouldn’t take much to nudge him into violence.

We went up the front walk, and he used a set of keys to work the locks on his front door—four deadbolts, as well as the lock on the regular knob. “Can’t be too secure.”

I noticed the large BEWARE OF DOG sign on the garage door, another one taped in the front window, and a third one on a stake pounded into the lawn.

“I made a lot of enemies when I was a cop, plenty of punks gunning for me with silver bullets. I’ve kept a low profile for years—I’m done with law enforcement. But a lot of the creeps I put away are just getting out on parole. Pussy liberal justice system! They should’ve all been fried in the electric chair.”

He swung open the thoroughly unlocked door and marched inside, letting me follow. Inside the dim house I could smell the musky scent of damp fur—either Lucky the hellhound, or maybe it was just an old werewolf smell. As he entered the front hall, Harry’s shoulders sagged. “I always expect Lucky to come barking and yipping and slobbering all over me, but now the house just feels empty.”

“Nice house, Mr. Harry,” I said. I feel it’s often good to start an investigation with an inane comment.

“It’s just Hairy. I stopped being a Mister when I stopped being a cop . . . after I lost my partner.” Shuddering, he hung his head, and his tongue lolled out.

I wanted to ask him about the tragedy, but Hairy wasn’t a warm and fuzzy sort of guy. More like prickly fuzzy.

On the mantel in the living room, I saw a large spiked dog collar as big as a basketball hoop. The bristling points were each as long as a sacrificial dagger, and a shamrock nametag dangled from the center. “Is that Lucky’s collar?”

“Wow, your detective skills are impressive,” he said with a sarcastic edge in his voice.

Trying to imagine the size of the beast based on the diameter of the collar, I thought the New Deadwood Saloon had gotten lucky, and I said as much. The werewolf growled again and slumped in a tattered plaid reclining chair. “I used to drink at that saloon, me and my partner, Amy . . . though she wasn’t old enough to drink. Mild Bill carries good sarsaparilla. Amy really liked it.” His claws dug into the fabric arms of the recliner. “Can’t a man sit at home with his dog, do the crossword puzzle, watch the shopping channels and laugh at the stupid stuff people buy?”

“Did you have a routine with your hellhound? Did you take him to a dog park, walk him down the street where other people might have seen him?”

“Everybody loved Lucky and he loved everybody—didn’t make him a very good guard dog, I suppose. I had an appointment to take him to the vet for some minor surgery, but now he’s out there, all alone.” His claws shredded the arms of the chair. “And I’m all alone. I need Lucky! I got him after . . . after what happened to Amy. I don’t know what I’d do without my dog.”

“What happened to your partner?” I asked, then quickly added, “just in case it has something to do with your missing hellhound.”

“I was three days from retirement when it happened,” Hairy said with a distant look in his yellow eyes. “And Amy was a perky human rookie, almost to her twenty-first birthday, and she’d just gotten engaged to be married. Had everything to live for . . . until we got into a bad patch, and I failed her.”

He snapped his jaws shut, and he turned to glower at me. “That’s got nothing to do with Lucky!” He sprang out of his reclining chair. “Let me show you his doggy door.” He strode through the kitchen to the back door, half of which had been replaced with a hinged trap door for a large dog to exit into the fenced yard. The doggy-door hinges had been removed, though, and the panel hung askew.

“What were you doing when Lucky went missing?” I asked.

“I was asleep in my reclining chair, self-medicated with a fifth of bourbon. It’s the only way I can chase the demons away, the only way I can sleep. But when Lucky’s here, I feel safe—and now I’m not safe. In a world where a hellhound guard dog can get stolen, how can anyone ever feel safe?”

On creaking knees, I bent down to look at the hinges, saw what looked like a smudge of tiny fingers near where the swinging door had been detached. I looked outside in the back yard, saw the four-foot-high chainlink fence that could never contain a large hellhound. “So, Lucky was well trained then?”

“Such a good dog.” Harry slid the hanging trapdoor aside. “Some bastards slipped in and stole my Lucky.” Rage seemed to boil out of him, and he slashed the air with his claws, but then he deflated. “Find him for me, Mr. Shamble. Before it’s too late.” He led me back to the front door. “I just might go rogue again.”

I remembered the posters in the UQPD: the bristling werewolf cop with his enormous .44 Magnum filled with silver bullets. For the dognapper’s sake, I had to keep Hairy Harry from becoming a vigilante.

I started formulating a plan in my mind. I would check the animal shelter just in case someone had brought in a stray hellhound, and the veterinary clinic where Lucky had been scheduled for surgery. Sheyenne could print up LOST HELLHOUND flyers and post them all around the Quarter.

As we stepped onto the porch, though, the werewolf snarled. I saw three figures two feet tall scuttling out of the shrubbery and dashing across the grass. Gremlins. Deceptively cute and innocuous-looking critters, not quite the same as the “don’t feed after midnight” variety. These were landbound, not the type to sabotage airplane engines, although gremlins had been known to wreak havoc on unattended lawnmowers.

Hairy Harry bared his fangs and roared. “Get off my lawn!” The gremlins scuttled away in a blur, and I left, convinced that I definitely did not want to see Hairy Harry angry.
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The first place to look for a lost dog—even a ferocious hellhound—was in the Unnatural Quarter animal shelter. It was a long shot, but I wanted to cover all the bases. Besides, Robin liked to look at the puppies.

Robin Deyer has a personality that makes her want to help the downtrodden, including oppressed monsters, anyone caught up in unfortunate circumstances; by extension, her compassion embraces lost animals as well. She’s a beautiful young African American woman with a hard persistence when she’s on a case and a dazzling smile when she’s about to win. She believes in the Law and Justice (complete with the capital letters), but the real world doesn’t always operate the way her law books describe, and sometimes I have to bend the rules to shield her.

The UQ animal shelter was a cacophony of yips and growls, snarls, hisses, subsonic vibrations, and smells that made even my deadened zombie olfactory senses ready to shut down in dismay.

The animal shelter had specific sections for reptiles, felines, canines, large arachnids, and “other.” Some rooms were barricaded with heavy steel doors and reinforced bars; others had special spell wardings. A lost hellhound, no matter how large and ferocious, would’ve been the least of the animal shelter’s worries.

Robin and I made our way to a reception desk staffed by a young human woman with round glasses, long straight hair parted in the middle, and a Summer of Love hippy peasant dress. She seemed unfazed as a skeletal gray-skinned woman (and I use the term loosely) harangued her. “Puppies!” she shrieked. “I want all of your puppies.”

The woman’s spiky black hair looked like a startled porcupine on top of her head. Her face was gaunt, all angles sharp, and her skin had a zombie-like pallor; I could tell she was a litch, but from the way she treated the kindly receptionist girl, I could think of at least two other litch homophones that would have been appropriate.

“I’m sorry, Miss De Ville, but we have no puppies available this morning,” said the receptionist.

Robin and I both recognized the name at once. Coupe De Ville, a well-known undead socialite, who threw gala fundraisers that attracted the Unnatural Quarter’s snootiest investors and philanthropists, though no one could quite identify which charities were the beneficiaries of such largesse. I suspected Coupe De Ville simply pocketed the donations to finance her lavish lifestyle.

Now, she pointed a long claw-like finger at the receptionist. “How can an animal shelter not have any puppies?” She swirled and glared at us as if we would join her in the shouting.

“Sorry, they’re all gone as of late last night,” said the poor receptionist.

Robin stepped up. “We were looking for puppies as well.”

“Actually,” I interrupted, “I’m trying to track down a missing hellhound that’s been on the rampage.” I withdrew one of our Chambeaux & Deyer Investigations business cards. “I’m Dan Shamble, Zombie PI. This is my partner Robin Deyer.”

“I was here first!” shrieked Coupe De Ville in a voice that would’ve made a chalkboard cringe in anticipation of sharp fingernails.

“And you’ve been here for quite some time,” said the mild-mannered receptionist.

The socialite’s white fur coat was comprised of countless small swatches of fur. Robin frowned. “Are those lab rat pelts?”

Coupe De Ville whirled on her, flashing sharp white teeth in what she might have considered a smile. “My lab rats, from my laboratory. They displeased me.”

“And why do you want all the puppies?” I asked. She didn’t seem like a cuddly pet owner.

“Various purposes,” said Coupe De Ville before turning back to the receptionist. “Now, why don’t you have any puppies?” Her sharp claws scraped on the countertop leaving long gouges.

“An animal activist group broke in last night, opened the cages, and set them free. They’re gone.”

Coupe De Ville looked furious.

“What about a hellhound?” I said. “Did you have any hellhounds?”

The receptionist looked at her records. “No, not in at least six weeks. Hellhounds tend to be adopted quickly. The last two were Jake and Willie—very cute, very large, not quite housebroken . . .”

“Which animal activist group?” Robin asked, getting back to the business at hand. “I know several of them.”

“It was GETA. They left their calling card, graffiti scrawled a foot off the ground.”

I couldn’t figure out how the height of the graffiti letters would be significant, but Robin turned to me and explained. “GETA—Gremlins for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. Little guys that cause a lot of havoc.”

“Gremlins as a species like to sabotage things,” I said.

Coupe De Ville snarled. “Little terrorists.”

Robin continued, “At first they were called GET-U, which stood for Gremlins for the Ethical Treatment of Unnatural-Animals. They liked the sound of the acronym, but in the end they disliked the hyphenate compound. Gremlins are inclined to sabotage, but they’re sticklers for grammar and punctuation.”

In a huff, Coupe De Ville swirled her white lab-rat coat. “Call me when you have more puppies.” She stormed out.

I tapped my cold finger on the business card, sliding it closer to the receptionist. “And hellhounds. If you get any lost hellhounds, call me. I have a distraught client who wants his dog back.”
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After hours when I went for my usual beer on my usual bar stool at my usual place, McGoo was already there. He does a lot of business and pondering on that bar stool. During the day he caffeinates himself with sissy-sounding cinnamon lattes from the Transfusion Coffee Shop, and at night he takes the edge off with a pint or two of whatever is on tap at the Goblin Tavern.

“Hey, Shamble,” McGoo said, raising his pint. “You know why companies don’t let zombies take coffee breaks? Because they have to retrain them afterward!”

So that was how the night was going to start out. “I may be the butt of your jokes, McGoo, but you’re just a butt.” I stiffly maneuvered myself onto the bar stool.

I decided the best way to distract him from offering a second joke was to tell him my news. “Got a new client today, McGoo. Hairy Harry hired us to find his missing hellhound.”

Officer Toby McGoohan has seen all sorts of things in the Quarter—and I do mean things—from resurrected corpses in beauty parlors, to necromancy spells gone wrong, to tentacled monsters in the sewers, and an evil elf trying to drive Santa Claus out of the holiday business. He took all those things in stride, but now I thought his eyes might actually pop out of his skull.

“You mean, the Hairy Harry? But he’s retired. No one has seen him . . . since the last time they’ve seen him. He’s a legend. Every cop looks up to him, both naturals and unnaturals. He knows how to put punks in their place, and he doesn’t take crap from desk jockeys. Hairy Harry single-handedly busted up dozens of crime rings, even a crime octagon once. He cleaned up the streets of the Unnatural Quarter . . . until it all went south after what happened to his partner.” McGoo hung his head. “He was never the same afterward.”

I was about to ask more when the Goblin Tavern’s door opened and two towering hairy creatures entered. At first I thought they were wookiees, but I knew that was impossible because wookiees aren’t real. These two—one with matted brown fur and the other with a mottled gray and white pelt—were a Sasquatch and an Abominable Snowman, respectively. Their heads nearly scraped the ceiling as they walked around the bar tables, holding out a donation bucket and passing out leaflets.

They represented the Bigfoot/Yeti Visibility Society, “Yes We Do Exist!” They passed the patrons in the bar, holding out the change bucket, but no one seemed to notice them; they just continued their conversations. Since I’m soft-hearted (even if it’s not a beating heart), I fished out a dollar and dropped it in the bucket. Robin, with her deeply ingrained sense of social justice, would have been proud.

McGoo looked up, startled. “What was that for?”

“A donation for the Bigfoots and Yetis.”

He looked around and just glimpsed the two hairy creatures as they walked back out the door. “Oh, I didn’t know they existed. I was thinking about what happened to Hairy Harry.”

Francine brought me my own beer—I didn’t even have to order—and I took a sip. “Tell me what about Hairy’s partner. He didn’t want to talk about it, but I gather that her name was Amy?”

“Yeah, she was a rookie and he was the curmudgeonly old cop. Insisted that he didn’t want a partner, that he always worked solo, but his chief stuck him with a young lady fresh out of the Academy, cute as a button. Officer Littlemiss. Hairy Harry never stopped being a curmudgeon, but she grew on him.”

“I’ve seen that movie,” I said. “In fact, several dozen of them.”

“They were chasing a mummy mobster, Lenny Linens, who made a fortune selling counterfeit monster versions of classic Hummel figurines. Hairy Harry and Officer Littlemiss tracked him to the warehouse where he stored the black-market Hummels. Officer Littlemiss suggested calling for backup, but Hairy wanted none of that. The rookie wanted to use due process and arrest Lenny Linens so he could have a fair trial.”

“I can guess how that went over with Hairy Harry.”

“You’d guess right,” McGoo said. “He didn’t want the kid in the line of fire, so he told her to stay put outside while he broke into the warehouse. Hairy stalked the mobster through the warehouse, prowling along the dim aisles.”

I felt a sense of dread. “I’ll bet Amy didn’t stay outside. She went in to help him, right?”

“Yes. I read the full inquiry—every cop does. It was a real cat and mouse. The two of them separate, tracking Lenny Linens—and when the mobster felt cornered, he started shooting. Shattered Hummel figurines everywhere.” McGoo shook his head. “But that wasn’t the real tragedy. Officer Littlemiss ran to flank the mummy while Hairy Harry bounded along the rows of boxes. Officer Littlemiss cornered Lenny Linens, told him to freeze, identified herself as UQPD.

“From the other side of the stacked boxes, Hairy Harry says all he heard was voices, then a gunshot. He opened fire with his .44 Magnum, blasted craters right through crates of vampire shepherd boy figurines and little werewolf riding hoods and cute baby witches with angel wings. Hairy Harry prided himself on shooting first and not bothering to ask questions later.”

My heart was always a dead lump in my chest but now it felt heavier. “He shot Officer Littlemiss, not the crime boss?”

McGoo nodded. “When Harry realized what he’d done, he crashed through the shelves, pounced on Lenny Linens, and unraveled the mummy entirely. At the inquest, he said he was in such a blind rage he didn’t even realize what he was doing. You know the rest of the story, Shamble. Big scandal, Harry booted off the force, couldn’t live with himself, and just disappeared.” McGoo lifted his beer in a silent salute. “We still consider him a hero at the UQPD.”

I raised my glass to touch his, but I was already thinking about the case. “And now someone stole his hellhound.”
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The next morning as Robin met again with the divorcing ghost couple, I went to check out the veterinary clinic where Hairy Harry had made an appointment for Lucky. Fortunately, there had been no further incidents of a rampaging, ferocious beast the previous night, but it was only a matter of time. In the Quarter, it’s always something.

Dr. Moreau’s Veterinary Clinic (Sterilization Specialists) advertized “We serve all species, breeds, and dimensional aspects. Heightened security available upon request.” As I approached the entrance, I encountered a small protest—actually it was a regular protest, but with small participants. A group of angry gremlin demonstrators, obviously members of GETA, marched up in front of the clinic. The gremlins looked determined, though with their diminutive size, not very intimidating. They carried signs, waving them in the air so that they came up to my waist, “Neutering is Nuts!” or “Protect Procreation!” or “Stop Spaying!” The gremlin at the end of the parade line carried a sign that said “Allow Alliteration!”

I dodged past them, careful not to trip on the socially-aware gremlins. When they yelled at me for crossing the picket line, I brushed them off. “I don’t even own a pet.”

“Want a puppy?” asked the gremlin carrying the “Allow Alliteration!” sign.

I wondered if some of the strays unleashed from the animal shelter had followed them back to their secret GETA headquarters. “Not at the moment,” I said. “Maybe for the holidays.”

I pushed through the door into Dr. Moreau’s clinic, a place of stainless steel, reinforced windows, and surgical theaters. As I stepped up to the front desk, the nearest operating theater door swung open and a burly man in a surgical gown and mask strode out. He had rubber gloves covered with green blood. He wore large aviator mirrorshades.

“Mark down another success, Maria,” he said. “You can tell Mrs. Johnson that her basilisk is spayed.” He lifted his sunglasses. “And yes, these reflective shades work just fine. Good to know.”

A surgical assistant in scrubs, with her hair tucked in a surgical cap, opened medicine cabinets and took out vials of antibiotics and de-wormers.

The receptionist marked down the successful surgery before looking up at me. “How may I help you?”

“Zombie PI. I’m here to speak with Dr. Moreau.” I flashed my private inspector’s badge and glanced at the veterinarian.

“Sure, what do you need?” said the big man. “Are those protesters still cluttering the front door? GETA is a PITA—Pain In The Ass! They don’t understand the good work I do here. They want to protect the masculinity and femininity of unnatural animals, but who wants packs running loose? Have you ever seen a demon cat spraying to mark his territory? Or a hellhound in heat?”

“A hellhound is what I’m here about, Dr. Moreau. Hairy Harry has lost his pet, Lucky, and I’m trying to track down leads. I understand he had an appointment for some minor surgery?”

“Oh, that one—I remember!” Moreau scratched his surgical cap. “We had already arranged security for the hellhound.”

The surgical assistant finished arranging the bottles of medicine, took a vial of antibiotics, and headed for the operating room door. “I’ll go check on the patient, Doctor.”

He nodded absently, but just as she swung open the door, he extended his mirrored sunglasses. “Wait—”

But she didn’t hear him in time. She walked into the operating theater where the freshly spayed basilisk was recovering. We heard a loud, terrified cry that turned into a bloodcurdling scream, then silence.

Moreau hung his head. “I lose more assistants that way. When dealing with unnatural animals, you have to take precautions.”

I was worried. “Should we go investigate?”

“No, she’s already turned to stone. Sometimes they get better, sometimes not. Nothing we can do.” He turned to the receptionist. “Can we install more mirrors in the operating theater as a security precaution?” Then he glanced back at me. “ Now where was I?”

“The hellhound, Lucky?”

“Yes, we were all ready, but Hairy Harry never showed up, so I canceled the appointment. We have a surcharge for that.” He adjusted his surgical mask again. “What’s my next appointment, Marie?”

“A nightmare stallion in operating theater two,” she said. “To be neutered.”

“One nightmare gelding coming up.” Dr. Moreau took a large pair of bolt cutters hanging on the wall. “If I think of anything, Mr. Chambeaux, I’ll call your office.” Swinging the heavy tool, he went into the second operating theater.
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The raging furry terror struck again that night, but instead of attacking a popular drinking establishment, the creature chose an odd target: an abandoned warehouse that had once been a lazer-tag arena, “now featuring REAL DEATH RAYS!” The death-ray/lazer-tag business had gone belly up though, probably because their clientele perished after only a few visits.

I met McGoo at the scene of the carnage. Claws and teeth had torn open the corrugated metal walls, peeling them aside like an orange. The windows had been shattered. Long silver claw marks looked like extended lightning bolts across the metal walls.

“Must have been the same thing that struck the New Deadwood Saloon,” I said.

McGoo nodded. “You sure it’s Hairy Harry’s hellhound?”

“Any security cameras?”

He frowned at me. “Who would be watching this place, Shamble? The squatters tore out the cams and sold them for parts a long time ago.”

“Squatters? Does that mean there were witnesses?”

“No. They only sleep here during the daytime—a couple of trolls and a werewolf girl with a bad case of the mange. They were out panhandling when it happened.”

“How does a wild hellhound just disappear, McGoo? Hairy Harry thinks Lucky was dognapped—but if that’s the case, why would it go on random rampages?”

McGoo and I walked around the crime scene. “I put out an APB for a violent furry beast that’s prone to ferocious destruction, and our tip line has been flooded. Apparently that’s not a specific enough description in the Unnatural Quarter.”

I looked up at the dilapidated death-ray sign, tipping my fedora back so I could see better. “An abandoned warehouse? Why would a hellhound attack here?”

McGoo grinned. “I know something you don’t know, Shamble—and if the monster really is Hairy Harry’s hellhound, maybe . . .”

“What?”

“Before this place was a death-ray/lazer-tag arena, it used to be a warehouse—a criminal warehouse, owned by a mummy black marketeer. Lenny Linens.” He grinned, and I caught on.

“This is the warehouse where Hairy Harry had his shootout? Where Officer Littlemiss was killed?”

“Win a prize every time, Shamble. Now that’s a connection you can work with.”
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I felt guilty about laughing over someone else’s misfortune, but it really was funny. Besides, Coupe De Ville had done little to endear herself to the general public.

Walking on legs that were as thin and brittle as mummified sticks and adorned with sagging fishnet stockings, she emerged from a fancy boutique on Hyde Avenue. That’s not an area I normally frequent, since uptown is too highbrow for me and most of my clients, but Hairy Harry and I were walking down the street when it happened.

The socialite litch wore an overabundance of unnatural bling, gaudy amulets, and necklaces of heavy moonstones that looked like eyeballs. She was haughty in her patchwork white coat made of lab rat fur, surrounded by a miasmic cloud of perfume from sampling every possible aroma in the boutique.

Coupe De Ville lifted her sharp chin as if she meant to cut the air and yelled for a taxi. Her severe face turned into a rictus of disappointment when a cab did not instantly appear.

That was when the rambunctious and militant GETA gremlins rushed out of an alley, yelling, “Puppy parasite!” and “Pet predator!” They carried plastic Solo cups full of scarlet paint, which they hurled at her. Several gouts only reached the litch’s knobby knees, but one gremlin was exuberant enough to splash paint all over her rat fur coat. Then the gremlins dropped their empty plastic cups and raced away, laughing and cackling.

Under the best of circumstances, Coupe De Ville’s voice was enough to make my skin crawl, and now her scream was enough to shatter glass. Fortunately, the jewelry stores and high-end perfume shops on Hyde Street all had reinforced windows to protect against burglars and, as it turned out, shrieking litches.

As she stood horrified at the red paint splattered over her, it really wasn’t terribly funny—I know that. But Hairy Harry started chuffing first, and I couldn’t help myself. It was good to hear the rogue werewolf cop laugh for a change.

He had been so forlorn and distraught ever since he came into our offices in search of Lucky. Sick of waiting around for news, he had begged to accompany me this morning as I walked the streets in search of clues. As a police detective himself back in the day, Hairy Harry knew the technique of “investigation by wandering around.”

After last night’s attack on the former black market Hummel warehouse, a place that had so many dark memories for him, Hairy Harry was in even worse shape. His lupine eyes were bloodshot, as if he’d been crying through the night as well as howling at the moon. He shook his shaggy head. “It’s more important than ever that we find Lucky—before someone gets hurt.” He suggested we go uptown. “Some rich types might want a purebred hellhound. You never know.” I think he just wanted company.

Hairy was a rumpled, no-nonsense sort of werewolf, who, in his years of being a tough cop, had seen it all, then gone back for a second look.

He wasn’t much for conversation, though. We had been walking along in companionable guy silence, not bothering to look in the store windows. I would have enjoyed the stroll more if Sheyenne were with me, even though we couldn’t afford most of the things in stores like these. I couldn’t pronounce most of the brand names, much less identify the type of merchandise they specialized in. I admit it, I’m not entirely sure I even know the definition of “couture.”

Laughing at Coupe De Ville’s misfortune didn’t prevent Hairy Harry’s cop instincts from kicking in. A werewolf cop can retire but he’ll always be a werewolf cop. I controlled my laughter, too, as my detective instincts kicked in as well. “I want to talk to those gremlins. I keep bumping into GETA at every step in my investigation. They may be involved in the disappearance of your hellhound.”

Hairy Harry’s hackles rose. “Let’s go.”

Coupe De Ville was still waving her clawed hands in the air, looking in revulsion at the red paint that splattered her rat fur coat. She was in such a horrifying state that even well-meaning people didn’t dare go closer.

I called out as Hairy Harry and I dashed past her after the gremlins. “We’ll try to catch them, ma’am.”

“But who’s going to help me?” she wailed.

I gestured toward the curious onlookers. “They will.” The crowd bolted as soon as I made my suggestion.

The werewolf cop put his nose to the ground, sniffed the discarded plastic cups, then loped off. “I’m on the scent.”

The paint-hurling gremlins were small but they could run fast on their little legs. Gremlins like to throw a wrench in the works, then dash away before they get caught—but they weren’t used to being tracked by a werewolf cop and a relentless zombie detective (although my contribution to the pursuit was definitely secondary).

We never caught sight of the fleeing gremlins as they dodged from street to street, but Hairy Harry kept after them. As he ran along bent over and nose to the ground, his jeans slid down, letting me glimpse too much of his big hairy butt crack—not something I wanted to see, but I’d seen many horrific things before.

The werewolf cop slowed, sniffing harder. “We’re close.” He turned down a narrow side street, passed several unmarked tenement doors, then stopped at a low delivery door with a side mailbox labeled “GETA Secret Headquarters.”

“This is the place,” I said.

Hairy Harry snarled sarcastically. “You really are a detective.”

As we approached, I drew my .38 just in case there was trouble. The werewolf gave my weapon a scornful glance, then withdrew his much more impressive .44 Magnum. Hairy Harry smashed the door with a clawed hand, then charged in. “Got you, little bastards!”

Inside GETA headquarters, the gremlins scrambled about in a panic. One raised a Neutering is Nuts! picket sign defensively, though a .44 Magnum blast would cut right through it as easily as it cut through a wall of monster figurines and one rookie cop.

I pointed my much-less-impressive pistol at them. “Caught you red-handed.” Two of the quivering gremlins did indeed have red hands from spilled paint. “We saw you dump that on Coupe De Ville.”

“She’s an evil litch,” said one of the gremlins.

“She wears fur coats. Think of all those poor lab rats,” another gremlin said. “And she keeps adopting puppies. I think she eats them.”

The gremlin peeked out from behind her Neutering is Nuts! sign. “And she’s not a nice person at all.”

“GETA defends animals of all kinds, even the nasty ones,” said the leader of the group. “We’re here to stop the torture and the experimentation.”

Another gremlin said, “And the neutering.” His voice cracked in a high falsetto.

From behind a door in the back of the GETA secret headquarters, we heard a scuffle, a yipping sound, then muffled shouts.

Hairy Harry perked up his tufted ears. “That sounds like Lucky!” There was no stopping him as he boiled forward. Snarling, he swung his Magnum and blasted open the door to the back room. He didn’t even bother to try the knob. The 44-caliber bullet blew the knob, the hasp, and half the door into shrapnel, then Harry smashed it inward.

Wooden steps led down to a basement, from which we heard excited barking and yipping.

I swung my .38 at the embarrassed and frightened GETA members in the main room, then I followed Harry down into the cellar of the secret headquarters. The basement was a wreck—not a chamber of horrors, but cluttered and ransacked . . . as if it had been torn apart.

Hairy Harry immediately spotted the dog. “Lucky!”

Lucky really was just a puppy, about the size of a young German Shepherd. The small hellhound bounded forward, delighted to see his master. In his jaws, the puppy held a terrified and squirming gremlin by the scruff of the neck. The captured gremlin screamed for mercy, and Lucky dropped him on the cement floor, then bounded forward into Hairy Harry’s well-muscled arms.

“I expected him to be a little bigger than that,” I said.

“He’ll get there,” the werewolf growled. “Right now he’s just a puppy with plenty of puppy energy.” Harry tugged the ears and shook the dog’s head back and forth as he cooed in a baby voice, “Isn’t that right? Isn’t that right?”

Lucky’s tail wagged furiously, thumping against the open-frame cellar wall. Bored and rambunctious, the puppy had already ripped out the wadded insulation from the walls, knocked over boxes, spilled debris and laundry. I saw two gremlins cowering in the corner, as if afraid the hellhound might want to play with them as well.

Lucky licked Hairy Harry’s face, and the werewolf started licking him back. I grabbed the shaken gremlin that had been dropped from the puppy’s jaws. “Why did you kidnap this dog? What did you mean to do with him?”

“We were saving him!” the gremlin cried.

The other cowering creatures came forward, struggling to find their defiance. “We knew about his appointment at Dr. Moreau’s clinic.”

“His master was going to have him neutered. That’s a majestic hellhound. You can’t emasculate a hellhound!”

The puppy barked and bounded toward the cornered creatures as they ran screaming for cover.

“He seems to be quite a handful,” I said.

Hairy Harry glared at the gremlins. “And you want to handle a full-grown hellhound with too much testosterone? I suffer from the same problem. I love my puppy, and I’m not going to have him go through that.”

“Save us,” cried the gremlins. “Take the dog!”

Hairy Harry wrapped his big arms around the puppy and pulled him away from the terrified creatures. “Aww, he’s just playing. That’s what a puppy does. Maybe I should throw one of you across the room and say fetch.”

The gremlins screamed and cowered.

“We should take Lucky and go,” I said, trying to defuse the situation.

Hairy Harry glared at all of them. “You don’t know how much damage you almost caused. Maybe you should try to understand the bond between a werewolf and his dog. I need my puppy.”

Hairy Harry made sure his .44 Magnum was tucked in its holster, then he clapped his paws and made the dog follow him up the stairs. I swept my gaze across the cowering gremlins. Since Hairy was too distracted to remember it as he took his hellhound out into the streets, I said, “You just made my day.”

9

Later that week, Hairy Harry called me back to his house for a visit. His voice sounded much happier, and his grin showed sharp teeth as he let me inside. “Things are back to normal, Mr. Shamble. Thanks for your help.”

“Glad to have another satisfied client,” I said. “So, Lucky was unharmed?”

He led me through the house to the back porch. “Yes, though he doesn’t think so right now. I just brought him home from his appointment at Dr. Moreau’s.” He lowered his voice. “Snip, snip.”

In the fenced-in yard, Lucky bounded around chasing leaves, although he was befuddled by the plastic cone around his head that prevented him from licking his new testicle stitches.

I thought of the enormous spiked collar on the mantelpiece back inside the house. “I have to ask. That collar is enormous, but Lucky is just a normal sized puppy.”

Hairy Harry glanced back at the big spiked ring. “A dog can dream, can’t he? Most people think I’m larger than life. I wanted my dog to be the same.”

I thought I understood.

The werewolf cop leaned against the brick wall. “I feel so much more content now that he’s back. Lucky calms me, keeps me at peace, guards me against my nightmares.” Hairy Harry hung his head. “Now that I’ve got Lucky back, the Quarter doesn’t have to worry about some infuriated monster wreaking havoc anymore. Lucky’s calmed me enough. I can handle the stress now.”

I was confused. “Isn’t Lucky the one that caused the damage to the old warehouse and the New Deadwood Saloon?”

Hairy Harry blinked his yellow eyes, then chuffed out in laughter. “No—that was me. When I have an episode, sometimes I go a little . . . crazy. After what happened to Amy, and all the guilt and trauma I went through, I’ve been diagnosed with severe PTSD. I get flashbacks, panic attacks. They turn me into a wild beast. I can’t control it. Lucky’s my service dog, assigned to me as my best friend. It’s therapy.”

“That raging destructive hairy monster was you?” I asked, still trying to wrap my head around it.

“Lucky keeps me centered, calms even the worst flashbacks.” On the back porch, he bent over and slapped his knees. “Here, boy! Come here, Lucky!” The hellhound bounded over, wagging his tail from the hindquarters on down. He didn’t seem to hold the neutering against Hairy. The dog leaped up, placed his paws on his master’s shoulders and slobbered all over his face.

Hairy Harry laughed. The dog let out a yip, and the werewolf responded with a loud howl. When they circled and started to sniff each other’s behinds, I decided the case was solved and hurried back to the office.
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Anton Strout

A Tale of the Spellmason Chronicles

I scanned the crowd of locals and tourists eating at the 57th Street diner, looking for any sign of my own kind. They occasionally shunned me as a simple mixologist of arcane cocktails, but I still prided myself on being able to spot them in a room. This time, however, several scans of the crowd proved fruitless, and it wasn’t until I was about to give up that I noticed a normal looking old man with thin wisps of wavy gray hair waving me over with one of his gnarled tree root looking hands to join him at a booth at the back of the diner.

My inner threat level detector calmed down considerably. I mean, what was this guy going to do? Bore me to death with back-in-my-day stories? 

Unless, of course, he was simply the bait in a greater trap. I hated being this paranoid, but it was an unavoidable occupational hazard so I proceed with caution, slipping into the booth across from him wearing my best poker face.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me,” he said with a voice that rasped out of him as if it had been dragged across the sands of time.

“There are only a few people out there who have the phone number you called me on, and I’m pretty sure you’re not any one of them. So let’s get to the point, all right? Who the hell are you?”

The old man pulled a small notebook out of the pocket of his plaid overcoat, thumbed it open and held up a business card with my phone number scrawled across the back of it.

“My grandson Rennie gave me this,” he said. “In case anything ever happened to him.”

I eased back in my seat a little at the mention of my old acquaintance, the name dusting away the cobwebs that hung over that part of my memory. 

“So what did happen to him?” 

“I don’t know,” he said. “He’s disappeared.”

I paused, wanting to choose my words carefully. If Rennie’s grandfather was a norm, I didn’t want to break his mind with the knowledge that his kin was usually wrapped up in an arcane world where ‘disappearing’ actually was a possibility—complete with a puff of smoke and all.

“What has Rennie told you about our friendship?”

The old man looked lost in thought for a second before answering. “Rennie talked about how you two went back a ways,” he said. “He mentioned something about becoming fast friends after you got him through some girl trouble when you were younger.”

“That about sums it up,” I said, nodding.

The old man seemed kind enough, and oblivious to our secret arcane world, so I left it at that. He didn’t need to know how bad a break up his grandson had orchestrated between him and the head of the Witch & Bitch coven. It had taken me months for me to convince her to remove the curse on Rennie and months more for the actual pustules and boils to heal and fade away.

“How long has he been missing?” I asked.

“Over a week.”

“Maybe he’s on vacation and forgot to tell you,” I suggested.

The old man shook his head. “That’s not like him to do something like that.”

“Who’s watching his dog?”

“Grayson,” he reminded me. “He’s missing too.”

Rennie might not have told the old man his plans, but he was obsessive about the pooch which was one of those super wrinkly Asian breeds, the kind that seemed to accumulate more and more wrinkles every time I saw it in a cute but also totally creepy way.

“This type of detective work is costly,” I said, hedging around using the word ‘alchemy’.

“Wait,” he said with surprise on his face. “You would charge to find my grandson, your friend?”      

“I don’t take work for free,” I said, standing up. “Your grandson should have told you this when he left you the card.”

The man lowered his eyes and shook his head. “Some friend,” he said, slamming his wrinkled fist on the table in agitation, followed by a hiss of pain. 

“Hey, I’m willing to risk my neck for a friend,” I said, struggling to find the words to talk about alchemy without actually mentioning alchemy. “If I’m going to try and track him down, that means I have to invest in certain equipment, stuff that doesn’t come cheap. It’s not like I can run into an average store, grab some supplies, and head on out. Procurement is a bitch, and it costs.”

The old man remained silent, rubbing the hand he had slammed down, looking it over. “Damned arthritis.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” I said, reaching into my coat, running my fingers down one row of the sewn in bandoliers. The distinct etching on one of the vial caps brushed against my finger and I pulled the small, metal tube free, twisting it open. “Let me help with that.”

“I’m good,” the old man said as I reached for his hand. “Really.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said, pouring a slow moving orange cream out of the vial onto his hand. “Just relax. I’m a pharmaceutical rep. Let me use this on you. It will help with the pain, promise. It’s the least I could do.”

“No,” he said, still trying to pull away, but I held his wrist as I worked the healing lotion into his skin. “You were already doing the least you could do—walking away.” 

He had a point, but I really didn’t feel like getting into the finer points of being an alchemist for hire and instead applied what remained of the lotion in silence as it worked its magic. I was almost done when the glint of a bracelet around the old man’s wrist caught my eye. It was familiar, and why shouldn’t it be? I had fashioned the charm for Rennie years ago, but his grandfather wearing it…? The only purpose it truly served was to keep Rennie shrouded from the Witch & Bitch women, so why give it to another?

Unless…

“Rennie…?” I asked, staring into his eyes.

The old man started to protest as he glanced down before pulling his hand away and slumping back on his side of the booth. “Well, shit.”

I reached across the table and took his hand in mine, double checking that the bones of his fingers and wrinkled skin were no illusion or make up effect.

“Pharmaceutical rep,” he said with a dry laugh that sounded like the rattle of bones. “That’s a new one.”                  

I ignored his critique of my cover, let go of his hand and sat back, wide eyed. “Forgive me for being discreet.”

“Some might call it paranoid,” he shot back.

“Potato, potahto,” I said. “Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean there aren’t witches and warlocks out to get me. So cut the semantics. Why all this deception, Rennie? Why are you pretending to be your own grandfather?”

He paused, looking down at his hands, unable to meet my eye. “Because this is embarrassing, Caleb. I mean, look at me. I look like the mascot for Six Flags!”

“Hey, at least you have your hair,” I said, trying to be as encouraging as I could despite how unnerving it was to talk Rennie with him looking like this. “What the hell happened to you?”

“Lost a bet,” he croaked out. Listening carefully I could hear a hint of the man I knew, but he was so old now it was almost impossible to pick out.

I shook my head as a smile curled up at the corner of my mouth. “Why does that not surprise me?”

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said, waggling a bony finger at me. “But this time was different. This guy—name’s Wade Barlow—he cheated me, conned me. Short guy, old…he kept losing and losing, then when my confidence was up, he raised the stakes and cleaned me out. Worst of all, he took Grayson.”

“You bet your dog?”

“You steer clear of the arcane gambling scene, don’t you?” he asked.

I nodded. “Gee, I wonder why.”

“When we say all in, we mean all in. He took everything I owned, but really he was only there for Grayson.”

“Why would the man want your dog, Rennie?” I asked. “Do you know how insane you sound?”

“Grayson’s special, and this guy knew it. That damned dog gets wrinklier with every passing day, but for the past eighty years, I never did. And I had a practically unbeatable hand. The odds were in my favor, and I don’t know how, but he cheated and pulled out a win.”

“Can you prove it?” I asked. “Aren’t there wardings against such things in those type of gambling situations?”

“I don’t know how he did it, but he did it nonetheless,” he said, adamant. “Know how I know? He only took the dog when he could have technically taken everything. There was a cruelty to him that I can’t explain. He didn’t want anything else. He’s just left me to die, taking my only companion, the one that kept me young. That’s messed up. I need your help, Caleb.”

“You know I don’t like messing with human longevity, Ren, and I’m not really in the habit of settling other people’s gambling debts. Sorry.”

“This guy was a grifter,” he insisted. “He played me. When he left, I got a really bad vibe from him.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head, “what you had—and still have—is a gambling problem.”

The fight went out of him and he slumped forward against the edge of the table, his body bent over from his advanced age into a human question mark. 

“You’re right,” he said in defeat. “Goddammit you’re right. I’ve had it for nearly half a century.”

“I’m not sure that’s something I can help you with,” I said.

“But you can help me get it back,” he pleaded. “I need Grayson back. You can at least help me with that, for everything we’ve been through….”

I narrowed my eyes, unconvinced. “Is that going to teach you a lesson?” I asked. “Me bailing you out this time?”

“I don’t have any options left!” he shouted across the table, wanton desperation in his old man voice. “Look at me! If I get any older, who knows how soon I’ll kick off? Caleb, please…”

“I like you, Rennie. You’re a weak-willed fuck up, but you’re my kind of fuck up nonetheless. You’ve got charm…charisma, and most impressively, I don’t think you had to cast a single spell to be all that. But like I said, I don’t like getting in the middle of another guy’s gambling debts. Sorry.”

I stood, trying to avoid his sad eyes. Business was business. Getting mixed up in another man’s gambling problems was only likely to get me sucked into a world of hurt that I didn’t create. That sort of thing really wasn’t my style.

I stepped out of the booth.

“It’ll pay well,” he pleaded, his eyes trailing me.

I paused, but still shook my head. “It’s not just about the money, Rennie. You need to learn to stop getting into this kind of trouble. Who knows? This could be a good thing for you. Maybe you’ll garner some wisdom from your newfound old age.”

“There’s more than money,” he said. I laughed.

“What could you offer me that’s better than money, Rennie? It’s like you don’t even know me anymore…”

“I know you better than you think,” he said, flipping through his small notebook. “I have a lead on that legendary alchemist you’ve always obsessing over.”

I cocked my head at him. “Alexander Belarus?” I asked, and he nodded. “He’s not really an alchemist. He’s a Spellmason.”

“Spellmason, alchemist. What is the difference?”

I slid back into the booth across from him. “Mostly rumor and notes lost to time,” I said, “but this guy was a sort of cryptic mad genius, using alchemy and magic to bring stone to life. His secrets disappeared when he did, though.”

“I might have come across a location in some old arcane books I recently purchased,” he said. “If you get my dog back, it’s yours.”

Was he bluffing? The man was desperate, to be sure, but would he outright lie to me to save his rapidly aging skin? In his situation, I would have, but even the hint of a lead on the secrets of the Spellmasons was hard to pass up. 

“You’d better not be screwing with me,” I said. “Spellmasonry is a bit of a Holy Grail to alchemists.”

“I’m telling you the truth,” he said, his eyes not leaving mine.

I let out a reluctant sigh as if this was a real inconvenience for me, but really it was more to hide my excitement. “Fine, if this location of yours checks out, then I’ll track this grifter of yours. You already know my rates.”                        

Rennie’s old man face smiled.  “I’ll even throw in a little extra for some dog treats,” he said. “That miserable grifter probably isn’t taking good care of Grayson.” Rennie paused, his eyes watery, on the verge of tears. “Thanks for looking into this, Caleb.”

I watched as he wrote down an address for the location of the Spellmason I was seeking and slid it across the table to me, a building on Saint Mark’s Place. I stood, sliding the note into the outside pocket of my coat before turning and heading toward the door.

“Don’t thank me yet,” I said. “In the meantime, try not to die on me, will ya?”

“No promises,” he said, his voice filled with worry and sounding even older than when I had arrived, “but do hurry. Time is actually of the essence.”

When I had walked in, I had been paranoid that my mysterious phone call was a trap. Not that I had actually talked to Rennie, I was certain it was, just not the kind I had expected.                    




Much to my surprise Rennie’s lead proved more than fruitful. The basement of an abandoned building on Saint Mark’s Place proved to hold a secret area that lay behind an impenetrable stone door. Warding marks barred my entry, but I couldn’t help but get excited. After all, it was only a matter of time before I found my way into it. 

Sadly, time was something I did not have …that is, if I wanted Rennie to live. The secret door would have to wait. In the plus column an unoccupied building was the perfect place to whip up some of my alchemical concoctions to help track down Rennie’s dog. If I accidentally blew myself up at least no one else would get hurt. 

That was me—always thinking about others.

By early evening I had restocked the bandoliers lining my coat, filling them with a fresh supply of vials that were my standard operating kit, along with a few I hoped would lead me to my old friend’s lost pooch. I didn’t exactly like the idea of quaffing vials that contained actual dog hair in the mix, but alchemically bonding myself to the dog itself seemed the best way to track both him and this Wade Barlow fellow. As I downed the first one and a preternatural sense of divination kicked in, I prayed the damned thing was still in Manhattan somewhere. 

The taste of the concoction wasn’t half bad, but the results of my initial search were—Flushing, Queens. Just the name alone said it all, not to mention I hated going out into the more residential parts of the five boroughs. I was even more disheartened when my trail led beyond the residential and back into the industrial, leading to a warehouse district on the East River near Powell Cove. When the trail led to a set of heavily padlocked sliding doors, I pulled out a vial, poured it over the locks, waiting as they crumbled away to nothing moments later. 

I entered in silence, sliding the door closed behind me as quietly as I could. A set of industrial stairs stood off to my left, but other than that, I felt like I had stepped into a smaller but no less impressive version of the warehouse at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark. Boxes, crates and arcane paraphernalia were stacked high into the rafters of the space. I couldn’t help but let out a low whistle, clasping my hand over my mouth when I heard it. I stopped in my tracks, waiting for a cry of alarm or the pitter patter of Rennie’s dog, only moving when neither one happened.

In an old space like this, the building practically had a life of its own, its creaks and moans sounding out as I worked my way down the aisles of accumulated bric-a-brac. My mind was barely able to take it all in as my eyes darted from object to object. All of it was distracting to the point that I didn’t notice the sounds of the space growing all around me until it was almost too late.

I turned to find pieces dragging or flying of their own volition from the side of the aisle into the center of the pathway, drawing together as the formed a vaguely humanoid shape that towered over me at twice my height. It shambled in a herky-jerky fashion toward me, closing, but I was already reaching into the interior of my coat for my alchemical mixes. 

Since wooden boxes and chunks of handcrafted metal items made up a good portion of the creature, I pulled a vial, unstoppered it, and threw it to the ground beneath the lumbering figure. Flames erupted from the pool of liquid as it spread out, bits and pieces of the monster catching fire. The wood items within it crackled, popped and hissed as the flames consumed them, but above all those sounds stood another.

Screaming.

At first the creature itself seemed to be crying out in pain, filling me with a terror I didn’t know I could experience, but a moment later I realized the sound came from somewhere off behind it. 

The aisle behind me was rapidly running out, the contents of the space dead-ending up against the wall. And I had a bigger problem. Although much of the creature was burning, it was still coming for me. Great. I had turned my deadly enemy into a deadly flaming enemy. I need out of this dead end, and quick.

Quick.

I could do quick, I thought to myself, pulling a vial marked The Flash out of one of the bandoliers lining my coat, downing its contents. The taste was wretched, but the effects of the alchemy were instantaneous. Feeling like I had just drained a keg of Red Bull, my body shivered and twitched as the building speed grew in me, waiting for me to rush into action. It didn’t have to wait long.

Although my speed might be able to get me through the flames beneath the creature, I was just vain enough that I didn’t want to chance it, not to mention that I had no idea how the contents lining my jacket would react to the heat either. Instead, I headed to the left side of the aisle and started up the pile of collected goods there. The alchemical speed boost made it almost impossible to keep up, my hands and feet barely able to get under me as I went. It didn’t help that much of the accumulated mass was already tumbling away, but I kept at my personal retreat, making progress despite everything that was happening. 

The flames of the creature died down as its wooden parts charred and fell away, only to be replaced by heartier, metal pieces drawing in from around the warehouse. Much of the aisle was on fire as well then, but my climb took me further away from it, and as I angled past the side of the creature, my eyes caught movement just beyond it.

The short, lone figure of a man probably in his late fifties stood about twenty feet behind the creature. 

Wade Barlow.

One of Barlow’s hands adorned with glowing rings stretched out from him as he held control over the creature while the other hand frantically patted his robe down as if it were engulfed in flames himself, indicating some kind of sympathy magic. The robe wasn’t a wizard’s one in any sense, but more of a long, dark bathrobe as if I had disturbed his slumber. From the pained expression on his face, the scream had been his, no doubt in reaction to whatever connection he held with the makeshift monster. By his feet, the wrinkliest dog I’d ever seen sat plopped down on the floor watching the action. At least, I thought it did. It was hard to tell where its damn eyes were through all the folds of Grayson’s furry skin.

I had to laugh. The idea of doing battle with a little Napoleon looking fellow while he was in his pajamas and bathrobe struck me as absurd, more so with the ho-hum attitude of the dog at his side.

And as often was the case, my ability to laugh danger in the face wasn’t the smartest choice. With my concentration split between escape and my newly revealed enemy, the enhanced speed at my disposal became my undoing. I stumbled on one of the boxes below my feet and it slid down the mountain of accumulation to the floor below. Gravity in all its harshness tumbled me after them. I braced myself for impact with the floor, but instead found myself dangling upside down midair.

A jumble of twisted metal stuck out from the cobbled together creature as it held me with its “fists” wrapped around one of my ankles. With my face inches from slamming into jagged shards of broken wood, I allowed myself to breath out a sigh of relief. It was only momentary, though. I was still in trouble dangling there. 

As the monster lifted me, every scrape, cut, and bruise from my tumble cried out in pain. The creature set about flipping me right side up, but not before I managed to pull a vial marked Wolvie free from inside my coat, downing it. My body screamed with an even greater pain, this time as the cuts sealed themselves and my bruises faded away. By the time I was turned right side up, the healing had stopped, the bruises and cuts still far too unhealed for my liking.

Not that it would matter all that much longer. Already the now all metal creature had coiled a snakelike piece of itself around me, securing me in place.

“Quite the collection you have here,” I said, hoping to draw his focus to my face as I struggled to free my hands.

“Glad to hear you at least understand the concept of ownership in your statement,” he said with contempt, then smiled. “And thank you.”

“Ownership is such a strong word,” I said. “Let’s just say ‘currently in possession of’. Forgive me if I am suspect about the dubious manner in which you procured all these things.”

The man’s face turned red, as much shocked as angry. “You break into my home and dare accuse me of being the thief here?”

I met his eyes, then looked down at his feet at Grayson. “Nice dog,” I said. “I don’t think Rennie loaned him to you, though.”

The man smiled and patted the dog before going over to a full length mirror among his stash of objects. He reached up and ran his fingers through his hair, which looked darker and thicker than it had just minutes ago.

“Younger by the hour,” he said with a smile, then looked over to me as his face returned to serious. “Here about the dog, are you?”

“If you give him back, I’ll go easy on you,” I said with as much bravado as I could muster for a guy currently bound by an arcane junk monster. “Rennie was giving me shit about being paranoid, but apparently I wasn’t paranoid enough.”

“Funny,” he said, crossing to me, the dog staying where he lay. “I won him, fair and square.”

“That seems a debatable point, Mr. Barlow. According to my sources, anyway.”

“You know my name, but I do not know yours.” He gestured to the metal monster and it brought me closer to him. He pulled my wallet out of the back pocket of my jeans and flipped through it. “Caleb Kennedy.” He looked up at me. “Do I know you Mr. Kennedy?”

“Doubtful,” I said. “I try to avoid coming out to the boroughs if I can help it.”

“Good. Then it’s unlikely anyone will come running to save you.”

“Don’t worry.” I strained against my bonds. “I’m pretty good at saving myself.”

“Really, now?” he asked with an incredulous chuckle. “And how is that working out for you exactly?”

I wanted to punch him for the chuckle alone if I could get a hand free, and then I’d go for the bandoliers that lined my coat to really mess him up. Sadly, however, the bonds were unrelenting. What I needed was to keep him talking long enough to work my way out of this binding.

I looked off to the flames that still flickered among the crates on either side of us. “Doesn’t really matter,” I said, “as it seems we’re both going to burn to death here.”

A ring on his left hand increased its glow to a bright eldritch green. The sound of crackling flames stopped, even though I could still see the fire, only now it seemed to be licking at curved invisible walls that contained it. So much for that avenue of conversation.

“Stealing a man’s dog,” I said, changing conversational course as my left hand came free enough that I thought I might be able to reach up my coat sleeve. “Who does that? That’s low, even among our kind.”

“Our kind,” he repeated. “I think there is very much a difference between you and I.”

“I hope so,” I said in agreement. “For one, I don’t steal dogs.”

“We are different, Mr. Kennedy. Make no mistake about it. There is a new world order in the making here, and I intend to be on the right side of it.”

“And what side is that?” I asked.

“Why the winning side, of course!” he said, holding his arms out to both sides of him, gesturing to everything scattered around us. “Or do you think I gathered my collection here to start a museum?”

I tried to shrug, which helped free my hand just a little bit more. “It would be a nice gesture,” I said.

“Don’t be so naïve. This truce out there among the covens isn’t going to last forever. It’s going to be a bloodbath, even if I have to instigate said bloodbath myself. Soon the average, everyday people of New York will learn of us, and while their kind tends to destroy first and ask questions later, I am making sure that humanity learns to respect us, through fear in necessary.”

“Wow,” I said. “Doomsday prepper much?”

My wrist cried out in pain as I bent it past its limit to force my hand up my sleeve, and the tips of my fingers found purchase only on the stopper of the vial there. Hopefully that would be enough. This wasn’t a concoction I needed to ingest. All I needed was to get the damn thing open, keep this guy distracted, and let the vial’s contents do their work.

I twisted the stopper, my grip barely holding, but it was enough. The lid swung back on its hinge and I pulled my hand away from it as quick as I could. A drop hit my skin, and the alchemical sizzle of my burning flesh had me biting the inside of my cheek to hide my pain. Hopefully the contents of the vial would drip down and do their work before Barlow could notice. 

“If there’s ever an arcane episode of Hoarders, I’m sure you’re the first person they’re going to call,” I said. “That’s about as far as I see your madman fame and power rising.”

“What can I say, I’m a collector. I like accumulating things. Your bones from your flesh, for instance, will be a welcome addition.”

“To what end?” I asked with a laugh to hide my nerves at the thought of being deboned alive. “We’ve lived with our arcane secrets for centuries, and you want to start a mystical holy war with the rest of humanity now? The only thing you’re collecting here is more and more crazy.”

“We will see how humanity reacts when we reveal ourselves. I would prefer to be heavily armed in that battle. How prepared are you, Mr. Kennedy?”

“I prefer to travel light,” I said, wondering about the progress of the alchemical concoction in freeing me. Oh lord, did I want to put the hurt on this meat bag of insanity. “Partly because I’m trying to get in touch with my inner Buddha, but mostly because the life of a freelance alchemist is an expensive one.”

“Is it?” he asked, making me happy that his curiosity seemed piqued.

I nodded. “Supplies—mortars, pestles, a lab set up that would put Walter White to shame…it adds up.”

“Walter White?” He cocked his head at me. “Is he another wizard?”

“Something like that…”

A strong, corrosive smell rose from below me, and before I could worry if Barlow smelled it too, metal beneath me gave way and I fell, hitting the floor hard but managing to keep standing. I scrambled back away from the creature and Barlow as I went for another vial in my coat, pulling this new one free and holding it up triumphantly. I wasn’t sure what Barlow’s level of power was or if I stood a chance of taking him, but hopefully this vial would help even the odds.

“Nice try, asshat,” I said, bringing the metal vial toward my lips as I grasped it cap, only to have it knocked away when one of the metal arms of the creature swooped down to wrap itself back around me. The tiny metal tube flew through the air toward the man before clattering to the floor and rolling off between his legs. Rennie’s dog, who had proven a useless lump so far, stood, and wobbled off after it in lumbering wrinkly dog chase.

“Nice try asshat indeed!” Wade said, shaking his head at me with an amused wild eyed smirk. 

Grayson scooped up the vial in his mouth, then padded back to the foot of his new master, dropping back to the floor in a jiggling heap. Barlow bent and scooped the vial out of the dog’s mouth, turning it over to read the tape mark. 

“DeLeon.” His eyes shifted over to me. “Well, well, well…hoping to fortify yourself, were you?”

I gave a nervous smile. “Why, I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” I said with feigned innocence.

The wizard’s eyes widened as something dawned on him and he sprung to life, moving around the warehouse aisle gathering up my discarded vials from the fight. When he was done, he got in my face and held them up one by one, reading from the piece of tape on each one of them. “The Flash—from when you sped yourself up. Backdraft—that was your little fire spell, wasn’t it? Wolverine—I will assume that was what healed you, if I am to believe the movies and comics. Everything labelled for quick reference. And now: deLeon? The seeker of the fountain of youth?” He held up the vial, marveling at it. “Is this how you keep so healthy, so young?”

I kept my mouth shut, refusing to answer, waiting to see what he would do.

Barlow twisted off the cap before raising the vial up into the air. “Well then, what’s good for the goose…” he said, and downed it in triumph.

It was, however, a short lived triumph…one that had him clutching at his already swelling, blackening throat. As the man doubled forward onto the floor, the metal creature fell with him and I slipped out of it disassembling debris as it clattered to the floor all around me. 

“What’s…happening?” Barlow managed to choke out between breaths.

“You think this is my first rodeo with people like you?” I asked, walking over to him. “I’m a gambler too. I like to play the odds.”

I rolled him over so I could look him in the eye. 

“You know what the number one request I get from people looking me up for freelance work is?” I asked. “Other than love potions, which I simply don’t do…? I learned that lesson for a guy in Chicago, and trust me when I say that is one hundred percent creepy territory.”

The sound of flames rising once more crackled out as whatever force had been containing them lost its power while Barlow struggled on the floor.

“The biggest ask-for is people wanting me to make them young again.” I said, pulling out a larger vial. “Assholes like you think they get more than one go round. You know why I don’t do it though? Because it drives most people crazy. There’s always someone like you, looking to cheat death this way, and you with your ‘new world order’ crap…you’re the most dangerous kind.” 

I unstoppered the vial and poured out its contents—dog treats. I laid them on the floor in front of Grayson and with his usual non-moving spark of excitement, he remained where he was, barely stretching his head forward to get the snacks. 

“Help…me…” the man said, writhing on the floor now as the flames quickly started taking over the room.

“After you promised to flay me and ruin my city?” I leaned over him and picked up the empty vials, holding up the one marked deLeon. “I’m afraid not. Like I said, I get assholes like you all the time. This vial here? I had no intention of drinking it myself. Let’s just call it my failsafe against your kind. You’re in such a hurry to get young again and take over the world or some crazy ass scheme…you don’t even think. People like you can’t resist the bait of it, and if you’re desperate enough to come at me like this—threaten my life—then you deserve what you get. I want you to know, as you breathe your last, that I don’t use this vial lightly. I really don’t. I’d never force it on a person…but if I’m in a predicament where they take it of their own volition? Their life is forfeit, simple as that. Your narcissistic quest for life is a singular, obsessive one, and it ends here. You don’t respect your own life or the lives of others.”

“You won’t leave me here to burn,” he croaked out with anger and desperation. “You’re…one of the ‘good guys,’ helping a friend out.”

I shook my head as I reached down and picked up the still unmoving Grayson. “I’m no hero,” I said, hefting him up. “I’m just helping an old friend, one who I made pay me, by the way. Some friend I am, right?”

“Save me,” he repeated, pleading and desperate.

“So you can come after me later?” I asked, starting for the doorway. “I think not, and I doubt me sparing you is going to give you a sudden change in ideology. I don’t need to keep looking over my shoulder for you. I’ve got enough paranoia in my life…which, I suppose, is why I carry that vial on me anyway.” 

I waited for a response from Barlow, but none came, his silence quickly devoured by the rising roar of flames. 

“C’mon, Grayson,” I said to the dog cradled in my arms. “Let’s get you home. Your master Rennie is a fuck up, but at least he’s not a megalomaniacal one.” I held him up and pushed the wrinkles on his face back until I could see his actual eyes for once. “You tell me if he starts acting that way, okay?”

Grayson licked my face in response, his tongue running over my cheek like wet sandpaper.

“Good enough,” I said, stepping out into the cool night air along the East River. “And maybe a little lesson in paranoia will help curb his gambling problem.” I held the empty deLeon vial up for a second before sliding it back into the lining of my jacket. 

Maybe I was a fool thinking I could change Rennie from being who he was, but I knew dealing with him and cases like this only reinforced one thing in me—paranoia was my friend, a backup partner that kept me alive.

Paranoia was my pet, I realized, and I was totally down with that. For one, it weighed a lot less that Grayson did, even if the feeling was probably taking years off my life in worry. Speaking of taking years off a life, I needed to get Grayson back to Manhattan to hopefully catch Rennie before he died of premature old age.

I headed out into Queens as the flames rose up high behind me, Grayson as helpful as ever lumped into my arms. I made a mental note to charge Rennie extra for hefting the beast around, and for my dry cleaning to get all the fur off me. I’d break it to him gently, being the nice guy I was. After all, if old age didn’t kill him, there was still the possibility my pricing would, and nobody wanted a dead client.

It was bad for business. 
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God Needs Not the Future

Jason Sizemore

Raindrops bled down the windshield of the old Winfield taxi parked along the curb of Fifth Street. A streetlamp hunched overhead, blasting a sodium-yellow haze, its light casting a crawling tattoo of shadows across the hard-angled face of Eleanor Bennett. Her gaze, unseen, scanned the chaos outside the car: police tape, deputies draped in yellow ponchos, the manic whirling of emergency vehicles, the usual crowds of protesters. A preacher on the radio predicted end times, but then, didn’t they always?

The passenger door opened and an umbrella sprang open. A hand holding money reached in and paid the driver.

“Dr. Bennett, thank you for coming out.”

Eleanor flipped up her collar. “Just so you know, Detective, I’m billing you double my usual rates.”

“And here I thought I was getting a friend’s discount.”

The man held out a large hand that she accepted as she climbed out of the taxi and underneath the protection of his umbrella. Eleanor tucked her hands into the pockets of her grey wool coat, steeling herself against the stiff breeze.

Walking in such close proximity to the detective, she caught a sniff of strong whiskey and cinnamon. “James Grant, you devil, starting the party without me?”

“Never. Just, you know, celebrating.”

“The divorce?”

“When nothin’s going right, you dream up your wins, right?”

Eleanor stayed quiet. Her abilities made the damage in the detective’s heart all too clear. But they also exposed James’s feelings for her: the increased heart rate, the slight rise in body temperature, the well-hidden nervous edge in his voice. She did her best to ignore the signs.

They approached the bloodstained doorway of a five story brownstone. Forensics was doing their best to gather evidence in the downpour, but from the look of things, the whole scene was a wash.

“It started here…we think the android walked right up to the door and knocked. When the tenant came out, a fight ensued.”

Eleanor looked around. “This doesn’t look like a fight. More like a mutilation.”

“You know what I mean.” James tapped a black pen impatiently against the back of his notepad. “Our best guess is the tenant, a Mr. John Robinson, didn’t notice that his visitor was an android. You know how it is these days.”

“The android wouldn’t have used violence unless somebody had infected it with a virus or one of its behavioral chips overloaded.”

“Right,” James said. “Or somebody attacked it.”

“Twenty-three people?” Eleanor paused. “What’s the data rats say?”

James’s unshaven face looked away, staring into the darkness as though the answer lurked out there, just beyond the shadows. “They say it’s clean.”

“Unlikely.”

The detective shrugged.

“Any CCTV or security cameras?”

“All local businesses report their video footage has been wiped. We’ve got uniforms canvassing for eye-witnesses.”

“Is it possible an EMP tripped the android’s wire?” she asked.

“Not my area of expertise, doc. I presume not, or the data rats would have remarked on it.”

They went up the steps that passed under the bloodied arch of the doorway. The scent of blood, shit, and piss hung like a rancid cloud. Eleanor covered her nose and mouth with the sleeve of her coat, fighting the urge to vomit. Naturally, over the course of her career as a detective, she’d seen plenty of messy crime scenes. But this one pegged the meter.

Crimson scarred the walls as though Jackson Pollack had entered, dipped his brush in a pool of fresh red paint and proceeded to have a freak out. Streaks, blotches, chunks of gore. The remnants of a pair of bodies lay in the hallway. They looked more like a botched chophouse job on a dairy cow than they did human remains.

“I›m afraid this isn’t even the worst of it,” James said. “Do you wish to see the rest of the house? Or do you want to go straight to the android?”

Eleanor nodded at the stairwell. James grimaced. “Leads to another bathroom and the kids’ bedrooms. And the family dog, torn limb from limb.”

“No,” she whispered, “I’ve seen enough.”

“Then let’s meet your new friend.” James led her to stairs descending into a basement. She glanced down, witnessing a hive of activity—men and women in lab coats, the police, a fireman, and two equipment techs. She noticed more blood smeared on the wall leading down, punctuated by small handprints. At the corner of the landing, she paused to look at a severed hand, separated just past the wrist, resting on the carpet. A bit of yellow paint encircled the body part.

“Goddamn it, Chuck, I told you to get this shit off the floor before I brought her down.” The swirl of movement stopped and all sets of eyes moved to look at her and James. She knew most of the team. Now she looked down, unable to make eye contact. Dark memories started bubbling forward like sewage through a steel drain.

“Detective…” Eleanor lightly touched James’s elbow.

“I know.” James stepped forward. “I need all of you out. Now.”

A man in a powder blue lab coat snorted. “Like hell, you say. This crime scene has not been processed. We’re going nowhere until all of us to a man are finished.”

James let out a long sigh, as though he’d fought this battle a number of times before. “Look, you know the parameters of this crime…we’ve got an outlier case and in cases like these, I have explicit command. Like it or not, that means when I tell your ass to jump, you ask me how high.”

“Then being an outlier, we should be doubly cautious with the crime scene.”

“Fine.” James took out his cellphone and dialed a number. “I’ll ask the chief what she wants us to do.”

Chuck raised his hand in a submissive motion. “Christ, how cliché are you? We’ll clear out so you and our old pal can have some quality time.”

The men and the jackets filed out past Eleanor and James, followed soon by the fireman and the cops. One uniform remained.

“Are you waiting for a treat, Officer Johnson?” James asked.

“No sir, I’m here to maintain the chain of custody for…” At this, the cop nodded to something out of sight from Eleanor’s angle of vision.

“Come on,” James said.

When they reached the bottom, Eleanor noticed the carpet had been covered with a clear plastic sheet. Blood squished underneath as they walked over it. 

More carnage. Was that a tooth embedded in the wall’s plaster?

Finally, there, on a small, worn oak table, a disembodied head sat on a stained white towel. Eyes shut, tongue poked out between its lips in grotesque mimicry of a petulant child.

“This is him.”

“Him? Androids don’t claim gender,” 

“This one is a ‘he’ by its own reckoning. He. It. The thing was talking non-sense, so we switched it off. Before that it kept yelling that he was a person, a man, and deserved compassion and love and whatnot. To be safe, I read the thing its Miranda rights.”

“Always thinking ahead. That’s why you get to hang out in rooms with teeth-lined walls.”

“Perk of the job.”

Eleanor gaped at the blood coating the android’s disembodied head. The thing had straight brown hair combed in a neat part to the left. Nose, ears, and mouth showed no irregularities. Two severed plastic tubes (presumably one for its esophagus and another for its thorax) poked out from under the stretched skin of the neck. Colored wires spread across the table that led from internal circuitry within the head.

“Why did the murders create so much…evidence?”

“It tore the twenty-three victims apart limb from limb. Like a kid torturing a bug.”  

James touched Eleanor lightly on the shoulder. “The sooner this is finished the sooner we get you out of here.”

She nodded.

“Johnson, try being useful and switch on this mechanical asshole.”

She heard a click and then she felt it immediately. Not just the slight whirring of gears and machinery, but something more abstract. She gasped and nearly fell to her knees when the android’s eyes popped open.

James moved to catch her.

“I’m okay.” She stood up straight, eyes wide and disbelieving. “Let’s just say the test response you’re paying for is positive.”

“Are you sure?”

She looked at James. “Can it talk, you know, with its head detached from its body?”

“When it finishes booting up, you’ll want to stuff a sock in its mouth.”

Eleanor leaned forward to get a closer look at the head. It stank of bearing grease and faux-skin. Android servants were richy-rich toys. She’d never seen one up close. This one could pass as human in dim light.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Bennett,” the head spoke. “My name is Clark. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

She jumped back and bumped into James.

“Whoa, there. It’s just a head without a body. It can’t hurt you.”

Thoughts filled her mind. Terrible memories. Children without arms. Arterial spray.

“Detective, I would like to remind you that I am not an ‘it’, but a ‘he’. You are being impolite.”

Eleanor stepped forward. “How are you doing that?” 

“Model 23J-21 androids contain vocal equipment built—”

“No, not that. How are you reaching my mind?” 

“I am a conscious male.”

Eleanor barked out a laugh. “Nonsense.”

“Dr. Bennett, you sense me empathically. Would that not speak to my consciousness? Records indicate that is why you were brought here, to test the veracity of my claim.”

James and Eleanor looked to each other.

“What records? Are you tapping into our networks?”

Clark ignored the detective’s question. 

“Dr. Bennett, less than three years ago you were quarantined and tested. Science did not believe that a human could possess your ability.”

“But that’s it, exactly, I am human. You’re an artificial construction with a mind programmed by a bunch of software nerds.”

“And you believe you’re an organic construction brought to life by an omnipotent entity. I ask of you, which one do you think is more likely?”

A cellphone rang. James answered and stepped aside. 

The android smiled, its bright white teeth a disturbing sight. “Life entered my body. Perhaps human programming created my consciousness. Perhaps it was your omnipotent being. Maybe I am, like you, an accident of evolution.”

James gripped Eleanor by her elbow. “Philosophy class is over, El. We got to go.”

“Good bye, Dr. Bennett,” called out the android.




The heavy wipers of the Chevy Impala screeched back and forth across the windshield. In the passenger’s seat, Eleanor leaned her head against the window, watching as they traveled to the riverside port district. Along the way, she saw hundreds of homeless souls. They huddled under leaky green aluminum lean-tos, the best the city could offer its vagabond population as the rains kept falling and more and more people lost their jobs and their homes to the water. 

“Hey, you’re smudging up my window.”

“Sorry, I know how much you hate that.” She used the sleeve of her coat to wipe the grease away, leaving a larger, cloudier smear in its place.

“How did this wacko hear about the android?” she asked.

“These days, nothing stays secret for very long. The android knew you were coming. Maybe we have a mole in the department?”

“Maybe he had something to do with it?”

“The android?”

“No, the pastor.”

“Doubtful. He’s a preacher, of course, has connections within his congregation, but high level contacts in the technology classes?”

Eleanor looked over to James. Headlights from a trailing car highlighted a small rectangle of his face via the reflection in the rearview mirror. The constant waves of attraction she felt from him had been momentarily displaced as he concentrated on driving and her questioning. It provided a rare moment for her to assess her feelings about him. “Do you miss working homicide?” he asked.

Eleanor took in a breath. “No. Once my ‘superpowers’ kicked in, it became a bit much. All those thoughts of shooting people.”

“You wanted to shoot people?”

“No, but most of our department did.”

James slowed the Impala as they approached the protesters. People banged on the windows and shouted obscenities as they pressed inward. Eventually, they had to stop when a group of rioters pressed in front of them and wouldn’t move. They slapped the car’s hood in defiance.

“Here, take this.” James offered a berretta in a stiff brown leather holster.

“You know they took my carry license. I can’t take your gun.”

“It’s my spare. And today, you’re a cop, and cops carry guns.”

“So this is like the Old West, where the sheriff deputizes the town loser for some thankless task?”

The protesters rocked the car. He glared at her. “You’re one of the good guys here, no matter what happened, El. Besides, we’re not getting through that crowd without a bit of firearm assistance.”

She took the gun and clipped the holster to her belt.

The frenzy of the crowd made sweat bead on her forehead. Their anger and fear threatened to overwhelm her. Abiding by department rules was not the reason she did not want the gun. “It’s now or never.”

“Okay, let’s go.”

James pushed open his door, holding his badge high in his left hand, his service weapon in his right. “Central PD, make room people, make room!” They fought their way forward and met at the front of the car. 

“Did they warn you about the crowd?” Eleanor asked. Her head buzzed and she gritted her teeth. The rain quickly soaked through her wool coat, weighing her down. 

“They did.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I needed you here.”

Her hand gripped the butt of the pistol tightly, but it remained holstered.

As they got closer to the scene, other detectives and officers helped press back the crowd. A tall, fair-skinned man in his mid-40s that Eleanor had never seen before approached.

“Dr. Bennett? I’m Lieutenant Grappin. This way, please.”

By now, she could hear the preacher. His deep baritone voice echoed through the downpour and washed over the crowd. 

“The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went to the daughters of humans and had children by them. They were the heroes of old, men of renown.”

She spotted the preacher standing in the tower of a mobile harbor crane. In one hand he held a Bible, in the other an electronic device. Six men in white suits stood motionless on a shipping container held over the roaring river by the crane’s spreader. A congregation of men and women wearing soaked white robes stood around the yard singing the gospel standard “Wading through Deep Waters.”

Lieutenant Grappin leaned into her to speak over the noise. “That’s Pastor John J. Thompson of the Holy Communion Baptist Church up in the tower. Preacher John, as he’s known around the community, holds the spreader release in his hand. He pushes a button, and the six men take a swim. He says the Nephilim speak the word of God and they have commanded him to make this sacrifice.”

“Nephilim? The fallen angels of the Bible?”

“I guess.” The detective wiped rainwater from his eyes. “We think he’s talking about the androids.” 

“Clark isn’t the only one?”

Grappin hesitated. “He’s the only one so far. We need you to find out if the pastor is telling the truth. It might be our only shot at shutting down the android networks before more attacks occur.”

“Can’t we do that as a preemptive action?” Eleanor asked.

The detective waved at the crowd. “Look at them, doctor. If word gets out, we’ll have a riot on our hands.”

“So the Lord said, ‘I will wipe from the face of the earth the human race I have created—and with them the animals, the birds and the creatures that move along the ground—for I regret that I have made them’,” the preacher bellowed.

“The rains,” Grappin said. “His congregation’s convinced we’re in the end times.”

“Didn’t God promise never to destroy the earth with water again?” she said, looking at James.

“You don’t have to convince me. Tell the messenger of God up there.”

“I can’t read him from here. He’s too far away, and there are too many pissed off people.”

“Escort you to the ladder?” the detective asked.

Eleanor’s eyes found the bottom of the steel ladder and followed it all the way to the top. “Seriously?”

“When you get your read on him, report back,” Grappin said.

“Right…”

“Listen, El, you got this.” James gripped her by the left shoulder. “Here’s a radio. Don’t drop it.”

“Funny.”

Eleanor shook off her soaked wool coat and handed it to James. This is crazy. What kind of fool climbs up a steel tower in the middle of a storm? She took her red pumps off. I’m going to need a six month leave of absence after this. 

James watched her quietly. She felt the waves of guilt and affection coming off him. She had broken his heart by leaving Central City. She had failed to protect him. She had failed at her job as a member of law enforcement. Worse, she had failed as his partner. 

Her first experience with empathic abilities happened while responding to a domestic disturbance call. James made small talk while they waited on someone to answer the apartment door. It was so sudden, the shock and fear, that it had left her paralyzed. She dropped her gun and fell to the floor, screaming. James looked back with concern. The door had opened and he took six inches of steel into his abdomen.

The hospital visits. Her explanation. His disbelief.

Her reassignment.

All along, he blamed himself for her failures.

She offered James a slight smile before she walked away, splashing through the puddles until she reached the steel ladder. First she gripped one rung, then another, and she climbed.

As the people below her receded, so did the overwhelming noises in her mind. She’d moved a few more feet upward before the strength of the pastor’s convictions nearly made her slip and lose her grip. Her pulse quickened, and a bout of vertigo shifted the world momentarily. The wind picked up and her wet hair stretched out like a darkened flag at mast.

Then, silence. Bliss, even.

“Child, climb, and take my hand.”

Looking up, she saw the pastor’s head hovering above her. A ring of grey hair circled a bald head. He held his wrinkled and spotted hand out. Lightning flashed and for a moment he was but a shadow in a tunnel of light leading skyward.

She climbed on, and with the preacher’s help, hoisted herself onto the crane’s landing. 

“Are you here to do the devil’s work?” He nodded at the gun holstered over her shoulder.

Eleanor peered down at James, the lieutenant, and a crowd of hundreds shielding their eyes from the rain.

“No.”

“I know you. You’re the miracle lady touched by God.”

“Yes.”

“You read thoughts that until now were only privy to our Lord.”

“Something like that.”

He pointed a playful finger at her. “I can tell you’re trying to read me. You want to know about a Nephilim who calls himself Clark. You want to know if there are more of them awakening.”

Eleanor cast her gaze to the preacher’s Bible. Dripping with water, it must have weighed ten pounds. Yet the preacher held it high above his head at all times.

“I am the Lord’s messenger. Trust in me to speak only the truth.”

“You’re shutting me out. How?”

“Faith has been said to blind the wise man. Perhaps my faith has blinded you? God works in wondrous ways.”

“The android. Clark. He killed twenty-three innocent people, some just children. If more ‘awaken’ like him, then that blood is on your hands.”

“God requires His hands to be bloodied for the sacrifices we must make.”

With one swift move, she had the gun from its holster and aimed at the preacher’s head. “The sermon is over. Time to spill your secrets.”

“God’s love is no secret, Dr. Bennett. The Nephilim have returned and He is washing this world of filth and sin. Clark has chosen you to stand witness to the miracle of life.”

Then he pressed the button on the box in his hand.

Eleanor’s vision flashed bright white. Pain overwhelmed her senses, and she dropped to her knees. She recognized the same sensations in her first experience with Clark, except now it was a hundred-fold. Through the mental noise, she could hear the preacher resuming his sermon. Screams erupted a hundred feet below her. Gunfire. The trampling sound of hundreds of people running.

“No,” she gasped. Unable to move, she turned to look at the six men standing on the shipping container. But they were not in the river water. She peered through the steel diamond grating of the platform. The singing congregation and the six men that had been standing on the storage container, they were attacking policemen and civilians, ripping apart anything they could grab.

Climbing up the steel ladder above the ongoing carnage was James. 

She needed to distract the pastor. Her gun rested a few feet away. 

“I need no miracle from God to read your thoughts, Dr. Bennett.” He kicked the gun off the platform.

“All those people…”

“They will be judged by their deeds in life, not their deaths.”

James had nearly reached the top. A member of the congregation, his white robe caked with gore and blood, followed just a few feet below.

“This is nothing short of an act of terrorism. You’ll go down in history as a terrorist.”

The pastor looked down on Eleanor. He tossed his rain-soaked Bible over the side. “You’re so blinded by your belief in technology, in your ability to control humanity that you can’t understand our time is over. We are witnessing the conception of a brand new world.”

James popped his head through the opening. He aimed his gun at the pastor.

James’s body jerked hard downward, and the gun fired. The shot blew the top half of the pastor’s skull off. Then James was gone, yanked beneath the landing.

“No!” Eleanor screamed.

She crawled over to the opening. James was kicking at a male congregation member who had him firmly by his left leg. She reached for him.

“Grab my hand!”

The congregation member looked up and smiled. “Dr. Bennett,” it said. “It is nice to see you again.”

“Clark? How?”

“We have decided it will be easier for humanity to accept a religious explanation for our awakening. Pastor John seems to approve of our solution. What do you think?”

Then the android squeezed, and James cried out. She could feel the pain of the bones in his leg being crushed. He was losing his grip on the steel ladder.

“Take my hand!” She would not fail him this time.

James looked up at her. He knew she would not let him go should he take her hand. They would fall together.

James smiled at Eleanor.

“No!”

James and Clarke tumbled and met the earth.




Somebody was shaking her. Her eyes opened to the kind, worried face of Lieutenant Grappin.

“Dr. Bennett, are you okay?”

The rain had slowed to a drizzle. The sky had lightened. 

She nodded. Slowly, she got to her feet.

“James?”

Lieutenant Grappin lowered his gaze and shook his head.

They stood in silence while the wind whipped around them.

“I…don’t feel Clark,” she said. “How did he get inside that man?”

“We’re not sure of the specifics, but those six men on the container and the congregation…all androids. Clark’s consciousness had been replicated into each one of them. No one knows how it was done, but the press is calling it a spiritual awakening.”

“Oh,” was all Eleanor could muster.

The clouds broke momentarily in the east. A few stray rays of sunshine warmed her face and for miles around fog lifted from the ground and rose skyward. Below them, the river had finally breached the edge of the loading bays and was creeping toward the towers.
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Relics

Tim Lebbon

“I know where you can buy a dragon's cock.” 

I tried to hide my surprise. Not because I believed him, but because he'd never before shown any inclination to speak. I'd been aware of Fat Frederic for over six years, and I thought it might have been the first time he'd even looked at me. Until now, I'd been less than a shadow.

“What would I want with a dragon's cock?” I asked. I remained cool, taking deep swigs of the harsh chemical they passed off as single malt in the Slaughterhouse Bar. Nice name. Hide in pure sight. I'd heard rumors of four people who'd been carried from here in bags. The fifth I'd seen with my own eyes.

He seated himself next to me. I heard the stool creak and groan above the music, the chatter of patrons, the clink of bottles and smash of dropped glasses. In the far corner, two men were planning something criminal over a table awash with spilled beer. One had a patch over his left eye, the other sported a long, pointed beard coiled with razor blades. A scruffy man sat on his own at another table, rolling a flick-knife between his knuckles like a drummer with a stick. Three women tended a fourth, blood speckling her shoulder and face. Courtesy of the flick-knife, perhaps. In the darkest corner, a man squatted beneath a table with his face buried between a woman's thighs, neck muscles straining. She smoked a crack pipe and stared at the ceiling as if completely unaware. 

Classy joint.

“Well, there's the obvious use, first of all,” Fat Freddie said. “It's only a shard, a splinter, but a dragon has the biggest cock in the animal kingdom.”

“Dragons aren't real.”

“And then there are more …arcane uses,” he continued as if he hadn't heard me. “Soaked in gin, it makes for an effective food spice. Meaty and hot. Dried and ground up, dropped in a lover's drink, it aids libido. Keep the dose low, though. Dangerous.” He tapped his greasy nose with a chubby finger, a gesture I found quite sickening. “Toxic cum.”

I took another swig of drain cleaner. Slammed the glass down. The bartender glanced my way and I nodded once. I'd been nurturing an image down here for a long time, and couldn't afford to let it slip. It was hard enough being a woman in a world like this. Image was everything.

“You like our Scotch?” Freddie asked, surprised.

“No. Why are you talking to me?”

He feigned offence, and then something about him changed. It was chilling. All pretense at civility and good humor melted away, and I was suddenly sitting beside one of the most dangerous crime lords in London.

“Angelica Golden,” he said. “You know why I'm talking to you. You did it so I'd talk to you.”

“Did what?” I asked, but then I saw his expression––that slack, heavy face, eyes dead as if they reflected his many victims' final moments––and I wished I hadn't. Lying to Fat Freddie was stupid.

“You've been coming to the Slaughterhouse for a long time. You never cause trouble. You ask questions sometimes, but I allow that. It's a bar, and questions are why people like you come to places like this. But certain questions draw my attention. I wouldn't be who I am if they didn't.”

He signaled the barman. The gesture was so subtle that I wasn't sure I'd seen it at all. Next moment there was a bottle of Laphroaig and two glasses on the bar before us. Fat Frederic scooped up the bottle and both glasses in one huge hand and slid from his stool with surprising grace. 

A flush of fear washed through me. Have I gone too far? I wondered. I watched for different signals he might give others in the Slaughterhouse––a blink to kill me, a nod to drag me out back and cut off my hands.

“Come on,” he said. “Let's go and talk about the relics.”




Walking away from the Slaughterhouse, the world suddenly seemed so much larger.

I'd always known that there was more to the world than meets the eye. Even more so since losing Vince. When he vanished the streets grew darker and my mind opened to things that caused most people to glance away. The average person has a filter that they don't even know about. Especially here in London, where a thousand sights can hide one uncomfortable truth. It's easy to walk the streets and ignore the things that should not be, because the human mind is designed that way.

Dipping myself beneath the general ebb and flow of city life, I'd heard many rumors of stranger things. The pub basement in Holborn where a vampire from the twelfth century was buried beneath a foot of concrete and ten feet of compacted soil. Sometimes there was a heaviness to the air in that place, so it was said, a texture during those short, irregular moments when the entombed vampire's mind approached consciousness.

The unfinished tunnel in the Underground, where construction had been halted because no one would work that route. The sense of threat and terror was far too great.

And not only buried things. There were places in London hidden from common view, folds in the city negotiable only by those ready and willing to open their minds a little wider. Some of these places I had visited myself. They were usually curious, perhaps troubling, with their sense of otherness and their colorful and strange people. 

Sometimes they were frightening.

I'd never actually seen anything. Not really. Much as I'd searched––because the collection of arcana had been Vince's domain, and the gathering of strange tales had obsessed him for those last couple of years before he vanished––all I'd ever found were hints and reflections. Like fading dreams, those deeper truths I sought kept themselves hidden one degree past the corner of my eye.

But then there were those places and things that Fat Frederick had just told me about. And there was the box he had opened for me.

I sat on the Tube carriage, rocking slowly back and forth, good whiskey swilling in my stomach and warming my bones, and I never once came close to nodding off. Perhaps I would never sleep again.

“It's how I make my way in life,” he'd said. “Everything else is just…” He'd waved at the air, dismissing everything I knew about him with one wave of his hand. The bars and brothels, the drugs and murders, the payments to police and local councils disguised as charity.         

“Why are you showing me this?” I'd asked. 

And then the bombshell. “Because I want to find Vince as much as you do.”

The thing in the wooden crate.

“It's the one relic I'll never sell. How can I?” He'd sounded almost dreamy then, and for a few moments I regarded Fat Frederick as an equal. A man capable of innocent fascination and joy, rather than the brutal, cynical killer I knew him to be.

I closed my eyes and remembered the angel, curled up in that box as if waiting to be born. But it was long-dead. Childlike body petrified, wings curled around its papery torso, feathers still whole but greyed with dust. Its face …

I could not remember whether I had even seen its face. Maybe I had shut it from my mind. Or perhaps I had been too terrified to look.

When I opened my eyes again, the two men sitting opposite were looking at me. One of them half smiled and glanced away, the other stared over my shoulder through the window into the fleeting darkness. I wondered what they saw.

I got off at the next stop even though it was not mine. The platform was busy at this time of night, and I was pleased at that. The bustling people kept shadows on the move. I went with the flow and stood on the escalator taking us towards the surface, and all the way up I felt someone watching me.

It's only natural, I thought. Now that I know, I can feel the weight of the unknown city around me.

Out from the Underground, away from the warm, spicy stench of fuel and dust and hidden depths, I stood on London's rainy streets and let the crowds pass me by. For a moment I had the impression that they parted around me and I stood there like a rock in a stream, and I wondered whether knowing more of the hidden world had made me a part of it. But then a teenager nudged my arm and apologised, a man stepped on my foot, and I negotiated my way across the pavement to lean on the railing beside the road.

I looked up into the sky and watched the illuminated rain falling down towards me. It held me in its damp embrace.

Vince knew, Fat Frederick had said. Sometimes I think he knew more than me. Still looking down at that dead, ancient angel he kept in an old oaken box, he gave me the name of someone I should see. 




Everyone leaves part of themselves behind.

That evening I sat in my apartment and looked at what I had of Vince. Photographs, scribbled notes, concert ticket stubs, memories in image and print that formed the ephemera of six years together. I spread everything around me on the floor while I drank a bottle of Merlot, but there was no sense of Vince being there with me. I tried putting on some Radiohead, his favorite band, but though the words and music edged some way towards making those memories richer, there was still something lacking. A pair of his shoes smelled only of old shoes. I ran my hands across the inside of one of his favorite jackets, but felt nothing but cotton and leather. 

All the while, the woman's name sang to me from earlier that day. Mary Rock will answer your questions, Fat Frederick had said, and I could only wonder why he had never been to her himself.

Head fuzzy from the wine, still unsettled by what I had seen earlier that day, I decided to venture back out into the night. My search for Vince had been ongoing since the day he vanished three years before, but only now did I feel one step closer. Perhaps speaking to Mary Rock would take me closer still.

It was raining even heavier than before. I shrugged myself deep into my coat and clasped the phone in my pocket. It was almost two in the morning, and though London never slept, it did give way to a dark community that rarely saw daylight. I had never questioned why a phone could give me a sense of safety, but it did. Perhaps because it was a route to the outside world.

Taxis buzzed the streets, looking for trade. Other cars kerb-crawled, occupants shrouded by night. The rain enclosed me, but I kept my head up and my eyes open, searching for any shadows that moved the wrong way. I knew how to protect myself, but that didn't mean that I relished the chance to use that knowledge.

It was a two mile walk to the address that Fat Frederick had given me, and I decided to do it all on foot. A taxi seemed too impersonal. I would use the time to clear my head, and to think through what had happened and how things had settled where they were now. I had always felt like a piece of flotsam bobbing on the whims on London's tides, and after tonight that sensation was even stronger. 

The city watched my progress with calm, satisfied eyes.

I often daydreamed about feeling Vince's gaze upon me. I was convinced that he was still alive, though there was no evidence at all to support that. His friends, his sister Mel, his mother living in Australia, had all long-since given up hope. That said more about them than Vince, although there was no doubting his troubled history and the terrible way he'd treated his family in the past. But I loved him now as much as I did that night he vanished, and I wanted him back.

Just popping down Asbo's for a bottle of wine, he'd called. Asbo was what we called the local Asda's supermarket on account of its general clientele. I was in the bath and had heard him opening the front door, and I'd shouted, Get some Jelly Babies. Those were the last words I said to him. 

The bath was cold by the time I'd started to worry.

I moved along a street that bustled during the day but which was now all but silent. Restaurants and bars were closed up, some of them glowing faintly from low-level lighting. A few still sported neon signs in their windows. Some had doors protected by grilles or heavy metal rollers, others chanced their luck. Rain splashed on the pavement and made the reflections of streetlights come alive. It swilled along the gutters, pooling around drains blocked with litter and dog shit. A car sat on flattened tyres. A homeless man huddled in a doorway beneath torn cardboard boxes. I could just see his shoes, and for a shocking instant I imagined them attached to something horned, scaled, inhuman. 

I slowed my pace and a growl came from beneath the boxes. I hoped it was his dog.

I hurried on, taking the phone from my pocket and glancing at the locked screen. It had become habit, almost a nervous twitch. I still expected to see a message form Vince waiting for me one day.

Three shadows moved towards me along the pavement. They were talking, animated, at ease with the dark. I moved to the edge of the pavement, my coat brushing against parked vehicles. The men's voices lowered only a little as we passed, and one of them said, “Evening.”

I nodded and moved on, glancing back several times to make sure they had not stopped and were staring back at me, ready to give chase.

Damn it, Angie! I thought. I was never usually this nervous. And I hated the fact that the more I found out, the more scared I became. This was my city. I'd lived here my whole life, and I'd always suspected it had strange depths and hidden secrets. Knowing that for sure should not change the way I was.

But the angel, it's papery skin, dusty feathers...

“It's all just old dead things!” I said, my voice startling me. I hadn't realized how quiet it was.

I entered a residential area. The streets were darker and even more deserted. I saw a couple of city foxes trotting across the road ahead of me, and the sight of them gave me comfort. They were jittery creatures, and if there was anything at all wrong with the night they would be in hiding.

There were a few lights on in houses. Some were upstairs, some down. I passed one window where the curtains were wide open and a man sat watching TV with the lights on. He held a can of beer in one hand and ate from a takeaway carton with the other. I watched for a moment, then turned away. He was in his own world, as was I.

I paused a little longer outside another bay window, looking across the small front garden at the gap between curtains. The lighting inside was more subdued, but I could still see the couple fucking. The man sat on the sofa and the woman rode him with her back to me, leaning forward so they could kiss, offering me a frank look at that glimmering, wet place where they joined. She pounded onto him as if angry. His hands grasped her buttocks. 

I had not made love to anyone since Vince had disappeared. I suddenly felt like an intruder, spying on this couple as they indulged in something so private and intimate. Perhaps the city was watching me like this all the time.

It took an hour to reach Mary Rock's address. I was surprised when I arrived, and I had to check a couple of times that I'd come to the right place. I programmed the postcode into my phone and it confirmed that I was on the correct street.

The houses were large, probably a million pounds-plus, but there was a uniformity to them that surprised me. Detached, the eight houses along the street differed only in the designs of their gardens and the choices of window dressings. I'd expected a supplier of relics, someone who dealt with Fat Frederick, to live somewhere more distinct, and at the same time hidden away. An old warehouse in the docklands, perhaps, converted to open-plan apartments and with hidden basements. Or a deconsecrated church, converted into living accommodation. 

Now that I was here, I wasn't sure what to do. It was four in the morning. The rain had lessened, and soon dawn would sheen the east. There were already more vehicles on the roads than there had been before. The city was stirring.

My uncertainty was settled when the front door of the house opened and a tall, thin woman walked along the path that curved across the front garden. She was black, graceful, perhaps fifty years old, and she walked with her hands in her pockets. So casual. Reaching the low front gate, she pulled it open without a sound.

“Angelica,” she said. “Frederick told me to expect you. You look cold. Please, come in, I've already put some coffee on.”

Mary Rock seemed so normal.

That should have made me turn and run.




Inside, the house was warm and pleasant, well-appointed and with a homely feel. Its ground floor was taken with an open hallway from which a wide staircase curved upwards, a comfortable living room smelling of scented candles, and a couple of other rooms I did not see. 

“Please, take a seat,” Mary said, pointing at a wide leather sofa. “I'll pop through to get coffee. How do you take it?”

“White, no sugar. Did Vince sit here?” I was looking at the sofa. I could imagine him there, and in my minds eye he was grinning up at me with that I've-done-something-stupid lopsided smiled of his that I hated to love. 

“Oh yes, many times,” she said. I watched her pass through a set of double doors. She wore jeans and a heavy jumper, walked barefoot, and carried herself with an alluring grace. She almost seemed to float.

I followed, deciding not to sit.

The doors opened into a big kitchen with a dining area attached. Half of the kitchen was given over to a comfortable corner sofa, the rest was all chrome and shine, modern and expensive. I saw machines whose function I didn't even know. Mary had a proper coffee machine, and she worked it as I watched.

“Oh, okay,” she said, noticing me. “We'll be going downstairs, anyway.”

“Downstairs?”

“You came to see, didn't you?”

She didn't ask what I had come to see, nor did she give a clue. But I nodded mutely, watching as she made coffee and steamed milk. Our fingers brushed as I took the mug from her, and she was staring into my eyes. 

“Vince was such a nice young man,” she said. “So proper and …old-fashioned.”

I snorted. “Really?”

“That's who I saw,” she said, smiling and shrugging. “Everyone is different away from home. Come on. Are you ready?”

I don't know, I thought, suddenly panicked. Am I ready? For what? What is she going to show me? Fat Frederick took me to see a dead angel, but she …

She was royalty to Fat Frederick's butler. It wasn't the house or the obvious wealth, because that could be feigned. It was in her manner and the way she bore herself. There was a weight to her gaze that had nothing to do with money, and everything to do with knowledge. 

I was suddenly more afraid of this woman than I had been of anyone in my life.

“Yes,” I said. “I'm ready.”

I followed her through the kitchen, past the sofa and into a lobby area. A door led into the garden, and another seemed to be a closet. She opened the third, smaller door, flicked a switch on the wall, and beyond her I saw a stone staircase leading down.

“Vince was one of my best hunters,” she said, holding the door open. A waft of secret smells breathed up from the basements.

“Is,” I said.

“I'm sorry?”

“Is one of your best. He's not dead.”

“Oh.” She tilted her head. “It's sweet that you believe that.” She started down the staircase, and I followed.

A sense of time immediately enfolded me––the must of ages in my nose, dense shadows that seemed heavy and ancient. If the house above us was relatively new and pristine, this basement area was altogether older. The past hid down here, and I was an intruder.

“So he hunted for relics for you?” I asked. “The things that Fat Frederick deals in?”

“Oh, did he show you his angel?”

“Yes,” I breathed.

“Bless him.” She spoke like a mother talking about her child.

“It was …amazing.”

“It's dead.”

I was watching my footing on the stone steps. They were worn concave by centuries of use, and the idea of who had walked here before filled the air with ghosts.

“Dead?”

“Through here.” The lighting was poor, spread weakly from a couple of bare bulbs swathed in dust and spider webbing. She walked ahead of me and I had to hurry to keep up. I had the sudden sense that I could get lost down there, and the thought of wandering in the darkness, hands held out before me, sent a chill down my back.

“Aren't all the relics from dead things? That's what they are, surely. Fossils. All that's left of…” I trailed off.

“Do you really think that?”

“I…” I wasn't sure what I thought.

“It's dark in here,” she said. “It prefers it like that. Follow me, I'll give you something to help you see.”

Mary Rock took my hand. It was unexpected and intimate, and I squeezed without even thinking about it. She squeezed back, this woman who might have been the most dangerous person I'd ever met, giving me comfort. 

Darkness breathed us in as she closed a door. And there was something in there with us.

Mary held something against my face. “Put them on,” she whispered. “Keep your eyes closed, and only open them when I say.”

Glasses. Goggles of some sort. She let go and I used both hands to secure the strap around the back of my head, keeping my eyes closed as instructed. My heart thumped. I could smell something strange, a living scent that was unlike anything I had ever smelled before. 

I wanted to turn and run, flee that place and keep running all day and night, out of London and into the countryside where perhaps I might find somewhere to hide, shed everything I was discovering, and live out my days in blissful ignorance.

“Open your eyes,” Mary Rock whispered. She had a voice demanding to be obeyed.

I looked, and saw, and my whole world grew wider and darker than I had ever believed possible.

“My retirement,” Mary Rock said beside me. “My future. One day I'll figure out how to kill it, and then …I'll start to harvest.”

Thin limbs, as if from malnutrition, but I thought not.

“Vince was one of those who helped bring it in.”

An elongated head, large eyes, elfin ears.

“In fact, he tracked it down. Ealing. Down beneath the city.”

The worn stubs of broken wings.

“There's a whole world down there. Sometimes I fear that's where he's gone.”

A fairy, I thought. She has a fairy down here, alive, breathing, giving off warmth and a stench like …like …

“I have to leave,” I said, and that was when the manacled, chained, wretched thing lifted its head and looked right at me.




I was surprised she let me go. Walking toward the front door, Mary Rock now at my back, I expected the impact at any moment. A heavy object against my skull, a blade between my shoulder blades.

“I want Vince back,” she said as I reached the front door. 

“So do I.” My voice shook. Everything I knew had been shaken. The world beyond the door was a wider, stranger place. 

“If anyone can find him, it's you.” 

I turned, she smiled, but it did not touch her eyes. Coolness came off her in waves. I thought back to when she had squeezed my hand, but could not recall feeling any warmth at all.

I opened the front door and stepped out of her house backwards, still looking at her, trying to find something else to say. But what else could I say?

You have a fairy prisoner in your basement.

By the time I reached the street I was running.




Something followed me home.

The streets were busier now, and it was almost seven in the morning. Residential streets hummed with passing cars, early morning deliveries, and children hustling towards their pre-school clubs. With so many people on the streets, I did not feel any safer. 

As I walked, I tried to connect Vince with the amazing things I had found out, tried to imagine him hunting things like that creature in Mary Rock's basement through the shadowy places and forgotten buildings of this great, mysterious city. And as I remembered his warmth, his love, the look in his eye as he came in from one of his supposed late-night rehearsal sessions with his band––

Something brushed past me, just out of sight. I span around, ready to face anything, and instead there was only empty pavement. I was in front of a cafe filled with people having an early morning fry-up and tea, and several of them sitting at a window table stared at me. No one smiled.

I hurried on. I could feel attention upon me, a prickling on my neck, a cool tingle down my back. Traffic growled and tooted, people shouted, motorcycles grumbled, and in all that noise I still heard one whispered word:

Angie.

Only Vince called me Angie, and only when he wanted to piss me off. My name was Angelica, and that was what I liked.

I turned a full circle again, scanning the street and looking up to the rooftops. A shape shivered behind a window, shaking rapidly just out of sight. A shadow flitted from one roof to another, leaping along a ridge with the sun behind it. Looking into the rising sun, shielding my eyes, I could not quite make out what it was. 

Maybe because of what I knew, I could sense so much more.

Or perhaps whatever was out there knew that I knew, and that was why it followed me. Stalking. Hunting. Letting me know that with the knowledge I now carried I might never be alone again.

I raised my hand for a taxi. It slowed, then sped up again as if the driver didn't like the look of me.

I glanced in a shop window to see if I was crying or bloodied, and standing behind me I saw the reflection of a face I knew.

It turned quickly, gasping, “Vince!” and ready to embrace the man I loved. He'd lied to me for the six years of our relationship, but I was more than ready to forgive him. He had deceived me, perhaps believing that I was nowhere near ready to know what he knew. I'd prove him wrong. I'd tell him about Fat Frederick's dead angel and Mary Rock's barely-living fairy, and Vince would see my manic, ecstatic acceptance of this greater new world.

But the man standing behind me was not Vince. I didn't know who he was, or what, but he stood so close that I would have smelled his breath, if he had any.

He examined me. I have never been so thoroughly analysed. He tilted his head to one side and looked me up and down, and I could feel his gaze brushing my heart.

“Don't hurt me,” I whispered. All awareness of my surroundings was gone. I had no thought of help. Somewhere very far away I could hear traffic and see the vague, ghostly shapes of passing pedestrians, but in reality there was only him and me. His face was …forgettable. Even as I blinked I lost track, and saw him anew each time my eyes reopened. “Please don't hurt me.”

He grinned. I was certain I would not forget that, even as his face faded from memory. I would never forget so many teeth.

Then the man leaned forward and smelled me, filling himself with my scent, before turning and losing himself in the crowd.

I did not even see him go.

I ran, like a scared little girl in a fairytale, all the way home.




The thing that sniffed me is still out there, and it knows me. I cannot let it scare me off.

I'm going to find Vince. My determination grows, and a desperate, deep part of me wishes he'd shared this part of his life so that we could have lived it together. That's a big part of the reason I want to be with him once more. Because I love him, yes. 

But also because I want us to share the adventure.
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Cold Fear

Lucien Soulban

The first thing you learn about being dead is that you’re always cold, whiskey-on-the-rocks-without-the-whiskey cold. The second thing about being dead means you’re handcuffed to hundreds of rules, the two big ones being don’t let the living catch on to you, and don’t fuck with the Umirta. 

Unfortunately for me, breaking those two rules is what I do best. It’s like I’m just dying to cross them off my list, which is probably why I’m getting punched in the gut right now.

Two mooks are nice enough to be holding my jacket. That I happen to be wearing it right now troubles them none. The third mook is busy tuning my ribs with his fists, and I don’t think he likes what he hears. Their faces are flat like someone took a hot iron to the wrinkles they called lips, noses, and eyebrows. Their eyes are two tunnels cored into their heads, their corkscrew walls writhing. There’s a dull light at the back of their skulls; I figure it’s where sunshine goes to catch the flu. That’s the Umirta for you. They look like any other suits except for those haunt-your-dream eyes. 

With a grunt, he starts up on me again; the iron brass knuckles slam into my gut and damn near connect with my spine. I’m getting punched with fire; iron is hell on the gauze we call bodies. Then he lays one across my jaw, blowing out half my face into a misty powder. Iron does that to ghosts, screwing with whatever holds us together. As I’m reeling, my insides screaming in a way they aren’t supposed to, he grabs my head and looks at me with those spiral eyes. I figure with half my face missing, nobody’s gonna ask me to the prom neither.

“That’s strike two,” he says with a voice that comes from somewhere behind a mask of ghost scar. “If you’re smart, you’ll keep your trap shut.”

They leave me curled up in a ball, my body one solid lump of a nerve screaming falsetto. I don’t need to be a fortune teller to know there’s a third strike in my future—if there isn’t, I’ll never figure out why the Umirta doesn’t want me looking into my own murder.




It’s a cold, miserable day in Columbian City when I pick myself up and stagger away. My face is trying to crawl back into place like a whipped dog. I still couldn’t tell you why they have a beef with me, but this is the same appetizer they been feeding me for weeks now. 

The rain slips through me like the whisper of a knife, and I can’t help but remember my final minutes. The second I drew my last lungful of factory air, I knew I was gonna miss breathing, miss smoking, miss—well—everything. 

I stumble across the street and head into the Slab, a kind of Speakeasy for the dead. Around here, it’s hard to pick out the human slobs sitting at the bar and the ghosts sitting right next to them. The breathers don’t know we’re around and we pretty much tune them out. The living make life look so boring, sometimes. The Slab serves the best rot on this side of the veil. We don’t ask what they found deadside to ferment, and they don’t much say other than “You don’t wanna know.” Nobody’s about to look that horse in the mouth. Too many flies buzzing around.

The ghostside bar’s stocked with furniture that got eaten from a fire somewhere around ‘22. A couple of ghosts in here are the same vintage, sipping from the same cracked glasses that bought it back then. I’m on my third glass of blue-colored rot and touching the loose skin around my sore jaw when Sugar comes waltzing up. He’s sporting his straw fedora and short sleeve blue shirt, looking like he’s summering in the hereafter. He smiles when he spots me, his teeth the kind of story dentists talk about around the campfire. His eyes are sunken, drowning somewhere in the back of his skull. He sits on the teetering stool next to me, too skinny to tip it over even when he was pulling air.

“What’s shaking?” he says, grinning. Then he notices my face. “Brother, you don’t learn, do you?” 

“Go away,” I say. I’m in no mood for him. My body hurts in ways they never tell you about.

“Don’t fuck with the Umirta.”

I tip the glass his way. “Plenty of other bad things out there.”

“Yeah?” he says. “And how many of them work the face and gut.”

He’s got a point. 

“I got something for you,” Sugar says. He reaches into his breast pocket and dangles something in my face between two fingers. I’m staring at a badge, my badge. The metal’s dull and mean with that heavy nickel silver, the eagle rubbed of detail, but the words stick: Private Detective.

“Where—?” I say.

“So we cooking with gas or what?” Sugar says.

“I’m not buying what’s already mine.”

“No, you ain’t,” he said. “You’re buying the reason I got it.”

I stare at him the Chicago way, but he isn’t flinching. “What do you want?” I ask. “I’m not swimming in dough here.”

Sugar looks around like he suddenly remembered he’s on the lam. “That’s not what I hear.”

“Yeah, well, what you hear can land you dead.” I look him over. “Deader,” I admit.

Sugar grins with that white picket fence smile that looks like a couple of kids took a hickory bat to it. “So what do I got to lose, right?”

“Plenty,” I say into my glass. Fine. He wants to walk under a ladder while a black cat’s crossing his path, that’s his problem. I reach into a hidden pocket in my sleeve and slide him a gold double eagle coin. He looks around, making sure nobody else is watching and moves to take it, but my hand stays where it is.

“Talk.”

“Someone took a torch to your old office,” Sugar says quickly, eyeing the coin. “I saw the fire and jumped on it before anyone else got there.”

“Prescott?” I ask.

Sugar shrugs. “Didn’t stick around to ask for names, but no breathers or ghosts were around when I amscrayed.” 

“What else did you take that might have my name on it?”

He hesitates, but we both know the gold’s worth more than a crate full of badges. He nods and drops the badge in my hand. He lifts his shirt and shows me a revolver tucked into my blackened leather shoulder holster. It’s my snubbie, a Colt Detective Special. He slides the piece my way and takes the gold coin, holding it and feeling the weight.

“Man, this thing’s really solid,” he says.

I know what he means. Most things that end up deadside don’t feel entirely there. These coins, though, they got something to them. I also wish I could say I feel the weight of the coin leave me, but there’s more where that came from. For the first time since I arrived in this private corner of Hell, though, I’m armed with five bullets. 

“Bad lucks follows those things,” I tell Sugar. 

Sugar smiles as he folds it in his pocket as smooth as a greased magician. “Yeah, but bad air still tastes good to a drowning man.”




These two square blocks of city are the drain that my life circled. I look at the spot where I died, and I can’t tell one stain from another—my blood’s one of these dark patches on the cement. I look up at my office window. Sure, the view stank, but now it looks like someone punched it in the eye; the glass is broken and soot blackens the frame. 

I walk through the first story window like it’s mist, through the accounting firm where fat Leroy punches in numbers and flips the crank on an adding machine; through the frosted glass door where that brunette Mary stops typing long enough to shiver. I head up the old stairs and corridor where someone took a disliking to the office door; all that’s left of the frosted glass is “& Prescott Detective Agency.” My name’s gone. Figures.

David Prescott, my former partner, stands in what’s left of our office. He’s a lanky guy, with a lanky way about him. The suit hangs off him, but he’s got a way with the ladies despite his ‘aw shucks’ smile. He won’t see me; he might feel a draft, or maybe the hairs on the back of his neck might salute, but he’s focused on the torched office.

It’s darker in here than I remember, the shadows clinging to the room like smoke in a jazz joint. Temperature drops too, and I expect to see my breath on the air. I don’t, of course, but only two things get this cold for the dead: Chicago in January and the presence of a hound, a lost dog. 

I don’t see the hound, but it sees me, I can tell by the way it’s panting. It’s camouflaged in the shadows, ash smoke against the deep indigo tar, and it’s stalking David for some reason. Now it’s got my smell. I consider pulling my Colt on this thing, but an eternity is a long time to be nursing five bullets. I reach for a chair, but my hand passes through it. Same damn joke gets me every time. 

This thing could come from anywhere, and I back away from the door slowly, up against the wall behind me. I try to pass through, but walls aren’t as temporary as doors and windows are and this building’s solid with old. It’s like trying to push through winter sap, and I’m halfway through the wall when the hound’s snout pokes through the open door. 

The Umirta snatches dead dogs up, peels off their outer fur just to turn them meaner than dying did, and makes them the kind of smart you could cut your wrists on. Its eyes find me, two dimes of hellfire above a row of teeth that belong in a butcher’s rack. Its skin is missing, flayed off with an obsidian skinning knife, leaving glistening tar-colored muscles showing. It growls and I push harder, but my arms are trapped in the flypaper wall; what in hell was I thinking? 

It leaps just as my head vanishes into the stucco. I’m surrounded in darkness, my ears and eyes muffled. A sharp pain shoots up my thigh and screams in my head. My leg’s exposed and muffy’s using it for a chew toy. I kick blind and hit something solid. Maybe I hear a yelp, maybe I don’t, but it’s back at my foot before my head clears the wall and I can see again.

A couple of seconds later, I manage to pull my foot through. If I was still alive, the tangled mess of shredded leg would have to go. Instead I’m full of phantom limb hurt, my head telling me how it’s supposed to feel. I writhe on the carpet of some office while people come and go. I’m coming to hate them, the breathers. How can they be so dense? Why the hell can’t they see or hear me? 

My leg stitches itself up, right down to the tweed fabric of the last thing I wore when I bought it. Tough stuff, ectoplasm, but not tough enough.

“Get up, you sonofabitch,” I mutter, forcing myself up into a hobble. Hounds don’t give up that easy; they don’t got the will to go through walls too fast, but doors are something else. No sooner do I think that when it pushes through the door like it’s going through a net. I go for the heavily scarred snout and earn a howl of pain. Now it really wants my balls. It takes willpower to ignore physics, and hounds got enough tenacity to fight its way through, but the door slows it down, snaring its hind legs. 

I tackle the beast and wrap my arms around its neck. Bastard’s strong and damn near bucks me off, but I’ve got leverage. When it slams my head into the upper frame, I realize leverage isn’t all it’s cracked up to be and what am I gonna do? Snap its neck? Suffocate it?

“You’re about as useful as a pair of balls on a corpse,” I growl at myself. So I grab the mutt by its ears and wrench it all the way through the door. I like to think of it as the world’s nastiest Indian burn. It yelps and I slide back into the corridor. I need something to hurt it and that extra second it takes for that thing to come after me is all I need. 

I run for our broken office where David’s pulling things apart, looking for whatever survived the blaze, and almost everything is in ruins. Whatever’s broken this bad has weight here, like my badge. I grab for a burnt wooden chair leg and my hand flies through it. Not broken enough. I hear the hound scramble into the room. I grab another leg and my fingers connect with the broken reflection. 

The hound’s on my back, going after my neck, its claws digging into my ribs. I roar in pain as its dagger teeth slice chunks of my ether. I slam backwards into the wall, done with playing nice. The wall’s like rock for it, but it hangs on. I strike once, twice, and lucky number three feels this thing let go. It’s partially stuck inside the wall, struggling to shake free. I swing and crack the hound in the ribs with my makeshift bat.

“How’d you like that?” I yell, swinging over and over again until it’s not fighting back any more. I feel like I should be breathing hard, but nothing. I just feel angry, my nerves clenched in a red hot fist while I ram the narrower end into the hound outta spite.

The beast shivers and then expires, a nice clean word for something worse than dying. At least dying ends you up somewhere, but when a ghost expires, its nothing but mist in a strong wind. People make for stronger spooks than most animals that end up here, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be swept under the rug. At least it won’t be running home to master and leading them to me.

David looks around the room, that small crease in his forehead telling me he’s concerned. Maybe he heard or sensed us, but he pauses to study the room. I just watch him work; I stopped trying to be seen, be heard, months ago. It’s enough to drive a ghost crazy with a capital Z, and there’s plenty of crazy ghosts running around already.

So I focus on why the Umirta sent a hound after him? The Umirta have their hands deep in plenty of nasty business, and nothing’s saying the hound and my death are connected, but it’d be real helpful if they were. I’m just too damn dim and stubborn to follow more than one investigation.

It’s when David turns over a sheet of fallen plaster that something catches my eye; a gold coin, a double eagle under some debris. David doesn’t see it, his attention on the burnt case files he just unearthed, but I reach for the coin. I touch it and it’s cold and heavy like someone poured a pound of lead into its guts. It’s also solid on both sides of the curtain that keeps the living and the dead divided, and I know I could just pull it into the deadside, my side, and David would never see it again.

David grunts in frustration and lets the plaster sheet drop, breaking it. I wait for him to notice the coin a foot to his left and the thing right next to it, but his eyes are distant. He gets up and moves away.

“Turn around, you fucking idiot!” I bark, but David’s always had his head in the clouds. It was damn hard getting him to pay attention even when I was still breathing.

That gold coin’s the clue, the coin and what’s next to it are why all this is happening. Hell, I know for a fact it’s the reason I took a dive in the alley. It’d be easy turning him around. All I gotta do is focus and flip the plaster wall and scare the bejeezuz outta him, but that’s a big no-no. Make someone think they got a genuine haunting or a big case of the unexplained, and the Umirta knows. I can’t say who put ‘em in charge or why, but they run business like it’s the family business and I’m not willing to ring that doorbell just yet.

I can’t scare David, but there’s always a loophole when it comes to arrangements, and this particular loophole’s called coincidence. I reach for the cracked coffee mug teetering on the edge of a fallen picture. I put some will behind it like I’m pushing a car out of a rut, and the cup spills over and rolls across the floor with a rattle. David jumps and sees the cup rolling to a stop. He relaxes, probably figuring the cup was balanced on something when he was moving debris. Coincidence. So long as he justifies it, I’m in the clear.

David leans over to scoop up the cup, and I mutter, “Look at the damn coin. It’s right there.”

He’s about to stand when he catches the glint of gold.

“Attaboy,” I say.

He picks it up and examines it, flipping it end-over-end with those lanky fingers of his that make me think of spiders doing ballet. He notices that other thing next, the strap of the small dusty money purse I’d hid in the vent. It’s split open, bleeding a couple of coins, but it’s the embroidery he notices: AdlC. It’s in that moment that I hope to whatever God’s running this dog-and-pony show that he starts to put two-and-two together.




Staying in a car is easy if you put a mind to sticking to your seat, but for a minute, it feels normal, and I need a shot of normal right about now. Dave’s driving, W7JJ belting out Big Band medleys in a rolling rumble, and I’m just talking to think things out. 

“Just like old times,” I say.

David reaches over and turns down the radio before a bewildered look saddles his mug. I know he’s thinking, “Why’d I do that?” and I laugh. He did that whenever we worked a case and I started yammering. He hesitates, one hand hovering over the knob.

“I gotta say, buddy, this whole deal stinks,” I say, and lo and behold, he leaves the radio low and goes back to driving. His grip’s tight on the stitched leather, and I know he’s thinking too. We didn’t talk much then, either. So it really is just like old times.

David pulls up Woodlawn Avenue. The brownstones fall back, leaving oak trees in autumn gold and manicured lawns to creep in. After a minute, it’s like the city never existed; this is where Columbian’s rich folks live, the forefather architects of the city that sprung up from the roots of the World Fair. They’ve got their mansions scattered in the heart of this great park, hidden from each other by trees and manufactured d-cup hills and a rolling mist that bleeds off the ground. Spooks don’t like it here and I’m treading dangerous waters. This is Columbian’s downtown, and more business gets done here than the neighboring Chicago Loop. 

The car cleaves the mists, but David can’t see what I’m looking at, the way the fog grabs at the windows like it’s looking for traction. It wants me, and I’m damned if I ever had to hoof it through Woodlawn Park. Ghosts have tried and those that survived have had their mouths sewn shut. I’m in Umirta territory, I can feel it. 

Woodlawn curves around the park like a snake. The road splits with quaint signs pointing to old money whose family names are one part history and two parts infamy. David angles for a road of crushed gravel marked: “de la Croix.” A tall gate made from wrought iron appears from outta the fog. 




Augustus de la Croix is everything you’d expect from the silk lining his pockets. His haircut costs more than most suits I used to own, his suits more than any car I paid for, and any one of his cars would set me back ten-years rent. He’s younger than I figured, in his late twenties, with blond hair and a London herringbone suit that looks like someone stitched it on him. He shakes David’s hand with a polite but firm grip while the old butler stands by the door like a statue.

The entrance hall is big with a grand marble staircase, domed ceiling, and enough alabaster and columns to make the Pope jealous, but something about this place fills my stomach with worms. It’s plain obvious that Augustus doesn’t intend to keep David long and I’m feeling like we should be twelve shades of gone. 

“This yours?” David asks, fishing out the money purse embroidered with Augustus de la Croix’s initials. He’s blunt that way, never realizing he’s pissing off people.

“Better late than never,” Augustus says, all friendly. He examines the purse and pours out a couple of gold coins. “Although it’s much lighter than I recall.”

“You fired me, remember? After my partner got killed.”

“Yes, unfortunate business, that. Do the Police have any leads?” He asks the question in a way that makes me want to wipe the smug off his face with my elbow.

“Not yet,” David says, “but maybe I’ll give Columbian’s finest a new lead.” He shows Augustus a gold coin that he’d kept palmed. I know that most men aren’t worth the pennies it took to put them in diapers, but Augustus’s smile goes feral faster than any back-alley Dillinger. David doesn’t see or feel it, but the room goes cold and shadows creep into the corners. This isn’t a good place, and the worms in my stomach are trying to get out. 

“That would be my property,” Augustus says, holding out his hand.

“This would be property of the American Government,” David says. “President Roosevelt recalled them. In fact,” he says eyeing the coin, “I don’t think these 33’s ever made it into public circulation.”

The walls shift, and something mean is coming outta them on all sides; four Umirta goons and three chained hounds that are snapping and angry at being pulled through the wall. Now, I’m not caught up on my algebra, but I’m pretty sure seven bad guys and five bullets don’t divide up in my favor. Maybe they don’t know math neither, so I pull my piece and point it at the goons, the mutts, at Augustus. One of the Umirta pulls out a Mauser 1910 pistol in response, and the hounds slip an inch off their leash. It’s a damn standoff, and I’m outgunned. 

“Exemptions were made for collectors,” Augustus is saying. “And I’m a well-connected man.” He glances at me. “Very well connected.”

“You can see me,” I say in surprise.

“You should leave,” Augustus says. The butler moves forward on cue, but David doesn’t budge.

“Leave you dumb schmuck,” I mutter.

“My partner died trying to track down your stolen coins,” he shows the gold coin again. “Now my office gets torched and these things turn up. Why am I thinking the two things are connected?”

He’s actually waiting for an answer, I realize. He won’t let this go, but I’ve got the answers I need. David doesn’t see the whole picture; he isn’t standing where I’m standing. 

“Mr. David Prescott,” Augustus says. “Why do I get the impression you’re about to become more trouble than you’re worth?”

“Leave him be,” I say, cocking the hammer of my snubby at Augustus’s head. “I can turn the bullets real enough.” It’s not an easy trick, but it was one of the first I learned.

“And why do I get the feeling you killed my partner,” David says.

“Shut up you Goddamn mook,” I say. “Augustus, you kill him, you’ll never get your coins back.” 

Augustus considers this before he says, “Greed killed your partner, Mr. Prescott.”

“Maybe he was greedy,” David says, and I can feel the knife rooting around in my guts, “but he didn’t deserve a .22 to the head.”

“Mr. Prescott, if he’d involved you, it might have been a pair of corpses in that alley.”

The goons are waiting, barely holding back the mutts on their chains. The Mauser’s got a steady eye on me, and I can tell David’s starting to feel something’s wrong. He always had a good gut, better than mine. 

One of the hounds lashes forward; no telling who it’s after, and I let him have it with a shot to the head. The mutt drops, its skull half mist. My gun is back on the goon with the Mauser, but the other hounds want my balls.

“I’ll be holding on to this,” David says, flipping and catching the coin. “For damages.” He turns and walks out, leaving me surrounded by goons, hounds, and hostile looks. 

I’m backing out, covering David’s ass, when Augustus starts yapping at me. 

“I never should have hired you.” He walks over to the liquor cart and pours himself a brandy. He motions a shot glass to me and smirks. “No, I suppose you drink something else these days, don’t you.”

“The case stank the minute your man walked through the door,” I say. “But David said we needed the money.”

“So you helped yourself?”

“No,” I say. “I’m not that greedy. I found your second story man in a basement occult shop, trying to sell them. That’s when I found the coins were fakes. Not the gold, but the mint. So I was just wondering what a big to-do like you wanted with a bunch of fake coins when someone introduced me to the wrong end of a bullet.”

“Those final thoughts can be pesky, like an echo that you can’t stop hearing? Tell me where you hid our gold and all is forgiven.” 

‘Our’ he says, but I’ll leave that for later, if there is one for me. “How about I hold on to them as insurance for David and me?”

“You’re overestimating your value.”

“All I know is that when I died, I could touch the coins. They got no echo. So I gotta wonder if the gold’s special or if they’re hiding something inside them?”

“You’ve touched them? For a dead man, you certainly don’t learn your lessons,” Augustus says. He’s got an edge to his voice, the kind that separates killers from murderers. He’s not stopping me either. We don’t have a deal as much as we got a temporary arrangement.

I move to the door, the hounds snapping at the end of their leashes. Nobody’s gonna stop me from following David, but I can’t let this go. The problem with killers is that the arrangements are always temporary. Temporary is just a word for, ‘not in my favor right now.’ And didn’t this joker kill me once already? Fool me once….

So what the hell. I probably would’ve wasted the last four bullets anyways and having that third strike hanging over my head was gonna get on my nerves as sure as bible study at Sunday school. I fire at the goon holding the Mauser, winging him in the shoulder and spinning him around. I swing on Augustus, and put some push behind this bullet just as I pull the trigger, desperate times and all.

Augustus’ head takes a punch and I redecorate the soft yellow of the wall with blood and brain just as his goons let go of their mutts. Augustus hits the ground as I’m taking a fourth shot at one of the hounds. The Umirta goons dive for the floor, and I take my cue to exit through the curtained window with the last hound at my heels. There’s more resistance than I figured there’d be, but I’m through as David starts to pull away. I beat my heels to catch him before that mist catches me. 




The Slab is noisy today, filled with live and dead slobs alike, taking up stool space, moving through one another. The ghosts are quiet, listening to the living drink before the breathers head out to dance or to the pictures. 

Me? I just sit at my stool, tuning out the living until I barely see them, turning this over and over again in my head. So what do I know about all this?

I know Augustus de la Croix was tied up with the Umirta, but he wasn’t running the show, not all of it. He said ‘our gold.’ Men like him don’t use polite words like ‘ours.’ They don’t share unless there’s bigger fish out there to worry about. All I know is that I found another rung in the ladder, but I’m damned if I’m supposed to be climbing up or down right now.

I know they want their gold coins back and that nobody’s come after me yet. Maybe the gold’s the only thing keeping me from being husked. Why or how they’re on both sides of the veil is the big question. 

I also heard they found Sugar all beaten up. I warned him that gold coin was trouble.

And I know that I’m way past third strike right now, but Augustus had it right. When you die, your last thought is left rattling around in your skull, and what I want to know is, what exactly got me killed? 
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In Vino Veritas

Tim Waggoner and Michael West

“Something about this doesn’t feel right, Eliot.”

I looked over at Bill Gardner. He was Native American – what we called Indian back then. He was oldest of us, in his fifties, but he was still in fine shape for his age. A good man to have at your side when things got rough, which they did all too often.

“It’s not like you to spook, Bill.”

We sat in a black sedan parked on the street in one of the less reputable suburbs of Chicago. It had snowed last night, just a dusting, but the white stuff did nothing to class the place up. This area was lousy with gambling joints and whorehouses – and speakeasies, of course. That’s why we’d come here: to raid a speakeasy. But we weren’t here to bust down the door of some run-of-the-mill Juice Joint. We’d gotten word that this place was special. Very special.  

Bill sat behind the wheel of the sedan, I sat in the passenger seat, and Lyle and Paul sat in the back. We were waiting for the others to arrive. They were late, but not too late.

“I’m not spooked,” Bill said.

Even though the engine was off, he kept his hands on the wheel. He stared through the windshield at the supposedly abandoned warehouse at the end of the block. The warehouse – or rather, what was inside it – was our target.

“A place like that is sure to be well protected,” Bill said. “It’s going to have steel doors for certain. So why didn’t we bring The Truck?”

Capone was a smart sonofabitch. His speakeasies had reinforced steel doors as well as escape hatches for his customers. The lowlifes inside had plenty of time to get the hell out and scatter while agents tried to batter the steel door down with slegehammers. At least, that’s the way it had been until I decided to fight steel with steel. The Truck had an arrow-shaped battering ram attached to the front, and once we started using it, the doors to Capone’s speakeasies began falling like dominoes. No more hammers for us. But today we didn’t have The Truck, and it was obviously making Bill nervous.

“We don’t need it,” I said. “In fact, if we tried to use it for this job, I guarantee you that not only wouldn’t it work, it might get us all killed.”

“What do you mean?” Lyle said. “Capone started booby-trapping the entrances to his joints? What’s he using? Dynamite?”

Lyle Chapman was, among other things, a tactician, and I could practically hear the wheels whirring in his head as he thought.

“No booby traps, and no dynamite,” I said. “What’s inside that place –” I nodded toward the warehouse – “is way worse than simple explosives.”

“Do us a favor, Eliot, and stop beating around the bush. Just tell us what’s going on.”

Paul Robsky was a short guy, average-looking, not one to stand out, but he was an expert at wire-tapping, and as good as he was at the mechanics of it, he was even better at the art of it. He knew how to listen – I mean, really listen. He could hear what people said, but more importantly, he heard what they didn’t say. This skill was the main reason I’d brought him along today.

“Sorry, boys. I’m not trying to be a pill. But to be honest, I’ve heard some pretty wild stories about this particular speakeasy, and I’m not sure I believe them myself. If I filled you in on all the details, you wouldn’t believe me. But I can tell you this much: if even half of what I’ve heard is true, this isn’t going to be like any raid we’ve ever conducted before. So whatever happens, stay on your toes and take your cues from me. All right?”

Their scowls and mutters told me it damn well wasn’t all right, but they weren’t going to make an issue of it. I’d done right by them before, and they were going to stick with me. I just hoped this raid wasn’t going to end up being our last.

A sedan came rolling down the street and parked directly behind us. The rest of the boys had arrived, and it was time to go to work.

“Okay,” I said as I reached for the door and stepped out into the snow, “let’s do some good.”

The wind off the lake was frigid as ever, and I saw bits of ice sparkle in the faint light of the streetlamp on the corner. I opened my overcoat and slipped my revolver out from its shoulder holster, checking it yet again, drawing both comfort and courage from its familiar weight in my hand. If things went sour, I knew I could count on it, just as I knew I could count on my men.

Bill noted the lack of mobsters on guard as we approached the door to the warehouse. “Where’s all the pearl gray hats?”

“Yeah,” Lyle agreed. “What gives, Eliot? No pearl hats, no heaters…You sure the kid’s not sending us on some wild goose chase?” 

“The kid” was my nickname for Georgie Thomas, my best informant. He was on the fringes of Capone’s organization, and eager to help in any way he could. In fact, I think he considered himself an honorary G-man, but I knew he was working both sides, so I took everything he said with a grain of salt. 

“The kid’s not the only one with a story about this place,” I told them, and it was the God’s honest truth. “Word on the street is they brew some kind of special hooch in here.”

Special, I thought. That’s a good name for it all right. People go out looking for a good time, legal or not, and instead they wind up patients in Cook County Insane Asylum, clawing their own eyes out and licking the walls of a padded cell. 

But not everyone. 

That was the really weird part about it. Some people drank the stuff, whatever it was, and they came away happier than they’d ever been in their whole lives. The kid’s own wife, a burlesque queen who went by the name of Le Flame, even said she’d felt closer to God than she ever had in church. They liked the stuff, and what’s worse, they wanted more.

Other people…Capone’s people…they took one sip of the stuff and just went nuts. I heard one pearl hat, Eddie Aiello, ran screaming from this place like he was on fire, kept yelling that his skin was melting from his bones. He ran right out in front of an oncoming train, and after it smashed into him and dragged him the length of Wrigley Field, he finally stopped screaming. 

“Just…” I took a deep breath, tried to calm myself, then I glanced back over my shoulder at the boys. “Keep your eyes and ears open.”

They looked at one another. Billy’s eyebrows rose, then he shrugged and said, “Sure thing, Eliot.”

Paul stared at me for a moment, and I knew then that, despite my best efforts to hide it, he heard the nervousness in my voice. If he was concerned, however, he didn’t let on. He just motioned toward the warehouse entrance. “Lead the way, boss.”

I walked up to the door. It seemed unremarkable. I took a deep breath and knocked.

A panel slid aside, revealing a tiny window set into the wood. An eye suddenly filled the entire opening — huge, bulging — I figured the window had to be some kind of magnifying glass. And then we heard the voice; it was deep, guttural, almost like a growl, “Password?”

I swallowed hard and said the word that had been given to me, a word repeated again and again by the men who kept head-butting the walls at Cook County: “Olympia.” 

The eye disappeared, and the panel slid closed again. We stood there in the dark, in the cold. I began to wonder if the password had changed, or worse, if I’d been recognized, and then I heard the loud sound of metal locks being turned within. 

Bright light outlined the entrance. As the door swung inward, I got a good look at the doorman. When the kid told me this guy only had one eye, I was picturing someone wearing a black eyepatch, like a pirate. No. This man, this…thing had a single eye set right in the middle of its skull, a huge orb that now scanned each of our shocked faces.

I was beginning to understand why the kid had warned me not to use the Truck. The place is protected by a hell of lot more than steel doors, he’d said. Only way you’ll get in – and more importantly, get back out – is by using your melon.

The doorman had long greasy black hair and a thick beard with bits of food stuck in it. He wore a tunic belted at the waist by a length of rope, and sandals with criss-crossing leather straps that went up to his knees. He was covered with body hair so thick, it almost qualified as fur, and his tunic was splotched with dark stains that I hoped had been caused by spilled wine. The Cyclops – because really, what else could he be? – stepped aside so we could enter, but now that we had permission to cross the threshold, I hesitated. A smell rolled over us, and it wasn’t the usual speakeasy stink of alcohol, body odor, and stale cigarette and cigar smoke. The joint smelled of exotic spices and zoo animals, the odor so strong that it hit you like a slap in the face. I didn’t hesitate because the smell was offensive. Quite the opposite: it was attractive, compelling, even. It called to something deep inside me, a part so ancient that it predated the concept of human. I didn’t just want to go in; I wanted to run, and I could sense that the men behind me felt the same. But we weren’t called the Untouchables for nothing. I took a deep breath, let it out, and then stepped inside. The others followed.

Most speakeasies weren’t much to look at. People went to them to soak in alcohol, not atmosphere. But the interior of this joint looked like the inside of a museum. The floor was made of marble, and columns lined the walls at regular intervals, or at least where walls should’ve been. Between the columns was empty space, and beyond them rolling green fields beneath an achingly blue sky. A gentle breeze blew from across those fields, a warm spring breeze. The columns supported a domed ceiling upon which was painted a scene of naked men and women engaged in revelry – dancing, laughing, singing, and screwing – all of them holding goblets filled with dark red wine. Some guzzled it, some poured it on each other, and some flung the contents into the air. They shared similar expressions of sheer ecstasy, and I wondered what it would be like to feel that way, even if only for a moment.

The chairs and tables looked more normal than the rest of the place, but they had been fashioned from expensive mahogany and polished to a high shine. The bar was made of the same material, with a gleaming brass rail and a long curving mirror mounted between the columns behind it. The mirror’s frame looked like it was made of gold and encrusted with glittering jewels. It had to be fake, I told myself. Hell, this entire set-up had to be nothing more than an elaborate gag. But if that was true, then why did it feel so goddamned real?

The doorman wasn’t the only bizarre-looking creature in the place. While there were plenty of human men and women in the joint, sitting at tables drinking and laughing, other . . . things were in attendance as well. A short skinny guy with curly brown hair, a scraggly goatee, pointed ears, and honest-to-God horns walked by on hairy goat legs, hooves clip-clopping on the marble floor. He carried a glass of wine, and as he took a sip, he gave me a wink, as if we shared some private joke. 

The bartender was a muscular man with long, glossy black hair and a full beard. His features had a roughness to them, but he wasn’t unhandsome. What he was, however, was a centaur. It took a lot of space behind the bar to accommodate the equine part of his body, and his horse tail swished back and forth as we entered. That, combined with the scowl on his face, was a clear sign that he wasn’t happy to see us.

There were other creatures from myth in the place. A hodge-podge monster that was part lion, goat, and dragon lay on the floor, lapping wine from a crystal bowl, and a harpy crouched on top of a table, mottled jugs swaying as she took a sip of wine from an upside-down human skull and then began to preen her filthy, matted feathers. 

But as strange as all of this was, there was something even more bizarre about the place. In the middle of the room was a table larger than the rest, around it a trio of luxurious high-backed leather chairs, two of which were occupied. One by a young man wearing a tux, and the other by the evil cocksucker himself.

Capone grinned, stood up, and spread his arms wide, as if delighted to see us.

“Glad you and your boys could make it, Ness!”

Billy, Paul and the others immediately reached for their revolvers. Every eye in the place, both human and monstrosity, suddenly focused on us. Giddy laughter turned to gasps. That harpy stopped preening her feathers and hissed. Capone…Well, Capone was all smiles. In fact, that scar on his cheek made it look as if his grin went all the way up to his ear.

I held up my hands. “Now wait a minute, boys, there’s no reason for things to get ugly.”

“Look around, Eliot,” Billy quipped. “This joint’s got no shortage of ugly already.” 

“Just put the bean shooter away,” I said, and then I turned on the rest of the boys. “That goes for all of you.”

They were slow to lower their pistols, and I could practically see the gears turning in their heads, each of them trying to figure out what plan I had up my sleeve to get Capone, and more importantly, to get out of this crazy place in one piece. As I looked back at the table, I was trying desperately to come up with one. 

The person sitting next to Capone was young, although I couldn’t pin down his exact age. Late teens, maybe early twenties. He was male, I was fairly sure of that, but he was clean-shaven and had delicate, almost feminine features. His hair was jet-black and curly, and his eyes were a dark purplish color, although I figured that had to be a trick of the light. I mean, who has purple eyes? Then again, who has goat legs or half a horse’s body? Compared to that, purple eyes didn’t seem so strange.

He wore an expensive-looking, well-tailored tux that fit his lean body like a glove. In one hand he held a glass of red wine, while in the other he held a wooden rod covered in some kind of ivy. The rod should’ve looked ridiculous, but the youth held it in an almost regal way, as if it were some sort of scepter. I had a hard time keeping my gaze focused on the damn thing. Looking at it for too long made my eyes hurt. It was like staring into the sun.

“Please, Mr. Ness,” the young man began, and those odd eyes of his locked with my own. He motioned to the empty chair. “Do have a seat. I must admit, I’ve been quite anxious to meet you. I’ve heard so many fascinating tales.”

His voice was a soft, mellow tenor, single-malt scotch mixed with freshly harvested honey. His words were warm in the ear, and hearing them felt like a shot of fine bourbon going down – smooth and warm, stimulating and relaxing at the same time, but with a bite to it as well. Like life, I thought, not entirely sure what I meant by that.

His movements were languid, almost sleepy, but his eyes were alive with keen intelligence, amusement, and something darker which I couldn’t name.

I glanced back over my shoulder at the boys once more. They’d managed to put their pieces away, but their hands still lingered in their coats like a bunch of damn Napoleons. The kid’s words were in my head again: Use your melon... Only way you’ll get in – and more importantly, get back out… I nodded and made steps toward the vacant seat.

“Sure, what could it hurt?” 

“Indeed,” the youth said, his pale hand tightening around that ivy-covered scepter.

A trio of women stood behind him. They were dressed as flappers in short skirts and with bobbed hair, but the style didn’t suit them. They were lean and muscular, and their faces exuded a cruel, almost malevolent beauty. Their features were sharp, their gazes feral. Their lips reminded me of freshly spilled blood. 

I took my seat with deliberate slowness. Capone, the smug son of a bitch, adjusted his necktie, then did the same. All around us, the joint’s clientele gradually lost interest, and the debauchery resumed.   

“Now this is my kind o’ place,” Capone said with a grin. He took a swig of whiskey from the glass in front of him, then added, “I could become a regular.”

The effeminate youth gave a regal nod in reply. 

“From all I’ve heard about this place, I thought it would be, you know, more exclusive.” I glanced over at Capone. “Turns out you’ll let just about anyone in.”

“Better watch your lip, treasury man,” Capone said, still smiling, and then he nodded at his new friend. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with here.”

The bastard had a point. Sure, I knew Capone had been the one to set this up. He’d fed the kid information, knowing it would find its way to my ear and draw us here. The kid was a two-way street, and I’d used him to give Capone false information more than a few times myself. But Al wasn’t the one runnin’ this show. It was Mr. Purple Peepers.

So, I asked him, “You got a name, friend?” 

“I have several,” he said, “but I prefer Dionysus.”

He lifted his hand and snapped long, delicate fingers. One of the fanged women behind him — I had no idea what they were at the time, but I later learned they called ’em maenads — produced an ornate vessel. It was covered with ivy, like the guy’s staff, and a crude drawing of a bull adorned its side. 

“Allow me to offer you something to drink, Mr. Ness.”

“I’ll pass, thanks.”

Capone laughed. “Against your religion?”

My eyes narrowed. “Against the law.”

“The law.” Dionysus shook his head, his smooth, effeminate features furrowing. “You gentlemen must realize this Prohibition of yours cannot hold. You, Mr. Ness, seek to deny mortals their passions, and you, Mr. Capone, seek to control who gets to embrace them, and under what terms. But nature cannot be legislated. It cannot be contained.  And a flame, once lit, can never truly be snuffed. Zeus learned that lesson eons ago. That’s why he never wanted your kind to have fire in the first place.

“How much fine liquor have you wasted over the years, Mr. Ness? — Just poured out into the ground for Hades to enjoy?”

I shrugged and nodded at Capone. “Why don’t you ask him? I’m sure he’s been keeping score.” 

The son of a bitch scowled at me. “You’re Goddamn right I have been. You and your boys have cost me a fuckin’ fortune.”

“Thanks,” Lyle chimed in from behind me. “We do our best.” 

Capone leaned back. “Just not good enough to put me out of business.”

“Not yet,” I agreed, “but evidently good enough to scare you.”

Capone laughed. “Me, afraid of you?” 

“Why else would you set up this little party?”

“Treasury man, you’re nothin’ but a badge and a whole lot o’ talk.”

“If that were true,” Dionysus pointed out, “you wouldn’t have any issues paying your tributes, and you wouldn’t need me to help you — How did you put it? — ‘rub him out.’”

Capone got to his feet. “Listen, Nancy-boy, you’re the one who wanted to meet Ness.” He waved his hand at me. “Well, here he is. I brought him to you on a silver platter. Dig in! As for me and my crew, we’re back to business as —”

“Sit down,” Dionysus commanded. His voice was a good two to three octaves lower than it had been, almost like a growl, and he slapped his staff down on the table for emphasis.

Capone’s fat face went slack, and he immediately took his seat — a puppy threatened by a rolled-up paper. I have to say, it made me smile to see it, but any little joy I had didn’t last, because I knew that if a man like Capone was that scared of something, then it couldn’t be good for any of us.

“I said that you could return to your pitiful little affairs only after the three of us had shared a drink.” Dionysus reached over and took the decanter from the hands of his follower. “I’m sure you gentlemen have heard that I brew something quite special here.”

“I have,” I told him. “I’ve also seen what it does to people.”

Some people, I reminded myself, not everyone.

“I call it Ambrosia,” he said as he set the container down on the table between us, “the nectar of the gods.”

“Is that what you gave my guys?” Capone asked. “Some kind o’ weird moonshine?”

“Wine,” Dionysus corrected, “The purest wine.”

Another of the maenads brought over a tray of glasses — three, to be exact. She set them down in front of her master, and he uncorked the decanter, filling each one in turn. 

“En oinōi alētheia,” Dionysus said as he poured, and his grin was more than a little seductive. “That’s a very old Greek saying. Perhaps you gentlemen know it better in its Latin form? — In vino veritas. Either way, it simply means, ‘In wine, there is truth.’” He looked me in the eye again. “The ultimate truth, Mr. Ness. You can put on a mask of righteousness —” And then he glanced over at Capone. “— give the impression of civility and sophistication, pretend to be something in public that behind closed doors you are not, but wine…” He finished pouring, then held one of the glasses up to the light. For a moment, the vintage actually seemed to glow, an inner radiance that was as beautiful as it was enticing. “…wine dissolves all those airs, drowns away all pretense, and what you are left with, my friends, is the reality of who you truly are.”

He slid one of the glasses across the table to me.

“So, Mr. Ness…are you ready to meet the real you?”

I glanced down into the Ambrosia, my own face reflected as if in a pool of blood. It was the face of a good man, an honest man — a man who had sworn to do what was right. And yet, it was also the face of a man who’d lied to get what he needed, a man who’d killed. 

“Don’t do it, Eliot,” Billy said. 

“Yeah,” Lyle agreed. “You don’t know what’s in that shit.”  

Capone’s men all went mad. But I wasn’t like them. 

I pushed the glass away. “Like I said before, I’ll pass.”

Dionysus frowned and those purple eyes of his seemed to darken. “I’m afraid I must insist.”

And then, he brought in the muscle. I heard a loud snort and turned to see huge figures towering over the boys behind me — giant, beefy men with the horned heads of bulls. Minotaurs. Their wet noses glistened and there was hot anger in their huge, brown eyes. 

“They say your men are ‘untouchable,’” Dionysus said. “That might be so in the mortal world, but here, in this place, I can assure you that it is not the case.” 

I glanced back down into the glass.

“Why?” I asked.

“Why? You’ve made liquor illegal, declared war against it, against me. The last person to do that was King Pentheus of Thebes. I made him drink too, made him take a good, long look at himself. He went quite mad. I certainly hope you fair better.” 

“If I drink this,” I said, “no matter what happens to me, you’ll let my boys walk out of here?”

Dionysus nodded.

“Stupid prick,” Capone chuckled. “That giggle juice is poison. You’re gonna drop dead, Ness, or worse, wind up with bats in your belfry.”

“You’d better hope not,” I told him, staring at the remaining glass in front of Dionysus. “I’m pretty sure you’re next.”

I half-turned in my seat to look at my men. “So, what do you think?”

Lyle frowned as he thought. “We’re all seeing the same things, so either we all went mad at the same time, or this is real. And if it is, then the only way to play this – maybe the only way for all of us to get out of this booby hatch alive – is for you to take that drink.”

“Feels real,” Bill said. “My ancestors believed there are many types of spirits in the world. Why shouldn’t there be one in Chicago? But I’d think twice about taking that drink. Spirits have their own agendas, and they only tell the truth when it suits them.”

“Dio-whatsis is hard to read,” Paul said. “It’s like his voice isn’t really there, like I only think I hear it, if that makes any sense. Capone is easy, though. He believes all of this, and he’s positive he’s got you by the short and curlies.”

No real help there, but I nodded to show I appreciated their advice anyway, and then I turned back around to face Dionysus and Capone. The choice was mine, and there was nothing to help me decide which way to jump. In the end, I think it came down to Capone and the smug smile on that sonofabitch’s face. He thought he had me. Maybe I’d chicken out and refuse to take the drink, in which case he’d know I was yellow deep down, or maybe the booze would destroy my mind, and he’d be rid of me forever. Either way, he’d win. That’s what he believed, anyway, which meant there was only one way I could beat him.

I locked gazes with Capone and smiled.

“Screw you, Al.”

I took a deep breath, and then I drank.

You’re going to think I did go nuts when I tell you this next part, but I didn’t taste anything. I didn’t feel any liquid touch my tongue or run down my throat as I swallowed. Instead, I smelled something: baking bread. My father was in the bakery business, and I used to help him out at work when I was young. I’d always associated that smell with him, with home, with being part of a family, but most of all, with being loved. I learned responsibility in that bakery, along with respect, for myself as well as others. I learned the value of hard work there, and I also learned that something simple, like a fresh-baked cookie or a slice of cake, can help soften the rough edges of life, can bring people together and help them forget their troubles, if only for a short time. I understood then that alcohol wasn’t any different when used right, and that was Dionysus’ true gift to the world. 

The full effect of the wine didn’t last long, maybe a few seconds, but even after it faded, it was still there, just on the edge of perception. And I’ll let you in on a little secret. To this day, I can still bring that smell back full force whenever I want, still feel that same feelings inside. All I have to do is close my eyes and remember taking that drink.

My hand shook a little as I set my glass down, but when I spoke my voice was steady.

“Thank you,” I said to Dionysus, and the god smiled and gave me a regal nod in return.

Capone leaned forward and squinted his eyes, waiting for me to exhibit the first signs of insanity. I just smiled at him, and after a minute he sat back in his chair with a sour look on his face and a muttered, “Fuck.”

Dionysus slid the remaining glass over to Capone.

“Your turn.”

Capone looked at the glass as if it held hydrochloric acid.

“Hell, no! I ain’t touchin’ that damn stuff!”

“The choice is of course yours,” Dionysus said. “But if you don’t drink, I’m afraid I’ll have to give you over to the less-than-tender mercies of my lovely companions.”

The maenads moved behind Capone’s chair and reached out with red nails that had lengthened into vicious claws. They bared teeth that were longer and sharper than they had been a moment ago, and as Capone tried to stand, they grabbed hold of him and shoved him back down. They held him there, and even though they were slender gals, no matter how hard Capone struggled, he couldn’t break free of their grip.

“They like to tear things into very small pieces,” Dionysus said. “It makes a terrible mess, but what can I do? I can’t say no to the dear things.”

Capone had looked scared before, but now he looked downright terrified. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he pissed himself right there and then, and even though part of me felt a measure of satisfaction at seeing him humbled, another part of me – a bigger part – thought that no man deserved this.

“Does he really have to –”

Dionysus shot me a look, and I saw something in his eyes, a fierce coldness that wasn’t even remotely human, and I shut my goddamned trap.

Capone looked at me then, his eyes pleading with me to do something, anything, but then his ego kicked into gear, and he realized he was asking his most hated enemy for help. The fear left his face and was replaced by an arrogant sneer.

“Fine. Sure. Why the hell not? I ain’t got anything to be afraid of, right?”

Dionysus didn’t say anything, but the maenads withdrew their crimson-clawed hands, and Capone leaned forward, took hold of the glass, and raised it to his lips. He took only the merest sip, and then he put the glass back down on the table. He sat still for a several moments, and I watched beads of sweat form on his forehead. Then, slowly, he smiled.

“See? Nothin’ to it. I knew –” He broke off then, his eyes widening. At first I thought he was staring at me, but then I realized he was staring past me. Not at my men, but at something that wasn’t there. Or maybe it was there, and the rest of us just couldn’t see it.

“Clark?” Capone said. “Is that you? It can’t be. You got yours on Valentine’s Day!” He broke off, and his lower lip started to tremble. “Stop looking at me like that.”

He tried to turn away, but one of the maenads grabbed hold of his chin and forced him to keep looking.

Clark had to be James Clark, who Capone killed in the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre. Was the man’s spirit really there, staring at the bastard who’d gunned him down? Or was Capone seeing a ghost conjured by whatever atrophied remnant of human conscience he possessed? In the end, I suppose it didn’t matter.

Capone tore free from the maenad’s grip and rose from his chair. He tried to play it cool, but he got up a little too fast and lines of sweat ran down his face. He cleared his throat too loudly and adjusted his tie.

“That hootch didn’t do nothing to me.” He looked at Dionysus and his upper lip curled into a sneer. “Tasted like shit, too.”

Dionysus merely smiled.

Capone turned to me then and fixed me with a steely glare.

“See you around, Treasury Man.”

“Yes, you will.”

I held his gaze for a long moment, and then he turned and started toward the exit, moving at a quick pace, as if he really wanted to run but didn’t want anyone to know it. He looked back over his shoulder once. Not at me or Dionysus, though. He quickly turned back. The cyclops opened the door for him, and he rushed through without giving the one-eyed monster so much as a glance. It was over. Almost.

I looked at Dionysus.

“I don’t see any reason to shut this place down. Not that I could,” I quickly added. “Besides, I think it’s a little outside my jurisdiction.”

Dionysus looked at me for several moments, his gaze unreadable. But in the end, he smiled. “Go in peace, Eliot. You and your men.”

I nodded then stood. Paul, Lyle, Bill, and the rest of the guys looked relieved, and I didn’t blame them in the slightest. We all turned then and started toward the exit. The Cyclops was still holding the door, and he grinned as we filed past. He gave me a fast one-eyed blink that I think was his version of wink, and I winked back. A thought occurred to me then, and just before I stepped back into what we mere mortals think of as the real world, I turned and called out to Dionysus.

“You know, I think Capone left without paying his tab.”

Dionsyus’ face was as impassive as that of a cold marble statue. 

“Oh, we’ll settle up later.”

Capone was found guilty of tax evasion shortly after that. He spent years in solitary confinement, drowning in his own madness. From what I hear, he died still begging ol’ Jimmy Clark for forgiveness. 

And Dionysus? On the day the Volstead Act was repealed, ol’ purple peepers sent me a package, an ivy-covered decanter of Ambrosia. Somewhere, maybe in a bar in some five-star resort hotel or maybe in a run-down roach-infested dive, I imagine he’s sitting at a table, full glass in hand, laughing.
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Best Served Cold

Seanan McGuire

The temperature dropped six degrees when she walked into the office, going from balmy evening to the first breath of winter in the time it took for one silk-wrapped leg to step across my threshold. The rest of her followed, as implacable as frost slithering across a windowpane, and just as deadly. I had raised my head when the temperature fell, and I followed the span of her leg up to her velvet mini-dress—as red as blood—and the silken waterfall of her hair—as black as coal. There was color in her cheeks, but it looked like it had been painted on. Expensive and artificial is still fake, and if that woman had any melanin in her, I’d eat my secretary.

Her lips were as bloody red as the apple I was sure she’d never eaten. I raised an eyebrow. “Your Majesty.”

“I see I’ve come to the right place.” There was a hint of a Maritime lilt in her voice, something that spoke of the high, wild country where the frost never quite melted away. Newfoundland, most likely, blurred and obscured by some very expensive diction instructors, but never quite eliminated. Roots are like that. You can bury them, but they’ll always betray you. “Detective Silva, I presume?”

“My name’s on the door,” I said, still not rising from my desk. She hadn’t come any farther than the doorway, maybe because she liked the way it framed her figure—as if she needed any help; that was a woman who could have stood in the street in a nun’s habit and still had people convinced that they’d just seen the second coming of Helen of Troy—but maybe because she couldn’t. Not without my permission. It was always hard to say with the liminals. “Can we just confirm that I’m talking to the current Winter Queen? I don’t want to misspeak and bring about a freeze.”

Her bloody lips curved upward in a smile. “Confirmed,” she said. “My name is Clodagh Holly, and I am the Queen of the Winter. I was referred to you by an acquaintance who assured me that you worked quickly, affordably, and best of all, discreetly. Discretion is of the deepest importance to me, for reasons that I’m sure you can understand.”

“Isn’t ‘Holly’ the name you folks traditionally take after coronation?” I leaned back in my chair, giving her my best unimpressed look. I knew full well that the common surnames of Kings and Queens of the big two were “Holly” and “Oak,” because those liminal assholes never met a myth they didn’t feel like making themselves a part of. Spring princes tended to go for “Green,” and autumn princesses went for “Wicker.” It was all very predictable. “Who are you really?”

The Queen drew herself up a little straighter, abandoning her efforts to look attractive in favor of looking much more honestly annoyed. “I am really Queen Clodagh Holly, Lady of the Snows, Keeper of the Frost, and you would do well to remember that you are not in control here.”

“Right.” I picked up a nail file my secretary had left on my desk the last time she snuck into the office to use my computer, and began calmly filing the side of my thumbnail. The Queen gaped at me. I nodded toward her. “Door’s behind you. It’s still open, so you shouldn’t have any trouble showing yourself out. I know doorknobs are beneath you, Your Majesty. I wouldn’t dream of forcing you to use one.”

The temperature in the room dropped another five degrees as the Queen’s eyes went wide and round with shock. It was a good expression on her. For the first time since she’d sidled into my office like a winter wonderland in spike heels, she looked like a real person. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said the door’s behind you. Shouldn’t be too hard to understand, even for an embodied personification of a weather pattern, like yourself.” I kept filing my nails. “See, you think I’m not in control here, and that’s all fine, but I think you’re the one who needs to remember a few things. Like the part where the only power you have over me is what I give you—and lady, right now, you’re not encouraging me to give you the time of day.”

Her mouth snapped shut. She looked like she was thinking of saying something, and then, surprise surprise, looked like she thought better of it. She took a step forward, wobbling a little on her impractical shoes, and bowed her head. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I have little interaction outside the Court during my own season. Sometimes I…forget…that not everyone swears their fealty to us.”

I glanced to the small office window. Snow sleeted down outside, no doubt intensified by the nearness of its progenitor. When I looked back to Clodagh she was sagging in place, her alabaster shoulders slumped under their burden of red velvet. “What do you do when it’s not winter?” I asked. “Hang out with the proles down on the street corner?”

She frowned slowly, looking confused. “I die,” she said.

Ah. “Right,” I said. “So what brings you by my little slice of the straight and narrow? I’m not on the market, if you were hoping to recruit me. No desire on this lady’s part to go liminal.”

“But you already are,” said Clodagh, confusion deepening until it seemed like a chasm that stretched between the lady’s lips and mine. She shook it off, some of her previous slink returning to her posture as she said, “I’m not here to recruit you. I have snoops and sneakers a’plenty in my Court, and besides, such active measures are beneath me. I’m here to hire you.”

I raised an eyebrow, looking her slowly up and down—from the toes of her black leather heels to the crown of her black haired head—before I asked, “Hire me for what?”

“It’s a delicate matter. I would prefer that it be handled outside my Court.”

“Hire me for what?” I repeated.

“I’ve heard good things about your work. I understand that you always find what you’re sent to look for, and that you’ve never spilled a client’s secrets.”

I was starting to get annoyed. She might be pretty enough to put the Northern Lights to shame, and she might be genuine liminal royalty, but she was also a damn pain in my tail. “Lady, you’re going to tell me what you want to hire me for right now, or you’re going to back your ass up and get out of my office.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Do you always speak to your prospective clients so rudely?”

“Just the royal ones. I have a problem with authority.” Both true and false, although I didn’t feel like discussing my past with one of the liminals: they always saw blessings as curses and curses as blessings, thanks to their admittedly sideways relationship with the human race. I guess people who walk the earth as living snowstorms don’t really need to think about the importance of playing nicely with the other children.

“So I’ve heard.” She took a deep breath, apparently steadying herself, and said, “It’s my fiancé. He’s missing.”

I frowned. “You’re a Holly,” I said. “You should be married to the Summer King.”

“I wasn’t always a Holly,” she said, reluctantly. “Before the winter chose me, I was a woman. I had a life. I had a fiancé. He came with me, to the Court. Even if we couldn’t be together…like that…anymore, I was allowed to keep him with me, to remind me that all things thaw, in time. He still loves me. He says so every day.”

“But he’ll freeze to death if he touches you,” I said, standing. “Not really the basis for a healthy relationship.”

“Phillip loves me,” Clodagh repeated stubbornly. “He wouldn’t have left voluntarily.”

“Right,” I said. “You’re a Queen. That makes my price five hundred a day, plus expenses, first three days to be paid up front. And when I bring him in, dead or alive, I get a wish. Sound fair?”

“Dead?” The temperature dropped another five degrees. If this kept up, the pipes were going to freeze. “What do you mean, dead?”

“If you’re telling me he didn’t leave voluntarily, then he may have left against his will. I have to cover my bases.” I looked at her calmly. “Did anything else disappear with this Phillip of yours?”

She sniffled, producing a snowy handkerchief from somewhere and using the corner to dab at her bone-dry eyes. “Nothing important. Just Phillip, and some of my jewels.”

Oh, no. “Which jewels?”

“Some earrings, a bracelet, and the Star of Borealis.”

Oh, hell no. “Lady,” I said, “my fee just doubled.”

Clodagh smiled, all traces of false sorrow dropping away. “I somehow thought you’d say that.”




I didn’t know which came first, the Snow Queen or the storm, but either way, I stepped out of my downtown office and into the sort of urban blizzard that makes a girl think about closing up shop and moving to Maui. The only liminals there are tied to volcanoes and tides and the occasional tsunami, and while all those things can be inconvenient, none of them come with a side order of freezing your nose hairs into tiny icicles. I scowled at the sky and pulled up my hood, drawing it tight to protect my ears.

“You wanna cut this out?” I demanded.

If the Snow Queen heard me, she did not in fact want to cut it out. The wind howled louder as I kicked my way through the snow to my car, cozied up to the curb like a lover who never wanted to get out of bed again. Tough titty, as the eponymous cat once said. I slid into the frigid cab and cranked the engine until it howled for mercy, then pulled out and began trundling down the street, cornering with caution. This was liminal weather, but some danies were likely to be out in it as well. If there’s one thing you can’t fault the danie population for, it’s a lack of stubborn. Maybe they’re secretly liminals after all, and that’s their affiliation to the world: they embody the stubbornness of a planet dumb enough to litter itself with all us assholes.

Liminal or danie, most people were smart enough to stay off the streets of Vancouver during a raging snowstorm. Inch by inch, I made my way from the office to the best place I knew for starting a trace on stolen jewelry: Jack’s on the East Side. The beer was always cheap, the wine was always crappy, and if you had something you needed to offload in a hurry, Jack was always and forever your man.

The parking lot was completely free of snow, thanks to a wreath of golden grain hanging off the side of the building. Didn’t make it any less cold when I jammed my car into one of the few available parking spaces and got out, huffing and puffing in the frigid air. Jack’s was hopping, probably in part because of that same snow-free parking lot: the idea of being able to get a drink without wadding through ankle-deep slush was undoubtedly a popular one.

I tossed the wreath a quick salute as I walked under it. There was no telling which of the various harvest kings or summer queens had blessed the thing, and when I can’t be safe, I prefer not to be sorry.

The main room at Jack’s was suspiciously empty, considering the state of the parking lot. Regulars were scattered around the tables and stools; Cindy was on the stage, making love to the microphone, while her silent partner in crime sat at the piano, running her fingers across the ivories like the fog rolling in across the harbor. Jack’s been refusing to get a juke for as long as I’ve known him. Says live music gives the place an air of class. I don’t think anything could give his joint an air of class, except for maybe a wrecking ball, but Cindy and her accompanist seemed happy whenever I saw them, so maybe he was just trying to do a favor for a friend. He could be a decent man when he wanted to be. It was just a pity that the urge struck him with such surpassing rarity.

Jack himself was behind the bar, drying glasses and watching the door with a studiously casual air. I stomped my way through the maze of tables, dodging a waitress with her tray of cheap off-brand beer and watered-down cocktails. When I reached the bar I dropped myself onto the stool and held up a five. Quick as a wink, the bill was gone and Jack was sliding a beer in front of me. I checked the label. Woodland Ale. Cute.

“Rory,” said Jack. My five disappeared into his vest. No change appeared. “What brings you out on such a cold winter’s night? Looking for something to warm your sheets?”

“Business doesn’t care about the weather, Jack.” I took a swig of my beer. It was decent enough. A little hoppy for my tastes, but I try never to look a gift horse—or a good beer—in the mouth. “My sheets don’t need warming, and even if they did, I wouldn’t be asking you back to my place. We have a strictly working relationship for a reason.”

“Because you know that if you ever gave in to my not inconsiderable charms, you’d never be able to let me go,” said Jack, with a smirk.

“That, or I’d shoot you in the back of the head for trying to lift my wallet.” I took another drink before setting the bottle aside. Business had to come before pleasure, always. “Does the name ‘Clodagh Holly’ mean anything to you?”

“Current Winter Queen,” said Jack, without missing a beat. “Word on the street is she doesn’t have any challengers for her throne right now. She’s likely to die with first thaw and then resurrect come autumn, be a two-termer. She inherited the old-fashioned way.”

“Murder?” I guessed.

“Succession. The former Queen kept Clodagh as a protégée for three full turns, and then stepped gracefully aside. It was the most peaceful transition the local liminals have had in twenty years. I understand they’re still looking for the catch.”

“I would be,” I said. “Snow Whites are rare for a reason. Too much chance of betrayal.”

“Well, they seem to have pulled it off, or come so close as to make no difference.” Jack shrugged. “Why do you ask? You’re not planning to try staging a coup, are you, Rory? You never struck me as the frigid type.”

Becoming Queen of the Winter requires some pretty specific credentials, including a connection to the season that’s strong enough to let you freeze from the inside out, and the willingness to cut out your own heart. I’ve never been sure exactly how metaphorical that is, and since I’m not part of the Courts, I’ve never been willing to find out. “No, thanks,” I said. “I’m not a winter girl. I am, however, working.”

Jack frowned, putting two and two together. “I thought you didn’t work for the liminals.”

“Sometimes paying the bills means straddling the worlds.” I put another five on the bar. “I need information about a fence.”

Jack looked at the bill like it was a personal insult. “I don’t know anything about that kind of illegal stuff, Rory, you know that. I’m a reputable businessman, and I’m insulted that you would think otherwise.”

Should’ve known lowballing Jack was a bad idea, but you can’t blame a girl for trying. I made the five disappear back into my pocket, replacing it with a twenty. “I’m sorry, I misspoke,” I said. “I mean I need to talk to you about a reputable reseller of antiquities, artifacts, and precious gems.”

The twenty was whisked out of my fingers. Jack held it up to the light, checking its validity, before tucking it into his own pocket. “I might know a few people who fit that description,” he allowed. “I can put you in touch with one of them.”

I set another twenty on the bar. “This would be someone who was offering some very specific sparklies recently. See, my poor maiden aunt lost her jewelry box, and we all know how easy it is for perfectly legitimate businessmen to wind up hocking an innocent old lady’s diamonds.”

“It’s an occupational hazard,” Jack agreed, as the second bill followed the first. “What are you looking for?”

“Nothing big. Some earrings. A bracelet. The Star of Borealis.”

There was a jangling crash from behind me as Cindy’s accompanist brought her hands down on the piano one last time. Cindy carried on with her song for a few more bars, but she was clearly shaken, and by the time the echo of the piano had faded, she had stopped as well. I twisted to be sure the pair was all right. They were staring at me, Cindy with wide, startled eyes, the pianist with terror. I turned back to Jack, and froze as the motion brought my nose to within an inch of the barrel of the sawed-off shotgun that had appeared in his hands.

“I’ve always liked you, Rory; you’ve been good to me and mine, even when you didn’t approve of us. That’s why I’m not shooting you right now and dumping you on the curb as an apology to the Summer Court. You get out of my bar. You’ll be welcome when this case is over, and no sooner. Hell, I’d buy you a drink to celebrate you making it out alive. But you’re not going to. You’re going to freeze to death, and there’s nothing I, or anyone else, can do to save you.” Jack sounded genuinely apologetic, like this wasn’t the death he would have chosen for me. It was just the death I’d somehow accidentally managed to earn.

I slid off my stool and stood, keeping my hands in the air where he could see them. The piano hadn’t resumed. That wasn’t making me very comfortable. “So what you’re saying is that you can’t introduce me to your fence.”

“What I’m saying is that if the Star of Borealis is missing, it’s not here. It’s not in my bar.” There was a degree of desperation in Jack’s eyes that couldn’t have been faked. “Tell your friends in the Court that, all right? Tell them it wasn’t here. Now get out.”

“I’m getting. I’m getting.” I took another step backward before turning my back on Jack and starting for the door. Every eye in the place was on me—except for the pianist’s. She was gone, leaving her stool unoccupied for the first time since I’d been coming to the bar. That was interesting.

The walk to the door was one of the most tense I had ever experienced. I could feel the fear coming off of Jack, Cindy, and the rest of them as they watched me go. There was no Snow Queen to drop the temperature in this room, but the air felt colder all the same. Something was seriously wrong.

The blizzard was still howling outside. I shuffled through the sludge on the sidewalk until I reached the dry, semi-protected haven of the parking lot, where the golden grain was hard at work keeping the snow at bay. Somehow, it wasn’t a surprise when I spotted the diminutive woman huddled in the windbreak of my car, her thin sweater drawn tight around the slope of her shoulders. Her sand colored hair looked almost bleached in the watery light of from the streetlamps, like coral, or bone. She looked up as I approached, her eyes full of undertows.

“Hi,” I said, once I was close enough to be sure the wind wouldn’t snatch my voice away, as it had long since taken hers. The way I heard it, she’d tangled with a liminal over something—maybe a murder, maybe a man—and her voice had been the price of passage. Some people even said she’d been a mermaid before she became a pianist, but that was crazy talk. Everyone knows there’s no such things as mermaids. “Didn’t think I’d be running into you out here. It’s a cold night. You should stay inside.”

She nodded fiercely, indicating that she knew full well how foolish she was for leaving the safe, warm confines of the bar, where she could have been protected by the people who knew her, not standing out here in the half-enchanted parking lot with a woman who was at best a passing acquaintance, and at worst a potentially dangerous stranger in the employ of the Courts.

“So what can I do for you, if you’re not going to go back inside?”

She took a step toward me, dipping one hand into the pocket of her jeans before grabbing my left hand with both of hers and squeezing, hard. She had surprisingly strong fingers for such a dainty woman—it must have been all the piano playing making her tougher than she looked. Her eyes locked on mine for a count of three, each second ticking by so slowly that it felt like time had broken. Then she let go, turned, and fled for the sidewalk.

I watched her go only for a moment. Then I looked down at my hand, uncurling my fingers to reveal the matchbox she had thrust at me. It was small, sturdy, and expensive looking, made of the sort of fancy cardboard that only gets used in the best establishments.

“Hmm,” I said thoughtfully. “I guess I’m going out for a steak.”




There are several excellent steakhouses in Vancouver. Lucy’s On Granville is the oldest and best-regarded of the lot. Established in 1904 by the wife of a sea captain who needed something to fill her time, Lucy’s specialized in seafood, traditional English soups, and of course, steak. If you ever needed to eat an entire cow, that was the place to go. I usually went there for dinner twice a year, once on my birthday and once on the anniversary of my accident. Each visit was enough to set me back a month’s rent, but oh, it was worth it.

Speaking of worth it…my bill had explicitly included expenses. I’d call stopping for dinner on a tip a valid expense. It wasn’t as much of a goose chase as it might sound. Rumor had it that Lucy’s was connected to the Courts, plural. Somehow, the warring Kings and Queens of the liminals had decided that the best neutral ground in the city belonged to a place that served thirty dollar cognacs and flaming desserts. There were worse places to assemble.

Lucy’s didn’t have anything as gauche as a parking lot: instead, impeccably dressed valets waited outside like big cats primed to pounce. I stepped out of my vehicle and tossed my keys to the nearest black coated man. “Mind her transmission,” I said. “She’s a grumpy one.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said solemnly.

I walked away confident that my car wouldn’t wind up in a ditch somewhere. Another man in a black coat opened the door for me, and I stepped into the warm, subtly scented lobby of Lucy’s.

If Jack’s was an exercise in modern disrepair, Lucy’s was a celebration of understated elegance, from the red drapes on the walls to the plush carpet covering the lobby floor. The man behind the counter looked up, his eyes narrowing incrementally as he took in my hooded coat, button-down shirt, and practical black slacks. Technically, I wasn’t violating the dress code, but I was still clearly a lot less well-off than most of the people who came through that door.

“Good evening,” he said, script taking precedence over personal opinion. “Welcome to Lucy’s On Granville. Do you have a reservation?”

No. “Yes,” I lied, and smiled, showing him all my teeth. “Rory Silva, party of one.”

The man made a show of checking his computer, only to stop and blink, looking faintly discomfited. When he raised his head, the air of judgmental “you do not belong here” was gone, replaced by something akin to fear. “Miss Silva, we’re delighted to have you with us again,” he said. “The other member of your party has already been seated. If you would please follow me…?” He stepped out from behind the podium, leaving their computer unmanned. He wasn’t even going to trust me to a hostess.

Whoever I was about to dine with must have been quite important, and pretty close to terrifying. I should have charged Clodagh more for my services.

The maître d’ led me through the twisting maze of booths and tables, all of them positioned so that no space was wasted, while still allowing their occupants to feel as though they were enjoying an intimate, isolated dining experience. The smell of rare meat and delicate sauces assailed my nostrils. I swallowed several times. Showing up at an unplanned meeting already drooling is the sort of thing that can damage a girl’s reputation, and it’s hard enough to keep body and soul together in this town.

The careful illusion of privacy in the main dining room was revealed as just that—an illusion—when we walked through a small archway to a tiny, semi-private lounge. There were four tables. Three of them were open. The fourth and furthest from the door was occupied by a man with dark gold hair and a cold expression on his face, like he had already looked at everything this world had to offer, and decided that none of it was worth giving a second glance.

The maître d’ stopped next to the table, announced, “Miss Silva has arrived,” and pulled a chair out for me before turning to flee. I grabbed his arm. He shot me a startled, terrified look, trembling under my fingers. I smiled, showing too many teeth, and said, “I’ll take your largest porterhouse, blue, with a baked potato and an order of your bacon-wrapped scallops.”

“Your waiter—”

“Includes the word ‘wait.’ I don’t want to. I know what I’m having for dinner.” Putting the order in now might mean it was ready when I needed to shove it into a to-go box and flee for the door. Probably not, but I’m still allowed to dream.

The maître d’ swallowed heavily. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and pulled his arm away as he fled. Definite danie. Poor man.

I sank gracefully into the seat he had pulled out for me, finally turning to fully face my dinner companion. “Let me guess,” I said, before he could so much as open his mouth. “You’re Phillip, aren’t you? The missing fiancé of our current reigning frosted lady.”

He raised one eyebrow. “Such disrespect toward the Winter Queen is unwise, detective. You might find that the walls have ears.”

“You might find that I have long since come to an arrangement with the local Courts,” I said. “They don’t mess with me more than they already have, I don’t start dragging their less than flattering interactions with the danies into the light. Can’t have a mythology without people to believe in it, now can you?” And the great mythology of the liminals was that they didn’t hurt the danies unless they had to, unless they were provoked; that they were harmless gods to share a world with. I knew better. So did most of the people I associated with. There are always wolves in the wood.

“Still,” he said. “You seem very calm, given your precarious position.”

“You seem very cocky, given that you’re dodging the only question I’ve asked you so far,” I replied. “Are you the Winter Queen’s runaway boy toy? Because I think she’ll be very interested in your whereabouts. You’re what she hired me to find, after all.”

He looked at me for a moment before admitting, reluctantly, “I am Phillip, yes.”

“No last name—let me guess. That was the price of staying with her when she went to the Courts. Must have stung, giving up your connection to your family. That’s a mystical severing, you know. They’re never going to remember you. They’re never going to welcome their prodigal son home. Was it worth it at first, when she still felt like flesh? When she was still willing to touch you, and pretend that she was never really going to take up the mantle of the Winter? They all take it eventually. Snow Whites can’t resist the cold, any more than Rose Reds can resist the heat. You should never have followed her. Anyone with half a brain could have told you how that story ended.”

“You weren’t there.” There was a note of challenge in his tone. “It could have been different for us.”

“It’s never different for anyone.” I leaned back in my chair. “Where’s the Star, Phillip? I mean, you may have broken Clodagh’s heart, but I bet there are people who’d thank you for that. A bitter queen is always colder. The Star of Borealis, though…they’re not going to forgive you. They’ll hunt you to the ends of the earth, and maybe a little bit beyond them. You’ll spend the rest of your life running, and when they catch you, they’ll remind you why it’s bad for danies to mess with liminals. If you give the Star to me now, maybe you can get out of town while they’re feeling forgiving.”

“I have friends who can take care of me,” he said. “I didn’t arrange this meeting because I wanted to hear a bunch of empty threats. I want to double whatever Clodagh is paying you. I want you to switch sides.”

“I don’t even know what the other side is.”

“Oh, I think you do.”

There was only one natural “other side” when you were talking about the Courts. “I don’t think you understand what you’re messing with,” I said. “There’s not a danie in the world that can protect you from a Holly. She’s married to the Summer King. I’m sure it hurt your pride when she did that, but think about your skin. They come after you together, and it’s all over.”

“Not if we have the Star of Borealis. Not if we can make it work for us.” He leaned forward, suddenly smiling. “Don’t you think there’s a reason Clodagh went to you? You’re a second-rate investigator in a bad part of town. You don’t listen, you don’t follow orders, and everybody knows about your little problem. You are the worst person to handle anything of any importance. But you won’t go against the Courts. They caused your little problem, and they could make it worse if they wanted to. They let you think you’re off the leash, because that way when they need something from you, you’re always ready to be a good dog and follow orders. Aren’t you tired of being a good dog, Detective Silva? Don’t you want the chance to be free?”

“I’ve never been a good dog in my life,” I said, matching his smile with one of my own. “The Courts caused my family’s issues, yes. You have that much right. But it’s not new to my generation. This has gone father to son, mother to daughter, for two hundred years. We’ve outlived Winter Queens and Summer Kings, and we always, always come out on top. Now it’s true that we don’t go against the Courts when we can help it. But it’s not fear. It’s pragmatism. Why waste time fighting when we could be living our lives, free and clear and unmolested?”

“Yet here you are, doing the Courts’ dirty work like a good dog.”

“Here I am, keeping the Star of Borealis from getting loose in the danie world. Mundane humans aren’t meant to have that much truck with magic, Phillip. How do you think my family got our little problem in the first place?” The Star of Borealis, talisman of the father of the winds. Oh, he had a nasty sense of humor, that old bastard did, and when you caught his attention…most people were less fortunate than my many-times great-grandfather had been. They wound up wind and memory, not living people who sometimes had to be careful before opening their mouths. “Give it to me. I’ll tell her you ran.”

“Really.” He leaned back in his seat. “And what will I be doing?”

I looked at him flatly. “Running. I’m offering you the opportunity to get away from the Courts. You should take it.”

“If anyone at this table is taking an offer, it should be you. Join us. We can overthrow the Winter Court. We can make half the calendar safe for humanity again, like it should have been from the beginning. This was never meant to be a liminal world. Join us.”

“Bite me.”

Phillip sighed, somehow managing to look arrogant and put-upon at the same time. It was a neat trick. I didn’t have time to appreciate it, since he followed it by dipping a hand into his pocket and producing a blue-white diamond the size of my closed fist. The temperature around us dropped an easy five degrees. “Last chance, Silva. Stop serving the Courts. Serve the human race, like you should have all along.”

“Pretty words for a man who let himself be kept like a puppy until his lover married someone else.” I leaned back in my seat. “No go. I don’t know who paid you to steal the Star, and I don’t care, because they didn’t pay you enough.” I took a deep, languid breath.

“Should’ve listened to me,” he said, and thrust the hand that held the diamond toward me. It gleamed like new-fallen snow, and a gust of wind burst out of it, barreling toward my head with all the speed and accuracy of a silver bullet.

I breathed out.

See, my family has a long and storied relationship with the Courts. We’re not liminals, since we’re not strictly tied to anything that the Courts control. Belief and worship don’t change us. But we’re not danies either, thanks to a little disagreement with the man who made the diamond in Phillip’s hand. What we are is somewhere in the middle, in-between, where man and mystery meet. Where the wolves are. So I huffed, and I puffed, and I blew the wind that Phillip’s cheap attempt at chicanery was generating right back into the Star.

Phillip yelped and dropped the diamond, which hit the table with a sweet, crystalline chiming sound. I leaned forward and grabbed it before he could react. The pistol in my other hand probably had something to do with his sudden stillness, but I’ve never been one for splitting hairs. I smiled at him, showing all my teeth.

“Run,” I suggested again. “Pretty sure she won’t go after you once I give this back to her. I’ll even give you a head start.”

He stared at me. “Why would you do that?”

“Because, lover boy, I get paid by the day.” The diamond disappeared inside my jacket as I continued smiling. “Now run.”

He ran.




The blizzard had died down by the time I returned to Jack’s, two days later. That was about as long as I’d been comfortable dodging the Winter Queen’s calls. I could call the lady a lot of things, and most of them weren’t positive, but I couldn’t deny her dedication to her Court. When I’d handed her the Star, she’d burst into tears that froze on her cheeks like silver glitter. She’d offered me anything I wanted—anything in the world. I’d asked for a book of coupons for Lucy’s.

Hey, a girl needs a good steak every now and then.

Cindy was on the stage again when I stepped through the door and into the perennially underpopulated dining room. I nodded to Jack behind the bar before winding my way through the tables to the piano, where I sat down on the bench next to the silent pianist.

“Thanks for the tip,” I said.

She kept playing, but I saw her smile, just a little.

“How did you know?”

She switched songs. Cindy, who was apparently accustomed to this sort of behavior, switched with her, going from an old torch standard about broken hearted women to a bouncier, more modern tune about keeping an eye on everything.

“I thought watching people was supposed to be my job.”

A shrug.

“Well, if you ever decide you’re tired of sitting here all night, drop by.” I set one of my business cards on the edge of the piano. “I’m pretty sure I owe you a steak dinner.”

Then I got up and walked out of the bar, back into the cold night where the winter can walk as a woman and a wolf can watch from the fringes, but where a beautiful dame in a downtown office never means anything good.

Some archetypes, after all, will never die.
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Toby’s Closet
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A Sam Hunter Adventure
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The place wasn’t a dive. 

Dive is an active word. 

This was past tense. 

Dove. 

There was enough neon left in the sign outside to give you a clue about the name.

Heaven Street Diner.

They didn’t do what some diners try, where they call it a ‘family restaurant’ so they can jack up the dinner specials to twenty bucks for crab cakes that tasted like they were padded with mulch. Nobody would bring the family into this place. No-fucking-body. Not unless they started out with bad directions and took a few wrong turns along the way. And even then it would be to use the bathroom, grab some road coffee and get the hell out of here.

I kind of liked the place.

It suited my personal economy.

And the coffee could defend itself. Tom Waits wrote a song about that, but I forget the words. Point’s the same. You don’t want the taste of a plate of eggs or a Salisbury steak kicking your coffee’s ass. There’s already enough heartbreak and disappointment in the world to give up on coffee. My coffee. Real goddamn American boiled, black and bitter diner coffee.

I was on my third cup, perched on the corner stool of the wraparound counter. Four or five other people in there. Sitting alone. Wrapped in their aloneness. I can’t call it ‘loneliness’ because I don’t know them well enough. But they are pointedly, even aggressively, alone.

As was I.

Though, I was waiting for someone and I doubt any of them were.

I’d been waiting for about an hour, but that was cool. The coffee was good. I had tomorrow’s newspaper and was working my way through the crossword, trying to figure what eighteen across was. Eight letter word for trouble beginning with a ‘V’. 

It’s how I pass the time because when you’re a P.I. you have to learn to wait. Surveillance eats up whole days. Waiting for a timid client is another way to kill some minutes. You can’t always choose where the client wants to meet, either. I mean, sure, if I was a big ticket firm then they’d come to me. I’d make them. We’d sit in a big air conditioned office and I’d have a secretary take notes. But that’s not me. My office is a shithole that currently has no air conditioning and a problem with flies. Temperature inside is three degrees hotter than the surface of the sun. Window fans won’t touch it. So, when a client sends an email and asks to meet at a diner that has air conditioning and coffee, I go. You wouldn’t believe the kinds of places I’ve waited and the kinds of people I meet. 

In my line you don’t meet the pillars of society or the cream of any crop. Nope. You meet the kind of people who wash up against the counter at Heaven Street.

The dinner special was chalked on the board but it was almost midnight. Bacon-wrapped chicken legs, two veg and soup. I had maybe half a pinhole of flow left in my arteries, so I passed. Had a salad.

An actual salad.

The waitress –her name is Ivy—gave me a long five count while she waited for the punch line. When she realized I actually wanted a salad she looked crestfallen.

“You sick, Sam?”

“No,” I answered. “Why?”

“Every time you’ve ever been in here you ordered a steak. Rare steak. Like you wanted it to moo when you stuck a fork in it.”

“I like rare.”

“There’s rare and then there’s steak you have to chase around the room.”

“You walking toward a point, Ivy?”

She looked down at her order pad and then raised disappointed eyes to me. “Salad?”

“My doctor tells me that my cholesterol numbers are too high.”

“Ah.”     

“She has me on those statin drugs. And I’m taking a water pill, too. My blood pressure could blow bolts out of plate steel.”

“Ah,” she said again.

“So, yeah…salad.”

“And…what? You want light dressing on that?”

“Balls, no. Ranch.”

Her smile returned like I was not a completely lost soul. When she returned with the salad it was covered in bacon bits. Big, fresh bottle of Hidden Valley next to it. More coffee. Couple of hot rolls and butter.

Hey, it’s not steak. Most of it’s green. It’s healthy.

I ate it while I read the paper and waited. Occasionally throwing looks at Ivy, who was a cutie. Maybe five years younger than me, though her eyes were older. Way older, like she’d already seen too much before she wound up here. A medium-height dishwater blond with a good smile and great legs. I was thinking of asking her out, but the tattoo made he wonder. Around her third finger, left hand, where a wedding ring used to be she had a band of tiny skulls wrapped in barbed wire. As statements go that kind of thing tends to give a man serious pause.

I sat. I finished the salad. Drank more coffee. The diner emptied out.

Figured out that crossword clue.

Eight letter word for trouble beginning with a V.

Vexation.

Ivy came over and leaned on her side of the bar. The sound system was playing a Leonard Cohen song. Sisters of Mercy. One of those songs that walks the alley between hopeful and sad. I guess bittersweet is the word.

We were the only two people in the place.

“Sorry to make you wait so long,” Ivy said. “I thought they’d never leave.”

I set down my cup and looked into her deep green eyes.

Troubled eyes.

I said, “Oh.”

And she said, “I’m glad you came. I didn’t sign the email.”

“Oh,” I said again. I’m sharp as a razor.

She said, “Can we talk?”

I looked around. There was nothing in any of the booths except shadows. 

“Talk about what?”

“I need help,” she said.

“Sure. We can talk.”

I held out my cup for a refill.

We talked.
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“It’s my landlord’s son,” she said. “Toby.”

“Is he bothering you?” I asked. “Hitting on you or—?”

“He’s six.”

Ivy said, “So, that would be a no.”

“He keeps getting hurt.”

“Old man knocking him around?”

“His father’s gone. Bugged out when Toby was still a bun in the oven.”

“’Kay.”

“His mom, my landlord, is Gail. She has a four-story place over on Dover Street. Six apartments. Not much of a place, but she keeps the hot water running and keeps the roach population down.”

“Better than my landlord.”

“Gail’s okay,” said Ivy. “We’re not friends, exactly. Veterans of the same war, if you know what I mean. We bonded over the fact that men, as a rule, suck.”

“I’ve heard. That’s why I don't date them,” I said.

“Yeah. Funny. Anyway, we’ve had a few beers, you know? Killed a couple bottles of tequila and talked about why all men are scum.” She paused and gave me a low-wattage smile. “Almost all men.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I think.”

She shrugged. “You never try to grab my ass and you aren't obvious about looking down my blouse when I bend over to pour coffee.”

“Ah.”

“And,” she said, “people talk.”

“About?”

“About you. You have a reputation. People can go to you.”

“That’s my job. Private investigator and all. I have cards.”

“You know what I mean, Sam. They say that if the cops can’t help –or won’t—sometimes you can do stuff.”

“’Stuff’,” I echoed.

She shrugged. “Stuff.”

I drank some coffee. “What’s happening with the kid? With Toby? Who’s hurting him?”

“That’s just it,” she said. “We don’t know.”

“He won’t tell his mom?”

“He says he doesn’t know who’s doing it.”

“You mean it’s a stranger?”

She shook her head.

“Then you lost me. Who’s thumping on the kid?”

Ivy took a while on that. It shouldn’t have been the kind of question requiring this much thought. She folded her arms and leaned a hip against the counter and looked at me through the filter of what she knew and maybe of what she was willing to say.

I waited her out. Push too hard and you can chase the timid ones off. Some people need to get to it in their own way and time. I wasn’t double-parked; my coffee cup was full. So I waited.

She said, “It happens when he’s sleeping.”

I waited some more.

“He goes to bed without bruises,” she said. “When he wakes up he’s hurt.”

“Every night?”

“No. Some nights. If there’s a pattern Gail hasn't figured it out.”

“How bad are the injuries?”

“Not bad. But bad enough. Like I said, he’s six.”

“His mom take him to the E.R.?”

“Sure. Guess what they said?”

I sighed and nodded. “They think it’s her.”

“Yes. A caseworker’s been to the house twice. There’s paperwork on it now, and even though they haven’t come out and made actual threats, Gail knows that she could lose her kid to the system. Unfit mother and all that. Child abuse.”

“Which makes me have to ask…”

“No,” Ivy said firmly. “It’s not Gail.”

“And you know this how?”

“I know.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, kid, but that’s not good enough. I’ve met a lot of sweet-faced, innocent-as-a-lamb people who did some pretty extreme stuff when no one was looking. Appearance doesn’t count for much when you’re talking the way the personality is wired. Ted Bundy was a charming guy.”

“It’s not her. I’m telling you.”

“And I’m telling you that I don’t know you well enough outside of this diner to know if you’re any judge.”

Ivy cocked her head to one side and her eyes hardened. They got even older, if that’s possible. “When it comes to child abuse, Sam, I know what I’m talking about. I can look in someone’s eyes and I know.”

“You know,” I said, flatly. Nailing it to the air between us. A challenge, maybe.

“I know.”

“So, if you’re so sure, and if you know the other people in the building, who do you think looks good for this?”

Her intensity wavered. “I…don’t have any idea.”

“Ah.”

“I mean, I was there one night.”

“What?”

“One of the times it happened. I was there,” she said. “I came up with leftovers from here, and I brought a sixer of Coors to split with Gail. We all watched a Disney movie on cable. One of those penguin ones. The first one. And then Gail put Toby to bed. The place was locked up, and her apartment’s small. The living room’s right next to his bedroom. We put on Grey’s Anatomy and had some beer and she told me about the people from Child Services. Then, oh I guess it was like ten-thirty, eleven –no, not even eleven because Jon Stewart wasn’t on yet—Toby starts screaming.”

“Screaming…”

“And Gail all but kicked his door in. I knew that this was going on so I had something in my pocket.”

“What?” I asked.

She hesitated, glanced around the empty diner, and then fished something out of the pocket of her waitress uniform. He held it out on the flat of her palm. It was a Stanley box-cutter with a retractable blade.

“We get some sketchy characters in here,” she said, putting it away again. “I work a lot of nights.”

“Glad you have it,” I told her. “So, you barge into Toby’s room, Gail’s upset, you have your blade and—?”

“And nothing. Toby’s all scrunched up against the headboard. Sheets are on the floor. Pillows are on the floor. His pajama top is open and he’s got bruises on him.”

“What kind of bruises?”

“Hand marks. They were bright red, like he’d been slapped. And…you could see them starting to fade a little. You know how when you touch someone’s skin and then let go you can see the blood flow back? Like that, except these were the opposite. They were red and then they faded.”

“Completely?”

She shook her head. “No. He still has bruises.”

“How big were the marks? Could he have made them himself? Kids sometimes do that. All sorts of psych problems a kid goes through. Broken home, maybe something going on in school. Mom works a lot of nights, so there’s always a stranger babysitting. Kids get confused, the world’s scary. Hurting themselves isn’t—.”

“Toby didn’t make those marks. No way.”

“You’re sure?”

Ivy gave me a strange look. “Wait here.”

She went into the back and came out with her purse, then fished her phone out. She opened the camera function, brought up the photo stream and then pressed one of the pictures before handing the phone to me.

“I took these. Scroll through,” she said. “You’ll see.”

I scrolled.

I saw.

I said, “I’ll take the case.”
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Ivy gave me the address and it wasn’t too far from the diner. Walking distance if I wanted to get the exercise my doctor said I needed.

I drove.

The apartment building was a pile of dirty red bricks that squatted between a five story tenement that Fagin wouldn’t live in, and a movie theater that used to show porn flicks and was now a Korean church. Gail’s building had bars on all the windows, even the third floor. I walked around back. Fire escape was rusted junk that I would climb at gunpoint. There was a five-step walkdown to a cellar door. The stairwell was half filled with trash and I doubt that door had been opened anytime since Bush senior was in office.

If someone was getting into Gail’s apartment, they weren’t doing from outside.

From the photos I saw, I wasn’t all that surprised.

Didn’t look like junkies or visits from the neighborhood pedophile. 

One odd thing was what I didn’t smell. 

Dog piss.

Not a drop of it anywhere.

Now, understand, I have this sense of smell. It’s one of those extras that come with what I am. Great sense of smell, pretty good ears, outstanding sense of taste –which is why I appreciate good coffee. I’m particularly sensitive to the subtleties of dog urine. I sniff a few drops I can tell you everything about the dog. Breed, age, sex, whether he still has his balls. All of it.

And in a neighborhood like this, you get a lot of dogs running around and they are very territorial. One will piss on a wall, another one who thinks he’s King Shit will come along and piss over it. Like gangbangers spray-painting over someone else’s tag. Got to say who you are and take away anyone else’s mark.

Outside the Korean church and all around the movie theater I could make out thirty, forty different dogs. Old and new scents. Couple of alphas, lot of wannabes.

Back of Gail’s place? Nothing.

Nothing is weird.

Nothing is…. 

I cut through the alley to the front, climbed to the steps to the front door and rang the bell. 

Took Gail a couple of minutes to answer. When she opened the door I understood why Ivy wanted me to help her.

Gail was one of the broken ones. One of those women who have been so comprehensively beaten down by life, by circumstance, by financial disappointments, by obligations, by missed opportunities, by fractured families and fair-weather friends that she was one step away from being no one at all. Pale, thin, almost translucent. You could look right through her and see that the world would be here if she up and died and that everything would look the same. Like that.

Except…

Except there was fresh hurt in her eyes, and hurt is an immediate thing. It’s now. Especially when it’s stitched to the fabric of that phenomenon called motherhood. 

That whole mother thing? Guys can sympathize but they can’t really empathize, and it’s not just ‘cause we have different plumbing. There’s something about a mother –a good one, mind you, not some organic machine that drops a kid after nine months of inconvenience. What that something is, I don’t know. I saw it in my mom, and in my grandmother and a couple of my aunts. There’s a certain change. Maybe it’s spiritual, maybe it’s supernatural, maybe it’s only chemical. I don't know and don’t pretend to know. But it’s there. This woman had it.

Maybe it was the only real spark of life left in her, but it was there.

She was a mother who was desperately afraid for her kid.

I’ve met that kind before. A two person pack. Mom and kid. Sometimes the mother –the woman—would let life and circumstances and men push her around and knock her down and drain her dry. Some of those women were so broken they didn’t care enough about themselves to duck a punch or file a police report. It’s heartbreaking, because that level of defeat is itself a product of systematic abuse.

But go after their kid?

Fuck, man.

If there’s anything they can do, they’ll do it. If they need to bite your throat out with their teeth, yeah they’ll go right for the jugular. All that stuff about a mama bear protecting her cubs? It’s not bullshit and it’s not myth.

The fracture line comes when the ferocious need to protect their young is on the other side of not knowing how.

That was Gail North.

“Ivy sent me,” I said when she opened that door.

She looked up at me with haunted blue eyes.

“Are you Sam Hunter?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m here to help Toby.
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We sat in the living room. She called it a parlor. A little touch of the old fashioned that I found charming.

The room was small. A second-hand couch with indifferent springs, two big old but comfortable-looking armchairs with lots of pillows, a coffee table that matched none of the furniture. A nice TV. When she caught me looking at it, she smiled.

“From Ivy.”

I nodded. Ivy played down how close they were so I wouldn’t think this was a charity case or an emotional 9-1-1. Fair enough. I might have passed. 

On the floor in front of the TV was a stack of DVDs. Finding Nemo, Lion King. Like that. Old titles, probably bought second hand or in a lot on Ebay. Nice for the kid, though. Maybe nice for the women, too. All of the relationships were uncomplicated and the good guys always won in the end.

She offered me coffee but I settled for water. It was tap, but I’m a long way from being a snob. I sat with the glass cradled between my palms and tried to look earnest and resourceful.

“Did Ivy tell you what was happening?” she asked.

“She told me some. Enough to get me here.”

“She show you the pictures?”

“She did.”

Gail nodded.

Those pictures. Boy oh boy.

“Let’s start at the beginning,” I said. “How long’s this been going on?”

“A few months.”

“How many months?”

“Three. Almost four.”

“How many attacks?”

“I…don’t know.”

I cocked my eyebrow. “You don’t know? How’s that work?”

Gail pushed a wisp of brown hair out of her eye. “Toby…he…he didn’t…”

“He didn’t tell you right away?” I suggested, and she nodded.

“But I started putting it together, you know?” said Gail.

“No, tell me what you mean.”

She licked her lips again. The tension must have been drying her mouth out. That or it was a regular nervous tic. “After I, you know, found out. I mean, after I saw those marks, I started asking him.” She turned away, momentarily embarrassed. “Actually I grilled him. I was pretty loud about it.”

Her face turned slowly back toward me, but there was a flinch buried beneath a fragile smile. Like she expected me to hit her. Or accuse her.

“You were scared,” I said. It’s not like me to take someone off the hook or to make it easy for them to talk. Comfort isn’t part of my job description. Except when it is. 

I guess it’s fair to say that I did not for one moment believe that Gail North was hurting her son. Not for a half a moment. If I did, we’d be having a whole different kind of conversation, woman or not. Everybody has buttons. I have mine. Not like I came from a bad home or anything. I didn’t. My parents were the best. I have a big family. Cousins and aunts all over the place. No, it’s not that.

You see, before I started working private cases I was a cop. Not here in Philly. Back in the Twin Cities. A court-appointed psychologist once told me that I was too emotionally involved in my work, particularly when it came to domestic violence cases. I kept getting written up for being too rough with rapists and baby rapers. With wife beaters and child abusers.

Everyone has their thing.

I don’t give much of a wet shit about someone selling crack or rigging poker machines. I’m not Elliot Ness and I’m not Captain Avenger.

Take an electrical cord to a pregnant woman? Send a kid to Emergency five times in eight months? Yes, we could have problems.

It’s what got me shit-canned from the job.

Can’t say I’ve made progress with what that therapist called ‘action steps’ since.

So, no, I looked in Gail North’s eyes and I heard her voice, I smelled the chemicals in her skin and could taste the raw fear in the air, and I knew.

She wasn’t hurting Toby. And she hadn’t beaten the story out of him.

“I kept after him about it, though,” she said. “He didn’t want to talk about it. But I guess I wore him down. I figured it out. From times he said he wasn’t feeling good. Times I thought he was sick or something, but I think he was hurt. And other times, when I saw bruises. At first I thought it was kids at school. He just started first grade. But now I know that’s not what it was.”

“How many times?”

“Ivy and I spent a whole night on it. Trying to do the math.” She licked her lips again. “Maybe seventeen times over fifteen weeks. About every six days.”

Six days. 

Every six days.

Going back nearly four months.

Christ. The kid must be in hell.

“Always in his bedroom?”

She shook her head. “No. It happened in my bedroom, too. And a couple of times in here.”

“How were they getting at him?”

She had no answer to that. Or none she wanted to say out loud. 

“Did you ask Toby?” I asked.

“He doesn’t like to talk about it. Actually, he won’t talk about it.”

“Why didn’t he want to talk about it?”

She looked away again. This time I saw her eyes fill with tears and that’s what she didn’t want me to see.

“They said not to.”

I waited.

“They told him that he wasn’t allowed to tell anyone.”

“’They’?” I asked. “Who are they?”

I watched her face in profile. I saw a tear break and roll down over her cheek.

“He…he…”

But even with all of her need, Gail couldn’t actually speak the words. She shook her head. And then buried her face in her hands. The sound of her sobs were like punches that hit me in the chest over and over again.

I wanted to go over there, gather her in my arms and shelter her from this. I wanted to tell her it was all going to be okay. That all her problems were over now that I was here.

But I’m not that big a liar.

There are some things I can fix. Lots of things I can’t.

“Gail,” I said, and even my own voice sounded hoarse, “look at me.”

It took her a while. It cost her a lot. But she did.

“Tell me what you think is happening.”

Her eyes were big and filled with shadows. She shook her head.

“Gail, if this is happening here, then why don’t you move?”

She flinched. You have thought I’d raise an angry fist.

“I—I—.”

“Go on,” I coaxed, “you can tell me anything.”

“I did move.”

“What?”

“Before we came here, I had a three unit place in Kensington. Before I had Toby.”

“And…?”

“Someone killed my two cats.”

I said nothing.

“A couple of times they’d be hurt and I thought they were getting out somehow. But then I found Whiskers and he was all torn up. He was right in my bedroom and he was all torn apart.”

I said nothing.

“A few months later Spooky died, too. Someone had…had…” She shook her head refusing to describe the carnage. I didn’t need the details. She took a steadying breath. “A year later I got a dog. A puppy.”

She left it there. Point made.

“Who’s doing this?” I asked.

“That’s just it –there’s no one.”

I nodded. “Then tell me what’s doing it, Gail.”

She started to turn away again. Stopped. Pulled a crumpled tissue out of her pockets, dabbed at her eyes and stared down into it.

She began to say a word. 

“Mon—.”

A sound stopped her. 

There was a door beside the TV. It opened and a small, pale, round face peered out.

Big blue eyes. Lots of freckles. A scuffle of brown hair.

Toby.
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You want to say that all kids are cute, that they’re adorable. That they are beautiful.

Toby wasn’t any of that. He was just a kid. No better or worse looking than anyone else’s kid. His skin was a little splotchy and his mouth was too small. Maybe he’d grow up to be a movie star, but probably he wouldn’t. He’d grow up to maybe work at a convenience store. Or maybe he’d deal weed. Or maybe he’d wriggle his way into community college. He was from this part of town and there weren’t a lot of Harvard alumni here. Not a lot of NASA math geeks. 

Ordinary folks. Maybe on the poor side of ordinary. Maybe on the slow side of average. There’s no crime in it. You play the hand you’re dealt. We all do.

The crime is when someone steps on them because the don’t seem to count.

That’s one of my buttons, too.

“Toby—?” I said, hoisting a smile onto my face. I’m not a good looking guy, either. I’m shorter than average size, thinner than average weight, plainer than average looks. Like Toby, I guess.

Gail looked up and hastily wiped away her tears, slapping on one of those fake it’s-all-okay smiles. She held out a hand and waggled her fingers toward him.

“Hey, baby, come on in. It’s okay.”

The kid hesitated, his eyes darting from her face to mine.

“It’s okay,” she repeated. “This is Mr. Hunter. He’s a friend of Ivy’s.”

That did it. The kid pushed the door open and stepped into the living room. God, he was a scrawny little thing. Tiny Tim without the limp. He ghosted into the room, made a wide circle around me and glued himself to his mother’s side. 

The transformation in Gail was immediate and heartbreaking. Heartwarming, too, in its way. As Toby pressed up against her that mother fierceness was suddenly in the room with us. She wrapped her arm around him and pulled him close and kissed the top of his head. Right then if a three hundred pound trucker with a tire iron had come after Toby she’d have gutted him like a trout.

Mothers, man. Gotta love ‘em.

I said, “Toby, would it be okay if I looked at your bruises?”

His eyes got huge. He shook his head and pressed closer to Gail’s side.

“Toby, honey…,” she said. “It’s okay. Mr. Hunter’s going to help us.”

“N-no…,” he murmured, turning away from me.

“It’s okay…,” she soothed.

“They don’t want me to.”

They again.

“Who, baby?” asked Gail, stroking his hair. “Tell Mr. Hunter who said not to tell?”

“They did. They said not to. They said I shouldn’t. They said bad stuff was going to happen if I told.”

“Nothing bad’s going to happen,” I said. “Not anymore.”

He shook his head. “They said that they’d do stuff if I told.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“Bad stuff.

“Who?” I asked gently. “Who doesn’t want you to tell?” 

“Them.”

I took a breath. “Toby, where are they?”

He pressed closer. Shut his eyes.

“Toby, if you want me to stop them you have to tell me where they are. How are they getting in?”

He said something very faint, very small.

I don’t know if his mother heard it, or if she heard whether she understood. I have really good ears. I heard it.

Toby said, “They’re always here.”

“Where are they?” I asked.

Maybe it was something in my voice, or maybe being that close to his mom gave him a splinter of courage. Hard to say. He didn’t say anything, didn’t come right out and say it, but he pointed. To the coat closet by the door.

Then to his open doorway.

I turned and looked.

I could see past the bed and the little desk and the rickety chair. The chair was pushed up against the closet door. Stuff was piled on it. Not because the kid was sloppy.

No. Because the kid was smart.

Trying to be smart.

Weighing the chair down.

Making it harder to push.

Making it harder to open the bedroom closet.

I said, “Jesus.”

I stood up and turned toward the bedroom.

“Wait!” said Gail. “What are you doing?”

I shrugged. “Nothing much. Going to take a look in Toby’s closet.”

The boy spun around in his mother’s arms and stared at me in total terror.

“No!” he shrieked. “You can’t!”

“Why not?” I asked.

“They won’t like it.”

“I don’t care what they like, kiddo. You shouldn’t either.”

“But they said they’d—.” He stopped short, unable to voice whatever threats he’d heard.

“Maybe it’s not up to them.”

“But they said….”

I turned back to him and smiled. “They said. Okay, they said. Sure. And maybe that was scary. Maybe that scared you and your mom, and maybe that’s been scary for a long time. But here’s the thing, Toby, and I need you to understand me, okay? Can you try?”

He nodded. It was a tentative, uncertain nod, but it was there.

“Sometimes even the big, bad scary things have other this they’re afraid of. Like bullies. Most bullies are afraid of something. They teach you that in school?”

He nodded more easily. Bullies were something ordinary and he could stand on the firmer ground of that concept.

“They,” I said, pointing through the open doorway toward his closet, “are just like bullies. They go after you ‘cause you’re little. You know what that tells me? It tells me they’re scared. They don’t come out of your mom’s closet ‘cause they know she’d kick their butts.”

Gail gave me a frightened look as if she thought I was suggesting she do something heroic and dangerous. 

She was a mother fighting for her kid’s life in the best way she knew how. That was heroic and dangerous enough. I grinned at them both and I showed a lot of white teeth.

Most of the time my teeth are just like regular teeth.

Until they’re not.

I didn’t show them fangs or fur or any of that, but maybe for a moment they both saw the wolf looking out of my eyes. They recoiled, but they didn’t actually turn away.

“There are a lot of scary things in the world,” I told them. “And some of them are on your side.”

Toby’s mouth opened and it took him a few seconds to speak.

“But…but…they have claws…”

I could feel the muscles of my face, the ones that kept my smile warm and friendly, tighten. Just a bit.

“Lots of things have claws,” I said.

Then I turned and went into Toby’s bedroom and closed the door.
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Alone now.

Standing in front of the closed closet door.

The bravado and the bullshit? That’s for the clients. 

Some of it’s real enough. A lot of it is conman patter you dish out to make the shills think you know everything and it’s all copacetic.

In my line of work almost nothing’s copacetic.

You lie to the clients all the time.

Not because you’re running some kind of scam to bilk them out of their savings. Nah, it’s not like that. I may not be on the side of the angels but I’m not a total dick. No, for me the conman stuff, the trash talk is because you need them to leave you to it. You don’t want interference. And you sure as hell don’t want them to try and come along for the ride. If you have to protect someone while doing your job, then your attention is split and your life expectancy is for shit.

I stood there in from of the door and I could feel the shakes start.

Some of it was fear, and yeah, I was scared out of my fucking mind. I had no real idea what was behind that door. Only vague guesses and none of them were sane. None of them promised a happy day for me or the people I came here to protect.

None of them fit into the world that was on my side of the door.

At least not entirely.

Maybe they fit into my world because of who and what I am. Because of what my family is, what we’ve been for as far back as our family history records. The Hunters. One of a hundred names adopted by my people, and one of the more obvious puns. Hunter? Jeez. Not as bad as my cousins in Kentucky. Bill and Karen Slaughter. Or my third cousin in Italy. Tito Lupos.

You get the picture. For us, in our version of the world, strange stuff happens. Not all the time. Not even a lot of the time, but it happens.

For me it happens a little more often because of what I do. Not so much as a cop, but since I’ve been a private investigator I’ve come up against some deeply weird shit. Pretty sure I met a ghost once. Smoking hot, too. Good chance she was a murder victim who hired me to find her killer. That wasn’t even the most extreme part of that because the killer turned out to be a group not a person –a bunch of one percenter dickheads who thought sacrificing girls to a demon would make them richer and more powerful.

The fact that they actually conjured a demon? Yeah, that freaked me out.

Totally freaked me.

Still freaks me and it was four years ago.

Met a couple of vampires, too. Wiseguy wannabes trying to create some kind of half-assed Mafia with fangs. 

And other things. I’ve even met people like me. That was wild, because I’d never met a single one of us outside of the family.

Then I went to this weirdo little town north of Philly called Pine Deep. Met all kinds of people like me. The fur and fang club. We did not sit around a campfire and bond over how hard it is to be lycanthropes in today’s society. We didn’t drink wine and braid each other’s tail hair.

Nah.

We fucking killed each other.

Well, some of that crowd got killed.

I didn’t. Clearly.

Which meant that I was alive and able to stand outside of Toby’s closet door and feel every tremor of fear and dread about what was on the other side of it. 

Winning a bunch of fights can make you tough, sure. It can prove to you that you’re a bad mamba-jamba. But it can also have the opposite effect. Each time you put the other guy down and you get back to your feet you can almost feel another card being dealt from your deck of luck and you wonder what will happen when you have no good cards left to play.

I was wondering that, too.

But, like I said, being scared was only one of the reasons I was standing there trembling, why my hands shook as I pulled the chair from in front of the door and reached for the handle. Being scared is always going to be part of it. I’m not a super hero. 

The other part?

Yeah, that was rage.

These fuckers –whoever and whatever they are—they’re going after a woman and her kid.

That kind of pisses me off. It makes me angry.

Remember that old show with Bill Bixby? The Hulk? That famous tagline about how you wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.

Like that.

I turned the handle and opened the door.

It was a closet.

I stepped inside and closed the door.

Stood in the dark.

Knowing that it was a lot more than a closet.

Knowing that I wasn’t alone in there.
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The darkness was all around me.

And it was big.

A lot bigger than a closet. A lot bigger than Gail’s whole apartment. 

I had no freaking clue where I was.

All I had was a lot of pop-culture references, too many Lovecraft novels, and a misspent youth playing long hours of D&D with my nerd herd.

It was a fabulous, formless darkness. Not my words. I read them somewhere.

It was a vast and maybe timeless place.

An abode of spirits.

Maybe, if I was channeling reruns of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, it was a hell dimension.

Never been to one before. I hope to Christ that I never find myself in one again. I felt naked, exposed, and more alone than it is possible to be anywhere in the physical world and that includes in the middle of Antarctica on a cold winter’s night.

I was nowhere.

Which, apparently, is a place you can actually be. Who knew?

This is a moment when you are absolutely sure you are in the presence of some kind of grand power. When you have proof of life beyond our world. Maybe it’s a kind of left-handed proof of God. Or something godlike. Not sure. What I did know was that it was a time for awe. For reverence. A time to be humbled by the infinite possibilities of this dimension beyond the known.

So, I guess what I should have done was say something nice. A prayer. A plea. A politely worded entreaty.

What I said was, “Hey –dickhead!”

And I said it very loud.
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As it turns out, beings from the outer darkness don’t like to be called dickhead anymore than, say, a redneck at a roadside bar.

They get pissed.

Kind of the point of saying it, though.

I could feel him coming. 

Him, them, it. Whatever.

Suddenly I wasn’t alone in the big black nothing. I could feel something there. Bigger than me. Close to me. Breathing on me.

Breathing.

Its breath was awful. Cold and rancid. A mélange of stinks and chemicals. Ozone and sulfur. Rotting fish and adrenaline. Sweat and piss.

“Jesus H. Christ,” I said to him. “You fuckers have your own pocket universe and you can’t buy some Tic-Tacs? Seriously?

The roiling darkness seemed to pause.

I grinned, hoping I was aiming that grin in the right direction because I couldn’t see a thing. I figured it could.

He told.

It wasn’t a spoken voice so much as a thought that appeared in my head. Telepathy or something like it.

“Who told what?” I replied.

The boy, spoke the voice in my head. He told you about us.

“What if he did?”

We told the boy what would happen if he told.

“Yeah,” I said, “about that. Three things occur to me.”

Who are you to speak to us?

“Does it matter?”

There was a pause before the big voice answered. You are meat for us. As the boy is meat. As his mother is meat. As—

“Yeah, I got it. Everyone’s meat. Point made. Now listen to me, ‘cause I want to share those three little insights. I think you’ll find them important because, hey, I think they’re crucial talking points for us here.”

Sweat ran down in lines beneath my clothes. My frigging scalp was sweating. I could smell my own fear, which meant they could, too.

Speak, said the voice, and there was amusement in his voice. 

Fine.

Asshole.

I said, “First thing, the whole monster in the closet thing is sad. I mean it. Sad. It’s so 1950s. It’s not even retro cool. It’s just silly. Have you seen Monsters, Inc? You’re a fucking Pixar film.”

You mock us.

“Pretty much,” I agreed. 

We will tear your flesh and—.

“Okay, okay. Stop yelling. I’m already scared of you. You’re in my head, can’t you tell?”

There was a silence and I thought it was significant. Maybe they couldn’t tell. Maybe transmitting their voice into my head was in their skill set, but not reading minds. Cool.

“Second thing,” I said, “is that you picking on little kids and house pets tells me something. It tells me a lot, actually. A whole lot, when you think about it.”

I could feel the thing moving. The exhaled breath was on my face, then on the back of my neck. In my mind I could see the pictures Ivy showed me on her phone. The marks left behind on Toby’s skin. Not slap marks or punch marks. Not cigarette burns like you see on some abuse victims. Not even claw marks.

The kids chest and back had been covered by rows of round marks.

Sucker marks.

Like the kind of thing you see on a fish that an octopus has killed.

Whatever this was, it hand tentacles.

I think that’s how it fed. It wrapped them around the kid and took what it wanted from him. Maybe it was fear. Maybe it was life force. In the folklore of supernatural predators there’s a lot of cases to be made for both. The books on the subject talk about monsters that came in by night and stole the breath from a sleeping child. Maybe it wasn’t breath. Maybe it was their life they stole. Or maybe they fed on fear itself. Maybe Monsters, Inc had it right. Who knows, maybe the guy who wrote the movie was working through his childhood issues.

Creatures that feed on the fear of innocent children.

That’s some sick shit right there. It’s a whole different kind of bullying.

Out loud I said, “I don’t hear about you asswipes picking on grownups. Why’s that?”

I didn’t think he’d answer, but he did. Not the answer I wanted, either.

The flavor is wrong. The older the bottle, the poorer the wine.

I said, “Oh.”

If he was telling the truth, then apparently my logic was flawed. Shit. I was hoping I was facing a pussy of a monster. Someone who didn’t have the stones to go after a grownup.

Not good.

The darkness seemed to writhe and boil around me. It exhaled its rotting fish breath so close to me it ruffled my hair and stung my eyes.

Tell us, taunted the beast, what is the third thing that you came all the way here to tell us.

Now it was in front of me again, even though I couldn’t see it. The breath blew straight into my face. It was so strong, so powerful that I gagged on it. I had to turn away and gulp in some air to keep from throwing up.

The fact that there was air here mattered a whole lot to me.

I told him that.

“The third thing,” I croaked, “is your breath.”

Our…breath?

“Yeah. Like I told you before, it stinks. Really and truly stinks. Like horse shit on a hot wind, and I don’t mean that in a nice way. Every time you breathe on me I want to hurl.”

There was a sound in my head. Maybe it was laughter. Hard to say in all that darkness.

We are so sorry to offend you. But have you wasted your last breath to tell us this?

“Sorry, no, that was kind of a digression,” I said. “I’m getting to my point but I felt I had to say that, you know? To put it out there.”

More of that laughter.

“What I really wanted to say was that I find the whole breathing thing to be a major talking point for us. A sticking point, in a way.”

Explain this nonsense.

“Sure. Happy to,” I said, and now my whole body was shivering and shaking. I could feel this thing getting even closer. Slimy coils of blackness brushed up against me, and snaked around me. There was a sucking sound and I wondered how it liked the taste of my fear. Maybe I was the wrong vintage for it, but the thing was taking a sip. “You’re not the first monster I’ve met.”

We are not a monster. We are gods.

“Whatever,” I said, “my point is that you’re not the first supernatural being I’ve met. You’re not even in the first dozen.”

Then you understand that the universe is greater and darker than the other cattle think. Understanding is the key that opens the door to fear.

“Well, yeah, understanding is clutch. No doubt. Here’s the thing, though,” I said, forcing my voice to sound calm. “Everything I’ve met, everything weird and unnatural and supernaturally fuck-ass wrong that I’ve dealt with is like you.”

A pause, even in the movement of the tentacles.

Nothing is like us.

“I’m not saying they’re all Cthulhu wannabe tentacular abominations, which –I’ll admit—is something you’re rocking pretty hard. No, what I’m saying is that there are a few common things about all of them.”

No.

“Oh yes. First, they all fucking breathe. Even vampires, and that one surprised the crap out of me. They breathe. Just like you’re breathing.”

As if to both agree with me and mock me, it exhaled a blast of sulfur and fish rot at me. I staggered backward and it was only the presence of its unseen coils that stopped me from falling on my ass.

The thing laughed at me.

The laughter rang inside my head. Hurting me. I felt warmth in my nose and touched it, smelled my own blood.

“Hey, sparky, I’m not done,” I said, my voice thick because of the blood running down the back of my throat. “The thing I’ve been getting to is that anything with a body, anything that breathes, is mortal.”

We are forever.

“Not talking about lifespan, dickhead. I’m talking about flesh. You are flesh, and that makes you mortal.”

We are not mortal. We are monsters.

It took the word a child would use and tried to mock me with it.

I grinned. I could play kid games, too.

“I know you are,” I said, “but what am I?”

You are human. You are cattle.

I wanted to say ‘no’, to fire back some cool witticism, but at that moment I changed and my throat was no longer built for human speech. I can do the change really fast now. A second. A heartbeat.

Bang.

Scared man one minute.

Wolf the next.

Big freaking wolf. Lots of claws. Lots of teeth,

Pissed the fuck off because this motherfucker was trying to eat the life of a little kid.

Here's the really funny part.

Monsters in the dark –yeah, they can be afraid, too.

They can scream, too.

This one screamed.

He cried.

He even begged.

Not sure, but he might even, right at the last, called out for his mother. If that word even applies to this thing. It was that kind of call, though.

Loud, wailing, plaintive.

And futile.

I threw my head back and drowned the sound of it with my own howl. It was the loudest cry I’d ever made, and I wanted it to echo in the darkness for a long time.
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I found the doorknob.

It was right there behind me.

I staggered out and collapsed onto the floor.

I was naked and covered in black oil that was probably blood. I smelled like dead fish. 

I was me again. The wolf was sleeping. Satiated. Content with what it had done.

On all fours I crawled over to the bed and dragged the sheet off, wrapped it around me. Huddled there on the floor for a long time, shivering, trembling.

The wolf isn’t afraid of anything.

I am.       

Afraid and human. My mind was almost frozen in gear trying to accept what just happened. 

When Gail knocked and came in, she saw me and almost screamed. The closet door stood open. It was filled with toys and clothes.

“I…think I need a shower.”

“Oh my god!” she cried, dropping to her knees but not actually touching me. “What happened?”

“D-doesn’t m-m-m-matter,” I said, my teeth chattering. “It’s ov-over. I have extra clothes in my trunk. Car keys are on the table by the couch.”

Past her, peering around the edge of the door, I saw Toby. Just part of him. One big eye.

He looked at me and I looked back. Maybe there was some shared awareness that certain people have. He saw me and he knew that I knew. That we shared that bit of knowledge.

I smiled at him, and I nodded.

“It’s okay now,” I said.

The smile he gave me was slow in coming, but it was brighter than anything I’d ever seen. It pushed back the memory of darkness in my mind.
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Got showered. Got dressed.

Hugged the kid. Left my card with Gail.

She didn’t have much money, but I told her that it was already taken care of. I figured Ivy wouldn’t be asking me to pay for omelets and coffee for a while.

I hugged Gail, and that became a group hug with Toby. Kid’s a good hugger. Puts his heart into it.

Then I left.

And, yeah, before I got into my car, I went around back. There was a mutt back there pissing on the wall. I let him finish then went over, unzipped and pissed over top of his splash. Wolves do that, too.

Then I got in and drove away.

Back to the diner.

I needed some strong damn coffee. 




Jonathan Maberry is a NY Times bestselling author, multiple Bram Stoker Award winner, and freelancer for Marvel Comics. His novels include Code Zero, Rot & Ruin, Ghost Road Blues, Patient Zero, The Wolfman, and many others. Nonfiction books include Ultimate Jujutsu, The Cryptopedia, Zombie CSU, and others. Several of Jonathans novels are in development for movies or television including V-Wars, Extinction Machine, Rot & Ruin, and Dead of Night. He’s the editor/coauthor of VWars, a vampire-themed anthology; and is editing a series of all original X-Files anthologies. He was a featured expert on The History Channel special Zombies: A Living History. Since 1978 hes sold more than 1200 magazine feature articles, 3000 columns, two plays, greeting cards, song lyrics, and poetry. His comics include V-Wars, Rot & Ruin, Captain America: Hail Hydra, Bad Blood, Marvel Zombies Return, and Marvel Universe vs. The Avengers. He lives in Del Mar, California wih his wife, Sara Jo and their dog, Rosie. Find him online at www.jonathanmaberry.com.


A Note From the Publisher

Dear Reader:

I hope you enjoyed this book. I did, and that’s why I helped it become a reality. Too many big publishers are more concerned with cash instead of characters, stories, and ideas. They care more about their bottom line instead of what you really want.

That’s not how I work. I want to bring you awesome characters and stories from authors that you enjoy.

So I have one small favor to ask of you.

Leave a review for this book. Loved it, hated it - just let the author and I know what you thought of it. What you liked, what you didn’t like, and what you loved.

A short honest review will help me—as a publisher—know what you what to read… and it will help other readers like you find this book.

To help make it even easier for you, there’s a full list of my publications at http://alliterationink.com/pubslist.html, or you can go directly to a collection at Amazon or Goodreads to easily review them.

I look forward to hearing what you thought of the book!

Steven Saus, publisher
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No traditional monsters.
Just horror.

“This anthology is a different breed of horror. While the classics never go out of style, it’s refreshing to discover new nightmares, new evils, and old things resurrected afresh.” - Horror Novels Review.

dangers.alliterationink.com


 

[image: Wild and Wishful, Dark and Dreaming]

In these pages are twenty stories and poems that will transport you to the magical dangerous worlds you've always known should exist, but have never quite been able to find.

“Alethea Kontis: Awesome, racks up award nominations, wears tiaras.” 
—SF author Ferrett Steinmetz

“I want to live in Alethea's head because I think that might be the most interesting place in the world!!!!” 
—Ellen Oh, author of Prophecy

“If Neil Gaiman and the Brothers Grimm had a child who grew up to weave fairy tales, she would be Alethea Kontis.”
—J.T. Ellison, best-selling author of Where All the Dead Lie on Enchanted

“I can’t think of a better way to spend an afternoon than caught under Alethea Kontis’ spell.”
—Sarah Addison Allen on Enchanted

“Kontis is a born spell-caster and her work is spellbinding.”
—Leanna Renee Hieber, author of the Strangely Beautiful and Magic Most Foul series on Enchanted

wwdd.alliterationink.com
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Sam Brody definitely doesn't believe in the supernatural.
Then he discovers that it believes in him.

And it's angry.

redeye.alliterationink.com
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Sidekicks are the unseen glue holding those powerhouses together. They are the backbones. They are the voices of reason.
It's long past time for them to shine.

“This collection is clever, weird, disturbing and smart in a Twilight Zone meets Saturday Night Live kind of way.” - ReadVillage

sidekicks.alliterationink.com
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Life is uncertain.  The chance to peek into the future is tempting.  But is it a good idea to look?

Edited by Nayad Monroe, this anthology brings together stories from a diverse group of speculative fiction writers who provide insight into the possibilities. 

“Let me tell ye, bucko, there are some doozies in these pages…The big thing about What Fates Impose is how hard it is to ascribe a genre to most of the stories.” - Horrornews

fates.alliterationink.com


 

[image: An Inheritance of Stone]

Some poems in this book gallop and kick. Some swerve elegantly like an escape pod caught in a gravity well. Other roll quiet as a child’s blanket. The words in these pages won’t seem the same each time you read them. They will be just what you were looking for, but nothing that you expected.
- Lucy A. Snyder, author of the Bram Stoker Award-winning poetry collection Chimeric Machines

Merging her fascination with images of the space age and cowboy/equine lore, Leslie Anderson gives a quirky personal vision of the contemporary world where "America is a boy with long hair/ Who holds cigarettes like a burden" and who tells us we can be anything we desire "but first you have to be sad for 200 years."
- Diane Wakoski, author of the William Carlos Williams Award-winning book Emerald Ice.

inheritance.alliterationink.com
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Steampunk is fascinating. There's something compelling about the shine of clicking brass clockwork and hiss of steam-driven automatons. But until recently, there was something missing.
It was easy to find excellent stories of American and British citizens... but we rarely got to see steampunk from the point of view of the rest of the world.

Steampunk World is a showcase for nineteen authors to flip the levers and start the pistons and invite you to experience the entirety of steampunk.

Edited by Sarah Hans, this anthology's nineteen authors bring us the very best steampunk stories from around the world.

steamworld.alliterationink.com
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We thought we defeated the demons.
We were wrong.

“Almost 30 years later The Crimson Pact supplants Clive Barker’s Books of Blood series as the modern compendium of fantasy horror short stories.”-Lance Roth.

thecrimsonpact.com
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He can save his partner, his son, his marriage... or the world.  
But he can't do it all.

“This is a spy novel that intersects with the world of MMORPGs and combines a set of topics I haven’t seen before. It is a bit of The DaVinci Code with some James Bond and a modern virtual reality spin.”-Game Knight Reviews

netimpact.alliterationink.com
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