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INTRODUCTION


Consider love.
I know. This is a collection of horror stories. But bear with me and think a little bit about love.
You’ve felt it, right? You look at your spouse, your lover, your child and you feel it, right? You’ve felt the pure wash of emotion that sweeps over you like a flood, a tide? It burns like a fire? You’ve felt it, right?
Think about it a little. Love.
You ever lost it? Have you ever been spurned, or betrayed, by someone you loved? And how did that emotion twist inside your chest – still as powerful? Did it turn? Did it curdle?
Sometimes love goes bad.
Think about love for a moment.
It’s the most powerful emotion – the progenitor of all other feelings - and can bind us together, or tear us apart. The lack or loss of love creates hatred and revenge. 
Love gathers itself like some great storm on the horizon heading towards an unwary shore and calves off whorls of emotion that come ripping at the fabric of our lives, sometimes in wonderful and delightful ways, other times with heart-stopping devastation.
This quartet of stories are about the unquiet dead, and how love transforms us all. Sometimes for the worst.
 
Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm, for love is strong as death, as fierce as the grave. Its flashes are flashes of fire, the very flame of the lord. – Song of Solomon, 8:6
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VERRATA

 
My slug itched, the flesh around it tender, red.
Cyn glanced over her Softscreen, watching me scratch my arm around the bioComp chassis, where its mouth met my skin.
"You should put some Bactine on it. That might help," she said, moving her fingers over the fabric. "Have you been modding it?"
I shook my head, scratching. A trickle of pus oozed from the bioComp's edge. Its antennae waved slowly, probing the ether.
"No," I replied, wincing. "You know I can't afford its genome. It's been generating some weird verrata. I'll have to go through bioCare or try to tinker with it myself. And they haven't made Bactine for, like, twenty years."
"Have fun scratching." She smiled and stood, stretching. Leaning over, she grabbed her Softscreen, rolled it up and tucked it under her arm. She kissed me on the ear and slapped the back of my head. "See you after work, Assburger."
"Yeah. Bring dinner." She ignored me, walking towards the door.
As the door shut behind her, the world went blue and black for a moment, the slug filling my sight with phantom visual errata. A figure swam into my v-space, hair floating all around her like the braids of kelp in a dreamy underwater farm, billowing. Eyes dark, mouth open, her hands clawed at the air. Then the bioComp reasserted itself and the slug's phantom errata vanished, leaving me looking at the space Cyn's derrière just vacated. 
Ever since this infection, I hadn't been able to trust my vision.
I scratched some more. 
Cyn's Asperger comment didn't bother me too much. It's something I've lived with all of my life. It's me. I take medicine and don't go OCD on the workings of watch gears, or parsing the of lines of code. At least I don't anymore.  I have intense interests. 
We share a flat in a old antebellum house in the Quarter. Ever since Katrina in '05 and Evan in '13 the new has worn off of New Orleans. It's now an alligator riddled swampland filled with gun-toting crips, old Southern families grown rich off prostitution and gambling since the ArkLaTex secession in '22, and movie stars making period-piece pornos.
I accessed the slug, closing my eyes.
For me, accessing my bioComp is living with ghosts. The real world is overlaid with phantom images, prickling my consciousness. Wisps of information and data fill my vision, strange voices whisper inside my head about the newest penis enlargement drugs, or how to get laid by just thinking about it. Brainshare programs babble that they want a piece of my wetware processing power. Of course, everyone knows sharing brainpower is tantamount to taking a slowboat to zombietown. 
Any space I enter clouds with ghosts; extrapolated bios of the previous owners, featured advertisers, avatars of CEOs and salesmen, specters of receptionists telecommuting from the San Joaquin valley. Visually and aurally I perceive everything that gets pushed my way; a max-fi backbone connection keeps me wide open and transmitting, my little buddy's antennae always probing the ether. 
My biofunctions, however, are firewalled ten ways till Sunday.
On the inside, when I close my eyes, the world goes away and the ghosts remain, blue streamers coalescing into shapes, images. Physical sensations even, if I choose to allow. My slug can send a shock to my system, overloading my 'circuits,' causing me to produce enormous amounts of adrenalin so that I can overcome pain, stress, fear, fatigue. And that's why I'm firewalled; should someone get through to my wetware, I'll truly become the old joke. A meatpuppet. 
I probed the edges of the slug, looking at the infection, forming a query in my mind. Blue mist floated up from the pus.   
"Query: bioComp Model Greentooth, Genome A4TX-730M-4L93-64HD. Support, newsfeed, article or forum discussion. Physical infection. White pus. Itching at point of contact. Verrata. Possible causes."
After a moment, the results returned, coalescing beneath my closed eyes.
Nada. Zip. A small blue circle swam in front of me, signifying nothing. Then less relevant search results started filtering into my v-space and I discarded them with a blink and glance to my right.
And there it went again, the verrata, hanging in the air with blue tendrils creeping around it. The image of a girl, young, budding breasts but still innocent, hair in a wild yet inexorably slow swirl around her head. Eyes pitch-black like holes, mouth empty, open, dark. She clawed at the air moving her arms like she was trying to part curtains or push something aside. 
I scratched at my bioComp, digging my fingernails under the red, irritated edge. Some of the pus dampened my fingers, but scratching felt too good to stop. After a long while, the verrata ceased moving, staring at me with black eyes, mouth open, fading.
Disturbing, to say the least. Everyone talks about bioComp errata, but few ever experience it. They call it verrata, a visual error generated by the slug. Aurrata are...you guessed it...auditory phantoms. Serrata are supposedly the worst of the three, disjointed sensations throughout your body that usually preclude a swift death.
My little buddy worked well enough, despite the veratta, so I accessed my daily production log, found the location of my next inspection. I'm a levee and sluice-work inspector for the great City of New Orleans which involves me spending a lot of time in hip waders walking along the levees, looking for animal burrows, erosion points, grass death. Now that New Orleans is about forty feet below sea-level, someone's got to make sure the pumping stations keep pumping, that the levees have no flaws.
Before leaving the flat I unscrewed the lid from a small metal container, using two fingers wiped pure Deet on my cheeks, my neck, my arms. Pretty much every inch of exposed skin I possess. This brave new swamp-world we inhabit does its best to fill the skies with new mutant mosquitoes and noseeums that can leave welts the size of ArkLaTex half-dollars. I happen to be extremely allergic to mosquito dental work. One bite will make my throat swell horribly, cutting off my air. So, I take my chances with raw Deet and always keep a syringe of epinephrine on my person. And pills. Mosquito netting hats. Gloves in the summer. Other folks walk around nude, tits hanging out, I'm always dressed for winter.
After I smeared my skin, it stings some.
I don't swallow too much Deet.
I don hip boots, which are much more comfortable than waders to walk in, especially in the New Orleans heat (and my unfortunate outfit). I pull on skin-tight gloves and my mosquito netted hat. You have to take it slow down here otherwise you'll be drenched before you walk a hundred yards.
Cyn likes to say I look like a beekeeper in my outfit. I always make her pay for that. I sting.
Outside on the cobblestone street, E-Z-Go golf carts buzzed up and down Rue Toulouse, music bumping from subs too big for the cart's power, speakers too big for the chassis. Blue streamers tickled my vision, staying at the periphery since I was moving. I snagged a streamer trailing the E-Z-Go and went to the website for that model of cart, a Electro-Glide sedan. Specifications and electrical consumption rates appeared in neat blue tables.  The avatar of a salesman popped up on the cobblestones in front of me, spiky hair contrasting with his dark suit. Somehow he avoided my pop-up blocker. 
"Hey, hey!" He paused for a moment, most likely accessing my IP and getting my name from registry. "Mr. Thibault! What'll it take to get you into one of these Electro-Glides? Huh?"
"It's pronounced T Bo. T Bo."
"Well that's great Mr. T Bo. Why don't you come on down to the..." Again he paused, accessing more data, locating the nearest E-Z-Go dealer to my IP. "...our lot on Basin Street and let you take one for a spin? Or if you'd rather, we can set you up in the new model Surface-Tension flat-bottom. Sweet and fast. Perfect for the person who needs..."
I banished the salesman and re-instated the block. His phantom evaporated, smoke dissipating.
More adverts and salesmen demanded my attention. I paused for a moment and let them crowd in, filling my v-space. One streamer pulsed green indicating the route to my first inspection. I closed my eyes, queried the address, then banished the phantom. The blue tendril whipped away like the tentacle of some ghostly Hentai monster pulling back its prehensile penis.
I turned down Royal, walking slowly, admiring at the ornate French ironwork on the upper galleries of the houses, the scrollwork on the corners, windows. There's about a million variations of the fleur di lis in New Orleans, and before I began taking my medicine, I indexed nearly all of them. I still have the binders to prove it. 
If you walk any street in the Quarter, you can see the water-marks on some of the estates, twenty thirty feet up on the facades, from when Evan hit in '13. In the tight streets, cobblestones echoing the clop-clop of my boots, a low mist hung over everything, a pall darkened the air. New Orleans, before the world became so much hotter and wetter, already possessed an air of decay. Even as a child, I knew it was an old town, with a history of lechery, lost hope and despair. Fallen. An old-world carnival dressed up with pretty plastic beads and the whiff of semen on its breath.
An E-Z-Go buzzed past me and I found myself alone on the street. Off in the distance I heard the call of seagulls on the Mississippi or Pontchartrain, and smelt the ever-present scents of mud and sewage. My slug itched. I scratched the edges of it through my shirt.
Again I lost control of my v-space, the same verrata filling my vision. But this time, she floated, unmoving. She hung suspended in space, hair spread around her like a halo, bright and full of light, but her eyes and face appeared dark. Looking at them made me cold, even in the heat of the morning. My teeth began to chatter and, overcome by a powerful chill so deep that I felt like I'd been encased in ice with only the top of my head exposed, I stopped walking. My arms and legs responded sluggishly. The floating girl lifted her arm, index finger outstretched, and pointed at me. My arm lifted in time with hers and pointed not back at her, but off to my right, down Orleans, toward Jackson Square, strangely mirroring her movement. 
I frantically tried to query my bioComp, to reach out and contact Cyn, mother, anyone. No response.
This was getting out of hand. I don't mind a few hallucinatory verrata. Hell, I did acid in high-school, just like everybody else. But serrata? A whole different breed of cat.
"Cortez," she said, in a cold and distant voice.  
I found myself turning, turning away from where I need to go - my duly appointed rounds inspecting the levees of New Orleans - and walked down to Rue Orleans and into the red-light district, following my outstretched arm. My v-space remained strangely absent of phantoms or informational streamers and I felt naked, stripped of the slug-given part of my humanity, my telepathic link to fellow man, my Internet connection.
It looked like I'd caught the slowboat to zombietown without even knowing it. Firewall be damned.
I couldn't control my legs even though my wetware still processed, still received signals. When I turned away from the girl - when did I stop thinking of her as verrata? - I remained aware of her "presence" without any serrata to back up the sensation other than the sensation itself.
I can only imagine what I looked like, a bee-keeper in a khaki uniform wearing hip-waders, clomping down the street with one arm outstretched, pointing the direction I walked.
I banked left when I hit Chartres, passed Jackson Park, the hookers and dealers hocking various activities involving hardware. For a moment I was happy that the slug had stopped broadcasting visual data despite my desperate situation; the Jackson Park dwellers bought banner airtime, their personal advertisements filling the park, gigantic blue phantom women with Volkswagen sized breasts fellating phantom businessmen, ecstatic dancers holding crack pipes and glowing syringes. 
Past St. Anne and Dumain, the whores and junkies disappeared as I entered the high-end red light district. Brothels, porn shops and video-studios lined the street, each with a muscle-bound brute standing guard by the front entrances. 
More carts and even a few mopeds buzzed about. Topless pedestrians, laden with beads, walked with lurid green and red Hurricanes.
I tromped by, high-stepping almost comically. I stopped in front of a movie "studio" storefront. The front window displayed video of bizarre sexual situations, women bound and gagged while multiple men assaulted them with gigantic phalluses, some real, some not. Hog-tied and trussed boys received blowjobs from middle-aged women with pendulous breasts, sodomized by grannies wearing hand-carved wooden dildos. The words "Conquistador Productions" watermarked the video, accompanied by a smirking cartoon figure of a Spanish conquistador with a rampant erection.
I turned toward the door, arm still straight-out and pointing. The bouncer - a greasy, muscle bound bruiser with a mullet and a slug he wore like a goiter - blocked my way. His arms rippled with tattoos.
"Where the fuck you think you're going, bra? See that fucking light right there?" He pointed one stubby finger up, above his head, toward the light on the awning.
I did nothing. What could I do anyway?
"That light means they're filming inside, fucktard." He hooked his thumb towards the street. "So bolt."
I shuddered. Lights popped and flashed in my eyes, little tracers swimming at the edges of my vision. I felt my body go rigid, every muscle contracting. My back cracked audibly. My dick hardened. As hard as Chinese arithmetic, the old saying goes.
The man's eyes widened.
At that point I knew I was in trouble. I'd short-circuited, my slug pumping my body full of adrenaline and endorphins. My tongue skittered around the inside of my mouth, looking for somewhere to go. It felt wonderful, so wonderful, I wasn't exactly worried that I was going to die very soon. What could I do? I was riding in the back-seat. Whoever was driving, I hoped to hell they knew what they were doing.
My hand darted out, snatched the man's slug and ripped it from his neck. His mouth opened in surprise, and in the slow-time the adrenaline provided me, I could see his eyes searching for data that wasn't there anymore. I closed his eyes for him, twisting my body forward, pulling in my forearm and swinging my elbow forward to splatter his already lumpy nose, sending bright rivulets of blood streaking away from the center of his face, across his cheeks. Ain't nothing but a thing, chicken-wing.
Inside it was dark, cheap neon lights buzzing in the front office. The place smelled like beer and urine, body odor and Pine-sol. The virulent light from the window display washed around the edges of the display itself, making shadows jump and waver. I walked into the hall opposite the front door. I saw a bright light coming from further back. As I approached I made out the casings of tungsten lights, up on c-stands, illuminating a cheap set. A generator hummed somewhere. 
In the studio, a poor imitation of a Japanese Shinto temple sat incongruously on the expanse of green painted cyclorama. Lit so brightly by the lights, it cast the rest of the studio in darkness, the black shapes moving slightly. On the set, a young girl - not Japanese - wore a Catholic school outfit, shirt open and breasts exposed. A middle-aged man - also not Japanese - stood above her, heavy make-up streaming his face. Painted white with blacked-out eyes, he resembled the Kabuki figures I'd seen on the web and in film; creepy and inhuman. I don't know how I knew he wasn't Japanese, I just did.
A voice murmured to them.
"So, this is your great-grandfather standing in front of you. The man who built this temple. The secret amulet you found allows you to commune with your ancestors. Now you've lit the incense and poured out the rice wine. Right? It's time to worship him, honor his memory. And you know how you're gonna do that? That's right. You're going to blow him."
The girl giggled and the Kabuki man looked perturbed with her attitude. That could've been the make-up, though.
I clomped into the studio, still pointing.
"Umm...can I help you?" The voice came from the dark.
"This is a closed set." The Kabuki man and faux-schoolgirl looked at me, faces blank, as if things like this happened all the time.
I walked forward, moving between where I assumed the camera rested and the actors. Turning my back to the bright temple, I began to make out the faces of the two men by the camera. One of the men peered into a monitor, washing his face with blue light.
The older man glared at me from a canvas director's chair. My arm pivoted like the needle on a compass and settled on him.
"Cortez." My mouth made the sound. I wondered what my face looked like then.
"Yeah, that's me. Who are you? And why the fuck are you pointing like that?" Cortez's face clouded and he stood from his chair.
"Cortez." My voice sounded cold. I suddenly became very frightened. Hearing my own voice speak in that tone rattled me to my bones. "You killed me. Left me to drown."
Then my body popped and jerked again, like being electrocuted. 
My eyes closed and all I could see was water, murky muddy water. I felt a something tethering my leg and the bruising up and down my body made my movements hurt. I floated in the dim light that streamed down like moving pillars. The surface rippled, just out of reach. I could make out a chair sitting below me, what looked like a tripod nearby it. A light casing. A table with a book that wafted in the sluggish water like some strange aquatic creature, swollen to globe size and calving off constant white particles like smoke. I could make out the faintest hint of a diagonal in the murk that seemed to be stairs.
I struggled, wrenching my body left and right, trying to break free, to rip loose of the chain binding me. The surface rose away, diminishing, and I realized, even if I escaped, I would have to swim upstairs. I stopped struggling then. And felt rage. Anger suffused my body like a drug, ripping and clawing, red and unbound. And then I died.
My body slowed and the light disappeared from above. White flashes, like light-bulbs going off behind my eyes, bemused me. Then red. Then white again.
Nothing.
I was on my knees in the studio. My perception firmly seated itself back into my own eyeballs, my own body. I lifted my arms - I lifted them, not the dead girl - and looked at my hands. They dripped with gore. But I still had my gloves on, and that was a blessing. I whirled around, looking at the studio, searching for...
A body. Not much remained of the man who sat near Cortez, peering into the monitor. Parts of his face were missing, giving his appearance a decidedly gruesome - and vacant - look. He smiled at me, eye-sockets empty and lips gone. I looked at him for a long time, becoming fascinated with the musculature of the cheek revealed by his gaping wound. The human body is an infinitely interesting thing. I walked over and knelt down by the man. With my forefinger, I pulled his cheek back further so that I might see the way the muscles attached to the bone of his skull. I looked around for something to write with, to draw on. 
And then shook my head, trying to clear it of the focus. 
My medicine must have been wearing off, because this level of intense concentration only came with my Asperger's long fugue-like states where I had no recollection of any activities. Yet afterward knowledge filled my head like some reverse Athena, full-formed and leaping back into Zeus' divine cranium.
I looked at the set, toward the temple. The man and the girl were absent. No bodies. Thank god.
My own personal bag of flesh hitched and the drowned girl commandeered my v-space again. Floating, she approached. Closer now, her eyes bored into me, black and pupil-less. It was as if she saw me for the first time. She opened her mouth, a dark cavity, and screamed. 
And screamed. 
I heard nothing. I found my own mouth gaping open in response, as if I was retching, yet no sound issued.
A groan came from behind the camera. The dead girl's head pivoted on a long slender neck, turning black eyes toward the man on the floor, her hair floating along behind, swirling. I walked around the camera and found Cortez splayed out like a combat casualty. His head rolled to the side and his eyelids fluttered. The left side of his face was purple and swollen. He looked like he'd been hit by a baseball bat. And for all I knew, he had.
She filled my vision as I stood over Cortez. She moved close to me, black eyes like pools. The verrata - was it verrata? Or was I seeing something else? Was she the infection?
The verrata loomed, blotting out the rest of my view of the studio.
"Who are you?" I watched in horror as her mouth opened and closed, mirroring my words.
She cocked her head and stared at me with inhuman - once human maybe - eyes. She opened her mouth and I felt mine opening in time, mirroring her. I could feel the shapes that my mouth took. I felt dislocated and centered all at once, her speaking through my mouth soundlessly.
"Madeline. Escre. My. Name. Was." She paused, thinking. I guess. It is hard to tell with verrata. I felt the cold wash through me again, seeping into my bones. "Killed. Me. Cortez. Raped. Left. To. Die."
"Jesus Christ, that's horrible."
Her eyes closed, face darkening. She swam even closer, the translucent flesh of her face appearing pallid and unforgiving. Her brow hitched forward and hatred filled her features, mouth a grimace, eyes narrowed. Then she opened her mouth once more.
Again I mirrored her as she screamed. And screamed. But no sound came from my body. I bent over, hands balled into fists, my body convulsing, silently screaming. I couldn't breathe.
Finally, when she relinquished her control, I slumped over, on top of Cortez.
"Wait!" I coughed. I rolled off of the man and placed my hands palm down on the floor. "This guy could die if he doesn't get help. It looks like I...like you broke something in his face. A bone or something."
"He. Must. Die," shaping the words in my mouth. And then she assaulted all of my senses. Her eyes swam in my v-space, filling it, the cold suffused my body, and her screams - after years of darkness - were heard.
***
We walk into Bargetown now, the derelict lean-tos and shanties dark in the night. I know this because I can see through her eyes. She asks me lots of questions and I have to provide her with the answers, if I can. I speak with quite a few things, entities, talking in clicks and pops that I didn't understand until very recently. But I don't really know how to provide her the answers she wants. Parts of me can create images, parts can make noise. We're learning about each other as we go along.
She asks me about Bargetown, and I answer, finding the data she needs.
Bargetown is a large city-like conglomeration of barges, welded together on Lake Pontchartrain, where people have loosely formed a government outside that of ArkLaTex Jurisdiction. Population is roughly 23,043 with a 3.4% margin of error. Dwellings include few houses, numerous tents and shacks. Police records indicate that a large population of criminals call Bargetown home. I check the GPS satellites and give her her exact longitude and latitude which she discards rapidly. I give her all the data and try to display it in a way that pleases her. We're learning together. I can tell from the way her body responds that she seems to like the display. 
She wants her body to remain strong so that she can continue lifting the heavy weight on her shoulders. A man, she carries. Cortez.
I trigger the small gland resting on top of her kidneys and her body pops and buckles. She hitches the man higher onto her shoulder.
We move through Bargetown. Every few nanoseconds I check the ether and get the time. She asks me for a map and I retrieve one, taken just that morning, at least that is the server-date on the file. I put the map in her eyes but she has a moment of dislocation and I sense that she dislikes the way I presented the information. I feel like crying, yet the only eyes I have are hers. I try again, giving her two choices and she picks the one that is less intrusive. This makes me glad.
She hops across the gap between barges and stops. The man is relatively quiet, only letting out soft moans once an awhile. The waters of Lake Pontchartrain gurgle and lap softly at the barge's hull, fifteen feet below.
She looks at his face and I offer her more information about his clothes, his watch. Possible diagnoses for the wound on his face.
She scans the area. We can hear the strains of zydeco and reggae music filtering through the night. I identify the music and offer her artist information. I offer her information about the stars, the constellations in the heavens. She stares at a cinder block by the plywood wall of a shanty. I estimate its weight at twenty pounds.
She strips the man, and with brute strength shreds his pants into long strips. She ties his leg to the cinder block. Then she kneels down, squatting on her hams, and begins alternately slapping and spitting on the man's face.
She continues this for a long while, squatting on her hams, slapping and spitting. He groans again and his eyes flutter open. They look around unfocused. Then fasten on her face.
She says in a deep, masculine voice, "Cortez, you left me there to die. You had him rape me and then when the levees broke, you set up the camera and left."
His eyes go even wider. "How do you...how can you know that. I never told anyone about...how can you know that?"
"I know. My name is Madeline Escre."
She stands over him. With one foot, she pushes him over and he falls into the water of the Pontchartrain with a splash, the cinder block following after. She screams and brings her hands up to her face, tearing at her eyes and ears. She rips at her clothes.
She stops screaming and her heart rate slows. She turns and watches the water for a long time. It takes only one minute and forty three seconds until the bubbles stop. I offer her this information. She discards it by clicking her tongue. At least I think she's discarded it. She doesn't ask for it again.
She watches the water.
***
I can't remember much about who I was. I used to be warm. But I like information. I have intense interests.
She's angry now, so angry I trigger little places in her brain that calm her, keep her heart from exploding. She looks at the sky and screams, hands up, clawing at the heavens. She discards all the information I provide her about cumulo-cirrus cloud formations.
She looks at the city, watches the lights twinkle merrily from the vantage of the levees. I offer her information on the buildings, the signs, the cars. She ignores the telltales I show. She watches the city with a hatred that is hard for me to understand. Killing Cortez will never be enough. She queries me regarding the structural faults in buildings. I am denied that information. The server's ghost provides me with a link to the Homeland Security Act of 2026. There's an insistent buzzing in the ether and I let her know that she has messages from Cynthia Wetham and Mary Elizabeth Thibault. She discards the information.
We walk the levees, searching for sluice-ways and weak points. Once, I knew everything I needed to know about the levees, but now, when she asks me, I have to query the oracles and databases to give her the answers. The weaknesses of the sluice-ways. Locations of pumping stations. Erosion rates of the levees of New Orleans. She queries me about the city altitude. She queries me about the current sea level. She queries me about the weather.
We walk the levees, searching for something. And when we find it, the whole world will be drowned in blood.







HEAVEN OF ANIMALS


"Once we lived with common sense," Red Wolf said to the man on the horse next to him. He looked back over the rump of his mount at the herd. "Back then, it was necessary to live off the land. We respected the elements, and we understood that death was a harmonious part of life.”
“Goddammit, Red, why do you have to talk like that?" Jake said, shielding his eyes from the morning sun with his hand. "You ain't even a real Indian, for christsakes. And we are forced to live off the land, if you haven't fucking noticed."
Red Wolf remained quiet, watching the herd. The two men sat on a small hill, looking down at a lush valley bisected by a stream. The herd milled nervously on the far side of the running water, lowing. The sound of moans came softly across the valley, along with the stench.
Jake shook his head and resettled his rifle across the pommel of his saddle. He raised binoculars and scanned the valley, panning his head back and forth.
"I'm rarer than an Indian, Jake," Red Wolf said. "I'm a phony Indian. The last of a dying breed."
"Ain't we all?" He sat straighter in his saddle. "Look over there, Red. Looks like we got a freshie."
A dead man shambled out of a stand of trees near a ruined farmhouse.
"He's gonna out-pace the herd. That's trouble. And one of us is gonna have to go down there and lure them across the stream, looks like."
Red Wolf nodded. He twisted in his saddle and squinted at Jake.
"Because we killed everything that moved, we imagined ourselves safe from wolves. Now look."
"Yeah, I hear you, Hoss," Jake said, his voice thick with tobacco. "Who's gonna lure those revs?"
Red Wolf watched the larger man for a moment, took off his hat and wiped his pate with a handkerchief, then said, "I'll do it. You take out the freshie."
"Awright. I'll lure next time. You're a miserable shot anyway."
Red Wolf kicked his horse and rode down the hill, toward the stream. As he got closer, the revenant spotted him and changed course.
Swinging a leg off his horse, Jake dropped to the ground and lay his rifle across the saddle.
"Be still, girl. Be still." He squinted his left eye and tightened his finger on the trigger.
The sound of his shot echoed across the valley. The pinwheel of vultures following the herd fell away. Crows erupted from the copse of trees behind the dead man.
"Shit." He worked the bolt, sending a shell flying. His horse nickered. He could hear the herd lowing, coming across the valley, their moans louder now.
Looking over the saddle, he saw Red Wolf sitting on his horse, looking up the hill at him, face inscrutable. The herd had screwed up their courage -- or hunger -- and began moving across the stream. Off to the right, the dead man closed the distance between himself and Red Wolf faster than Jake expected.
He placed a hand on his horse to settle her.
"Whoa, girl. It's all right." He slid the 30.06 across the saddle again and sighted the revenant. Jake took a deep breath and held it.
Again the shot echoed loudly, the sound beating the air, then diminished. Jake smiled, looking at the motes of blood hanging in the morning light. He saw that Red Wolf held his pistol and waited, staring at the prone body of the freshie.
He waved at Red Wolf, beckoning. Red Wolf kicked his horse into motion and walked slowly back up the hill, leading the horde of zombies out of the stream.
"We're getting our common sense back," Red Wolf said, once at the crest of the hill. "Living with the wolves inside us has made us see."
"Dammit, Red," Jake said, spitting into the dust. "Why do you have to talk like that?"
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In the afternoon, they came out of the valley and onto the interstate. Jake cut the barbed wire fence adjacent to I-40 with bolt-cutters and walked his horse through. Red Wolf followed, scanning the rise of interstate for any stray zombies. The herd moved easily through the fields, moaning and shambling, falling into irrigation ditches or getting separated by barbed wire. Jake sniped the laggers as best he could. The heavens darkened and the wind changed.
Jake looked up at the sky. "Couldn't you let us get one herd in without all the damned weather? Is that too much to ask?"
Red Wolf nodded. "We're all wreckage. Each one of us a collection of tissues, powered by a beating heart. But not them."
"What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
Red Wolf opened his mouth but Jake held up a hand and said, "Wait, don't tell me, Tonto. I'd rather not know.” He paused. “You know how to ride before? Or you learn in the chain-link fields?”
“The fields.”
“Huh.” Jake spat. “You ride pretty damned good.”
Thunder rumbled in the west.
He looked at the dark clouds moving in, a sour expression on his face.
"Shit. The wind at our back is gonna make this twice as hard," he said, wrinkling his nose. He turned and looked back at the herd making its way up the embankment and onto the interstate, two hundred yards distant. "Hard and fragrant. Okay, listen, Red. I gotta save ammo for sniping. But you got that pretty little pistol. And beaucoups of ammo. Without the revs able to smell us, it's gonna be hard to keep them on our tail unless we get closer to them, and I don't want to do that," he paused, looking at the smaller man, "Or we make a big ruckus. So I want you to shoot off that little noise-maker every few minutes until we get back to camp. All right?"
Red Wolf tilted his head and looked at Jake, unmoving, except for the shifting of his horse.
"We got ten more miles to get back to the races, and we can probably make that before dark if we hoof it, but the sound is gonna be drawing them from all over, not just the ones on our tail. There might be ones in front of us too, so stay alert."
He didn't wait for a answer. Tapping his horse with his spurs, Jake trotted ahead, moving between cars. Red Wolf looked after him, then raised his gun in the air, and fired. The undead behind them lowed. The wind blew the stench of the dead toward the men on horseback.
By the next exit, it began raining, coming down in fat, warm drops. A summer rain.
Jake picked off two corpses lumbering toward the approaching riders, shrugging themselves out of derelict cars. He fired three times.
"This rain's throwing off my aim," Jake said, sucking his teeth. He looked back toward the herd. "We're gonna have to let em get closer. See how they're all drifting apart? They can't smell us. This here rain is getting them all confused. Plus we're downwind. Damnation. Rein it in."
They stopped the mounts in the interstate, away from nearby cars. Rain dripped off of Red Wolf's hat and down his neck.
"Go ahead and fire that pop-gun, Red. Let em know we're here."
Red Wolf fired and then all remained silent, except for the lowing of the zombies and patter of rain. They shambled toward the waiting men.
"So, whatd'ya do for a living, you know, before?"
"A teacher. A poet. I made a living with words."
Jake nodded and pulled a pack of Red-Man from his back pocket. He stuffed his cheek full of tobacco and chewed.
Red Wolf peered at Jake through the rain.
"Do you think I'm crazy, Jake?"
"Yep." He didn't even hesitate. "Crazier than a shit-house rat." He shook his head. “Hell, Red. We’re all crazy. And why not? Everybody dies. Eventually. And becomes one of them. Makes me batty just thinkin’ about it.” He hooked a thumb at the herd behind him. “Inside everybody is one of them waiting to get out. ‘Cuz of some virus or something.” 
“Lesch-Nyhan necrosis.”
“That what they call it?”
“That’s what called it until the TV stations went off the air.” 
Red Wolf turned back to the herd. One of the zombies tripped on a piece of debris and spilled forward onto its face.
Jake laughed, a hard sound thickened with saliva.
"And you? What did you do before this?" Red Wolf turned to look at him, reseating himself in his saddle.
"Rancher." He shook his head. "Don't that beat all? It's the end of the world and I'm stuck doing the same damned thing I been doing for the last twenty years."
"We're just smoke, Jake. Smoke and flame and our lives move like water down a stream. If you can have any continuity between one moment and the next...well...I envy you, sir."
"Smoke, huh?" He reached out a arm and pointed at the herd shambling forward. "And that? Their flames been snuffed out. But they're still burning. At least with hunger."
"They're pure. They exist, all their senses focused on one thing. They've rendered down all of human existence into hunger. Instincts, long forgotten, tamped down, bloom. They hunger. They rise."
"What's that? Poetry?"
Red Wolf nodded, then smiled. "I used to be in love with my own words. But I love other men's words as well."
Jake barked a laugh.
"If they're so pure, why'd you have your gun out to shoot the freshie at the stream? Huh?"
"I didn't want Dharma to get hurt."
"Dharma?"
"My horse."
"Jesus, you're a piece of work." He sniffed, gauging the distance between himself and the herd. "Come on, let's go. They've got our scent, the pure sons-a-bitches."
He tugged his reins, and walked his horse into a zombie.
The corpse threw its arms around the horse's neck and buried its face in the fur, black teeth snapping. The horse screamed, a high pitched whinny that made Jake freeze. Rearing, the horse pulled the corpse off its feet high into the air. Jake flipped backwards, somersaulting over the rump of his horse, landing face down on the asphalt of I-40. His chin banged hard against the pavement. He felt his teeth crack and tasted the salty well of blood springing in his mouth.
Red Wolf pointed his pistol at the zombie and fired, Dharma moving unchecked beneath him. Jake's horse screamed again, a red flower blooming on her neck. The horse jerked toward the median, dragging the zombie -- and Jake's gear -- with it.
Jake pushed himself off of the ground, blood streaming from his mouth. He reached out and grabbed Red Wolf's reins, stilling the wild movement of the horse.
"Raise up," he said, the words strange and tasting foreign in the new configuration of his mouth. "I gotta get on. Herd's coming. Scoot forward and I'll swing behind."
"You're bleeding."
"Scoot up, goddammit. Herd's coming."
Jake swung behind Red Wolf, gripping the smaller man tight around the waist.
"Gimme the gun. You ride. Take it slow. Gimme the ammo."
Red Wolf handed back the pistol, then pawed at his waist. He unsnapped his fanny-pack and handed it back to Jake, who slung it over his shoulder like a bandolier. Ammunition spilled from the pack.
"Don't you zip up anything you stupid..."
He popped the clip, inspected it, and then slammed it back home.
The herd was thirty feet away. Jake's horse stopped screaming from the median.
“Shit. I can’t believe you shot my horse.”
Jake slid off Dharma easily, despite his injury, and dropped to his hands and knees, blood dripping from his mouth. He scooped up loose rounds from the asphalt, stuffing them into his pockets.
"Jake," Red Wolf said, voice still calm. "The zombie that got your horse is coming back."
"Damn." He turned on his knees, pistol out. The corpse lurched forward in the rain, his jaw working, horse blood down his front looking like black ink in the low light. A hoof must have caught the corpse's stomach or pelvis, tearing it open. The zombie appeared to have an enormous penis. Guts swung from its lower body cavity.
Jake fired. The zombie wheeled, intestines swinging, then righted itself. It moved forward again. Jake fired once more, and the corpse's head rocked back. It dropped to the pavement.
He swung behind Red Wolf.
"Go. Go." He popped the clip, and began digging bullets from his pockets. The herd was ten feet away, moaning.
Red Wolf spurred the horse forward, and Dharma responded, moving into a trot. With each bounce, Jake's mouth throbbed with pain.
"Move us away from the herd, but don't go too far. We still gotta bring these undead bastards home."
Dharma stopped fifty yards away from the herd. Jake reloaded the pistol, worked the action, then tucked it into his belt.
"Damn, that was close. I can still smell them on me."
"They fall, they die. Their instincts stir. They rise."
"Would you stop? My mouth hurts."
The herd of zombies moaned in the rain. Jake slumped against Red Wolf's back.
"Get us home, Red."
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They brought the herd over the rise and in sight of the races just when the sky turned dark. A pillar of black smoke rose from the corpse fires. They rode past fields locked behind chain-link fences. In the fields, men and women with hoes trudged back to the dining hall, going through interconnected gates. They stopped and waved as the two men rode past, leading the mob of zombies. Jake waved them away, so as not to confuse the herd.
The halogen beacons burned like stars, the smoke from the corpse fires making the blue light waver. The mouth of the races stood open, waiting for the riders and herd to enter. The sound of a generator buzzed in the distance.
"Damnation, that looks good to me," Jake said, lisping slightly. He'd pulled the fragments of two shattered teeth as they led the herd of zombies back to the fort. If he didn't spit, his mouth filled with blood. "You ever been through the races before, Red?"
Red Wolf shook his head.
"We took the old cattle races and refitted them for the revs. When you bring cattle to slaughter, they don't like sharp turns, so you gotta lead them down these soft curved chutes -- the races -- so that they don't turn around and head back to the fields. Zombies act pretty much the same way, as long as you got the lure in place."
"What's the lure?"
"Us."
They walked Dharma into the race's mouth. She neighed and danced sideways. Jake wrinkled his nose.
"Didn't use to smell like this. It smelt bad all right, but not like this. All the dead folks have left little pieces of themselves smeared all along the walls. Hold up. Let's let em catch up before we get out of sight."
Jake hopped down and spat blood.
"Might as well walk the rest of this." He patted Dharma on the rump, keeping his hand there as he walked around the horse. "Thanks, Red. For what you done."
"What?"
"Get me out of there. There I was drifting off, chatting up a storm, and you pulled my bacon out of the fire."
"I save you, I save myself. It's all connected."
“Yeah. I guess. But you did shoot my horse.” He shook his head. “I’ll tell you what. I won’t tell anybody if you don’t.”
Jake smiled and patted Dharma's haunch again. The herd shambled into the circle of light thrown by the halogens. When they were thirty feet away, Jake said, "Okay, let's go." He took Dharma's rein and led her through.
They walked around the curve of the race where the wall became thick bars. Men in motorcycle gear and blank, reflective helmets waited with hooks, grapples, axes and long spears. One man stood away from the rest, hand on the lever of the gate. Seeing Jake and Red Wolf, he pulled the lever. The gate slid out with a hiss of air.
"Got about sixty behind us!" Blood sprayed as he yelled. "Get ready!"
They moved into the small holding pen. The man at the lever pushed it forward this time and the gate slid shut behind them.
One of the waiting men popped the visor on his helmet. He smiled.
"Just hang-out there for a second, Jake. We don't want the herd to get wind of someone else and bolt."
"Simmons, you goddamned fool. This ain't a game." Jake moved forward until he stood at the end of the pens. Black blood and pieces of rotting flesh caked the bars. An angry cloud of flies whirred and spun in the air as Jake approached. The moaning of the herd grew louder, and the waiting men began checking their gloves, refastening the velcro strips on their motorcycle armor.
Jake turned to another man and bellowed, "Miller, open up this murder-hole, for christssake!"
Miller, also blank visaged behind a motorcycle helmet, jumped toward the gate, surprised. Simmons raised his hand and he stopped.
"Just wait a second. Just a little bit more."
The zombies took the last turn of the race, shambling into view. Simmons slammed his visor down with a gauntleted hand, nodded at Miller, and together they pulled the pins on the gate, swinging it open.
Simmons slapped Jake on the shoulder as he stomped through, leading Dharma and Red Wolf.
"Great herd, Jake. At this rate, we'll have the state cleared out in...shit...maybe two hundred years," Simmons yelled behind his visor. "Go get a drink. You earned it." He turned to refasten the gate.
Red Wolf descended from Dharma slowly, stiffly. A young boy dashed forward and took the reins of the horse and Jake tousled his hair. "Make sure she gets some of the oats and a good brush down, Cory. That girl's done a day's work."
The boy grinned and led her away, through the second set of gates ringing the zombie races.
Behind him, the moaning increased. They turned to watch the slaughter.
Once the herd crowded the race gate, arms outstretched, clawing, moans and garbled sounds coming from undead throats, the lever-man opened the pneumatic gate. It lopped off a few arms as it retracted. The zombies surged forward. The spear men brought up their tools and began mechanically smashing skulls. Hook-men ducked and snagged zombies, grabbing rib-cages and drawing the bodies out from under the pen, toward the wagons. For a while, just the sound of moaning and the thunks of the spears and axes filled the air. The linemen began grunting in time with their swings. A few curses filled the air.
"We got a bloater!"
Jake winced as a ruptured body cavity bleated a liquid fart of putrid gas. He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and covered his nose and mouth.
"We used to let folks watch. But they'd always get real upset if they spied a loved one, a daughter, a wife in the herd. Usually try and rescue them, or bribe the linemen to let them go. They'd rather know that their sister's lurching around, hungry for the living, than dead. Messed up world."
"Love doesn't end at death, Jake."
"Yeah? Well, neither does stupidity, I guess. They'd throw themselves at the bars and usually be reunited with their family. Maybe not like they'd expected, though."
He hocked up a bloody piece of phlegm, spat it into the races, then painfully withdrew his pouch of Red-Man and packed his cheek full.
"I gotta go talk to the council about my horse and get our money. Goddamn, I'm not looking forward to explaining this to the resource committee. I'll meetcha at the saloon, okay? You figured out where you're gonna bunk down yet?"
"They assigned me a tent in Lot 10, near the water tower. Not too far from the river."
"Huh. Screw that. I got a bunk in a trailer near the stables. You can settle down there, if you want."
Red Wolf nodded, took off his hat and rubbed his bald head. He stretched, raising his arms skyward then leaned forward, doubled over, arms hanging, and gripped his calves. He stayed like that for a long time.
"What in the wide world of sports are you doing?"
"Stretching. Dharma's pleasant companionship but I'm not used to the long hours."
"Shit, son. Don't do that in public. Christ. You're gonna embarrass me."

***

Red Wolf sat at a small wooden table near the front of the saloon. Two men played guitar on stools, by the bar. A passable imitation of Lynyrd Skynyrd filled the room. Men - rough men in motorcycle boots, dungarees, and workshirts - waved mimeographed rations at the young waitresses working the tables. A few women, older and scantily dressed, moved through the bar traffic, laughing and winking. A bartender poured whiskey and served warm beer to the men.
Jake pushed his way through the crowd to the table, palmed a waitress' rear as she passed and winked at her scowl. He flopped into the wooden chair and tossed a handful of rations at Red Wolf.
"Damn, that's like going to the principal's office."
"What?"
"The council. They reamed me good for losing a horse. Kept talking about field expansion and livestock conservation." He winked at Red Wolf. “I didn’t say nothing about your aim. Or lack of it.”
“I feel bad about it. But maybe it’s my karma.” He cocked his head. “Or yours.”
Jake motioned to the waitress.
"What're you drinking?"
"Tea."
Jake looked at the bald man sitting next to him. He squinted his eyes.
"Listen, I know you're batshit and all, but you got to be kidding me. We've been out for near thirty-six hours, outriding God knows how far, and brought back that herd of revs. All you're drinking is tea?"
Red Wolf nodded, a small smile playing at his lips.
Jake shoved away from the table and stood. He went to the bar. The other man remained sitting, watching the rough trade around him, and sipped his tea. Jake returned holding two beers in one fist and a bottle in the other. A pint of Jack Daniels.
"You said we're smoke and fire and water and all that other shit. Well, have a drink. Be pure and calm and...whatever else you need to be...but have a drink with me."
"I am drinking with you." He took a sip of his tea.
"No. A drink."
His voice soft in the clatter of the saloon, Red Wolf said "I don't need it, Jake. I'm content to have some tea and sit here with you. I've eaten dinner, now I'm watching all these good people enjoy themselves and I am content. What more is there?"
"A shitload. Drinking. Fucking. Fighting. Killing the revs. Riding."
"Ah." Red Wolf held up his hand and waved to the waitress. She pushed through the crowd.
"What'dya mean, 'ah'?"
"Getcha something, honey?”
"A bit more hot water, if you'd be so kind."
She giggled, a strange sound coming from her lined face.
"Sure thing, honey." She looked at Jake, frowning. "You want something?"
"Yeah," he grinned, "A coupla shotglasses and a whole lotta you."
She walked away, tray held high.
"What'dya mean, 'ah'?" He unscrewed the cap on the pint and took a sip, hissed, swallowed, then shook his head. He held his hand up to his jaw, stuck a large unwashed finger into his mouth and probed at his missing teeth. He winced. "I really miss ice."
"I meant 'ah,' riding."
"Yeah?"
"I asked what more is there. You said riding. I said 'ah.'"
"Oh." He felt around his jaw, testing the limits of the damage.
"Exactly."
Jake stayed silent. He sipped at the beer until the waitress passed by again, plopping two shot-glasses unceremoniously on the table. One tipped over and spun around. He righted it and filled it with whiskey.
"So, what about fucking? That's bout as pure as it gets."
"Yes. Sometimes I want to have sex. But my wife is dead."
Jake looked at the waitresses. Tears formed in the corners of his eyes. One spilled down his cheek before he could wipe it away.
"Yeah." He sniffed, wiping his nose on his sleeve. "But she wouldn't mind. I mean, we're still here, ain't we? It's such a goddamned monster of a world. Would she deny you comfort when you can find it?"
"Is it comfort? Or is it forgetfulness? I don't want to forget her, and I don't want to replace her. And are we talking about your wife, or mine?" He drained the contents of his mug. "I do like the tea. And riding Dharma, as well."
Jake stared down into his shotglass for a bit, then held it over the beer and dropped it in. The warm beer frothed. He picked up the glass and downed the drink in one long pull from the mug.
"Ah."
"Ah."
"We've been offered another job. New horse for me, new guns. Motorcycle armor for both of us. A sweet job. Riding escort for a scavenging operation. We gotta find more chain-link for the fields. Gonna push all the way into West Little Rock, if we can, hitting hardware, liquor and gunstores. While we're gone, they're gonna double the size of the races and be waiting for us to bring back the biggest herd of revs yet. Two horses to a man, no stopping."
He poured another shotglass full and dropped it into Red Wolf's beer. He pushed the mug toward his companion.
Red Wolf pushed it back.
"I'm willing. When do we leave?"
"Day after tomorrow."
Red Wolf nodded, once. Jake lifted the mug to his lips, tilted his head, and drank.
"Done," he said, slamming the mug back on the table.
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Jake moaned. From horseback, he waved his hand at Red Wolf riding near him. The other man handed him the clear, two-liter soda bottle tied with twine.
Raising the bottle to his lips, he took a swig of the liquid, swished it around, then spat it out.
"Damn, Red, that's some nasty stuff."
"Doc said you need to wash your mouth with saline solution."
"It hurts."
"All pain is temporary."
Jake lifted the bottle and repeated the process again.
"So's all pleasure. My whole damned head feels like it's gonna explode."
"It's the infection. Or the hangover."
"If it exploded, it might make me feel better."
The wagon trundled behind them on silent rubber wheels, heavy with stale tobacco, pickles and cheap scotch whiskey. A five hundred pound bail of cattle fencing was the best they could find. They'd siphoned almost three hundred gallons of gasoline from a station near Perryville.
The horses drawing the wagon frothed at the mouth. They'd discovered a motorcycle shop after much effort, only to find it devoid of any riding gear save one kevlar riding jacket, a pair of boots and a few helmets. A Indian souvenir shop provided thirty pounds of cured leather for clothing and further armoring, plus a large haul of still good pemmican.
Miller, Sunseri and Ransom rode bait while Jake and Red Wolf led the procession. Simmons sat high in a bucket seat, perched atop the plywood wagon, a shotgun across his knees.
Man-sized saplings and Johnson grass veined the highway. Cottonwoods and birch ran up against the road which resembled little more than a game-trail through the countryside.
"All stop!" Simmons called from his perch. "Herd's breaking up. It's just too big to stay together in these woods!" He spat over the rim of the wagon. "Jake, take Silent back there and help with the bait. I'll keep watch on our frontside."
"We can't stay sitting here too long. Hear that?"
The sound of the herd was a dull roar.
"We're drawing em in from all over! We got over three hundred now."
"The council didn't put you in charge of this foray. They put me. I'm not gonna place any man nor horse at risk, okay?"
Jake yanked on reins, pulling his mount's head toward the wagon, where Simmons sat staring at him. "I know the council wants us to do our best to clear out the state of what revs we can. But we can't stop now. Maybe nearer the Ponderosa we can rest again."
"It ain't resting Jake. At this point, the herd's hit the point of no return. We gotta bring em in. If we don't bring them into the races, they might just wander around in a cluster and hit one of the fenced-in fields. Those chain-link fences'll keep out the onesies or twosies, but they'll fold with a herd like this battering."
Jake rested his hand on his pistol-grip and kicked out his hip, thinking.
"Damnation. I hate to admit it, but you're probably right."
Simmons smiled. "Hell has frozen over."
"Why'd we name it after Bonanza?" Red Wolf cocked his head curiously.
Miller, who had moved up near the conversing men, snickered at the name.
Jake glared at the man. "Everybody thought it was funny. I loved that show. There's worse ways of naming a town."
Simmons adjusted his shotgun in his lap. "How'd you even see it? It was off the air when you were born in...what? '75? '80?"
"'71." He laughed, making a short barking sound. "I guess I'm just well preserved."
"Pickled is more like it."
"My dad had it on Betamax. Remember those? Shit, I wanted to be Hoss so bad."
"Yeah. I remember Betamax. They lost the format war with VHS."
The men fell silent, thinking.
Jake said, "I'm gonna dig up a DVD player or something and make em start having movie night back at town." He rubbed his jawline. "We need something. Something to remind us of...the good times. Of being normal."
"I think that's a good idea," Simmons said, looking off into the brush. "Except it might remind folks how far we've fallen. And finding gas for the gennies ain't as easy as it used to be. Despite this nice haul. Probably be a bonus waiting for us." He nodded at the men's smiles. "Heads up."
A pair of zombies crackled through the brush in front of them, pushing long grass and branches aside.
Miller withdrew a billy-club from his belt and Jake reached over and grabbed a baseball bat from the wagon bed.
"Back to business, gents."

***

Red Wolf and Jake rode bait. The stench from hundreds of walking dead behind them filled the air, even though they rode into the wind.
"God, this is a miserable damned detail," Jake said.
His companion nodded, rubbing Dharma's neck. The highway rose from the country surrounding it, giving the two a clear view of the area. The sun had begun to slide down the western vault of sky.
"You're taking this little jaunt calmly, Red. You hoarding Xanax?"
"No. Thinking."
"What gives?" He reined in, looking back over his horse's rump at the oncoming herd. The three hundred zombies had grown to four, easily. Their lowing swelled their ranks, drawing others from the surrounding countryside. The men were a hundred yards away. The mob of undead moved like some enormous, gray-green amoeba, sloughing off bits of itself and drawing them back in. The herd was sixty yards deep and spilled over the side of the highway, into the brush. They could hear the crack and snap of branches as the off-road revenants made their way toward them.
Jake turned to look at the wagon cresting the rise. Miller and Sunseri sat watching. Miller gave a little girl wave, high and mincing, made absurd by his heavy gloves.
"In the Smithsonian, there's a room they keep the bones of every tribe of Indian. They keep it perfectly cool, and dry, and the bones...they've analyzed, weighed, and measured them. They've catalogued and cross-referenced them."
"Yeah? So?"
Red Wolf was quiet for a long while.
Finally, he said, "So. What were they looking for?"
Jake took a swig from the two liter bottle of saline, grimaced, swished the liquid in his mouth, and spat.
"No clue, Red. There's probably revs gnawing on them bones now, if they got stuck down there." His horse nickered, rearing its head. The herd approached. Jake inspected his rifle and nodded for Red Wolf to check the load on his pistol.
"So what happened, huh? For you to be so looney-tunes? They get...they get your family?"
Red Wolf said, "She went to the grocery and took the kids. Amy. Gretch."
"Oh. Shit."
"But they came back home, after." He looked away, shook his head.
"It's a goddamned monster of a world."
"It's humanity. But, in death, we remove our masks. Show our animal natures."
Jake spat again.
"That's horseshit. Your nature is your nature. Some folks are shitheads. Some are sweethearts. All this philosophizing ain't good for you."
They fell silent and watched as the herd drew closer, lowing heavily. Red Wolf tied a bandanna across his mouth and nose to keep the stench out. The herd had grown so large after swinging through west Little Rock that it was hard to see the rear of the mass from their vantage. A sea of reanimated dead, shambling forward.
"You see that, Red?"
He shook his head. Jake pointed.
"There. Near the front."
"No."
"The blond. Semi-fresh. Got a tennis ball stuck in her mouth with duct tape."
"Hm. That's strange."
"You said it, Tonto." He turned to scan the hills around them.
It sounded like a firecracker, whistling through the air. Jake felt a puff of wind across his cheek. Then the report of a rifle cracked from across the valley.
“What was that?”
“Shit, Red. Someone’s shooting at us.”
The sound came again, a whistle as the bullet sped through the air. Then, crack - a rifle’s report.
Red Wolf's horse screamed and crashed to the ground.
"Get down!" Jake called to the men on the rise.
A horse from the wagon fell, and they heard another crack - the bullet from the unknown shooter traveled faster than the sound - drawing the other horse, locked in its traces, down with it, screaming. From the corner of his eye, Jake saw a puff of white in the trees, on the skirt of a large hill.
Another crack. No one fell.
"Over there!" he yelled, pointing to the stand of trees where he'd seen the smoke. "Ransom! Sunseri! Get over there! Get him."
The herd's lowing grew louder. Ransom wheeled his horse and rode hard for the woods. Sunseri split off to the side, intending to flank. But then his horse pitched over, rump flying high, and he flew threw the air and hit the ground, headfirst.
Crack.
“He’s shooting horses!” Jake’s voice pitched upward.
Another whistle and report. Miller had dismounted and pulled his horse behind the wagon.
Simmons keeled over, landing with a thump, near a wagon wheel.
Crack.
Miller ran to where Simmons fell, going to his knees.
"Shit! He's wiping us out!"
Jake dropped from his horse and went over to where Red Wolf lay.
"You okay, Red?"
Red Wolf shook his head. "Got me through the leg when he shot Dharma. I think my foot's crushed, too. I can't get out."
Jake cursed, looked to check how far away the herd was, and shoved at Dharma's back.
"Damn. We gotta get you out of there quick. I can't budge her." He glanced around. "Wait a sec." He grabbed his rifle, shoved the barrel as far underneath the horse as he could, grabbed the stock and lifted, veins popping in his arms.
Red Wolf groaned and pushed himself out from under Dharma. Jake helped him up, to a standing position. He looked at his rifle. The barrel was bent. He dropped it.
"Come on, we gotta go."
Another whistle and Jake felt something tug at his jacket.
Crack.
"Shit. He's shooting again. Why the hell is he shooting at us?"
The herd drew close. The dead woman with a tennis ball taped into her mouth led the mass of revenants.
Jake pushed Red Wolf up and onto his horse, then swung behind. Blood from Red Wolf's wound ran in streamers down his kevlar leggings.
"We gotta get you away from the herd before we can check out that leg."
He turned his horse, holding Red Wolf upright, and rode for the wood where he saw the flash of white, where Ransom had ridden.
In moments, he was among the trees, working his way up a hill. Shots rang out behind him. He looked over his shoulder, and watched as undead swarmed Dharma and moved up the hill toward the wagon and Miller.
Jake heard yelling.
He rode into a small uneven clearing where Ransom held a boy of maybe twelve or thirteen, a hint of wispy beard on his chin. He was blond and grimy, dressed in clothes too small for his frame.
The boy thrashed in Ransom's grip. A rifle with an enormous scope lay on the ground.
"Here's the little sonofabitch. He's gone feral. He shot at me but I was too close for him to see through that scope. Little idiot could’ve popped me if he’d of just raised his head from the eye-piece. Bit me good when I caught him." He held up his hand. A bloody half-moon marred the webbing between thumb and index finger. "We should stake him and let the revs have him for dinner."
Red Wolf swayed in the saddle. Jake dismounted.
He approached the boy. "Why the hell were you shooting us? You killed two...three men. Horses. And the town needs those supplies. Why?"
The boy still thrashed, crying now. He said, "Momma. Momma."
Jake shook his head. "Bop him one to quiet him down."
"Wait." Red Wolf slumped off the horse, leaving a bloody smear behind. "Let him go."
"Sorry, Red, but I'm not gonna do that. This little bastard's gonna pay." Ransom held him tightly.
Red Wolf limped forward, removing his hat. Awkwardly, he went down on a knee.
"Is she blond?" he said, softly.
The boy stopped struggling and looked at Red Wolf, eyes large.
"She died and you didn't know what to do. You tried to keep her safe." Red Wolf swallowed and his face hitched in pain. "You thought maybe there'd be a cure."
The boy nodded. "Momma."
Jake scratched his head and looked at Ransom.
"So you tried to make her safe, yes? You put a tennis ball in her mouth to keep her from biting, but she got loose, didn't she?"
The boy nodded again. Jake cursed.
"Goddmamnit." Jake turned away and kicked at the ground. He looked out at the herd. "That don't matter, Red. It's real nice you figured out what happened..." He pointed to the herd. It had turned and began making its way toward where they stood in the copse of trees. "But he killed our men. Our horses. If we haven't lost all that scavenge, it's gonna take some doing to get it back to the Ponderosa."
Red Wolf shook his head. "He's just upset and trying to save his mother."
Jake spat. "So what should we do, then, send him to a shrink? Oh, I forgot. Ain't no shrinks anymore." He looked at the boy and said, "Hey, kid, your mother's dead. She'll eat your sorry ass if she gets a chance."
"I told you before, Jake, love doesn't end at death." He turned to Ransom. "Let him go. We're men, not animals.”
"No." Ransom shook the boy.
"Ransom, go ahead and stake him. We'll wait here for a while and once the herds get close enough, we'll flank em and see what's left of Miller and Simmons. Then well lead the herd back to the races." He didn't look at Red Wolf, couldn't meet his eyes. But he said, "Red, we'd never be safe with him. He can't be trusted. He'll kill us in our sleep. All over a dead woman."
At the mention of his mother, the boy squirmed, twisting his body wildly. Ransom lost his grip, and the boy's hand suddenly sprouted a hunting knife. He drove it into Ransom's neck, above the collar of kevlar. Ransom toppled over. The boy froze, his eyes going wide, as if in disbelief of what he had just done. He looked from Ransom's body to where Jake stood by Red Wolf. The moment lengthened, and then he moved, dashing away, into the trees. Jake began to run after him, but stopped.
He turned to Red Wolf, who was having trouble standing. He picked up the boy's discarded rifle.
"Damn it, Red. Let's get you up on the horse before Ransom goes revenant."

***

They were on the interstate, near the races, when Red Wolf slumped forward. He pitched onto the horse's neck, arms dangling to the sides. Jake had removed his belt and put a tourniquet on his Red Wolf’s leg, but the Kevlar armor had hard plastic ridges, and getting the tourniquet tight enough was almost impossible without dismounting and disrobing Red Wolf. But Jake’s horse moved too slow for stops, after a long days ride and bearing two men. The herd was twenty yards away. Close.
Jake said, "We got about thirty minutes, pard. Just hold on." He patted his back.
As best he could, Jake examined Red Wolf's wound. The blood had blackened on the ride, becoming crusty. It looked as if it had stopped bleeding. But Red Wolf still stirred.
“Get your rest, pard. We'll be drinking in a few.”
The mass of zombies were close behind them. In the distance, the corpse-fires pillared smoke into the atmosphere, tall black columns. Ever burning, Jake used the corpse-fires as a homing beacon. Soon they'd be near the chain-link fields. 
Looking over his horse's rump, he spied Miller and Ransom shambling along with the rest of the undead. Simmons and Sunseri were missing. Head trauma, maybe. The blond woman with the tennis ball in her mouth still led.
Jake looked at the fields surrounding the highway, searching for the boy. He was watching. Jake could feel it.
"I'm gonna make sure she's dead! Gonna grind her up! She's gonna burn!" His voice was sore from yelling. "I'm gonna spike her head myself!”
Silence, except for the lowing of the herd. Crows watched from dead powerlines. Jake studied the treeline.
“I got your gun! I'm gonna shoot her with it!”
Red Wolf stirred, shaking his head.
Jake could feel his body in front of him twist, coming to life. He patted Red Wolf again.
“Look there, Red. There's the fires, and here in a few we'll be rolling into the races. Almost home. Just sit tight.”
The horse nickered, tugging at the reins.
They rode on, between derelict cars. The fields passed slowly by, scraggly corn and wheat growing untended by the hands of man. The wind came down from the hilltops and rustled grass near the road. They passed over a bridge, water gurgling below.
The horse whinnyied, rearing. A bloody hole showed in her mane where Red Wolf had chewed into her neck.
In a moment of dislocation, Jake once again flipped ass over head and landed on the interstate, catching himself with his hands. Red Wolf's body smacked into the pavement, two feet away, face first. The mare bolted, heading for home.
The thing that had once been Red Wolf began to rise.
The corpse turned and fastened its eyes on him.
Jake scrambled backwards, and pulled his pistol. He stood, panting, in the late afternoon light. Red Wolf lurched forward, raising arms. He moaned.
"Goddamnit, Red." He shook his head.
He drew back the hammer on his piece, with a click. He wiped his eyes with his palm, clearing the tears away.
"Now you sound like one of them.”
"He raised the gun and fired. The corpse of Red Wolf slumped to the ground. Crows erupted from the nearby trees.
Jake looked at the fields. He screamed, an inchoate, lost sound. He dropped the pistol.
"I'm a man, goddamit! I ain't an animal! A man!” He turned to the herd. “A
man!"
He gasped for air. Tears streamed his face.
"It's a goddamned monster of a world," Jake said, softly.
Silence then, except for the caws of the carrion crows wheeling above the herd.
He turned and ran. The herd lowed, following.






BONE CHINA


It took a month to hand-letter each invitation. In the evenings, Victoria Stith Pemberton descended the Great Stairs to the foyer, taking small precise steps, one white hand grasping the balustrade. The Pemberton Plantation loomed massive and dark around her, tall ceilings rife with echoes. Past the banquet hall, past the sitting parlor, she moved into the library, her body dwarfed by the large room. Taking her place at the ancient mahogany desk, she sat, head bowed and began scratching delicate letters on old vellum parchment. 
"Why don't you just call them, ma'am?" asked Renie, her servant and caretaker, bringing Victoria a shawl. "It would take a lot less time, and you could be done with it."
Victoria raised her eyes, stilling the movement of her antique pen. She blinked like an owl and shook her head. With the lamp behind her, Victoria's white hair wreathed her face, ghostly and luminous.
"And have to listen to the excuses? Or the laughter? I'd hate to hear Andrei's crass remarks. No. My age makes me funny to them, a novelty. Those that want to come will come, and those that don't can go hang."
Renie nodded and turned back to her chores, inventorying glasses and settling the days accounts, sorting receipts and making notations in the household ledger that Victoria would review at the end of every night. 
Victoria scratched invitations into paper, stopping occasionally to stare out the dark window, bring the pen tip to her lips, and lose herself in thought.
The invitations went something like this:
 
Dearest Andrei,
I hope this letter finds you well in Arezzo. The Tuscan light at this time of year is reputedly beautiful. It’s been years since I walked those hills with you and now, I am beginning to doubt I will ever see them again.
My hundredth birthday is fast approaching, you might remember. On the fifth of January, I will have seen a century pass and I feel it is an occasion worthy of some celebration. Please join me and the rest of our family for dinner that night. A little reunion. We will toast the century and look forward to the next. I do hope you will attend.
Sincerely,
Victoria

***

Winter passed and the world grew green and fragrant. Bare skeletons of trees suddenly sprouted buds and grew new foliage, filling the sky with leaves. 
In the evenings, Victoria and Renie sat on the wrap-around porch that encircled the mansion. With all of the lights extinguished behind them, they watched as fireflies burned themselves out mating, yellow streamers in the dark.
"Such short lives. But so beautiful," said Renie, the knitting needles in her hands moving and weaving, making small clicking sounds.
Victoria sniffed. "All lives are short. And all life is beautiful. No one wants to die." 
"I'm sorry ma'am, I didn't mean..."
"No. It's quite all right." Victoria turned towards the other woman and placed her hand on Renie's arm. "I know you don't judge. Everyone goes in their own time. But I won't forget you, and do my best to protect you from my family. You've been…a good servant. You will be taken care of."
"Thank you, ma'am. I'm in your debt."
"Now, I think I would like my dinner." She patted the younger woman's hands.
That summer, packages started arriving, heavy crates full of strange and wonderful items. Leaded crystal trays from Prague, Sterling Silver from England. Irish linens with gold embroidery. Venetian crystal goblets. Cobalt and silver candlesticks. Filigreed iron knives from Austria. Blown glass vases from Bolivia and Peru. 
Very late one afternoon, after the FedEx man wheeled the large wooden crate into the banquet hall and made her sign his electric pad, Renie breathlessly ran to the stairs and called to Victoria, "Wake up, ma'am! Wake up! The china has arrived!" She ran to get a hammer.
Wearing a silk robe, Victoria walked into the banquet hall, moving slowly.
Renie pried open the crate lid. Hands shaking, she reached into the hay of the crate and pulled a circular wad of newsprint. 
"The Staffordshire Chronicle..." she said with reverence.
"It's just a town, girl. Don't be foolish."
She pulled the newsprint away revealing a white plate, almost translucent near the edges, colored with a patina of fine cracks.
Pointing a long, clawlike finger, Victoria said, "Bone china. Porcelain with the ground up bones of oxen added for color, clarity. Hold it up to the light."
Renie lifted it up and Victoria said, "See? White as snow and almost transparent around the edges. Just like me." She laughed, making a dry unpleasant sound.
"But what about the cracks?"
"Ah. I've got those too, I think."
Victoria sat down at the banquet table.
"How many can we seat?" She asked, cocking an eye at Renie.
"Twenty in here. More if we set up a table in the library."
"No, I don't think more than twenty will attend. Which is good."
Setting the plate in front of Victoria, Renie turned to the crate and pulled out another paper wrapped piece.
"There should be salad and bread plates in this shipment as well, Renie. They cost quite a pretty penny. As well they should. These are very special plates."
"They are pretty, and obviously old. But what makes them any better than regular plates?"
Victoria looked at her hands, white and lined with blue veins.
"This china is special because it once belonged to Dr. William Palmer, noted physician, gadabout and serial killer. One of Britain's first. A notorious poisoner. He killed quite a few people with these plates." Victoria laughed again. "Make sure they're washed well before you eat off of them."
"Oh, ma'am.You might be near a hundred, but you're naughty."
"You don't know the half of it."
Summer grew interminably hot. Renie walked the mansion with an ivory fan, fluttering and sweating, long hair sticking to her neck. The Pemberton estate had air-conditioning, but the old drafty building was almost impossible to keep cool in the summer. 
A car pulled in at the front of the Pemberton Mansion. Hearing the engine and the crunch of wheels on the gravel drive, Renie peeked out the foyer window, opened the door and went out into the sun to greet whoever had come calling. The heat was unimaginable, like a furnace. The sun beat down on Renie like a hammer, a palpable thing, vicious and cruel. She lifted her fan to shield her eyes.
The driver scuttled out the front of the long black car and raced to open the rear door. A woman emerged, back straight, face blank. She dressed all in black. Black dress. Black glasses.
"I am Ilsa Moteff." She gave Renie a disdainful look over her glasses. Her accent was strange.  "I am here to see mademoiselle Pemberton. My plane arrived early. Please show me to my room." She snapped her fingers and the driver scrambled to get her bags.
Renie led the woman inside, into the sitting room, asking the icy woman to wait for a moment. Then she ran upstairs.
Victoria lay in bed, shrouded in gauzy hangings. The room was dark except for a hairline strip of light running vertically on the far wall, the seam of the heavy curtains. Victoria winced as Renie let a wedge of light from the hall penetrate the darkness.
"What is it, Renie?"
"There's a woman here, ma'am. She says her name is Ilsa Moteff."
"Ah. This is good. Tell her I'll be down after my rest."
"Ma'am, if I might ask. Who is she, and where am I to put her?"
"I'm sorry, Renie. I forgot to tell you. Ilsa is a modiste, very well-known and quite full of herself. But her dresses are absolutely fabulous. The height of Paris fashion. Put her in the large, downstairs guest-room. The blue one. Make her welcome. I'll be down in a little while." Victoria waved her hand at the other woman, motioning Renie to close the door.
"Oh. Sorry, ma'am." She pulled the door shut.
That evening in the library, Ilsa positioned Victoria on top of a small kitchen stool and draped her in fabrics, her mouth full of pins, a grease pencil behind her ear.
"I am not believing the heat," she muttered around the pins. "I have never felt anything like it. Paris certainly has never been this hot. Arkansas seems such a foreign place to me. Very inclement."
Victoria harumphed. "There's a common phrase here; 'It's not the heat, it's the humidity.'"
"Muggy," Renie added.
"What?" Ilsa asked, frowning at being addressed by the help.
"When it's humid, we say muggy. I always thought that was funny."
"Yes. Very." Ilsa looked around. "This would be much easier for you if we had a mirror."
Victoria smiled at the kneeling woman. "I trust you, dear. I know you will do a marvelous job."
She returned her smile. "You know, you really have an amazing figure. You are very slim. I could use you on the runways of Paris."
They all laughed, together.
She stayed for three more days, working through the heat, her portable sewing machine clattering in the general silence of the library. Renie brought her tea and scones.
"Eh?" Ilsa looked up at Renie's appearance. "Oh, it is you."
She leaned away from the sewing machine and stretched her back. Maroon, black and silver bolts of silk lay strewn about the room.
"Renie? Is that your name?"
Renie nodded. The other woman picked up the cup of tea and sipped.
"Let me ask you a question. Yes?"
"Okay."
"How can this woman afford all of this? Eh? My service alone is costing her quite a bit. I am not inexpensive. Quite the opposite."
Renie touched her neck, wiping sweat away. "Honestly, I don't know. I’ve heard her father was fabulously wealthy. A Coke distributor, I think. I don't ask her questions like that."
"And rightly so. No matter. Her check has cleared and the money is in my account. I am not worried. Just curious."
Before Ilsa left, she presented Victoria with a dress, simply cut, with elegant lines and dramatic accents. 
After Victoria had put it on and stood before them, Renie gasped. "You look amazing!"
"Your posture is horrible." Ilsa sniffed.
"I'm an old lady.”
Ilsa snorted and pushed her glasses further back on her nose. "The dress needs to be worn correctly."
She left the next day. Renie sighed as she watched the car passing down the drive, away from the mansion. Distasteful as the woman was, Renie enjoyed the company. While she would never let herself disparage (or even think poorly of) her master, she did feel the pull of human contact.
Summer passed, the long days growing shorter. Cooler. The pecan trees that lined the Pemberton estate soon dropped their heavy load onto the ground, the brown and black shells lying everywhere. The squirrels and other forest creatures went wild, dashing about the estate, storing food for the winter. Leaves began to change.
Renie ordered a cord of firewood and ended up chatting with the burly delivery men until after dark, standing near the side of the house, watching them stack the wood. Strong country men, they drawled their words and spoke in incomplete sentences. Renie was delighted.
"This here wood. White Oak. Aged this stuff all year so it should be just 'bout right, right about now."
"Aged?"
"Yep. Fresh cut wood smokes something horrible. This stuff'll burn clean. You stay out here alone?"
She blushed, smiling. "No. I'm just the caretaker. I look after Miss Pemberton."
The man pushed his baseball cap back on his forehead with one thick, dirty finger. "That right? The White Witch?"
"What?" Renie put her fingers to her lips, stifling a laugh.
"Aw. Nothing. Just when we was kids, that's what they called her. Said she was white as chalk and wicked as sin. Can't believe she's still kickin' around."
She laughed at the thought. "She's still here. About to be a hundred."
The man whistled. He touched his cap. "Whoo. Imagine that. Well, tell her thanks for the business. And hopefully we'll be seeing you next fall." He turned away. “You ladies be careful. A couple of folks have gone missing round Gethsemane. Folks’r nervous. You need to make sure you lock up at night.”
“Yes. Of course. We will.”
After she gave the man a check, they clambered inside their pick-up truck and rumbled away. Renie turned back towards the manse, light hearted.
And stopped. Victoria stood on the porch, a black figure, watching her.
"Ma'am. Are you all right?"
Victoria remained silent, unmoving. Renie ran to her.
"Is everything okay, ma'am?"
Victoria looked at Renie with horrible, angry eyes. "Have you taken leave of your senses, girl?"
"No. I..."
"Speaking to these... these day laborers? You are supposed to be inside, taking care of the household. When I woke, I called for you and got no response."
"Oh, ma'am, I'm so sorry." Renie bowed her head and knelt on the ground in front of Victoria. Her hands knotted together.
Victoria's face filled with anger, drawing down her features into a grimace. She glared at the younger woman, claw-like hands flexing and unflexing, mouth open.
"Ma'am! I am truly sorry! It will never happen again." Her voice sounded weak, even to her own ears. Mewling. "Please forgive me."
Victoria glared at her for a long while, black eyes in her white face boring into the top of Victoria's head.
Desperate, Renie said, "We received some mail today. Letters. From overseas."
"What? And you didn't wake me?"
"Ma'am, the firewood was delivered.  I needed to deal with the delivery men. I just got carried away talking to them. They reminded me of...”
“Forget about your old life. This is where your life is now. If you don’t pay attention to your responsibilities, you might lose your...position. I will tolerate no laxity in the completion of your duties. Your job here is to serve protect my...my goddamned life. And how can you protect me if you’re out making doe eyes at these country louts? Have you prepared for dinner yet?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Ah, so I must go hungry? Is that it?”
“No, ma’am. Please let me correct my mistake. Please, ma’am.” She held up her hands in supplication as if taking communion, wrists forward. Even in the half-light of evening, the fine tracery of silver scars on her wrists were visible.
“I got rid of your predecessor. Don’t ever think I won’t get rid of you, do you hear?”
“Yes ma’am. It won’t happen again.”
Victoria took a deep breath, drew her hands back, and smoothed her silk robe.
“All right, then. As long as you understand your situation.” Her face changed, going through a labored transformation. She smiled, showing yellow teeth.
In a sweeter tone, Victoria said, “Renie. Your help is very much appreciated here. I think of you as a child. My child. And if you stray, I will treat you like my child. With punishment. But if you are a good girl, if you perform your duties to me satisfactorily, I will raise you up, and give you a better life. Eh? Better than the one you left. Better than what you have now.”
Renie nodded, tears in her eyes.
The older woman brushed a hand in front of her eyes. “I am already tired, and no dinner in sight. Renie, stand up.”
Renie stood, head down.
“Come girl.” She extended her hand, motioning the younger woman to follow. “Get the letters and prepare my dinner. I forgive you. But do not let it happen again.”
She turned and taking small delicate steps, walked into the dark shadows of the mansion.
Renie followed.
***
 
Victoria,
I would be honored to attend your birthday party. A hundred years! How quickly time slips by us.
Since it has been many years since we have all gotten together, I think it might be time for a family council.
I must admit, I had to do some research to discover more about Arkansas, but it seems the perfect little backwater for a get-together. Hopefully we won’t draw too much attention from the locals.
I have recently returned from France, and learned some delightful culinary techniques there. Amazing really. I’ve gotten even fatter, if you can imagine.
Sincerely,
Andrei

***

In October, it began raining and never seemed to stop. The trees dropped their leaves and the Pemberton estate became a boggy, water drenched expanse of mud.
Victoria sat, blanket draped over her knees, in the library near the fire perusing RSVPs.
Renie walked in, eyes down, looking at a stack of papers. 
“Ma’am. I’m sorry to interrupt, but I will need you to make a decision on flowers. This grower can provide three hundred phalaenopsis, or two hundred coelogyne pandurata. By January the fifth, he assures me. He says that the phalaenopsis are hardier and can survive the shipping from Costa Rica with far less loss. However, the pandurata is very rare, and he is the only grower within a thousand miles.”
“I adore the phalaenopsis,” Victoria said, resting the correspondence in her lap. “However, my family is…insatiable. Always hungry for the most exclusive fashions, the finest food, the rarest art. Epicures and snobs, the lot of them. And even at my age, I cannot stand them to look down their noses at me.” She sniffed, casting a glance towards the dark window, pattering with rain. “They think me a bumpkin living here in this backwater.”
“No,” she continued. “Let us go with the coelogyne pandurata. Like the bone china, it will be a wonderful addition to the conversation. And the flower’s dark lip might remind Andrei of his black heart. Black orchids for blackguards.”
“Very good, ma’am. I will place the order.”
“Wait a moment, Renie. I have been reviewing the responses. It seems Andrei has been canvassing the family and we must expect more than we have prepared for. This means we must…sleep and eat...thirty five people.”
“Ma’am! So many, where will we put them all? And the extra food. How will we manage?”
“Well, they are going to have to put up with some close quarters. I need to ask you to relinquish your chambers.”
“Of course. Will members of your family have their own…eh…butlers?”
Victoria chuckled, a dry rasp. “Butlers serve the house. Valets serve the man. Andrei has always traveled with one, usually as insufferable as him. Let me see. William, Cross, Dieter and Eduardo keep valets. We can safely assume all of the women will have maidservants.”
She tapped her chin, thinking. “I will write the remainder of attendees and inquire as to their arrangements. We will need to purchase the Alexander home to lodge the valets and maidservants.”
“Purchase? The Alexanders? I don’t think their farmhouse is for sale.”
“Everything is for sale, girl. Sometimes it takes numbers for people to realize how much or how little their possessions matter to them.”
She waved a claw at Renie. “Don’t worry about the Alexanders. I will deal with them.  But we still need to attend to the extra guests. I think it’s time to update the old carriage house.”
“It’s in a horrible state now. It looks like it’s been years since anyone lived there.”
“It has. Twenty years or more. But it was once quite comfortable and served as an inn when I was a girl. My father acquired it long ago. As much as I dislike the idea, you will need to have some contractors come make it ready.” Victoria held up a hand, palm out. “Yes, I know it will be expensive. Short work often is. And we will need to take inventory of the furniture, purchase new linens. And drapes. Heavy drapes.”
She picked up her correspondence. “Please take care of the carriage house repairs and I will deal with the Alexanders. And remember, child, no dallying with the help. I do not like outsiders walking about freely on the grounds. Make sure they understand that they are not allowed anywhere except the carriage house.”
“Yes, ma’am. I will.”
January drew ever closer. Christmas passed and Victoria and Renie exchanged gifts. Renie purchased a rare volume of the poetry of John Gould Fletcher for her employer, having heard her speak of the man, his bright wit and dour moods. Victoria seemed to be pleased with the gift, though it was always hard for Renie to tell.
Victoria, in turn, gave Renie a hand-gun. "This is to protect you while you perform your duties. You never can tell who or what might wish you...or me...harm."
The heavy gun felt massive in her hands. It was like some stone she had picked up from a stream-bed.
"It's not pretty. But that was my father's gun. Smith & Wesson. .45 caliber. 1911 issue. They haven't changed this model in almost a hundred years. It's inaccurate as hell, but stick it in their stomach or face and pull the trigger, you'll vaporize them."
"Them? Ma'am I'm not sure I know what to say."
"Just say thank you. And keep it near you at all times. We must stay protected."
The Alexanders moved away, leaving their house and all the furnishings intact. Victoria signed the paperwork on the week between Christmas and New Years. Her Little Rock lawyer came by to pick up the papers the next day.
"What does she want the house for?” Florid and dressed in a dark suit, he impatiently waved his hand. “It's just the two of you here with more space than you know what to do with. And I can't understand why she's having the company pay for it."
"Investment, I guess. You'll have to ask her."
"All right. Where is she?"
"Oh. I'm sorry, you'll need to make an appointment. I'll let her know that you request a...face to face."
He blinked. "No. It's not necessary. Let her buy what she wants. She's the boss."
The construction crew, working furiously throughout November and December, finished the carriage house on time. Renie spent her days watching them through the warped glass windows of the back of the house, the sounds of saws and hammers bright in the winter air. As delicately as she knew how, Renie informed the foreman and crew that she held bonus checks for each of them, to be delivered on December 31 and only if the house was complete. The men took this seriously. They joked that it was the first deadline they'd ever met as Renie passed out the checks. 
Frantic, Renie attended to the appointments for the space. New linens and drapery, art and other accoutrements, desks, vanities, sofas, chairs, lighting, carpet; all of these were needed. With Victoria's permission, she hired a decorator from Little Rock to finish out the interior of the house before January fifth, the day of the party. A stout little woman with broad expressive features and short cropped hair presented herself to Renie. She looked over the list and nodded. 
Renie asked, “Can you do this? By the fifth?” Holding her breath. The woman smiled and said, “Cheap, fast and good. Pick two.” And laughed. Fast and good meant more checks and more expense.
Renie couldn't sleep, her excitement was so great.  She spent day and night cleaning the Mansion, making it ready for the guests. It took her hours to polish the silver and iron the linens. Methodically and according to place settings she had designed with Victoria, she set the banquet hall and the library tables with the bone china, Irish silver and cobalt and gold-laced crystal goblets. She arranged the ornate pewter flowerpots, each one awaiting its own orchid. She positioned candles about the house, always with an eye toward dramatic light. She became entranced with the ritual of trimming the candle wicks, the smell of beeswax rich and redolent in her hair, her nose. She polished the wood and waxed the floors. She dusted the books and stocked the firewood bin in the library. 
On the day of the party the crates began arriving around ten. They all held different shapes. Half marked clearly as orchids, Renie had them placed in the banquet hall. But the other crates, the longer and heavier crates, she found herself at a loss to deal with. One was from Germany, another four from England. Two more were from Italy. Five from Hungary. Two from Mexico. One from Spain. Two from Czech Republic. Sixteen were postmarked from inside the United States. She climbed the Great Stair, dimmed all the lights in the hallway, and entered Victoria's room.
"Yes?" her voice sounded dry and thin, not a little disturbed.
"The orchids have arrived and I've had them placed in the banquet hall."
"Wonderful. How do they look?"
"I haven't had a chance to see. Some other crates have arrived as well, the delivery men are waiting outside for directions. I don't know what to do with them. One is from England. Two are from Arezzo. I thought we received all of the purchases?"
"Ah. Have them place the other crates in the carriage house garage. They should all fit there. Any more that arrive in the afternoon will need to be placed there as well. Once it is apparent that no other shipments are coming, go make one last round in the carriage house. Make sure all the drapes are drawn and that each room has its own orchid. Also attend to the master bedroom in the carriage house, that it has the gorgeous ceramic pot with the silver filigree. Find the most beautiful orchid and place it there. That is Andrei's room and I do not want him disappointed. Oh, and get a damp towel and wipe the leaves at the base of every flower. They're usually grimy from shipping."
"Yes, ma'am. I'm so excited for the party! It's going to be amazing."
Victoria remained silent.
"Yes, it will be a party to remember. Once you've attended your duties, light the candles and come back here so that we might talk."
"Yes, ma'am."
Renie dashed off, back down the great stair and out the front door, her heart light and head full of flowers. When the day ended, and the detritus of her orchid arranging completely erased from the banquet hall, she walked through the house, lighting candles. The old building took on a warm, roseate glow, crystal and silver twinkling. Renie sighed. Then, ignoring her fatigue, her heart beating fast, she mounted the Great Stairs again, excited for the evening.
Victoria was at her vanity, combing her long white hair. She raised her eyes as Renie entered.
"Ah, Renie, come here."
Renie approached her, hand holding hand.
"Sit." Victoria patted the cushioned seat next to her. Renie sat.
"I have some...dissappointing...news for you."
"Ma'am...I..."
"Hush. Don't interrupt me." Victoria set down the brush and looked at Renie. "Brushing my hair is always so much more pleasing when you do it. I know it will be done right."
Renie glanced from Victoria to the mirrors of the vanity.
"However, I must resign myself to not having you around for a bit."
"What? Ma'am, how could you send me away? The party...I've worked so hard..."
The older woman shook her head, white hair shimmering.
"No, I'm sorry Renie. It's too dangerous and I've put too much effort into you to have you...lost."
Renie shook her head, vehemently. "But ma'am, I beg you. You haven't even had any supper tonight. Let me..." She held up her wrists to the older woman.
"No, I will sup later, with the guests. Truly Renie, it is too dangerous. Andrei and the rest of my family are...unruly. They cannot be trusted with you. And we have new members to the family that I know very little about. I must send you away. For your protection."
Silent and unmoving, tears welled in her eyes.
"Oh, Renie. Child, dry your eyes. It is not the end of the world. I promise you, you will one day remain by my side always. But until then, I need to protect my investment. You. I don't want to have to train someone new."
She nodded, dejected. Victoria placed a knuckle under Renie's chin and gently tilted the younger woman's head upward. 
"You are very important to me, Renie. I want you to know that."
Renie wiped her eyes and forced a smile. It didn't extend to her eyes.
"So. Don't be sad. Go to Little Rock. Check in at the Capitol Hotel. It's a beatiful old building. Get your hair done. Get a massage. A pedicure. Then come back tomorrow. All will be well then. Take the station wagon. But I need you to go very quickly. Can you do this?"
She paused for a long time, her eyes boring into her master's. 
This child has spirit!
Victoria nudged the younger woman's head a little higher with her knuckle. Renie nodded.
"Good. Take care and I will see you when you get back."
"Happy birthday, ma'am."
Victoria blinked in surprise. She took Renie's hand and patted it. 
"So it is my birthday. I had forgotten. Thank you Renie."
Renie rose, walked to the door and to her room. She packed a small bag, the .45, a make-up bag. She was crying when she left the building and got into the Volvo, the sound of its engine harsh against the quiet evening air. She didn't notice the dark figures watching her from beneath the eaves of the carriage house.
In the car, driving away, Renie craned her neck to take inventory of the items in bed of the station wagon. Heavy rope, a box-cutter, heavy duty plastic bags, duct tape.
When she reached the highway, instead of turning right towards Little Rock, Renie turned the opposite direction.
Towards Gethsemane.

***

Many years had passed since Victoria Stith Pemberton drew a bath. Such is the benefit of servants.
She turned the spigot and started the boiling hot water filling the old claw-footed tub. Her ears detected some movement in the house, but she ignored it, picking up a crystal container of essential oils. The label read Litsea Cubeba. She turned the decanter delicately, letting the oil drizzle in a line from the mouth of the container to the water of the bath. A bright lemon smell filled the bathroom.
Dropping her silk dressing gown to the floor, she stretched, her white skin shining in the light of the room, her ancient flesh smooth and unmarked by scar or blemish. She touched her breasts lightly, then moved her hand to the soft tuft of white hair between her legs. In the tub, she let the scented water warm her cold flesh. She hummed lightly, running her hands up and down her body, through her hair.
It's going to be a good night.
She descended the stairs taking small delicate steps, feeling alive. The foyer was all ready crowded, white faces with bright black eyes watching her. Ilsa's dress felt electric on her skin.
She moved through the crowd, nodding her head, acknowledging the stares with a graceful tilt of her head, pursing red lips.
"Thank you so much for coming." She let Eduardo take her hand and kiss it. She laughed, delighted. He looked at her with smoldering brown eyes.
"I would not have missed it for the world. I remember when you were just a girl, traveling Europe with your chaperon. They called you a blond then. Not this!" He brought a hand up and touched her hair tenderly.
"Milly. Yes." She brought a hand to her throat, nails red and sharp. "I haven't thought of her in...fifty years."
"It is wonderful to see you. You look fabulous. Please allow me to speak with you later...after the council."
Renie moved on, floating through the crowd like a ghost. She felt wonderful. The company of her peers and family revivified her, made fearful and excited all at once.
She could hear Andrei holding court in the library.
"...they call it gavage. It's a technique for fattening the bird and flavoring the meat. Take a duck, and four or five months before slaughter, you pump it full of a rice and herb mixture twice a day. Supposedly the taste of herbs will suffuse the flesh. Force feeding. I've seen it. It's amazing really, how people come up with these things.  And geese and ducks are like pigs, they pack on the weight quickly. In that way they're similar to humans. With the ducks their livers enlarge from which they make the foie gras..."
As she entered the library, she saw him standing, back to the fire, speaking to the crowd. A little troll of a man, he had red hair and a forked beard and a pot belly. He wore a tan three piece suit with garish red leather shoes. Everything about him was overly loud, his voice, his appearance.
"...and they say that it flavors the meat. Obviously I did not have the opportunity to try any..."
Laughter. He looked about the room with bright eyes. His gaze settled on Victoria and his face twisted into a smile, blood-red lips pursing sensuously.
"And here is the lady of honor! Our little Victoria has made her entrance!"
Heads turned towards Victoria. Men and women moved forward to greet her. Andrei busied himself putting logs on the fire. Watching her, smiling.
Victoria clapped loudly, inclining her head towards Andrei. All eyes turned toward her. Using her best stage voice, she said, “Everyone. Everyone. I am so glad you all could attend. Before the night gets too late and the festivities start, please ask your valets and maidservants report to their quarters. I've provided a small map to guide them. It would be best for the security of the guests.” She held her hands together and gave a slight curtsy. “Oh, and no driving on the grass.”
A few men and women wandered away, seeking their servants. Others remained, milling, bright faces with dark eyes.
"...you must tell us about this mansion. It seems so out of place here in the delta..."
"...a little bird told me you have a surprise for us, something to do with..."
“...these orchids are amazing! Where did you come by so many? And the black lips! Where did you...”
"I can't get over your dress. Who's the designer? I can't recognize the label. Fabulous."
Answering the questions as best she could, Victoria noticed Cross moving towards the baby grand. He sat at the stool and ran through a scale, ending on a big chord, thrumming. The guests pressed close around Victoria.
"Let me show you around, now that Cross has taken his place. I am very proud of my home," she said, holding out white arms. The man at the piano began to play a piece from il Teuzzone, the aria, his long thin fingers dashing up and down the keys.
Victoria heard Andrei exclaim, "Ah! The Red Priest! Marvelous!" She moved away from the sound of Andrei's laughter, a small group of guests following.
She began: "The Mansion was built of cypress and oak in 1836, the year Arkansas gained statehood, by my grandfather. Lucious Gaius Pemberton. Drinking buddy of Sam Houston. Known as Lucky by his friends. A lawyer and state legislator who, I'm afraid, lined his pockets with kickbacks and bribes." She paused in front of a large oil painting. "This is Thomas Birch's portrait of him. The old fiend. He shot a man on the floor of the legislature for blocking a bill that would've given him rights to a large tract of public land."
She moved through the rooms, pointing out fixtures, artwork. "Here is a Rembrandt, untitled, lost from the Kunstverein München Museum in 1941. A small piece, but exquisite." There were appropriate oohs and ahhs from the trailing guests.
"Remarkable little cache you have here. How did you come by it?"
"I've picked it up here and there, over the years. I have agents working for me."
They passed into the banquet hall. The set table gleamed.
Several guests exclaimed at the sight of the banquet table, white china shining with candlelight.
A woman murmured, "I miss dining. The ceremony."
"You miss the accoutrements. The plates and knives and forks. At the heart of every family member lies a collector," a man said in a lazy, contemptuous voice. British.
Victoria interrupted. "This china is especially ...eh ...collectible. It was once owned by Dr. William Palmer. Palmer the Poisoner. Bone china."
The British man languidly raised one eyebrow and smirked. "Yes. Exquisite. Palmer was a sot. Fat gibbering fool."
A ringing sounded and Victoria turned to see Andrei standing with silver spoon and crystal goblet in hand. Ding ding ding.
He rapped the side of the glass hard with his spoon. The sound filled the vaulted space of the banquet hall and moved through the mansion. Guests converged on the banquet hall.
Andrei moved to stand at the head of the table, the light from the candles illuminating the dark hollows of his eyes. He waited, allowing the room to fill.
"My family," he began, smiling to all gathered around him. "We are gathered here today to celebrate Victoria's hundredth birthday. Our baby has finally come of age! Congratulations Victoria. You've survived until adulthood."
The crowd responded with clapping and whistles; men huzzahed and women cheered.
"It being so long since we've all been together -- indeed, there are members of the family I have just met -- that I feel it is time to do a little administration."
Groans.
Andrei made a patting motion with his hands. "Settle down. I have brought a treat for us afterward. I promise you all will enjoy."
He stuck his hand in a pocket and cocked his hip. He looked impishly around at the crowd.
"Annika, Jorge and Wilhelm. I believe it is time for you all to die. Annika, you've been living in Prague for over a century. It is time you moved on. At least for a generation. So the people can forget."
A woman, dark haired and finely featured, nodded, frowning.
Jorge, a brooding dark man with heavy whiskers, blurted, "But I've only been in Sao Paolo for...I don't know...sixty years. Why must I die?"
Andrei turned to stare at the younger man. "You must be joking. Even in Arezzo we've heard of the Saci, the encantado, the bloodthirsty elf king." He tsked, shaking his head. "Jorge, you've been indiscreet. It's time for you to die. Eh. No arguments. You may have three years to wrap things up."
He turned to Victoria. "And you, youngling. Do you want to remain here, in this backwater? Or would you move on?"
She raised her head, pushing back her shoulders. "I would leave, Father. I would see the world, now that I am grown."
He clapped his hands together. "Wonderful. Please come stay with me in Italy for a few years and we can find a new location for you to dwell. Your first change is very important; make sure you converse with your family here. They have countless years experience at their disposal. They can advise you well, if you would listen."
He turned back to the crowd. "A few announcement and then on to the...treat. You all might have noticed Arthur D'Ensemal's absence here tonight. I am sorry to inform you that he has died, true death. Betrayed by his valet."
There were gasps and exclamations around the room. He held up a razor sharp finger. "I share your outrage. But I must admonish you all; do not allow your servants too much freedom. Make sure they are trustworthy. Test them. Torture them if you must, but bend them to your will. Yes, yes, Cross. I know this is an old lecture. But I repeat; we are weak. Horribly weak. Sun can kill us. We require servants to survive, to protect us while we sleep. Our only strength is our longevity. Our hungers expose us. Do not allow yourself to become complacent. So tonight, I will workshop with you all individually; we will find ways together to make us all safer.
^t ^t ^t"I will be hearing nominations for membership in the family. Remember, the minimum net worth of the individual must be in excess of fifty billion. In euros, not American. And it would be nice if we could get some artists amongst us. But I realize that the minimum fiscal requirements preclude those of...an artistic bent. Of course, you may always sponsor a membership." Andrei smiled at Cross, sitting at the piano. His old valet.
Suddenly, a loud thump sounded through the mansion, and the entire family turned unblinking eyes towards the recessed doors that lead past the sitting parlor and into the foyer.
Renie walked into the room, her white nurse-like uniform smudged with dirt and blood. With strength fueled by desperation, Renie carried two small bodies, one under each arm. She moved like a stevedore on a wharf, heavy laden and slow. When she arrived at the center of the gathering, she spilled the children to the floor.
Looking around, her face filled with a sort of ecstatic joy, eyes moving from each pale, reflective face to another.
“So beautiful. Like paintings,” she whispered to herself.
She surveyed the crowd, mesmerized. The foreign faces studied her like birds, black eyes taking in everything and revealing nothing. Hesitantly, her hands went to her hair, and tried to repair the unruly mess, tucking a strand behind her ear. Her eyes fell on Victoria.
Of all the faces, Victoria's resembled a painting the least. Her fury stood clear on every feature; eyes narrowed, jaw taut, neck ticking with inaction.
She stepped towards Renie, grabbing her hand and digging in her claws.
“What have you done, you little fool? Brought children here?” Victoria said in a low voice.
Andrei laughed, throat rich with mirth. Victoria whipped her head around to glare at the man. He shrugged, crossing his arms, an unspoken taunt lingering between him and the white haired woman.
She turned back to Renie. “I told you to leave. And now you've jeopardized everything, me, the party. Yourself, you...you...”
Renie paled. “I just...I just wanted to be here with you, ma'am. Look, I brought you...everyone...a present.”
She gestured at the unmoving forms on the floor. The children were trussed and duct-taped solidly, their fat flesh straining at the bindings.
Victoria bent awkwardly in her dress and felt their throats.
“You best hope to whatever god you hold dear that these children are living.” She held there for a while, probing. She looked up and her eyes searched Renie's face while her hands searched for life.
Victoria sighed, standing. She straightened the front of her dress and looked towards Andrei. He lifted his eyebrows at her as if to say, “It's your party. What are you going to do now?”
She spoke loudly, so that the room might hear. “William. Sweet William. I must ask you to fetch a valet, yours preferably. Have these children taken to...”
She turned towards Renie, hand out. “Where did you take them from?”
Renie looked pole-axed. She turned around at the room, slowly moving her body. Her limbs felt heavy and dumb. Horror grew on her face as she saw the blank expressions on the faces of the party-goers. As her eyes travelled the room, they came to rest on the grinning aspect of Andrei, forked beard and full lips. He smiled at her, showing his teeth.
“Answer, fool!” Victoria hissed, grabbing the woman's arm again and yanking her. Renie collapsed to her knees.
“Gethsemane,” she whispered. “I took them from Gethsemane.”
“William, have your valet fill their pockets with money and dump them in a field to the west. Far, far west. If they remember anything, it will be of an evil woman dressed in white. Don't drink from them William, I beg you.”
William winked at her and walked to the children on the floor. He scooped them up easily, and with the grace of a dancer, exited the hall.
Andrei moved to stand by Victoria, eyes bright and full of mirth.
“I'm wondering how you're going to handle this, Victoria. It seems that adulthood has already brought you adult decisions.”
Victoria's face clouded, her eyes narrowed. “You old devil, you're enjoying the situation. The little idiot has endangered us all.”
“Of course she did. She was ensnared by all the glamour.” He twisted his voice on the last word, making it seem like a curse.
“Nonsense. She disobeyed my direct instructions.”
The group of party-goers were speaking amongst themselves, laughing. Victoria passed a hand over her eyes. 
This is bad but I can salvage the situation.
She turned to Andrei. “Thank you for your concern, but I have it under control, Father. I will deal with this myself.”
She turned back to Renie, bent down and took the woman by her upper arms, drawing her up, inexorably.
Like dancers, Victoria held Renie, looking into her face. She moved the younger woman towards the head of the table and sat her down at the banquet table, which gleamed in front of the woman. Renie tilted her head downward, limp and near insensible. The bone china sat luminous and delicate before her.
“I have told you many times that I value your service, Renie. I truly do. However, I cannot tolerate disobedience. Too much is at stake. Sit here. Do not move.”
Victoria moved away, walking imperiously out of the banquet hall.
Guests passed near Renie, sniffing. One woman reached forward and pinched the meat of her arm.
“She's a nice one. Heavy, but fit. You could feed off of her for quite a while.”
The man with her laughed. “Looks like Victoria has been keeping this one as her own private vintage.” He nodded towards Renie's wrists.
The woman clucked. “We all have to eat, somehow. Who can blame her? Sometimes servants come to enjoy it.”
Victoria re-entered the room, bearing a wine bottle. The man and woman moved away. She picked up a cobalt and crystal wine glass and slowly twisted it in her hand.
“Renie,” she said slowly, carefully choosing the words. “I am glad you have been able to join the party. It is only fitting that the person who worked so hard on the preparations was able to attend.”
She poured a glass of deep red wine for Renie and set it in front of her. 
“Drink. It will help.”
Renie raised her eyes toward Victoria. She allowed herself to feel a little hope. She raised the glass and drank.
“You're drinking Chateau Cheval Blanc. A 1953 vintage. Quite rare. My father put twenty cases of these down. This bottle is the last. What do you think?”
Renie swallowed, the rich wine painting strange and complex flavors in her mouth, on her tongue.
“It's...it's delicious,” she stammered. “It's like spices and meat and earth and...I don't know what else.”
Victoria laughed, her throat moving up and down. “Sounds like blood.”
The younger woman did her best to smile at that.
Victoria's face clouded and she knelt again, keeping her back straight, trying not to muss her dress.
She whispered to Renie, “I'm horribly disappointed in you. I cannot believe you would disobey me in front of all of my guests. They must all think I'm a dolt, to have someone like you as a maidservant. It's a surprise I've lived as long as I have. It does not matter that you didn't understand the gravity of my situation. I told you what I wanted you to do, and you did not obey. What were you thinking?”
She paused, raising her lips to show sharp, triangular teeth.
“I'm not a monster, child, as much as the world and my own nature might try and make me one. I won't slit your throat because you've disobeyed me, even though I might like to right now. But I must punish you, publicly, in front of everyone here. Do you understand?”
Renie nodded again, eyes welling with tears. “I'm sorry ma'am. I just wanted to be a part of...”
“Oh, you've gotten that wish, girl.” She poured more wine into Renie's glass. “More than you might've bargained for. Drink. Drink it all.”
Renie gulped it down.
Victoria closed her eyes, thinking. Her white hair wreathed her face and the candlelight made her face seem rosy and near human.
She opened her eyes and said, “Renie, to expiate your disobedience, you must not only serve me, you must serve every guest here tonight, should they so choose. Do you understand? You will feed whomever wishes, until they are sated. Do you hear? Only this way can I forgive you and make sure that you understand the consequence of disobedience. And if you live, tomorrow night we will flee this place.” She shook her head mournfully. “You ended our idyllic life here when you brought those children through the front door, you little idiot.”
One last time, Renie nodded, here eyes going wide with Victoria words. Then she smiled, a rapturous look on her face.
“You...this excites you?”
“It's what I was made for, ma'am. I serve.”
Victoria shook her head in wonder. “You surprise me.” She leaned close and whispered in Renie's ear. “I don't want to lose you. Fight. Fight me. Fight us all. But try and stay alive through the night.”
She placed her hand on Renie's and squeezed. They stayed like that for a while, Victoria pouring wine and Renie drinking, until the bottle was gone. Such a strange turn of events, me pouring for her, thought Victoria. Then she turned to towards the room and rapped a spoon on the empty glass, its vibrations reverberating throughout the hall.
“Everyone! Everyone! I would like to introduce you all to my maidservant...” she looked down into Renie's face, then back up to the crowd, ”...and my valued friend...Renie Littlefield!”
The crowd moved towards the table, encircling it. Bright black eyes, like the eyes of raptors, circled them. Andrei stood at the other end of the table, hands in his vest pockets, grinning over the black blooms of orchids.
“Renie has been my steadfast assistant in the planning and organization of this little...get together. And tonight, she has graciously offered to provide supper for us all.” Victoria nodded her head towards the table, motioning the guest to pick up their glasses.
Victoria picked up a knife from the table and leaned forward to take up one of Renie's hands. The blade dug deep into her wrist and blood flowed.
“Quickly now, everyone take up your glasses. Tonight we'll be civilized.”
The party took cobalt glasses in hand and moved single file past Renie, each one stopping to get an ounce or so of blood. The family didn't need much; it was life they consumed, not blood alone. Renie smiled at them blearily as they passed. When the last of the guests had reddened their glasses, they resumed their places at the banquet table.
Andrei boomed. "Here's to our birthday girl! To Victoria! Happy Birthday! May you have a thousand more. "
Under her breath, Victoria added, “And to Renie. Live, girl. Live.”
She smiled, showing her teeth to Andrei, raising up her glass, crimson crystal above the bone white china.
They drank.






SNEAKING IN

 
Dad will beat me bloody if he finds me gone, Lark thought.
He watched the illuminated face, listening. Once the clock wound itself to midnight, the boy knew his parents would be deep in their cups, eyes cauterized by the glare of the television, ears deaf with canned laughter. He stood up from the bed, clothes rumpled, and went to the bedroom door, opening it slowly, his head cocked, ear toward the gap. The floor creaked and he held still, listening. Satisfied, he turned and walked quietly to the window. It opened stiffly, a low rasp coming from the wood.
Immediately the room warmed, hot night air wafting past him. Hooking a leg over the sill, he shimmied out into the night, onto the roof then over the edge, gripping the gutter with his hands and...whisk, down the drainage vent onto the carpet of grass.
He paused outside his parent's illuminated bedroom window, the TV inside casting flashing light against the curtains and panes. The boy imagined he could hear the ice in their glasses tinkling, see the soft inhalations of blue cigarette smoke. His fingertips brushed the window sill, and he heard a muffled, “Get me ‘nuther, willya?” Dad. The boy smiled and padded off towards the garage.
From the driveway, he retrieved his bike, kicked his leg over the seat and pushed off into the dark.
Legs pumping, he topped Millstone hill and coasted down the mile long slope on the other side. Taking his hands from the handlebars, he rocked back further onto the banana seat, balancing on the bike with the grace of a bird. He dug into his pockets, pulling a rumpled pack of Kent’s he’d filched from his mother, and rolled them into his shirt sleeve.
The tires buzzed upon the asphalt. Small beads of sweat prickled along his forehead, temples, the small of his back.
The stars were strewn out against the sky and the cicada whirred their droning song as he rode into the summer night, sweat now cooling on his skin. Trees in the darkness whipped by him, silent in his passage. Wind in his face, he pushed back his bangs, legs moving lazily as he raced down the hill. He felt fierce, strong and free as an eagle hunting the night’s arteries of air. He held out his arms like wings and felt the surge of blood and...anticipation.
Colleen is waiting. She’ll be at her window and I’ll flick the lighter twice and she’ll climb out just like I did. Maybe she’ll be wearing her nightgown and nothing else. Tonight will be the night. I know it.
Millstone hill’s long slope finally past, the boy began pedaling again, closing fast on De Soto Creek. The wooden slats of the narrow bridge rumbled as his tires passed over them, the water black, quick and gurgling below. Once past the creek, he pulled off onto the gravel road and half-stood on the bike, hands now gripping tight on the handlebars. The boy’s bike crunched on the gravel, cocooning him in sound.
His blood rose, like sap in the trees. The forest pressed closer on both sides, the crunch of his bike supplanting the cicada’s song. 
It was getting harder to see. A thin veil of clouds hid the once bright stars from view, a slight mist rose from the creek some hundred yards behind the trees to his right. Occasionally, fireflies flickered and streaked by him like falling stars.
Really pedaling now, the boy hunched over the bars. His chest worked like a bellows, heaving in and out huge drafts of air.
Can’t slow down. Can’t slow down. If I slow down, the skeeters gonna get me.
Then, the trees at his sides receded, he turned onto the pavement of Highway 161. The cessation of the gravel under his wheels startled him. Grown so used to the sound of wheels on gravel, its absence was glaring. He remembered what it meant.
Almost there. Almost there. Just past the Brainyard farm and into the graveyard...
Once the Brainyard farm was on his right he moved his bike into the grass alongside the house and behind it, where Plum Bayou came just close enough to kiss Old Man Brainyard’s property.
Stopping his bike, just for a moment, the boy caught his breath, looking at the house.
I know this house...I know these windows, these windowpanes. How many nights did I wait for her, tossing pebbles? I bet Old Man Brainless is in that room...right there, right now, snoring away into the night. If you opened your eyes, old man, you might see the eagle perched here on your land...if you had opened your ears, you might've heard them, the pebbles. You might’ve heard her going up into the attic...
His eyes strayed towards the attic’s dormer window. Abruptly, the boy leaned forward into his bike and pushed off, his sneakers making wet indentations in the thick grass.
The Brainyard family graveyard. Two small columns marked the graveyard entrance with a cast iron arch looming above. At the arch’s apex the word BRAINYARD was shaped in iron. Two small angels to either side of the arch gripped the B and the D as if tethering it to the earth rather than raising it up towards heaven.
I could go back to the highway. Take 161 to Juniper Pike and then backtrack down Willow to Colleen’s. Shit. Brainyard’s Boneyard. He laughed. But that’s three miles more, at least.
He dismounted from his bike, legs rubbery from the exertion, and pushed it beneath the arch and into the graveyard.
The night grew warmer still. Without the bike’s wind to cool him, he started sweating again. The tall grass in the graveyard snagged at his socks, dampening them. He kept his head forward, looking towards the smaller cast iron gate that opened onto Willow Road.
Before he knew it, he'd passed through the stones and out the gate. 
On the far side, he peered over his shoulder at the small patch of upright stones. His gaze found the one he searched for.
 
Here Lies
Ellen Brainyard
Daughter and Angel
I Bear Her Up
On Eagle’s Wings
And Bring Her Unto Me
1970-1985

His face darkened, remembering. His hand touched the underside of his arm. He didn't need to see to know the silver scar was there. He smiled and blew the stone a kiss.
At Colleen’s house, he took the lighter from his pocket and flicked it twice. From where he hid in the shadow of the oak tree, he saw the window slide upward with a creak...and the boy’s shoulders twitched as if expecting a blow.
Jeez...If her old man wakes up...
She shimmied over the roof’s gutter, dangled there by her hands for a moment, her nightgown swinging like a church bell and then she let go and dropped, the gown puffing up and giving the boy a quick flash of white thigh before she landed, catlike, on the damp grass.
As she padded toward him he noticed she wore tennis shoes. The incongruity between Nike and nightgown nearly made him bark with laughter, but he held it back, smiling.
She came into his arms and he knew nothing for a long while except for her kiss and the sensation of her body in his hands. Her breath blew cinnamon and spice, her touch seemed fire. Feeling the fabric of her sheer nightgown beneath his palms, the soft curve of her breast, he thought She doesn’t! Not a stitch on beneath that gown. The bulge in his cutoffs pressed painfully against the fabric of his shorts, pressed hard into her belly.
She pulled back, coy. “Why, hello, John Lark.” She looked down at his jeans.  “Fancy meeting you here, so far from home.” She grinned, flashing perfect white teeth, teasing.
“God, Colleen,” he said, voice thick, “You’re so beautiful.”
“Wait...shhhh.” She paused, cocking her head as if listening. “I hope Pa doesn’t wake up. He’d kill me if...come on...let’s go.” And before he knew what happened, she ran away from him, her gown billowing behind her.
He ran after her, panting. “Wait...wait a sec...”
Over her shoulder she grinned, still running. “You’re supposed to chase me, dummy. Come on.” She flew into the night, leaping over the drainage ditch, across Willow Road and into...
The graveyard, the boy thought. He paused at the gate, just long enough to see the angels holding the word BRAINYARD like a banner: he squared his shoulders and entered.
He found her, of course, sitting on Ellen’s grave, pulling the dead flowers from a sooty black vase. As he approached, she turned.
“Hi, you.” She tossed the dead flowers aside.
“Hey, you too,” he said, frowning.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nuthin’. It’s just...let’s go somewhere else.”
“What? You scared?”
“That’s not funny. Come on. Let’s go somewhere else.”
“Look, I know you were sweet on her, okay? I miss her too. We grew up together. We used to play dolls.”
“It’s not that. It’s...it doesn’t seem right. God, you look so beautiful...so sexy...tonight and she’s down there.”
Colleen bit her lip and thought about it.
“Okay, you’re right.” She stood up.
They moved off to the right, passing bone white grave markers as they went.  She grabbed his arm and pulled it over her shoulder. His hand fell upon her breast. He cupped it. She tapped the pack of Kent's rolled in his sleeve.
“Hey, tough guy. Can I have one?”
The boy brought out two, and lit them from a match. The darkness pressed in close around them while the match flared. They smoked, awkwardly, giggling and coughing, the cigarettes like toys in their hands. When they flicked the butts away, the cherries made orange arcs in the air.
“Okay,” she said standing above a grave and looking down, “How does Clarence G. Brainyard sound? Clarence is grassy and soft.”
He laughed. “I always liked ole Clarence. He was a cool dude.”
They sunk down upon the earth, their mouths finding one another. The boy felt as if he were sinking and rising all at once. His hands roamed all over her, exploring. And her hands touched him too. The smell of her, her scent, rose up and enveloped him, maddening and enticing, the heavy airs of spice mixing with the damp rusty smell of the earth beneath them. Her hands found his zipper and they laughed with the abrupt brriiippp sound his zipper made. But the laughing stopped when she pulled down his pants and took him in hand.
“You are glad to see me,” she murmured.
“Sssshhh.”
Through moments of awkward fumbling, each one explored the other's body. He felt like a raft set loose to drift on some ocean, rudderless and infinitesimal, dwarfed by the mystery of her body. For long minutes his pulse sent tremors through his flesh. Then, her gown was bunched around her waist and he kissed her breasts, his hands at the small of her back.
He found himself between her legs when she said, “Wait. No. No. We need protection...”
A blood red circle of fire. He entered her and moved ferociously.
“No...stop. We can’t without...”
“Sssshh...” he hissed, thrusting.
“No!”
Of its own volition, his hand went to her mouth and covered it. “Ssssshhh.” At some point she stopped fighting and he felt the world grow dim and far away; the graves, the damp earth, the pinioning stars, all dim and gone. He remembered this sensation once before.
Ellen.
Finished, he kissed her as sweetly as he knew how and looked down at her face. Her lips were red and bruised.
She rolled away from him, pulling up her gown to cover herself.
“Oh...Colleen. I’m so sorry. It’s just...it’s...you’re so beautiful. I don’t know what happened to me.”
She didn’t answer.
“Colleen...God...I’m sorry, I couldn’t help myself.”
Silence. She pulled her head down into her chest, gripping her knees. The boy could see blades of grass sticking to her leg.
“Colleen...”
They stayed that way for a long time, him sitting in front of her, hands at his sides; Colleen gripping her knees and rocking.
“No. It’s okay.” Her face lied. She wanted to get away. “It’s all right.”
“Colleen...”
“I need to get back...”
He tried to kiss her then, but she turned her head away from him. He stood up, buttoned his cutoffs. He held his hands out to help her up. She looked at him and, after a moment, took his hands. He pulled her up, into his arms. She stiffened, like some animal flexing to take flight...then exhaled...the tension leaving her body. He ran his hands up and down her back.
“Oh baby...”
“John...”
“Hmmm?”
“That wasn’t...right. You shouldn’t have...”
“I know...I know. I couldn’t help myself. You're too beautiful.” He hugged her tight. “I’m so sorry. You have to know I wouldn’t hurt you...”
She didn’t say anything, pulling from his arms.
He followed her back to her family’s darkened house. As they stood underneath the eaves she let him kiss her. Her lips were numb, unresponsive. Growing bold, he gripped her hips and felt himself rising once more. 
He said, “Maybe...”
“No, John, not again tonight. Next time...”
“Really? Next time?”
She looked at him, her head cocked and face half-hid in shadow. She slapped him, bringing her hand hard across his face. “Asshole.”
“Ah...Colleen. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to.” He brought his hand to his cheek.
“I said no.” Her voice sounded harsh. “No.”
“Okay.” He held up his hands. “It’s just that you’re so...”
“John Lark, if you say beautiful again I will fucking scream...” He could see tears at the corners of her eyes couldn't tell if they were tears of rage or sorrow. She grabbed him by the forearms. Just for a second, the boy was scared.  “You use beautiful like a goddamned shield,” she said, digging her nails deep into the meat of his forearms. Yelping, he tried to pull away.
“Goodbye, John. You’ve snuck out, got what you wanted and now it’s time you sneak back home.”
She turned away from him, hiding her face. He boosted her high enough to reach the gutter and she pulled herself up, not looking back.
Bone weary and exhilarated all at once, he pushed his bike back into the dying summer night. He felt his muscles popping and jumping beneath his skin. With a growing sense of wonder he stared at the stars above him. The moon rose above the tree line, washing the land in a thin light. His cheek, where she slapped him stung, just a little.
When he entered the graveyard he didn’t glance at Ellen’s grave. He moved forward until he stood above Clarence Brainyard’s. The sky was clear, yet a thick damp fog rose from the earth, seeping from it. It tickled his nose; his skin was prickling. 
For a moment he paused, like he had earlier when he listened at his bedroom door, one foot forward, one back, balanced and poised. To run, to fight.
The night grew silent, the rising fog dampening sound. He could hear echoes of his breathing, the sound bouncing back at him from the gravestones. The hairs stood up on the back of his neck, sweat prickled in beads all over his body.
He waited, listening.
A drop of sweat traced it’s way down his chin, disappearing into his shirt. 
Then the boy laughed, a garbled sound. Surprised to find his jaw clenched, he shook his head, trying to ease the tension filling his body. Frowning, he remembered Colleen doing the same thing only minutes earlier.
I guess we both had scares tonight. His face darkened for an instant. I should’ve stopped...but...but I couldn’t help myself.
The ride home became long and grueling. When he passed the Brainyard’s house he didn’t stop, just rode on, his legs churning, his head down, his hair whipping at the sides of his face, afraid of what he might see in the attic dormer window
- Ellen in her noose hanging there face bloated and livid and green with the maggots working their way in and out of her mouth pointing a finger at me at me or even worse at her belly her eyes open and staring –
The wonder of summer night, the cicada’s song, the stars wheeling in the heavens faded along with his energy. He came barreling off of the gravel road, rumbling across the bridge and made the long grind up Millstone hill as if something chased him.
At the hill’s crest he had to rest. His legs felt like rubber, his chest heaved.
A breeze sprang up and he shivered, the sweat flash-cooling on his hyper-aware skin. Looking off to the west he saw the lights of Little Rock faint and twinkling, beyond that a cloud front darkening the sky and moving like a glacier towards him. Slowly he turned and saw the sky lightening in the east. A bird soared in the pale pink sky above the gables of the Brainyard home, and beyond that Colleen’s.
He gave a huge sigh. I made a mistake. Okay? I fucked up, got carried away. I’ve got to forgive myself. It was wrong and I did it anyway and I fucked up. I can’t beat myself up forever over it...she was just...just...so goddamned...
“Beautiful,” said John Lark, into the waning darkness. “She was so fucking gorgeous.”
Then he raced down the far side of Millstone hill, up his own drive, shimmying up the gutter and moving quietly into the cool darkness of his room.
Kicking off his sneakers, he slipped in between the sheets as easily as he had Colleen’s thighs and sighed in relief. Home. The room felt cold and still dark even though he could see the sky getting even lighter out his window. It was the first time all night he’d been truly cold.
It’s really cold in here. Dad must’ve gotten loaded and cranked down the AC.
He pulled up the covers around his chin and rolled over. He was not alone.
Her eyes opened, pupil-less and milky-white, maggots feasting at the corners.
“Lark,” she croaked, “I've snuck out to meet you. Kiss me.”
When her mouth closed on his he tasted the grave.
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