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ICEWALL

 

Published in ROBERT BLOCH’S PSYCHOS, edited by Robert Bloch, and in 

SHADOWPLAYS (1st edition). Honorable Mention in the 

Year’s Best Fantasy & Horror (11th edition)

 

The wind.

Even through the thick Styrofoam padding and internal icewall, you could hear it. You couldn’t escape its long, high-pitched wail. It drove ice particles like tiny projectiles, embedding them into the outer skin of the Jamesway hut with the sound of popping corn. The stretched canvas was pitted like that of an orange, and frozen solid. 

After six months, the three things that defined my life broke down like this: the wind, the darkness, and the hut. And Frank. I guess that’s four. Frank was certainly instrumental in my life, just as I was in his. Hell, in that little space we shared, there was no relief, from the elements or each other. 

So why was I there at all? Adventure. Furthering the cause of science. Therapy. Take your pick or take ‘em all. Even now I can’t guess what went through my mind when I filled out the interminable paperwork that would eventually lead me to that Jamesway hut about two hundred miles “north” of the South Pole in the long winter darkness. I don’t know why Antarctica seemed such a good way out of a lousy life. And I don’t know why life was so lousy, not even now. 

All I know is that after nearly six months on the Ice, Frank changed. About the time he started complaining about those flickering lights out at the edge of the Icewall. 

I never saw those lights, but he insisted they flickered there whenever he was alone. He’d drag me out into the near-darkness and point, but there was never anything there. The Icewall’s ridge always seemed as impenetrable and mysterious as ever to me, and as lonely. It drove him nuts that I couldn’t see them, but I couldn’t, and that was that. After weeks of this routine, we started ignoring each other more and more.

 This particular day had dawned like the rest of them. No real light. No real difference in the temperature. No real difference in the instrument readings. No real difference in any damned thing. I had just finished checking the instruments in the dome fifty yards from the hut. Almost buried, the dome was an igloo. Or a white wart on dead skin. Take your pick. It’s all in the perspective. Five steps led down into its interior, which was lined with shelves of instruments. There was the usual battery of thermometers and barometers, as well as a barograph to chart trends in air pressure. There were hygrometers and psychrometers to check and double-check humidity, which rarely changed, and a rack of electronic devices hooked up to the anemometer mounted on the metal tower outside. Snow gauges and ice crystal collectors sat outside, too. In the center stood our baby, the radio telescope. Banks of programmable listening and recording devices scanned the banded sky for movement. The dome also contained an easy chair and a small supply of food, in case one of us became isolated inside. A tiny stove provided inadequate heat. We used a lantern with a cable strung to the hut and hooked into our generator to provide lighting. There were candles, too, in case the cable were cut or ripped by wind or buried too deep. 

This was the last winter for our little dome. After the thaw, after the relief plane came and whisked us away to the warmth of McMurdo and then Christchurch and home, another plane would bring a construction crew and a new dome. Twice as big and sparkling new, it would contain newer versions of all the instruments - in a third of the space - and a weather radar, or so they told us. Camp Ten would grow to include three more Jamesway huts and a big Robertson building, as well as the radar dome and a T-5 to house a larger generator. 

Yessir, after Frank and I left, the place would turn into a regular dump, with a personnel roster of at least fifteen and a muddy Main Street. Our location had become big-time, even if we hadn’t. That’s why Frank and I took our twice-daily measurements with less and less enthusiasm, feeling replaced already. Whatever they’d do here wouldn’t include us. After the hut, life was a blank to me. And I knew Frank didn’t have much to look forward to, either.

I munched on a frozen chocolate bar from the emergency kit as I took the last of the readings and snapped down covers over the instruments and their dials. Breath clouded the air and blurred my vision slightly. I had stopped using the stove during readings, since it was barely worth the trouble. The measurements were mechanical, and I ignored the numbers - I just wrote them into the log with a damned pencil and forgot they existed. Pens were useless in the intense cold. The ink froze up and eventually burst the thin plastic cylinders. The new equipment would take readings and feed them into a computer, which would then store the data until a weekly satellite hookup requested transmission. It almost didn’t need humans to work, and I felt obsolete with that fucking pencil stub grasped awkwardly in triple-gloved fist. 

I closed down everything that needed to be and finished the chocolate bar, then climbed the steps and met the wind head on. Both hands wrapped around the nylon safety railing that led from the dome to the hut, I slowly made for home. I kept my head down to avoid the flying ice, which found the vents in the face mask with unerring accuracy. Even with heavy-duty goggles stretched over my eyes, visibility was impaired - not only by the ice, but also by the tiny gouges the particles made. Goggles became useless after a few weeks of constant barrage, and these were almost new. I desperately wanted to keep them that way. I was attached to those goggles, as if they had become my eyes. 

Fifty yards is a jaunt almost anywhere in the world, but it took me twenty minutes to negotiate against the wind. Every ten feet, the railing threaded through a flexible whip-like post, and I counted posts as I went along. I had once wondered why the dome was placed so far away. Long ago. The answer always gave me chills, even in fifty below temperatures. 

“In case of fire,” a member of a long-gone winter’s party had told me, while brushing loose locks of hair from his forehead with one hand and scratching a tangled beard with the other. “If a fire starts in the hut and you don’t die in it, you want a place to retreat to. Get your ass sheltered, you know. If the fire starts in the dome, same thing. You don’t want it to spread, and fifty yards is about right, just to make sure.”

He had squinted a little then and drawn his features into a smirk, giving the impression of someone who knew better than to let these things get to him. Then he’d wandered off, scratching his groin. A real poster boy for the Antarctic project. 

Fire. I remembered the lectures we’d had on fires. 

“There’s nothing worse than fire on the Ice,” an overweight Major Kane had said with a frown. “If it doesn’t kill you, you’re almost as good as dead anyway. See, rescue is always days or weeks away, depending on the weather’s cooperation. But you know about that, being weather buffs, right?” No one had laughed. “You can’t put fires out on the Ice. Extinguishers freeze solid in hours. Those we’ve designed with antifreeze take a couple of days, but they freeze up, too. There’s no such thing as running water, except the small amounts you melt for cooking and drinking. You get my point, I hope. Fire is death. No two ways about it. But, if you can find shelter away from the fire - a decent shelter - you stand a chance. A remote chance, sure, but still better than nothing at all. So take care of your off-camp shelter. It might have to take care of you.” He sat abruptly, as if he found his own words distasteful. 

Somebody had laughed then, briefly. A nervous sort of laugh-bark that had echoed over our heads and died out. Nobody looked to see who had laughed, because the same chill hung over all of us. The lecture had continued on a much lighter note, how to avoid sexual frustration while wintering in camp. Some wit had labeled that part of the sermon “Pulling the Penguin 101.” We put fire out of our minds but it lurked there all the same. 

The Jamesway hut is shaped like a half-cylinder and covered with canvas. Inland stations sometimes use two - one slightly bigger - and piggyback them so that there’s about a foot and a half of dead air space between the outer skin of one and the inner skin of the other. Inside that space they spray loose snow, which hardens to form a thick, frozen barrier - an icewall - and Styrofoam chips. Keeps most of the wind and cold out. But the newer buildings are much better, don’t need the customized improvements, and the next party would get the two-story Robertson variation. I envied those guys. Frank and I were sick of the Jamesway. 

I snapped open the outside door, and it flew out of my grip. There were flashes of light in the sky - the approaching polar morning - but it was still dark, about the same as late early evening, if you know what I mean. Take your pick, dark is dark. I pulled the outside door closed, unlatched the inside door, and I was home. The relative warmth caressed my face and began melting the blown snow on my parka and hood. I took off the garment and shook it in the doorway, then pulled off my fur-lined boots and slammed them against the door - snow melts, dampens the boots, and quickly freezes when you visit the dome later. Presto, no toes. Or even feet. We shook out boots and parkas diligently, you can bet on it. The fucking cold gets to you and the dark and so does everything else. Take your pick. 

“Close the goddamn door,” Frank growled at me. I was used to his mood shifts, so I ignored him. But I did shut and latch the door, as I would have in any case. He’d been nitpicky for a while now. I went to the stove and turned up the heat a little, even though it would still be a frosty fifty or so in the hut. It never gets very warm in there, because you’re always trying to conserve fuel. Just in case. 

“Trying to poison me?” he baited, but I wouldn’t bite. I’d been there way too long to care if he didn’t like something I did. And the stove fumes weren’t that bad. He was lying in his bunk - his usual position in the last few weeks - and looking up at the curved ceiling, a filthy pillow on his chest. He’d stopped taking readings, too. For a month I’d been carefully forging his initials in the weather log every other reading, so no one would know that Frank had succumbed to the polar Bug. Lord knows I was close myself, but to see Frank acting like that was enough to drive me all the way to buggy if I let it get to me. 

The radio was for emergencies only, and our tour wasn’t up yet, so we couldn’t very well call for a new deck of cards or something. And flights are almost impossible in winter - slots are liable to last less than an hour. Anyway, our old deck was good enough. Frank never played with me any more, so I laid out hand after hand of solitaire for hours. The broken turntable sat silent on a bookshelf. Frank had smashed the useless records a month before, and pieces of vinyl still found their way underfoot. We had no such thing as CD technology at the Pole yet, and cassette tapes became brittle in the cold and snapped. So now we had no music. I bet the next guys would get a CD jukebox. Fuckers.

“Want to play some cards?” I asked offhandedly as I shuffled the deck. The cards were a little thin and crinkly, but still did the job. I glanced at the female figures on the back. No regulation cards for us, no sir. I was holding ‘Brigitte,’ Frank’s favorite. “Hey, Frank, it’s Brigitte. She’s callin’ for you.” 

“Go fuck a penguin.” 

I shook my head. Not because there weren’t any penguins within a hundred miles, and not because I wouldn’t if given half the chance, but because his attitude was bugging me. 

“Suit yourself,” I mumbled, and made do with my own company, not for the first time. I arranged the cards so I could see all the girls. Brigitte, Renee, Michele, Dominique, Angela, and my favorite, Joconde. We had a good time together, and it was Frank’s loss. 

Later, I looked at my watch. It was going on midday, and my stomach was grumbling. “Look, let’s eat. Okay?” 

He was still staring up, that pillow on his chest. “Just leave me the hell alone.” His voice was barely louder than a whisper, but I heard it. I heard it, all right. 

As I said, he was changing. He’d been a nice guy for four months, and then he’d started acting strangely, since those lights he kept insisting he saw out by the Scott Icewall, fifty miles away. I wondered if the shrink at McMurdo could unravel the threads of his mind, but I knew it’d have to wait. And maybe I’d be better off keeping my mouth shut. Like with forging his initials in the book, I could probably cover for him if I tried. 

“All right, my friend.” I stood and scraped the chair on the plank flooring, trying for sarcasm. “I’ll do the cooking. Once again.” A corner of the Jamesway was set up as galley. I opened a few cans and mixed a couple freeze-dried things with water hundreds of years old and soon had what seemed like a reasonably pleasant smell drifting around the hut. At least it masked the stale odor we were forced to put up with all winter, which I had recently started to consider intolerable. You’d think old Frank would have shown some enthusiasm. For the effort, at least. 

“First thing I ‘m gonna do when I get out of this place is get a haircut,” I said, while I ate something labeled ‘Pork Chops And Applesauce.’ It had the look and consistency of puke, so it was better than the ‘Beef Stew With Vegetables.’ “What about you?” 

Frank didn’t answer. 

“Well, anyway, I’ll get my hair cut and my beard trimmed and I’ll go out to a real restaurant and order actual food. Not this crap they make us eat.” I prodded the opened cans and foil packets. “A natural freezer here and they don’t even give us steak, like the boys at McMurdo get every goddamn day. Steak and fucking eggs for the boys, twice a day if they want it.”

“You know damn well we ate all the steak,” Frank hissed in that funny little whisper of his, like he’s not getting any air in his lungs. “I told you not to eat it all so quickly, but you did anyway. Now we’re stuck with this shit.”

“Shut up, Frank.” 

“Now we’re stuck with stuff that isn’t even good laxative.” 

“Look,” I said, “if you can’t be nice, then just shut up.” 

“Sure, you wanted us to eat all the steak, and now we’re out, and it’s my fucking fault,” he said. 

“Shut up!” I screamed. I threw an empty can at him, but it bounced off a chair that was in the way. Frank didn’t even bother to duck or move. He just lay in his bunk, hugging that pillow, and stared up at the ceiling. 

Outside, the wind howled without letup. You can’t escape that wind, you know, just like you can’t escape each other. I suddenly wanted to hear that relief plane, that fucking great C-l30 roaring overhead and setting down at the strip, and Frank and me waiting and waving. 

Something dark rose up in me. I threw the hot food at him and missed. I wasn’t hungry anymore. We had no words for each other - they’d all been said.

So life went on. Frank was different, there was no doubt about it. He barely talked to me, and when he did, it was with contempt that he’d somehow concealed for months. I continued to cook for us, but Frank never ate. I guess he must have been eating whenever I was out at the dome. I still took that walk twice daily, and I still forged his initials carefully, as if he were still doing his share for science. What shit! It was all me. I was doing it all in that godforsaken hut and in that dome. I took my readings carefully and recorded them in the log and then signed the entries, drawing either my own initials as I always had or, every other time, drawing Frank’s - “FLG.” No one would ever know he’d caught the Bug. I couldn’t tell on a buddy, even if he was driving me apeshit. 

About a week after our last fight, the one about the steak we didn’t have, we made up. Or I made up with him, anyway. He was on his back in his bunk again and ignoring me. 

“Man, I think this’ll be the last tour, buddy, ” I said. I hoped we could talk. You know, bury the hatchet, as they say. I mean, we hadn’t talked in days. “I just can’t take this isolation anymore, and this darkness. And the fucking wind.” 

To be fair, the sky was getting lighter every day. But noon still seemed sort of like twilight, and the wind screeched through rips in the hut’s canvas. Two days before I’d fixed the cup anemometer - a gust of wind somewhere between sixty and seventy miles per hour had knocked the cups right off the damn thing, so I had to climb the bastard and put in one of the replacements. I had begged Frank to give me a hand, but he wouldn’t budge. Wouldn’t even look at me. So I’d gone out on the Ice and climbed the tower with a safety line that I had to unclip every few steps so I could clip it above me and take a few more steps. Two hours later, I had come crawling into the Jamesway and collapsed on the floor, all my limbs frozen and my face rubbed raw by the wind despite the mask. 

“Why bother?” Frank had asked no one in particular from his bunk. While I had to admit that he was partly right, it also made me so angry that I could barely focus my eyes. I’d noticed that happening before, too, like the coming light was bothering my pupils or something. 

Well, Frank had his version of the Bug. I might as well be entitled to mine. Take your pick. 

“You know what I’m sayin’ about the wind? It drives the breath right out of your lungs and digs at the inside of your stomach. Course, you been staying real cozy while I’ve busted my ass covering for you. So maybe the wind isn’t getting to you anymore, eh Frank?” I laughed. 

Frank mumbled something that I couldn’t catch. 

“What?” 

“I said why don’t you just shut up and leave me alone.” 

“Okay, Frank. Have it your way. Just a couple more weeks of this, and we’ll be out of each other’s greasy hair. Right?” I asked the girls. 

But they wouldn’t answer. They were getting just like Frank.

So I cooked for both of us again and watched Frank’s food get cold across the table from me. Another peace offering wasted. Thank God we were going to see real daylight soon. 

The next day, Frank tried to kill me. 

It happened during the night reading. I took down numbers and ate a chocolate bar and forged his initials again. I’d been writing that the “day” readings were mine and the “night” his. I figured this system would do to cover his dereliction of duty. Frank was still a buddy, Bug or no Bug, and I wasn’t going to let him get in trouble when we got back to McMurdo. Jesus, when were we going to get back? I shrugged, then checked my - his - initials, and closed the logbook with a snap. It was about half-filled with tiny penciled entries, all in my careful hand and with both our initials displayed near the dates. 

Wait. I sat up straight. Feverishly, I riffled through the log’s blank pages. A date was circled in red, a date that was coming up. I’d been damned careful with the initials, but I had neglected to disguise my own handwriting in the actual entries. What would they make of that? It was too late to change them, unless … 

Unless I brought Frank the logbook and we went over it together. That was it. We’d go back, and he’d just write in the entries after I erased them. Simple. I unzipped my parka and shoved the logbook inside, between the heavy sweater and woolen shirt. Then I slid the face mask up and over my nose and mouth, and snapped the new goggles over my eyes. I could barely see, but I had little choice. The wind was gusting at sixty-five, and ice chips were digging into anything too soft to withstand the assault. The red paint had long since been flecked off the instrument tower, and every other surface was as pockmarked as my face. 

So I doused the lantern and stepped up, into the ice storm. It wasn’t a whiteout, since that condition occurs when there’s hardly any wind at all, but it was close enough. A whiteout is reflection that turns everything to milk and blends horizon with sky until you might as well be swimming in a bath of the stuff. Right then the horizon didn’t even exist, and the hut might as well have been perched on the dark side of the moon. The only thing linking me to that warm Jamesway was the nylon safety line railing, strung from hut to dome and flapping like a flag on its thin posts. 

I took hold of the line with both mittened hands and began the trek. I tried to breathe through my nose, since drawing in breath could easily bruise a lung. I pulled myself along, warmed only by the thought of hot soup - okay, hot salted water some half-wit had once christened soup  while delirious or drunk or both - and some chocolate and the girls. Step after difficult step, the crunch of the snow under my boots lost as soon as it was created, I counted posts and slowly reached the halfway mark - a three-foot stretch of line dyed brilliant red. It was almost as comforting to see as the door of the Jamesway would be. 

With my arms doing the work and my mind trying to propel me forward to the hut, the stove on high, the hot soupy stuff and my hands warm as they cupped the mug, I suddenly found that the line was limp - much more limp than it should have been between posts. 

I pulled faster and heard my breath rattling in my throat - or, rather, felt it rattling there - and my steps got longer and quicker and the ice drove into my open mouth and I almost didn’t care because I could see something just barely but it was coming up and I was home, I was almost - 

Frank had untied the nylon railing and somehow brought it back around and what was in front of me now wasn’t the Jamesway but the dome. I had spent a half hour walking and was exactly where I had started from. 

For the first time, I contemplated death. I was at the dome.

I looked back, toward where the hut would be, and saw for the first time that the line of posts did curve slightly to the right. There was no way I could find the hut in the storm, not without the railing to guide me. 

Panting from exertion, the bruises in my lungs and nostrils throbbing, I straddled the railing and fell into the doorway and down the five steps. My face mask was gone, torn off sometime during the walk. My nose and lips were numb. My cheeks were slabs of marble.

Hands trembling, I flicked the switch on the lantern and watched a whole lot of nothing happen. I turned it a dozen times, the click of the switch loud even above the wind outside. I followed the cable out the door and started pulling, wrapping the thin wire around my hand and elbow. It was cold and stiff, but it came. It came all too easily. The snipped end reached my hands and I saw the metal poking through the clean cut. In a rush of anger, I threw the useless cable out the door and turned back into the dome. I lit the stove and forced myself to calm down and think -

Calm down and think. 

It was obvious. Frank had tried to kill me. He hadn’t actually failed yet, I realized as I tasted vomit at the back of my throat. I was alive, yes, but as long as he was there, in the Jamesway, and I was here, there wasn’t much I could hope for beyond a cold resting place. The Bug had finally driven him to the edge, and now he was after me, and I was dead because there were still two weeks until the relief plane would come and it was still night and I started to cry. 

Tears froze in my beard, pinching as they pulled the individual hairs away from my skin. 

Maybe I could survive - wait out the storm - and make it back to the hut. It wasn’t impossible.

But what if the weather continued like this for weeks? 

Antarctic weather is characteristically unpredictable - hell, I knew that - and a weeklong storm was nothing new, especially during the tail end of winter. And a two-week storm didn’t stretch the limits of my imagination much, if you know what I mean. Even then, the relief plane might have to wait another week for a long enough slot to bring up our replacements and the Camp Ten expansion materials. I might have to survive in the dome for three weeks or more. 

Awed with the thought, I checked the supply cabinet. Fuel for at least a week, maybe two if I stretched it. Not bad, since I had rarely used the stove while taking readings. Food was another matter. I’d steadily nibbled on the emergency rations and chocolate until there was little left. The bottom of the storage locker peered at me emptily. There was a scattering of chocolate bars and protein supplements. A few days at most, especially at such temperature extremes, where the body requires some four times its normal caloric intake. I could hear that fucking fat major lecturing in my mind, and it wasn’t pleasant. I wasn’t in very good shape, foodwise. Water wasn’t a problem, except that I’d use up fuel melting it out of the doorway ice. 

I unpeeled and ate a candy bar.

Then I sat and tried to think clearly. 

Take a new set of readings. See what the weather looks like. Pressure, same as before. Temperature, minus sixty-three Fahrenheit. Winds, fifty-eight, gusting to sixty-five. Hell, the standard charts don’t even bother with windspeed over forty, and the coldest windchill’s at winds forty and minus sixty: an incredible minus one forty-eight. 

Give or take a few worthless degrees, that’s what I faced out on the Ice. 

My only chance was to wait out the storm and hope that it wouldn’t last much longer. 

I glanced at the wooden floor and counted empty chocolate wrappers, the remains of dozens of visits. It seemed I’d had as much a hand in my own death as Frank, that bastard. I turned the stove as far down as I could so it would still heat a small circumference and curled up in the shabby easy chair. Sometime later, I fell asleep. 

Dreaming. 

And saw flashes and scenes of my two winter tours on the Ice and of what came before and saw too much and cried in my sleep. A mysterious figure repeatedly took my life in his hands and strung it around in a circle and led me to where I had started. Each time, I rushed out into the dark to stop him with hands numbed by the cold wind. 

And each time, I watched as my fingers fell off, one by one, leaving raw white stumps with which I could no longer grasp the limp rope. And when I caught a glimpse of the figure, my own face peered back at me from inside the fur-lined hood. 

I shuddered and moaned, but let myself dream on and off, preferring the release of nightmares to the real cold inside the dome.

I occasionally awoke and remembered and the wail of the wind was one long sound outside as the ice drove itself in a frenzy and smashed into whatever obstacle man had so foolishly placed in its way. And I saw that man was foolish in thinking that any such place could be tamed, and, if anything, I sympathized with Frank for having felt that way just a few weeks sooner than me, that’s all. 

Frank had got the Bug, and I was going to die because of it. But maybe I deserved to die. Something was telling me that, too. 

I drifted in and out of sleep for hours or days, I’m not sure. When I remembered, I ate chocolate and turned up the stove with trembling fingers that fumbled at the tiny notched wheel. 

The wind. Always the fucking wind. 

I wanted a haircut. I cried and the tears froze. 

Like watching someone else wake up, I slowly opened my eyes and came to the realization that the wind - though it still screamed and hooted through the cracks of the 

dome - had lessened somewhat. It was downright quiet.

Hands I couldn’t feel shook as I covered exposed skin and lifted myself out of the chair I’d considered my final resting place. Frost crackled and rained about my feet as my stiffened parka tore away from the chair fabric. 

When I stepped through the doorway, I knew what I would find. The wind had indeed died sometime during the “night,” and the new ice had settled. Two feet of hard, granular snow spilled into the dome, dribbling down the steps like water, and I ignored it. Leaving the door open, I stood on the Ice and saw that the nylon railing and posts were altogether gone, blown away after all. Now there was no proof. 

The anemometer was cupless again. Wires that fed the dials inside the dome were flapping limply, their insulation ripped ragged. The snow gauges were buried. I couldn’t have cared any less. 

Now that the air was clear again, the hut was visible fifty yards away. A little lower on the brightening horizon, maybe, and more rounded on top than before, but certainly there. It hadn’t blown away. By my reckoning, I had spent five days in the dome. 

My boots crunched almost happily in the new icy snow as I made for home. 

Off to my right, the polar morning peeked over the Scott Icewall. I stopped to watch as the thin rays painted the sky bands of pink and violet. I looked through the clouds of my breath, hoping to see the flickering Frank had seen for weeks, but there was nothing. Just ice and snow and wind, and the coming day. 

There was no smoke coming from the pipe chimney. Breath streamed out in front of me, and for the first time I felt the spring that would soon taint the air with a near-warmth. The relief plane might already have been a dot in the sky. I reached the hut and spent a few minutes clearing the doorway of new fall. Then I went in. 

It was dark, darker than outside. There was no light, no lantern or candle. There was no heat. My breath came in ragged little gasps, and my vision blurred as I looked around. Where was Frank? Where could he have gone? 

I felt around for the panel that led to the tiny alcove where the generator sat, silent. A flexible metal pipe led from the generator to a jagged opening carved into the wall, through the layers of ice and skin, and out. For the exhaust. Check the fuel gauge. Empty. Fuel gurgled as I poured, careful to not spill a drop or to give fumes time to gather. Then I started the generator and waited as the lights in the Jamesway flickered and gained intensity. I closed the panel and entered the main room. 

Frank was on the bunk. 

My first thought was that he was being pretty damned callous, lying there like that, not giving a damn about my life or death. My second thought was that I should kill him for it. My third thought was almost unthinkable, but I couldn’t keep it out of my mind as I dripped water or fuel - fuel - all the way to the bunk.

He hadn’t moved. Not since before the storm. Maybe not for weeks. 

Maybe not for weeks.

The grease-stained pillow was on his chest. I touched his face. It was solid. The pillow was encrusted, had frozen solid, too. His eyes were open and staring. 

A sound gurgled out of my lips. If he had sat up then, or winked, or moved a white hand, I would have run screaming from that hut and welcomed the slash of wind-driven ice particles down my throat. I turned away from Frank and went to the table, unzipping the parka and pulling out the logbook. The pages were frozen closed - nightmare sweat had frozen them together. I tore at the paper edges with clawing fingers and felt sharp pain as ice stabbed the soft skin under my nails. Forcing the covers open, I looked at the entries I had written, those with Frank’s initials and mine. Weeks.

I half turned to face the bunk, hoping to see - to understand - and Frank spoke. 

“About goddamn time you got back. Get the stove lit and make it fast. I’m sick of you and I’m sick of this wind. And those lights out by the Icewall have been driving me nuts. Night after night, those damned lights flickerin’ on and off like some sort of code.” 

Funny, for the first time in weeks I couldn’t hear the wind at all. 

I lit the stove and faced Frank. 

“You drove me apeshit,” I said. 

“You always were apeshit, ” he retorted. It was a neat trick. His blue lips didn’t move at all. My stomach tightened. 

“I hate your fucking guts!” I shouted. “I hate you, and I hate this place.” 

He laughed and that was enough for me. I leaped on him and dragged him off the bunk. He made a solid thunk as he hit the planks. I pried the pillow from its perch on his chest and felt stiffened material tearing there. I threw the pillow across the room, into the galley. Then I went to the stove and turned it way up, watching the flames grow taller and taller. 

I had to melt the ice off the pillow. 

Flames licked upward. Suddenly, I felt a spark strike my beard and smacked out its little yellow tongue, and the smell of burnt hair filled my nostrils. I dropped the pillow and watched as more sparks jumped and ignited the woolen blankets on the nearby bunk, the wet planks.

“There is nothing worse than fire when you’re on the Ice.”

“If you don’t die in it, you’re as good as dead anyway.”

“Take care of your shelter, and it’ll take care of you.” 

“There is nothing worse than fire.”

“Frank!” I shouted. “Fire! Frank!” 

There was no answer. His clothes had caught, and smoke was forming rapidly in the center of the room. There was a smell, sickly sweet and somehow revolting, that clung to my nostrils. The stink of burning polyester and Styrofoam gagged me. 

“Carbon monoxide is probably already forming.” It was fat Major Kane, sitting on my bunk. His face wore a bored look. The lecture was too much even for him. 

“Take care of your shelter, and it’ll take care of you.” 

I grabbed a box of rations from the galley and hefted it out the door. The fire glowed now, even from outside. I went back in to find gloves and a new face mask and to get Frank. But it was too late for him; he was on fire. 

I felt liquid in my eyes. 

“Frank!” I shouted one last time, and then the place was ablaze and I had no choice but to get out. I grabbed the box and felt it slip out of my clumsy grip, then managed to cradle it in my arms and stumbled a few shaky steps toward the dome, following the line of recent footprints. My way was lit by the flames behind me, which were now licking through the roof and into the cold polar air. I watched for a moment, enthralled, then followed those quickly fading footprints to where they led. To the dome. Maybe later I’d head for the Scott Icewall. 

In a week or so, if the weather held, the relief plane would come. Meantime, the dome would be shelter enough. Fifty yards was indeed the right distance. I wanted to thank the Major, but he was gone. And the girls were gone. And Frank. I already missed Frank. He was a buddy. Even if he did complain too much about those lights I never saw.

I left him there, in the Jamesway hut. With the wind.

 

* * *
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A Minor

She fades a little when I touch her when I dream.

 Not so most people can tell, but they notice that she’s a little pale. Just a bit more pale than the last time they saw her. You can see it in their eyes, though they’re too polite to tell her. They look at me and tilt their heads slightly, her artist friends, implying that I should take better care of her.

So I avoid dreaming.

I stare at the photographs - at her photographs - of me and others and see the images shiver as I fill in the parts no longer there, coloring bland, flat backgrounds with the lush strokes of memory. The colors are only temporary, and the brush-strokes, too, disappear and leave behind sepia-toned emptiness. I stare at the photographs and scratch the palm of my hand roughly, feeling the hard points of dried blood.

 

E Minor

“Good night,” she said, stepping out of the car. And she meant it not as a parting greeting, but as an assessment - a verdict rendered on hours and minutes joined together briefly to form a shared experience.

I laughed softly to myself. “Yeah.” The car door clicked gently. I resisted the urge to say something sarcastic.

 Watching her cross the rain-polished street to her front lawn, I felt a shiver. I shook it off and saw her unlock the door, then turn to wave. I waved back, and she went inside. Moments later a light flicked on in the house. The kitchen, then the living room. Then they both went off and I knew that she was pacing, a massive glass of milk clutched in her right hand and a chocolate chip cookie sheltered in the left. So badly I wanted to share in that ritual, the same ritual that made her pale complexion blush ever so slightly whenever I found the audacity to mention it in front of her friends.

Instead, I was alone.

I shook again, the trembling starting near my lower back and working its way up to my neck and skull. This time it was violent. Brutal.

“God,” I thought. “Not again.” Or thought I thought. The words might have slipped from my lips, but I couldn’t be sure. I put the car in gear and drove away slowly, letting the low rumble of the engine coax me almost to sleep. A shudder wracked my insides and I wished for the hundredth time that Milwaukee offered more convenient cliffs. The steering wheel was a snake in my hands, and the itch to swerve overpowering.

It was raining into the car and the cold droplets stung my face. But I didn’t roll up the window.

No traffic snarled the streets; they reminded me vaguely of a deserted movie set, where filming has been canceled because of the rain. A Miami Vice rerun, where the wet streets reflect dim lights and slow-motion Italian chrome heading for some film noir rip-off scene.

Mostly, the wet streets just reminded me of cold loneliness and pure self-hatred.

It was night, and I was going home.

My drinks that evening hadn’t really calmed - liquor rarely achieves its mythical medicinal status for me - but I did feel a pleasant glow surrounding my head. The windshield wipers shucked and shecked in front of my eyes, beating a steady rhythm and lulling me to sleep. I could feel my eyes glaze and the lids closing like window shades on rusty tracks, and a faint hum worked its way into my head from one side to the other before settling into a steady needle behind my left ear.

The hum increased in volume and intensity, and I felt myself spinning. The curved snake in my hands stiffened, and there was only the hum, boring into my head.

“No!” I shouted, and hit the thumbtack mounted face-up on the dashboard with my open palm. The pain was sharp and severe, and the blood welled up quickly in the tiny wound.

The humming stopped immediately, and my eyes cleared a bit. A quick look in the greenish light of the dash told me I was dripping blood rapidly. A dozen other tiny wounds stared back at me defiantly with their miniature brown scab-eyes. I turned back to the windshield, disgusted.

 

B Minor

In my dream I stood before a gallery wall on which hung a long series of photographs set in thick, gold-edged frames. There was no sound in the gallery, and light cascaded onto each portrait as if from a hidden fixture. Shadows darkened the edges of my sight, and my own shadow seemed to fall on the images as I scanned them with burning eyes. They were not Jackie’s prize-winning photographs, though they showed her love of conspicuous minimalism. I was not surprised to see the images move like video broadcast on gaudy, French Provincial televisions. People engaged in some simple aspect of life - walking in front of Hassam’s Grocery, sitting on the crooked green bench at Red Arrow Park, and riding a banana-seat Schwinn up and down the hilly trails behind the park. Older kids, riding the bus to Kampman High School, talking about last week’s Six Million Dollar Man episode. Sitting in a history class, watching the school’s only black faculty member struggle to contain his temper and control an unruly group of spoiled, smug white kids. These were photographs that might have illustrated the book of my life, peopled by those I had known. Lab partners and college roommates and colleagues and students and friends and lovers and family members. All tied together by one thin string, one strand of strangling wire, forming a noose. Handshakes, hugs, kisses, caresses, intimacy. Even as I watched in my dream, these people in the images that were photographs and weren’t, all gradually faded to shadows and my own image grew brighter.

Ever brighter, like an aura.

My curse. Doesn’t everyone have a curse?

 

F# Minor

It was still raining, and I was still the only one on the road. Thank God for that.

I flipped on the radio, which was a mistake. The music seemed to massage every brain cell and put it gently to sleep, and I could feel the glow beginning to return. I punched the program button and went from tinkling New Age to Rock and Roll Oldies - Chuck Berry pounded his way into my skull. But the glow was forcing its way back. I punched plastic and a heavy metal ballad, reminding me that I was “Unforgiven,” stroked the glow further into my head and then my open palm smacked the thumbtack and the metal spike slid into tender skin and ripped flesh anew, and the wetness made my grip sticky on the wheel.

I forced myself to reach out again and stabbed at the button. Metallica was silenced, and the quiet was more enjoyable than anything I have ever experienced, or so I convinced myself as the pain in my palm settled into an annoying throb.

Then I was putting the key into the lock, the rest of the drive a blur, and nothing mattered anymore. But that wasn’t completely true.

The condo’s lights blazed into my eyes as I opened the door. Better, so I could not succumb to the delights of darkness and the many enveloping fingers that touch and tease and tempt and try to corrupt me to dream.

The bright fluorescents made me blink and I went in. Closed the door. A tiny point set in the doorjamb caught my eye, the dried stain around it darkening the light woodwork.

The television sound was muted to a drone. I looked vacantly at the big square picture for a while. A newscaster was speaking words I would never hear, or care to, as superimposed drawings jabbed his left shoulder. I watched him open and close his mouth at a rapid pace, then finally turned away from the set and stripped off my clothes, throwing them in a pile on the cocktail table. Change and belt buckle clattered on the scarred wood, near the metal point set into the table’s edge and its surrounding circular stain. I stepped toward the studio set-up, which occupies a large portion of my living room.

Naked, I hunched before the Mac and felt it come alive under my fingers. I flicked power switches and brought faders up on my old-fashioned console. Then I was maneuvering through menus and watching slick Performer windows gaping open, like glimpses into someone’s soul. I traveled back and forth from cursor and data buttons on the Proteus, one slim module in a rack of many, setting up the sounds that I heard in my head that night.

Cellos, low and rumbling. Timpani, like thunderclaps. Pipe organ, ethereal, almost crystalline.

My left hand stabbed the keys of the digital piano, and I laid a track on the sequencer. Organ, sparse chords. I would fill in more of the space later. Right then notes fell from my fingers and became MIDI note-on and note-off data, following my nuances perfectly into the computer’s memory, black horizontal bars showing my progress through the melody that occupied my head and both scarred hands.

Switch to track two; play back track one and add a new layer. Cellos, for depth. Keep it dark. Left hand only.

Next track. Percussion, like a heartbeat. Steady, filling in the spaces between the existing notes. Weaving between the crystal and the rumble, building. Crescendo. Orgasm. Afterglow.

A few keystrokes and the tiny monitors were playing all of it back to me. Sixteen bars of hellish self-revelation. Sixteen bars of the darkness that lay inside me, coiled, waiting to snag an innocent victim in my dreams. In my nightmares.

I chose not to Save at the prompt, and the software folded in upon itself. Mocking.

I laughed. My music was too dark even for my next Incubus release.

For years I had put the darkness in my soul down on tape for myself - what else could one do when everyone who meant anything to him eventually disappeared forever? But a local indie label had shown interest in my dark musings, and had produced three compact discs of what I called my Progressive Gothic Symphonic Sonic Sculptures - which stores creatively stocked under New Age. Jackie was the photographer who had done the covers, and our relationship had grown quickly despite my fears that one day she would begin to disappear. I had fooled myself into thinking that I could avoid dreaming about her, protecting her from the fate so many others had suffered. The only way I kept my contacts at the label from disappearing was by playing the recluse, and conducting business only by phone - not much chance of dreaming about their voices. But Jackie, well, I wanted to see her. And as a cover artist, she was forced to consult with me in person.

Loving her came easily enough - keeping her alive was another matter.

Now my soul was so tortured that the next Incubus release would make funeral marches seem like happy ditties by comparison. And the music that had poured forth tonight was too dark even for me.

The irony. I giggled silently as the television droned on in absolute silence.

Sleep bid me enter, bid me return to its arms.

“Lead me into temptation,” I said. It was a quote from a song from long ago.

And I knew that my body would follow. I felt the relaxation beginning in my thighs and run up my torso, down my arms. It was a dream, building inside. I wouldn’t know what it was until afterwards, when it was too late. I shook my head in defiance.

No.

The computer screen mocked me with its empty leer and cold appraisal.

No!

My flesh parted violently on the upward-pointed thumbtack, and I groaned with the waking pain.

I pushed away from the rack synthesizers, lowered myself onto the vinyl seat of the chrome rowing machine in the far corner of the room, and began to stroke. The sweat trickled off my skin as soon as I started the rhythmic movements. It oozed from every pore and ran freely down my slick body, dripping and spotting the light carpet underneath.

I rowed until my arms and legs ached, the muscles taut and stiff with fatigue. And then I rowed some more, my breathing reduced to a ragged discord of gasps. I stroked until - my gasps clutching vainly at elusive air - I nearly collapsed out of the seat, which was slippery with sweat from my buttocks. I lay on the floor, spent, and let my heartbeat slow, giving my pulse a chance to catch up and stop hammering at my brain between beats.

This wasn’t enough. I still couldn’t sleep without dreaming. Total exhaustion was the key, but I was far from that desirable state. The hum was starting again, that same humming that always indicated a dream formulating somewhere in the recess of my brain. I cursed the ceiling.

Then I reached over and smacked my palm onto the thumbtack spear on the cocktail table, twice in rapid succession, stifling the scream with a whimper and a groan.

Tears of pain wet my cheeks.

 

C# Minor

The picture stands out from the others in the collection. It shows my mother and father standing with me near the ice dunes on the shore of Lake Michigan one winter, long ago. Someone in a parked car had taken the shot for us, smiling at our adventurousness. It was cold and windy, and huge grey masses of clouds obscured the winter sun. He’d smiled, too, because we wanted Rolf, our Black Labrador, in the picture. There he stands, looking away from us, a dog-shaped stain on a background of white and grey. His tail points at my father, who stands bundled in an old-fashioned cloth winter coat and ersatz pilot’s hat with the flaps hanging down over his ears. My mother hugs herself in a fashionless, dumpy parka. Her hair is bound up in a scarf, and you can see she’s cold and would rather be home, warm in her kitchen. I’m wearing an olive drab snorkel parka, the kind with orange lining and fake fur around the hood. I’m not wearing the hood because I’m at the age when you need to safeguard your image, so my cheeks are speckled red and white. I seem detached, staring off in the distance. This picture reminds me of a period, a certain time.

I blink and feel the tears squeeze from between my lids. For now I can see again that I am the only one in the picture. Only light spots mark their places on the film, a grey mass near us marks the faithful Rolf, last to go because of some obscure biological difference between his kind and mine.

I don’t really know what my kind is, but I have suspicions. Who has ever heard of a dream vampire? Why am I not light-sensitive? Why don’t I crave blood? At least the cursed creatures in the movies all know what to expect. They know what to do. I learn daily, but it’s always too late. Too damn late.

And now I weep as I look at this altered picture that no longer reflects life as it was, only life as it is. Strangely, this is one portrait that does not adorn the wall of my dream gallery.

 

G# Minor

“It can’t be more than insomnia,” Jackie had said over her Comfort old-fashioned. “Just take some sleeping pills, like Sominex or Tylenol PM or something, and you’ll be all right.” Her glossy pink lips formed a straight line, as if to emphasize her disapproval. Her tongue snaked out to dab at the corner of her mouth. Whether she disapproved of insomnia or Tylenol or Sominex, I couldn’t tell. Her stubbornness might have been endearing, if only … well, I considered it part of her artist’s psychological make-up. Nonetheless, I could only love her.

“I’ve tried.” I said. “But it’s not that I can’t sleep - my problem is that I can’t handle what happens whenever I do.” I shook my head. It was useless. I knew what it sounded like, and how I sounded saying the words.

“Everybody dreams, Paul.” She sipped her drink, implying the simple solution I was just too self-absorbed to see.

Everybody dreams …

“These aren’t ordinary dreams, dammit!” I gulped down half of my wilting rum and tonic. “They’re - nightmares, nightmares that you just can’t imagine. They aren’t the typical scary nightmares. They affect people, everyone around me.” I sobbed as the thought lanced my brain. “They affect you, Jackie, even though you don’t know it. They do.”

I covered my face with my scarred hands. I thought of how pale she’d looked when we met earlier. The light brick walls, source of Milwaukee’s “Cream City” label, were darker than her complexion. Her features were becoming translucent - occasionally I thought I could see through the edges of her silhouette, when she made a sudden motion and the blur made her outline disappear. If not for the bright lipstick, I knew that her lips would have been transparent. I knew it was happening, and I couldn’t reverse it.

My explanation for why I’d avoided her for weeks was failing, and fast.

I understood that she was struggling to believe. Wanting to, for my sake … Our sake? I saw the concern in her eyes and felt heartsick, because I was hurting her and the only way to stop would be to - what? Forget her? I’d tried hypnosis, once, and awakened alone, as if the intensity of my state had sped up the process and erased the hypnotist from both our lives a hundred times faster than if I’d merely met him socially. After all, it was unlikely he would ever have appeared in any of my dreams - that is, until he opened up the door and placed himself there, unprotected.

Right now, Jackie’s acceptance meant more to me than even a cure. Well, almost more. Under the table’s lip, I scratched the scabs on my palm. I felt wetness.

“You don’t understand what I’m trying to say. My dreams directly affect people. My friends, parents. Everyone.”

She glanced at me uneasily. “You don’t have any friends, you always tell me. And I thought your parents were dead.”

I gulped bitter, icy water and booze. “Yes.”

“Okay,” she said, imitation patience oozing from her tone even though she tried to hide it, “we all have these ‘death’ nightmares. You know that, don’t you? It’s stress. The paranoia of modern society. Computer withdrawal or computer overdose. Overexposure to phone radiation, microwaves, radio waves, and high voltage wires. Maybe even TV.” She smiled, uncertainly, letting me know I seemed to be slipping off the proverbial rocker. Her dark eyes flicked sideways, unconsciously checking to see if anyone in the room could hear us.

“You sit in your dark place and stare at that computer of yours, making yourself miserable with your downer Incubus music.” She shook her head. “It’s no wonder you have nightmares. You barely get any sleep. See, it’s a cycle. You don’t sleep enough, so when you do sleep it’s not good sleep, and so you have nightmares, which in turn scare you away from wanting to sleep.”

I nodded. From her point of view, this made sense. But she had no idea that my mind actually erased people from the world. She couldn’t see the pain I felt at the thought of losing her, and yet the willingness I showed in risking her very being for some elusive and temporary comfort. She could not know that I was weak, and that she would suffer for my weakness.

“Spend less time on your computer,” she was saying. “Tell those leeches at HyperMusic that you need more time. Take a vacation, a week off or something, and catch up on your sleep.”

I had not gotten through. No matter how delicately I wanted to tell her about my problem, or how bluntly, she would never believe.

“I know about all that,” I said. “But two or three of these nightmares a night? I can hardly close my eyes without finding myself lost in a dream. And it’s not just the dream itself, Jackie, it’s that the people I touch within the dream - anyone I touch in the dream -” I couldn’t bring myself to say it.


The people I touch within my dreams have a habit of fading away, okay? totally out of the fucking picture. The more I touch them, the faster they fade, until one day they aren’t there at all. And I don’t know where they go …

I just couldn’t say it - couldn’t be expected to take her response in stride. “It’s a little like -” I cast about for an example “-like having three different bodies: one asleep, one interacting with people in the dream, and one somewhere between the other two, watching and stalking and somehow hurting them. Without affecting me, the sleeping one.”

I left out some things - my improved health, vigor, strength. Youth. Eternal youth, I was beginning to believe. She couldn’t possibly be ready for those.

“It sounds horrible,” she whispered, but I could see that she wasn’t tracking.

“Jackie, do you hear me talking to you? I haven’t had more than an hour or two of sleep a night for the past two months. This is why I had to beg for the contract extension. Why I haven’t called you or seen you in so long. I’m afraid to fall asleep -” I clenched my scarred hand under the table now, twisting some pain from the tiny points “- and I’m afraid to find out what will happen to you if I do.”

There, it was out. I stopped. She was looking at me strangely.

“I still think sleeping pills should help,” she said. I admired her stubbornness, in a crazy way. “Maybe you’re working too hard. Or drinking too much.” She nodded at my empty glass, already thrice filled and thrice drained, symbol of my new-found alcoholism. “Or maybe both.”

A few more minutes of the same useless advice and I’d given up, agreeing to order a late dinner. We barely talked over greasy burgers. Mine caught in my throat - a lump of dead matter, lukewarm and tasteless. I felt each bite come back up to tease my efforts.

“I hope you won’t mind, Paul,” she whispered later, as we were gathering our jackets, “but it might be best if we didn’t spend the night together.”

“If that’s what you’d prefer,” I said carefully, hoping my relief wouldn’t show. As much as I loved her, being with her would almost surely lead me down the path to dreams, and if she appeared in my dreams - 

If only there were some solution.

If only it were as simple as drinking blood - at least then I could choose my victims.

I sensed a sudden coolness in her manner, and I really couldn’t blame her because I was changing into a ghoul before her big brown eyes. There was no understanding, only the pretense. The evening had deteriorated to a simple “Good night,” and then she was alone with her ritual and I with mine.

 

D# Minor

When I close my eyes sometimes I still see Terri, though her features are less and less distinct each time. She was pretty in an angular, boyish, blond-haired way, with flat breasts (but with big, prominent nipples) and narrow hips. But her light-blue eyes were entrancing. And she flirted with me shamelessly, enjoying the consternation this caused in a thirteen-year-old who couldn’t touch but wanted to.

She was my best friend’s girlfriend, on and off, and his down-the-street neighbor. We spent a lot of time together, Tim and I, like brothers. And then like a little Yoko she came along and turned from the snotty little neighborhood girl into the sexy girlfriend and we became three in everything except the kissing, and the jealousy started. Those two took every opportunity to rub lips and wrestle tongues in my presence, enjoying my discomfort and - to my shame - my obvious interest.

“You like to watch us kiss?” She’d laugh and her eyes would sparkle. And then they’d both laugh as I indicated that, no, I didn’t and yet I’d still watch as they French-kissed and barely came up for air, their chins slick with each other’s drool. “I think your friend likes me,” she liked to say to Tim as their faces collided once again for another dose of youthful lust, smearing her lip gloss provocatively.

I knew her malicious streak wasn’t deep. She was nice to me, on the whole. I can almost see her image still on thick-bordered snapshots taken in someone’s backyard, and even though nothing remains of her except a faded outline, it’s always the three of us, like twisted Musketeers, adventuring in some childish scenario. Never mind that Tim always got the girl. After all, that was his role. He was the star, while I played sidekick. I didn’t have to look good, then, just as comfortingly Sancho Panza-ish as I could. At nearly two hundred pounds and below average in height, I guess I was tailor-made for the role.

The day I snuck a snapshot of the three of us from his kitchen table I knew what I would do. I hadn’t planned it, but a scenario of my own had taken hold of my imagination. That night I trimmed the picture around Terri’s image, around the curly blond hair framing her delicate eyebrows and thick eyelashes. Around the dimpled cheeks and thin but perfectly-shaped, brightly-colored lips. Around the slight swell of her breast. Around the sides of her hip-huggers. Then I taped the cut-out where I could see it clearly, off the edge of the nightstand. I had to crane my neck on the pillow, but the angle kept the cut-out out of view of the door, so my mother couldn’t see it if she looked in on me.

I fell asleep trying to keep Terri’s likeness locked in my mind.

For weeks, I found Tim in my dreams more often than Terri. But I could afford to wait, since the two of us would never touch in those dreams. It was just a matter of time. No, I wasn’t at all upset at him. In his place, I’d have kissed her all day too. Then, one night, Terri and I held hands in a dream the sweetness of which still overwhelms me on occasion. A few nights later, we indulged in my wildest teenage fantasies. I touched Terri in my sleep as I could never touch her in real life.

Then the dam burst, and all the fantasies and hopeful side glances and the pretending not to watch and the lust as they indulged themselves in my presence as if I didn’t matter came tumbling down the valley of my mind. The dam was gone, and I dreamed about her every night. In color. In detail. I touched her - oh, how I touched her.

And within weeks Terri was gone.

After searching all the local culverts and parks for a shallow grave, her parents’ efforts faded at the same rate as the image of her near my bed.

Two years later, they sold their house and moved away, broken people.

With the hardened heart of youth, Tim eventually got a new girlfriend, one I didn’t like.

Occasionally, on gazing at Terri’s blue clapboard house while we played street football, I felt a stab of guilt. But it always went away.

 

Bb Minor7

I knew that I couldn’t let myself sleep, even now, after the rowing, because the shakes I’d had in the car guaranteed a dream.

 The sweat had dried on my skin, and I felt sleep slowly creeping over me. The rowing should have exhausted me to the point of dreamless sleep. I had rowed continuously for two hours, hoping sleep would take me then and leave me alone.

I stood and felt the tightness in my sore muscles. Had I really been in a rowboat, I mused, I could have rowed clear across the English Channel. But would I sleep? I staggered to the bed in the curtained alcove and collapsed onto the wrinkled, sweat-soiled sheets. I desperately wanted to slam my hand onto the tack mounted on the headboard, but both my palms were throbbing and there was a weariness settling in on me that I could barely begin fighting off. Brief catnaps weren’t enough to satisfy the body’s hunger for sleep, the brain’s hunger for food. For that is what Jackie was, what all the others had been. But catnaps were all I’d allowed myself for weeks, hoping to reduce the length of REM-sleep. It was like falling into a web, once I was asleep. A web that allowed me motion and yet trapped me and my prey into a death ritual no one could stop.

I lay on the bed naked, waiting to be engulfed by the darkness and the fear.

You can’t hurt the people you love. I wanted to believe it, but I wasn’t even sure I loved her, was I? And if she loved me, wouldn’t she have believed me? Did she deserve my protection, when she wouldn’t take my word that she was in danger?

Silken hands reached out to me and I went with them.

 

F Minor sus9

She was enclosed in a massive hourglass-shaped crystal container. Its neck was wide, at least two feet, wide enough for her to stand inside. But she was on her knees, buttocks resting on her heels. Her breasts swung free, nipples stiff, and then she leaned forward and pushed up against the glass. The hourglass moved, and eventually I became aware that its flat surface rested on one pan of a huge brass balance. The air was hazy, but the background dark, so that I couldn’t see if there was anything on the other, opposing pan.

It didn’t matter because I stared at her seductive smile and I responded, and then - in the twisted logic of dreams - we were both in the hourglass and making love, our slick bodies moving against each other and sliding on the cool crystal as we exploited our unusual position to the fullest. I touched her soft skin and caressed her hair and held her tightly, my fingers prodding and probing her very being, her lips locked with mine until release took us and then we collapsed giggling into each other’s embrace.

The other balance pan came into focus slowly and I saw a man - a young man - with scarred hands watching us, smiling. I looked down at Jackie who lay in my arms, but she was not there. She wasn’t in the hourglass at all. I stared at the young man on the other side of the balance, and when we locked gazes I was looking into a mirror.

 

C Minor°13sus4

 I screamed.

Jackie.

My hand found the tack and the rapid, sensual pleasure of the first strike turned to agony, yet I continued until my palm was a wet, gory mess and the sleep-haze was gone. I pulled my crippled hand from the metal point, felt the slippery metal wriggle free of each layer of skin, and my shaking fingers clutched at the telephone. Blood-slick. The receiver slipped from my grip and landed somewhere under the bed, its dial tone accusing, unforgiving.

Daylight poured into my window, met the fluorescents and became a soft-focus photograph. No comb, no toothbrush, no soap could relieve how I felt and must have looked. The dream images throbbed into my skull as I slipped sweatpants over my bareness, feeling still the wetness there, and half-buttoned a wrinkled shirt over my shoulders.

Moments later, with no real memory of any action or occurrence in-between one reality and another, I was standing on Jackie’s lawn. The key she’d given me (“I don’t hand one of these to just anybody, I’ll have you know, Mr. Successful Musician!”) sticky with dried blood from the countless tiny punctures that crisscrossed my palm, I negotiated her porch. Any second she would open the door, startled, then laugh at the sight of me disheveled and so early in the morning, and invite me in for hot chocolate or tea. Maybe she’d wink and offer me a dash of rum for the cocoa, “to jump-start the day.” Or maybe she’d frown and hustle me inside with a gentle spank and admonish me for making another spectacle in full view of her neighbors. “Even from artists, they can only take so much,” she’d say.

The house was still. She was probably asleep, curled into a ball under her snowy white down comforter. I opened the bedroom door, the throb that hammered at my temples increasing its intensity, but she wasn’t there. The bed was slept in, though, the comforter puffed and creased. I checked the bath, but there was no residual heat or steam. The guest bedroom was empty. In the kitchen, the refrigerator hummed quietly and the microwave LED blinked out the time. On the counter, a huge mug sat next to a half-eaten cookie. It was too early on a Sunday for her to have gone anywhere.

My head felt as though it would buckle under the pounding.

In the living room I sat on the couch and consciously slowed my breathing so I wouldn’t hyperventilate. Then I cradled my head with both sticky hands and tears came.

I had to look, then, knowing what I would find.

The hallway wall. Dozens of framed photographs hidden in shadow. Her photographs, snapshots raised to the level of art. I turned on the hall light. They were all photographs of me. At the keyboard, in my studio. A rare one, on stage. At Bradford Beach, outside her cottage in Eagle River, on the steps of Curtin Hall at the university, on a pontoon boat riding at anchor on Cranberry Lake, cross-country skiing on the paved bike trail. Others.

But before most had been photographs of us, taken candid-style with her motorized timer.

Where Jackie had been on each photograph was now a light, translucent spot. Background color peeked through thinly, as if to remind you that there had been something there, but that now it was gone. Black and white photographs were even more stark, her outline a white smudge that hid background like a hanging tapestry.

I felt the glass cutting my hands and wrists as I shattered each frame by pummeling it against the others until there were blood splatters and skewed frames and spotted glass shards covering my lacerated feet. Then I slid to the floor and wept. 

Alone.

 

* * *

 

ONLY SPECTRES STILL HAVE PITY

 

Published in THE GRIMOIRE and in SHADOWPLAYS (1st edition)

 

I knelt next to the window as the last rays of sunlight filtered through the grimy glass, and watched the daytime groups of passersby slowly dissolve and disappear, one by one, until the grey street was nearly empty. Electric lights flickered; weak beacons guiding souls to their rest.

I ignored the lights and embraced the coming darkness.

That was my time.

Not unlike most nights, civilian traffic would soon be replaced by rumbling Saracens, Land-Rovers, and roaming foot patrols, all with their blazing searchlights like Cyclopean monster-eyes defiling the purity of my night.

My night. 

My night. 

I have always claimed the darkness.

The patrols wandered empty streets without recognisable patterns, to better protect the barricaded innocents by confusing the nightly evildoers, paratrooper boots tapping out complex rhythms something like Morse, endless strings of which colour the contours of my nightmares still. 

Even now, here in the Maze, where pain and misery tread the stone halls without rest, and pity’s a currency we trade amongst ourselves.

I was indeed an evildoer that night, and sober to know my silhouette could so easily fetch a hail of bullets if I were careless enough to be seen. But I would be neither careless nor seen this night. I was good, and rightly proud. Oh, yes, proud. Not as a mere craftsman, not I, but as an artisan. 

A master.

I sat with my back propped against the peeling wall, and the hard wooden flooring kept me awake and conscious of my mission. 

You can never be sure whether that’s good or not, and I wasn’t.

It didn’t matter at all, I decided. Whether I was thankful or not. I thought of children and flowers and smiles, but black streaks ate into those images and obliterated them. Perhaps I was too far gone to allow mere images to disguise the truth.

I chuckled and played the game I couldn’t win.

Shortly after sunset I raised myself with care to a crouch again, my joints cracking in protest, and peered outside. Belfast seemed quiet tonight - much more so than it had recently been, since the newest escalation - and the sedate home lights made it almost peaceful to the eye. So peaceful that, for a moment, it was hard to believe anything else.

Belfast was a huge pot, simmering and building up pressure, threatening to overflow but never quite dousing the flames beneath it. The papers described it that way and I, more than most, knew the truth of that description. I knew how close to boiling the pot was, and how hot the flame. And I knew how to fan that flame into an inferno.

Why was I in that decrepit, old bombed-out building, inside an empty third-storey room with a view of a slowly-dying city?

A volunteer, that’s what they called me to my face. But I couldn’t put a name to what it was that had made me step forward once again. Was it hatred, as old man Liam maintained whenever we discussed our respective causes? Or patriotism, what the boyos in the dank cellar pub spoke of in their hushed bloody whispers? Was it a convoluted mixture of those? Or something else, darker and much better left unspoken, unnamed in the face of the night?

As I wondered idly about my own crumbling life within that crumbling monument of a city, there were three short knocks on the door. A pause, another knock. I hunched into my coat, relaxing slightly after having started up. Then the door swung inward and a man crawled inside, scraping along the floorboards. A slash of cold from outside accompanied him.

“Your dinner,” his rounded shadow whispered as he shuffled up beside me. The paper sack came edging my way, on the floor, as if propelled by an invisible force. His arm was a blur in the room. I nodded and set the sack aside, uninterested. 

We occupied the same space for some moments. It seemed strange I couldn’t hear him breathe. Awe can do that.

“Anything yet?”

“No,” I said shortly, hoping he would leave.

He hesitated. “May I - may I see the piece?”

I squinted in the semi-darkness and finally began to make him out. He was not much older than seventeen - just a boy, really, one of those who hadn’t outgrown their admiration. 

Yet.

“Please?” His voice was full of nervous expectation.

I sighed. Within a year he would have his own weapon to handle. It was inescapable. I’d been throwing stones and marbles at soldiers since the age of six, graduating to bricks and later Molotov cocktails. By sixteen I’d aimed Webley revolvers at the bastards and shouldered ancient Mannlicher rifles. My first Sten came at eighteen, and then a stolen Sterling. Beretta pistols, a Colt smuggled all the way from the States, an UZI. But now my weapon of choice was the old, reliable AK. 

His own time would come all too soon. 

I wondered briefly if his parents knew where he was, or if they even dared ask. Then I picked up the Kalashnikov from the floor beside me, checked the safety, and handed it to him. For a moment our hands touched, my skin hot and clammy and his cold as gravestone marble, and I shivered at the contact.

He took it gently, almost reverently, in milky white hands, cradling it loosely, weighing it and feeling its roughness. He brought it up to his shoulder and looked down the length of the barrel. He peered through the sights, fitting the scope awkwardly to his eye. I waited patiently as he finished his period of silent respect, then took the rifle back.

“So,” he whispered as softly as a rustle of leaves, “that’s your Kalashnikov.”

“An AK-47,” I said, nodding in the minimal glow of the window, glad to have made this boy happy. Less than a year, I thought, and he’ll be just like me.

“A butcher’s weapon,” he whispered, almost to himself.

“What’s that?” I said sharply. I wondered if I had heard right.

His voice seemed older, just then, as if he’d aged in the few moments he’d held the rifle. I bobbed my head closer, to see if I could catch a further glimpse of this young man who’d both idolised and passed judgment on me in just a few silent breaths.

“Get out of it, mate,” I said. “You’re either made for this life or you ain’t, but there’s no judgin’ the likes of me. It’s too late.”

“Maybe so, but who’s to judge them?” He pointed out the window, sweeping his hand across my field of fire.

This was infuriating. Devlin’s idea of a joke? Not bloody likely, not with his reputation for clean, surgical strikes. 

“Shove your philosophy down someone else’s throat, would you?” I said. “I’ve a job to do. I didn’t ask you here.”

He’d left the door open, I guess, and a cold draft forced me to burrow into my turned-up collar. I blew in my hands and saw the breath streaming out like fog.

“No, you didn’t.” 

His eyes seemed to glow from a few feet away, and I heard him sniff once. “Well, enjoy yourself,” he added, and I’d no time to respond to the sarcasm before he was retreating toward the door, silent as an angel. 

I didn’t answer. My throat was dry.

The door opened and his shape was gone as quietly as it had come, only the sound of the door latch left behind to mark its passing.

A lad doing a man’s job.

And an opinionated lad. No boyo in the making, that was sure. No sense of the finesse needed for my job to be well done. What was it I’d heard in his tone as he bid me good-bye? The sarcasm had covered it somewhat, but what had made my neck hairs stand up?

I held the rifle in my lap and looked at it. It was obsolete now, replaced by countless newer models, but it could still claim the title of best assault rifle in the world, pound for pound. For me, that night, it would be more than sufficient. I’d requested one because of my familiarity with the action and the balance. I ran my hands over its cold metal sides and scratched birch buttstock, and I wondered if the lad had felt the same reverence I did. The feel of the rifle’s power was awesome, even to one so accustomed to it as I. 

It was my only company, my only friend. 

I sighed.

Putting the AK aside, I opened the paper sack he had brought. Inside were a half dozen smelly sandwiches and a small bottle of whiskey. I closed the sack and left it. My stomach was unable to accept anything, solid or otherwise. There would be a time for food later, if luck held out. If not, eating now would be of no help for an empty soul. I tried to rub the tension from my shoulders, one at a time, then continued my vigil. My time would not come till dawn, and I had to be awake and ready then. Muscles stiffened and bones creaked and the cold bit into my exposed skin. 

At one in the morning I scanned the field of fire. The road was empty, dim lights lengthening instead of dispelling shadows. At the corner, two hundred yards away, a weak light illuminated the front of the stained brownstone warehouse. The exterior ground floor walls were pocked with bullet-scars, and all the windows had long since been shattered. Some had been boarded over; most were like empty eye-sockets on a battered skull.

The warehouse was my point of focus because patrols would most likely approach from that direction. The hooded light, left functional for this reason alone, would then briefly silhouette the moving shapes, providing me with time and targets. There was no movement near the building now, so I sat back below my window. I checked the clamp that held the infrared sniperscope onto the modified AK receiver, tightened the nuts for the hundredth time, then settled down to continue the wait.

Not long now, god or devil willing.

I was alone with my thoughts again, and didn’t let them get the best of me. The unyielding hardness of the AK in my hands was a constant reminder of what I was, and no amount of hope could dispel the feeling of helpless rage toward the situation that had spawned me, and thousands like me. The Cause bound us all in its death-grip. And some of us relished that grip even as we denied its pleasure. Maybe the lad was right after all. I shook my head with enough force to knock the thought loose. The brat had gotten to me.

I sat with the cold and my cold thoughts. 

Three hours later, I quietly slid the oiled window sash up until the open gap measured about a foot. The early morning air chilled the room again with surprising quickness and I began to shiver, feeling as though icy fingers were tracing complex patterns on my back. I huddled into my duffel coat. The half-gloves I wore kept my hands from total numbness. 

Responding to a sudden urge, I reached for the paper sack, intending to sip the whiskey and maybe swallow some of the rancid sandwiches. But it wasn’t on the floor, where I had placed it. Though it was dark, I could see the floor clearly enough after all the hours spent squinting. And the sack was gone. Patting my pockets, a useless motion, I felt the acid sting of paranoia deep in my throat.

Had I nodded off? Had someone come in and taken the sack? Had the lad returned and managed to silently spirit the food away? I felt the blood pounding in my neck and my head spin for a second.

Control it, ride it, let it dissipate.

I gripped the rifle hard and let it return me to some kind of focused state.

But where was the sack? How had the sack disappeared from before my eyes?

I put the image of the lad pushing the bag at me like a sacrifice out of my mind, and instead poked the barrel of the AK through the open window, fixing my gaze on the warehouse building and its warm cone of light.

In the back of my mind, the image of the sack lingered. It had been there, and then it was gone. There was no logic here, but the gunstock in my hands created a logic all its own.

It was not long before movement caught my attention. Patrols would be heading back to the deceptive warmth of barracks by now. I checked the AK’s magazine, worked the action quietly, smoothly, then swung the muzzle in a wide sweep, looking through the scope. 

A soldier materialized out of the darkness and into the bluish field of the scope, cautiously rounding the corner of the building, his riot-helmeted head bobbing as he glanced up and down the road. He wore camouflage and the shoulder-colours of the Royal Fusiliers, neither of which would do him any good here. The faint stirrings of predawn sparkled in the sky, and streetlights seemed to be dimming as the next soldier, then another, emerged from the darkness. I waited, and then six stood in front of the building, the entire patrol. They kept to the remaining shadows, but the onset of dawn and the sniperscope combined to grant me perfect vision.

They were no more than six bottles lined up for target practice in a green Derry field.

I forced myself to think of them not as men, but rather as oppressors of my homeland. The effort was not completely successful, as usual, but it dulled me enough that I could concentrate on the business at hand. It was my job, and I was damned good at it.

What in bloody hell had happened to that sack?

My bowels turned to water.

Manoeuvering the rifle until the crosshairs met in the centre of the first Fusilier’s head (a son? brother? husband?), I gave the rest of the patrol time to close the distance. I flipped the selector lever down for semi-automatic fire and breathed regularly through my mouth, keeping both eyes open. The tightness in my gut increased until I thought I would scream.

Now the patrol was only one hundred yards away. I again centred the crosshairs on the soldier’s head. Then, while steadily following his movements, I squeezed the trigger gently.

This was my job and I was damned good at it, even if my insides felt as if they would unload at any second, and even if the sack had disappeared before my alert eyes.

There was a whip-like crack and a muted hiss as the exhaust gases pushed the bolt back, ejected the spent case, and loaded another round from the curved magazine.

Through the scope I saw the soldier drop out of sight but I was swiftly moving the rifle and framing the second soldier in my sights, then squeezing the trigger again and he dropped as well. Then I flipped the selector to the Cyrillic AB and sprayed the cobblestones with automatic fire, all surgical precision now thrown to the wind through pure necessity. It was all I could do to hold the AK in a steady grip as it hammered like a piston against my shoulder, but I had to keep the patrol pinned down so they couldn’t reorganise and concentrate their fire. The flash suppressor fixed to the muzzle of the AK made it unlikely they could pinpoint my perch by muzzle flash, but there was no muzzle brake and they could certainly use the reports as a reference point.

Down in the road, lead was meeting flesh and bone and Kevlar and there was shouting and a thin, keening wail I could clearly hear through the rattle of the action.

The AK stopped firing abruptly, and I took a deep breath of cordite and muzzle gases as the cloud enveloped me.

I released the empty magazine and replaced it with a fresh one from my pocket. Just in case. Outside, there was wild firing, but it seemed uncontrolled and undirected; frightened, dying men firing at shadows. 

I left the room and ran down the rickety stairs toward the rear of the building. The door opened easily on hinges I had oiled only hours before, and I was out in the cold grey morning. Not thirty seconds had elapsed since I’d first opened up on the patrol.

Fists gripping the AK, I sprinted down the narrow lane, finding the green Mini where I’d left it two days earlier. I field-stripped the rifle, disposing of the parts in the specially-prepared slots under the driver’s seat. Only dogs could sniff them out, of that I was certain. Fingering the Army pass Devlin had procured for me, and knowing that I wouldn’t even need it, I started the heavily-muffled motor and nosed onto the cobbled road, almost a half-mile from the target area. Only painted-over windows witnessed my escape, the same run-down warehouses having not so many years before witnessed the worst of the street fighting. 

I drove conservatively, staying within the speed limit, and was soon headed out of Belfast on the SE4A, no more than a minute ahead of the roadblocks. They were fast, but even the fastest measures required some sharpness and dawn was still the deadliest time in Belfast. Police bells and Army sirens screamed in the distance, and I was still breathing rapidly, but I knew I was safely away.

As I drove, I saw the darkened face of the boy again in my head. Had I imagined the sack of food? Was he a traitor? Had the Brigade been compromised? I drove, and my bowels felt as tight now as they had before.

The house was large, gabled, run-down and secluded in a copse of poplars at the end of an overgrown country path that tested the Mini’s suspension. I steered into the cavernous garage and let the boyos go to work. They would repaint the Mini and change the number plates in minutes. The boyos would also return the AK to Belfast Brigade’s arsenal, from where it would disappear into a sort of underground conveyor and resurface in another county, but not for at least a year.

Devlin was waiting for me in the dining room, high-ceilinged with tapestries on the walls and suits of rusted armour guarding the huge oaken doors. He was very tiny and unkempt in that room, as if he didn’t belong there any more than a speck of dust.

“Newsflash just on,” he said in his gruff voice, combing his walrus moustache with stubby fingers and nodding toward the old radio set hunched before him on the table. “Two down for good and two in hospital. They don’t expect one of’em to pull out of it, though. Good work, that, bloody good, Seamus. I’ve claimed responsibility, of course. Sent a tape to the papers.” He took my limp hand and pumped it mechanically, his bloodshot eyes searching out mine, then waved me to a throne-like chair of carved mahogany that didn’t belong there any more than he did.

He looked around the hall quickly, nervously. “We got a job f’you in Derry. Next week. A barracks, just your type o’thing.”

“Maybe, Devlin, maybe.” I slopped into the chair, not bothering to remove my coat. The cold of the morning seemed to have worked its way deep into my bones. “Devlin, something strange happened tonight.”

It sounded hollow and meaningless, expressed in such mundane terms. 

“Well, go on, Seamus. Have we got a problem? Somebody see you? What is it, man?”

He reached under his tweed coat and his hand came out with a lumpy Browning pistol, which he set onto the table between us.

I ignored the piece, Devlin’s melodramatic side peering through.

“Nothing like that, I think. But the lad you sent-”

“What lad?”

“Boy with the sandwiches and whiskey, showed up at about midnight? Didn’t get a good look at him, but he seemed strange. And then the sack disappeared.”

He looked at me as if I’d started playing the violin with my toes. “Seamus, no one was despatched to bring you any dinner.”

Devlin spoke in a low, calm voice, a tone reserved for frightened children and over-the-edge seniors. Or men with guns.

“Then what was he doing-”

“And you say the sack disappeared?” 

“Devlin, I didn’t invent this!”

“A neighborhood lad, obviously, wantin’ to help the Cause.”

“You know as well as I do there’s no residential buildings in the area. Warehouse district. And even if it were a simple groupie, what happened to the bloody sack? First it was there, and then it was gone. A pint of whiskey and some rank sandwiches.”

“Seems like nothing to be worrying about, Seamus. But you’re a bit, er, rattled by this whole thing. You up for this next job?”

“Damn it, Devlin.”

“Cause if you’re losing your edge-”

“I am not losing anything,” I shouted. I caught myself as Devlin’s hand hovered about the Browning. I could see the thoughts crowding past his face. Was he dealing with a rogue gunman? An unhinged killer? “I am not losing my mind,” I said softly, to counteract the shouting. “You are saying that no one was sent to bring me dinner?”

“Bloody right! Wait here, Seamus.” He snatched up his pistol, stood over me for a moment, a questioning look on his face, then scooted out of the room. “I’ll have some food sent in,” he called out over his shoulder.

 There was a fire burning in the fireplace, but I felt no warmth. My fingers, as numb now as they had been in the cold of the room an hour earlier, refused to thaw or to send messages to my brain. I tapped them on the table and they felt like dead twigs.

And then the cold seemed to deepen around me. My skin felt rough and scaly, and there was no feeling in my feet either, as if they’d become wooden stumps.

I heard a sound behind me and turned to see an old, stooped woman who must have just come from the kitchen, a platter of eggs and dark bread and a glass of Stout in her wrinkled hands. 

She was in her late sixties, the old woman; a woolen shawl hung around her drooping shoulders, and her toothless mouth was puckered in a frown. She rattled the platter before me, almost spilling the beer. I smiled at her, wanting to thank her for the food, but she only stared at me with hardened eyes that seemed to spit.

“The Devil with ya, bloody murderin’ butcher!” Her words flew at me accompanied by spittle.

My own words of thanks died on my lips and anger rose like bile within me. I smacked my hands flat on the table and leaped up, then swiped at the platter to send it clattering to the floor.

But my arm and hand passed through the food and dish as if it were merely an image projected on a slide. 

I gasped and felt my throat constrict, my heart seize up as if grabbed in mid-beat.

“Who- who are you?”

The old woman stood and merely watched as I tested the mirage of the food again, with the same results.

“It’s murderin’ types like you that keep the old ways alive and death feedin’ on our men and boys.” Her voice cut through my anger like a slap, and I had nothing to say and nothing but coldness within me.

Because I knew it was true.

Then she turned quickly and walked away, toward the draperies, fading through them and disappearing. 

The last look in her eyes remains emblasoned in my memory - a look of disgust, hatred, and … something else.

Pity, I thought. That’s what it was. Pity.

When I looked down, I saw that her platter was gone, too. Never been there at all, really.

Devlin opened the door and strode up, unloading a real tray full of sandwiches onto the table. He glanced at me, something like worry still on his features, but said nothing. He probably wondered why I’d stood, why my hands shook in front of my chest. Why I was shaking my head.

“Who owns this house, Devlin?”

“The Belfast bloody Brigade, man, you know that.”

“But who owned it before you? Before the Cause?”

“Sara Colleen Gallagher, bless her Irish heart. Her old man and two lads was in the Movement, up in the Cork Brigade.”

He stopped talking and bit into bread.

“What happened to them?”

“Meanin’?”

“What. Fucking. Happened. To. Them.”

“Bit jumpy, eh, Seamus?” He waved it away. “One was shot by the pommie bastards up Derry way, and the other two dangled on pommie ropes in one of the camps down South. I forget which was which. A noble old Republican family, they was.”

He pushed the food toward me and this time, when I swiped my arm across the table, the tray did indeed sail unhindered into the wall and into a greasy heap on the floor. 

My eyes were burning, but it was the night’s vigil. I knew that. Tired and irritable. Eccentric. But a damn fine sniper. The best. It was all in Devlin’s eyes as he fought to control his temper. 

By then I was turning away.

Later, he insisted on a straight briefing. His eyes had gone cold. We were no longer brigade pals, but I was still useful.

I listened.

And I killed again. And again. Because I was empty now, emptier than I’d ever been. The flames of the Cause burned cold in my veins, and I used the coldness almost as well as it used me.

It was the pity that got to me, you see.

And when the Army got to me as well, I was nothing but a hollowed-out husk. 

The emptiness is still with me, here in the Maze. 

But I see them all around me, every day. And it’s the pity I see in their faces that daily drives me closer to unraveling the length of fishing line I wear above my calf, and tying it to the highest crossbar of my cell door after making one tight loop around my neck. 

 

* * *

 

KNEEL AT THE SHRINE

 

Published in THE GRIMOIRE in SHADOWPLAYS (1st edition), 

and in a promotional chapbook

 

That night Harry came to me. 

I was sleeping on a hard, narrow bed in one of the rooms of the Harriday safehouse, thirty miles from Derry.

My brother Harry was a large, rugged type, with a complexion of deep red that perfectly matched his wild hair. His hands were calloused and square, like those of all the railyard labourers in our family tree. We were so unlike, Harry and I, and our arguments always accentuated the differences. He pounded walls with clenched fists, slammed doors, threw bottles, and broke mirrors. Harry was an impetuous boy, and had developed an irrepressible temper as an adult. At twenty-seven he was nearly twice my size and heavily muscled, though I was two years older.

Now he seemed to float at the foot of the bed and spoke the angry words of our last argument.

“It’s like buttin’ a brick wall with a bare head.” He waved a coarse hand in frustrated dismissal. “You’ll come around, someday. I swear it.” Then he thinned his lips into a brief smile.

In the dream he stood there, watching me, after the tirade was over. In my memory of that argument, the last one we would ever have, he had turned and stalked out the door, slamming it behind him in his customary last symbol of defiance, as much a part of the ritual as his words.

I blinked, wondering at the realistic sensation in my eye. I glanced at the foot of the bed and in the near darkness I could still see his outline, as solid as the furniture behind him.

But Harry was dead.

How could he stand near me and continue to berate me for my pacifist views? And how, especially, after what I’d done to Campbell earlier that very day? 

I re-entered the dream. Here was my chance to manipulate its outcome. I would grab Harry’s arm and keep him from slamming the door and from the street below, where Proddy gunmen waited with cocked Brownings for the rakish Provo to show. I would convince him to give up his beloved Cause and he would listen, and the gunmen would go away to search out a better victim, and my brother would live rather than blot the street with his blood only moments later.

But the dream was changing, taking control of the scene I had played in my head and turning it in such a way that I was watching as from outside, perhaps from outside the second storey window. Harry still floated above the thick rug next to the bed, his hand extended in my direction. 

“You know I’m committed to this, Colin. The British out of Ulster and a united Republic. I won’t settle for anything less, ever. You’re a goddamn fool for all your pacifist crap, and

too stupid to know it.”

I said nothing. What could be said against such conviction? There was no other subject of conversation.

“Ah, fuck off!” Harry stalked toward the door, took one last look at me, then opened it and slammed it in his wake, rattling the fixtures. The door swung open again from the force of the impact.

The dream was so real, so vivid, that I rolled over and wondered if next I would hear the sounds of gunfire. Past and present entwined and held me in their grip. I slept, and I remembered.

And still I remember.

 

*

 

A series of popping sounds penetrated the silence after Harry’s fiery departure. I dropped the book I’d been reading and ran to the window, struggling with the painted-over catch. I opened it with a great explosion of breath and leaned out over the street.

The unmistakeable rattle of submachine gun fire ripped the air to shreds, and I ducked back below the sill, trembling. The burst was followed by several single shots from further down the street. The submachine gun burped again and abruptly fell silent, the echo dying among the old structures.

Another senseless shooting, I thought. Derry had long since accepted the destiny of civil war, and who was I to question the wisdom of acceptance? My brother surely didn’t.

I raised my head above the sill, slowly, in time to see a beetle-like army Saladin and two Land-Rovers approaching rapidly from the adjacent street. I turned my gaze directly downward and saw several shadows kneeling over three motionless bodies which lay scattered on the walk. As the scene swam into focus, I saw the brilliant red hair of one victim. 

Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.

It was too late for prayer. 

I exploded out of the building moments later. Four rifle barrels turned toward me, death so close, but I pushed them roughly aside and ran to where Harry’s body lay. I shoved through faceless bystanders -

sheep

- and looked down at my brother.

He was sprawled on his side, his coat ripped open by ragged holes and revealing his white sweater, now soaked with his blood, 

and the shoulder holster he wore.

I fell to my knees, but God help me, I couldn’t cry. 

I saw our mother, standing bravely at yet another funeral.

I saw a parade of hooded men in camouflage and black armbands.

I saw a casket lying at the bottom of a jagged-edged cavern.

A flak-jacketed soldier, standing over me. “Friend of yours?”

I didn’t answer and he shrugged.

The ambulance bell stopped its ringing abruptly as the vehicle came to a halt a few yards away. More Land-Rovers pulled up, gears crashing, and disgorged a dozen heavily-armed Fusiliers onto the damp cobblestones, who fanned out across the street with weapons at the ready. Medics knelt over the bodies and stood again. Too quickly, too quickly.

I felt nausea at the smell of singed skin and spilt blood. 

A medic grunted as he spotted Harry’s pistol. It was an old Webley, the same one our father had carried in the Easter Rebellion.

A young soldier ran up and took the revolver from the medic.

“What do you know about this?” He held up the clumsy-looking Webley. A relic, surely, but symbolic. Ever so symbolic. Harry always respected tradition.

I couldn’t speak, for a moment.

“You know this man?”

I shrugged. “He’s my brother.”

“Was he IRA then?”

“I don’t know,” I lied.

He raised an eyebrow. “Why else carry a pistol?” 

I turned away, and his voice faded as I watched Harry’s body being wheeled toward the ambulance.

Suddenly the rear of the van gaped open, metal jaws revealing a blood-red tongue that drooled pink saliva and accepted the body. I watched as Harry became a morsel of food - a bloody sacrifice. No one else seemed to notice. I shook my head, willing the image to change. The medics closed the ambulance gate and it was just metal again, painted blood-red.

“Colonel Wyndham will need to see you about this matter, sir,” the soldier was saying. He took my elbow and guided me away from the ambulance, into one of the boxy Rovers.

Shots rang out in a nearby neighbourhood. Somewhere, more sacrifices were being offered. Men with rifles ran off to watch, or perhaps to participate. A driver climbed aboard my Rover, threw it into gear, and we were off in the opposite direction. I watched blue lights revolve in the mirror.

Twelve hours later they released me into the early morning chill.

 

*

 

I opened my eyes with a sudden knowledge.

The bedroom door was open, as if someone had slammed it shut and it had recoiled and stayed open.

I huddled under the thin blanket.

Harry.

 

*

 

The day after Harry’s death I went to his flat, the one he rented with the assumed name and the false papers.

It was evening again, with curfew in effect, but I grabbed a coat and went, keeping to the side streets. I was nervous, knowing that soldiers often took shots at moving shadows. Though I watched several patrols walk slowly past, it was as if I knew that no one could touch me. It was as if Harry stalked the streets instead of me. Confident Harry.

The squat, bulbous bodies of Saracens were gigantic beetles guarding the intersections of streets so desolate they might as well have been constructed by the mindless work of insects. In the distance, sporadic shooting attested to the city’s state of mind. Finally, the sweat like a cold hand on my back, I let myself into Harry’s flat.

Soldiers and coppers both would have gone over Harry’s other flat, the legit one he kept like a museum only a mile away. But they wouldn’t have found anything, because Harry had spent most of his time here, though there was nothing obvious about the flat - no pin covered maps to track IRA bombings, or tacked-up blueprints showing access to police stations and army barracks, no blurred photographs of potential targets.

In the tiny kitchen, I took a screwdriver from Harry’s tool kit and set about removing the screws that held the countertop in place. Minutes later, I tried to lift off the long counter. It wouldn’t come loose. Then I remembered the sink - it would be held in place by a drainpipe.

“Like buttin’ a brick wall with a ripe head.”

Harry’s voice, coming from the darkened corner. 

I whirled about. Was that the outline of someone, standing near the door?

“Who is it?” I approached the dark, slowly, the screwdriver in my hand like a dirk.

There was no one there, yet the words I had heard echoed in my ears.

I shook my head. Harry’s death had unnerved me, but I hadn’t realized just how much.

I turned back to my task. Armed with a set of spanners also from the tool-kit, I loosened the pipe and removed the sink. The counter lifted right off, and carefully I tilted its length out of the way.

Harry had constructed a hiding place under the counter, a long shelf with the real countertop screwed over it. The resulting four-inch gap between shelf and counter was difficult to spot unless accurate measurements were taken both outside and inside the under-sink storage space. Or unless the counter were destroyed by a hatchet.

Inside was a number of things Harry had never specified. There’s a cubbyhole you should know about, he’d said, just in case. I had always suspected the nature of the items it contained, and here they were.

There was a stack of a half dozen leather-bound notebooks, a plastic box of electrical circuit boards with protruding wires (bomb components? I wondered) two Browning pistols in canvas shoulder holsters and a pile of spare magazines, six plain boxes of military 9mm ammunition, a long and wicked-looking stiletto, and various odds and ends.

The implements of death.

I picked up a Browning pistol, its weight foreign to my soft hands.

“Now you can avenge my death.”

The voice - Harry’s voice - again.

Entering the flat’s front room, I scanned the near-dark. There was an outline - a man’s outline - next to the window. I stopped, my throat suddenly constricted as if plugged by a rock too large to swallow. 

“Who are you? What are you doing in my brother’s flat?”

“Don’t you recognize your own brother when you see him?” 

The voice was right, but the inflection somehow wrong. Yet, there was no mistaking Harry’s broad tones, the underlying cynical twist that made Harry so difficult to oppose in an argument. I don’t know how I knew, but I did.

“Harry!” I barely felt myself fall to my knees. The Browning slipped from my open grasp. I held my palms out to him, the one whose blood had stained them only hours earlier. “H-how?”

Inside, in the logical part of my brain, I knew that Harry was dead. I had seen his bullet-torn body, had bathed my hands in his blood, had accepted his death as a sacrifice. But here his outline stood, speaking in his voice and with his words.

“Don’t ask how, big brother. Rather, put your considerable intellect to understanding why.” 

My tongue unfroze. “So you’re alive - I don’t pretend to understand how, but I … I’m happy to know it was all a mistake.”

Harry laughed softly, and I realized that it both did and didn’t sound like Harry’s laughter. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it was different - colder, drier, infinitely more nasty than any laugh he had ever shared with me.

“It was a mistake, all right.” His outline moved slightly, and for a second I thought I could see the wall and window fading behind him, but then he was just Harry again, solid and real even if barely lit in the darkness of the flat. “But now you’ve got to take up arms, Colin, because I am not allowed to any more. You must avenge my … forced retirement.” 

He laughed again and I shuddered.

I realized that I was still on my knees. But I made no move to stand, even though the hard floor made my kneecaps ache.

“What do you want me to do?” Though the situation seemed beyond the realm of the possible, I could not shake my role - subservient to him, the headstrong one.

He pointed at the Browning on the floor. “Take my pistol. Look into the black leather notebook, the one with local phone numbers listed and no names. Call the very last number and identify yourself, and tell them you’d like to do something about what happened to me.”

“What did happen?”

“Some other time, big brother. We’ll talk again, you and I, and soon. But now I have business elsewhere.” 

He raised a dark arm and pointed to the window.

I stared at the night outside, at the lights of Derry, about 

to ask what I should look for, when there was a flash on the other side of the city. The lights flickered, just as the explosion’s low grumble reached my ears. Flames shot up into the sky, then subsided into a red glow that outlined a thick, black column of slow-moving smoke.

I stood and approached the window, wondering what building or neighbourhood had been bombed.

The sirens and bells were not long in coming and, on the street below, Land-Rovers sped past, armoured men sitting grim and silent as they held their rifles ready.

This is war, not a difference of opinion, Harry had said during one of our arguments. And he had been right. I could see that, now.

Harry’s outline spoke from behind me. “Now you understand the truth behind the lies of peace, big brother.”

I hadn’t seen him move. He was close, his face hanging over my shoulder.

The column of smoke still spiralled upward, the shimmering heat around it distorting the darkness until it had a fluid quality. Downstairs, a wary patrol walked in the middle of the empty street, their faces dark in the streetlights’ glare.

“Ah, for a good old AK-47 right now, brother.” He chuckled. “What fun we would have.”

I turned to ask him what he meant, but now he wasn’t in the room. The kitchen was empty as well, as was the dingy bath.

How could Harry have slipped out so quietly? And just what 

could I do to help him? It was obvious he was in trouble, the way he had disappeared. I remembered the notebook, and the phone number Harry had mentioned. The task at hand was foremost in my mind. Harry’s most mysterious actions began to make sense. 

I dialed the telephone. Behind me, the sky still glowed as buildings burned in the aftermath of the explosion. Gunfire had grown less sporadic, and I could feel one of those violent nights settling in on Derry - men and children would defend barricades foot by bloody foot and homemade firebombs would streak toward lumbering targets until the streets glowed with harsh firelight.

“Yes?” The wary male voice answered immediately.

“I wish to speak to someone with authority,” I whispered, not sure what else to say. Harry hadn’t been very specific. And this was so removed from my experience.

“Authority? For what? Listen, mate, are you sure -”

“Is this the IRA?” I asked, feeling the flush of foolishness on my face.

“You must be bloody well jokin’ -”

“I’m Harry’s brother,” I said in desperation.

It worked, for the voice went quiet. Very quiet. “Yes?”

“I want to - to join up. My brother convinced me.” My hands trembled and I switched the receiver from one to the other.

“Where are you?”

“I’m at my brother’s flat, the safe one.”

“Don’t move from there. You’ll be contacted. If this is a joke, or somethin’ worse, all parties involved will suffer.” He blew out air - maybe smoke - and continued. “Is that bloody well clear?”

“I’ll be waiting,” I said, and hung up.

Could it be that simple? Just ring up your local representative and add your name to the mailing list? 

Outside, portions of the city burned. Harry was there, I was sure of it. I settled myself on his bed, wondering if he would return that night.

 

*

 

Ten in the morning. A soft knock. 

I put one of the heavy Brownings in my pocket, then opened the door. A young man stood nervously outside, hands jammed into an old leather bomber coat, shifting his weight from foot to foot and looking up and down the corridor.

“Yes?” I whispered.

“You’re to follow me.” His eyes were never still, searching out potential enemies behind me, beside me, in the hall, on the ceiling.

“Where?”

“You’ll find out soon enough, mate. Come on, then, get a move on.”

I slipped into my coat and followed him down to the street. He led me around the corner, down an adjacent road. There was no one about, everyone frightened by the night’s events. 

The sudden squeal of brakes beside me. A dark blue auto slammed into the kerb [UK sp] and two men leaped out. Each held a submachine gun, and one motioned for me to enter the auto. When I did, the two sandwiched me between them. The driver shifted and we sped off.

One of the men blindfolded me. I felt a hand relieve me of both Browning and billfold, and heard my credentials flipped through as I settled back for the ride. My bladder felt as if it would burst.

We stopped an hour later. My bladder was cramped and painful, but now fear had taken control. I hoped it would hold. I was helped from the auto, led along a concrete path and into a building, then down a steep staircase and into a damp room that could only have been a cellar.

Was I to be executed?

Would the very next sensation I felt be that of a bullet entering the back of my head and splattering into my brain? Would they shoot an unarmed man?

I was shoved into a stiff chair and the blindfold was removed roughly.

“You’re Colin. Harry’s brother.” The voice came from the darkness beyond the cone of light under which I found myself.

“Yes.”

“What brings you to us?”

“Harry told me to call.”

Silence. Then: “Harry Flanagan. Are you like him, then?”

Ah, what a fine bunch o’ boys, Colin-me-lad. The Brigade’s the best friend a Derryman’s ever likely to need, besides his pistol!

“I want to do something about what happened to Harry - the reason he went away.”

Someone began to speak, and someone else stopped him. How many men were cramped into that cellar? What sort of tribunal was this, and who would speak for me? For Harry?

“A Proddy bastard name of Ian Campbell’s the one who had Harry, er, removed. And a couple other boyos, too. Think you might be able to do in our Mr. Campbell, with the right training?”

Anything, anything to see and hear Harry again. To please him. I was ready to do anything.

“Yes,” I said.

“Eric, bring me the book and flag.” There was motion in the dark, the sound of fabric unfurled and pages riffled. “Colin Flanagan, get on your knees.”

I slid from the chair. The pavement was cold and hard.

“You know your brother is a martyr to our Cause, do you not?”

“I know,” I whispered. But I didn’t believe - I had seen him, had spoken to him. He had convinced me to avenge his …

his death - (say it, Colin, his death). Avenge his death.

“Kneel at the shrine of the martyr, Colin, and learn to live by the gun.”

I did.

And I could see Harry smiling at me, his outline glowing faintly in the dark behind the anonymous men of the Derry Brigade.

 

*

 

“Time,” said Eric. He checked to make sure the key was in the ignition, then we opened the doors and climbed out.

Conditions were perfect. It had just rained and the cobblestones were still wet, the promise of more rain by nightfall written in the clouds. A good thing - it kept people off the street and justified the tan raincoats we would have worn in any case.

Eric was calm, an experienced executioner. His jet-black hair was conservatively cut, and his features bespoke an aristocratic background - a scholarly upbringing like mine, perhaps. Only a twisted, puckered scar on one side ruined a face that might otherwise have been considered handsome. The scar somehow symbolized his connection to the Cause, separating him from what had been.

I admired his poise.

I placed my hand inside the right pocket of the modified raincoat and gripped the metal butt of the Sten tightly. I saw Eric do the same. My fingers felt for the selection lever and caressed it, making sure it was on “automatic.” Then I slid my hand inside the left pocket, using it to hold the 32-round magazine that protruded from the Sten’s side.

We walked slowly toward the restaurant door from which Ian Campbell and his bodyguard would soon emerge, holding our Stens pointed at the pavement, invisible beneath the raincoats. We were twenty yards from the Denn’s door when he came out, preceded by a rough-skinned, thick-bodied thug - the bodyguard.

The meal must have been of superior quality, I thought crazily, because they were both smiling. The bodyguard didn’t scan us twice. We must have looked young in those oversized coats.

It’s too easy, I thought. A sharp disappointment after all the waiting, all the emotion. 

As they passed us, headed in the direction from which Eric and I had come, Eric whirled about.

It was all in slow motion, a blur.

I followed Eric’s lead and brought up the Sten, already squeezing the trigger as the muzzle and its old-fashioned suppressor reached the horizontal. Standing side by side, our legs spread for balance, Eric and I emptied our guns into the two, the long bursts kicking up raincoat tatters in front of our eyes. Sizzling brass rained down around our feet.

A mental picture of my brother Harry, already grown fuzzy, 

floated above me as the bullets streaked toward their target. Harry was smiling his thin-lipped smile.

My Sten fell silent with a metallic click, its slide stuck in the rear position, the magazine empty.

I turned, momentarily bewildered, and saw Eric ripping off the remains of his raincoat. I shrugged mine off, too. Then Eric ran toward our car, but I stood still on the wet street.

I glanced at the two heaps of tissue and bone. Their blood made rivers on the walk, followed the incline to the edge of the kerb, and formed tiny red waterfalls that broke on the cobbles below.

I stood immobile, the silent Sten in my hands. The picture of Harry had faded, and I felt the vomit rising acridly in my throat. 

I closed my eyes in a long blink, then opened them. The red-spattered bodies of Campbell and his bodyguard were still there. The man who had ordered my brother’s death was now dead himself. 

I felt nothing.

Sirens. 

Eric yelled something I couldn’t make out, then dove into the sedan and pressed the starter. In a rush of sounds and smells I ran up to the car, which Eric stubbornly held still, waiting. I lunged into the open door and into the rear seat. Eric spun the wheel, the tyres skidding as they tried to grip wet cobblestones, then we careened crazily away from the sidewalk and shot like a runaway missile down the street.

Eric gave the wheel another spin and we were around the corner, skidding on the wetness. I had a split-second view of the hastily-erected roadblock. Two Land Rovers, tail-to-bumper, with a half dozen Royal Highland Fusiliers crouching behind them. Weapons raised. A lucky guess on their part.

Eric accelerated, jumped the cement, and maneuvered the auto expertly, squeezing through between the darkened store-fronts and army vehicles — with inches to spare and without striking any obstacles. We ducked as slugs ripped through the windscreen and into the chassis. Shards of glass covered our hair like confetti. Eric made a tight right turn followed by a left and a right, then another left and another, slowed, and placed us on the motorway. Neither of us spoke as a few miles flew by, roadblocks probably going in seconds behind us. Then Eric nosed onto a lonely road and followed an old cart-track.

“Home free, Colin.” He grimaced a smile.

I nodded, but I knew the truth. I would never be free, just as Harry had never been free.

The wind from the broken screen was cold in my face.

That night Harry came to me.

 

* * *
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The clear mineral taste in his mouth reminded him that it had been almost a week since he’d last seen another living human. The pure, uncomplicated flavor was so opposite of the manufactured, processed taste of his tap water, that it inevitably reminded him of people.

And those he could do without.

It was good to be alone, he decided as he drank another cupful of the cold stream water. Its mineral quality mixed not unpleasantly with the metallic taste of the canteen cup. It certainly wouldn’t hurt to stay away from civilization a bit longer, afterwards.

Maybe even a whole month.

He was in his element here, and a month would be just fine.

He rinsed his cup and replaced it under the newly-filled canteen, then fitted both back into the nylon canteen case hooked to his webbed belt. There was a bottle of water purification tablets, snug in its Velcro-ed pouch on the canteen cover, but he left it alone.

No need to purify this, he thought. Motion purifies.

He dug the three-quart bottle from the outer pocket of his large frame backpack and tipped it, pouring out the old, stale water. Then he dunked it into the stream and let the fresh water gurgle in.

He propped the bulging backpack onto a tree trunk and sat next to it, enjoying the sound of water rushing by only ten feet away. It was a comforting sound, like a mother’s voice on a dark night. Or maybe it was more like never-ending thunder, warning of approaching rains, and the images it brought to mind were of comfortable cabins with raging fireplaces and softly-glowing hurricane lamps throwing weird shadows on the walls.

Mere images.

Things are never what they seem, he reminded himself, smiling.

It was still light, though his watch claimed it was evening. Soon it would be completely dark, with the suddenness that is only obvious in the woods - never in the sterile confines of the city. With that in mind, and more, he began to draw his tarp from the backpack. He’d decided against a tent easily, a no-brainer for him. A tarp was just as dry a shelter when well-arranged.

And he knew all about order and arrangement.

He folded the large rubberized sheet - once, not in half - to form a groundcloth, then used several rounded rocks from the nearby stream as anchors on the fold side, the rear. A short search of the nearby underbrush resulted in a relatively straight, four-foot length of branch that was not dry enough to snap with pressure. The M-1 bayonet sheathed at waist quickly pared off rough points, and his shelter had a center post. He inserted one end into the steel-rimmed grommet in the approximate center of the front of the groundcloth, and the other end into a corresponding grommet on the folded-over upper portion. Stretching the loose flap and using his bayonet to pound a dozen lightweight stakes trough the grommets set in the fabric at short intervals, he had a passable A-frame shelter that was open in front and sloped downward in the rear.

Twenty minutes later, a fire crackled several feet from the entrance, spreading its warmth into the shelter. The flames were set squarely into a blackened firepit, also made from rocks dragged out of the stream. He and Charlie had done that on their last fishing trip, and had then grilled a day’s catch of ten-inch rainbow trout in the firepit. They had dubbed the little clearing by the water their chunk of heaven. That was over a year ago.

He now sat alone before the flames and loaded the old Webley with six round-nosed cartridges from a tan canvas pouch.

Soon it was dark, and still he sat near the fire, which hissed in the damp air.

 

*

 

It is a simple plan.

Ridiculously simple, and he thinks it might even - crazily - work. He thinks it might work because his friend Charlie could talk a rabbit into a lion’s cage if so inclined, and he thinks it will work. Charlie isn’t as talented at talking the rabbit’s way out of the lion’s cage, but you can’t have everything. And Charlie says it’ll never go that bad, that far. It is, after all, a simple plan.

“I’ve been thinking,” Charlie says to him. It is lunchtime. “About money. How we never have enough of it. How we could use a lifetime supply. Want to hear my thoughts on the subject?”

Both dressed in their uniforms, they sit in plastic chairs in the company cafeteria. The chairs are plastic, the tables are plastic, the food in the machines is plastic. There is plastic in everything he sees, everything around him. There is even something plastic about Charlie, busy talking his rabbit into the lion’s cage.

He bites into a soggy cheese sandwich and realizes with a mental groan that it is processed cheese.

Plastic.

“Johnny-boy,” Charlie is saying from across the orange table (there’s a natural wood color for you, he thought, distracted from Charlie’s words), “we’ve got the chance of a lifetime here. We. Have. It. Under. Our. Noses.”

Johnny bites his lunch and swallows the gummy cheese and bread with difficulty. He hates to be called Johnny-boy, but Charlie always does anyway. Even so, he listens. Because Charlie is a communicator - rabbits always listen to Charlie.

Temptation is too complicated a word for what Johnny feels, and he knows that. He is hungry. In more ways than one. His undergraduate psychology degree (a lark, he knew) has qualified him for nothing more than this security position with Redman International, a mysterious conglomerate whose total list of products Johnny has never seen, where wages seem to be inversely proportional to the amount of work one does. Dead end job in a dead end.

So Johnny listens. With only one ear, maybe. But he does listen.

“Did I ever tell you I worked with computers before this shitty job?” Charlie is saying. “I used to be somebody. Until the jerks I worked for downsized me right out the door. The assholes.”

Johnny has a vague concept of computers. Not his style. Masses of metal and plastic. Plastic again. All around, ruling and ruining lives. He nods.

Charlie’s round head swivels to see if anyone else is listening, and his washed-out blue eyes pierce the air. The closest robot worker shovels plastic food into his mouth five tables away, engrossed in a colorful sports section. Satisfied with their relative privacy, Charlie continues.

“My next gig, got caught checking out some files they tell me I shouldn’t be botherin’ with. Secret stuff. Hadda split fast. Spent a few grand of their money on a new name and social security number and got to be honest joe again. But it don’t pay.” He sneers. “Hell, you know that.”

Johnny nods absently, taking another reluctant bite. So even Charlie is a plastic replica, not a real person at all.

“Know my way ‘round a safe, too. And I got a connection who’ll let me have an entry card for Accounting, for a small cut, of course.”

Charlie stops and lowers his voice to a gruff whisper.

“I’ve seen ‘em put four hundred grand in the safe, night before Brinks comes and takes it. It’s, like, a payroll transfer deal. All I need’s a guy to keep watch while I work the safe. I’m one of the guards who gets the safe gig, you know.”

He snickers with half-pride and half-derision, sharing a joke on the stupidity of anyone who would trust him.

“With that card to get us in, I’ll be done in ten minutes. They put the cash in there on Friday, like always. They won’t get wise until Monday if we’re careful as flies ‘round a spider-web. It’s an old trick, I know, but it’ll work. We’ll be blown, but we’ll be outta here by then. Whattaya think, Johnny-boy?”

Johnny has been watching Charlie’s hands as the big man talks. They are never still, those massive shovel-like hands. They describe, measure, coax, and cajole. They are his best and most convincing mannerism, and Johnny has to admit that it all sounds easy enough, from what he’s heard. But one thing he has learned in his singular life is caution. One shouldn’t just jump into things. It can affect motion.

“I don’t know,” says Johnny. “Let me think about it.” He has exercised caution before, in other places and times, and he knows the value of forethought. And of motion.

Charlie frowns. His frowns are ugly - as ugly as the swamps from which he claims to hail. “One day, Johnny-boy. Then I ask someone else. I know someone who’s interested.” His eyes are hard and cold. “But he don’t go fishin’ with me.” He stands abruptly and strides out of the cafeteria with a polyester rustle. Charlie - or whatever his name is really - is not a patient man.

Johnny throws the sandwich away. It’s too plastic for his taste.

The rest of the day, Charlie is on his mind. He can’t get rid of the images.





  

Charlie, the big man with the quiet manner and subdued hatred is a criminal. A thief. Johnny has fished with him almost two years, and never suspected.

Should I have seen it in the way he guts his fish? Johnny wonders. In the way his filleting knife flashes through skin and slices lengthwise? Do his eyes change at the sight of blood?

Johnny dreams of cornucopias that spill money bags onto his grey-streaked living room carpet. Since his living room is also his bedroom, he watches as money reaches the edge of his bed. It is an unending supply of money. No more security guard’s uniforms hanging in the envelope-sized closet. No more lint brushes for inspection day. No more plastic food, at work or at home. And there is frowning Charlie, drowning in the rising level of money, trying to reach a piece of furniture. But he can reach neither the table nor the bed, or the armchair, all of which are sinking in any case. Foreboding black lines slice the dream vertically and scramble the picture until it makes no sense.

Johnny tosses. He rolls himself in his bedclothes until he awakens, trussed and immobile and sweat-slick. His dreams are disturbing, peopled with dead-eyed Charlie clones and incessant cornucopias spilling blood-spattered coins into his wretched life. He tosses again, trapped somewhere between sleep and wakefulness.

Images.

Mere images.

In the morning, unrested, he knows that he cannot afford to become involved in Charlie’s scheme. The risk far outweighs the opportunity in his mind, and he cannot squelch the voice of what he has come to believe is his better sense. And he does not want to.

It might ruin everything, and Johnny isn’t ready for that.

Charlie holds his anger when Johnny tells him his decision. He appears suspicious at first, then simply disinterested. 

“That’s okay, Johnny-boy, we can’t all be perfect. I got that other guy.”

Johnny nods.

“Send you a card from the Alps, hey?” His features suddenly contort then stiffen. His eyes are dead - he seems to radiate cold. “Confidence is confidence, right? We do understand each other?” His lips curl slightly. A smile? Johnny doesn’t know.

Johnny nods. It’s no business of his. And Redman International deserves a kick in the balls. But not from him. It’s not his style, and he knows it.

What is my style? he wonders as he does whatever security guards do while they wear their polyester uniforms.

 

*

 

Seven days later.

Johnny does not see much of Charlie, who has requested and received a change of shift. It doesn’t matter to Johnny, by nature the proverbial loner - he eats his plastic cheese sandwiches alone. He wonders idly whether or not Charlie is still contemplating his little heist. Whether it’ll succeed. And he smiles.

 

*

 

Ten days.

Johnny opens his Boise Sun and reads that Charles Lawson (also known as one Sammy Colburn in three other states) and an accomplice have been arrested while in the process of emptying RI’s cash safe. “One of Boise’s largest robbery attempts in over a decade, at least since the Bonner assault of a Brink’s truck in 1986.”

Charlie couldn’t resist - he went for the record. It was like him to have thought so big for so little a man.

The paper continues, mentioning that - if convicted 

- Charlie will find himself residing in Bearpaw Correctional Institute and Penitentiary, located in the North Woods.

Johnny smiles. It’s one of Charlie’s favorite places. The North Woods. A chunk of heaven.

Now Johnny frowns. The Sun also states that the arrest was made as the result of an anonymous phone call.

He prepares his lunch mechanically. There is only the plastic cheese and stale bread, but it will have to do. As he wraps the sandwich amidst the emptiness of his grimy kitchenette, he eyes the drawer just below the stained Mr. Coffee-pot. It is like a magnet, the drawer, and his eyes continue to roam in its direction. His hands shake as he places the sandwich inside an oft-used lunchbag.

The large Webley revolver his father kept after the war is inside the drawer, still covered with grease since the last time. His father owed his life to that revolver, having pried it from the stiff fingers of a dead British infantry officer in time to shoot and kill a German paratrooper before an MP-40 could be brought to bear and cut him in two. Johnny has inherited it, and has always hated the fact that it allowed his father to die an old and bitter man, rather than as a confused teenager less than fifty miles from the Normandy beachhead.

In that, Johnny thinks, it is symbolic.

Also in that it is the same pistol Johnny used to kill the hateful old man. It is symbolic that way, too. That the same weapon which once saved his life and sentenced an unborn son to a wretched existence would one day take his life from him.

Johnny often thinks in symbolic terms, so he smiles.

Near the heavy-framed revolver lies a semi-rotted cardboard box labeled CALIBRE .455 BALL AMMUNITION. He can hardly read the words now, through the fading threadbare carton, but he knows what they are because he has read them many times, as a boy. He also knows exactly how many are missing and how many remain in the box, how many tiny messengers of death. Or of life, as the case may be.

He remembers thinking, as a boy, that he would like to shoot his father. He remembers the temptation of the grizzled grey hair sticking up from the back of the recliner from which his father ruled their twisted household with an iron-mailed fist and little regard for the feelings of son, daughter, or wife. Especially wife. He remembers the fantasies, the thoughts, the plans.

He remembers the act, and the motion that followed.

Motion purifies.

Now he takes the pistol and the faded box out of the drawer and sits on his one kitchen chair, thinking. He knows that some day it will come to this.

Again.

 

*

 

Seven months.

Page nine of the Boise Sun. A minor, sketchy paragraph squeezed in between the obituaries and the auto classifieds, flanked on one-side by garish two-color advertising.

“Convict Flees Med-security Pen - Police begin Manhunt.”

Johnny does not bother to read carefully, or to call in sick. He packs his camping gear and stows it in the trunk of his ancient Ford Cortina. Then he opens the kitchen drawer, where the Webley sits now wiped clean of grease. The pistol calls to him, much as it did once when he was twelve, and has it has once a year since.

Johnny often thinks in symbolic terms, so he smiles.

It’s a chilling smile, he realizes while glancing in the mirror on the way out of his empty apartment.

But, then, it’s a chilly day. Johnny knows the North Woods will have turned by now - maybe they will be bare and cold. He whistles as he packs his trunk.

Motion purifies, and it is time.

 

*

 

It was a damp night and the jet-like roar of the nearby stream, a large tributary of the fast-moving Salmon River, was joined by the grumbling of thunder still far off.

He looked up at the night sky and saw faint flashes over the jack and white pines. It’ll be here long before morning, he thought as he waited for his coffee to heat. The fire had died down to a red glow, and the inside of the shelter was warm enough for him to not bother with his down sleeping bag yet. He stuck his hand out and felt the dampness in the air.

Soon. The thunder was an omen in the night. He smiled at himself - that was nice, an omen in the night.

He drank coffee from his canteen cup, relishing the aluminumy taste it gave the strong liquid. His evening’s meal of smoked pork and beans, beef jerky, peanuts, and Snickers bars sat heavily in his stomach. He ventured out of the shelter. A quick search of his pack, which he’d hung from its frame on a pine just outside the tarp, and then he was pouring a sizable dose of dark rum into the coffee, luxuriating in the smell. As he drank the laced coffee, he watched the lightning approach in its inexorable, methodical way.

As soon as it’s over, he thought, Seattle. Get a government job there, maybe. Somehow he knew that things were rushing to some sort of end, that it would be over soon.

He ducked back into the shelter and drank.

The storm was approaching much faster than he had thought. He first noticed it when he heard the hissing of rain droplets as they splattered on the coals. There were only a few droplets at first, but a drizzle soon developed. It hadn’t rained at all during his hike through the woods, but now he enjoyed the sound of rain bouncing off the rubberized tarp like a crazed percussionist’s pointless fill. He also enjoyed the electricity that filled the air, and he watched as the lightning and thunder finally coordinated their light and sound show into a single entity. 

This is what it means to be alive, he thought. And I am that. He crawled into the sleeping bag and watched as his fire died and sent a final wisp of smoke into the wet sky.

He awoke sometime later.

It was raining steadily, but it was not the rain that woke him. He lay still and listened carefully, noting the pattern of sound made by the rain and trying to separate it from any other sound that did not conform.

There. Footsteps. Through wet undergrowth.

“Hi, Charlie,” he said as the large shadow crossed the open shelter-front. Sporadic flashes and a generally lightening sky formed a growing alloy of light and dark and shadow.

“What the fuck are you doin’ here,” Charlie said. His eyes widened in recognition. He said the words as a statement, a man beyond questions. His thin hair was wet and tangled, and his prison clothes were muddy, stuck to his skin. A small rucksack, probably belonging to some unfortunate hiker, adorned his back. His large frame shook as if feverish, but his eyes had lost none of their hardness.

“When I read you’d broken out, I decided to come and help you,” Johnny said with a forced smile. “I’ve been hiking for a week. I knew you’d head for this place. Our chunk of heaven. So I thought I’d be waiting. It took you a while.”

“Big woods.”

“Yeah.”

“Didn’t think I’d make it, you know?” Charlie stood awkwardly in the rain. “Still not sure I’m home free.”

Johnny dug the rum flask from beside the sleeping bag. “Want a slug?”

Charlie grinned crookedly and held out his hand. He caught the flask and twisted off the cap. He smelled it and smiled a cold smile.

“I didn’t know you like rum, Johnny-boy,” Charlie said, as he raised the flask to his lips.

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Charlie-boy,” Johnny said as he shot Charlie once in the chest. The blast spun him around, limbs flying, and the Webley boomed twice more, its mechanism clicking happily. Charlie was flung ten feet from the shelter, where he crumpled into a shapeless lump. Blood mixed with rum and turned the spongy grass black beneath him. He still held the emptying flask, and he still grinned. Though more crookedly, as if in embarrassed bewilderment. For a second, it was Johnny’s father, lying at the bottom of the stairs, streaks of red on the wall behind him. And all the others, all exactly a year apart, all in different cities. No pattern, except they were all his father, in one way or another.

Charlie had been vindictive and ice-cold, like Johnny’s father.

“Did you think I’d let you hunt me the rest of my life?” Johnny asked the corpse. “Just so you could have your lousy revenge?”

He paused.

“And you would have, wouldn’t you? You knew it, and I knew it. Well, no way, Charlie-boy, no way.”

He spit into the wet firepit.

“And I never did like you calling me that name.” Maybe he would never have made that call, if only Charlie had respected his wishes and called him by his name.

He whistled to himself as he dug a shallow grave with the folding shovel he’d brought just for this purpose.

He wished idly that he’d played along with Charlie, back when he’d been approached. It might have worked. But there was always the chance that Charlie would have wanted it all, not to mention the risk that his motion would be impeded. No, sir, it was much better this way. Problem solved, and now time for motion.

Maybe he’d stay another week in the woods. After that he could hit Seattle and start over.

Again.

He wondered if there were still jobs in the submarine pens, or if they’d been closed in the budget cuts.

He knew, whatever happened, that he’d keep moving.

Motion purifies. He liked the symbolism.

Smiling, he tossed away spadefuls of damp earth.

 

* * *

 

MAKE A STONE OF YOUR HEART

 

I

 

And so it was that Ethan Keller found himself unhappily negotiating strewn trash and overturned garbage cans on his way to the nearly hidden doorway tucked almost inside the alley that bordered Jefferson and Fourth, an alley he knew wasn’t marked on any roadmap, but which he had been advised to enter at exactly 13:13 p.m. 

Barely a few seconds past the appointed minute, and he wasn’t sure but the doorway did seem to just shimmer into his view, but then he realized that it was only a trick of the light, as a lonely beam of muted sunlight shifted and eliminated the grey shadow of the opposite building, revealing the doorway.

He paused to listen. Yes, the scraping footsteps were there, buried next to the sounds of traffic from the faraway street. They stopped. The footsteps often stopped when he did, but once in a while he was able to trick them for a second, stopping before they could. But they would move when he moved again.

He stepped gingerly over a crushed paint can and headed for the doorway, his pace hurried and his heart fluttering as the scraping footsteps picked up again and followed.

Ethan felt his pulse race. This was his last chance.

Was that the hushed gasping of breathing? Rhythmic, regular. Secretive. No, not gasping. Eager, hungry, or perhaps simply labored. He couldn’t tell. Whenever he made up his mind, it seemed the sounds changed or he heard them differently. All he knew was that he had been followed now for months, his mind pushed to the limits of paranoia and his sanity pushed to the brink of nonexistence. All he knew was that he was willing to take anyone’s advice, and that - after the police, three therapists, one private detective, one tarot card reader, and numerous former friends, coworkers and acquaintances - 

Ethan ducked his head and made straight for the door, suddenly aware that the footsteps were closer than they had been for a long time, closer even than they had been on the day after the fire, when they’d first come.

The footsteps faded under the sound of his own steps and his gasping as he tried to suck enough air into his lungs. The doorway was just feet away and yet he felt almost as if he stood on a treadmill taking him away from it - at least until his outstretched hand smacked onto the glass pane set into the door, rattling it in its frame. He grasped the door’s old-fashioned handle and twisted this way and that, finally hearing the snap of the mechanism and nearly tearing his arm out of its socket in his hurry to explode into the shop. The door closed behind him even as he felt their breath on his neck.

Hot and ragged.

Sour.

Ethan gasped, refusing to turn around and look at his pursuers. Safe in the knowledge that they would not follow him here. Or anywhere inside. But they would wait for him outside, as they always did.

Embraced by the sudden feeling of safety, temporary though it was, he let his eyes adjust to the dimness and examined his surroundings. Immediately apparent was the fact that there was nothing much to see. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, but it wasn’t this. The space was about average for a storefront - a laundry, say, or an accountant’s. Three styleless chairs. A low end table with faded, dog-eared magazines strewn over its scratched top.

A wrought-iron stand offering up a sand-filled ashtray with one lonely butt poking up like a rocket fallen onto a parched desert planet.

Brown-stained light Linoleum flooring peeled back in one corner, where bare wood was visible below. A belly-up cockroach or a shadow in that shape stood out on the scratched wood. A counter, topped with chipped Formica in faded orange, stretched from one end of the room nearly to the other, where a low gate hung slightly askew on less than sturdy hinges. Behind the counter and off to one side was a single doorway holding up a plain wooden door with an old-fashioned ornate knob that had been painted over along with the door, as so often seems to be the case with older properties.

There was nothing else to indicate the sort of business done here, or the sort of clientele, or indeed to indicate anything at all.

Behind him, the door crashed in its frame as a body slammed against it and then rattled the knob furiously. Ethan shrank from the door, backing up until he felt the dusty counter behind him. The shadow behind the glass seemed to waver, bloating, multiple insectoid arms making karate-chop motions as their extremities slid over the glass and over the door with the sound of wet meat smacking a butcher’s block.

Ethan’s hands went to his face and he cowered helplessly until the sounds abated and the shadows seemed to melt away.

He turned and stared at the counter. As his breathing rate slowly returned to normal, he felt a warm glow suffuse his features. Wondered if there were a hidden camera to record his sudden embarrassment. Could he have been set up for some sort of elaborate joke? The whole situation - the advice he had taken, desperately - smacked of Twilight Zone episode craziness, the sort of thing that couldn’t happen outside the confines of a television show. Couldn’t happen because if it did it would test the boundaries of sanity. 

But the boundaries of Ethan’s sanity had been stretched already, years ago, so he shook off his embarrassment and turned toward the counter. He noticed that it wasn’t completely bare - there was a metal bell for customers to notify clerks of their presence. Was he a customer? Was that how he would describe himself? He felt flush, painfully aware of the doorway behind the counter and the doorway behind him.

There really wasn’t any choice now. He could still hear them outside, their swirling and hovering, their eagerness to latch onto him again, their voices tearing into his brain. This was the final choice, really, before opening his father’s elegant rosewood case and cradling its cold contents in his hand.

His hand hesitated, then moved toward the bell.




II

 

The woman who opened the door behind the counter and stepped into the shop wore a colorful sari tightly wrapped around her tall, angular body. The splash of color disoriented Ethan, whose eyes had adjusted to the drabness of the environment. He looked up and away from the swirling colors and found himself staring at a face both somehow familiar and startlingly exotic, like nothing he could ever remember seeing before. Framed by golden hair arranged in one perfect braid around her head, her eyes were the clearest blue he had ever seen, brilliant even from ten feet away. A long and slightly pointed nose gave her a patrician air, but the full lips below spoke of wantonness and lust. Ethan felt skewered by her gaze.

“How may I help you?”

Her voice matched the image perfectly - deep, for a woman, and slightly sonorous, with a barely noticeable trace of accent, perhaps East European or Mediterranean.

Ethan felt the emotion of knowing his stalkers were so nearby, outside the door. “I’m very desperate,” he managed before having to swallow the lump of gristle in his throat. “I was told you can help me get rid of these people who follow me around all the time, stalking me and playing with me. Driving me crazy.”

As if to emphasize his point, there was shuffling at the door, and whispers rose in volume until he thought they would become shouts. He tried, but he couldn’t hold her gaze.

“Tell me more about your problem,” she said, as if taking a customer complaint. She appeared ready to listen, hands flat in front of her.

Maybe I am a customer, he thought. He almost felt as if there was something she could do. Unlike the police, who had threatened to find him a cell if he didn’t stop bothering them.

“Where should I start?” He realized how inane his question was, but it bubbled forth from his lips before he could stanch the flow.

“Wherever you would like,” she said.

Ethan had the incongruous thought that she already knew the details, but that - like a judge - she wanted them repeated for the record. He squinted. For some reason, she reminded Ethan of a painting he had once seen in a book, or on the Web. Impressionist? No, a surrealist painter, perhaps. He just couldn’t remember. And it wasn’t important anyway.

He listened to the voices outside for a moment and gathered his wits, then he spoke.

 

III

 

I was working in my friend Brian’s progressive rock CD store that year, the year that Incubus came to town. Nobody knew where they were from, so nobody knew why they had picked Memphis as the site of their rehearsals and video shoots. They seemed to have the backing of one of the bigger indie labels, and no lack of money, but no one had ever heard anything they might have recorded. Who are these guys, was the buzz. 

And when I saw the last few seconds of their “new” video, never having seen any other before, I knew I would have to find out.

There was no doubt in my mind that Incubus’s frontman was Rick Dawson, Memphis’s greatest MIA keyboard legend.

Problem was, Dawson had died nearly twenty years before.

I knew for a fact.

Because I was the one who killed him.

Brian was on a buying trip and his wife had the day off, so I had the counter. I was queuing up a CD for a customer whose hard earned fifteen bucks would only go toward something he liked. 

And why not? Regular, packaged music sold in the big chain stores deserves to be bought blindly by people content to follow the masses. No expectations to be either confirmed or shattered. With prog-rock, each composition is to be savored. There’s no dance beat, and there’s no high-profile image to maintain. Prog bands play complex, exciting music that takes you beyond the confines of the simple pop song. Plus, prog-rock is hardly ever played on the radio, except for some of the grandfathers of the style - ELP, Genesis, YES, Floyd, Tull. You know, bands like that. And that’s why buyers often want to listen and evaluate. It isn’t often a band breaks out of local or underground play to make videos and play mid-size venues. And even when it does happen, everyone knows it’s a small miracle.

Which was why, as I put the classic first Anglagard album in the cd player, I had to look up. MTV2 was in the middle of its Off-the-Beaten-Path show (a showcase for neo-alternative, underground and - occasionally - prog bands), and the sounds that came from the tinny speaker were too good to be true. So I did look up, and I nearly dropped the disc I was holding.

It can’t be him.

Oh, God, how can it be him? 

“Hey, I might buy that,” the guy said. “Be careful with it?”

I hit “play” and tossed a set of headphones at the guy, then thumbed up the sound on the TV and turned away to face the screen.

The images there captivated me and for a second I lost track of where I was. Lost track of when.

The guy fronting the band had to be Rick, or his twin brother. But Rick was an only kid, so it was no twin. The video was a pseudo-concert clip, the kind shot on a sound stage with an audience paid to look fannish and enthusiastic. This crowd really seemed to be, though. And no wonder. Rick twirled and crouched, leaped and knelt, and played to the front rows with a charisma no other prog keysman had quite managed, never missing a note on his Roland remote controller. He teased both incredible glissandos and cutting, guitar-like screams from the axe slung around his neck, hands alternately caressing the keys and the pitch bend and modulation joysticks. Then the stab of a button brought forth a majestic pipe organ patch from whatever module the axe was controlling, and Rick’s solo turned into a mad organist’s rendition of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D, culminating in a crescendo the band joined in with before crashing to a halt, audience screaming and lights blazing and the remaining wisps of stage fog dissipating.

I squinted up at the corner of the screen to catch the name of the band and album. Incubus, and the song was “Moon of Madness,” from the album Immortality. 

I replayed Rick’s moves in my mind, and grafted them onto Incubus’s frontman. If they weren’t the same, then they were incredibly well-studied. Maybe a look-alike, a copycat found in some back-alley garage to front a new band. Maybe that was why they’d chosen Memphis as base of operations, to cash in on the connection to Dawson.

The guy listening to the Anglagard waved at me and handed back the headphones. “I’ll take these, too.” He handed me the newest Marillion, the latest from Fish, and some ancient Triumvirat. Not the most eclectic taste in prog. Let it die already, I wanted to scream as I jotted down the label code for the Triumvirat, an ELP-clone. There’s so much new stuff to listen to.

As I rang him up, I kept hearing the majestic ending of “Moon of Madness.” It was … well, it was impossible. My hands began to tremble. The customer gave me a strange look, paid and left with his new discs. At least he was happy.

The phone rang, and as I reached for it I found myself glad that the store was now empty, even if we needed more business.

“He’s back.” The voice was a husky whisper. Noise in the background. Neil was at work in his brother’s restaurant, where he tended bar. Probably he’d had VH1C on one of the screens, had seen what I’d seen, was now hunched over the phone.

“Can’t be,” I said. “You know that.”

“Yeah, I thought I did know. Been wondering about that band. All the secrecy and shit.”

“And why’d they come here?”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “Now I figure we know.”

I looked at the receiver as if it were a snake, suddenly coiling around my forearm. “Look, this can’t be, Neil. You were there. You know what happened - what we did. What I did. And besides, why hasn’t anyone else mentioned that this guy looks like Rick?”

There was a dry chuckle at the other end of the line. He could hear my gradual reversal, how I was trying to convince myself. And he could hear the quaver in my voice that said I was lying. “Maybe it’s part of the deal. Maybe only the people who killed you can recognize you, just before you get your revenge.” There was a mighty crash of glassware and silverware. Somebody in the background swore. “Who knows how these things work, Ethan. Maybe it’s just that nobody fuckin’ remembers him. I gotta go. Talk later?”

“Yeah. The usual.”

A customer walked in and I looked up, then saw that it was Judith. Her clothing was rumpled and her hair was an unhappy mess of uncombed curls. And the look on her face told me everything I needed to know. “Did you see -”

I cut her off. “You saw him too. It’s Rick.” Talking to Neil had made it all clear. The fear was clawing at my neck, at my guts.

“No! I saw someone with this Incubus band who looks just like him, that’s all.”

“It’s him, Jude. Just … different enough so people who didn’t know him won’t recognize him. But he wants us to recognize him.”

“Do you realize what you’re saying?”

“You saw the name of the album?”

She nodded. There was that.

“You wouldn’t have come if you didn’t think it was him.”

“I knew you’d think it was Rick. That’s the only reason I’m here, Ethan. To convince you that it’s not - that it can’t be.”

I shrugged. “I’ll have to see you later tonight, okay? Neil already called. It’s our regular, you know, night out.” 

She almost smiled, something which would have brought order to her definitely disordered demeanor, but then it turned into a grimace made worse by the dark lipstick she usually wore so well. “Says something about us, doesn’t it, that we were all watching right when …”

But she couldn’t finish it, and I just turned away. I heard the door clang shut behind her and searched the shelf for an old Fish disc.

I skipped to my favorite track, and he sang about seeing my life as a Shadowplay.

 

*

 

Rick Dawson had gone to school with Neil and me, but we’d never been in his class as musicians. Neil pounded drums with innocent abandon, an ineffective John Bonham, and I alternated between bass and guitar, managing to muff both in my attempts to copy the guitars of Howe and Hackett and the bass work of Squire and Lake. Rick was damn near a prodigy, though, his hands crawling authoritatively over a banged up Rhodes until the day he made us help him carry a sixth-hand Hammond B-3 up the stairs. Our first real instrument, and someone who could really play it. Emerson Lake and Palmer we weren’t, but it was easy to pretend after Rick put every last dime he could scrape up into a well-used MiniMoog synthesizer, and Black Trinity was born.

From Neil’s basement we graduated to a rented garage with no heat and frequent neighbor complaints. Our musicianship increased minimally, but we were dead in the vocal department. Each of us tried to sing lead at one time or another, but our noisy tapes told the tale all too well. We needed a singer. When Rick brought in Judith, it was as if Yoko had walked into our lives. Auburn hair pony-tailed way down her back, tight bell-bottoms with strategically sewn patches, and a face right out of Vogue, circa 1979. But punk-tough, even without the spiky hair. Where he found her we didn’t know, but I was smitten as soon as I looked into her slate-colored eyes.

And her voice. She really could sing. Our first dozen gigs, rough as they were, got us a minor reputation in the campus bars. Mostly because she sang a respectable lead, and looked great doing it. She could handle Annie Haslam, so we covered Renaissance extensively. She could out-YES Jon Anderson. And she could write, too. She was our ticket out, her singing and Rick’s keyboard work, which local writers were beginning to liken to Wakeman and Emerson, with a dollop of Elton just to mix it up a bit. Man, we thought we were riding a golden highway. Until the day we realized that Rick and I both were obsessed with her.

I guess when Rick caught her leaving my place early one morning, something in him snapped. We knew he’d been messing around with this Aleister Crowley-like crap, but we never expected that his jealous feelings might make him shove a butcher knife down the back of his pants and come looking for us. We didn’t know he had made a sacrifice to conjure up some sort of second-level demon and fully believed he was justified to bring the creature to us as part of his revenge. 

Of course he hadn’t really done any such thing, but he believed he had grafted a creature onto his own soul, so the Rick who came looking for revenge was not quite the same Rick we had known, even if there really was no demon riding along with him. In his blind rage, it didn’t really matter. Which is why our exorcism took the turn it did. Even if you don’t believe in it, if your subject believes in it then you have no choice but to play it out - and we did indeed play it out. 

It was a chilly October night when we were faced with Rick’s growing delusion that he was magically joined with a demon of his own calling. He had performed his silly ritual - it seemed silly to us - cribbed from some book, probably LaVey’s Satanic Bible. He’d marked-up and dog-eared most of the pages in that and a dozen other books which claimed to tell the secrets of the universe. You see, at first he thought he would take us to the top - not by selling his soul to Satan, like all the other musicians did in urban legends, but by summoning the kind of demon who would possess him or ride piggy-back on his soul and increase his talent tenfold. The fact was, Rick was already a huge talent, and if we were struggling it was because punk had made our preferred form of rock about as obsolete as the horse-drawn plow. In fact, the very same bands who had inspired us and who guided our direction were also struggling with smaller audiences, lower sales, and intense critical hostility, which hurt even more - from raves to jeers in barely half a decade. Rick didn’t want to admit that this hostile wave had swept us under too, even if our gigs were reasonably well-attended. But this was Memphis - never a prog town at best. Here the blues met country, and even punk took a while to grab hold, but when it did, it was all over for bands like us whose heroes were Yes and Genesis and Jethro Tull. It was obvious that we could never move on to greater glory than the club circuit unless we forgot most of the chords we liked and started playing without finesse. Jude could have handled the angry screaming punk required, but Rick and Neil were opposed. Hell, if everybody went punk, then punk would be mainstream, and what was the point of that? It’s what happened to Alternative in the last decade - when everybody plays Alternative, what is it an alternative to?

Anyway, we raged constantly over the band’s direction. Our rehearsals were like sparring matches and our gigs suffered because we fought viciously rather than practicing the complex songs we had so painstakingly constructed. So Rick went on his anti-religious search, eventually coming to the conclusion that forces in the universe could be harnessed to affect our lives. 

And on seeing Jude leave my place, those forces told him to kill the rest of us. Except for Jude. The demon in Rick wanted her for itself. 

He came at me with the knife, howling about his demon and the revenge from Hell and how he was going to carve me up into pieces and feed me to his Doberman. He slashed downward and across, and nicked my arm with the knife-point, sending a squirt of blood flying into Jude’s face. That was when Neil showed up, demanding to know what we were doing to our star keyboard player.

Jude and I didn’t laugh - we were fighting for our lives. 

Rick’s wiry body carried the strength of his convictions, and his fingers had become immensely strong with the constant piano practice - occasionally he pounded a piano hard enough to snap a string, which would crackle like a whip inside the belly of the instrument and gouge the inner wood raw. 

“Rick!” I shouted. We were the only ones in our rehearsal space, a storage warehouse near the river. “What the hell you doing?” My voice echoed in the empty space. I heard Jude’s voice echoing, too, and Rick was babbling in tongues, or just words we didn’t understand.

Neil tried to grab Rick’s arms and pin them, but Rick planted a hard elbow into his side and flipped Neil into his drums, sending them all crashing into a corner with the ringing of cymbals and hardware. Before he could turn and face us, I had tackled Rick from behind and taken him down to the cracked concrete floor. Jude leaped onto his arm, trying to wrest the knife from his hand, but he slashed at her and drove her back. She shouted wordlessly, her face covered in my blood like a vampire after feeding. 

Rick rolled out from under me, gathered his balance and stretched his mouth into a grimace-grin that I’ll never forget. Then he lunged for me, the point of the blade floating in the air before him. But I was ready. He howled like a wounded boar when I sidestepped his charge and bent his knife-arm back until I heard something crackle in his right shoulder and he dropped the blade. It may have taken seconds, but I remember seeing the blade flash by for what seemed like hours, streaked with Jude’s blood as she tried to help me grab his convulsing body and took a slash in the arm. We went down in a heap and he snatched up the knife with his other hand and managed to drive it straight into the side of my thigh. I screamed when the pain caught up to me, but I’d already broken his wrist. Now I rolled away and felt the blade scrape bone and muscle and I howled, grabbing the handle with both hands and stripping it out of my leg in a gush of bright redness. 

I turned to Rick and saw that none of my friend remained. He was something different, something inhuman - he gurgled and muttered, shrieked and giggled. His broken arm and wrist stuck out at grotesque angles, yet he tried to regain his balance and attack once more.

Before a stunned Neil could stop me, before Jude could talk me out of it, and before the image of what I was about to do could somehow short-circuit my determination, I screamed with fear and frustration and swooped down on Rick’s struggling body, driving the knife deep into his chest until I felt the point chip the concrete below him. Then I withdrew the blade, ignoring the sucking sound and the gush of heart-red blood, and brought it down again and again, until the blade was blunted and the floor and I equally covered in gore. I nearly passed out on top of his stiffening body, his mouth still stretched into the shape of the last curse he had for me before dying. His eyes stared at me and would, forever. 

I heard Jude crying, and Neil stuttering some words that made no sense.

And then I was up on my knees, and the knife was in my hand, this time like a saw, and I used my weight to saw down into his neck until the head parted and rolled, and I can tell you that it’s not as easy - or as neat - as they show in the movies. When I looked up, I saw Jude and Neil cringing as far from me as they could, cowering behind what was left of our equipment.

“I had to,” I croaked out. “The demon. He was going to get us. He could still get us. I couldn’t -”

Eventually, I hosed down the concrete and flushed Rick’s blood down a convenient drain. We used a tarp to take body and head out to the van, and drove to a deep flooded quarry out in Millington.

Rick’s disappearance made little difference. To his family, who’d kicked him out years before. To other bands, who hated our style of music anyway. To anyone at all. Rick had just loaded up his van and taken off for parts unknown, and too bad ‘cause he could have been somebody, but not a true rocker ‘cause he played keyboards and it was a guitar world and a guitar town and nothing in our lives went all that well after that.




*

 

Now I stepped off Linden and into the welcoming darkness of Suds, a long and narrow bar that featured fifty-cent taps and almost total anonymity. Neil waited in our corner booth, a pitcher of ale and two glasses in the middle of the wooden table into which he had spent the last four years carving an intricate design with his pocket knife. He was digging the blade into soft wood as I slid onto the bench. The design was a winged horse, and he’d been working on the wing feathers the last three times we’d gotten together. It was a slow process, but Neil had all the time in the world. He no longer played the drums for any band, content to tend bar and shoot the shit with musicians coming out of Beale Street dives and clubs, and carving his designs into a half dozen tables in and around the center of the club circuit. He had just recently started to compose again, but he had gone all electronic, with computers driving sequences of sampled drums laid down in track after track of intricate, cacophonous rhythm - raw ethnic drums of all cultures mixed together like George Martin’s famous spliced tapes. Neil hadn’t held actual drumsticks for years, preferring the feel of the mouse and trackpad. His techno compositions - some were early Tangerine Dream and Kraftwerk he’d swiped and tarted-up - were now pulsing in a dozen Memphis and Nashville clubs, and a recording deal was in the works. He’d be the first member of Black Trinity to have a real career in music.

“Hey.” He looked up and I saw in his eyes the same haunted quality I felt. He went back to his carving. “I’ve been thinking about Rick and everything. It’s not him. There’s no way that’s possible. It’s just a freakin’ band named Incubus and this guy looks a little like Rick.”

“Jude got to you first, didn’t she?” I said, accusingly. “She convinced you to ignore what you know.”

“What do I know? That Rick had always wanted to call our band Incubus? So what? Nike wanted to call a fucking shoe Incubus, didn’t they? Or Reebok? Whoever the fuck. Anyway, you want dark stuff, you’re gonna come to the word Incubus sooner or later.”

“What about the Bach arrangement? Rick wrote one -”

“And we voted it down, I know. That means shit, Ethan. Ideas are out there, somebody’s gonna get them eventually.”

I poured a long beer and we drank in silence. Even over the piped-in blues I could hear the scraping of Neil’s knife. There was no help there. Somehow Jude had forced him to waffle back to a neutral position. I wondered for a second if Neil was sleeping with her. But no, he and Jude had never hit it off. It was so unlikely I shook my head as I finished my beer.

“What?”

“Nothing, I was thinking maybe you’re right. Maybe I’ve been watching too many of those fucking Millennium movies.”

He put the knife down and drank. “Yeah, creep anyone out. Sure. And those Incubus guys sound pretty good, so maybe we’re just jealous, you know.”

I repositioned the mug and slid out of the booth. He didn’t look up even though I knew I’d startled him. Neil had been reconditioned. “See ya later,” I said, leaning down. He nodded and I was out of there, some blues boogie jangling in my ears.




*

 

I watched Jude as she slept. I looked at her in the glow of the candles and wondered how time seemed to have passed her by completely. I was a little thicker, and I still limped from that day, but she hadn’t changed at all. Or maybe she’d improved with age, if that was possible. She still wore the dark lipstick - smeared now from our lovemaking, the smudges a little too much like blood - and now her hair was even longer and curlier, but she had softened somewhat, in spirit if not in body. 

“Hey, you get off on watching a girl sleep, do you?” she said, suddenly opening her eyes. She fixed me with her best steely stare, the effectiveness of which was ruined somewhat by the streaked mascara around her eyes. 

“Yes,” I said. “Especially when she looks like you.”

“The right answer,” she murmured, laying her head down again. “Now go to sleep.”

“I can’t. I just keep seeing Rick and what we did to him. I keep dreaming about it and it doesn’t always end so badly - sometimes there isn’t so much blood.”

I lay back and stared at the indistinct ceiling. The streetlight outside cast its orange light on us in zebra stripes. “It’s bad enough, what we did. But if he’s back, then that brings up a whole lot of stuff I don’t want to think about. Horror movie stuff we thought was bullshit when he got into it, but maybe there’s more - you know, more on heaven and earth, Horatio. And then we’re really fucked, because -”

“Hold on, Ethan. Don’t rush there, okay, there’s no point getting freaked by something that’s probably not even true. This guy in Incubus is just a clone, a guy who idolized Rick enough to copy his moves. It’s pathetic, actually.”

“Jude, not that many people knew Rick. Who’s gonna copy moves nobody ever saw? We saw ‘em, but we never had that much of an audience … what if Rick, you know, sold -”

“Sold his soul for rock and roll?” Jude tittered in the spooky candle-lit darkness.

“Funny! Yeah, it sounds lame when you say it that way. But it’s this feeling I have. Neil had it, too. It’s like we know. A gut thing.”

“You mean a guy thing.”

“You’re killin’ me, Jude.”

She punched my arm, then put her loose fist down near my groin. I could just see her in the orange stripes. “Maybe we need to get your mind off these strange occurrences, and maybe I know how.” Her hair cascaded across my belly. She licked her lips slowly, meaningfully.

“Again?” I squealed. “I don’t know if… Uh, I guess I can.”

She said something, but I couldn’t make out the muffled words. Then I didn’t care, and as the speed of her therapy increased, I felt Rick’s ghost slip away from me.

It was a temporary reprieve.

 

*

 

I watched her closely now. She was asleep. The curve of her belly led to her smooth, shaved mound. I could taste her on my tongue, and I felt her saliva cooling on me. I loved her more than ever, but - goddamn it, was she sleeping with Neil? How had he changed his mind in just a couple hours? At first he also knew that Rick could somehow have come back, but then he had waffled and shrugged it off. And not very convincingly. Then it hit me and I felt the breath go out of me in a rush. What if Jude had been sleeping with Rick back then, too? What if he had a better reason to be jealous than I thought? Had he entered her flesh as I had done then, had done now? Had she drunk from him, partaking of his very essence? Would that not make her an ally forever, someone who would await his return and make sure others would not - could not - believe?

She sighed and rolled over. I stared at her back, from her smooth buttocks all the way up to her dark curls. I thought for the first time how easily I could kill her, then, taking hold of her neck and driving her down into the hard mattress until I could snap her spine like a twig under my knee. 

Sleep came, but not easily. And not before some plans solidified in my head. Next to me, Jude the traitor sighed and chuckled in her sleep. My fists unclenched only when I finally closed my eyes. 

 

*

 

I entered the studio and side-stepped a blonde and statuesque receptionist who was busy with a FedEx delivery. She glanced at me and pursed her centerfold lips, but then the FedEx guy jabbed the electronic pen at her and she had to take it, frowning, and I was through the door marked Private. There was a hallway beyond, but you could tell where Incubus was rehearsing - the sound of guitar power chords, thudding bass, booming tom-toms, and - cutting through it all - the wail of a Hammond organ or sample. Incubus sounded like Black Sabbath with Eric Clapton guesting on guitar and Jimmy Smith burning up both Hammond manuals. Maybe a touch of both Metallica and Nirvana thrown in, for the dark imagery. In other words, they sounded like a slick Black Trinity - without the keening vocals of Jude.

I burst into the room and it all crashed to a halt. Not because of me, but because they’d reached an impasse in the song. Or maybe the end. I didn’t give a fuck.

I headed straight for the guy behind the organ, a real one after all. The guitarists had their backs toward me and I smelled sulphur as they lit up smokes despite the No Smoking signs.

He was adjusting drawbars - hadn’t even seen me yet - when I reached him and put my hands on his denim shirt, pulling him off the riser platform.

“What the fuck?” he sputtered. “Who are you, you freakin’ lunatic?” He tried to regain his balance and tear my hands off his lapels at the same time. He was more heavily muscled than Rick had been, so he succeeded, then - without waiting for my response - he wound up and decked me with a loose fist that knocked me back and rattled my teeth like castanets. 

I lashed out blindly and caught his temple hard enough to spin him around and drive him flat. The rest of the band was crowding closer by now, and I didn’t like their looks at all. I pointed the .40-caliber Glock with the laser sight at them and let the little red dot jiggle its way from chest to chest. It was Brian’s under-the-counter protection, and he wouldn’t miss it until he returned. Nobody wanted to test my aim - after all, the bullet obliterates the dot - so they stepped back as a group, their hands up like bank tellers in a robbery. It was almost comical.

I gave the keyboard dude time to get himself to his knees, then smacked the side of his head with the Glock and sent him back to the hardwood floor. A thin splatter of blood radiated out from his golden hair.

“Welcome to Memphis,” I said in my best Clint.

“What the fuck do you want? What’s your problem?” This time he kept to the floor, a bloody hand on his head. His eyes were Rick’s eyes, all right. I remembered them well from all the arguments in which we’d stood inches apart, screaming our guts out. Now I knew that maybe we were screaming about something other than time signatures and chord patterns.

“What’s your name this time, Rick?” 

“I don’t know what you’re -”

“What’s your name?” I screamed, the red dot centered on his forehead. He didn’t have to feel it to know it was there, either.

“Roger, Roger Tyler!”

I don’t know what I’d expected. Maybe a clever anagram, or the same initials - R.D. - or some kind of demonic name.

Tyler was moaning and murmuring. “You motherfucker! Fuckin’ asshole bastard! Jesus, I’m bleedin’ -”

“Shut up!” I shouted. “I know who you are and I know why you came back. I won’t let you get Jude, and you’re sure as hell not gonna get me!”

Running steps down the hallway made me turn my head. The receptionist burst through the door.

“Security’s on their way! I tried -”

She powered down when she saw the Glock and stood still as a post.

This was not what I had really intended. I knew I couldn’t finish it here without losing everything in the end. I shut down the laser, tucked the Glock back under my red shirt, and backed toward the double crash-doors at the side of the room.

“This isn’t over, Rick,” I said, then backed through the doors and ran down the alley. There were sirens in the background, but I wasn’t sure they were meant for me. Maybe I was lucky, but there was no way they could find me after I peeled off the loud shirt and reversed it. The inside was light blue, and I disappeared into it and onto a bus a minute later.

This had not gone well. I hadn’t really planned what to do, and now I’d alerted him. 

By the time I returned with my old Nissan, a silver 240SX with over 140,000 miles on it, the police had gone. But the band was still there, because Tyler’s red Explorer was still parked in the VIP space in front. 

There was no sense involving Jude. As much as I loved her, it was clear she wouldn’t see reason. Hell, maybe she knew everything and was a willing participant. Her visit to Neil after Neil and I had spoken on the phone had probably taken Neil out of it too. It was just me, against whatever monster Rick had become. When Tyler came out, a white bandage stark on his bright head, I was ready. I pulled into traffic behind the Explorer and we headed up Union. Within the hour, he had pulled into the lot beside a new block of rather high-priced condos out near Chicksaw, and I’d watched to see which one he entered. Now it was just a matter of time.

 

*

 

I awoke stiff and cold. The October night had turned chill with a hint of rain in the air. I ran the heater and tried to unstick the glue in my eyes. The lights blazed in Tyler’s condo, but the shades were drawn, so I couldn’t tell what was happening. The Explorer still sat in its space. I let the hot air thaw me out, then climbed out and opened the hatch. I plucked out the two containers by their handles and heard the liquid sloshing inside. Moments later, I hugged the shadows and let the containers drain onto the wooden sides of the building, even splashing some of the brick facade and the lower window sills. I couldn’t see what was going on inside, but there was no stopping now. Maybe Rick’s second death would free Jude and we could still grow old together, as I’d intended. She would thank me for this, for having the courage to once again face the monster that our friend had become.

I struck a wooden match and aimed it carefully under one of the soaked bushes. Leaping back just in time, I watched as the flames shot up and spread out, licking the paint off the empty cans and sliding up the wooden slats on either side of the front door. The pool in front of the entrance ignited as I backed away slowly, feeling the heat building up on my face and hands. But I wanted to face the demon when it burst forth from its lair.

Screams from inside. Horrible, guttural, gut-wrenching screams. The flames, engulfing both first and second floor windows, eating their way through and bursting the glass panes one by one. The heat, consuming everything not taken by the flames, and the popping of wooden beams as they burned like logs in a gigantic fireplace. And the screams, neverending, high-pitched like a demon’s scream of pain and rage - and fear, no doubt fear as the fire set about returning the creature to the hell from which Rick had summoned it all those years ago, or perhaps recently.

And then the wind shifted and I heard the screams separate into two, then three voices, and out of the inferno the front doorframe had become there came a human moving in slow-motion and burning rapidly - a strange combination, as if one pace were reversed on purpose - and then I saw that dark curls grew yard high flames and flayed strips of blackened skin off a suddenly bare scalp and eyelids disappeared in the conflagration and lips that had suckled me and shown me so much love were now searing off and then turning the head into a gleaming skull even as the slate colored eyes still bore into mine, accusingly, so accusingly. 

The eyes burst in a shower of gore and the body began to fold upon itself as if it were just clothes, except that now the clothing had melted into the skin and bubbled as it liquefied like butter running off a hot pan and the last scream I heard was Jude’s as her voice miraculously sounded out one last word for my ears only, one last question to burn into my soul and mark my entrance into hell.

“Why?”

The other voices were still screaming, I knew, but they hadn’t made their way outside, so they kept on screaming for a few more seconds as the condo building collapsed around them and silenced them forever. One of them, I hoped, forever.

Spent, singed, saddened, I made my way back to the car and was hunched down, below the sloping dashboard, when the fire engines came.




*

 

Black Trinity had died a second death. 

A day later, the voices began to hound my every move. Their steps shadow my steps, moving when I move and stopping when I stop. Their shuffling follows me whenever I venture outside, and they await my return, huddled near the door or windows. Of my house, my job, and any place I go.

Nights, I awaken, my nostrils clogged with the sweet-sour smell of melting skin, crying and shuddering without control. In an elegant rosewood case lies my father’s prized hunting pistol, a single-shot black powder Thompson/Center Contender. It’ll take the top of my head off, thus ending my suffering. Unless … 

A friend told me you could help.

Here I am.

 

IV

 

She had listened without comment. No one had entered the storefront. When Ethan paused, he could hear his eternal companions outside, but while he had spoken their voices had thankfully receded. Now, having reached the most painful part of his narrative, he wondered if he could go on. The woman’s handsome face was expressionless, a plaster mask, her eyes filmy with either sympathy or disinterest. They followed his hand gestures and his slight body movements as he shifted his weight, letting the rustle of his clothing cover the shuffling from outside. 

He stopped speaking, his voice breaking up and his lips quivering from the emotion. Saying the words hurt more than thinking them, and he was nearly doubled over with the intense physical blow of missing Jude - missing her all over again. All he had to do was speak her name and her absence lanced his heart with a needle he could almost see. 

“I need a second,” he whispered.

“Take all the time you need. You’re the only customer today. I can give you all my attention.”

Her smile was kind, in that funeral-parlor way he’d noted before, elsewhere. But he felt no warmth in it and wasn’t sure he was meant to. It didn’t matter, he decided, something had happened as he’d related his story. He had reopened the wound. He could feel the raw emotion burning his eyes and drying his palate, and then a black pit yawned beneath his chest cavity. For a second he thought that if he looked down he would see it and watch his blood-smeared heart spinning away into its eternal night. Then the pit would swallow his empty carcass and he would be spared these gnawing, destructive feelings. Twas a fate devoutly to be wished for, he thought without much sarcasm.

Suddenly he saw her more clearly, as if she’d stepped into a spotlight or someone had thumbed the brightness control on a flat screen TV. The air flickered around her as if an electrical charge were crackling off the outside surface of her skin, but the strange occurrence seemed to sharpen her image. He blinked rapidly. It was in his eyes, and as he drew a finger over his flickering eyelid he felt the charge dissipate along his knuckles, as if he had somehow closed some sort of connection on a circuit. But as he did, he noted that the aura around her also sparkled. She was as much part of the circuit as he was, but how?

The electricity between them made the pit in his torso yawn even wider, pointing to the emptiness.

“They were all dead!” he said, the very words painful on his lips. “Everyone and everything I cared for, and they were gone.”

He broke down into desperate tears.

“I can help you,” said Mnemosyne. “Your stalkers are not people, however. They are memories - memories of your friends and what you have done or not done on their behalf. They have gained weight and breath from the depths of your conscience. And my help will be costly. Your memories will cease to stalk your every step 

- but they’ll be lost to you forever. You must choose your course. Is the price too high?”

A long and slender finger pinched her full lower lip. Almost mockingly.

Ethan cocked his head. “Price?”

“You are not the first to come to me with pain you cannot heal. This shop has drawn customers such as a woman named Coretta, whose memories were beyond painful. But the price was too steep for her, and she left with her memories intact - indeed they became a fortress. Years later a woman named Priscilla came through that door, but for her the price was just right and she has not looked back. Your decision will be final, but you have all day to make it - 13:13 tomorrow.”

Ethan heard the voices, the footsteps, outside the door. Ready to step into his shadow, ready to follow him through the days of his life. His companions to the end. The ragged breathing was that of slobbering, hungry monsters waiting to tear into the tender meat of his heart. Tears coursed down his cheeks, unbidden and unhindered.

“I’m weak,” Ethan said. “I’m tired.”

Mnemosyne nodded, a flash in her eyes. Her lustful beauty reminded him of … He felt the circuit open, then -

 

V

 

Ethan stumbled into the mottled sunlight of the alley, not quite sure what he had come to do - what errand to run. He checked his watch, but it had stopped. He had better get back to work - Brian should be back from his buying trip.

As he started off, he felt a strange emptiness tinge what otherwise had seemed a fine day. He was surprised to feel warm tears on his cheeks, but he couldn’t figure out why he was so sad. It was almost as if he had lost something, some -

He shrugged. The sadness receded, but left behind a hole in the pit of his stomach. 

He limped to the mouth of the alley.

 

* * *
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Halloran drove the bus with one hand. His other hand held his old Browning pistol. The engine skipped every few minutes, its insides still not accustomed to Harvey’s home brew. Every time he felt the engine hesitate, Halloran swore. And, more unusual, he prayed.

Prayed the bus wouldn’t stall.

Prayed the bald tires would hold.

Prayed they wouldn’t need the Browning. Only eight rounds left.

“Goddamn you!” Halloran shouted as the already uneven rhythm threatened to die. Then his tone changed and he pleaded. “Stay with it, babe. Keep those old pistons pounding.” He caressed the dash. “For me.”

“What’s wrong, Hal?” Joanna called from the rear. She was encased in an almost round enclosure of badly-welded sheet metal, blond hair just visible through the jagged eye-level slits, which muffled her voice.

“Nothing.” He scanned the woods on either side of the rutted road. There was little sheet metal around the driver’s seat, simply because he wouldn’t let Harvey - the amateur welder - go at it with his damned torch. The bus was Hal’s, and he felt he had the right to decide what she ought and ought not have. As he cajoled the old GMC along, though, he wished for a thin layer of armor - something substantial between his body and sudden, bloody death. Just like me, he thought. Never happy.

“How far to go?” It wasn’t the first time she had asked.

Hal felt sorry for Joanna, cooped up in the cage with stale air to breathe and cold metal for company. He steered clear of a boulder and fought the wheel one-handed as it nearly locked, finally managing to straighten the nose.

“I think it’s a few miles yet, Jo,” he bellowed over his shoulder.

Her reply was lost in a roar as he raced the engine to keep it from stalling.

Let it be only a few miles, he thought. Please, God-in heaven-if-you-exist. This was about the extent of his religious leanings - he didn’t think they’d make it if they didn’t arrive soon.

He didn’t know anything about the site that had been chosen for the meeting, having had nothing to do with its choice. Ryerson had worked it out with Harvey during the Second Chance broadcast. It wasn’t often that Utopia - he grimaced at the irony - was contacted by any of the other three settlements located within the area that had once been Idaho State. In fact, Second Chance, Haven, and Libertyville were downright uncommunicative - both with each other and with Utopia. So, when Second Chance had broken the silence, Ryerson had jumped at the possibility of outside contact, and perhaps even trade.

A beginning, he’d said.

Joanna and Halloran and the bus had been on the nearly washed-out mining road for almost two hours now, as instructed, and Hal was attempting to divide his time equally between identifying landmarks, spotting ambushes, and keeping the tired old girl firmly on the ruts.

“There it is!” Joanna’s yell barely reached him over the ragged pounding of the engine.

“Where?” he swivelled his head until he saw it. Damn, how had she seen it from her cage? He’d missed it - a water-rounded boulder which marked but nearly masked the turn-off onto what could barely be called a road. A twisting, narrow snake of ruts and half-buried boulders, it led swiftly down the mountainside like a length of rope cast carelessly aside.

Hal gradually braked the yellow GMC and turned the key. The sudden silence contrasted with the echo that quickly faded away over pines and outcrops of granite mingled with alluvial deposits. He had studied the country rock, long ago, but now the boulders and rocky protrusions mattered only as hiding places and obstacles. There was no way on this damnable ravaged earth that he could maneuver onto the road, or negotiate its length even if he could. He wished idly for a jeep, or an SUV, but Utopia’s only four-wheel-drive, a battered Explorer, was now a gutted wreck, firebombed by bandits in an ambush six months earlier. It served as a constant reminder of the everpresent danger, as did his fear of switching off the engine. It was all too likely that the well neglected motor would never start again. Just out of spite for the awful home-brewed gasoline it was fed, or for the spare parts it would never see. Halloran believed this - the bus seemed to care only for him. No one else could drive the old wreck.

“Well, here we are,” he mumbled with mock cheer as he opened the doors - he had to pry them apart, because the handle didn’t work - and stepped onto the road. He surveyed the area, wondering how he would turn the bus around after the meeting. There was no room on either side. Trees grew right up to the dirt track, their ranks throwing shadows that converged into uniform darkness. He remembered a widening in the road a mile back - he could always reverse that far.

“Joanna!” He banged on the side of the bus. “Let’s go. We’ve probably got a goddamn long walk ahead of us.”

He heard the homemade hatch scrape as it opened, and she climbed out of the cage. Her hair was tied in a pony tail and contrasted brightly with the dark tan of her neck and arms. Her yellow T-shirt bore a faded slogan: IDAHO IS WHAT AMERICA WAS. In her hands was Harvey’s prized double-barreled side-by-side, in her pocket the last three shells.

Hal looked away, wishing she wouldn’t wear that old T-shirt so often. Besides the distracting tight fit, it brought with it memories of things far removed and long finished, not his own life at all. It also brought a built-in lie, a lie the author of the slogan could not have foreseen back when he had coined his catchy little saying.

The shirt was from before - before Ryerson and Harvey had formed the Council and written what they called the Utopian Constitution.

Before the Federation of North American City-States had become slightly more than a mouthful of meaningless words.

“We’d better go,” Joanna said gently, touching his arm. It was an innocent gesture, but he could feel she’d been watching him.

Reading his mind? Was that even possible? Some in Utopia thought she was a C-Class Mutation, or C-M, one of a handful of people born since the Time and blessed - cursed! - with strange qualities or diseases. Halloran had always doubted it, or flat-out refused to believe it, but she was from the Midwest and the right age, barely over half his own forty-four years. In the Midwest, numerous Chinese strikes had reduced cities to rubble and contaminated earth, air, and water to the extent that few people east of the Mississippi had survived. No one had known Joanna when she’s arrived, three years before, from the dreaded Midwest. And almost everyone whispered behind her back - especially because she kept to herself in her tiny log cabin.

Mutation was a touchy subject in Utopia ever since Ryerson’s cow had birthed an eight-legged calf that had died in agony. Utopians had always thought their lives fallout-free due to the torrential rains which had hosed the atmosphere down after the Time. Ryerson’s cow had proven different, and now Joanna’s presence made many uncomfortable. Yet, Halloran had been attracted to Joanna’s quiet sense of determination from the start. And her looks - she was one of the most striking women in Utopia. But she wasn’t aware of his interest, unless she could sense his feelings. 

Have you been reading my mind? he thought. His face he left blank, but he couldn’t tell if the slight smile was on her lips or in his imagination. No answer there. He was disappointed.

They set off, down the mountainside. Below them the valley opened like a vast blanket of pines splattered with purplish-brown stains of occasional outcrops. The blanket was scattered three fourths of the way up the steep slope of China Mountain, the top of which was flat, barren, and dry. China Lake, an old peat enclosed pond, had also been dry for the past thirteen years. The first year after the Time had been the worst, as vegetation struggled in the strangely altered climate. The pines had done well, though, regaining their majesty and managing a rather spectacular comeback and rapidly infesting areas once ruled by their deciduous cousins, which had long since succumbed.

Hal helped Joanna over decaying logs and sharp rocks wordlessly, thankful he hadn’t even attempted to take the old bus down the parody of a road. He knew that Second Chancers had picked the route intentionally, to avoid the possibility of a sneak attack. He almost laughed aloud - if only they knew how ludicrous that was. But, then, it was better they didn’t.

“Can we slow down a little, Hal?” Joanna was breathing hard, and sweat stained the sides of her T-shirt.

“Just a little,” he conceded, realizing that he was badly out of breath himself. Male pride getting in your way, Hal? he wondered. “We’re running late already,” he said, to cover the embarrassment he feared would show on his face.

“Thanks,” She sat on the ground and gulped hungrily for air. Then she smiled sadly for a moment, and continued to gulp.

He wondered again whether she was reading his mind and, if she were, what she thought of his attraction to her. On a different level, he wondered what she could make out of the jumbled worries and fears that threatened to overflow into his speech. He patted the butt of the pistol and tried to convince himself that it was comforting, but it wasn’t.

“Expecting trouble?”

Her words startled him. Had she scanned his thoughts just now? Or had she simply interpreted his motion with the pistol logically? Confusion and doubt tugged at each other, and he couldn’t think of anything to say for a long time. Or maybe what seemed like a long time.

“I hope not,” he gasped finally, hiding his sudden fear of her in a purely physical expression of fatigue. “I don’t think we’d be much of a match for them.” It was only an afterthought - and he suspected she knew that it was - but it seemed to fit.

 

*

 

A dreamscape.

Scorched, devastated, ravaged. Barren.

A fine covering of coarse dust like a shroud.

The sunlight is perceptibly bluer, painful for naked eyes.

Scarred creatures move with scraping sounds through the very long night.

Halloran feels death inside. He is well aware of the death he carries with him, in his conscience, but cannot stop moving through the night. This is the penance a human deserves. The scraping sounds he makes are deafening in his ears. He wants to stop, wants to wipe strange moisture from his body. He holds out his hands, draws them slowly across his face. He looks at them and sees raw stumps, smeared with yellowish pus and poisoned blood. He screams, and continues to scream, while other creatures merely continue their scraping, hands hidden at their sides.

Every night at this point, Halloran awakens.

 

*

 

“Are you all right, Hal?”

He became aware that he’d slowed his pace to barely a crawl. “Yes,” he said. “It’s just that I’m -”

“Worried?”

“Yeah, I guess that covers it, Jo.” Scared was the word his brain had supplied, the one he hadn’t quite been able to say. He squinted in the harsh light and sighed. “We both know this could be some sort of ambush, or … something else. Ryerson told us as much. He should know. Having run into them before, I mean.”

“But?” she prodded. They had stopped near the lower edge of a recent rockslide. Large and small stones, their newly-fractured faces sharp and jagged, mixed with gravel and dry soil to form a rough talus mantle on the slope. She sat on an angular boulder and caught her breath, the shotgun cradled awkwardly in her arms.

“Well, it’s been bothering me, Jo. Why should Second Chance offer us Macauley? What’s in it for them? We’d given up on ever catching him, had forgotten about him and - and the incident. Didn’t goddammit care any more …”

“We care, Hal.” Her voice was soft, yet somehow rock-hard. “That’s the whole point to this, this nightmare. We do care. And I don’t think a single one of us has forgotten, or ever will. It’s one of those things we have to remember, so they won’t happen again. It keeps us human.” Her face was pretty in the harsh sunlight, not at all like a C-M’s face should have been. The scars, mental and physical, were missing. Unless they were buried deeply, hidden. Halloran thought of his recurring nightmare and shivered in the heat.

He knew she was right, that their mission - Ryerson’s word 

- was necessary. But he didn’t have to like the implications. “Let’s get going,” he whispered, more to himself than anything, as he started downward. China Mountain loomed above.

Macauley had been his friend once, a quiet man trusted by everyone and who had earned his right to stay by brewing the first batch of usable fuel - a thin mixture of distilled wood alcohols and kerosene that was more fit to drink than it was to burn, but not by much. It had happened almost four years before, and refining had since become a profitable business in Utopia. What had happened inside Mac’s mind, Hal wondered. What had driven him to act like a man insane, a year ago? And why was Ryerson so insistent that Halloran should bring him back? Hal tried to concentrate on walking, but his mind wouldn’t release the image of Macauley - a smiling, leering, frowning Macauley.

Finally reaching the lowermost level of the tiny valley, their walk became easier and faster. The clearing was upon them with no warning. One second they were alone, the next they were not.

At least a dozen men and women, armed with automatic weapons and dressed in camouflage, stood in a silent cluster.

Halloran glanced once at Joanna, feeling both frightened and completely numb. Then he approached the group with firm steps, the pistol butt digging into his stomach and plainly visible. He was aware of Joanna, following.

“No!” his mind screamed. “Stay back!”

He heard her stop. Smiling tightly, he continued toward the Second Chance delegation. Alone.

They were hardened men and women, he saw, strong and well disciplined like professional warriors. Their uniforms were clean, their faces proud. Maybe some folks really had benefited from the militia movement. Halloran found himself wishing that Ryerson ran as tight a ship as theirs - no bandits were a threat to them, he was willing to bet.

Yet, he had to admit, those proud people didn’t look happy. Regimented. They appeared fettered, chained by something beyond their control. Maybe they didn’t have as many answers as they wanted others to believe.

Hostile eyes followed his progress across the clearing, silently disapproving of him and everything he stood for - a lax lifestyle, uncontrolled small-scale industry, maybe even freedom itself. The feelings were obvious to Hal, and he wondered what Joanna could sense. On second thought, he decided, it was better not to know. Until afterwards, at least. As in so many things.

“You’re from Utopia?” one of the men snickered. He was small and wiry, his bald head mostly covered by a black beret with jump wings pinned to the front. “You’re what they sent?” He looked sideways at his companions, a half-smile on his pointed, ratty face. He reminded Halloran of a not-so-jolly Phil Collins, a drummer, singer and songwriter from Hal’s youth.

“That’s right.” Halloran mustered some pride, but his own voice sounded like a croak to his ears. He stood stiffly, hands on hips. “We came for Macauley.”

“I’m Murphy, an’ you can hav’im.” He pointed to something Hal hadn’t noticed, a cocoon of cloth tightly bound with nylon climbing rope. It was the length of a man and trembled, as if it were cold.

“What have you done to him?” Hal’s vision blurred as he realized that this was no mere peace offering from Second Chance, this favor. Their gesture was a warning of some kind.

“He raped and killed one of our women,” Murphy said with a snarl. “Like, it seems, he did one o’yours. We got a way to remind scum like ‘im what he did, though.” He nodded, and one of the women untied the end of the cocoon. Inside lay a man Hal did not recognize. His head had been shaved bare, and scabs had formed in those numerous places where the razor had slipped. The woman unwrapped the cloth completely, exposing the man’s buttocks. Each side had been branded with a hot iron - the left buttock with a capital R and the right buttock with a capital M. Both burns were badly inflamed and blistered, with fluid shining amidst the puckered skin. The woman stood and aimed a booted kick at his buttocks. He groaned in pain.

Halloran winced. It was Macauley. 

“Would’ve shot ‘im,” Murphy said, “but we heard you folks had the prior claim, so we taught’im his little lesson instead.” He glared at Halloran. “Keeps the crime rate down.” Then he smiled and the effect was, if anything, worse. Murphy aimed his thumb at the woman. “She’s the girl’s sister, see. Did the brandin’. Had to give her that, at least.” He giggled humorlessly. “She wanted to castrate ‘im.” Murphy rolled Macauley over with an ungentle nudge of his boot. “We let’im keep his balls,” Murphy said, “but he had to pay the appropriate price…”

Hal fought the urge to retch. Mac’s groin was a mass of purple bruises, and though his scrotum seemed intact, his penis had been severed at the root and the wound roughly cauterized with tar. Almost dried blood and pus oozed from beneath the tar and into his scorched pubic hair. 

Hal felt his gorge rising, but swallowed the sour taste quickly. Then he clamped his teeth down on his tongue and forced himself to watch with spreading numbness as the woman rewrapped the bundle with rough movements and jerks of the nylon rope. 

Still near retching, Hal nodded in vague agreement. All he wanted now was to leave. He wished he had never left his own log cabin within Utopia’s protective stockade. Wished he would never have to leave it again. He cursed Ryerson. Why had the sonofabitch sent him? As punishment for having been Macauley’s friend?

He swallowed. “Can we take him now?”

Murphy laughed. “He’s all yours, balls and all, that’s for sure. Treat’im nice.” He winked past Hal, at Joanna. “We’ll be in touch, Man From Utopia. Keep listenin’ to 98.90. Got some business propositions for your president, or whatever old Ryerson’s callin’ himself these days.” He lowered his voice to a mock stage whisper. “Just to whet his appetite, tell’im we been hearin’ expansionist 

noises out of the LA Zone. Might make ‘is day, at that.” He turned and started off without so much as a nod, followed closely by his companions. They melted into the tree line.

Hal turned to find Joanna behind him. He hadn’t noticed her approach, and felt a bit angry that she had disobeyed. “You heard?”

“About the LA Zone? Yes?” She looked at him with a bewildered expression on her face.

“I’m not sure I believe them,” he said. “LA couldn’t fight the whole Federation -”

“I believe them. It’s true,” she said shortly.

He felt naked in her presence, and even more naked because she knew it. It had to be true, then. Her abilities, the brewing civil war, all of it. Was everything to end soon, for the second time? If allegiances had to be formed all over again, then nothing had been learned. Nothing at all.

Hal knelt next to Macauley and loosened the nylon binding. “This poor bastard’s not going to make it.”

“We’ll have to try,” Joanna urged. “He’ll die here if we don’t.”

“What’s the difference?” Hal’s bitterness surfaced. “Ryerson just wants to execute him anyway. Why not just leave him? That’s punishment enough.”

She frowned and shot Hal a glance, nodding in Macauley’s direction. “We’re not like them, Hal. He should be tried by the Council. If he’s convicted, he’ll die lawfully.”

Hal could see she meant it, that she believed in Utopian justice. A point or two for Ryerson’s propaganda, he thought. “With those brands on his ass and … and everything else, he doesn’t stand a chance of acquittal. He’s guilty twice over, and already been judged. He tapped Macauley gently on the shoulder, remembering a friendship once shared. “Can you hear me, Mac?”

“Yeah.” It was faint, but it was Mac.

“Why’d you do it? Twice, for Christ’s sake - Didn’t you learn anything?”

Hal cringed at the lameness of his question.

Why in hell did you have to put me in this position, you bastard?

He wanted to ask that, too, and more, but he couldn’t. It was better to forget their friendship. It was better to forget everything. It was always better to forget.

Macauley’s shoulder moved weakly, once. A shrug.

“You know we have to try to take you back…”

A faint nod, the bald head blue where the hair had been.

“Can you walk?” Joanna’s voice, a whisper.

Silence, then a croak. “A little.” 

“Let’s get you up, then,” Hal said, attempting to lift him from under the shoulders. Macauley was dead weight. Hal grunted with effort and managed to raise Macauley onto his knees, so the tortured man looked as if he were praying.

“Why don’t you just let me fucking die on my own? I don’t need your help.” Macauley looked at Joanna with faint recognition. His face was haggard and dirty, streaked with what might have been grease. The pain from his torture showed in his eyes and in the unnatural pucker of his dry lips.

“Move! Get up!” Almost demonically, Hal suddenly wanted to kick the man to his feet, knock him down, and kick him up again. He noticed Joanna’s gaze, quizzical and pitying, and sent out an apology in his mind. Confusion lapped at the edges of his brain. He wanted to go home. This was not - should not have been - his responsibility.

Macauley rose slowly to his feet, ignoring his own nakedness. Joanna handed him a long strip of stained cloth from his now abandoned cocoon, and - wincing - he wrapped it around his waist loosely. He began to walk, slowly and unsteadily, in the direction Hal and Joanna had trekked. Silently, they followed, picking their steps with care. Hal wondered what they looked like. Disciples following Moses onto Sinai to receive the words of justice, perhaps. The image was nonsensical, yet it ate away at Hal.

The question of justice sat uneasily on his mind.

 

*

 

Distinct shades of color blur his vision. Behind him the shadow of China Mountain crawls up the slope.

The butt of the pistol chafes at his stomach, but he does not take it from the waistband.

Ahead of him, Macauley scrapes over obstacles in unreal slow motion that Hal is sure he must be imagining.

Hal remembers his nightmare - Macauley has always been in it, in one form or another. Perhaps not his face, but his essence, representing the humans who raped and murdered a whole planet. Yes, Macauley has always been part of the nightmare. Except his scars are in a different place. Hal glances at his own hands. They are shadowed now, by the mountain. The shadow has caught up to the three, is overtaking them. Maybe that’s why he can’t see his hands, he thinks.

Joanna leads the way, shotgun in hand. She turns and helps Macauley when he has difficulty, which is often, and seems to know why Hal can’t, why he won’t.

That’s right, Hal remembers, she knows.

He avoids looking at his hands, afraid of what he might see.

We’re all guilty, every last one of us.

 

*

 

The bus insolently faced the wrong direction, oblivious to their fatigue.

Macauley lay in the road on his side, breathing in ragged jerks and bathed in dusty, chalky sweat.

“I’ll try my best,” Hal said as he climbed into the driver’s seat. He hoped it was enough to answer the unasked question he had sensed. When Joanna smiled he hid his own smile, confident now that it was unneeded. He turned the key and was reassured by the scratchy growl from under the rusted hood. He pumped the gas pedal rapidly, hoping it would catch. It did, momentarily, then died.

Another attempt. This time, as if with bubbling laughter, the engine caught and held on, belching blue smoke from the exhaust pipe.

“All aboard.”

Joanna helped a hunched Macauley up the steps. He was like a child, and made no move to help himself.

Joanna glared at Hal, then guided Macauley to one of the long bench seats just aft of the driver’s. She poured him a cup of water from a milky jug and he drank sparingly, with effort. Macauley’s burns were inflamed and bloody and his groin a stomach turning mess, but he hadn’t spoken or complained at all since the beginning of the climb, and didn’t seem inclined to do so now. He had retreated into a sort of protective shell that allowed only for walking and being guided. Hal shook his head. Sorrow? Shame? He wasn’t sure what to feel.

Hal shifted and picked his way backward, nervous with the rapidly-fading light. The road was narrow and snaky, mach harder to maneuver in reduced visibility than earlier. Joanna stood in the rear, near the sheet-metal cage, calling out instructions which he tried to follow religiously. A mile and a half took an hour, but finally Hal had enough space to perform a shaky Y-turn that threatened to send them spinning into the valley. Across dark space, China Mountain watched inscrutably as he inched forward to the edge of the road, then backward as far as he could, turning the wheels as sharply as he dared. Then forward. Backward. And again, inch by inch. The presence of China Mountain made him nervous, reminding him that Second Chance lay on the far side and that bandits roamed the hills. China Mountain was silent, but somehow eloquent in its silence.

With a sigh, Hal stepped gingerly on the brake. The bus pointed the way home in the pitch darkness.

Hal navigated the road like a river, with only the light from one lonely headlamp to guide him. He hoped the beam wouldn’t attract any of those bandits. They had been known to ambush single vehicles for weapons, goods, and women, and the Browning in his pants was constant reminder that it wouldn’t be much of a fight.

“Jo, I think you should ride in the cage,” he shouted. It wasn’t much protection, but it was better than nothing.

“What?”

“You - never mind,” he mumbled. “You know damn well what I said.”

She came forward and stood near him as he drove, comforting him merely with her presence. He liked that. There was nothing he could say and, even if there had been, there was no need.

Hal was working the pistol out of his waistband when the right wheel plunged into a deep rut and the bus jerked to a halt hard enough to send Joanna flying into the side of the door. The engine screamed with strain as the steering wheel spun uselessly. Hal cursed and tried to turn it even a fraction of an inch, hoping to gain some grip on the road and force the bus to work its way out of the rut.

“Are you all right?” She nodded as she straightened against the support bars.

Without any warning burp or groan, the engine stopped; gave up. There was a sudden relaxing of metal tension and structural stress, and the carriage sagged back into the rut with a metal screech and the loud hiss of escaping air as accompaniment.

There were no tools. And there was no spare, anyway.

Hal ushered his passengers off the bus without a word. Hal led the way, attempting to ignore the fatigue that gnawed at muscle and bone. Macauley was weaker now, wracked with a sudden fever. His skin blazed to the touch. He only managed to debark by wrapping a trembling arm around Joanna and hanging onto her as she stepped down. Her breath wheezed out of bruised lungs - courtesy of the initial jar, which had sent her sprawling into the side door. Hal wasn’t sure how many miles lay between them and the mirage-like Utopia, but he remained happy in ignorance.

He looked one last time at the bus, and an empty feeling grew in the pit of his stomach. Emptier than he would ever have imagined. “Goodbye, old girl,” he whispered. Then he set off after Joanna and Macauley for what seemed like the millionth time that day. Scraping sounds were loud in his ears.

Bandits? Let them come, he thought with deep bitterness.

 

*

 

Ryerson and Harvey greeted them with handcuffs.

“Almost gave up on you two,” Ryerson said as he swung the armored gate closed and bolted it. “Glad to have you back.” He looked at them over his spectacles in a typical Ryerson pose and didn’t mention the missing bus, the only Utopian motor vehicle left.

Harvey took Macauley into custody, after reading him the rights guaranteed by Utopian law. Ryerson wanted everything done legally, so there could be no question.

“When’s the trial?” Hal already knew the answer.

“We’ll start tomorrow.” Ryerson removed his glasses. Were his hands shaking? “What the hell happened to his ass and his -”

“Law and order.” Hal walked away, toward his cabin. Let Joanna explain that, he thought. A feeling of emotional weariness swept over him like a cold winter wind.

When he turned to close his plank door, he felt a jab of relief and warmth. Joanna was there, her face an intermittent flash in the light of a lantern that hung swinging nearby. Her hand was on the rough doorhandle.

“I thought I could help you light a fire,” she said. “It’s getting cold.”

He stepped aside and let her enter.

 

*

 

The trial lasted three days.

Hal and Joanna winced when the single shot came from behind Ryerson’s place and echoed between the mountains of what had once been Idaho.

And Hal thought: Seven rounds, that’s all we have left… Why the hell does it matter?

As he held Joanna tightly, he could not wipe his mind of an image, real or imagined, in which Macauley - convicted rapist and murderer and one-time friend - went to his death with something too much like pride on his fever-ridden features. What had it proven, any of it? That men would never change?

Hal waited for sleep to come, once again placing himself at the mercy of his nightmare, where Macauleys and Hallorans and deluded Ryersons scrape through the darkness, their scars hidden and their hands held out of sight.

“I know,” Joanna whispered in his ear, as he began to doze.

 

* * *
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No one ever really challenged the official account of the events which now force me to confess and relate my own role as unwitting accomplice. Perhaps instigator, my blurred memory sometimes nudges. Certainly victim, though it’s much too late to care. An inquest was held, of course, but Harding’s politician friends somehow smoothed the waters - ha! even after all these years I see irony and humor in that phrase, and yet I weep for my soul even at the thought.

Harding, we learned, benefitted from highly placed connections I later suspected might have dated back to the War and his somehow slightly soiled record as first mate aboard a frigate which may or may not have carried questionable cargo on behalf of powers other than the Naval Secretariat. But such was the War, and men often dabbled in side projects of doubtful ethical natures, given the desperation and huge amounts of cash floating about. Any connections Harding had made in the War were safely left behind until this spot of trouble cropped up, and then the favor was repaid and that put Closed on the whole deal for every one of us, as well, deserving of such mercy or not.

It is only because I feel the darkness coming that I bother to put to paper this account. I guarantee that it’s no balm for my soul, and true sleep has evaded me all these years, so I write only to unburden and not to seek a forgiveness no one can provide. 

When Harding stepped from his cabin with the bulbous Mauser pistol gripped in his claw-like hand and pointed at me, I nearly felt the 9mm Parabellum slugs tear through my flesh. His index finger seemed about to caress the trigger but for some modicum of spasm control, while his hand never wavered. I hoped there would be no spasm while the muzzle stared into my gaze like a one-eyed serpent.

“You and your men will stand down and return to your stations and proceed with supervision of the loading, or I will deal with you myself - and worry about the Admiralty later.”

The sweat, that constant slick sheen of precious fluids leaving us every moment of the sweltering Indian day, the curry-flavored sweat was in his eyes and it must have stung, but he didn’t even blink.

Looking into Harding’s eyes you knew he meant every word. There was little doubt in my mind that his pistol skills would account for a half dozen of us. He’d had the ringleaders pegged thanks to the traitorous Spaniard, Idalgo, who had served as Harding’s eyes and ears amongst the crew for the duration of the journey, and whose gaunt frame now stepped from behind Harding’s bulk to add another gun barrel aimed at us, his that of a tiny and womanish revolver - a strangely ineffectual weapon - held in a shaky, oily grip. 

A cabin door opened behind us, and those who spun to gaze down the shadowy companionway found ourselves now facing the first mate, a Teutonic giant named Gunther, of course, locked in his best SS stance and gripping the black scorpion frame of a Schmeisser MP-40 machine pistol with left hand around the full magazine jutting from the bottom of the receiver.

I heard muttering among the crewmen and smelled their fear, leaking almost visibly from their pores along with the precious sweat. A crossfire would finish us, and the rest of our mates in the bowels of the ship. All the slick faces turned to me, their fear set aside in order to grant me the honor of leadership. I was their spokesman, and I cursed the lot of them for their cowardice and uselessness. I cursed myself for having dared to lead a group of what news accounts would surely call mutineers, when all I wanted to accomplish was the equitable treatment of human beings reduced to a state of mental and physical deterioration by the stalking ego of one man, Captain Voss Harding.

“Well, Second Officer Corelli,” said the Captain. “The men await your oratory.”

He kept his lip from curling, but only barely.

I summoned my voice.

“Sir, we have been in this port forty-nine days. The loading will take at least three more weeks to finish at this pace. We are down to a cup of water per man per day. The local water is contaminated, or so we are told. Our alcohol rations are running low, as is our food supply. The men have been warned to avoid leaving the ship due to the cholera epidemic. We have dead men in the cold room, and we now number nearly a dozen cases of dysentery in the infirmary. I speak only facts, sir, and I must insist that you cut short our stay and allow us to head for a friendly port where we can recover from the disaster that has been this voyage since we first set out. With all due respect, sir, we implore your humanity.”

My ears heard the words, but it was as if someone else had spoken them. They could not have come from my lips, parched as they were, or my brain, mired as it was in the molasses of fear. I awaited the hail of bullets that would greet the end of my speech.

But there was no volley, no explosion of gunfire in that confined space.

For a moment it seemed as if a cloud pregnant with rain were about to burst overhead. The lamps twitched as if tugged on a single chain pull. I felt the pressure of the heat build up in my head to the point where I thought my plugged ears would collapse outward and release some sort of bile stream and spew away my life. I could see similar thoughts in the grim faces of the others, and I sensed that if the moment lasted any longer our space would implode and suck us through some sort of cosmic netstrainer. 

And through it all, Captain Harding’s eyes, surveying the landscape of my soul. 

 

2

Though a new coat of paint hid the majority of the rust staining the bow and hull, the S.S. Caritas was still an aging mid-size freighter which had changed hands a dozen times during its life. Now owned by the C Corporation, we officers and men were also made to welcome the new commanding officer, Voss Harding, who carried an American passport but spoke in an accent I decided was either Dutch or German. Perhaps Afrikaans. All of which might have explained the curt superiority with which he treated his crew. Before long we officers had mostly accepted the fact that he would rarely fraternize with us, taking his meals either alone or in the company of Gunther, a first mate also shipped from Corporation headquarters on Harding’s request. Our own first mate was removed when Harding found him drinking with the crew in their mess, amidst much cheering and singing. From then on we knew that our new captain would tolerate little by way of friendship and camaraderie, and we went about our business grimly and with only clear thoughts of the paychecks to motivate us. 

We were a veritable Foreign Legion of a crew, mostly legitimate career men but with a few questionable former criminals or thugs who kept to themselves as much for anonymity as for anti-social tendencies. We numbered a half dozen Americans, several Irishmen, a German or two, some Italians such as I, and a couple each of Frenchies, Russians, Greeks, and Egyptians. On any given day one could discern conversations in a dozen different tongues and dialects, but mostly everyone settled on English for orders and official communication. We spent two weeks getting to know each other and the ship, scraping off rust and slathering paint in its place, buffing floors and railings, smoothing iron and polishing fittings until the Caritas seemed almost presentable. Throughout, Captain Harding deigned to be seen in public only rarely, though the lights in his quarters shone at the most inconsistent times. 

The journey had begun as routine as so many before, though the route was new to us, leaving Southampton with small electronics and industrial goods for various stops in the Mediterranean, taking on textiles in Genoa, olive oil in Naples, then off-loading portions of all those goods in Alexandria - especially a large number of sealed containers we all knew hid some sort of contraband labeled MACHINE PARTS - and then wending our way through the Suez Canal, newly widened a year before in 1963, and into the Red Sea. After refueling at Aden, we took a straight course across the Arabian Sea to Goa, a tiny state in India not long ago before a Portuguese protectorate, where our holds would be emptied of all goods and loaded again with silver ore chipped from the mines a day’s drive inland. The ore would ride us low in the water throughout our return to Southampton, where the ship’s belly would be flushed of its precious cargo and pay the company very well indeed.

This was a scenario well-known by every one of us aboard, officers and crew, that our paychecks depended upon the safe and timely completion of the cycle. The monkeywrench could have snagged the works anywhere on the route, but it had chosen the hot Indian west coast - trapped in the hottest summer on record - to lay itself between the gears that had brought us there so smoothly.

Goa was a state of burgeoning importance, thanks to the iron and silver mines, but it had not yet begun to turn the riches into new facilities, and once at anchor in Panaji harbor, in view of the Old City, we learned that our empty holds were to be filled with silver not in crane-loads, but by a constant stream of hundreds of native porters filing onto the ship on foot, each carrying a huge wicker basket on his back and emptying its heavy contents into the yawning maws of the hold. When the process began after vigorous bargaining with the representatives of the mines, we watched in amazed silence. The waiting line of porters stretched as far as the eye could see on the crumbling stone quay, split in two as they came and went side by side, singing or chanting, weighed down by their awesome burdens in the heat of the Indian day and in the humid chill of the nights. It was a sight the likes of which we had never seen, and we spent the first few days gawking at the porters, as young as twelve and as old as my grandfather, who slowly snaked onto and off the deck as if they were the cogs of a living machine.

Captain Harding watched too, with obvious disgust, from the railing around the bridge. His smirk turned to frowns and eventually to a continuously angry set of his thin lips, his eyes radiating hatred of the place and of the porters. And, we soon realized, of us.

At night the ancient pier and the shoreline were dotted with hundreds of cooking fires as a portion of the porters squatted on their haunches and cooked fragrant curries in tin pots, dipping balls of rice into the rich broth with their fingers and swallowing their dinner amidst the low-voiced chattering of their companions. We learned to make the curries ourselves, our cook stretching the meats in our cold lockers by imitating the locals, whose diet consisted of mostly of the bulk rice spiced with the brown sauces made pungent by spice and flavored with various meats - some of which we chose to avoid thinking about. Later, the porters chanted long into the night. Eventually we would come to despise the sound of it.

After a week or so, boredom had already set in. 

“Hey, Corelli, play with us.”

Cards had become the pastime of choice as little remained for us to do while the never-ending line of porters slowly, achingly slowly filled the bottom of the hold with ore.

Bentz, a German who boasted of moneyed relatives, sat in the saloon with Sullivan, the ex-IRA bomber with a price on his head, and with an American whose name I’ve since forgotten. They were playing some crazed version of poker I’d never seen, a dozen beer bottles already arranged in empty ranks between them.

“I’ll pass,” I said. “I wouldn’t last two hands with you ruffians.” Then I lectured. “Slow down on the beer. For one thing the captain wouldn’t like to know you’re already drunk in the middle of the afternoon. For another thing, we’re going to run out of beer - and everything else - if you don’t slow down.”

“What else is there to do, man?” said Sullivan. “This is the first time I been on a load and I weren’t needed.”

The others nodded. 

“There’s gotta be a better harbor somewhere on this fuckin’ coast,” piped in the American. “Some place with cranes and modern equipment.”

“Well, if there is we aren’t there,” I pointed out. “We’re lucky we were able to dock at all - it’s shallow here. Just remember what I said about the captain.”

“He ain’t likely to visit us, is he?” Sullivan got a laugh for that.

“No, but his goon Gunther might,” I said, and they shut up because they knew it was true.

Out on deck, the procession of stooped, sun-wizened old men and brown little boys and strapping lads continued like a life cycle in the heat of the summer sun. And the silver pile at the bottom of the hold climbed slowly, ever so slowly upward.

I opened the porthole in my airless closet of a cabin and wondered how much longer we would be here.
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The third fight to break out in the month since we had first sighted the low-lying hills of inland Goa turned uglier than the others almost immediately. I was halfway through my afternoon’s sleep when the shouting awoke me and, rushing to the deck, I saw that a Greek and one of the Frenchmen were circling each other, slowly, and then rushing closer together in a feint or a thrust, and I saw that they each held knives. The Greek a long and slightly-curved blade right out of the Iliad, and the Frenchman some sort of Bowie knife most likely contributed by one of the encouraging Americans in the throng of sailors who watched, excited. Behind all this, the porters ignored us and continued their life’s work, adding ore to our hold in tiny increments.

As I rushed back to my cabin to strap on a sidearm with which I could break up the fight, I caught a glimpse of Harding and Gunther, watching almost approvingly from the bridge. Gunther leaned in to say something to the captain, and they both laughed. I had no time to be sickened, for I heard the men’s shouts intensifying. I returned in time to see that blood had been drawn, as the Frenchman held his naked side and blood streamed over his fingers. But they continued to taunt and challenge each other like children, so I went for my revolver - a burly old .455 Webley - and squeezed a shot off in the air. The hammer fell on an empty chamber, however, and I squeezed again. Again a click, and a sickening feeling spread through my guts as I realized that someone had emptied the cylinder of cartridges.

Suddenly there was one tortured scream and all the men went silent, and I looked up just in time to see the Frenchman on his knees, his belly gaping where the Greek’s cutlass had carved him open like a turkey. The skin and flesh were peeled back like sliced lard, and the grotesque mess of his intestines gushed out of him in a curtain of blood and bile. And then he fell forward on his face, landing in the pool his life made as it left him for good.

I stood, weakly, the empty revolver in my hand. A symbol of the god of futility.

Above us, on the bridge, I saw Gunther lean toward Harding. Paper money changed hands. Paper blood.
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A month.

The stagnant air stifles us, while the spotlight orb of the sun burns every metal surface to a constant sizzle.

The porters continue to spill ore into the hold.

The beer is gone. Alcohol in the form of British rum, a necessity in the tropics, is dangerously low. Citrus, that preventer of scurvy, is almost finished. Water is rationed. The curries, so delicious at first, now seem to have blocked our every pore, flavoring the insides of our mouths and nostrils with their sickeningly sweet stench, which pervades our lives - our urine and even our bowel movements seem to belch the curry out of our tired and gaunt frames. Feverish eyes follow wherever I go, as I attempt to keep the men on tasks for which they have lost all heart.

Our cold locker now holds three corpses, the Frenchman killed in the fight, another - a Russian - throat slit while he slept, the result of some personal vendetta, and an Egyptian whose penis was severed under mysterious circumstances by an Englishman who refuses to answer questions, even after ten days in lock-up. There is no local police, and Harding would never allow them aboard if there was, so we watch over our own as they turn into criminals and murderers.

I don’t know how I’ve managed to hold the rest together and kept them from killing each other. None of the officers can find cartridges for their weapons. Captain Harding says there will be no shooting aboard his ship. Apparently stabbing and mutilation are allowed, even encouraged. I already know what I will report when we return, but I am intelligent enough to wonder how many will, indeed, return. The radio shack is held by an armed Gunther, who has watched over us on those occasions when Harding has engaged a driver and guides to take him into the Old City. It seems he is negotiating with someone, for long sessions of harangue coming from his cabin have been heard by everyone. Sullivan and Bentz have become the only two I trust, my eyes and ears, while at least one - Idalgo, an asshole of a slimy Spaniard who’d play his mother against his grandmother for a cut of any profits - seems to keep the captain informed of our actions.

This day takes Harding to the Old City - someone has said to the Cathedral, the Basilica Bom Jesu, where the dark-haired Sullivan tells me the remains of Saint Francis Xavier are kept, mummified in some sort of crypt. 

“What the hell are you talking about?” I say, unbelieving.

“Ye think me daft, eh?” Sullivan shakes his head. “It’s the God’s own truth. Francis Xavier came here a missionary in 15-somethin’ and was made some sort of local hero among the heathen, see? Then he gets sainted and whatnot, and his place of death is like a shrine.”

“Where did you learn all this?”

“I had me some book learnin’, you know! Okay, and I overheard Gunther talkin’ to the Spaniard during last night’s watch. They dint see me, lucky me, or maybe you’d be layin’ me out in the cold room.”

“But what does all this have to do with Harding?”

“I don’t know and fuck if I care,” says Sullivan, “but I think it ain’t no coincidence his captainship is out yakkin’ it up with some o’ those lowlives who’re takin’ him to the very cathedral where them bones are kept. Ya see?”

“No,” I have to admit, “It can’t be any coincidence.”

“Watch your back, Core,” he says. “You’re our only chance outta this hellhole. Now let me go get rid of dinner - the faster the better!” He waddles away, holding his stomach.

By the end of the day, a Greek sailor is reported missing - a friend says he resolved to sneak ashore and find food and water despite our orders. Anything he carried will have made him a target for ambush. I add his name to the list and bide my time, but we never see him again.
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In the last few weeks, Sullivan and Bentz and I had begun to keep a closer eye on the dealings of our captain and his henchmen (for that was how we thought of them). Harding would shut himself up in his cabin for days, seemingly, venturing out only to stand watch briefly over the loading, which now had reached a half-way point. Of the crew, only Gunther and Idalgo would ever be seen entering his quarters, and then they would stay inside for hours. Occasionally, I thought I heard a faint chanting or singing, but it could just as easily have come from the porters who still lined the harborfront and pier when not in line.

One day, the locals who often piloted Harding to the Old City marched aboard with a woman. I watched as they dragged her up the gangplank, past the weighed-down porters and across the deck to the companionway that would lead them to the bridge and the captain’s quarters. I was close enough to see her face, though half-veiled, her lovely eyes wide with fear. The veil fell away as she struggled, and I saw her lush, purple-stained lips and her straight, white teeth, a mouth and features as fetching as any woman I have ever seen in any of my travels, and I stepped up to intervene, but then Gunther was above me at the railing, a German handgun held loosely in his paw clanking on the metal of the rail, and my fear made me step back, to my undying shame. The woman disappeared into the captain’s quarters with the rest of them, and we saw no one until the next day. We told ourselves we heard no screaming, no sounds of flesh upon flesh, and fist upon bone, or blade upon skin, or blood upon deck. We told ourselves we had not heard these things, and we saw no woman leave, though the haughty locals did take the captain to the cathedral again that following day, from which he did not return until late and then his return was accompanied not only by the locals, but also a group of near-naked porters who struggled with a long crate in the darkness. They maneuvered the crate into the captain’s quarters, somehow, and I let the thoughts run unfettered through my imagination. 

It was six weeks, forty-two endless days of searing heat and nights of damp, humid cold that cut through to the bone, since we had sighted the jungle and far-off hills of Goa and dropped anchor in Panaji’s split, shallow harbor, and I knew that the men were at the end of their tether. A spate of less serious fights had occurred in the last few days, over a ladle-full of water or a bowlful of rice, but they’d ended in draws, the men too weakened by hunger and thirst to fight to the death, or even beyond a first landed fist. But where could you cool off men when the heat reached one hundred fifteen degrees Fahrenheit regularly, until the night dropped the mercury down to a frigid forty? We looked like castaways by then, as we had all taken to wearing ragged clothes, the fabric falling apart with the acid of our sweat and grease, and the lack of washing all catching up to us.

The hold appeared three-quarters full, if anyone was keeping track.
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The days which led up to our desperate attempt to wrest command of the ship from Harding and his henchmen are blurs of barely-suppressed horror at the actions of the man who had been placed over us and who had become some sort of modern-day version of Bligh even though we had done nothing to deserve such punishment.

Harding’s murder of an Egyptian sailor, caught stealing water from the galley in the middle of the cold Goan night, was perhaps the trigger, though we had seen and ignored many other triggering events. Though a smirking Harding swore to us from his perch above our heads that he had only lectured the dirty Arab, at which point the sailor had jumped him and wrested his sidearm from its holster and blown his own brains out all over the captain’s quarters, we felt a sort of emptiness in the pit of our stomachs. I know that Sullivan and Bentz, my trusted lieutenants, acknowledged feeling the same - an emptiness born of desperate fear and hatred. 

For we knew that the Egyptian was too weak to wrestle a giant such as Harding for a weapon, and we were certain that had he managed such a feat, the 9mm slug would have splattered Harding’s brain onto the deck. Any one of us would have done the same.

“Core, you gotta take command,” Sullivan whispered later, as we reclined under the makeshift tent I’d stretched from a lifeboat davit to the rail. Almost everyone had given up their cabins or crew’s quarters during the day, when the sun baked the inside of the ship like a Tandoori oven. During the day the deck had become a sea of tarpaulins and stretched blankets, as men swung from homemade hammocks and tried not to think of their misery even as the chants of the porters threatened to overwhelm their brains with the constant reminder of where we were.

“Do you hear me, lad?” Sullivan was older than me by only a few years, but he’d taken to calling me “lad” as if he was an old man. Come to think of it, he looked older. We all did.

“I hear you. Bentz says the same thing. But if we fail, Harding’s going to have us all tried for mutiny. Those he and Gunther don’t gun down. Or maybe he’ll kill us himself.”

“Yeah, maybe he’ll kill us anyway.” Sullivan punched my arm. “So we ain’t got much to lose. This kinda life ain’t so much like livin’, it’s more like floatin’ in limbo. Or a coffin.”

The anchorage had indeed become a living tomb, and we the walking dead who lived there. I had waking dreams of the open sea, a fresh breeze blowing through my porthole, and fresh cool water to drink, and beer for the hottest time of the day, and then warm coffee for the cold of the night. All we had to do was abandon the rest of the ore and steam north a day or two to Bombay, where all we needed would be at our fingertips. Where the authorities would arrest Harding and his goons and liberate us, and the Corporation would fly in another captain who would take us home and end our stay in hell.

I didn’t know how the decision had been made, but it had. Bombay - I would set a course for Bombay and our salvation.

I nodded, and Sullivan waited to see if I would change my mind. But he knew I wouldn’t, and he braved the blistering sun to spread the word that the end was in sight, if we stuck together.
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A third of our remaining crew would have nothing to do with it, claiming it would only make things worse. They retreated to the waterproof compartments belowdecks, fully willing to broil inside their bodies until the deed was done, successful or not, so they might be spared by Harding, whom they considered the winner even before our attempt.

The rest crowded into the companionway and massed, waiting for one of us to step forward and bang on the captain’s door. I knew that would be me, Corelli, the second officer. I waited for courage to flow into my veins and move my limbs, but that was when the door opened and Harding stepped out with the Mauser in his fist and Gunther with his Schmeisser behind us, and Idalgo with his lady’s gun at his master’s elbow, and I made my speech with conviction and fear of imminent death.

The wave of odors which escaped the captain’s quarters and washed over us in that close companionway will remain etched in my olfactory memory until my last moment - a stench of death, decay, spices, sweat and urine, and something darker, mustier, and somehow more repellent than all the others put together. 

“Sir, we have been in this port forty-nine days. The loading will take at least three more weeks to finish at this pace. We are down to a cup of water per man per day. The local water is contaminated, or so we are told. Our alcohol rations are running low, as is our food supply. The men have been warned to avoid leaving the ship due to the cholera epidemic. We have dead men in the cold room, and we now number nearly a dozen cases of dysentery in the infirmary. I speak only facts, sir, and I must insist that you cut short our stay and allow us to head for a friendly port where we can recover from the disaster that has been this voyage since we first set out. With all due respect, sir, we implore your humanity.”

The lamps twitched as if tugged on a single chain pull. 

The pressure in my head built until the pain seemed almost too much to bear. I looked at Sullivan, and at Bentz, and their grimacing faces confirmed what I felt. A keening wail seemed to slice through our eardrums and I saw that blood was indeed leaking from the ears of some of the men. I saw that we were no longer a group of well-intentioned seekers of justice, but a mob of ragged scarecrows in the grasp of something larger - something more complex than anything we had ever imagined in our puny lives.

And through it all, Captain Harding’s eyes, surveying the landscape of my soul. 

Through the open cabin door I glimpsed the long crate, open now and propped onto the captain’s desk positioned so the body within stared at me through mummified eye-sockets that were screwed shut but somehow still managed to bore into my eyes with an intensity that nearly loosened my bowels where I stood. It was Saint Francis Xavier himself, of that I have no doubt any more, though at the time I was hesitant to admit to myself what I had seen. Harding had somehow procured the sainted remains for his own uses, of which we would never have the opportunity to learn. I scarcely had the chance to register the sight, or turn toward Bentz and Sullivan and the others, or call out, or shout a warning, or indeed even cower in the face of the fear I felt. I scarcely had the chance because just then the connection was broken as Idalgo, the spineless Spaniard henchman stepped slightly aside, coming between me and the saint’s horrible gaze, and the words Captain Harding spoke were slow and deliberate, delivered in some sort of chant which lulled my mind and dulled my senses - I am more convinced of this every day now - and spoke to my soul and to the souls of the others and drew from us a promise, or a vow, or some sort of assent, and made us all complicit in the actions that he had taken and those he was about to take.

And then Harding’s other hand, the one he’d hidden behind his back, flashed out and in his grip was a strangely rippled blade (a kris I have since learned), its long bejewelled hilt and crossguard reflecting the blinking, strobing companionway lights even after its point had found and penetrated the belly of Idalgo, whose surprised look before the pain came proved that he’d been unaware of this part of the plan, yes, and then he dropped the empty revolver. Only then did I realize that I had seen subconsciously the empty cylinder chambers - that Idalgo had always been a part of the plan, just not the part he thought. 

The Spaniard dropped the revolver into the gore pooling at his feet and looked up at his master, who still held the knife deeply embedded in his organs. Harding then jerked the blade upward, sawing into Idalgo’s living torso and making him twitch like a life-size marionette until he’d been split open from belly to sternum like the corpse he already was, even if his brain had not yet registered the fact.

We - foiled mutineers - stood in the strobing lights, the smell of blood and feces mingling with the other, more pervasive stench from the captain’s cabin, and suddenly our purpose seemed as dim as a light far away down a railway tunnel. We had no purpose except to obey our captain. When he and Gunther passed around the flagon filled with Idalgo’s hot, coppery blood and watched as we partook, Bentz and Sullivan and I and the others, bodies shivering as if suffering from the ague, we were then united under the weight of our complicity - the sacrifice of one for the lives of many, perhaps. 

I accept now that I will never know, only suspect.

The memory is a funny thing, for it took nearly forty years for some of these images to resolve into a whole I could almost understand, and by then it was too late.

It is too late.

You see, after the hasty inquest established that seven crewmen had died of disease due to the primitive conditions of our port of call and not negligence of the officers, I was able to track Voss Harding eventually - to a new name and face, and the CEO’s office of a three-letter company you would surely recognize, where he ruled with a legendary iron fist and made billions. At least until last month, when he suddenly disappeared.

I remained a long-distance friend of Sullivan and Bentz, my compatriots in our failed mutiny, who helped me finally take the S.S. Caritas back home laden with silver and other, more esoteric treasure. Their memory, too, was flawed, but we agreed that something had happened to us at the hands of Captain Voss Harding. Occasionally we even tried to talk about it. At least until a month ago, when Bentz disappeared. And two weeks ago, when Sullivan went missing.

I have since seen photographs of the mummy of Saint Francis Xavier, and its features strangely resemble those of the treacherous Idalgo.

Perhaps payment is now due for whatever he - we - purchased that day, long ago, in the split harbor of Panaji, Goa.

I fear the collector is on his way.

 

Dedicated to my father, who witnessed 

some of these events.
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“I remember like it was yest’day the day I hooked up with Graken,” I say to the hick sittin’ next to me at the scraped-up excuse for a bar they call the Come-On Inn, “and I’d be sure glad to tell you about it if you’d set there a spell and mebbe spot me a shot or three of whatever you’re drinkin’.”

The fella had been there, in the front row. I recollected his old snap-brim hat cocked low over his eyes, like he didn’t wanna be seen. He was still wearing the hat, but had pushed it back a ways over his skull so’s you could see a short patch of limp blond hair hanging over his

forehead. And you could see his eyes lookin’ at me like they was measuring me for a casket - all thin and slitty. Then he nodded, sudden-like, and waved the barkeep over, who’d been givin’ me the eye hisself ever since I come in.

They all respected me in the pit, all right, but here - here I was trash.

“I’ll have another, and one like it for this gentleman,” he says to the ex-boxer with the apron. The boxer smirks like he’s not so sure about the gentleman part, as it applies to me, but nods and pours two, takin’ some cash from the hick’s pile.

“Thank you kindly,” I says, mindin’ my manners. It ain’t often I get a mark so quickly on the first try, so I work ‘im as careful as I can. The shot’s good goin’ down, but I gulp half and save the rest for sippin’. “Din’t I see you at the pit day ‘fore yest’day?”

I figure, go for the throat.

He turns away for a second, like’s he’s all embarrassed by what I’m sayin’, ‘cept what I’m sayin’ is the truth - he was there, and he knows it. So were a hundred other dinks, but I ain’t got time to dick around with this game. I got pressures and I got commitments.

I got Graken to feed, and I need a new stake. The prize we took two days ago is gone-Daddy-gone, and there’s a derby on just three hours away, if only some mark would put up the five hundred bucks entry. Why do I think this dude’s the one? Just call it a gut-feeling - he’s wearin’ a crap-hat, but his shoes scream dollar bills and the suit’s gotta be silk. He signals apron-boy for a couple more and I note that includin’ me in this round means I got a hook into him. He’s interested, sure as shit. I feel relief floodin’ inside my gut. Graken’s gonna eat, and I’m gonna have some more time to think on what problems I got.

Sometimes, that’s just the best a man can line up.

“Name’s Nate Culpepper,” I says while the shots’re bein’ poured. I stick out my hand.

The hick takes my hand and crushes it. “Philby. Gerald Philby.”

“Well, Jerry, it’s nice meetin’ after sharin’ the joys and excitement of the pit.” I give ‘im the wet noodle - you never know when it’s gonna come in handy to be underestimated.

“Not so loud, okay?” Philby looks around again and downs his shot. His hand just might be shakin’. What does this guy think - that I’m a cop, settin’ up a sting?

“Nothin’ to worry about here, Jer,” I says. “Everybody here’s been to the pit at least once. Some - well, they can’t take the blood, know what I mean? Others though, others are meaner’n shit and willin’ to spend money to make money.”

I look at him through my own slits.

“Which kind are you?”

“Look, I bought you a drink,” he says. “Glad to meet you. But I’d really rather be alone.”

“You saw my bird there in the pit,” I whisper so’s not to let the dinks around us in on my pitch. “You know it’s a winner. I’ve lost track o’the number of matches he’s won. I’m jus’ lookin’ for somebody to partner up with me for this derby later on, and maybe for the World Series goin’ on next week in this little place jus’ outside Kansas City.”

Some kind of a weird look flits over his eyes. Like he’s puzzled, wonderin’ why him, and then the look turns to good ole greed and the corners of his mouth crinkle up a bit, like maybe we ain’t jus’ whistlin’ Dixie here after all.

“How much do you need?” His voice is quiet and controlled, but I’ve seen enough like ‘im to feel the blood rushin’ through his veins.

“Five bills,” I says. “I’m a gah-ran-teed winner, and the derby pays twenty-five grand for first prize. Even second’s a good win — fifty bills.”

“Winnings split how?”

“Th’ middle, after upkeep. I put up the bird, so if we lose your stash I lose my livin’.”

“You’ve got other birds,” he says, wavin’ for another drink.

I wait for the pourin’ to be done, then drink with my new partner. It’s always this easy.

“Used to. Only got Graken now,” I says softly. “Only need the one. You wanna meet ‘im?”

He nods, and we’re outta there, me feelin’ apron-boy’s eyes on my back.

 

*

 

“You were going to tell me about how -”

“Me and Graken got together, yeah.” I guided him to my heap out in the lot, an old Volvo wagon with a cage set-up in the back and jus’ enough room for my suitcase and a coupla things. The dented trailer with big U-Haul letters fadin’ on the side was hanging on in the shadows. “Still

gonna, Jerry. Still gonna. You still gonna stake me for this next derby?”

He bobbed his head but kept his mouth shut.

I could see ‘im starin’ into the darkness in the back of the car, strainin’ to make out the bird that would be his ticket out. Outta what, how the fuck did I know? But marks like him, they’re always lookin’ for a way outta somethin’, and they always need guys like me. And my Graken.

The bird’s watchin’ somethin’ on the little color tv I got plugged into the lighter. He likes doin’ that - sittin’ in front of it like a kid, beak almost touchin’ the screen.

“Pull back a little,” I says. But I’m too late.

Just as Jerry’s cranin’ his neck to peek into the car, Graken shoots up to the window in that zoom-bang way he’s got - like he’s not even there at all, and suddenly the air starts to kinda shimmer and then he’s sittin’ right at the glass starin’ at ya and kinda tremblin’ and twitchin’. And you’re rubbin’ your eyes and wonderin’ how much you had to drink, cause no way could he just appear like that.

‘Cept he can, and he does. And that’s why he’s a winner.

Jerry’s still shakin’ from the shock - like he almost jumped outta his skin and dropped his heart out his ass - when I go on tellin’ him the story I was gonna start while in the bar. He was gonna listen real good, Jerry was. I could tell. And Graken was gonna watch us the whole time.

I wait for him to start breathin’ regular again.

“Use to be I had a whole stable of birds,” I say. He’s starin’ at me, but I ignore him. “One day I just get done feedin’ ‘em their vitamins and I’m about to do some trainin’ with spurs, and they start squawkin’ like their tail feathers’re on fire. I look up and here’s this scrawny thing walkin’ into my compound. It’s red and gold and kinda shimmery, almost like it’s made out of metal. I ain’t never seen one of this breed before, but that don’t mean much - it’s got feathers and a crest and it squawks at me like one of my birds. I figure it’s either an offspring I ain’t seen that got outta the compound or else it belongs to a neighbor who’s been cockin’ longer than I been.”

By now Jerry and Graken are starin’ at each other, and I feel mighty glad there’s thick glass between the two. You can never figure what Graken’ll do, and we need Jerry right now, for tonight’s derby, but maybe Graken don’t sense that yet. It’s so late by now that I’m crossin’ my fingers on the stake Jerry’s givin’ us. It’s too damn late to find another mark now.

Then the bird zips back to the tv screen and he’s suddenly interested in some gory show where guys are gettin’ killed by thugs with guns. His feathers start rufflin’ and I know it’s time for a quick one.

I hold up my hand in Jerry’s face. “Back in a sec - dinner time.”

He’s not complainin’. Hell, looks like he can barely breathe.

The old U-Haul’s packed with little cages. I swing the door open and there’s a commotion of squawks and fluttering. I reach in and grab a chicken from one of the cages and drag it flappin’ back to the Volvo. I toss the bird in the back and grab on to Jerry’s sleeve.

“You don’t wanna miss this, my friend.”

Before Jerry can even answer me, Graken’s pulled away from the tv and homed in on the stupid bird I threw in. He circles around the dazed chicken without makin’ a sound, once, twice, then he starts this shimmerin’ thing he does with his feathers and zooms in - disappears, more like - and the chicken starts to squawk even louder and all you can see is blood and feathers flyin’ and the chicken kinda starts to disappear too.

Jerry’s jaw drops - it’s what everybody does when they see Graken feedin’.

It’s about over for the chicken, which is now lookin’ like a livin’ skeleton cause so much of it’s been ripped right off the bone, and Graken’s comin’ back into sight almost like he’s beamin’ back from wherever he was. He lets out this loud noise, like a victory yell - from which he gets his name, I might add. Then he heads back to the tv screen, leavin’ behind the carcass, which I reach in and pull out. I try not to get much blood on my clothes.

I turn back to the money man again. “So, as I was sayin’, that day I find an empty cage to put it in, ‘cept it won’t go into a cage. It follows me around until I stop in front of the cage where I keep my best fighter, the one I call Terminator. This bird is almost twice the weight of the average cock, okay, and he’s laid out four dozen opponents. He’s a freakin’ death-dealer, see what I mean? I stand there and sure enough, they connect. Them two birds look at each other and I can almost smell the blood - so I say, sure, give the new guy a chance. I put a spur on Terminator’s left leg, but this new bird won’t let me touch ‘im. He keeps avoidin’ me and walking around my legs, his eyes always on Terminator. When I step outta the way, the two go at it and I figure that’s it for the new guy. I mean, no spur and no experience, he’s gonna last three fuckin’ seconds. Then Graken just kinda starts shimmerin’ - like you just saw - and it’s like he’s choppin’ up Terminator alive, spur or no spur. He circles my bird and almost disappears, ‘cept I can just barely see that sharp beak of his goin’ in for these jabs and there’s blood flyin’ all right, but it’s all Terminator’s, who’s tryin’ to get the fuck outta there but can’t, cause Graken’s just too fast. Fact is, it’s Terminator that just don’t stand a chance. Then this weird bird-thing struts over the corpse o’ my best bird and crows, if you can call it that, lettin’ every bird in the menagerie know that he’s in charge now.”

I look at Jerry, who’s starin’ at me. Gotta be careful not to lose ‘im.

“That was Graken’s first fight, two years ago. He ain’t even come close to losin’ one yet. He’s a money-maker, and you’re gonna be happy you signed on with us.”

“Man, what kind of bird is he?” You can still see the awe in his face, in his eyes.

“Don’t know,” says I. “Don’t know where he comes from, either, but he sure is hungry. Whatever he is, he’s so hungry he can’t lose. I give ‘im the name Graken on account of the sound he makes after tearin’ some other poor bird to bits - kinda like one of them outsize blackbirds you see off the side o’ the freeway, waitin’ for roadkill.”

So we sign the deal right there, in the parkin’ lot next to the Volvo, where Graken’s watchin’ tv calm as you please. After two years, I know that he knows we got us a sponsor, another in a long line. Regular food ahead.

Believe you me, I’m pretty damn happy myself.

 

*

 

It’s derby time.

We go in the side door, like the man says. There’s a guard here with a radio and a pitbull on a chain. It’s a shut-down warehouse, dark on the outside and not much lit-up inside, ‘cept in the middle of the big room, where they set up eight tiers of risers in a square. The center’s a pit about five foot deep, square and ‘bout the size of a boxing ring. Fact is, there’s a fake floor ready to go over the pit, and a couple boxers are workin’ out with bags and weights so they’ll be nice and sweaty should a raid happen to bust up the proceedin’s. The main door’s monitored by more thugs with pitbulls, and the promoter’s had wall panels put up so’s cops bustin’ in would hafta follow the path, and it’s a maze leadin’ nowhere. By the time cops get to the action, we got an amateur bout goin’ and the birds’re tucked away where you can’t hear’em. Side door’s the same, only the panels lead back to the door less’n you know which one to push on.

There’s guys here from all over the south, couple from the north, and a buncha wetbacks from Mexico and Cuba. More wetbacks from Arizona, and a bunch from just around the corner in East Texas. There’s even a coupla chinks from Singapore, where cockin’s big business and totally legit. Course, we got guys from all five legit states, too, like New Mexico and Louisiana. Plus, there’s about a hundred of us owners, all lookin’ for a big score. Purse is big, for these parts - twenty-five grand. What with door take and entry fees per bird, promoter’s ridin’ pretty here. Not to mention food sales - I can smell fried chicken, grease, and stale beer from where I’m sittin’ in the bullpen. ‘Fore the night’s over, there’ll be plenty more fried chicken - losers make a mighty fine vitam-enriched meal, know what I mean? Jerry’s out in the audience, placin’ side bets, happy knowin’ we got such a bloodthirsty bird. Or whatever it is.

The noise is gettin’ worse, and the fumes from where they’re parkin’ cars indoors is gettin’ to be more than the vents can handle. I’m sittin’, watchin’ the fights while Graken stands just in front of me - no cage for him. I catch other owners lookin’ at ‘im funny - he’s not quite the right colors, and his feathers look pretty sharp. It’s shimmerin’ again, just enough so’s it looks like a trick of the lightin’, but I know better and none o’ these hicks stands a chance.

Money’s changin’ hands fast, with cockers bettin’ on Cowboy hat and Baseball Cap, or Red Jacket versus Leather Coat - it’s easier to tell handlers apart than their birds. Guys carry their birds into the pit and fasten the razor spur in back of the bird’s left leg, where the fifth toe’s been cut to the nub for just this purpose. They fake at each other three times to get the birds riled up, then throw ‘em in to fight it out. Like as not, blood flows as th’ razor spurs cut through feather and skin until one o’ the birds is either dead or mighty shy-like. That one’s the loser, and a little ole neck-pull makes ‘im somebody’s dinner.

Justice is swift in the cockpit, my friend, and most matches last just under a minute - though some drag on up to two or three.

Then it’s our turn, and I walk Graken out into the pit. He’s in my arms, shimmerin’ like a metal sculpture - I can hear some dude in the front row bettin’ that it ain’t a real cock. I put ‘im down - not quite sure why he lets me do this, but I guess he’s learned what the expected behavior is - and pretend to fasten a spur to the back of his left leg. Actually I can feel his feathers sharpenin’ like knife blades under my fingers, turnin’ like no feathers I ever seen can turn. Careful not to get myself cut open, I cradle Graken again and make the required three moves to rile our adversary, an all-blonde Zamboanga White with a straight spur them wetbacks prefer. I barely look at the handler, a mestizo with a white straw hat, and then our birds are fightin’. 

I feel Jerry’s eyes focused on my back for a second, then I crouch outta the way and let Graken do his thing.

He dances ‘round the Zamboanga like a rope-a-dopin’ boxer and the crowd roars its approval - this is fine entertainment! The Z tries to peck at Graken once, but Graken shimmers and almost disappears, suddenly comin’ in from the right like he’s always been there. The Z’s so confused it stands there while Graken demolishes one of its wings with a flutter of metallic feathers. Now the blonde cock’s speckled with dark red and Graken seems to smell his victory, cause he shimmers some more and his wings zip Blondie’s legs and back, bitin’ deep into the bird’s skin. The Z keels over all at once, clearly admittin’ defeat - not that this nobility would be rewarded with anythin’ but a hot grease bath - but Graken ain’t willin’ to let go so easily. Oh no, he leans right in and buries his beak into the other bird’s head, pecking out the eyes in a blur of blood and pus, and then he sticks his head into the Z’s face and tears out strips of flesh until he’s consuming the bird alive, his wings holdin’ down the flappin’ loser.

All this takes at most a half minute, and the crowd’s on its feet. Clappin’ and hootin’ and money’s flowin’ like a green tide.

By the time the mestizo rushes in to rescue his bird, there’s nothin’ left but chunks of twitchin’ meat and feathers. Not even enough for a meal.

I step in and Graken hops onto my outstretched arm. The place erupts in wild applause - the hicks ain’t ever seen such a show. Even the wetback takes his hat off to me, while holdin’ with his other hand the bag of skin that once was his proud possession.

We wait our turn again, while the number of matches reduces the participants down to fifty, and then we go again, this time against a golden rooster whose spiky behavior tells me it’s just been hopped up on a coke and vitamin cocktail. Graken prances around this one, duckin’ in for a peck or a slash, slowly reducin’ this one to a bleedin’ mass of moving chicken flesh. The golden don’t give, though, and finally Graken blurs himself and slashes with his feather-blades until he’s choppin’ the bird to bits and swallowin’ chunks of raw chicken flesh. The crowd’s nuts again, and I think Jerry’s doing real well with the side bets - and we got nothin’ to worry about on the way to the purse. It’s been about three and a half hours, and there’s about a dozen birds left.

I feel Graken humming on my lap, almost like a machine. He lives for these nights, and I gotta say, I like the money just fine myself. Guess we both get somethin’ outta this, and Jerry too. 

Next few matches go by fast and furious, with half the birds showin’ their exhaustion by layin’ down. They end up in the loser’s barrel, lumps of bloody meat ready for boilin’ and fryin’. The winners get to go to the cock doctor, who stitches ‘em up and pumps ‘em full of painkillers so their owners can still put ‘em out to stud. The ultimate reward for a winner.

But Graken don’t need no doctor, cause he’s just shreddin’ the competition - making Chicken McNuggets out of ‘em, truth be told. He’s on the verge of grabbin’ the championship, and guys in the gallery are cheerin’ him like a feathered Lancelot and small fortunes’re bein’ made - some pessimists figurin’ he’s gotta lose sometime, but he ain’t about to.

He’s hummin’ on my lap like a battery that’s charged to the max, waitin’ for his turn to zip in there and show some poor dumb bird the truth about livin’ and dyin’.

About four in the mornin’ it’s just down to Graken and this steroid-monster rooster with a wicked curved scythe fastened to the back of his left leg. I been watchin’ this bird disembowel most competitors with that powerful leg-slash of his, and when he and Graken square off, man, there’s a hush falls on the place - even the most crazed fans wouldn’t make a sound now, not with so much cash money at stake in purse and side bets.

They circle each other like bull and bullfighter, measurin’ and takin’ stock, then each fakes once and pulls back. Somebody in the crowd hisses, like they’re takin’ too long already, and I swear Graken turns to the hisser, raises a wing and salutes ‘im. Then he lunges in and becomes a blur, wings blazin’ like blades through the air and blood squirtin’ from the pumped-up rooster like a gusher oil-well. The enemy rooster’s faster’n he looks, though, and pulls back enough to get outta range for a second - just before drawin’ Graken off-balance and duckin’ in for a vicious bite-and-stab combo that leaves Graken stunned.

I’m in the corner and I can’t look - ain’t never seen Graken take a hit before. My pulse is poundin’ to burst outta my neck and an itch-like worry creeps up my back.

But I oughta relax.

Graken fakes to the left then blurs again and later I hear people swearin’ they saw him attackin’ from the right while others are sayin’ from the left, and it looks like both are right. Blood and feathers rain down on me and the other handler and on the first rows while Graken demolishes this thing that was a bird leavin’ behind not even enough to sling into that overflowin’ bucket o’ death. By the time Graken’s done with the claws, the beak, and the wings, the rooster’s nothin’ but a lumpy stain in the middle of the pit. 

Graken struts back to my side and hops onto my arm lookin’ mighty pleased with hisself.

The crowd goes wild, and Jerry and me make good our escape in the commotion - angry handlers and bettors ain’t a new thing in this line o’work, and why give’em a chance to ruin a perfectly good night?

“My God,” Jerry’s shoutin’ a few minutes later, when we’re climbin’ in the Volvo with Graken. “I think we made forty grand tonight!”

“That’s right, partner,” I says as I squeal us outta there before any of the pissed-off cockers can round up a car. They can be meaner’n shit and less honorable than gut-wounded scorpions.

“They always get this rowdy?”

I’m laughin’ my ass off. “Wherever Graken fights we ain’t generally welcome back.”

“Well, damn,” he says.

I got to admit, I agree. I check the mirror, but this time the road’s all clear behind us.

In the back of the dark Volvo, I can hear Graken watchin’ his tv.

 

*

 

So we hit a buncha dinky derbies right after that, keepin’ a low profile and playin’ some of the other cocks so not too many folks’d see Graken doin’ his thing. We pay off some creditors - Jerry owes everybody from here to Shitsville - and before you know it it’s bad times again.

“I think we’ve got to find a big derby,” Jerry says one night after a shitload of bad Chink take-out. “We’re running low on cash, and there’s no sense to it with this natural winner.”

He starts raisin’ his voice a little when I pay him no mind.

That’s when Jerry first notices that Graken’s been lookin’ at us, watching us with them crystal slit-eyes of his. See, his eyes don’t really look like chicken-eyes at all, more like those on a bug - like with tiny little angles, making ‘em look like diamonds in the light. So he’s been watching us fight probly more than we noticed. Now he turns away from the tv screen completely and struts toward us, like he means business.

You’d think this would look funny, two men being approached by a struttin’ rooster-thing. But I can assure you, we both seen those metal feathers of his slice-and-dice a number of critters, and we neither of us want to get slit up by that walkin’ Gillette display. So we step back and immediately feel this solid wall behind us. Jerry nudges me - hard! - with a bony elbow, and I take that to mean I should be smooth-talkin’ the homicidal bird thing we hung our fortunes on.

“Hey, Graken,” I croak out, “we’re okay, man! Just havin’ us a discussion, see?” I grab Jerry’s hand and pump it a few times, buddy-like. The bird looks me straight in the eye and makes a couple of them Graken sounds. His metal feathers flutter like knife blades bein’ sharpened. Then he just stands there, and so do we.

“I think he’s sending us a message,” says Jerry-boy.

“Yeah, he don’t like us fightin’. He wants to do the fightin’. We better find some action pretty quick.”

“As soon as he moves.”

“Got that right.”

An hour, that bird keeps us there. Not movin’, his eyes shinin’ like diamonds in sunlight. Then he just turns around and heads back to his tv, making soft little Graken noises like he’s mutterin’ at us.

Jerry and I head for the car. Before I can swing the door shut, Graken is through it. He’s goin’ with us, I guess. I look at Jerry. There ain’t much we can do if Graken wants action, and I figure he can help us find it. I swing the back of the Volvo open, but the bird ain’t havin’ none of the cage. He shimmers and next thing we know he’s in the back seat. Like the cage don’t even exist.

“Where to?” Jerry asks, turnin’ the key.

“Shit, just drive around. Try the warehouse district. Not gonna be any action in the fuckin’ suburbs, d’ya think?” As Jerry gets the car rolling, I’m thinkin’ about the Glock I got stashed in the glove box, and wondering how many of the Teflon slugs it might take to blow a hole in Graken. Saving one for Jerry-boy just for bein’ a dork.

Behind us, Graken is shimmerin’ from side window to side window, like a retriever ready to hunt. This is a new one on me. I’m measurin’ the distance to the glove box, when suddenly Jerry pulls off this road that cuts through the middle of an industrial park. These buildings are newer than the warehouse district. I figure he’s just an idiot.

“The fuck you doin’?” Then I notice that Graken’s acting like a pointer, for Christ’s sake, aimin’ right at a fenced-in lot behind a two-story red-brick. “You’re both nuts.” 

“No, look,” Jerry says, pointin’ at whatever the bird’s lookin’ at.

I stick my head forward so’s I can look past Jerry’s noodle and then I see ‘em. Three of them low-rider pick-ups, painted hot pink and purple just like hookers’ lips - sure sign that some wetbacks are cockin’ tonight. Before I can say anything at all, Jerry’s pullin’ the Volvo through a gate and headin’ for the door. Why the hell not? When we stop, Graken’s sitting in his carrying cage, and I swear he’s almost smilin’ - there’s a weird kinda uptilt to his razor beak, and his eyes are sparkling even more than before. I swear he’s humming when I half-cover the cage as usual and carry him to the side door, where a tall Latino with a cell phone and a bulge in his coat looks us over, makes a six-word call, and waves us in. Just down the hall there’s a table with a guy and a cashbox and a black guy standin’ guard. The sign says $50, but the guy says “Seventy-five,” and who the fuck are we to argue? Must be a special for Caucasians tonight.

I pull out the last of our cash and Jerry adds what he’s got, and we got enough left between us for maybe a fried onion. The guard sneers at us as we walk past him and head down the hallway to where another guy pushes open a crash-door and we’re on the loading dock. There’s about a hundred cockers in this huge concrete cave, and maybe twice that many spectators and guests. Mostly men, but there’s a couple hookers and a few girlfriends sittin’ quietly here and there. This derby ain’t for tourists, and I can only spot a couple obvious ones. The seats are tiered into a square and the pit’s a shallow sandbox on the red-painted concrete floor. Guys with guns are sittin’ at each of three loading dock garage doors, but the crowd don’t care cause there’s action in the pit. Even from the edge of things I can see feathers and blood flyin’ while handlers scream and shout at their birds.

This is a bigger derby than I ever seen, and I been in the biz a while. The cell phones means they ain’t too worried about the local law - paid off, no shit - cause anybody can lissen in on cellular. Yeah, it’s a big one.

There’s nothin’ like action, nossir, and I can feel Graken vibratin’ in his cage. He feels the same way.

“I can’t believe he led us to this derby,” Jerry almost has to shout in my ear on account of all the noise. He nods his head at Graken’s cage.

“Fuck off and do your thing,” I shout back. He’s an idiot. 

I take Graken and our number down the side of the dock area where the other handlers are waitin’ with their birds. Graken’s still vibrating. It ain’t typical - usually he’s settlin’ down some by now. I take my place in line and set down next to the cage, hoping to see some of the other birds fightin’ it out. It’s the usual mix and match, with more Zamboangas here than you usually see - Whites and Blacks, and even a Golden. This means they’re evenly matched ‘cept for the steroid shots an’ drug cocktails. The losers’ barrel keeps getting fuller with bloody carcasses oozin’ guts. The number of cockers waiting keeps gettin’ smaller, though some have enough birds to keep at it all night. Most put their two or three birds through, then disappear when it’s over. One guy I’m watchin’ has like, twenty-fuckin’ cages and keeps ‘em covered like I do so’s not to show his wares too quickly. This guy looks at me over his handlebar mustache like he’s gonna rip me a new asshole. His birds for the most part win two or three matches each, keepin’ him in the game a long time. I’m watchin’ him and givin’ him the chin, like, you and how many guys? Then I realize that Graken ain’t vibratin’ no more in his cage.

I check on him, lifting a corner of the cover, but he’s like an aluminum statue.

So we keep this up for a while, watchin’ birds get slaughtered and served up as crispy balls of grease the wetbacks suck right down to the marrow. Me, my stomach’s churnin’, but the sight of Jerry makin’ pretty good early bets is easing my pain.

Then they call Graken’s number and I take ‘im in for his first match. I hear the crowd gasp when I pull the cover. Jerry’s smilin’ up a storm and conductin’ the bets, and I know we’re doing okay long as Graken does his bit. When I set him loose on a Golden with a blood-red crest, it only takes him about fifteen seconds to feed that rooster chunks of his own bloody meat. Crowd goes nuts. Next up, a half-breed puts in some kinda barnyard monster bird, and Graken hums and vibrates around him for a half minute, then zooms in so fast he’s not even there, his head goin’ in and comin’ back with the monster’s bloody heart in his beak.

Then it’s all a blur, cause Graken’s up to a dozen straight wins, two dozen, three dozen. Then we’re takin’ a breather cause they’re spreadin’ out fresh sawdust to sop up all the blood. Thanks to Graken’s beak and feathers from hell. Jerry gives me the thumbs-up from where he’s sittin’, and now I can see he’s hired a freelance security guy to bodyguard - by my count, he’s gotta have like thirty grand in side bets in his pocket, and we ain’t gone for the winner’s purse yet.

I look at Graken, and suddenly I’m sweatin’. Somethin’ ain’t right, it’s all fucked cause he’s vibratin’ but it looks more like he’s tremblin’, feverish. I look across the dock at Jerry, and he’s too busy bettin’ on our own monster to note my signal. He’s gonna risk a huge chunk of our winnings on the next few matches, and he don’t know the bird’s ailin’.

I put my arm out and Graken sorta stumbles onto it, looking punch-drunk. I ain’t never seen him like this before. Metallic feathers look dull, like he’s been dunked in acid. He ain’t never faced so many birds back-to-back in one derby before, and maybe it’s time to pull out.

The crowd roars, and it’s too late. The last dozen birds have belonged to Handlebar, and he ain’t been happy to see ‘em demolished by Graken. These were big fuckers, too, like doped-up Frankenstein roosters that musta cost him a bundle to raise, and Graken took ‘em apart like so many sausages. Like they was already dinner before even steppin’ into the pit, so little did they manage against my wild, weird bird. But now the crowd’s reactin’ to something Handlebar’s pullin’ outta the last cage, the one’s been covered all night. There’s a rush of noise, and then a hush settles in.

Fuck’s goin’ down? I look up and there’s Jerry, smackin’ himself on the head. This ain’t a good sign, you bet. Handlebar’s holdin’ his best bird, and now I know why the crowd’s ga-ga. 

Handlebar’s bird’s just like another Graken, maybe a mite smaller, but the metallic feathers are shimmerin’ and the beak looks like it could cut through a car bumper. The color’s different, too, kinda dull and lifeless - until the shimmerin’ feathers catch the light and turn blue-green and silver. This bird’s struttin’ around Handlebar just like Graken does when he’s bloodthirsty, and for the first time ever since Graken found me I’m scared shitless I’m gonna lose the one thing makes me anything at all in this shitty world.

Graken’s starin’ at this bird too, but it don’t look to me like he’s surprised - if anything, it’s like he’s been waitin’ for the showdown. Suddenly he zooms off my arm and reappears in the pit, like a birdy Mad Max. Them two Grakens face off like Rocky and Mr. T.

Shit, I look up and see Jerry wavin’ at me, like maybe I can call the bird back or something, so I know we just put our wad on Graken before we knew what he was gonna face. Crap, I always thought there was only one Graken in the world, and now he’s evenly matched. What a wash.

Handlebar gives me a snooty look and spits at me from the pit. He’s too far away, but the crowd gasps and mutters. It’s a fuckin’ challenge, a statement of revenge. He’s pissed his birds made Graken-food, but then why did he play ‘em? Why not play his Graken from the get-go? I figure he hoped one of his would get lucky against my Graken, then he wouldn’t have to put his up against mine.

It don’t much matter, cause the two weirdo birds are in the pit now, circlin’ each other slowly like a coupla bullfighters or over-the-hill boxers. Their metal feathers rotate like the wing thingies on airplanes and they tilt their heads sideways, lookin’ at each other with them freaky diamond-studded eyes. One takes a step forward, the other back, and then again, and both tilt heads the other way. My Graken’s got this long tail points straight up, but the other Graken’s tail is stubby and it lays down flat. I’m guessin’ this might make my bird dominant or whatever, and we’re gonna cash in after all - so then I hope like hell Jerry’s put the whole boodle on the match.

The crowd’s quiet while these two size each other up, but there’s a murmur as money keeps changin’ hands. They ain’t ever seen a match like this one, and they’re all tryin’ to get in on the action before any blood’s spilled. Come to think of it, I ain’t sure Graken’s got blood runnin’ through him. High-octane rocket fuel, maybe like that. 

Now the two Grakens look like they’re doin’ one of them slow tangos, every few seconds nippin’ at each other with razored beaks. Anytime now I’m thinkin’ my Graken’s gonna go in for the kill. One thrust right at the heart, and Handlebar’s gonna be eating fried metal flakes tonight. That’s all’s gonna be left of his star bird. Sure as shit,

Graken starts shimmerin’ around the enemy, pecking at him and pulling back, over and over. By this time there’s usually blood spraying everywhere, but now it’s like he’s holding back. Hell, they’re both holding back and it’s been a minute, so the match should be over and done with and somebody’s bird a winner and the other a mangled mess ready for the slop barrel.

Handlebar’s Graken sticks up his wings and damned if my Graken don’t do it too, and then they’re zoomin’ around each other, smacking metal beaks. Anytime now, they’re gonna go for blood. You can feel the crowd’s expectin’ it too, and I look over at Handlebar and smirk. He takes a step toward me, fists aimed in my general direction. I stretch my hand down toward the dirk I got in my boot. Bring it on, I spit out under my breath.

Then the crowd gasps like fireworks just went off in the pit, and Handlebar and I both turn to look barely in time to see the two Grakens doin’ each other right then and there, you know, doin’ the deed. I ain’t ever seen a Graken mate, but there’s no doubt in my mind that’s what’s goin’ on. Mine’s drivin’ into the other one from behind like a bull on a cow and they’re both screechin’ them Graken sounds louder and louder. All I can do is stare and I can feel that’s what everybody’s doin’ - it’s like the floor show at some skin palace but on some other fuckin’ dimension.

Handlebar turns away, confused, and I have to force myself to keep from sticking ‘im with the dirk anyway just on general principle.

All at once the screechin’ in the pit’s as loud as my ears can stand and then it stops - and my Graken’s doin’ his victory dance over the corpse of the other, which I can see now has been parted from its head. There ain’t no blood, but the smaller bird’s nothin’ but a metallic lump of dead bird, and mine’s crowin’ to the heavens.

Then things get mighty intense.

Handlebar turns to face me again, rage distendin’ his features like a balloon, and Jerry’s next to me and pulling me away toward the door. Making a weird noise.

“What the fuck you doin’?”

“Getting us outta here, Nate, before they tear us apart!”

“Shit!” I turn and show Handlebar the dirk and it’s a good thing, too, cause he’s headin’ for us now, the crowd eggin’ him on. Some guys are startin’ to edge off the risers, makin’ a move at us, when Graken zooms out of the pit and onto my arm like he always does, and then the shoutin’ starts and we’re runnin’ back the way we came in, past where the guards were, and Handlebar figures he’s gotta uphold his manhood, so he gives chase.

I turn over a slop barrel and see ‘im go slidin’ into the guts and corpses, and then I’m out the door.

Next Jerry’s starting up the Volvo and I dump our bird into the back and slam the door just as the crowd starts to boil outta the buildin’.

“Fuck!”

“What is it?” He’s screechin’ onto a side street. He really is an idiot.

“We dint collect the purse, Jerry-boy!” Is he dense, or what? 

“Oh shit,” he says. “And I think I dropped the side bet money when we were getting out.”

I put my head in my hands and let the asshole drive us back to hell.

 

*

 

It’s about two months later, and we ain’t seen a derby in weeks. Jerry keeps tellin’ me he’s heard this and he’s seen that, but it still comes down to either no action or the action’s keepin’ us out. We been in Missouri over a week now, where cockin’s legal as booze, and nobody’s talkin’.

It’s our rep - it beat us here and no one wants to risk all their birds against a monster like Graken.

Which is all fine and good, ‘cept that my little friend’s gettin’ annoyed at the lack of movin’ breathin’ dinner - and the fun of eatin’ it chunk by livin’ chunk.

I get back from my shoppin’ trip with a gift for Graken, but Jerry don’t rightly appreciate the gesture (which is worth approximately half what we got left in cash).

“What the hell’s that?” he says.

“Graken’s dinner.”

I put the pet-shop puppy on the floor and fetch Graken, whose interest in the sitcom he’s watching is definitely fadin’.





  

Jerry runs outta the room screamin’ just as Graken leaps in, wings a blur of metal edges.

I turn away.

But Graken’s gotta eat. What else am I gonna do?

I cover my ears when he starts to crow his victory.

Within a month, with no derby to find in all of Missouri and not much money left, we’re snatchin’ dogs off leashes and cats off porches. Jerry helps me with the canvas sack, but he won’t watch.

Funny how bloody chickens don’t bug him much, but little Fidos and Felixes do. I make some fun of ‘im, but mostly let’im be. He spends his days lookin’ for a derby, with no luck. We don’t freakin’ exist.

Sometimes I wonder what he’s runnin’ from, other days I think I know. And he ain’t ever gonna get away.

 

*

 

We been arguin’ for hours. We’re in a Arkansas Motel Hell, shortly after havin’ been in an Oklahoma version of the same. We’re livin’ hand to fuckin’ mouth, with only a coupla neighborhood cockfights to tide us over till the World Series, which is supposed to be somewhere in this area. But the hicks - they’ve all clammed up on us, they don’t want us there after some of what they heard about.

I can just tell the whole shitload’s about to hit the fan. 

“When we hooked up I thought there was gonna be money,” Jerry says loudly.

I keep gesturin’ at the door - the walls are thin as toilet paper in a whorehouse ‘round here, and we don’t need no cops. Plus, I don’t wanna piss off Graken.

“There was money,” I says quietly, “for a while.”

“Yeah, for a while. But the dream is dying, Nate. Maybe it’s already dead. I’m sick of the stink of death.”

“It ain’t somethin’ you can control,” I says. “You liked it fine when we won.”

“Hell, I liked it when we got to fight,” he says softly and turns in, rollin’ into his blanket.

Graken’s watchin’ Pulp Fiction on the cable and gettin’ all riled up at the scene where Travolta shoots the unlucky nigger’s head off by fuckin’ mistake. Suddenly he starts to make this pantin’ sound, and I realize he ain’t eaten in two days. If he don’t eat, Jerry and I don’t eat.

I head out into the night. Fortunately we ain’t exactly in the plush side of town, and it don’t take me long to find what I’m lookin’ for. Hell, a coupla bucks and I’m headin’ home again.

“Look what I brought you,” I whisper to Graken so we won’t wake up Jerry, who’s crashed out in the other room (he don’t like sleepin’ in the same room as Graken, if he can help it). 

Graken and the homeless guy look at each other for a second, then I’m bringin’ the sap down on the old guy’s head - just to stun, you understand - cause the guy’s about to start screamin’. I can tell cause his flabby muscles tense in my hands and there ain’t no way I can get Graken food if this one don’t sit still a minute, so I bash him again and when he goes down Graken lunges in for the kill lookin’ like a bird-shaped lawnmower, blades all swirlin’ and flashin’ like they do when he’s real hungry.

Guy tries to scream once, but I sap ‘im a third time and he’s gone. Graken looks at me, grateful-like, then digs in.

All in all, there ain’t that much left. Still, when Jerry gets outta bed and sees the mess, he turns and barfs his guts out in the kitchenette, his head in a basket. I figure there’s gonna be a scene, but he just goes back to bed without sayin’ a thing. I set to with a mop and pick up the bones and hit Graken don’t bother with, and it’s a single trip to the dumpster.

The tv screen’s a bluish blur in the corner. I don’t look at Graken, cause I know the jewel-studded metal slits he has for eyes are turned toward me.

 

*

 

A couple small local fights later, we’re on the run again — this time back toward Baton Rouge. How’d I know the local mob was involved in cockfightin’? Turned out they did not much appreciate Graken’s special talents, and decided they’d had enough of us.

So now we’re in Buttfuck, Louisiana, and with not a dime to buy anythin’ with, let alone some food for the bird. He’s got the tv on and a Hitchcock movie playin’ - the one about them killer birds, I think, and I’m goin’ ha-ha, it’s like Graken has a sense of humor. I mean, I don’t know what the hell he is, but he sure knows me pretty good.

Jerry comes at me again. “Goddamn it, Nate, there was all this money! What the hell’d we spend it on this fuckin’ bird for? What the hell’s he done for us lately?”

“Yeah, well, he dint go and lose like thirty grand, either!”

Back and forth, him and me.

I tried to shush ‘im, but he wouldn’t lissen. He kept gesticulatin’ at Graken and pointin’ his finger at me and rattlin’ on about the way we’d ruined his life.

“Until we came along, buddy-boy, your life wasn’t looking too spiffy, know what I mean?” I kept my hands calm, cause I didn’t know how Graken would respond if we got into it, and I didn’t want a stain on the carpeting.

Jerry musta got my drift, cause he lowered his voice some. “If we don’t find another big derby soon, I’m gonna retire. Cut my losses. You needed an investor, and I did that. Now I’m as soaked as you are. Winning little derbies ain’t enough - we gotta find another big one. Or you can color me gone!”

“Hey,” I reminded him while he was breathin’, “you never hadda stick around, Jerry-boy.”

Then he mocked me, makin’ a face, and went on and on about my freak bird.

So, when I couldn’t stand it any more I sapped him but good behind the ear and he went down like a sack of elephant shit. I turned around and there was Graken, all twenty inches of him, standin’ at the door - a tv lookin’ blue behind him in the other room - a real gleam in his slitted eyes.

I nodded. “Looks like dinner.”

Maybe Jerry was good for somethin’, after all, I thought as Graken began the matin’ dance that would end with a pile of jagged bones and human gristle in the middle of the blue motel carpet.

I turned away, though.

Some things you just don’t get used to, know what I mean?

 

*

 

“I remember like it was yest’day the day I hooked up with Graken,” I say to the hick sittin’ next to me at the scraped-up excuse for a bar they call the Beckon-Inn, “and I’d be sure glad to tell you about it if you’d set there a spell and mebbe spot me a shot or three of whatever you’re drinkin’.”

 

* * *

 

DEEP TUNNEL

 

Published in SHADOWPLAYS (1st edition)
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Just keep moving the legs. Slow and steady.

Breathe.

Exhale.

Watch the bubbles form a halo then melt into the liquid darkness.

The womb is long and narrow, the water blood-black and cold.

Cold.

Cold, seeping through the neoprene and gently caressing my skin like skeletal fingers.

The tunnel stretches ahead, cold and dark. The water smells decayed, even though the facemask covers my nostrils with a sure rubber seal. It can’t prevent the stench from seeping through like the cold. A voice whispers in my right ear.

“Jimbo, where you at?”

I shake my head slightly to clear it, then exhale again, letting the bubbles burst like tiny explosions around me. They don’t have anywhere to go, the bubbles, since the ceiling is only a couple feet above me. Pipes hang like limp bones above, and some of the bubbles catch in the cracks between the pipes and the cinderblock ceiling.

“Huh,” I say. I fumble with the laminated map that hangs from my weightbelt. Stalling. Knowing I haven’t been paying attention. Knowing that Rich is biting his fingernails like he always does when I’m on some weird job. Which is just about every day. That’s his job, the worry. Mine’s the swimming. I figure it out just then, the lines on the map forming into a familiar pattern. 

“Just past the men’s can,” I breathe into the tiny microphone. My cheeks are squeezed by the full-face mask, but I can still form words well enough for him to understand.

“That’s it? That’s as far as you got? You’re not even inside the fucking tunnel yet! Get it on, would ya? We’re getting paid by the hour here.”

“Easy for you to say.” The word say comes out shay.

 I’m hovering in the black water, nearer to the ceiling than the floor thanks to a slightly malfunctioning flotation vest, and somehow I feel strange. Watched. Thirty fucking feet under the ground in a flooded tunnel, and my skin’s crawling - and it’s not the cold, though it’s that too and I’m still at the edge, no telling what’s ahead.

I look at the map. So many fucking doors.

“Going in,” I say into the mike. I kick and the fins take me deeper. I’m suddenly afraid.

But I go in anyway, like I always do.
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The car feels sluggish under my hands, the way a grocery cart with one rattly wheel feels as you swerve it between the aisles. But that’s how a jacked-up GTO with four-barrel and four-on-the-floor is supposed to feel after a few beers.

Next to me is Shelley. Shelley’s a tiny blonde who dresses provocatively and chainsmokes through rock concerts. She has no breasts, but always opens her mouth while kissing to make up for the lack. And her big nipples poke through the sheer tops and halters. She’s sitting close, as close as my shifting allows, and her hand’s in my crotch. Her tongue’s in my ear making delicious little circles.

“We almost there, Jimmy?” she whispers into my ear. Her tongue is molten desire on my flushed earlobe.

I don’t bother to tell her to look for herself. This is not something you do when some chick’s pressing your buttons in just the right sequence. “Sure,” I say and it comes out strangled. Now her tongue is leaving a sheen of saliva on my neck. “We’ll be right there.”

We’re driving County CC, a twisty little stretch of tar and gravel that forms about half the shortcut to my apartment in Clarkston. Pretty soon the second half of the shortcut’s going to come up and twenty minutes later I’ll find out if what they say about Shelley is true.

I glance down and see her long fingers splayed out over my jeans, her painted nails black in the dim light of the speedometer. Some stupid song comes to mind, but I can’t remember all the words - something about a dashboard light. Right now there’s just too much on my mind. Too much beer, too much vodka, too much car, too much Shelley.

“I need it so bad,” she whispers so’s I can hardly hear. “I need it so bad I could die.”

Now I know that this is the same Shelley that wouldn’t look at me just a week ago. The same Shelley who told Rhonda and the rest of their sleazy friends that she’d die if she ever had to touch me, zits and all. Now here she is eating me alive and talking about dying if she doesn’t. My zits don’t bother her now, I guess, cause her tongue’s lapping behind my ear where I’m always scratching and flaking.

We’re almost there. My headlights pick out the signs:

Clarkston Stoneworks, Cal’s Diner - Trukers Welkome, Ronson AutoBody 3 mi., and SLOW. The cluster of chipped signs seems to waver as I pull up even, then disappears behind us and we’re in the homestretch and my mind’s confused with pictures of what I’ve heard about Shelley and I’m in those pictures but all fuzzy-like because I can picture it but I can’t quite see it, know what I mean?

So then when she screams into my ear the first thing I notice is that the sound destroys my right eardrum, and the second is that there’s a semi in our lane with all his lights on and the driver’s door open, and a car’s just pulling even with him but facing us and that means I got nowhere to go so I jerk the wheel roughly to the right hoping to stop right behind the semi and the gravel of the shoulder feels like soap under the mag wheels and then we’re spinning into the rusted chainlink fence all overgrown with weeds and her hand grabs onto me down below and squeezes and -
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Those damned pipes hang above me like stretched-out arms. Valves cast hand-like shadows, so it’s like I’m entering a nest of rippling narrow limbs. The shivers go through me again, the kind you get just after pissing. The thought brings a burning sensation from my groin and I surrender.

Fuck it, who’ll know? I think of the useless toilets and urinals in the men’s can next to me and, three meters further, the women’s, their doors slightly ajar in the current, and I thank God for the full-face rubber.

Still, the sensation of urinating in the water brings shame, like when you do it in the neighbor’s pool and the water’s so clear you imagine everyone can see the cloud as it spreads from your trunks. The momentary warmth turns as cold as the rest of the water and your face flushes, and then the deed is done and you feel foolish.

Breathe, I remind myself. In. Out.

The rattle of the regulator is loud in my ears. Reassuring. Life itself.

I think I can hear Rich breathing in my earphone, but I can’t be sure if it’s him or an echo of my own breath. I always play this game, try to trap the breaths into admitting they belong to Rich, but I usually give up because they seem to belong to someone in the water instead.

The women’s restroom door swings sedately, in and out, just like my breaths. It’s dark behind the door, even darker than in the tunnel itself. Too many fucking doors in this tunnel. The halo from my headlamp just barely reaches the door, and I glimpse its movement from the corner of my eye -

“Jesus!”

“What?”

“Oh, Christ,” I gasp into the mike. “Shit.”

“What the fuck’s going on?” Rich is yelling now, his voice crackling in my ear. “Jimbo!”

I gather some saliva and wet the inside of my mouth. It still feels like asphalt.

“Okay, Rich. I’m okay.”

Breathe. In. Out.

“What the hell? Where are you?”

“Any people caught in this thing?”

“What?”

I open my mouth carefully and form each word slowly. “Were any fucking people caught down here? Anyone trapped in the tunnel when the main blew?”

“Huh, no one reported missing.”

I know his official voice when I hear it, even over the damn bud in my ear. “Jesus, what the fuck’s that mean? Could there have been someone -”

“Look, I don’t know, Jimbo. No word from this end.”

I can imagine the greasy suits shaking their heads urgently as my voice leaks out of the speaker. No bad publicity for the university, at least not yet. No one reported missing. A very minor crisis. Nothing for the evening papers or broadcasts.

Except …

“- have been in the tunnel. Should’ve been empty. Did you find something?”

Voice carefully modulated. Exploratory. Let’s not jump into this, Jimbo. Let’s make sure the corpse is a corpse, call a spade a spade, whatever that means. Translation: you’d better get your fins over there and check it out, buddy, that’s what you’re there for. But don’t talk about what you don’t see. Symptom: a subject change. Over to you, Jimbo.

I backpaddle a little and turn in the narrow space. Then I remember that the space isn’t all that narrow, just the perimeter of my light. In a second I’m back in front of the swinging door. It’s closed, just now, but I can see it about to open again.

As if someone’s hand is wrapped around the big stainless steel handle on the other side.

It swings open a few more inches and I can’t tear my eyes away.

I’m a little kid again, entranced by the magic show. Like the other neighborhood kids, but not as much as Petey Rondelli - whose big blue eyes stare at the street magician with unconcealed awe and trust, whose mutilated and molested young body is found the next day stuffed in a culvert three blocks from my house.

I can’t tear my eyes away from that door.

A cold current streams past me in the murky water, and the shiver it brings snaps me out it.

“Jimbo -” And the rest is lost in static.

Then the door starts moving again, opening slowly like a huge vertical mouth. The image jolts my brain and I’m seeing Shelley’s pink lips parting seductively. It’s the same picture I’ve often conjured up late at night, but never while on the job. Why now, after all this time?

Breathe.

Her teeth nibble and her lids blink slowly as she gazes up at me.

I feel a stirring in the groin of my wetsuit.

Bubbles rush past me and I’m hovering in front of the door, in the flooded tunnel again.

But Christ, I’m just about touching the damned door with a shaking hand. I don’t remember getting here.
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Cold, shocking cold. The water pours into the open windows and the shattered windshield, through which I can make out the buckled metallic-blue hood by the light of the brights, which are still burning fiercely. Shelley’s steel-like grip on me loosens as we feel ourselves plunge straight downward, into the depths of the quarry, until a jarring stop starts to settle us onto the roof. I open my eyes to slits and see that the right front of the car seems buried in silt, lights glowing like a huge lava lamp, and then I’m aware of Shelley’s claw-like fingers digging into my leg, her eyes wide with fear and her mouth gaping, tiny bubbles streaming out.

And I know she’s seconds from dying, even while my body is carefully storing enough air to reach the surface - hell, I’ve dived the quarry dozens of times before, with and without scuba gear, and even though my car’s a waterlogged wreck I know we can both survive if I just pull her out the side window and head for the surface.

Shelley, sweet Shelley. Is it all true? I wonder, as time slows down and I gaze into her shocked eyes, if sweet Shelley with the reputation would have let me enjoy her body. Or would she have done what all the guys whisper behind her back she’s raised to an art-form? Would my flesh have known hers, her lips, her pointed nipples? Or would she have caused as much physical agony as possible only to withdraw her slender, red-tipped fingers and laugh hysterically as my face reddened and the bulge in my jeans rapidly dwindled in shame?

Now I gaze into her crazed eyes, black in the dark and

glowing water, and in the fraction of a second see that she would have stroked me to a fever only to douse me with water icier than that which surrounds us. Her high school friends would have roared over the college boy’s humiliation.

She regains enough of her senses in the last few seconds to note that I am conserving my breath and making no move toward the open windows. Large goose-bumps stand out on her tanned arms, now as gnarled as carved wood. She tries to push past me, out the driver’s side, as if she could save us both, but I maneuver and - locking my feet into the steering wheel - block her way. Then she tries her side, bottle-blonde hair a halo in the brackish water, and I grab her clothes from behind and pull her toward me.

Hands slapping uselessly at my face and feet rapping

against the roof with muffled thumps, she twists desperately in my grasp. In her eyes is understanding as well as fear, and I savor both.

Her mouth opens then, maybe to scream, and her last few breaths escape in a single burst and she goes limp in my hands. Her eyes roll upward until her pupils disappear.

I wait as long as I can, until my lungs ache, then drag her rag-like through the side window. The surface is a dark mirror above. Below, the lights wink out and the GTO is gone.
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In. Out.

Jesus, I’m breathing too fast. Check the gauge. Not low, not yet.

 Crackling in my ear.

The door swings some more, and I start inside. A straining at the crotch of my wetsuit distracts me before I can push the door aside.

A fluttery hand suddenly touches my shoulder and I’m shot like a cannonball into the ceiling and pipes, and bubbles explode around my head as my body’s twisted by the gripping fingers.

My mouth open and screaming and my legs flailing emptily into the darkness of the tunnel and then my headlamp blinks and in a split second I see a thin rope floating in front of me.

I follow it up with numb hands and it’s tied around one of those pipes. Just a piece of rope. Probably been there for years. The lamp frames the door of the ladies’ can and it’s closed now. I reach out and push, but there’s no give.

My head clears a little and there’s Rich, shouting incoherently into his mike.

“Everything’s okay,” I say over his squawking. Throat dry. A scratchy sound. “I’m okay.”

Eventually I’m listening to his famous lecture. Be careful. Give me a play-by-play. He doesn’t ask - why did I scream like a madman and refuse to answer his frantic calls. I know why. We’re getting paid by the hour, and the suits are worried about straining their bloated budgets.

A last look at the door (still closed) and I’m off again.


Breathe.

I wonder briefly what brought Shelley and Petey back for me and shake my head. Nitrogen narcosis happens at much greater depths. Why are their images so vivid?

Check the gauge. How long is this damn tunnel, anyway?

 I adjust the flot vest’s trim, but it’s still acting up so I drop a little toward the floor. When I kick off again, I feel my fins brushing the tiles on the downstroke.

“Are we back on track?” Rich’s voice is strained and cigarette-laced.

 “On track.” I check the map in the light beam and let my feet do the work, carrying me deeper into the gallery. Ten meters ahead is a ninety-degree bend in the tunnel, a dead Coke machine standing guard in the corner like a lonely sentry. A long bulletin board covers one wall, with tacked announcements and fliers curling into gaudy parchment.

I squeeze past, careful not to catch the tank harness or regulator hose on the soda machine. I turn right, the only direction available.

A series of doors is next, six per side, each an oblong shadow.

 “Coming to the offices now,” I say. All those fucking doors.

 Rich crackles an answer I don’t catch.
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My head breaks surface. A flashlight beam sweeps the water nearby, and I drag Shelley into its fluid circle.

“Get help. Quick.” Steely water sloshes in and out of my mouth.

“Oh, man, I’m sorry-”

“I’ll get her out. Just shut up and go get help. She’s not breathing, goddamit!”

“Should I leave the flashlight?”

“Fuck the flashlight.”

He hurries away, through the hole the GTO tore in the

fence. I grasp a handful of Shelley’s clothes and slowly stroke toward the limestone ledge, from which I’ve dived countless times. Shelley’s a tiny little thing, but so waterlogged that her dead weight seems doubled. The water’s still cold, but I’m used to it now and get more of a chill from the night air. Gasping for breath, I heave Shelley onto the ledge. Her body makes a squishy sound, like a bundle of soggy newspaper ready for the dump.

I climb out of the water and gaze at the road. The guy’s semi is still there, but he’s nowhere in sight. Good luck waving down some dipshit driver. Most good people in this county wouldn’t stop for Jesus himself.

Standing there, the cold night air brushing my skin, I see that Shelley’s mouth is frozen in a silent scream and her eyes are open and glazing. Her nipples are hard and the halter has slipped off one breast. I feel a surging in my groin and then I’m on her, tearing my nails on her sodden jeans and ripping the halter off completely. Her right nipple is a solid button in my mouth and I can feel the surge coming. It crests, burning. Then I slide off and wipe myself, hitching up my waterlogged pants. The same cold air that raises goosebumps on my skin ruffles her wet hair listlessly, and I’m staring into her dead pupils and feeling something like glee.

Then I close her eyes with my thumbs.

When the ambulance and police come, I’m still blowing air into her open mouth and pounding her chest. Tears are coursing down my cheeks.
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Maybe it’s just the ragged circle of light and what it’s doing to my vision, but the office doors seem to be opening and closing. I sweep the light across the way by turning my head. The regulator’s rhythmic rattle soothes my nerves. Even so, I can see the bubbles escaping the exhaust faster than they should.

And those doors are swinging, the darkness behind them

straining against my feeble light.

I shake my head to clear it of the stupid thought. The tunnel is submerged. Who could possibly be down here? Alive? I’m the only one here, and I’m breathing canned air. The tunnel’s been flooded a good twelve hours. If people were trapped here they’re not playing with the doors.

So I kick past the first doors, and the next two, and then -

 I catch the movement at the edge of my headlamp beam and turn my head and then cold, dead hands reach out for me with slug-like fingers and suddenly I’m trapped by rubbery grips that cut off all feeling to my legs.

I kick and twirl in its grasp but the hands are like vices and then I’m not registering the pain anymore because my light brushes past a bloated face and it’s

Petey Rondelli ohmygod Petey Rondelli with skin chewed off his face and eyeballs swimming in reddish brine around his face and his goofy smile has no lips to cover young fang-like teeth and he’s naked and I can see where I took the butcher knife and sawed at his rubbery flesh just like the others and

then I can see that it’s not just Petey anymore, it’s a party and they’ve all come to see me and wish me luck on my next trip and

as bloated faces blend into each other and slimy hands

caress my skin I see that this tunnel is somehow connected to that quarry hundreds of miles away and why it’s taken them this long to swim out of the loops of nylon rope and quarry cuts and then

I flail with my hands in the still water but I can’t beat off their grasp or pry their dead fingers from my skin and wetsuit and then the bubbles burst around my head and I turn and face her as she floats out of the last door

and Petey’s ragged fingernails start to peel the neoprene from my skin and the water turns red and frothy when the skin starts to go too but I can’t feel it and then it’s

Shelley and her hands are digging into my torso and I feel my insides rip and tear as I watch helpless and her dead face expresses the rapture of pure animal pleasure just like her reputation except that now she’s the one using my body and

as her hands encircle my flesh and begin to mangle and

shred and Petey and the others form a silently floating audience

I know that they have never been dead

THEY HAVE ALWAYS WAITED FOR ME TO ENTER A TUNNEL WITH ENOUGH


fucking doors
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Rich wrings his hands when the police divers climb through the trap door. He has rubbed his lank hair into a crow’s nest and rings have grown under his already deep-set eyes so that his head resembles a decomposing skull. He starts to shake when they wrestle the orange litter straight upward and finally lengthwise onto the floor. Water drips off wetsuits as they gather around Jimbo’s white body.

“- tangled up in those ceiling pipes,” one is saying, his hood scrunched down onto his neck like a second, flaccid head. “Almost as if he tied himself up in there, except he woulda hafta have bent them all to hell to do that.”

“And he took off his wetsuit first,” the other adds,

pointing to a loose pile of soggy neoprene near the trap door. “That ain’t easy. Tank’s about twenty feet away, empty. Gotta be one of the weirdest I’ve ever fished out.”

Rich hears and wonders what they would think if he told them what Jimbo shouted into his mike just before the static took over.

He knows they couldn’t accept it. He’s not sure he can accept it. He’s not even sure what it means, but it feels all wrong.

 Jimbo said: “Oh-god-shelley-oh-god-it-was-worth-the-wait.”

 And then his scream turned into a fading gurgle.

Rich runs a hand through his hair again. Who the fuck

knows? Let them clean up their own fucking tunnel. His hand rips into his hair like a trembling claw.

 

* * *

 

INSTITUTION WALTZ
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The music blared from an old-style gramophone. Xavier held his temples, where the sounds seemed to jab like rusty needles through his skin and right into his brain. The gray-haired man’s trousers had bunched around his feet, and his bared muscular buttocks seemed to clench and relax as his hands forced a kneeling woman to service him.

The sound of her muffled cries cut through the elegant, torturous music as if it didn’t exist.

Xavier could not see her face, but her hands were white-knuckled fists extended toward his hiding place, one on either side of the gray-haired man’s buttocks. The man’s hands grasped long, stringy hair and ears and forced her jerking movements as he drove his erection ruthlessly into her mouth.

Xavier ceased breathing.
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Earlier that day, he had stepped into one of the johns.

Toilets, a row of them. Rust-streaked. Worse. Streaks of things surely not rust. Shit. Blood. Puke. Urinals, too, yellowish stains congealed along the curved sides, foul-smelling bars of supposed deodorant floating in the bowls. The floor tiles streaked with dirt and hair where half-assed mopping had spread them around.

I could be doing this, Xavier thought, on my knees in this shit. He approached a urinal that didn’t seem plugged and finished his business quickly, trying not to smell the pungent urine residue of a couple hundred disgusting pigs.

He washed his hands in a sink stained with either dye or blood, maybe both.

Jesus.

Two weeks in the facility, and he still shrank at the thought of it.

He combed his thinning hair with his fingers, his reflection rippled in the non-glass mirror. His clothes were institutional, but clean and creased.

First day. On the job. Must look good.

Often he broke up his thoughts in chunks he could digest.

 Xavier walked the halls of Wing A and into Wing B. The nurses’ stations at each end kept an eye on him the whole route, but he didn’t mind. Not really. Wing B held the common areas. Wing C was the restricted area, where they kept the hopeless cases. Strapped down. In Wing B he nodded to the male nurse and orderly watching “The White Shadow” on a hidden TV. They didn’t nod back.

He’d been given a pass and a job already, and he sensed that some of the staff didn’t approve. Well, he wasn’t as much a mess as some of the others, was he?

The library. He entered through the double doors and immediately the smell of the facility behind him faded. Here the air tasted of paper, old paper and glued bindings and leather, and even the newer pocket-sized books smelled like heaven to him. The library was a sanctuary for him, former public librarian, who had now become the institute’s interim librarian.

His hands tingled and his head felt light. Happiness made him nearly swoon, and he reached out a hand to steady himself against a crammed bookstack. Strange, he’d felt quite lucid and alert until now. 

He found his desk, tucked behind a small circulation counter - with its stamps and date due slips and McBee card files - and knew that he would be all right, even if he had to stay here a full year and convince them he was harmless. He sat in the wooden swivel chair that seemed to have been warmed for him, and let his hands caress the blotter. Pens and pencils in the middle drawer. Paper clips, rubber bands, extra stamps. Ink pads. The paraphernalia of his world. It all represented so much freedom in a place where shoelaces and belts weren’t allowed.

Why, I could stab an orderly’s eyes out with these sharpened number 3 pencils, Xavier thought. He wondered how it would feel, what it would look like. Would there be much gore? Eyeball liquid and blood squirting out like the guts of crushed grapes? What was eyeball liquid called? Xavier grinned. This was a library - he’d look it up. Xavier sucked in the freedom like others suck in cigarette smoke, and it felt good.

Time to start his first job-related task. The facility’s Assistant Director, a stocky Dr. Fedderman, had given him the temporary job and this assignment in person. His grease-stained tie and slightly garlicky air hid a fairly intelligent and sympathetic therapist, unlike the head of therapy, Dr. Kohner, who routinely found his charges’ petty dreams and squashed them with unseemly glee.

“We need a larger facility for the book collection, and we’re also expanding the current periodicals,” Fedderman had explained. “The Foundation will foot the bill for the expansion, but we need to know how much space we currently use so we can project our future needs and build accordingly.”

“You want me to … measure the stacks? Linear feet?” Xavier spoke slowly. It had been a while since he’d used the library jargon.

“The new library’s going to be larger, but no one’s measured the collection in decades. I decided that, since you know library ins and outs, you could do it for us. If you’re willing, of course.”

“Oh, I can do it,” Xavier had babbled, almost tripping over his own tongue. Any sense of normalcy would be like a life raft on a treacherous sea. “I can start today.”

“Tomorrow’s soon enough.” Fedderman wasn’t all bad, as shrinks go. “You can be our librarian until the Foundation hires a new one from the community.”

“There’s no chance I…?”

Fedderman made a condescending O with his mouth. “Did I-? I didn’t mean to give you that impression. It’s just on a temporary basis, I’m sorry. But if you do a good job, there will be two aide positions, and one of them can be yours.”

Good enough, Xavier had thought, suppressing his rage.

Now here he sat, his hands stroking the blotter, the desk. His life raft. He opened the drawers again, one by one. He found what he needed in the lower right - a ten foot tailor’s ribbon, thin leather with measurements marked off in 120 increments along one yellow side. The other side was natural, a light tan and coarse. There was also a clicker, a little metal counter operated by way of a lever you pressed with one finger while the gadget nestled in your palm. 

Simplicity. You measured each shelf’s contents from left to right, using the ribbon stretched between your hands, shelf after shelf, until you reached the end of the ten-foot length. Then you clicked the clicker and started measuring again. For every range, you ended up with a number on the clicker. Multiplied by ten, that gave you the total linear feet of books occupying the shelves of that free-standing set of stacks. You wrote it down, then measured the next range. Adding up the range numbers gave you a total of overall feet.

Xavier glanced at the two ranks of stacks units. About twenty rows deep, ranked on either side of a main aisle, they stretched across the huge room to the far end, ending just under a row of frosted skylights. Metal wire threaded through the skylight panes made them nearly escape-proof. But Xavier had given up thinking of escape long ago. Now he just wanted to make the most of his time, so that it would be short.

He set his instruments on the blotter, sighing. Might as well start measuring. Customers could tap the bell on the counter, but did anyone even use the library?

The first range went easily, the ribbon passing through his fingers quickly, his clicker keeping count of ten-foot lengths. Reaching the end of the first side, he stepped around and pulled the ribbon around the corner and picked up the measuring. At range’s end, he jotted down the total footage - 236 feet.

He cracked his knuckles. It felt good, doing something familiar, something useful.

In half an hour, he had measured two more ranges.

While measuring the fourth range, he became aware of muffled music playing nearby.

What the hell? It was faint, but clear enough. It was - he lost track of his measuring, unsure whether he’d clicked the last time or not, and he dropped the ribbon, bothered that he knew the music but couldn’t recall… Familiar, yes, he knew what it was. It was a - a waltz. A Strauss waltz. 

His head began to throb.

Jesus, no.

He hadn’t had an attack since his arrival. He hadn’t lost control since… Since before.

The music ebbed and waned like a tidal roar, swelling inside his head until he thought he would vomit from the thrumming sound and vibration that threatened to rattle the brain-pan inside his skull. He put his hands on his temples, feeling the throb there, in the veins, the rolling of the music and its tempo, and his head started to swim.

He staggered to the aisle and looked toward the rear. A glow emanated from there, where it should have been dark, a white glow like bare neon jabbing into his pupils and skewering them like rusted needles.

Xavier shuffled stiffly, reluctantly.

The music sent shivers down his back as he approached the rear of the stacks. The scratchy notes hissed in his ears, reaching down into the nerves of his spinal column with frozen fingers. His steps were slow, robotic, unwilling, yet he felt drawn to the eerily glowing rear of the room. Negotiating the farthest reaches of the stacks, his mind registered the fact that there were multiple light switches mounted on the stacks’ end panels.

And they were all switched off.

Unable to move forward or retreat, Xavier stood in the aisle for what seemed like minutes. The waltz continued, on and on, swirling above and below his hearing, careening into dissonance and then reestablishing its melody in rapid succession, almost as if the phonograph itself were being spun into some sort of Doppler effect.

The screeching in his ears threatened to derail the calm he had worked so hard to maintain.

Xavier ducked into the last aisle and scuttled sideways toward the glow, keeping shelves full of dusty books and encyclopedias between himself and whatever lay beyond the final range. In the gaps between books and shelves, the strange lighting came through almost like sunbeams, but he shook his head. Denied what he saw. It was too bizarre.

Too crazy?

He edged toward the middle of the range. Whatever lay

beyond took up the corner of the room, not the center. He drew nearer to the glow, using the book rows as cover, letting his eyes slowly adjust focus.

First he saw a head. Male, gray-haired. The man spoke in a low tone, in a foreign language. Xavier could not catch the words over the sound of the reeling phonograph, but the voice was threatening. Cruel.

Since the man faced the back of the room, Xavier could not see his face, but gray cloth covered his broad back. His arms held something before his abdomen.

Xavier drew in a gasping breath, suddenly aware of what he saw even as the details solidified through the spaces between the books.

The music blared from an old-style gramophone. Xavier held his temples, where the sounds seemed to jab like rusty needles through his skin and right into his brain. The gray-haired man’s trousers had bunched around his feet, and his bared muscular buttocks seemed to clench and relax as his hands forced a kneeling woman to service him.

The sound of her muffled cries cut through the elegant, torturous music.

Xavier could not see her face, but her hands were white-knuckled fists extended toward his hiding place, one on either side of the gray-haired man’s buttocks. The man’s hands grasped long, stringy hair and ears and forced her jerking movements as he drove his erection ruthlessly into her gaping mouth.

Xavier ceased breathing.

He covered his ears. Her choking, crying, snot-dripping snivelling sounds rose and fell with each savage thrust of the older man’s loins, and they formed a hellish counterpoint to the lush notes of Strauss the elder.

The gray-haired man kept up a low monotone of foreign words as he directed the action below, and though Xavier felt disgust at watching, he could not tear his eyes away. The music and choking threatened to overwhelm him, but still he watched. 

He knew his duty was to exit the library and report this … this criminal act as soon as possible, but there was his job and his status to worry about. What could happen to a whistleblower in a place like this? Who was the gray-haired man? Was the woman an inmate? A medical attendant? A visitor? At least the attacker wasn’t Fedderman or Kohner, but that was all Xavier could say for certain.

The gray-haired man’s voice rose and his words flowed more gutturally as he increased the tempo of his movements and then he groaned aloud a half-dozen times and Xavier flinched as he heard the woman gag wetly, her mouth violated now by the man’s orgasm.

Finally the man lurched a step backward, pulling himself from her bruised face, and Xavier caught a glimpse of her features for a moment, her cheeks and chin glazed with thin strings of semen, her eyes watery where tears had tracked down her jaw and neck. Then she doubled over and spit, her coughing turning to violent vomiting over the stained linoleum near his feet.

“Verdammte Sklavin!” he thundered, hand raised to strike

her, but instead he cuffed the side of her head, sending her sprawling onto the soiled floor.

Xavier felt himself standing on his toes. What should he do? But then the man hitched up his pants and Xavier saw that a holstered pistol hung on the slick leather belt.

Xavier resolved to keep quiet, hoping the man would leave.

Then a faraway bell rang once, twice.

The counter!

Sweat broke out on Xavier’s brow. If he returned to the library desk, the man would become aware of him.

He turned back as the bell rang again, and there was no one beneath the skylights.

The man and the woman had disappeared.

Xavier stuffed his fingers into his mouth and moaned.

Then he stumbled back to help the patient whose fingers were about to strike the bell once again.
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It just wasn’t fucking possible.

Xavier had sent the idiot on his way with his stupid magazines and rushed back to the end of the stacks.

No music, no glowing light, no pervert raping a woman.
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Xavier sweated through the remainder of his day, measuring. Lacking concentration, he found himself constantly forced to start over. Each range resembled the others. He kept count religiously at first, but halfway through a range he would catch himself staring at the books, suddenly unable to remember if he had counted out a ten-foot length or not, and whether he had clicked the counter. He stopped in confusion so often that he considered fudging the results. But no, if this was Fedderman’s test and he already knew the answer, then lying would ruin his status.

He took a break before his assigned lunch period, hoping to refocus his wandering mind.

But the waltz replayed in his head, crazed and distorted, bringing about another pinpoint headache. The music’s pitch seemed to change, but Xavier could no longer remember if it had or if he only remembered it so. Either way, he faced the rear of the room with anxiety, wondering if he would hear the music again, and asking himself what he would do. His hands trembled as he manipulated the ribbon and counter, and he gave them up gratefully to eat the two dry bologna sandwiches and milk packed for him by the kitchen staff - working, he was now entitled to a “bag” lunch.

The afternoon dragged on without incident, but he continued to see the gray-haired man brutalizing the cringing, crying woman.

Returning to his ward after work, he prepared for the night’s activities.

After the blank-eyed staff members cleared dinner trays from cafeteria and bedsides, injections and pills were administered by musclebound orderlies and scowling nurses. Then his ward was locked down. Xavier lay in bed, tense, awaiting the sounds.

Not long after, feet shuffled as the dance resumed, as patients sought each other’s beds and sexual release of all kinds. He heard squeals, muffled screams, panting, giggling, the occasional slap or fist smack, and the crying. Always the crying. He wondered how many were the victimizers. He wondered again how long it would be before someone decided his face was handsome, or his body desirable. He held the sharpened pencil in his hand.

He would not succumb. He would not be victimized by the Night People.

He wondered, as he heard the sounds of violent rape and torture, if what he’d witnessed at the back of the library was part of the pattern here. He tried to squelch it, but the music played on and on in his head. He caught himself dozing and willed himself awake, his eyes leaden and his breathing rapid.

Nearby, a strangled cry indicated yet another penetration,

another submission, another personal invasion. Xavier cried, and the tears soaked his pillow like soft summer rain.
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Morning brought a therapy session with Dr. Howard Kohner, Fedderman’s disciple and subordinate. Xavier had spoken to Kohner during a half-dozen such therapy sessions, in which Xavier’s thoughts and dreams were minutely investigated. Xavier wondered why Kohner never wanted to talk about his nightmares.

“Nightmares are nothing but dreams strung on a negative energy framework,” Kohner had said once, dismissively. Xavier had no idea what he meant. “What we normally describe as a nightmare is nothing other than an image of self-knowledge wrapped up in our own negative energy and served up as reality within a fantasy context.” 

Today Xavier wanted to scream: You don’t have a clue what reality and fantasy are, you sonofabitch, until you sit where I’m sitting right now and hear what I hear at night.

Or see what I saw in the library.

Kohner expounded on the connection between dream and waking states, eventually bringing the one-sided conversation back to Xavier’s case.

“You seem to be making much progress here,” he said, gazing at Xavier over his half-glasses. His shark’s mouth full of tiny, sharp teeth split in a disturbing grin. “Dr. Fedderman’s told me about your new position. I’m hopeful it will help you avoid the kind of incident which resulted in your present, er, stay here at the Institute.”

Xavier had only the vaguest recollection of the incident, but he would forever be considered unstable by anyone who knew.

“As you know,” Kohner continued, “we hope therapy will help you discover the roots of your problem and overcome them. Our course of therapy is specifically designed to-”

Xavier heard the sine-wave rhythm of Kohner’s voice. It joined the gentle up-and-down, ebb-and-flow rhythm of his thoughts and the two synchronized and departed.

His fist beat the day’s first woman until she stopped whimpering, blood trickling from her nose. Her bruised, fear-filled eyes shit tears that ran into the blood. With little preamble, he ripped the hospital gown from her torso and exposed her young woman’s breasts, the tiny nipples gnarled and inverted like elephant skin. He wanted those nipples erect, but he couldn’t beat desire into them, so instead he grabbed one between his thumb and forefinger and pinched brutally until she squealed, sliding to the floor below him. He snatched at the soft breast, his long fingernails digging into her flesh, bringing more squeals. “Verdammte Sklavin!” he screamed into her face. He tore the remainder of the gown from her and lowered his trousers, making sure first to have the pistol in his hand. He spread her thighs with the gun barrel, then mounted her and positioned himself so as to drive his throbbing erection into her folds. The muzzle resting on her forehead to silence her, he thrust cruelly into her dryness until he climaxed, spurting his thin semen over her loins and stomach. He stood, threw the ripped gown at her, and raised the gun as if to hit her, laughing as she cringed away. His boot forced her to scoot toward the door, where someone dragged her out. He checked his watch. It was almost time for the next patient. He would begin her therapy in a slightly different manner…

When Xavier awoke with a start, the doctor had wound down and seemed not to notice. “Let us continue next session. I think we’re already making measurable progress.”

Xavier nodded and mumbled, still feeling the echo of an erection in the folds of his trousers, and edged toward the door. 

Kohner smiled his shark’s smile.

When Xavier burst out of the doctor’s office, he caught Kohner’s secretary and the head nurse, Miss Donovan, huddled over the wood-grained intercom box.

He stared at them as he walked past, their eyes blazing back into his. As the door closed behind him, he heard their whispers. 
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His session had forced a late opening, so he helped two patients find a chess book and a fashion magazine (but he knew its true purpose). When he filed the McBee cards in the Circulation box, he strained his ears. No music. Thank God. He collected his tools from the drawer and resumed from where he had stopped yesterday. Before the music. Before… 

He stretched the ribbon, worked out a kink, then began from the next range’s left-most section. His knowing hands measured and recorded automatically, while his mind flew to the session. What had Kohner said while Xavier dozed?

Xavier remembered the dream he’d had - nightmare? after Kohner, he wasn’t even sure what a nightmare was - wondering. He wasn’t watching merely the action, he was the man who raped the women in a long succession. How did he know? He wasn’t sure. But did the therapy help him forget, or remember?

As he measured, he felt his mind lulled into another rhythm. An hour dropped away from him like unwanted ballast, and then a sharp pain sliced into the back of his head, a filleting knife’s flexible blade probing through the coils in his brain.

He dropped the counter and ribbon, leaning into the shelves to keep himself from falling.

A Strauss waltz filtered back to him, softly at first, then increasing in volume until it echoed in his brain pan, a distorted calliope.

When he could open his eyes, he headed down the main aisle. He knew where his feet led him, almost like a duty. He wanted to cover his ears, to dispel the crazy carnival sound of the waltz or muffle its scalpel probing.

From his previous vantage point, again peering between rows of books shelved at the back of the library, Xavier squinted the scene into focus. There was the man in gray, shirt unbuttoned, head thrown back in abandon, grunting pig-like as he rocked. Xavier craned his neck and he saw the man’s victim - a naked woman strapped face down to a gurney, her legs held spread-eagled. Her piteous sounds muffled by a leather gag brutally strapped over her ragged hair provided harmony to the man’s grunts.

First filled with lust at the sight of the man’s engorged penis ravaging the woman’s anal cavity, Xavier then saw the blood and retched. The man in gray held a pistol to the back of the woman’s head. As his climax approached and his motions increased in intensity, he drove the barrel into her neck harder. Suddenly a shot rang out, nearly covered by the waltz, and the man screamed in ecstasy. Caught in his own web of guilty participation, Xavier’s breakfast spewed acidly, unexpectedly, from his lips. 

Blood spattered the floor before the gurney and the woman’s head flattened like a burst balloon on the red-drenched little pillow, her cries cut off as the man continued his ghastly exercise in brutality.

Xavier watched the vomit trickle down his shirt front. His teeth felt gritty and sour. The music had begun to skip.

“Der Plattenspieler! Hans, kommen Sie her!” the man in gray barked. The door opened and another gray-clad man entered at a run, ignoring the woman on the gurney but rushing to fix the stuck record on the gramophone. The hellish waltz began again after a squawk.

Xavier heard the words and knew they were foreign, but his brain translated them with startling knowledge.

“Get rid of this meat, Hans! I have to change rooms now, before the next appointment.”

“Jawohl!” Yessir.

“And have them clean up this mess as soon as possible. I will want this room again later today.”

“Jawohl!”

The gray-clad man stood and straightened his clothes, hitching his trousers and rebuttoning his shirt. It was a military tunic! The insignia, the pistol’s shape, the uniform - all were familiar.

Xavier couldn’t let these men see or hear him. If the institute fronted a sex and sadism ring, what would happen to him? He turned away while the officer lit a thin cigarette, puffing contentedly as the subordinate ushered in several men in hospital gowns - patients? - who shuffled in to begin the clean-up. He had to alert Dr. Fedderman about what was happening in the library.

But what if Fedderman himself were part of it? Then what? 

 Didn’t anyone hear the loud music? But he knew the muffling qualities of books ranked in never-ending rows of paper and leather and glue. Why, he had barely heard it himself from his end of the room. He glanced down. His vomit had splashed the carpeting, but the dark tone covered it.

He peered through the gap in the books again, his head lightening, almost losing his balance. His feet leaden, his legs mushy. The music still twirled hellishly like a runaway carnival organ, but it faded rapidly as all the men - the uniformed and the shambling, slave-like cleaners - also turned suddenly faint and disappeared.

“Jesus!” Xavier swore. There was only dark space now where the woman had been tortured and shot.

There was nothing there at all.
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Stunned, he turned and almost collided with a woman who had snuck up silently beside him.

“What-” he gasped. “What are you doing here?”

“Watching. Like you.” Her voice was a distant echo.

“I wasn’t only watching. I’m going to report what’s happening here.”

She barked a laugh. “It’s much too late.”

“Who are you?”

“It does not matter anymore. I was one of them.”

She appeared healthy, unhurt. Until he saw the scar tissue encircling her neck, as if it had been garroted.

“What’s been going on here?” he asked, whispering.

She turned and almost floated away.

“Hey!” he said, but she turned and beckoned. He followed, to a section of books in the center of the history section. “I asked you a question!”

She nodded, pointing. 

He moved closer to where she indicated on the shelf. A book, bound in crumbling maroon leather.

“Here is what we wrote. I do not know why or how it came here, but this is the record.”

He reached for the book. “Record of what?” he asked.

When she didn’t answer, he turned. She was gone.

Jesus! If I mention any of this they’re going to strap me down and put electrodes on my temples.

Intrigued, he took the book back to the safe brightness of the fluorescent lighting.

Opening the dusty cover, he read the first of many handwritten notes. He lost track of time, and no one helped him find it again.
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The next day he was ready.

As soon as the waltz assaulted his temples with its spike-like intensity, he made his way to the library’s rear.

Quiet as a ghost.

He chuckled. What a surprise this would be. He felt his pocket. Everything accounted for. As he approached, he heard the gruff, commanding voice.

“Saugen mich, du verdammte Schweine! Saugen mich!”

Xavier crept closer, but then swung around the last range rather than behind it. Now the gray-uniformed man and his latest victim were before him.

The book held the stories, in various handwritings, of the women who had passed through these rooms. The tortures, sexual and physical, psychological, that he had put them through. Always someone else had added paragraphs - women who survived one, two, five meetings with him, the Butcher. Who knew their time would come, their next session might be their last. Women who despised him and who plotted against him, but also knew they could never escape. “He is truly a Butcher,” one woman’s shaky hand had written, “and he has butchered many from our village. I fear I am next.” The following entry was in a different hand.

Xavier had wept as he read the spidery lines, some slanted one way and some the other. The book formed a testament to the human will to survive, to leave a mark, a record.

Now Xavier had finished weeping. 

Before him, the uniformed man - the Butcher - forced yet another woman to fellate him, his pistol resting on her forehead to prevent her biting (the book explained this). His brutal assault on the victim, covered by the loud waltz, seemed almost silent. When Xavier caught sight of the woman’s eyes from behind the Butcher, he saw lost hope and fading light. Was this her third, fifth, tenth encounter? And would a bullet end her ordeal today?

Xavier had planned well. As the Butcher focused on his own pleasure, Xavier sidled up behind him and slowly stretched out his doubled leather measuring ribbon. In a quick, smooth motion, he slipped the length of leather over the Butcher’s head and down around his neck, all his strength centered on where the garrotte came together. The man’s surprised gurgle excited Xavier, and he squeezed harder even as the man attempted to bring the pistol to bear on his invisible attacker. One shot, muffled by the music, went wild. 

The Butcher screamed dementedly, mouth open and eyes bulging, and Xavier saw the woman rise from the floor, her lips bloody as she spit out a huge, ragged portion of his member. 

Now convulsing, the Butcher fought for his life while Strauss conducted in the background. Even as the life’s blood drained from his mutilated groin and the leather bit into his larynx and Adam’s apple, he tried to swing the pistol around, more shots going wild but silenced by the waltz’s climax.

Xavier managed to clasp the garotte tightly in one hand, while with the other he aimed a needle-pointed pencil. One backwards thrust and the sharp lead burst the Butcher’s right eyeball, skewering the optic nerve and entering the brain from below. Xavier felt the softness of the inside of the Butcher’s head and jerked the pencil in deeper, until the uniformed body spasmed once and collapsed twitching to the floor at his feet.

The woman, her mouth bloody, clutched something flesh-colored. His own hands, splashed with blood and gore, still grasped the dangling ribbon. 

Xavier saw the room spin. 

When the waltz began again, Xavier screamed and collapsed near the body of the Butcher.
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Dr. Fedderman shook his head. “It was only a matter of time. But I really trusted the therapy.”

“You tried your best, David,” Dr. Kohner said. “We all did.”

“Increase his thorazine dosage to 100 milligrams, Miss Donovan.”

“Yes, doctor.” She administered the drug to Xavier, who lay strapped on the table, his extremities twitching.

“I’m afraid a lobotomy is the only alternative left. He’s just too violent and unpredictable. And there’s no one left in his family to take responsibility.” Fedderman shook his head again.

“Doctor, is it true his father was the Butcher of Buchenwald?” Miss Donovan bent down to peer into the patient’s face.

“I’m not at liberty to say, Nurse. Please follow professional protocol.”

Just then, Xavier opened his eyes and fixed Miss Donovan with a horrified stare.

“You!” he screamed as the thorazine raced through his system. “You lied to me! You were one of them! You were not a victim! You don’t belong in the book!” His screeches degenerated into babbling mumbles and his eyes snapped shut.

“Poor bastard,” Fedderman said. 

“Indeed,” agreed Kohner.

Miss Donovan nodded.

And smiled.

 

For Ed Lee

 

* * *

 

IN HIS BLINDNESS TO SEE

 

 I felt the hatred rise on my face along with the blood, and knew that whatever else might happen, I was going to come out of this alive.

My tongue was a thick lump of dry gristle and my nose twitched as the hot-flux smell pinched my nostrils shut. It was the same smell, the same feeling that had washed over me while I’d watched the carny mutter over that strange mask, with its pursed purple lips and the grotesque sewn-shut eyelids. It was as if he were following, watching, gazing into my sightless eyes, or - or as if his vision was mine.

 I shivered. Just the thought of his acrid breath made my gorge rise, and the memory of his skin on mine turned my bowels to slimy Jell-O.

My fingers pressed the strange girl’s limp hand and I swore at the moon swaying playfully above us. Metal struts groaned and a light, cold breeze wiped the smell away and set the gondola in motion. The sinister skeleton of the Wild Mouse framed a grove of trees which seemed to reach for the lightening sky one last time before dawn.

My head spun and the whole thing replayed itself like a videotape when the tracking needs adjustment - the picture bounced up and down and blurred and sometimes that was okay.

I saw shifting shadows below. The plastic seat felt slippery from the dew. I wondered if I could just slide right off.

Hours ago, only hours, yet it might have been two lifetimes.
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He swung out of the blood-red booth, a simian in loud crimson, waving a long knotty arm at me, not only catching my attention but making eye contact.

“Hey buddy, I need a favor. How far down you goin’?”

His eyes flashed urgently for a second. I was just another sucker, but how could I know that then?

“You’re not gonna play, are you?” Don asked with a smirk.

Liz giggled. She always giggled when Don made remarks with that smart-ass tone.

I shook my head and approached the booth. I wasn’t going to play, just see what the guy wanted. Maybe I could help, do somebody a favor for once. Jessica was always accusing me of living to get even. In fact, we’d just fought about it a couple hours before. This was my chance to prove her wrong. Brightly colored balloons floated on the plywood wall behind him, and his sweat-stained carny shirt matched the red ones perfectly. He smiled, yellow fangs and black gaps like Jack’o’lantern beacons between stretched lips.

“Down to the end of the row and back,” I said, almost shouting over the Eighties heavy metal chords coming from a nearby ride. “What do you need?”

Jessica applied some pressure to my arm - let’s go, she seemed to be saying - so I stood my ground.

He held onto one of the evenly-spaced metal bars that connected roof to counter and leaned out so that he did look a little like a monkey. A flat nose and yellowed teeth grinned at me as his lips brushed my ear and his free hand pushed a plastic dart feather-first into my grasp. I felt a tiny spark, like when you touch a light switch while wearing a wool sweater.

“I need you to throw one dart-bust-a-balloon. Give your ladyfriend a choice of prizes.” His voice grated on my ears like those pain-in-the-ass airport announcements no one can understand, only somehow worse.

I started to pull back and the dart followed as if it were glued to my skin. I felt his thin lips on my ear again and his warm breath ruffled my neck hairs. I shuddered.

“Just break-a-balloon buddy,” he whispered. “See-what-I’m-gonna-do-for-ya.”

I pulled away but felt his grip on my elbow and the dart was somehow nearer, almost catching the fabric of my shirt.

I knew that Jessica wasn’t near me - now she was about ten feet back with Liz and Don. Was this carny offering me a prize for a free single win? My mind raced. Purple-tusked elephants and four-foot tigers hovered in velvet ranks above and suddenly I knew how some of the people you see walking around lugging huge prizes may have got them.

Break-a-balloon-see-what-I’m-gonna-do-for-ya.

Guaranteed to bring in more customers and prove that every game is a potential winner. What a rip, I thought.

“Come on buddy-throw-the-dart-see-what-I’m-gonna-do,” he whispered again and nodded at the dart that lay like a sacred offering in his knotty palm. Was this man giving me a prize just to help his business?

I could still sense Jessica behind me, talking to Liz and Don 

- the three of them tittering at the foolish way I was embarrassing myself. It was strange that there wasn’t a crowd around me. The midway was still on full-tilt, but this booth was empty of customers. Attendants in red costumes like Mr. Monkey’s stood with hands in their change aprons, either waiting for some suckers to step up or watching me win my free prize. They were all my age, and I wondered whether they were just summer workers or family members.

My fingers closed around the dart.

Somewhere in the back of my mind a decision door slammed shut. A stuffed animal of some sort would look good in Jessie’s arms - and maybe later, she’d kiss me good night in her own special way, too. I pictured one of those huge plush elephants cradled in her tanned arms, framed by her long chestnut hair, nestled in front of her red-striped camisole top. I pictured the camisole crumpled up on the floor of my bedroom. I pictured her lithe body writhing under mine.

I threw.

Four feet away, the balloon curtain parted and the dart joined the many other darts stuck to the plywood. Then, just for humiliation’s sake, it tilted and fell off.

“Come on buddy-make-it-look-good,” he said and pressed another dart into my hand. I couldn’t see where it had come from and now I was aiming it and praying to burst a balloon and get away from this monkey with the intense eyes and the smirk of a magician.

And all the hours spent throwing darts at Suds Bar added up to wasted time, like practicing the piano even though you’re tone-deaf.

The dart stuck to the wood, but nowhere near the balloons, and I knew that my face was at least as red all that stretched rubber.

“Come on just-get-one-in-there.”

Didn’t this guy ever need to breathe?

The dart grew into my fingers and I felt a tiny prick, as if the tip had punctured my skin, but the plastic shaft had already left my hand and a balloon popped.

I glanced at Mr. Monkey and knew it wasn’t over.

The smile flicked up the corners of his simian lips and his eyes sparkled, but the two seemed unconnected. I took a step back but felt myself leaning up against the counter even more. His rancid breath washed over me.

“Did you win something, Bobby?”

Jessie’s voice, distant. As if she were walking away.

I nodded and the midway blurred around me and the sounds seemed filtered, as if my hands were covering my ears. Except that my left hand grabbed for the counter and the other grasped a dart. And Mr. Monkey was grinning in my face - nostrils wide, hairy and twitchy - as his voice wrapped itself around my head like a warm towel.

“Got one go-fer-two-see-what-I’ll-do-fer-ya-come-on.”

I threw the dart that had appeared between my fingers. A pop rewarded my efforts.

“Got two go-fer-three-see-what-I’ll-do-ya-come-on.”

I threw and another balloon burst in a blaze of red.

“Got three go-fer-four-see-what-I’ll-do-come-on.”

I opened my mouth to talk and barely heard my own voice. “I’ll just take a prize, if you don’t mind.” The words came out a croak.

A close grin and a wink - a clear wink - and the words tumbled over me and I was glad Don and Liz and Jessie were so far away. I wondered why, for a second, but then those other attendants inside the booth smiled as another dart appeared in my grip. I didn’t know how it got there, and I didn’t care.

“Go-fer-four. Come on see-what-I’ll-do-for-ya.”

I threw. The pop was far, far away. 

“That’s it!” I said between clenched teeth. “I just want my damn prize.”

“Okay you-owe-me-six-bucks-take-your-choice.” He grinned and pointed at one side of the booth.

Flat little plastic things, four-inch dolls and action figures, badly-painted rubber puppets - toys my dog Rolf wouldn’t bother with.

Deep inside of me I knew I was caught. I had tied the strings around my wrists and ankles and the marionette dance was beginning. And there was no end.

Six dollars for a prize that would fit my shirt pocket, and utter humiliation in front of my friends and Jessie. Why were they standing so far away? But thank God they were. 

“An elephant,” I said. I tried to look tough, squaring my shoulders.

“Pick from that wall,” he said around his rictus grin.

I ignored his gesture. Wrong fucking wall.

“A dog?”

He pointed again. No quarter given.

Shit.

I reached into my pocket and found loose paper - one bill. I pulled it out. A twenty.

Mr. Monkey saw it - how could he when he was so much higher than me? shouldn’t the counter have blocked his view? - and he called to a younger clone of himself. “Change! Big bill here.”

My hand felt pulled outward as if on a string, even though the string was invisible. A claw reached out for the bill and it disappeared into a greasy apron. “Gotta get more bills,” mumbled the clone as he sidled away.

“I’d like my change now,” I muttered so my friends wouldn’t hear. I felt the flush creep up my face. The grins came at me from every direction, and I couldn’t turn around to face the three people who mattered to me. They still seemed to prefer the relative safety of the main drag.

“You-owe-me-six-but-pop-a-balloon-see-what-I’ll-do-ya.” 

It was a nightmare. It was humiliation and shame and a little fear, too, and it hurt. And smelled bad, like sour two-day sweat, or dried semen in the stiff folds of yesterday’s briefs.

I threw the dart that had grown with a spark between my numb fingers.

It shoved two red balloons aside with confidence and thunked into the wood.

I threw the next dart.

Another miss.

I threw again.

Pop.

“How about the dog now?” I was out of breath, as if I’d been running.

Mr. Monkey pointed to a rack halfway up the side wall. Six-inch faded Raggedy Anns.

“What about my goddamn change?”

“It’s comin’. Break-another-balloon-see-what-I’m-gonna-do-ya.”

I ground my teeth and threw again, anything to look as if I were on top of things, and popped a sickly one.

The flush seemed to have reached my forehead, where it produced acrid liquid that trickled down and burned the corners of my eyes. My glasses were fogged at the sides and no sound reached my ears but that carny’s chuckle.

“That’s it,” I said, “I’m done. Now what do I win?”

“Bust-two-more-balloons-get-a-choice-from-that-shelf,” he said with that simian smile breaking his face in two. Eight-inch koalas and raccoons, still far removed from the Grail-sized canines and pachyderms above. The clone attendants grinned at me mirthlessly.

I glared at them, helpless.

It took me three tries to get two balloons and then the first clone came with my change - a woefully thin folded sheaf of singles, I saw at a glance before stuffing them quickly into my pocket - and I pointed.

When he handed me the dusty raccoon I felt a spark shoot through my fingers again and then I was loose, as if the strings had been cut. My arms collapsed at my side as if weighed down by the weight of snipped twine.

Mr. Monkey swung out of the booth to catch someone else’s attention. “Hey buddy, I need a favor -”

I stumbled back toward my friends.

“Is that a cute chipmunk!” gurgled Liz.

I gave it to Jessie. “It’s a raccoon.”

“It is cute,” Jessie said, smiling. She pecked my cheek and let me feel the tip of her tongue between her lips - a sign of things to come. 

“All that time just for this little thing?” Don slapped me on the shoulder. “That’s a neat prize - not! How much it cost you?”

Jessie punched him while Liz snorted uncontrollably.

“No, really,” Don said. “How much?” That flinty nasty side of Don flickered for a moment behind his eyes.

“Six bucks,” I lied.

“Oh, that’s not bad,” Jessie said. She hugged me, very closely. The flush on my face felt as if it were melting icicles on my back. Somehow I was holding the damn raccoon again. 

“Considering you coulda bought it for a buck fifty at Ben Franklin’s,” Don said with a snicker. “Robster! The dart-throwin’ machine!”

“Let’s see,” Liz said. I handed her the raccoon and our fingers brushed and I felt a little spark - I guess there was a lot of static electricity in the air. Liz looked at me strangely, but I turned away.

I shut them all out and let my fingers unfold the bills in the security of my pocket.

Two bills. No question about it.

In the nearest john, I looked at them in the privacy of a foul-smelling stall. There wasn’t much to count. Two singles don’t make for much of a wad, no matter how you fold’em.

That was when I knew I was coming back. And why. It wasn’t the eighteen dollars. I told myself that repeatedly. But there was pain in my groin - as if my testicles had been squeezed in a vise before being removed with a rusty X-Acto knife - and that was worth more.

I was coming back for a private talk with Mr. Monkey.

The pain in my balls reached a peak and I almost doubled over.

 

*

 

Two hours later, with Don and Liz off to some bar and make-out emporium, and Jessie and her raccoon home, after yet another screaming match, I reentered the midway with my handstamp. Off to the left, a row of poplars reached for the sky. A cemetery lay on that side of the fairgrounds, while on the other a muddy racetrack pulled in the NASCAR wannabes.

My mouth tasted sour after the beer and harsh words, but that was over and done. Jessica was all over me about my attitude, but I wouldn’t even listen. So we’d shouted past each other in the car and I’d let her find her own way inside. The way she clutched that damned stuffed toy as she slammed the car door almost brought me out to apologize, but then the moment was gone and I was tearing down the dark, silent street and swinging back to the freeway.

“Closin’ in fifteen,” the guard said as I slipped through the dew-slickened turnstile. I nodded. Like I cared.

The crowds had thinned to streams of people heading for exits and a couple here and there taking one last dangerous ride as blank-eyed attendants stared into the darkly bruised August sky. I made my way past the custard and corn-dog stands, where the bug-infested neons now flickered more visibly than before. I walked between screeching, hissing behemoths of rusting metal and grease and watched as they came to rest like weary dinosaurs at the feet of their handlers.

Soon I reached the carnival part of the midway, where plywood slats and shutters were beginning to cover the rows of stuffed animals, cheap Metallica, Judas Priest and Kid Rock mirrors, and old Heather Locklear/Cindy Crawford/Traci Lords posters. One of a lusty babe mouthing a banana with bright red lips almost threw me off my stride. Lone contestants still locked in mortal combat with the odds pitched quarters in one booth and squirted water into colored glasses at another, while bored attendants waited for that last crumpled, sweaty dollar to cross their counters. I wasn’t much surprised to see Mr. Monkey’s booth already closed up.

A carny with a retro two-inch yellow mohawk strolled by just then, and I intercepted him. The guy’s biceps were the size of my thighs. “I’m supposed to see the man who runs this booth, about a job,” I said, trying to make my face look blank and bored. I didn’t know if it did or not.

Mohawk squinted at me. A carnival organ came to a screeching stop somewhere nearby. “He want to see you?”

“He asked me to stop by after closing, but he didn’t tell me which trailer.”

Mohawk grunted and spit into the gravel. “Row three, number six.”

The shadows followed me as I made my way to the muddy parking lot, where trailers and rust-stained RVs rested like caskets in long, snaky rows. Row three number six was a once beige Winnebago, the squared-off corrugated kind, and it had seen all sorts of road in its day. Dim light shone through threadbare curtains in the rear. The only things that identified it as a midway vehicle were the handpainted number, the big-top decal on the driver’s door, and the fairground parking sticker that covered an accumulation of worn stickers from other nowheres. I circled it warily, thankful I was wearing rubber-soled deck shoes.

Now came the hard part. Was I going to knock or sneak? I thought of the muscular Mohawk and those cloned attendants and shivered. And those security guards they breed on farms somewhere in the bayous. What the hell was I doing here? What kind of stupid game did I think I was playing? What was I going to do, beat him up and rob him, go through his wallet? Wasn’t this just more of the anger that always got me in trouble at work, with my students and colleagues, and with Jessica, who deserved a hell of a lot better? I shook my head in disgust and turned to go. But something stopped me.

It was a low whisper, coming from the trailer’s open windows. And movement inside ruffled the curtains, or maybe it was the breeze, giving me a glimpse of - of something. I couldn’t breathe, and my tongue rattled drily against my throat. Suddenly I realized I was standing out in the open, in the center of the narrow lane between trailers, and that I had a choice. I could steal silently away, go make up with Jessie and enjoy the rest of the crappy late summer night, or I could close the gap and do some spying.

I made my choice. I crept closer, until I could look into the long side window.

Who knows what shape each man’s life-curve will take? The thought was foreign to me. I mean, it wasn’t something I could imagine myself saying, but there it was, like a mantra, repeating itself in my head.

The trailer was almost bare, with just a sagging couch and a couple folding chairs in my view. And a card table. The old carny sat at the rickety table inside a flickering cone, his left side facing me, his hands moving over the objects spread out in front of him. He was only a few feet away, so I held my breath in case he had extremely sharp hearing. The single fat candle sat crooked in an ornate carved holder, its flame wagging like a finger in the hot breeze. I felt faint. I let my breath out slowly, and refilled my lungs, but it didn’t help much.

Mr. Monkey started to chant in a low monotone, saying words I couldn’t understand with absolutely no inflection, his spittle glistening in the dim light. Then he raised his hands and I saw that they held something, something that had been lying flat on the table before him. I couldn’t make out what it was, but he turned it slowly in his grip and I gathered that it was oval and about eighteen inches long. Only when its narrow orbit crossed over the candle did the shape come into focus as something I could recognize.

It was a mask.

An ugly mask made of rough carved wood - maybe balsa, considering how light it seemed in his hands - with grotesque painted features glued like insects onto the front. Almond-shaped eyes and pursed purple lips. A thatch of stringy black hair. Cheeks sculpted into caricatures of human features.

Late August sweat coated my skin. And I felt - excited. Sexually charged. There was a sensual beauty, a primitive eroticism, about that mask and it forced me to react even though it disgusted me. It was the danger of being caught, too, the voyeuristic erection one gets when peeping. I’d lectured about Hitchcock’s Rear Window in the same way, but this time I was the peeper. Looking into that trailer, I hugged the window and wondered if I weren’t getting more than I had bargained for when I’d reentered the midway. What went on here after hours?

My temples throbbed.

The carny stood, hunched over the table, and raised his voice steadily until I could hear each S enunciated clearly. The words rang in my ears. His speech sounded like a strange mixture of Latin and Spanish, but I couldn’t be sure. Languages had never been my thing. His voice was still uninflected, like a chant, and it curled into my ears like smoke in a cave.

There were other items on the table that I couldn’t see, and he moved them around with hawk-like claws and passed the mask over the candle’s flame once, then twice. By the third time, I could smell the scorched wood and see wisps of smoke in the light. His lips continued to form strings of words. The smoke thickened as he lowered the mask onto the flame and shook it gently, rotating it so as to keep the scorching even.

Then he spit on the mask and made the candle sputter. His monotone rose and rose until it was as loud as normal speech, as any sound could be. It painted pictures in my head I had never seen, and formed words in my mind that I had never heard.

He took the mask from the table and I realized that he was naked from the waist down. I blinked rapidly and watched as he impaled the mask on his erection, chanting as his hands moved the warm wood back and forth.

I was stunned, but I also felt an embarrassing straining. The mask’s features suddenly became clear. They represented both a face and a genital area. The cheeks did double duty on that clever mask, and the effect was stunning - like a bright flash of porn inserted between the regular frames of a Disney movie by some disgruntled animator.

I caught myself in mid-crouch, a depraved peeping tom with a bulge in his pants and the warm stain of blood on his cheeks. I felt defiled and defiling. 

And I didn’t care.

All around me was a cloying smell, a stench of hot flux like the oxyacetylene torch in my father’s auto shop. I gagged and tried to snuff the cough that rose in my throat. Inside the trailer, the carny had finished whatever he’d been doing with the mask and now moved a stone around the edges of a picture frame that lay flat on the table. I couldn’t see the picture, but it didn’t matter because I was leaving. I’d had enough of the strange scene. Maybe the carny knew I was there all along and just wanted to put on a scary show. Man, it worked.

But then I crouched again, because someone had opened the trailer’s door, which I could just barely see outside the cone of the candle’s light. A few whispered words floated toward me, then a body was flung at the old carny’s feet. I thought I saw a flash of red shirt and then the door was pulled quietly closed. 

I half-stood, about to go for some kind of help. This was 911 time for sure. I’d left my cell phone in the car, but there had to be a phone somewhere. Then the body groaned and I saw that it was a girl - or a young woman - wearing skintight jeans and a frilly red blouse. She sat up, her movements stiff with fear, and stared at the carny, who sat muttering as if she weren’t even there.

She was very pretty, I thought, and vaguely familiar, with fluffy raven hair and wearing heavy make-up. She seemed almost the perfect evil cheerleader in one of those cheap slasher films, her features bloated with lust. But then I realized that it was only an illusion. It was fear, and the flicker of understanding crossed her face like a cloud. Her lips opened to scream, but the carny made a sudden gesture and no sound came from her open mouth. When she realized it, she tried to scream louder, putting her whole body into it and her eyes near to bursting, but it was no use. With a quick motion, he slipped the mask onto her face and her eyes disappeared behind the scorched wood. Her head stopped moving.

I was too scared to move and I had to tear myself away from the sight of him standing over her with some kind of evil in his features, muttering his strange language all the while and ignoring her silent screams. I became his accomplice right then, because I could not run for help, nor turn away, and because I felt one desperate surge in my groin and soiled my underwear - the wetness in the folds of my briefs telling me more about myself than I ever wanted to know.

Tears snaked out of my eyes, tears of guilt and disgust.

But I kept on watching.

How long? I didn’t know.

When it was over, the mask that hid her face made her seem unreal, like a mannequin in a store window, with limbs made of hard plastic.

I crouched in shame and fear, watching the inside of the trailer. The carny knelt over her silent body and I couldn’t see what he was doing now. One hand rose up and out, pulling away from his gnarled chest. A metal sliver glowed in the candlelight. Beside him on the trailer floor lay a metal bowl.

I heard wet, slushy sounds.

The enormity of my crime welled up not unlike blood from the open zipper of a paper cut. I bowed my head in silent shame, feeling the wetness at the front of my jeans, knowing that my manhood had shrunk timidly and now sought comfort in the cold, sticky fabric. My eyes blurred for a moment and I thought I would faint, victim of the pungent smell which clung to my nostrils.

What was he doing?

Something tiny and sharp flashed in the carny’s grip. A needle?

He muttered over the picture frame, then bent over the girl and lifted her like a dead fish. As the mask slipped, I glimpsed smudges like blood on her chin and black streaks radiating almost comically from her eyes. She was all lumps and folds, as if drugged. Maybe she had been drugged - who the hell knew? Police lights flashed in my mind’s eye. Only a phone call away, if I had my cell phone in my hand. I started to slip out of the narrow alley, but I heard the front door of the trailer snap open and pulled up, mouth open and oxygen starved. I was close enough to the Winnebago’s side to hug the darkness and wait for whoever it was to walk past. With my face inches from the trailer’s corner, one of the booth’s attendants brushed past, gravel popping under his feet. The girl followed, a silent robot presence. There was nothing left of the evil cheerleader - there was nothing much left of her at all, it seemed to me. Her feet dragged in the gravel like the legs of a corpse.

A freak of lighting, or maybe a ray of moonlight made it through a thin cloud and offered a blade of light, and I saw - yes, I saw - that the girl’s lips and eyelids had been sewn shut.

 

*

 

I screamed then.

I screamed and felt my head bursting with a tight, lancing pain.

I moved and my fists hammered at the startled attendant’s head and face, pummeling soft flesh and bone with pent-up rage. He tried to fight back but I was wild, striking like a windmill.

Out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed the girl just standing there where she had stopped, like a tall sack of potatoes with legs. Before the attendant could react, I landed a series of blows to his face and upraised arms, my knuckles now bruised and slick with his blood, then I went for his middle.

Even though I felt the hard muscle through his t-shirt, my uncontrolled enraged blows staggered him. My fists were numb with the pounding, but he went down and then I was kicking him in the side and in the head. I heard the crack of bone under my shoes, but even that didn’t stop me. As he curled up, I almost tripped over his wheezing form. I grabbed the girl’s arm and stumbled away, toward the darkness formed by another row of trailers and RVs.

All around, lights blinked on and thin metal doors opened, releasing glowing yellow bars into the night.

Somewhere behind us, the old carny hissed a stream of syllables and the curious rapidly closed their doors. Better not to know, and I agreed. But it was too late for me. We reached the dark even though she was a dragging weight on my arm.

The tiny, bloodless holes that framed her lips and underlined her closed eyelids pulled my gaze and, even in the shadows, I could see the thin thread that snaked ever-so-neatly from hole to hole. Her skin was not unlike processed leather I’d once seen in a tannery. The girl herself might as well have been dead. Maybe she would have been luckier. 

And it was my fault. The thought was a jackhammer in my brain.

I dragged her and she came, like a puppy on a leash.

The boarded-up midway took us.

 

*

 

Now the smell deep in my nostrils seemed about to suffocate me, and a nightmare vision of purple wooden lips and eyelids sewn shut hovered in front of my face like a veil.

For hours, silent figures had combed the grounds for us. Once, from behind a garbage dumpster, I caught a close-up look and almost gagged up whatever was left of the chili dogs I had eaten earlier - days earlier, it seemed.

The searchers’ eyes and lips were all sewn shut, in that precise little stitch.

We were driven from what should have been one end of the midway to the other countless times, but we never even saw the gate. Was I hallucinating? Time had struggled to a standstill. We were lost.

So when I noticed that her hand, her soft and shapely hand, was putting slight pressure on my own hand, I was shocked. Up to now I thought I’d been leading her, but she was taking me for a walk.

Above us, a darkened Ferris wheel loomed. It was dead and sinister in the unnatural darkness, spindly struts radiating outward like a gigantic spider’s web.

And I knew the spider.

Her hand led me to the wheel’s lowermost gondola, where the safety bar was up in a bizarre welcome gesture. It was a stupid place to rest, but I let her lead me. Maybe they wouldn’t find us here, among the steel. It was a slim chance, but I had nothing much to lose. I felt more fear now than anger. Revenge was replaced now by survival. Pure and simple. One moment’s hot-head is the next moment’s coward.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” I whispered. I wondered about her name.

She couldn’t talk, but we hadn’t had much time for talk anyway. I looked at her face, lovely and now deformed. The old carny had done this to her, and more. I sat in the swaying gondola and helped her down beside me. She just came, like a trusting pet. Her skin was clammy in the early morning haze that hugged the ground.

I was cold, suddenly, cold and alone. Some kind of fucked-up zombies stalked what was left of the night, and my only company was a walking corpse.

Jessie was alone, too. I hoped she was safe. At least she wasn’t here, suffering through this carnival of horrors. The thought bubbled laughter up my throat, a sarcastic chuckle bursting out from my lips, forcing me to question my sanity. I didn’t want to laugh any more, but it came out of me along with the tears.

Damn that dart game, damn my weakness, damn my pride.

If only I hadn’t seen that booth. But some part of me understood that I’d been meant to see it from the beginning.

The girl stared ahead through her lids. A sullen, chilly breeze ruffled her limp hair.

“What’s your name?” I asked for the hundredth time, hoping something would click. “What happened? How did you get into this? Shit, tell me how I got into this.”

Her face stared ahead. I took her hand in mine and squeezed as hard as I could, but it was no more effective than handling a dead fish and hoping it would rise again.

I dropped her hand and grabbed her wrist, searching.

There was no pulse.

My brain short-circuited and I smelled that hot flux smell again. She couldn’t be dead. She had walked with me half the night. I held her hand. There was no fucking way… 

I never could find even my own pulse. What made me think I could find someone else’s? She wasn’t dead, she was just in shock and her pulse eluded my efforts to find it, that was all.

“There’s a way out of this, you know,” I said, forcing a casual tone, but with my voice cracking. “We’re both tired -” I looked at the delicate skin puckering around the tiny holes and black thread “- and we both need help, but it’ll be all right.” Sure, removing the stitches would hurt. But it could be done. Her mind could be dealt with later. “It’ll be all right,” I lied again.

Then I remembered the Swiss Army knife in my back pocket. One of those pocket knives too big for pockets but which I carried around anyway. It had gotten me out of the occasional minor emergency. I fumbled with the blades, looking for the sharp little scissors in the dark. I pried out the folded blades and edged closer to my companion.

“Don’t worry,” I whispered. “I won’t hurt you. I’m just going to try undoing these damn stitches.”

I put my hand on her face and turned it slightly toward me. God, she was beautiful! Except for the scars the old sadist had given her. I applied the scissors gently, bringing my face close to hers, and in seconds I had snipped through four tiny loops in her left eyelid. Six more to go, and they gave easily. I was surprised there was no blood, but glad, too.

I reached out with my index finger and gently slid up her eyelid, hoping I could see something - a spark maybe - reflected in her eye.

But I recoiled in pure horror, leaping back to the other side of the short little seat and shaking my hand as if trying to shake off a disgusting insect. I heard a croak escape my lips and hang in the air between us. My rapid breathing tried to catch up to my fluttering heart, but I thought I was going to keel over.

Her eye cavity was empty.

There was no eyeball for her to look through. There was nothing but a black, cave-like hole.

The severed optical nerve hung like a bloated tongue just inside the lid. I felt sour, evil-tasting chili dogs and cotton candy start a burning path up my throat again. I swallowed and thought my esophagus would melt from the acid.

That was when the Ferris wheel groaned and we dropped a foot.

I propelled myself off the damp metal and plastic seat, but the safety bar crashed into position and pinned us both to the back. Another groan, another drop. I wrestled with the bar, trying to pry it from just above my groin, but I could barely scrape under its rusted hardness with my fingers. I imagined feeling the circulation cut off from my legs, being torched out of the car an invalid, my legs useless stumps, and the bar seemed to dig even deeper into my flesh.

“Hey, goddamnit to hell fuck!” I shouted incoherently.

My voice barely sliced through the sound of the Ferris wheel’s motor, which chose that second to come to life.

There was no one at the controls. I could see the rust-streaked podium and its levers, but there was no one there at all.

Pain shot through my legs as the car began to rise backwards. My throat constricted as the air seemed to thin, adding to the sheen of sweat I felt on my forehead thanks to the damp coverlet of particles riding the night clouds. I glanced at my companion and saw no change. Her sewn eyelid and her open eyelid might have been shades on separate apartment windows.

As we rose, I saw that the sky was getting lighter. Wispy early morning haze swirled below, and the suddenly the ground was only visible in patches.

I screamed when the vibrations started, the wheel feeling as if it would shudder itself apart into a million jagged pieces.

Then we stopped at the top of the arc, starting to swing back and forth. The girl stared at me with her empty eye cavity and one shut lid resembling a long, evil wink.

 

*

 

Now, the Ferris wheel stilled except for the struts’ groans, the chill wrapped itself around me. The girl’s arm felt as cold as the air, but I grasped it eagerly as we swung.

I had begun talking to myself. Sometime in the last hour or so the girl’s silence had finally gotten to me and I pretended she wasn’t there - except for the grip I maintained on her arm.

“Get her to a hospital and tell the police. Bring them back. Have the old fucker in row three number six arrested.”

It was like an agenda, scrawled on a Post-It.

Buy coffee.

Water plants.

Neutralize satanic carny and his army of zombies.

Sure.

Still, the words sounded comforting in my ears, even if she didn’t hear me. I shivered. “I’ll make sure that fucker rots in prison the rest of his life, don’t worry.”

Hollow words, without meaning. Might as well have been quoting greeting card verse. I laughed and the sound echoed through the dark scaffold of the treacherous Wild Mouse across the way. I saw movement on the highest level of tracks and wondered if zombies were even now climbing the struts of the Ferris wheel. Trees rustled endlessly below.

The bar suddenly lifted, freeing our laps and almost sending us flying out of the narrow little seat. I grabbed desperately for the bar with one hand and tried to pull her closer to me.

“Well, at least we’re not prisoners any more.” I tried to chuckle, but it came out all wrong.

In the silence that followed, she slid down in the seat and slid off the gondola - 

out of my fucking grip


- and I heard the wet smack clearly even though the rising wind whistled through the struts. The scream died in my throat as I grabbed the bar with both hands until my nails split against the rough metal and my bladder threatened to loosen.

Blackness. 

I felt my body slide and let go, hoping for a quick end.

 

*

 

Light returned slowly, one eye at a time, and blurred. It was a dim version of light, flickery and lacking commitment.

I struggled to open my eyes, to see. Someone, anything. There was nothing except that dim light, and blurred images.

Smack.

I remembered the wet sound she’d made as she hit the asphalt below the wheel. I looked for the struts, for the wheel. But I wasn’t on it. There was no late August breeze. I was wet in the groin, and cold. Sweat trickled slowly into my right eye, burning like acid. I blinked. I was a fetus, adrift in a sea of sweat and urine and worse.

Then it all began to dribble into some sort of shape. The girl, her scars, her last slide to oblivion. Had she been dead already? And what about my slide? 

I sat up.

“You are awake.”

The voice was right, but the words didn’t mesh. “Bust-a-balloon-see-what-I’ll-do-fer-ya.” That was better, a line more suited to the thin guy in the red shirt. Mr. Monkey, my own personal carny-on-a-stick.

My eyes cleared enough to prove it was him. We were in his trailer, the card table only a few feet away. The mask was probably still on it, but I couldn’t tell from my angle - I was stretched out on a ratty cot.

“Who are you?” I wasn’t aware I had spoken until I heard my words echo inside my head. Then I remembered what he’d done to me, to the girl, who knew to how many more. “Who the fuck are you, you bastard?”

“I am Fate,” he said.

“Where’s Hope and Charity?” I’m usually not flip, but this time it just gushed out.

“Faith is where you find it.” His voice was calmer, better modulated than before, as if in the booth he spoke some sort of showy patois that wasn’t reflected in his everyday life. Here, here he was different. “But,” he continued, “Fate is everywhere and forever. You can’t gain or lose Fate. It’s always there. I’m always there.”

“I see.”

“Fool!” His roar startled me. “You think you can see because your eyes are open? You think you can speak because your mouth makes sound? You do all these things because of me. Or not. You see, once in a while I take them back. People used to think of me as a colorful wheel, what they called Fortuna or Luck, but I have always liked dart games better, and Luck is subordinate to me.”

“Your voice,” I whispered. “It’s different.”

“Fate speaks in all tongues.” He rattled a stream of words in a dozen languages so quickly I could barely catch Latin, Greek, Hebrew, German, Russian, French, Italian, Gaelic, and a blur of others I couldn’t hope to recognize, but then he ended with: “Bust-a-balloon-see-what-I’ll-do-ya.”

“Fascinating.” I looked at the door, only feet away. Could I make it before this madman put that fucked-up mask on my face and danced some weirdo dance? Before he reached for his sewing kit?

Because he couldn’t be telling me the truth, could he?

I leapt up, my limbs flying fluid toward the door, and then there was only screaming pain in my temples and the mask in his hand. A candle’s flame twisted and hissed in the wake of my movement. Only a fraction of a second had elapsed, yet -

My legs didn’t exist.

He passed the vile mask over the flame and I smelled it again, that fluxy smell of burned wood and - and something. There was a bowl in his other hand, too, a metal mixing bowl with a Tupperware cover. Something sloshed inside.

“Sometimes I offer my gifts to others,” he said. The mask loomed closer, unblurred in my direct gaze and held firmly in one claw-like hand. “I give and I take away. I take and I give away. I am Fate.” He juggled the two a moment more, then carefully set the mask on the table again, where it smoldered.

I knew then, and the knowledge caught in my throat. The girl was long gone, either a figment of my imagination or some necessary sacrifice to some higher power I could never understand, perhaps granting the authority to give and take away. I glimpsed her all too clearly in my mind’s eye, sitting nest to me on the Ferris wheel.

Oh, Jessie. 

What had I done? 

I had no sooner asked this of me than I was seeing Jessie’s face floating near mine, one eyelid sewn shut and the other a black hole, the lips below silenced forever and a scream now only audible in my mind. My defenses collapsed, all at once and without exception. Only the mask and the bowl remained to give my world shape. And the carny.

Oh, yes, he was Fate.

“In your case,” he said softly, no longer a carny at all, “I give. But you will have to take away and give to me.”

There was a red vest lying near me on the cot. I knew that tomorrow I would be in the booth with him, helping distract rubes while we took their money. And some of them would come back, and they would become part of us. That was Fate, after all, and who could step in the way of Fate’s desires? I wondered if anyone had ever “run away to join” a circus or carnival, or had they replenished their ranks this way instead, recruiting from the endless succession of marks? 

I had no words for him. My gaze rested on the bowl that lay like an offering in his palms.

“You know what they say. The eyes are windows to the soul.”

He pried off the Tupperware cover and dozens of filmy naked eyes glared at me. The two uppermost were familiar, so familiar that I felt a hitch in my throat. A golden spoon appeared in his hand, much as the darts had done, and I saw it waver before me.

“Eat,” he commanded.

And I ate. 

Oh, God, how I ate.

 

* * *

 

CARRIED ON THE WIND

 

Published in WICKED KARNIVAL HALLOWEEN HORROR

 

Charlie realized that he loved trick or treating when the sunny day was turning to dusk. 

On the cusp of turning to dark, Charlie’s father might have said. Oh, the warm winds that swept in from the mountains made the afternoon one of those glorious ones, and that was something Charlie’s mother might have said (glorious, you know), but there truly was something glorious about the late October warmth turning ever so slowly into the cool October night. 

The leaves rustled, giving Halloween its best sound effect, and crunched underfoot. There was no better sound, and no better smell, than that of the brown leaves making room for the new ones to follow.

He swept down the sidewalk with his old-fashioned bag, the one Charlie’s mother had made for him apparently all those years ago, and planned his route carefully. It was still early, yes it was, but there was no reason not to plan. A plan always made things more fun. He had already mapped out the first half of his route, but he would leave the second half to chance. Yes, a little blind luck on Halloween sure made trick or treating more fun, and not knowing where he’d end up, that was most fun of all.

Well, he knew where he’d end up. Just not exactly when.

He swept down the slightly familiar sidewalk and reveled in the decorated houses, the cobwebby porches and the straw-filled pretend-corpses that straddled railings or rocked gently in breeze-powered rocking chairs. He reveled in the joy and beauty of the imagery, the witches’ hats and the cats with arched backs, and he couldn’t help but revel in the smell of fireplaces beginning to hover over the neighborhood, as people set about warding off the night’s coming chill.

His name was Charlie and he loved the cusp, the almost warmth and almost cold carried on the wind, the in-between, the spaces between the slots, and he couldn’t wait to fill his bag with the sweet fruits of childhood on a Halloween evening. 

Friendless, he ran down the sidewalk alone but somehow not lonely, knowing that soon he would be joined by ghosts and goblins and Spider-Men and Batmen, and maybe a princess or two. But he was a loner, he knew they said that of him, and he was all right without a group of friends to call his own. He had always been alone and content, and Halloween reminded him only briefly that he ran alone. 

He always celebrated the holiday his way.

He caught up to a group of ghosts and vampires and tagged along as they hit a few houses on the block, the ones with their porch lights on. He really wanted to visit the houses with the lights off and stare inside their windows, watching their occupants hide from the costumed children. The antisocial ones, those who couldn’t even give out candy, made him angry. 

Oh, yes, very angry. He could feel it burning inside.

But he kept to the rules, loose though they were, and just ignored the dark houses, even though he sensed their eyes following him and his new friends.

Soon enough Charlie was farther away from the home he called his than he had ever been, or maybe it just seemed that way. His memories were fluid, slipping away and returning like a fuzzy television picture. He had switched groups somewhere, and now he was tagging along with two zombies, a ghost, a Superman, a lame Gilligan, and three little girls dressed as witches.

The lead zombie stopped and faced the others, rattling the meager take in his candy bag. “This block is a gyp! Let’s go up the Hill.”

“Uh, my mom doesn’t want me to leave the neighborhood,” one of the princesses said in a tiny voice. 

“Then don’t!” the ghost bellowed.

The Hill was the new subdivision three blocks away. Everybody knew rich people lived there. Charlie was just learning about it.

“We’re going! You go home if you want to.”

“I don’t wanna go home,” the girl cried. 

“Then let’s go,” the lead zombie said. He looked at the others in his gang and they nodded.

“Hey, you, new kid.” He pointed at Charlie, who hung in the background. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Trick or treating.”

The zombie stuck a finger in Charlie’s face. “Don’t be a smart-ass! I don’t know you. Anybody know this kid?”

The others shook their heads and muttered.

“I seen him at school, always sittin’ alone,” the lame Gilligan offered.

“Me too!” The ghost nodded under his sheet.

“Yeah?” the zombie said. “What’s your name, kid?”

“Charlie.”

“That’s a pansy name. You gotta give each of us a piece of candy to join the gang.” His green face scrunched up in a smirk. “And it better be the good stuff. None of that candy corn shit!”

“Yeah, Randy, that’s tellin’im!” said the Superman.

“Two pieces of candy! It’s gotta be two.” The lead zombie held up two fingers. “Or we get to bash you.”

“Look, he’s cryin’,” said the other zombie, clearly inferior in costume quality, pointing.

Charlie was crying. And it surprised him. 

He wiped his face with a sleeve and felt the wetness.

Damn it, that was no good. Nothing like being a wussy. It had to be the kid’s memories, kicking in. Maybe being alone wasn’t something the kid really liked.

The warm-cool wind caressed Charlie’s face like a soft hand. The leaves crackled in a swirl near the curb, and a snatch of Theremin-flavored sci-fi horror movie music played from one of the houses nearby, somebody having some fun. Somebody who didn’t want to ruin Halloween for Charlie.

Almost before he knew what had happened, Charlie’s fist shot out and caught the lead zombie square in the nose. The crunch was loud and blood and snot squirted out over the sidewalk.

All the fight left the zombie and he ran off, howling. His gang trailed raggedly after him, lost without their head.

Charlie thought the kid’s costume was much scarier now.

He sighed.

This happened every year. He just didn’t learn. He liked being alone, but sometimes it was great to join a gang, even for just a short time. But they always hated being joined. He’d have to start his own gang, someday.

Charlie shrugged and searched his memory. It was time for Charlie to go home. Halloween ended early some years, and that was all right. He could still gather some treats at home, from his parents.

He retraced his steps, deliberately avoiding other groups of trick or treaters. The zombie had soured his whole night.

It was past dusk now, and the wind carried a chill with it that made him tremble just enough. He loved that feeling. Warmth turning to cold. Light turning to dark.

Love turning to hate. 

He found himself in front of the house. His house. 

Inside, his parents were bickering again. He ignored them as he went past, past the television and its psychedelic variety show. If they were surprised at his quick return, they didn’t show it. No, Charlie didn’t do well with other kids, and maybe that was what they were bickering about.

Love turning to hate.

When he came out of the kitchen, he wasn’t carrying his candy bag.

First he used the butcher knife on dad, stabbing him twice in the chest and then slicing across his throat just to mess things up a bit.

Mom screamed.

Oh, how she screamed!

But it was Halloween, and people up and down the street were watching Halloween specials, so nobody paid attention to a little screaming.

He stabbed her in the belly, in the chest, and then after she went down, he stopped her thrashing with a foot and stabbed her in the eyes. He enjoyed that part tremendously, especially the last-ditch plea he saw in those green eyes before he brought the blade down again and again. It was messy, but it was what he’d been planning all evening.

Plans are always more fun. 

It was just a little earlier than he had figured.

Charlie liked the last impression he’d left. How could our Charlie do this to us? How could he? Our Charlie…

He chuckled.

For “Charlie” was his costume, you see. Maybe next year he would trick or treat as someone else. It was part of the fun, wearing a costume and mask, and he was already planning. Although, as he watched mom and dad bleeding all over the carpeting, he had to admit he kind of liked Charlie’s memories. All the bickering his parents did, and how they belittled their loner son. He enjoyed those memories more than he thought he would. They tasted pleasantly bitter. 

But he was bored with the whole kid thing. The zombie bully really bugged him. Maybe it was time to explore other highways. Maybe it was time to let go of trick or treating and seek out more… adult pursuits.

He stripped off the ragged Charlie skin mask and tossed it on the floor. Time to go, sure enough, but maybe he would keep the name a while longer. Some of the memories, too.

Charlie.





  

It fit him.

The thing that both was and wasn’t Charlie ambled out the door and into the cool October air. He wished it could be Halloween every day. He sniffed the air, inhaling the scent of woodsmoke and chilled hearts. Looking around, choosing his route, he saw the neighbors’ tilted mailbox. The name was printed in bold letters: Manson. That was a nice name, too.

Charlie Manson, he thought as he walked past the mailbox and down the October sidewalk. Had a nice ring to it.

Yes it did.

Already he was planning. 

Love turning to hate.

He left, his love of Halloween carried on the wind. 

 

* * *

 

THE SERPENT SAID

 

Published in THE DARK SPIRAL: TWISTED TALES OF TERROR

 

Yesterday I was afflicted by the curse of the snake, and I fear there ain’t no redemption in sight. 

Let me attempt to recount the events which led up to this very moment, but beware my words - they’ll chill your precious souls.

Yesterday was the thirteenth day of the month and a Friday both, a devil’s day as you ignorant people would have it. If I truly believed that claptrap, I would have done my best to refuse this … this cursed power I didn’t seek but was granted over any woman I chanced to meet in this Indiana Bible “chastity” belt backwater.

I need to spit, but now I can’t.

I should have refused the power, turned my back, packed up and hunted me up a new line, but I didn’t. God help me, I surely didn’t. The curse was strong, and I was weak. Ain’t it always like that? 

Pride is the greatest sin, even I know that, and my pride has never once threatened to diminish and fade away. You see, I was born poor enough to learn at a young age that you don’t turn away what is freely given. It’s how I kept me in this business so long.

See, Molly’s my up-front girl, been with me for three hard-luck years and never looked past the low cash pay, the grimy little offices, the run-down hotels, or even the late-night escapes. Maybe she’s enjoyin’ the risk. The danger of getting caught. But she never made a move on me, my Molly, and I never did on her. Our arrangement was strictly business, understand?

So Molly suddenly starts starin’ into my eyes with those large, somewhat watery pupils. It plain surprised me no end. I asked her if she had just learned of some death in the family, then I got sidetracked onto a rant: why wasn’t my new bottle open and stashed behind the makeshift pulpit of my latest low-rent storefront office, like always? She just stared at me and I stared right back.

Fact is that Molly can turn heads, yes indeed, when she puts some time into the endeavor. She’s a dumb hillbilly in one town, but passes for one of them Vegas chippies out for fun in the next. Brush that chestnut hair, slap on cheap mascara with a heavy hand to make those wide eyes of hers downright huge, and slather bright red onto those lips which already tend to impress with their wanton fleshiness. Her slight overbite does the rest to most men, sure enough.

Yesterday my Molly decided to go chippy, and when I entered the dim office and spotted her glowing visage, my first thought was to inquire as to the health of her rotten scoundrel of a no-good husband-she sure was dolled up as if ready to attend his funeral, oh happy day. But surprise stole my words right from me.

Our eyes locked for a few seconds and then she looked down, at the elongated wooden box I carried, and then up again at me. She seemed about to speak, maybe to greet my arrival, but paused in the very act of opening her mouth. She cocked her head to the side, as if listening intently to a voice I couldn’t hear. I noticed the faint line of moisture above her perfectly penciled upper lip, that morsel now quivering in its fiery glory. Suddenly I felt inclined to lick that sweat off her downy upper lip. I confess, I was weakened by the sight, so I leaned back into the door I’d just shut and reached around with a free hand to turn the latch, assuring our privacy. I don’t know what made me do that, you see?

The box vibrated in my hand and I felt its weight bear down sharply into my elbow. I sensed the movement there, and I saw slithery motion within. I shuddered like with fever. The solid door behind me propped up my clumsy body to face that sudden vision of sultry femininity, Molly-my sweet Molly!

She parted bloated lips and poked the thin, delicate tip of her pink tongue out from between them, leaving a glistening trail wherever it traveled and lingered and traveled again. Her eyes continued to probe mine, but I admit I could not focus entirely on them - no, I chose to admire those fleshy lips writhing before me, now curling upward, and I felt my manhood untangle and curl upward as well. The longbox vibrated softly in my hand. Another glimpse of silent movement through the cross-shaped cut-out centered on one of the lids. The tiny brass lock swung with exaggerated slowness. Indeed, everything was flowin’ at the speed of molasses.

Oh, what strange magic potion filled the sultry summer air!

“Ned,” she whispered with a voice so low it sounded not like hers at all. “My Ned.”

I blinked both eyes slowly and somehow missed her approach, for when I opened them again Molly stood mere inches from me, looking up into my bearded face as one gazes into the halo of the warming sun. I wanted to speak, but my vocal cords failed to produce any sound worth hearin’.

Then her head disappeared and I felt a sure, gentle tugging on the outside of my trousers. I looked down and beheld those widened pupils gazing into mine, her lips now pursed as if about to whistle, and one slim hand parting the folds of fabric which held me prisoner no longer, the buttons undone as if in a dream. Yes, I was free, tingling and ready.

I tell you, her touch was cool, yet blazing.

“Molly,” I managed, in both protest and abandon. “Oh, Molly.” I had no other words to brandish.

The light seemed to dim before my eyes as the moist embrace of slickly supple, quivering flesh surrounded my member from tip to root.

I set the longbox down on the tiny table which held the ornate guest book, placed my hands in her hair, and felt each movement as she alternately licked, nibbled, then engulfed more of me into herself. Forward and back, hot and cold wetness, until finally I felt the shiver building and with a moan she swallowed all there was and wiped the corners of her mouth with a prim, slender finger following the curl of her smile. Moments later she fixed her ruined lipstick and left me to cover myself-and recover-as best I could. No words exchanged. None needed, though surely I needed the support of that door behind me. 

Oh, don’t judge me with disapproval, you dim-wits!

You’d a-had no more strength than me, if the roles were reversed. Molly’s a good girl, a swell actress and valuable ally, but at that moment she had fulfilled all my suppressed desires. When she returned to her desk, she winked at me and licked her lips and-for a moment, mind you-I missed the small-town Molly I used to know. It was like she’d got herself a cat-house education that afternoon, and I’d written the curriculum.

Frenzied knocking at the locked door set me to righting my trousers and buttoning the fly. I was thankful for the yellowed blinds that screened out the afternoon sun and kept visitors from pryin’. Sweat stung as it dribbled into my eyes.

“Are you goin’ to get that, Reverend?” Molly asked in her sweetest voice. She was my up-front girl again and looked no more forward to me at that moment than any church secretary. 

“Uh, yes,” I stammered as I fumbled at the door. “I believe I will.”

I’d no sooner unlatched it than it flew open as if shoved by a gust of holy wind.

“Well well, lookie here!” 

I studied the loud, lanky visitor. A Woolworth’s suit, a wrinkled white shirt, and shoes that hadn’t been polished since the War. A crushed fedora tilted over flat, uninteresting features. I could see a dented black Packard parked outside.

“Look, Sister Molly, if it ain’t a member of the local journalistic industry!” The words welled up before I could stop them, but it didn’t matter because the flat-faced man had flashed his press card at me even as I spoke. I can spot a newspaper man by the cheapness of his clothes and by the predatory gleam in his bloodshot eyes.

“John Molinaro, Reverend. News Gazette. You are the Reverend Jim-Bob Wallace?” He extended his hand experimentally.

I took his hand close to his wrist, holding it long enough to pretend cordiality and far up enough to escape a vise-grip that might have strangled a camel, had it found purchase. “Come in out of the heat, Mr. Molinetti.”

“Molinaro,” he corrected, smiling crookedly at Molly behind me. “Ma’am,” he said, leering. His gaze switched to me and went flinty. “I’m real sorry to come callin’ so soon after your arrival in town and all, but you know …”

I swung the door closed behind him, catching sight of the guest book and the longbox on the table. “Not at all, Mr. Moli-I’ve had a day to unpack and prepare for my ministry. What can I do for you?”

He smiled. “As you might imagine, your arrival here in 

Brownton has caused quite a stir.” He wagged his head back and forth like it was hinged. “Quite a stir. Word’s been spreadin’ for the last day or so that you’re part of one of those special Christian groups.” He had a pad out by now, and a stubby pencil.

“We’re all Christians here in Indiana, sir,” I pointed out. “Ain’t we?” I made sure I was smilin’ like an idiot. Behind him, I saw Molly look away.

“That’s for sure, Reverend Wallace. You’ve put your finger on a basic truth around these parts.” He nodded and scratched some symbols into his notebook. “What is the name you go by, uh, the name of your ministry?”

He was tauntin’, pronouncin’ ministry like a cussword. I wondered if I’d set my sights a bit too high this time around.

“I’m ordained by the Holy Highway Church of God,” I explained slowly, so he could jot it down. “I’m here to spread news of the power and the glory.”

“No doubt, no doubt. And your first service is tomorrow? Is that right?”

I’d made some calls and my contacts were coming through, one by one. Next evening at eight the local Pentecostal church, housed in a bungalow on the outskirts of town, would host about three dozen worshipers and a delegation of preachers from in and around the county, and we would handle serpents for the glory of God.

And for the glory of the donation plate. Praise the Lord.

“It is indeed, Mr. Millitaro. Ya’ll come by and witness to our Savior? You can report in your paper the holy love that’ll be pouring out of each of us.”

“What about the snake handling? Can I report on that?” He grinned at me as if we were sharin’ a joke. Maybe we were.

“There will be serpents handled, yes, symbolizing our mastery over the Great Serpent, the Evil One.”

“You know snake handling is illegal here in this state, don’t you?” he drawled with a smirk.

“The laws of man hold no sway over those of the Lord,” I said, bringing my hands together and gazing downward. I’ve found that most reporters get edgy when faced with piousness. I’m pious right often when there’s a journalist in the room. Played just right, their stories help swell the donations. Wrong, and we’re headin’ out of town just ahead of a lynch mob.

He looked around, measurin’. “Not a lot of money in your calling, is there?”

That’s another tactic, attempting to goad some blasphemous response from a man of God. I’m careful not to let my finances show in my surroundings.

His gaze fell upon the longbox. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked, stepping closer. He bent over the table and jumped a small step back when the box moved of its own accord.

“That is a serpent, yes sir,” I said. “A full-grown, poisonous rattler we’ll be handling tomorrow, safely under the protection of our Savior.” I imagined the disgusting scaly skin, rippling and slithering inside the box, visible through the cross-shaped cut-out. He stared at it. “You’re welcome to handle the serpent yourself, Mr. Moli- …”

“I’ll leave that to you and your flock, Reverend,” he said, runnin’ a nervous grin. And takin’ another sidelong glance at the longbox.

“They’re not my flock yet,” I pointed out, trying for modesty. I looked at Molly for some support, but she was facing away from us. Usually she’s part of the act, drivin’ it home.

He headed for the door. “I’ll be here tomorrow,” he said. “You can count on it.”

I smiled. “Prepare yourself to witness miracles.”

I heard his mocking laughter even after he had left.

“What the hell were you doing?” I shouted at Molly. “You gone crazy?”

Before she could answer, the door flew open again and smacked against the wall. I turned and faced this new intrusion with my quick temper, which faded when I saw that it was a striking woman in a serious Sunday dress. Her features were as severe as the cut of her clothes-sharp and not altogether unattractive, though pinched and devoid of any cosmetic embellishments. You could cut yourself on her chin and nose.

“May I help you?”

“I’m here on behalf of my husband, the Reverend Horton. He has the parish down the street a-ways, Holy Redeemer. I’ve come to plead with you not to taint our community with your blasphemy!” 

High-pitched, nasal, nagging voice. This was not turning out to be a good day, despite that display of Molly’s unexpected expertise in matters carnal.

“Mrs. Horton,” I began as smoothly as I could muster, “let me assure you that-” I trailed off.

Her eyes had left mine and wandered downward, fixin’ my groin area with a bizarre stare. I followed her stare and saw that my trousers had somehow remained unbuttoned. Had Molinaro noticed? As I made to hastily correct the matter, the Reverend Horton’s wife suddenly sank to her bony knees and reached out for me, grabbing and preventing my escape.

“Yes,” she whispered, voice gone real husky, not nearly as nasal. Answering a question, a demand, only she could hear. “Yes! I am honored, my master!”

Her fingers fumbled my stiffening member from its hiding place and I found I could not edge away, since Molly had sidled around behind me and held me firmly within Mrs. Horton’s range. My brain was like to explode, watchin’ the minister’s wife fondle my rising manhood, kiss it, and then take it between her thin lips, a line of drool escaping the corners of her prim mouth. I bet myself right then that the Reverend Horton had never even in his dreams experienced his wife’s considerable hidden talent. I turned to face Molly to question this newest bizarre occurrence, or at least her part in it, but her eyes were nearly crossed with ecstasy, nodding dazed assent-to what, I couldn’t hear. Then Molly’s lips covered mine and the heady smell of fresh lipstick invaded my nostrils even as her darting tongue made inroads into my throat. In a minute both women muttered “Yes! Yes!” as I convulsed and spilled my seed into the ascetic mouth of Mrs. Horton, while Molly’s sweet lips sucked my tongue dry.

Moments later the minister’s wife stood, her eyes again blazing into mine. “You be there tomorrow night, you hear?” Her tone had slowed to a drawl, completely unlike how she sounded upon her arrival. Carnal and raw, it was the voice of a demon.

I said “Yes, ma’am!” but she was already storming out the door. Molly left immediately after, speaking not a word, leaving me alone in my disheveled clothes, a strange soreness setting into my abused member. I sagged to the floor and felt tears squeeze from my eyes. Surely, you would think I’d struck a golden vein in this new and bizarre tendency for women to offer their mouths and tongues to me, but I sensed the onrush of some sort of end, a final twist to my strangely sweet-sour torture.

The door opened before I could stand to slip on the latch, and my newest visitor looked down upon me with a mixture of amusement and false pity. Thin and wiry, he was dressed in black and wore a sort of beret on his nearly hairless head. A devilish goatee stained the lower reaches of his chin. He grinned with crooked brown tooth stumps.

“Well, man, what have we here?”

Under the circumstances, I declined to answer. 

“Ned Potter, I presume?”

“I’ll have Riley’s money in a week,” I said, gathering my legs under me. “Ten days at the most.”

“Sweet, but not good enough.” He gritted the stained stumps. The pain must have been severe. “Riley wants you to know, he’s in a hurry, man. He’s sweated up over this little problem you and he have between you.”

“No need, not at all. Seven days-” I was nearly up now, and focusing on his groin, where my boot would land when I had regained enough of my balance.

The beatnik was no idiot. He leaned forward and stepped on my leading foot and-while I shouted in blue pain-snatched something long and metallic out of his pocket. I saw the glint of the blade even as I heard the snick of the mechanism, and then the tip of the dirk was probing my left nostril.

I half-stood very still as his nicotine-and-rot breath washed over me.

“Don’t sweat it yet, dad,” he said with a snort. “Riley wants to get paid, so you’re a nothing to him dead.”

“No argument from me,” I whispered carefully. The blade was cold inside my nose.

“However, you can still pay while maimed. “

I nodded very carefully.

“Two days,” he said. “Forty-eight little hours.”

His free hand gripped my left ring finger before I could contemplate moving it out of range, and with a crisp yank upward he broke it, pain lancing from the joint up my arm and flashing into my brain as he bent it back over my wrist and then twisted it sideways. He cut off my croaking scream with his hand.

“Work your little scam, dad. I’ll be watching you from real close, and if you try to skip I’m going to take particular pleasure in breaking every one of your fingers, and then stuffing your dick down your throat. Then maybe I’ll put you out of your misery, or maybe not. You got that, dad?”

I nodded through the tears. His repulsive face cracked into a brown smile and pulled back, and then I slid to the floor while he slammed the door. 

No respect for a man of God.

I lay there a while, then crawled to the lectern and drew myself upright. I ground my teeth to keep from screaming again while I splinted and taped my broken finger, feeling the knuckle bones scrape together like shards of glass.

Sweat trickled off my brow as I checked the longbox, just to see the movement inside. The diamond shapes oozed wetly past the opening. I listened carefully, almost not breathing, but no sounds came from the serpent. No sounds except the gentle slithering of scaly skin on rough wood. No voices. I put the longbox down on the pulpit and scrabbled about for my bottle. Two long pulls dulled the pain a little. A third almost killed it. 

“What the hell’s happening?” The occupants of the trick longbox ignored me and my strangled wail. I drank more. Maybe it was time to pack it in. Maybe Indiana wasn’t the best place-back to Kentucky, where women were unlikely to worship my groin before I said a word, or spent a dime.

Riley and his money. Fleece the natives, as planned, or meet the beatnik’s blade one last time? I drank some more.

An hour later I felt little pain. Still no sign of Molly. But I sensed visitors. Or maybe the longbox was feeding me images like spoonfuls of sugar. 

You see, I was soon to understand that there was not a woman who could resist the call of the serpent. Young and old, pious and fallen, the lookers and the ugly-the serpent spoke to them all, and he spoke in a tongue they heard well. 

How did I know?

Yes indeed. So thirsty. Let me have some of that water, would you? Thanks so much. And a cloth to wipe the sweat from my eyes. It’s sure as hot as an open bonfire, ain’t it? Maybe that fire’s just for me.

Molly’s unusual behavior was just the start, you see. The spreading news brought more visitors from around the county. That’s what I wanted. At least, that’s what I wanted before the serpent went and started speaking to those that came by to see the new preacher boy.

First was another matron, perhaps a neighbor of the minister’s wife. Mrs. Alma Wellers, she told me in a hoarse whisper as she reached for my withered manhood when I could back away no longer, smacking her dry lips and draining me once again despite my previous exertions. Then Sue Ann Barton, a young and untouched maiden who left still unblemished and yet very, very worldly-her pink cherub lips and chin spotted with my thinning seed. And Mabel Smyth, who came to curse but knelt instead to pray at my flesh altar, drinking the milky wine of lust even as she stuttered answers to questions only she could hear. A fat and hairy farm wife named Hildie, who might have practiced swallowing whole kielbasa all her life, but who now found my aching flesh barely enough of a meal. My tears deterred her not a bit.

At last I pushed two lusty cross-eyed, farm-bred teenagers and their lustful mothers out and locked the door, but I could sense them and others outside, waiting. A line of celebrants, apparently called - to punish me? - by something I could not fathom.

Today, the same. Another mother and her full-figured daughter, maybe one of those from yesterday, stopped to pay their respects, so to speak, kneelin’ down together to pray at the organ. 

You like that?

And then a steady stream of wives and sisters and girlfriends, and even some nuns from the next town over, come line up at the door, pressin’ the flesh in just the way the serpent said they should, and me dryin’ up like a prune and lettin’ Molly witness for my failures as well as my successes.

Yea, I say unto thee, my children: listen to the voice of the serpent, for he hath spoken. I feel the bite of insanity comin’ on, I do, and there’s nothin’ to be done about it. 

I see you all, starin’ at me. I see you all, judgin’ me. Yet I have seen so many of your faces from above, watched you suckle at my loins, and watched you drink of me even when I ran dry, while your men thought you were prayin’. You were, but to whom? When it came time for the service, I was as empty as my bottle, and yet I saw the women staring at my groin and licking their moist, painted lips-some painted for the first time, I am certain! - with snaking tongues. I delivered a sermon the words of which meant nothing and went nowhere, but not one of them noticed because the night heat and the serpent’s words were like an injection of raw lust. The men seemed not to follow the words, and the women all swallowed me with their eyes.

Don’t turn your eyes from the truth, now!

When I took the longbox from its shelf and felt the movement inside, I swear I heard the Lord tellin’ me to take up the serpent right then, to praise His name and His mastery over the evil one. I saw Molly in the corner of my eye, her face a blur. In the far corner, Mr. Molinetti-whatever, pencil and pad in hand and a smirk on his face. Near the door, the beatnik, here to guard Riley’s recent investment in my professional gambling career. No running for me, not today. I knew my collections would suffer greatly without the passion and the rattler. I listened to the voice I heard, and I told them all:

“Here I will take up the evil one and fear no harm, for my faith protects me! For He said, ‘Behold, I give you authority to tread upon serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing shall hurt you!’” 

It’s my biggie out of Luke, and it set all them locals to swayin’ and speakin’ in tongues. Several hicks strummed instruments while others sang or hummed “When the Roll Is Called Up Yonder.” I snapped the clasp off the left side of the longbox, reached in, and took out the limp forty-inch rattler that lay coiled within. Carefully, I set the longbox down on the lectern behind me, where no one could see the identical lid on the right side, and the other serpent shape it hid. A bit of sleight-of- hand, harmless in nature, and necessary for the illusion.

The rattler’s muscles rippled beneath my fingers as it awoke panicked and attempted to roll. I held it up over my head in both hands, the tail high on one side and the pointed head on the other, its cold reptilian eye starin’ at me with no expression. Its thin, forked tongue flicked out at me as the beast sensed danger. The tail rattles started their chatter and blended in with the screams-both of fear and of ecstasy - comin’ from the thickly-packed congregation. I heard them speakin’ in tongues, their voices raised in a babble straight from Hell, and my voice joined theirs in a moment, for the serpent had truly awakened and I saw when it gaped open its hinged jaw that the fangs were fully exposed and that the venom sacs were in place.

No! How could they be? 

I found Molly’s eyes in the crowd around me, and saw a foreign emotion there, a steely glare I’d not seen before. Her stare spoke volumes. She had switched reptiles-the other compartment now housed the de-venomed rattler, while I held aloft the one whose fangs even now drooled poison into my eyes. 

Before I could react, heave the serpent from my grasp or at least send it spinning to the floor, the head rolled lazily backward and then struck, fangs flashing in the poor light.

Once.

Twice.

And again.

The first and second strikes in my right forearm, the third in my shoulder, and almost immediately I felt the cold heat of the poison as it entered my blood like twin rivers mixing into one channel.

I dropped the serpent and saw it slither under the lectern, while around me the congregation continued their celebration, blissful and unaware of what had happened. Ignorant! I lowered my arms and felt the paralysis begin, the cold-hot invasion roiling through my veins like millions of tiny twirling serpents. My eyes met Molly’s and she licked her lips and whispered some words I could not hear, but I felt my arousal begin even as I sagged slowly to my knees. I knew then-knew without a doubt-that she was speaking to the serpent, replying to his requests.

The beatnik’s leering face loomed over me, and the first slug from my boot derringer tore through that vile mouth and showered the congregation with blood and bits of his brain. I lay back, ignoring the sudden quiet in the room, and put the second slug through the rattlesnake’s head, quieting that voice forever.

Still, they hear voices. You hear voices, don’t you?

Don’t you?

I don’t hear them, but I know they speak of me.

I saw Molitano-whatever there, too, and I lifted the derringer one last time and pulled the trigger, but it was a two-shot and empty. But seein’ him hug the floor and piss his pants almost made the whole thing worth it, it sure did.

I know I’ve been babbling, but my throat is dry. Bone-desert dry. The paralysis is startin’; the light’s fadin’ from the outer edges of my vision.

And now I lay among you clods, awaitin’ the moment, blind and powerless. And thirsty, so very thirsty.

The serpent said it would be so. And he was right, wasn’t he? So right… 

 

* * *
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Prologue 

Cambridge 1960

 

It had been long and terrifying, watching our father die his torturously slow death, but on a quiet Wednesday morning in spring he waved us closer and gestured for our attention. With Nurse seated nearby, wiping the dark bloody discharge dribbling steadily from his nose, we huddled over his bedside, my siblings and I. His hoarse whisper barely reached us.

“Sarcophagus.”

Fatigue from the effort to speak the syllables beaded his flaccid face. His eyes seemed to liquefy before us, no longer really his eyes at all. Then he stiffened, expiring with the quiet dignity of his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather, for whom he was named.

John Balfour Hudson.

Sarcophagus. That deathbed utterance, like the deathbed itself, haunted me many a day. I wondered to what crypt he had referred. What could be so important as to occupy his mind even as the final curtain fell before his eyes? Yes, my father’s father, grandfather, and great-grandfather had indeed spent years in and around Egypt during their speckled military careers. These tales had been in our family as long as I could remember, though they seemed hazy and somehow mythical in nature, as if they’d never truly happened. I was not to understand the significance of his final word until the disposition of my father’s considerable estate was well underway.

Toward the end of the long process of divesting ourselves of the many possessions accumulated by so many adventurer ancestors (not the least of which was a library packed with thousands of volumes on hundreds of topics), we undertook to inventory the contents of the attic. The family manse had undergone renovations on at least three occasions, but the attic had remained largely untouched. Indeed, it had been locked years before at my father’s instructions, and so a locksmith was hired to secure our entrance to the chamber, in which lay stacked an endless series of crates. Surely it can be of no surprise that one of the crates, a long and solidly-built affair, contained a sarcophagus brilliant with gold and blue highlights which shone brightly under our lamps. After our local workmen had lugged the piece down to the now bare study, my siblings and I stood around it, awed, until my brother Jonathan finally dared take hold of the worn cover. I hastened to take the other end, while our sister Hannah awaited the riches we would find within. To our surprise, when we swung the elaborately carved cover out of the way, what captured our attention was a large number of numbered Canopic jars standing in close ranks, their godheads staring at us with tiny ruby eyes.

This was the legacy of which our father breathed his last to warn us? It cannot seem unduly disrespectful of us to have displayed our disappointment, and so we did - until I consented to break the seal on the carved jar marked with the crude number “one.” Inside reposed a tightly-rolled scroll secured with a brittle wax seal, and I removed from it what turned out to be the first of a long series of first-person accounts set down by our great-great-grandfather, Colonel John Balfour Hudson, before his knighthood was attained in 1855. 

These accounts, of which this writing forms the introduction, speak eloquently for themselves: adventures great and small in faraway lands, in the company of a forceful companion and often facing incredible adversaries. Plans are to gather them together to form a unique volume, interest in which will surely provide our family with the legacy we sought when we set upon our quest to locate the sarcophagus our father had guarded so closely all these many years. Believe or disbelieve, dear reader (as my ancestor was wont to say), the choice will be yours. 

 

From the Notebooks of John Hudson

June 1815

Arrival in Alexandria

 

It was a sea journey best left undescribed. That is, dear reader, undescribed in this manuscript. I have set forth even the accounts of our more eventless travels but within a separate diary in order to avoid making the reading of these accounts too heavy and onerous a task. Suffice to say that the Mediterranean has rarely been so capricious, and everyone in our expedition spent the majority of the journey miserably reclining on pest-ridden sickbeds. 

Our arrival in Alexandria occasioned some rejoicing, until we learned from a crusty harbour pilot that the plague had grown in proportions once again, and so we sailed the four days on up the Nile delta to Cairo, a city which we knew would offer us less of the amenities a seaport such as Alexandria might offer, with its many European residents. We prayed for our countrymen on these foreign shores and set sail along the banks of the wide Nile.

I had been a bit of a knockabout since that Saracen blade had severed my right Achilles tendon even as I killed its wielder, who was not a Saracen, with one well-placed ball from my pistol. I’d been a King’s Guard once, until they refused to continue paying my pension after that scrap in Scotland, and then I’d become a bit of a rogue and mercenary in various other scraps and diversions. But there was the remainder of the Spanish treasure, what portion of it which hadn’t been returned to its watery grave, so I wouldn’t be needing His Majesty’s largesse for the rest of my life.

But it was adventure I sought, and it was adventure which brought me to the employ of one Giovanni Battista Belzoni (or G.B., as I’d often call him, to his great displeasure). The fact is, I saved his life once and that is why - after he offered me travel and a steady diet of exotic foods and stomach pains and adventure - he would never release me, though sorely tempted was he on occasion. His ego could not let him admit he had made a mistake with me, and so he turned a blind eye to my tendencies toward sarcasm.

Belzoni was a giant of a man, a bearded Paduan who had left his native land to seek his fortune in London, which was where I’d met him as he pranced around a stage billed as The Great Belzoni, the Patagonian Sampson, lifting a full dozen men with his arms and calling it the Human Pyramid. You see, even then he had his mind on Egypt and the riches we had only recently been made aware of by some previous explorers, many of them Italian as well, but some of them French and English. 

This was where I’d saved his life, for his great size had stirred some sort of strength contest in a dank alley behind the Wells theater, and one of the thugs had managed to work his way around Belzoni with a dirk held high in one paw. Fortunately I’d become as skilled with a thrown cane as with a pistol, and the hooligan had gone home that night with a broken jaw and an eye he’d never use again. So great was Belzoni’s gratefulness that he hired me on the spot as an assistant and sometime bodyguard. It was more than a week before I learned of his plans, you see, and by then I was attached to the big Mameluk (a name I would give him after we arrived in Egypt, but which suited him even then).

“Hudson,” he said one night, his accent preventing the correct pronunciation and rendering me as ‘Hoodson,’ “this theater work is only until I save up enough to mount an expedition to Egypt, and today is the day I have the right amount.” Belzoni spoke English rather better than has been chronicled. It was his ploy, appearing to lack vocabulary.

“This about that machine you want to build for the Pasha, or whatever?”

“Yes, Hudson, I can build my invention, the hydraulic water mover for the Bashaw, Mohamed Ali, who has commissioned it. And there may be some work for us as acquiring agents too, eh? Egypt is like a closed book for us here, but maybe we can open it.”

“Well, I’m game,” I replied, seeing as how adventure was lacking right then from my life, perhaps forever. “Double my salary.”

The Italian laughed his booming guffaw. “Done, Hoodson. And a share of the wealth we find, eh?”

 

Arrival at the Palace

 

So we set off, and eventually our road led by coach and ship to Cairo, in the shadow of the Pyramids, as it were, whereupon a camel driver agreed to lead a small caravan of asses to the palace of Belzoni’s new employer, the Bashaw - ruler of Egypt and once himself an Albanian mercenary with many a conquest under his ample, jewelled belt. G.B. and I were accompanied by two small-time merchants who’d traveled with us, and two seasoned travelers who had served as interpreters and become part of the Belzoni expedition partly due to one’s knowledge of engineering and the other’s experience with the locals, Turks and Arabs alike. To Belzoni’s credit, he had learned much from these men during the weeks at sea, and he employed most of his knowledge immediately upon our arrival.

The city was a mosaic of domes and minarets protruding from criss-cross streets narrower than any Whitehall alley and yet trod upon by multitudes in full flowing burnooses of many colors, baskets in hand or animals in tow, the haze of cooking fires and smoking dens hanging over dark doorways and the occasional flash of silver-mounted weaponry at the sills of huge gaping windows overlooking our route. The sounds and smells were hypnotic. Our animals trod on open sewers, which lent the air an earthiness which warred with the spice until the mélange became a dizzying perfume both sacred and profane.

I indicated to G.B. the looks our group drew as we drove deeper into the maze of alleys, the hands resting on pommels of hefty, curved Damascus blades, their hilts inset with jewels and marked by silver filigree.

“Yes, Hudson,” he whispered hoarsely, “they don’t appear to like us very much. Too many Europeans, eh? We are the unknown to them, even more than they are unknown to us.”

He was philosophical, was Belzoni, even while under the guns of heathens. The brace of loaded pistols in my belt relieved my concerns somewhat, and the knowledge that everyone in our party was so armed. I was happy to know the Signora Belzoni, Sarah, had remained aboard ship, for the presence of a white woman would have made our situation more tenuous with the grim populace. As we rode past a market square, it seemed all commerce came to a halt as hooded eyes stared past us with vague disapproval. No women were to be seen in the market, and in fact any women we’d glimpsed during our journey from the docks were fully covered in the way of these Mohamedans, only their intense eyes left to glance at us and away again quickly. 

The Bashaw’s palace was a sprawling block of columns and towers jutting from the center of the citadel, and our caravan was accorded entrance into the great courtyard by a cadre of surly guardsmen. There we learned that a soldiers’ revolt had begun, leading to the looting of Cairo shops and bazaars by renegade factions, and that the Bashaw would have his hands full, seeing as how only portions of the armed forces might be loyal to him. Given lavish quarters, we were allowed to wait for an audience.

When time came, a day hence, Mohamed Ali Bashaw met us in some sort of semi-formal sitting room, servant-operated fans overhead and a view of the harbor from the large opening in the wall through which some of the city’s clatter filtered. The Bashaw was a short man of wide girth but solid, white-bearded and resplendent in a European-style uniform modeled on that of the recently-departed French, with a gold turban crowned by a single jewel covering his head. His English was superb.

“I trust your stay here has so far found your approval,” he said, uttering his first words. We knew then that he did not stand on ceremony, a fact which G.B. would misinterpret as a lack of business acumen.

“We are honoured to have the pleasure of your company, Sire,” said G.B., sweeping down in a huge bow which seemed to delight the Bashaw. The rest of us went ignored for some time then, as the two principals chatted about mechanics and our journey, while the rest of us set about some fruits and nuts spread out amongst our cushions. Despite the Bashaw’s good humour, I could sense there was a darkness behind his sharp eyes, a preoccupation on his mind. I wondered if G.B. had sensed it, too, but then the Bashaw suddenly halted his stream of pleasantries to inform us outright of his troubles.

“I am sure you’ve seen evidence of the insurrection just begun among some of our armed forces,” he began warily. “I can assure you that the instigators are even now being sought and arrested. We do not brook such disrespect for long, and my Syrian cavalry will make short work of the remaining pockets. That is one problem.”

G.B. leaned closer, his giant hand snatching a peach from a basket before him. “You have other problems? Perhaps we are of some assistance?”

The Bashaw seemed troubled then, as if vexed. Should he tell us, strangers, of some local scandal? Emotions warred within and were visible on his hard, wise visage.

“You saw the great Pyramids not far from the city, yes?”

We nodded, duly awed.

“Something is happening there, something not explainable in simple terms. I cannot rely on my advisors or my loyal army in this case, yet the implications are such that I cannot ignore the situation for long.”

G.B. assured him that we were willing to help, sensing an opportunity to increase our future business dealings. The Bashaw, for his part, was a great believer in bringing European goods and designs to his country, and so his decision was quickly made. 

In short order we settled on horseback, riding with the Bashaw and a strong cavalry unit resplendent in purple pantaloons and yellow turbans, their muskets at the ready to quell any assault, curved blades coiled in their sashes. G.B. was so large he required the largest, most magnificent stallion in the Bashaw’s stable, but soon we were underway, the Bashaw’s mood grimmer by the moment. Before departing, he had led us to the palace’s lowest level, where a doctor had shown us a wide slab, a sort of make-shift morgue having been set up for the last day or three, according to the ripe smells we battled. Seven corpses had been laid out for inspection, and it was simple to see why the Bashaw was worried. He stood aside as we investigated.

“It appears you have a man-killing lion on the loose,” G.B. mused, holding a hand over his nose. We leaned closer reluctantly, noting the cadavers’ faces and torsos had been slashed to ribbons. Rigor had set in and locked their limbs in place, mauled hands held in defence of their faces, their throats torn out in the most gruesome manner, and the look of sheer terror frozen upon each and every visage. 

“In fact,” I noted, “it appears portions of these men have been consumed by the beast.” I swallowed a lump at the thought.

“Yes,” G.B. agreed, poking at one corpse’s gaping chest. “This one has lost a heart.”

The Bashaw nodded. “Kidneys, livers, hearts. Testicles. And of course their throats have been torn out and the lack of flesh in the area suggests that there, too, the beast fed.” 

“Blood is greatly lacking as well, as if the beast lapped it up like milk,” observed G.B.. 

Two of our European friends sought a quick exit at this point, and so we were left with only two hardy companions - Stewart and Banks the engineer. We four swiftly agreed to accompany the Bashaw on an expedition to hunt down the beast, knowing that our help in this case would be invaluable when G.B. began constructing his machine. The Bashaw seemed pleased that his new friends were so game for adventure. He measured us for horses and an armourer allowed us our choice of long blades, dirks, and more pistols, these last ornate to the extent that they were more art than practical firepower. Fresh powder and ball packed in pouches made the rounds and headdresses to help protect us from the sun, and then the horses’ reins were handed to us. 

 

Arrival in Gizah

 

And soon we were on our way, our party leaving a cloud of dust behind us on the road to Gizah, where the splendid monuments described by Napoleon’s troops rose before us after an hour’s ride out of the city.

We passed several villages of mud huts and dilapidated houses and saw no one venturing on the dusty avenues. Here the fear was palpable, and only the occasional camel driver poked his head out of a window or tent and withdrew, perhaps frightened by our grim faces or the cavalry escort. We made good time after our late start, and in short order had arrived at the base of the great Pyramid and swung around the monuments and headed toward a hillside where a camp had been set up some time before. It was nearly evening, but the sun was still strong. We stared in awe at the massive angled walls behind us.

“This was a French excavation,” the Bashaw related with a frown. “The grave robbers took many antiquities from us before we sent them away, but we ourselves have an interest in our mysterious past, and so we have reopened this temple mound.”

I saw that G.B.‘s eyes swelled with the sights, first of the Pyramids behind us, and now with the open maw of rock at our feet and the implication of fame and fortune to be found therein. He may have come to sell a machine, the Great Belzoni, but I was keen enough judge of character to know the look of greed when I saw it. I heartily approved.

“How long has the temple been open?” G.B. asked. Suddenly his eyes had lost their glint and become steely, those of a man chewing a problem around in his head, not tallying up sums in columns. I liked him all the more for it, though the thought of treasure had quickened my blood, too, truth be told.

“The French left it many months ago. They sealed it with an explosive mine, causing great damage to some of the paintings.”

“Bastards,” said G.B., and I saw that he meant it.

“They left rather in a hurry,” explained the Bashaw, “and there were tales of strange deaths following their departure, but no one knows for sure. We reopened the temple two days ago, and then the seven workers were mauled in the space of an hour. Now we’ll have trouble hiring workers here, with the deaths so close to the villages.”

“Sire, if we resolve your problem here, might I trouble you for a firman with which I can requisition workmen in any area of this great temple region?”

The Bashaw gave the request some thought. A firman is a sort of permit required to raise a native crew. Any local magistrate can create one, but we had heard that much money needed to exchange hands before any permits could be granted. G.B. had in essence asked for the best permit the country could provide, that of its ruler. I knew that G.B. had set his sights on excavations, and I felt some excitement at the prospect myself.

“You will have a firman that will be honored anywhere in Egypt,” the ruler promised. “Your interest and willingness to provide expertise in this matter demands an appropriate reward. I will see to it.”

 

Arrival at the Temple

 

“Let’s take a look, shall we?” G.B. dismounted as if he’d been sitting in a chair. We joined him at the temple mouth, while the Syrians were dispatched to create and guard a loose perimeter. Their eyes wide with fear, they gripped their muskets and obeyed.

A torch was lit and we crouched to enter the dank cavern, time-rounded steps below our boots. The wall paintings leading to the entrance had been obliterated by the French mine, but just inside their splendour arose again in our torchlight.

“The workers were inside the temple when they met their fate?” G.B. was forced to crouch twice as far as anyone because of his great height.

“Yes, but not all. Three slept within the cave entrance and the others in one of the nearby tents.”

“Make a note of that, Hudson,” G.B. said to me, and that was when I realized that he sought a chronicler, someone to record his exploits. I tried not to let the unintended insult affect my response.

“Yes, G.B., I will keep faithful notes.” And I have.

 We advanced until the tunnel widened and the ceiling rose, and then the walls became regular and we knew we had entered the temple proper, past the layers of sediment with which Time had covered it. The Bashaw had sent two Syrians ahead with torches to light the way, but the passage curved right and then left, so even though we could see a glow ahead, the soldiers were no longer visible.

When the first scream pierced our ears in the close quarters, we looked at each other, eyes wide in the firelight, perhaps measuring our courage. “Let’s go!” G.B. said, breaking the spell. He dashed forward and I followed, a pistol in hand. Behind us, a knot of Syrians protected the Bashaw and our European companions, who seemed less inclined now for adventure than when we had begun.

But G.B. was my employer and, to be frank, had grown tremendously in my esteem since I’d known him. I would not have said so, but he could not have convinced me to remain behind while he faced danger alone. His giant stride took him away from me rather too quickly, however.

When I caught up to him, he was hunched over the corpse of one of the Syrians. The poor bastard’s chest had been ripped to shreds, and his head nearly severed from the torso. Two of his limbs had been torn from him and were missing, but the stumps and indeed the chest seemed much less bloody than one would expect.

“He’s still warm,” G.B. said, removing his hand from inside the soldier’s chest cavity. I could see then that Belzoni was fearless, and I resolved to follow him anywhere he chose to go. Still, my hand trembled as I felt the savaged flesh for myself. The lack of blood was a grim mystery, and I said so.

Stewart and Banks, bless them, had reached us and now stood guard over us with pistols and blades drawn. Even in the firelight, their faces were bleached white and their blinking eyes frightened.

“Our friend, the Bashaw?” I inquired.

“Still back there with his Syrians,” said Banks in his thin, delicate voice. “I think they’re moving up, but slowly. And he has sent back for reinforcements.”

“That’s a relief,” I said. “This beast may require a regiment to kill its cursed body. Set about as beaters, like they do in India when they hunt the tiger, the soldiers drive the animal into the waiting guns of the hunters.”

Before Banks could respond, G.B. interjected. “I have no been in India, eh, but I do not think this is a beast like a tiger.”

“Well, there are no tigers in Egypt, man,” said Stewart with a little cough. “He meant that as an example, didn’t he now?”

“Oh, yes, an example. But I mean to say this is a beast like no other.” His voice displayed certainty.

“Now now,” I stammered. My hand was damp on the pistol butt. “What do you mean by that, G.B.?”

The gentle giant fixed me with his intense eyes, a gaze such as none he had ever stricken me with. His beard had begun to grow wild, so that he appeared almost more a local than a European, and his burnoose supported the image. I expected him to rage at me, but instead he let the moment pass and smiled a wistful smile.

“We stand over a corpse, killed by a hungry beast, no?”

I nodded assent. Though impatient, I held my tongue.

“Then where are the beast’s footprints?” He pointed at our feet.

We stared. The dust and sand which littered the floor of the passageway were clearly disturbed by our booted footprints, quite visible by torchlight. Yet even where the dust was undisturbed there were no animal tracks whatsoever.

“By God, you’re right,” I said in a whisper.

“Then what-” began Stewart.

“What are you-” started Banks.

“I think we face something not of this solid earth.” Belzoni’s words cut through our utterances like a lance blade through frail skin.

“I think we better find our other soldier friend before it is too late,” G.B. added quickly, and wordlessly we agreed.

But already it was too late. A hundred feet away the passageway tapered off at an angle of almost ninety degrees and descended slightly, and there in the centre of the space lay the ruined remains of the other cavalryman, his clothes torn ragged and half his limbs consumed. His groin had been mauled until there was no recognizable shape to be seen, and his legs chewed off below the knees. Like the other, his chest had been prised open as with a lever and stripped of most internal organs, and his skull had been cracked open and drained. Even this was no longer such a shock to us, and we noted with no particular satisfaction that long before we approached it, the corpse’s location showed no disturbance of the dust other than his own. G.B. made the sign of the cross and muttered a rapid prayer in his native tongue. I could not speak, for dust had settled in the roof of my mouth. Or, more likely, fear had taken root there and silenced me.

“I’m not complaining,” whispered Banks, “but why have we not been attacked?” He held his pistol tightly in one hand and a cavalry sabre in the other (with a practiced grip, I noted).

“It doesn’t recognize our smell.” G.B.‘s response was unexpected, but - as I was to learn during my years in his employ - it indicated the depth of his instinctive understanding. G.B. was gifted with a clear and logical mind which, when presented with a practical problem, could immediately see through to its centre. He would prove his instincts correct on so many occasions that I would learn never to question his inferences.

Banks and Stewart looked at each other skeptically, but I nodded. “Yes, it makes sense. It’s only attacking the smells it recognizes. We’re foreign, and so are new. But-”

“When it becomes accustomed to our smell, it will attack us also.” G.B. said, “We have little time to spare. Let us retreat.”

“Retreat?” Stewart retorted harshly. “With all that treasure waiting for us down there?”

“Death awaiting us, more like,” I retorted. G.B. and Banks nodded. Thus overruled, Stewart followed as we retreated. In the darkness, we soon heard growls and snorts. For the first time, the beast had manifested itself. Perhaps our smell was becoming attractive. Or, more likely, the smell of our flesh…

The Bashaw and his guard had retreated out of the passage altogether, it was apparent as we headed for the entrance. His party had taken up a defensive position at the workers’ camp, where a hearty wind had begun whipping the tent flaps wildly, raising dust into small cyclones below the nearby mounds, all of which G.B. supposed to be monuments and temples. This was before Belzoni made his name securing antiquities for the British Museum, for that would come later, but one could already see in him the explorer’s spirit. At the moment, however, G.B. was fully engaged in the mystery of the invisible beast.

Once notified of what had happened to his soldiers, the Bashaw barked a series of commands. One Syrian, a thin fellow of no more than thirty years, simply dropped his musket and ran. With a word, the Bashaw had him shot down by another, whose face was set in a grim smirk and who spit a copious amount after his shot felled the unfortunate coward. 

“You see how one must command troops,” the Bashaw said with a sigh. “If justice is not meted out swiftly and without hesitation, the entire detachment will desert us.”

Banks muttered that running seemed an intelligent option.

G.B. remained quiet on the matter, stroking his massive beard and watching the sand fly. Sentries were posted and a meal of dried mutton and fruits and coffee was quickly prepared and shared with us, the Bashaw in no way lacking in manners and hospitality. The tent flaps had been secured and the fires now warmed the rapidly cooling night. Outside, the wind howled. And occasionally, it seemed something else howled as well.

The Bashaw entertained us with trifling stories of his conquests and dealings with Europeans, all of which, we noted, made him the victor of whatever game or deal or discussion was described. He may have been short of stature, but his ego was not much smaller than Belzoni’s. For his part, G.B. proved content to sit and listen, a look of melancholy upon his broad, handsome features, which I took to be caused by the nonpresence of Signora Belzoni, to whom he was extraordinarily devoted. Upon a lull in the story-telling, G.B. broached the subject of the temples surrounding us, and those further south on the Nile, namely the Valley of the Kings, of which the French had written.

“Every year some new grave is opened and either treasure is found, or it turns out to have been stripped by grave-robbers. There are rumours of curses about the land, curses which some believe will befall those who enter graves with the intent to prosper from their thievery.”

“Poppycock,” Banks muttered. “What a backward country. Curses!”

The Bashaw fixed him with a stern stare. “The events of today will fuel yet more stories, I fear. Backward or not, this is a reality for these people and it must be dealt with. I would like to avenge the deaths of my soldiers.”

No one pointed out that he himself had had one killed, but it would not have been diplomatic.

“Tell me about this temple we have desecrated today,” G.B. said, speaking for the first time in more than an hour.

The Bashaw inhaled deeply of the hookah his adjutant had prepared earlier, then expelled a stream of fragrant smoke. “We believe it to be one of many built in honor of the cemetery guard god of the ancients. Superstition, you understand.” His European leanings were obvious, as was his willingness to summarily dismiss his country’s thousands of years of mysterious history.

“What is this god’s name?” G.B. leaned forward like a dog at point, and I’d begun to sense that he knew more than he let on.

“Its name is Anubis.”

G.B. nodded. “Represented by a jackal-headed man, is it not?”

“Why, yes,” said the monarch, somewhat intrigued. “How did you know?”

“I have done some studies of what the French wrote of their time here,” he said as the Bashaw frowned. He continued with haste. “And today I spared a few moments to examine the reliefs on the walls of the passage leading to the inner temple.”

“By Deuce!” I blurted out. “How did you manage? We were worried for our lives!”

G.B. smiled crookedly. “I was not. I sensed we were safe, if only for a time. And the reliefs were very interesting. Very convincing. Many of them, almost all, featured our jackal-headed friend, and he was not shown merely sitting. No, he was occupied. What is the history of Anubis, Sire?” From the way he asked, it was clear to me that he already knew. 

“Anubis is said to have been born of an illicit union between the sister of Isis, Nephthys, and the brother of Isis, who was Osiris. He was the first embalmer, who managed to embalm the various parts of the body of Osiris, which had been scattered throughout the land. Or so,” the Bashaw said, leaning back languidly on his gold-embroidered cushion, “they tell me.”

“The first embalmer?” asked Banks, grimacing after a drink of the bitter coffee.

“The use of mummification was begun by the god Anubis, yes, and then it became a daily occurrence, though the procedure required seventy days to complete.”

G.B. looked excited now. “And what did the embalmers do first?”

The Bashaw searched the giant’s face briefly before answering. “The internal organs were removed and placed in jars.”

“And the brains?”

“They were discarded, for the heart was more important to the ancients.”

“What are you saying, G.B.?” I could not keep from speaking. “Is it what I think you’re saying?”

Outside, the frigid wind gusted suddenly and a series of thin, screechy howls seemed to surround us. We all shivered and bent in closer to the fire. I did not envy the far-flung sentries in the least.

“Perhaps the god is defending his secrets. Perhaps he is practicing his preparations for embalming, except that he is not interested in completing them. Perhaps we face a demon here, no?”

Stewart broke out laughing, his brow wet and his eyes hooded in the firelight. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s what makes these people backward to believe in such nonsense.”

“Where I come from,” said the giant Paduan, “we are taught to believe or disbelieve only after the evidence is collected. I have seen things in the mountain villages of Italy, where outsiders scarcely travel, that would set your teeth - how you say? - on the edge.”

“What kinds of things, mate?” asked Banks.

“Witchcraft and the evil eye,” said G.B.. “Ridiculous, but I have seen them at work, and the people do not believe it is ridiculous. Sometimes to believe is to make it so.”

Sobered for a moment, we sat in quiet, listening to the call of the wind and other night creatures. Occasionally, a strangled cry from some desert beast or other raised our hackles. With Belzoni’s words in our minds, we settled ourselves as comfortably as we could on the stony ground and sought sleep, secure in the knowledge that our sentries were alert. The Bashaw made good use of his military experience by acting not as a monarch to be coddled, but as a soldier just like his men, and soon we were off in a fitful doze.

In the light of morning, when our two occupied tents emptied into the narrow valley between temples, we found each and every sentry murdered, a dozen men in all - partially consumed, their inner organs missing and brains removed - each at his post, hands still grasping muskets and the remains of their faces frozen in terror. Hardly a drop of blood was to be found in any of the dead, and it was a miracle the others did not desert, for they were so distraught I thought they would turn their muskets on us instead and flee for their lives. The horses had somehow disappeared as well, their shoeprints fading into the new day.

We were stranded.

“I think we are safe in daylight, though I am not sure,” said G.B. when asked about starting on the way back to the far-off city. With an interpreter, a man who presumably spoke enough Italian and French to aid him, G.B. spent two hours conversing heatedly with several of the remaining Syrian cavalrymen, and I noted that items and coins exchanged hands more than once in some sort of elaborate purchase-cum-barter affair. Afterwards, G.B. spoke with the outfit’s cook, and soon they were huddled over the military cookstove which had given us a steady diet of bad coffee. Much thick, black smoke was produced, and a smell the nature of which eluded me.

Later yet, after a hasty meal of dried meat and dates, chased by brackish water from a nearby wadi, we assembled again within sight of the laid-out corpses of the night’s victims. Clearly, Giovanni Battista Belzoni was in his element as director, for he placed us in a circle and set himself up in the centre. 

The Bashaw, for all his leadership qualities and roguish charm, allowed himself to be treated as any other, a fact which I noted with some alarm - did it not indicate that the monarch believed he would not survive? Was he simply a pragmatist? This was the man into whose hands G.B. would deliver his financial success or lack thereof on the hydraulic machine project, yet now this mighty ruler of a strangely beautiful if frightening country was reduced to a cavalryman’s rations and huddling in a dead soldier’s threadbare blanket at night.

G.B. began his proposal - for that is what it was - in late afternoon, when the sun’s heat was still at its peak even though the promise of a break was in the air. The tent flaps had been rolled up to allow some air circulation, but the heat still stifled one’s breath.

“I believe I can stop this carneficina - eh? Help, Hoodson.”

“Carnage?”

“Yes! I can stop this carnage if a few things I learned in my youth, at my grandmother’s knee, are true. But if I am wrong, probably we will all die. So we have no choice.”

“Get on with it, man!” Stewart had taken on a feverish look. The heat of the day, combined with the cold at night did not agree with him. Added to the fear we all felt, the climate threatened to sap his strength.

“Yes, I go. Now, we all have seen that the beast leaves no footprints. No tracks at all to be found, even around the men we found this morning, no? So we know we are no dealing with something normal here. We know the supernatural is not acceptable, yet there are no tracks. Which do we believe? No tracks, no blood, organs missing. Does anyone notice anything about the sky the last two nights?” He waited to see if someone would answer. “No? I tell you, the last two nights we have had a full moon.”

Banks threw up his hands. “Now, what the hell are you saying, man? You think there’s some bloody great man-wolf out there? You can convince me about the wolf, but don’t for a second tell me-”

“We heard jackal sounds last night, and I contend it is a jackal - but not an ordinary jackal. In my grandmother’s village one day, there were many disappearances of children. No one could understand what was happening, but they could figure out that it happened once a month. Someone noticed one day that during the days of these tragic events, the moon was full. And so it was that they were able to trap the creature who devastated them so.”

“And the creature was…” Banks spoke the words we all thought.

“The creature was a lupo mannaro - I don’t know how to say, a wolf that is also man.”

“A werewolf!”

“Yes,” G.B. agreed. “That was it.”

“Please excuse me, Signor Belzoni,” said the Bashaw, who had been silent for a while. “But I cannot believe you think we have here such a creature. For one thing, there are no wolves in Egypt.”

“Sire, I believe the beast is your jackal god, or one of his minions, who has been disturbed by the digging here, and who rises to his strength with the full moon. If I am correct, tonight will be the last night we may kill him.”

“But kill him how?” Stewart invoked. “We can’t even see the buggering thing!”

“No, but we can hear him. And we kill him with these.” G.B. held out his hand. In it was a dozen or so lead balls of typical caliber for the pistols we carried. Then I looked again.

“Silver!”

I understood then what G.B. had been about all day, gathering up enough silver to have the cook press into balls for our weapons.

“Yes, Hoodson! This is how my grandmother’s village ended their terrible experience with such a creature, and I believe it will save our lives. My grandmother was never wrong about these things!”

 

Anubis Rises

 

Nightfall arrived, and G.B. situated the remaining cavalrymen among the tents, and surrounding the temple entrance. We had debated the strategy a little, but his contention that the creature lived in the temple was ultimately declared the most logical. Also, his deduction that the creature had not been able to smell the Europeans among us meant that there was a chance we were still immune from his attentions. 

G.B., heroic as he was even then, in the early days of his long career as an explorer of some note, easily took upon himself the role of bait, wearing the portions of several of the soldiers’ clothing which fit him, and wrapping himself up in their blankets. His own clothes hung on the frame of the Bashaw, who it was hoped would escape the creature’s attention thus. 

The rest of us took up positions at the mouth of the temple, a silver ball loaded in each of our pistols. We were ready, by the time the moon rose majestically over the not so distant Pyramids, a strange and awesome sight indeed. And every one of us knew by then that we faced some manifestation of the supernatural - we knew it because there was a smell in the air we couldn’t identify, as when a thunderstorm approaches and the air is pregnant with Galvanic energy and water and human hair stands on end. The feeling was thus, but there were no rain clouds. It was not difficult to imagine that this was the smell of ancient magic brought to life by the folly of foolish man.

With no knowledge or prediction of precisely when the creature would attack, we waited, anxious, as the cold darkness descended. Fresh, dry powder in the pan and the hammer cocked on my pistol, I almost felt as though the silver ball heated the air around it. With such thoughts, I began to doze even as I crouched near the temple mouth.

And then G.B.‘s most serious miscalculation became obvious, though it was too late. Rather than in the temple proper, the jackal creature began its feast at the outermost edges of our perimeter!

The screams brought me out of my daze, but by then there was no more than a gurgle. One cavalryman down, I thought with irrational good cheer as I hefted my pistol and charged in the direction of the attack. Behind me, I heard the steps of Stewart and Banks and the heavy tread of G.B. himself, who had emerged from the tunnel still wrapped in his smelly blankets.

“Hurry, Hoodson!” he shouted at my heels. “The creature has outflanked us!”

In the shadows thrown by the soldiers’ fires I thought I saw the shape of our monster, a two-legged human shape fleet of foot and long of stride, but where the head should have been was the elongated snout of a jackal! It was just as depicted in the colorful temple paintings and reliefs!

Gasping in amazement, I stopped and leveled my weapon, but before I could center the muzzle on the blur I thought was the monster, it crashed headfirst into a cavalryman who backed away in confused horror, his musket held limply. The blur intensified and suddenly the soldier was hurled upward and tossed from side to side, as if shaken by a gigantic dog. His shrieks were pitiful to hear, so horrible I longed to cover my ears.

“Shoot, man! Take him!” shouted Banks beside me.

“It’s too late for the Syrian,” said Stewart as he discharged his weapon. I saw the ball miss its target and tear the head off the hapless soldier, but even then the jackal-shadow was clawing at the man’s torso, blood and gore somehow disappearing inside his invisible maw, and his organs undoubtedly following.

I took careful aim and sensed both Banks and G.B. doing the same, and then our volley crashed out among the hills and mounds, and the soldier’s hacked-up carcass dropped to the ground. But the shadow-beast had eluded us once more.

“Where is the Sire?” G.B. shouted as he switched pistols.

“I am here, Signor Belzoni, behind you.”

Indeed, the Bashaw stood behind us in G.B.‘s clothes, his pistol dangling uselessly from his hand. “My men! How can we save my men?”

I could see the anger written on G.B.‘s face. His miscalculation had caused greater harm than he would ever have wished. His grim features were set now, and I knew the hunter in him would not stop the quest to silence this profane eater of human flesh.

“Damn it, I saw a shadow!” shouted Stewart. “There!” 

We dashed off toward one of the tents, but before we could near it, another poor wretch was eviscerated before our eyes, his shrieks lasting only seconds, and then the grotesque sounds of hurried feeding reached our ears all too soon.

This time the Bashaw joined us in our fusillade, himself an expert marksmen who often took target practice in the courtyard of his palace, as he had told us on the previous day. We five levelled our weapons and let loose in a ragged volley that once again ripped the remains of the soldier to shreds, but missed the elusive beast which had torn him asunder. 

“We can’t go on like this!” called out Banks. “We’ll run out of men!”

G.B. suddenly reared up, a bellow torn from his throat, and hurled himself toward the nearest tent, the place anyone might have imagined the beast would attack next. Indeed, we heard the mewling of the cavalryman stationed there - the newest victim.

“I see him!” I shouted. The long snout of the jackal rippling as a shadow on the flapping tent wall had nearly reached the helpless soldier, when G.B. hurled himself onto the spot the beast must by all rights have occupied. And then he wrestled with the creature mano a mano, one bearded giant grappling with the arms and claws of an invisible monster god whose snapping jaws would tear the heart straight from his ribcage. “Don’t shoot!” I shouted. “You’ll hit Belzoni!”

I know not what made them hold their fire, their fingers likely already bringing pressure to bear on the triggers, but they obeyed and we watched in awed silence as our employer and friend, the Great Belzoni, heaved his massive bulk onto the creature - which now seemed to be on its back - all the while avoiding invisible claws that shredded his robes about him. The giant’s grunts of effort were magnified by the mounds around us, and in the torchlight the battle seemed to go on for hours, though truly it must have been only seconds. We waited, somehow powerless to act in any other way, but hoping we would not see our friend disembowelled like the others. It was as if this portion of the struggle had been fated, the giant and the invisible monster, hand to hand in the ancient dust of the land under the Pyramids.

For a moment it seemed as though the creature had gained the upper hand, but that was only because G.B. had grasped its squirming shadow-form in the gigantic grip of one hand, the hand of the Patagonian Sampson, which also held the snapping jaws away from his chest while with the other hand he painstakingly drew his pistol from the folds of his shredded clothing and gently, almost tenderly placed the muzzle into the space below him where only he could feel the animal’s snout was located.

The shot echoed forever in the hills of Gizah.

Belzoni fell to the ground as if the beast below him had been blown to dust and, as we approached, we saw that it had indeed become a pile of shiny black shards. It was as if a statue had been shattered there. 

G.B.‘s breathing was loud and fast, but the smile on his face assured us that he was all right. As he stood, however, we saw that the invisible claws of the Anubis thing had raked a dozen deep furrows into his chest and stomach, and only by the grace of God had he kept enough distance between himself and the marauding beast to finally end its obscene hunt.

“Are you all right, Hoodson?”

Typically, the first words from his mouth were of concern for my well-being. Embarrassed, I stammered a response, and then Banks and Stewart and I were shaking hands and patting him on the back heartily. Only when he winced did we realize that there, too, the claws had wreaked havoc upon his flesh. Then the Bashaw embraced him as well, promising a firman which would be honored for years throughout the land. Banks and Stewart pledged their allegiance to any expedition we might mount, and the remaining Syrian soldiers celebrated their survival with some sort of local grain distillate which we found altogether too much to our satisfaction, dispelling as it did the cold and dampness of the desert night.

When the sun god rose over the sands of Egypt on the morn, we left a detail to guard the victims’ remains and set off on foot toward Cairo, hoping to find our wayward horses on the way.

G.B. referred to the business of the night before only once, and then only after we had done what we could to salve his wounds.

“My grandmother was never wrong about these things!”

And so, in good humour, we set off in search of other adventures in the land of the Pharaohs. 

 

Cambridge 1960

 

And so the glittering ruby-eyed godhead vases gave up their contents in the form of stories. Some were written after my ancestor John Hudson’s retirement in Casablanca. Others were jotted with crude implements in the heat of the desert sun, or in the frigid air of its night. Some became farewell notes as the intrepid adventurers faced monstrous evils which threatened to overwhelm them. All of these stories paint a portrait of the Great Belzoni that no one else could have attempted - none but his friend, fellow explorer, and chronicler. Though some of my ancestor’s accounts will seem fanciful and, indeed, impossible to the modern reader, be it known that John Hudson was himself a skeptic and not prone to flights of fancy. His words are thus convincing for their simplicity.

Besides the sarcophagus of jars filled with writings where a proud ancient ruler’s viscera would have been stored, an exploration of the many sealed crates ignored by my family for generations turned up various treasures, each with its own story. G.B. Belzoni and John Hudson had their own reasons for removing these artifacts from circulation, and these reasons will become clear once the stories are read.

It should be stated that some of these accounts will curdle the blood and stoke the very fears our ancient ancestors felt as they huddled over sputtering campfires. The accounts are forthcoming, Dear Reader, if only you dare return to these pages.

 

J. W. Hudson

Cambridge

November 1960

 

For Tim Powers, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,

and Giovanni Battista Belzoni
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Published in SMALL BITES

 

It is rarely known that after my employer’s first Egyptian expedition in search of antiquities, we embarked on a journey which led us to the west coast of India, a wretched place called Goa.

Giovanni Battista Belzoni dwarfed everyone on the ship, his giant’s body and circus strongman physique easily impressing the natives. Goa was but a fueling stop, but we were dragged into yet another monstrous affair. The village elders, as ship’s guests, told us of a man-eating tiger ravaging their coastline. The demented animal had already accounted for a dozen locals, acquiring a taste for human flesh. It would undoubtedly account for more.

“Perhaps we can be helpful,” Belzoni said, a sideways look at me.

“How, G.B.?”

“Eh, what can we hurt? Fueling will take days.”

I resigned myself. Since I had been in his employ, we had accosted all manner of creatures. What was one more?

“Vieni, Hudson, and we will plan.”

The next day, Belzoni hired elephant and handler, plus two porters. In his finest hunting garb, he looked like a king among his tiny subjects. Loaded with rifles and sidearms and powder, we set off ponderously through the oppressive jungle.

Not long into the hunt, the beast’s maniacal growl echoed and our porters and handler shed their loads and fled. Soon their screams were cut off into wet gurgles. 

I watched, rifle ready, as Belzoni climbed off the elephant’s back. “G.B., what-”

“Shh,” he said, ears cocked, and then the terrible animal lunged from the undergrowth’s cover, claws and teeth bloody. Maddened with bloodlust, the tiger struck Belzoni and nearly brought him down, but the two tangled and rolled.

I held my fire.

Screeching its hatred or anger, the tiger sought to sink its wicked fangs into Belzoni’s neck, its claws raking his skin for purchase. But his massive arms and bulging muscles held it at bay, and slowly he brought his face into position to stare her down, while remaining out of the fangs’ range. 

Hours, it seemed, they lay so embraced. 

Belzoni’s muscles trembled, his body bathed in sweat and blood. Beneath him, the tiger seemed to deflate, as if its anger dissipated. Belzoni’s magician eyes held it spellbound, and slowly it loosened its death-grip, becoming as a housecat in disposition. Belzoni released one paw and I raised my rifle, but it only batted his hand aside playfully. He rubbed between its ears and I contend I heard it purring!

Belzoni whispered into one ear, gently extricating himself.

I scarcely believed G.B. had so easily tamed the monster of Goa.

Suddenly the giant’s arms bulged with effort and the great snap told me he had broken the beast’s neck.

“But how?” I stammered.

Belzoni rose wearily and saluted his fallen enemy. “You do not work the circus without learning a few tricks, eh, Hudson.”

Our holds filled, we departed Goa two days hence, sated from the celebrations. Thus Belzoni’s legend grew, and we added yet another port to our history together.

 

* * *

 

WE WERE LIKE LIONS

 

Published in EXTREMES 4: DARKEST AFRICA

 

Sweat tickles my neck and back.

The young uniformed guard - actually a soldier, complete with holstered sidearm - keeps my passport a long time, carefully holding it up so he can compare the photograph with my face the old-fashioned way, by setting them beside each other. He grunts and grudgingly admits they match, though that’s apparently not enough to allay his suspicions, for then he pages painstakingly through the entire booklet, examining every faded stamp and seal. Nearby, a second soldier holds a slung submachine gun’s grip in one hand and in the other the leash of a nervous German Shepherd, whose eyes dart over the comings and goings behind me but occasionally stare at me with placid hatred. 

I’m reminded of how they treated me in Italy last year, when I made the mistake of arriving in the middle of the Aldo Moro kidnapping crisis. Milan’s Malpensa airport had been alive then with soldiers and dogs, scrutinizing every passenger and employee lest they be somehow affiliated with the Red Brigades. But in Milan I’d been assured by the local representative, who met me at the gate, that such show of force was unusual and clearly required by the circumstances, whereas here - here I am well aware that it is normal to harass Americans, especially those of African descent.

I look up and see the soldier staring, his blue eyes vivid over the light stubble on his cheeks. He doesn’t back down, the bastard, because he has all the power here and he knows it.

“American, eh?”

His accent just barely comes through, enough to remind me that I must keep cool even in the muggy terminal. This isn’t the place to display my famous temper.

“Yes. From California.”

“Purpose of visit?”

“Business.”

“What kind of business?” His eyes narrow at this obvious deception on my part. He sneers. How can someone like me have business in his country, any sort of business?

“The firm I represent exports industrial machinery of various types. We were invited to visit several of your manufacturers to present our product line.” 

The fact is, I’ve always been a fairly boring person. Brought up in a conservative environment and happy to pursue the daily details of my career without too much rancor. Sure, I know why I was chosen for the African itinerary - but I can’t fault the logic, even if it smacks of racism. At least, so I tell myself whenever the niggling thought that I might be copping out strikes again.

I watch this information sink in. The wait makes me nervous - maybe I’ve said too much. Or was I too vague? What does the soldier want, a list of my contacts? An itinerary? I prepare to present those very documents when he sighs deeply and in one swift motion skewers the open passport with some kind of pointed stamp and thrusts it back in my general direction, happy to be rid of me. His disgust is obvious.

Behind him, the Shepherd glares at me as if disappointed in the loss of a potential plaything. Both soldiers glare at me, probably because I’m still there. I gather up the passport hastily, nod, and resume walking the Customs line. I have no luggage for them to rifle through, so the looks from the counter are suspicious as I follow the signs - in Afrikaans and English -which lead me past the security block and into the terminal proper. I can sense someone else behind me coming under scrutiny, but he’s white and gets a cursory nod and stamp.

I sigh. I knew it would be like this, but I didn’t expect to feel it so soon after debarking the KLM flight.

A map of the airport proves I’m moving in the right direction. I snatch my single bag from the carousel, lucky to see it tumble out among the first, and soon I am breathing hot Johannesburg air. There’s no breeze, no movement whatsoever in the air, and the direct blast of the sun seems to bake me in my clothes. I feel the temperature of my skin rising rapidly, until all at once fresh sweat breaks out of every pore and soaks me in a sheen. Several taxi cabs ignore me, but one driven by an elderly black man takes pity. I duck inside and let the overworked, rattling air conditioning chill my sweat as I recline on the tattered upholstery. 

“You are not from Jo-burg or even Cape Town, yes?”

“That’s right, I’m American.” I consult my paperwork briefly while he stares at me in his cracked mirror. “Uh, the Regent Hotel -” I reach for directions, stumble when I can’t find them.

“I know where it is!” he snaps and jerks the car into gear, spinning tires to get us moving into the sparse midday traffic.

I settle back, watching modern buildings rise and fall on the skyline, as often as not positioned next to flattened concrete pancake-shaped tenements and characterless blocks of glass. It’s an uneasy truce between old and new, with the new sometimes as ugly as the old. But as we reach what I consider the downtown area, the buildings seem to glitter more and the glass sparkles, and the concrete is no longer so featureless. Here the banks and exchanges and diamond brokers have constructed an Acropolis of modern beauty as European as anyplace north of the Mediterranean.

The temperature has equalized and I realize that it’s hot inside the cab, too, and my sweat’s clammy and pungent.

My eyes travel back to the mirror, where they meet the driver’s. “What’s the matter?” I don’t mean to sound belligerent, but I’m sure I must.

His eyes slide away from mine. He twitches the wheel. “Not’in’ the matter! You have much hair. Look funny.”

I touch the Afro. So normal at home and so out of place here, where everyone seems either bald or nearly so. Maybe I do look funny, but the irony of it doesn’t sit well. Not here.

The Regent looms outside, a refuge from the heat. I throw money at the cabbie who looks at me as if I came from a dog’s asshole, duck through the headache-inducing sun and dive for cover inside the lobby, where every white face turns toward me in quiet horror.

The desk clerk wants to avoid helping me, but can’t. The reservation said Jack Simon, American. Not Jack Simon, Black. I stand my ground after giving my name. The room key bounces off the counter and I scoop it up before it slides off. “Room 317, uh, sir.”

I nod. I have no words for him. He’ll snicker at me as I walk away, unhelped by the bellhop, whose studied ignorance of my presence should ignite my anger but doesn’t. I carry my own bag, save a handful of Rands, and strike a blow for equality. What a laugh. Suddenly I can’t wait for the flight out, three days hence. I wonder if every encounter with a South African will end in disappointment, my disappointment.

At least I’m out of the sun.

My room overlooks a serious view of concrete rippling in the heat, but I spend two hours watching the darkness come with something like disgust raging in my belly.

Room service prices aren’t outrageous, but I don’t trust the kitchen. By now word’s spread - I was the only black face in the lobby, the only one I saw in this neighborhood, and by far the only one in a tailored suit. I’m not a fool. I know they’re not going to enjoy serving me dinner unless they can serve me some urine or feces or saliva, or worse, God knows. Hell, I know what slaves sometimes did to their masters’ food, and I’m in no mood to be at the other end. 

The hotel has a back entrance, and I sidle through it with no real sense of irony. Well, maybe some. I wander streets populated by well-dressed, good-looking people seeking a lively night life in the cooler crispness of the African dusk. It’s my first time here, but I know it will be my last. The feelings are palpable in every face turned my way, in every set of eyes. I see myself reflected in them and it’s a fearful sight. I’m an outsider and a thing to hate - blindly hate - no matter what my passport says, or maybe because of it.

Before I know it the darkness has descended upon the city, and sirens blare from far away, though here are the sounds of merriment and laughter, music and theater. I walk further out of the safe circle and see more faces like mine, first a few but then there are only faces like mine and I should feel at home, but I don’t because they look at me as if I’ve shit in their food, too.

The sirens draw me farther out of the city. As if obeying a summons, I flag a taxi - a decrepit old Volkswagen bus crammed with poor and smelly laborers heading home or to work, blank of expression and therefore judgment. They ignore me, and I them, as we stop and release them into the streets like pus from a boil, and I am finally alone amidst their lingering smell, the last to leave the vehicle, but I don’t know where I am. It’s as if I have followed a summons.

I stare, awed by the sight.

The hillside is alive with bonfires and chanting and knots of people - very tall people - bouncing up and down while making a keening wail, a sound that wraps itself around my guts and squeezes gradually, increasing pressure until I think I’ll cease breathing. They hold rough, handmade spears, sticks, and once-blunt farm implements in their hands as they bob and rock and wail amongst the fires, and I see that the street has been torn up by hand and men and women - and children, too - tear fingernails bloody as they rip up concrete chunks and carry them away.

I turn toward someone standing nearby, the cabbie whose VW stands idling beside us. “What is it? What’s going on?”

“You came here and you don’t know?” 

“You took me here!”

“You asked me, I drove. This is a good thing, a celebration.”

I feel my eyebrows raise of their own accord. “A celebration of what?”

Groups of men in colored shirts hop as one as if on pogo sticks, their weapons raised over their heads. Beside them, a throng of women and children clap their hands and wail, and the men add their counterpoint and the sound has a terrible beauty that will haunt me forever, but it’s not a joyful sound. It claws at my ears like some kind of jungle cat, like razor blades slashed downward on skin, zipping flesh open and into strips. I touch myself, expecting to feel blood. Sweat is all there is.

“A celebration of unity, of people coming together and raising one voice against their oppressors.” It’s a rehearsed speech, revolutionary rhetoric, but doesn’t feel that way.

Before I can respond I see a new wave of people joining the crowd, more men - laborers, their station and place given away by their dress - whose hands tear up concrete and pass the chunks like gold ingots to their fellows until it disappears somewhere deep within the throng.

“What-”

Sirens and lights suddenly fill the night and the crowd breaks, fleeing away from us, away from the street, or what’s left of it, and as police vehicles race toward us I feel an urge to run, too, because I look just like these people. 

At the edge of the crowd, an ancient man in a leopard-skin headdress stands alone, facing us. A word from his lips and people stop their flight, turn back and watch impassively as the police vans arrive, three of them, then a fourth and fifth.

“I think we’d better get out of -” I say, but the cabbie isn’t listening. He’s thrusting his fist in the air rhythmically, and I realize that the crowd has begun to do the same as a wailing call and response rises from five thousand voices. Then the elderly man in the leopard-skin speaks a word, a syllable, a whisper, and a thousand hands rain down pieces of concrete upon the police vans and I see glass shatter and metal and plastic dent and the uniformed police, in the process of stepping out of their vehicles, are caught in a volley of flying concrete and duck or fall behind open doors and damaged quarter panels. An amplified voice erupts from behind the make-do barricades, shouting in Afrikaans and English and maybe one or two Bantu dialects.

“Go home! Drop your weapons and go home! You will be arrested and charged if you continue! Go to your homes!”

But the people do not stop. I turn to the cabbie. “What is it all about? Why are they angry?” I feel foolish, as if I should know.

He has to shout into my ear.

“They are poor and oppressed enough, and today the government has decreed that all public education will be in Afrikaans, the official language. This is unacceptable to even the most loyal tribal council, so today the people of many clans who live in Soweto unite to demonstrate their willingness to fight this ruling and resort to violence.”

We are in the midst of the crowd and ignored by the concrete throwers around us. More jagged pieces of street fly into the air and rain down on the hapless police, who’ve drawn their guns by now and will likely start shooting soon. I turn to ask another question, but the cabbie is gone. Not far below us on the hillside, a crowd of young men is overturning vehicles on the road. One after the other, cars which have nosed their way this far are picked up by calloused brown hands and heaved over onto their roofs, occupants still inside screaming as they are crushed or emerging from their accordioned vehicles to run until they are brought down by pursuing warriors. I blink. Warriors? All they are is demonstrators who now beat their helpless victims mercilessly. I see a man stumble past, one eye a gory black hole ringed by a mass of blood. A woman crawls from one of the vehicles, half her hair torn from her scalp and the rest covered in blood and brains. Not far from her a group of young men batters a limp, prone figure with bricks and poles.

I want to scream. What were you doing here, driving past this demonstration, this show of force? You deserve what you got. You deserve to die for upholding the injustice of this place! Goddamn you all!

The loudspeaker is still booming its message, but no one seems to listen as the chanting call and response continues, louder.

 Suddenly I see the cabbie’s VW bus hurtling onto its side like the crest of a black wave crashing on a shore of fire, the men shouting with glee and immediately moving on toward the police cars. I wonder how long it will be before the loudspeaker stops and the gunfire begins. Seconds, I assume. My bowels clutch in anticipation.

Sound fades up and down in my ears. The rain of concrete stops and for a second all is still - the people turn as a group and stare down the hillside at their shantytown ghetto, at the rows of matchbox houses, the Soweto Projects, the tin-roofed nightmares that signify the best a corrupt government can do for the people it loathes, and already some of them have been fired, lit up with Molotov cocktails or firebrands from the hillside. And then the people utter a long, wailing sound that chills my spine even as it excites the blood flow to my head.

It sounds like “Ooooooooooooooooooh!” A drawn-out ghost’s wail, a single vowel sound from way back in the throat.

I want to ask someone the meaning of this, but then it’s as if sudden understanding jolts my brain. The sound is the war-cry “Usutu!” drawn out, its last syllable gobbled by the dialect. As soon as it ends it begins again, swelling like a pipe organ chord on all stops and reaching an incredible pitch which warbles from thousands of male throats.

“Usuuuuuuuuutu!”

I turn and the old man, his grizzled short hair almost covered by the leopard-skin headdress, is right there in my face, his head no more than a foot away and his eyes locked with mine as if we are the only two standing on this hillside. I want to look away, to see what’s happening around us, but I can’t - I’m held in some kind of thrall by those dark, flashing eyes which seem to look straight through to my soul. He’s old, maybe ninety, yet he looks as fit as fifty, forty. The muscles in his arms bulge with health and his stomach is flat and his chest wide and hard, and then I realize that he is wearing a shawl of cow-tails and ostrich feathers, and his leopard headdress is fringed with colorful lourie feathers. Around his neck, the iziqu necklace, sign of royal recognition. His ingxotha armband, its battered metal ribs also a symbol of the king’s favor and achievement in war, swings before my eyes and catches the flickering light of a nearby gasoline-fed bonfire, and I feel dizzy with some sort of fever.

A voice in my head questions, wonders, inquires how it can be that I know what these things are the old man wears, but I can’t even begin to answer because then more sirens approach screeching and dozens of uniformed police swarm out of vehicles and form into ragged ranks, their riot gear glowing in the light of the fires, some of which are now furiously burning autos, including my friend’s VW bus. But he’s nowhere to be seen.

I turn away from the milling police, wondering what the people on the hillside will do, but the old man’s face is there again, his eyes boring into mine as if reading whatever’s written at the back of my brain - and for a second I think I feel his hand inside, kneading the squirmy, slithery grey dough. I see him split into two identical copies, one the intense isangoma - sorcerer-warrior - whose eyes burn into mine, and the other the old man whose attention is riveted on the knot of surrounded police thugs.

I shake my head, hoping the vision will dissipate or resolve into something I can honestly accept, but the old man continues to inhabit two spaces on the hillside before me, as if he has become two separate individuals. Dizziness intensifies and overwhelms me until the tendons in my neck lock and I feel my head solidify as if it’s being turned to stone, as if the veins are drying like concrete tendrils, and then I’m on my knees at the sandaled feet of the old man, one half of whom seems to be whipping the crowd into further chanting and one half of whom is reaching out a long, delicate and yet calloused and muscled hand toward my face as if about to caress it.

I can hear the long chant, the awe-inspiring power of so many throats tuned to the same exact pitch.

“Oooooooooooooooooooooooh!”

As the fingers reach my skin and cradle my chin in a cup of living tissue, I see my brothers around me. They face the bottom of the slight hill and hold up their assegais like waves of bronze wheat waving gently in the breeze, firelight glinting off the honed double edges and fierce points of the weapon fabled to have been designed by King Shaka himself. Their other hands hold black-and-white spotted izihlangu, the war-shields which are capable of hiding a warrior’s entire torso. The headdresses signifying an unmarried impi flutter in the air above their heads, the full splendor of the massed amabutho catching in my throat. I look up and the old man is not old at all. Instead he is now the strapping induna of his regiment, his tight head-ring grasping the feathers which mark his office in the king’s own army guards. 

The fingers slowly push my chin upward and I am raised to the height of my brothers. With gentle firmness I am turned to face our common enemy.

And when the long and frightening chant lifts above us again, I add my own voice, softly at first and then with abandon.

“Usuuuuuutuuuuuuuu!”

The moment lasts forever, or that’s my wish.

The chant’s cadence comes to an abrupt halt, as if every throat were stilled at once, and silence gathers above us like woolly thunderheads. I wait for the voices - our voices - to rise again, but first we stare and allow the threat to set in. The hand on my head warms and I feel its heat radiate until I think I can smell my skin sizzling beneath the induna’s fingers.

A thunderclap crashes above and I lower my head, closing my eyes when the pain at the back of my skull lances through my brain and seems to burst outward through my eyelids, then rippling down my spine like a wave breaking deep inside my marrow. 

The evening air, redolent with the stench of burned rubber and stale sweat, seems to waver in my vision when I open my eyes again. I blink and the sky seems lighter, an afternoon light, and I blink again. Suddenly I feel my gorge rising and I am sick, bending over to retch violently onto the ground. 

Warm hands help me straighten and I hear the voice, close by, muttering a cleansing prayer. I don’t know how I know, but I’m certain that I have just cast out negative spiritual influences, including any supernatural efforts the enemy might make against the impi, and even though I have not vomited into a hole along with the entire army, the requirements of the ritual have somehow been met. I am a purified warrior now, and able to avoid the enemy’s sorcery along with my brothers, bonded to me in ritual. The taste of the medicine is still on my tongue, bitter reminder of the ceremony and its symbolism - the warriors’ vomit is the essence of the nation and the army itself, and must be protected as is the sacred coil of the Zulu nation.

My head spins, and I must lean against he who supports me. Thin tendrils of sour vomit hang from my chin, and I wonder how I came to be a part of this. 

“You are not so far removed, child,” a voice whispers in my ear. “Look upon those who invade our homeland, and fear not their weapons, for we have thousands of warriors to their meager number, and the hills are covered with the glory of our herds. Our wives are fat and happy with child, and our young boys dream of washing their spears like men.”

I nod, for it is true. In my own ikhanda, we thirty-year-olds brag of the wives we will impregnate when allowed to put on the headring of marriage. Even last night, as the entire iNdluyengwe regiment squatted over the hillside and quietly prepared for the battle, there was joking among us as each young man told of his prowess, both with the assegai and his other, fleshier stabbing spear. I recall clearly now, how many of us under the hasty command of Prince Dabulamanzi shared in his desire to wash our spears after the big battle won by our brothers and fathers the day before left us without a field to fight on. Indeed, it was the stories told to us by the older men, the veterans of the uVe and the uKhandempemvu, who camped near us as they left to head back to their own residences and the cleansing rituals which would heal their bodies and spirits. Even though they had suffered under the few big British guns able to operate, these warriors had avenged their pain and rage upon our enemies and slaughtered them in the hundreds, visiting the enemy corpses afterwards and slitting their stomachs open to release the spirits of the brave white warriors and thus avoiding the possibility of being haunted long after their victory.

I recall now that, as we waited for the order to attack the mission station and its garrison, we took snuff from our gourd pouches and reclined upon the grass like beasts after a dinner, though our stomachs growled their emptiness. There had been little food for our ibutho since the war began, and all the men seemed on the verge of gauntness. Soon the crops would be ready for harvest 

- but the enemy had invaded our land with his guns and his wagons and his hard white headgear, intentionally causing the army to be mustered at the worst time of year. King Cetshwayo found no choice, so our induna told us, but to put off harvesting our crops and instead we unrolled and stiffened our shields and honed our assegais, knowing we would soon join in the fighting. But when our impi arrived too late to the great rocky crag of Isandhlwana, site of the great Zulu victory over the invaders, and was directed to serve as reserves, it did not take long for Dabulamanzi, the King’s half-brother, to decide that we would find our glory not far away, where the river Mzinyathi - the Buffalo - rages past the drift they call Rorke. Never mind that this was an unauthorized raid into the colony called Natal by the whites, for what would the king do to punish his own half-brother? Anyone else might well be speared in front of the amabutho, to serve as an example, but Prince Dabulamanzi was such a thorn that could hurt either going in or coming out!

“You know what I don’t understand?” my friend and companion uNsuzi Mandla said. He had just inhaled a pinch of tobacco mixed with powdered aloe and fine flakes ofthe cannabis plant, which had been portioned out by our isangoma, he who could touch the shadow-world with thoughts and fingers both. The mixture would help us keep to this side of the shadow-world, and it would make us impervious to pain. Thus are great warriors made even greater.

I didn’t have to answer, for uNsuzi was not one to wait for me to speak. “These English soldiers of the great white queen. Well, they call themselves white, yet they seem pink to me - except when they have sampled our sun for a while. Then they become red! Especially their trunks.” He made the sign of the elephant and we laughed together.

“But then their trunks peel and they return to being pink,” I pointed out, bringing quiet laughs from our fellows nearby. But one, Mtshayankomo, shook his head somberly. “You are foolish,” he said. “You think about their color, while they throw their bullets at us like hailstones. Their color does not matter when they are the enemy.”

“Their hail cannot touch me,” uNsuzi said, and I knew it was not just the tobacco talking through his mouth, but also the pungent drugs therein. His eyes were wide, reflecting the light of the moon. He stroked the long edge of his assegai, and I shuddered with sudden cold. 

“Stop all this talk of hailstones,” I said, “and share your snuff with me. Mine was dampened when we crossed the Buffalo river.”

“Yes, stop this talk of our enemies,” whispered Mtshayankomo as he rolled onto his side. “We do not want to aid their spirits! Go back to talking of women and our impending weddings. I’d much rather hear about that.”

As uNsuzi spoke of the rumors he had heard from a friend in the king’s ikhanda, I felt my mind expand and wander the hillside, looking down upon the cream of Zululand’s army, and a fierce stab of pride and yet sadness took my breath and made the heart pound quickly inside my chest. I looked upon the loss of our country and I mourned our old ways, but I know not how I knew. Tears stung my cheeks.

Now it is many hours later and we wait for the order to approach the tiny post and its defenders, whom our counters have told us are as few as fifteen groups of ten. We see their ragged red tunics in the afternoon light, and the last strong rays of the sun glint on the tips of their rifle-knives, which they call bayonets. Their spirits and ours are mingling above us in the early evening air, and already I can smell blood and fire and death. I take the last of the snuff uNsuzi gave me and let the herbs calm me, make me strong and fierce. A lion. 

When the royal assegai is raised, we leap to our feet in the tall grass and cry out: “Usutu!” Drawing the sound out until it becomes a chant from the throat of thousands. Down below, I see that they have taken a step back behind their barricades, for we are so many as to line the whole of their horizon. As one we stamp our feet and rhythmically crash assegai onto shields, then advance a hundred long strides in groups of ten. With our feathers, we resemble waves of summer grain rippling rapidly in one direction.

When we reach the halfway point to our enemies’ stronghold, their gunfire strikes our line like a scythe and ten, twenty of us disappear underfoot. Beside me, uNsuzi’s head is shattered like a ripe gourd by a hailstone. His bone and blood anoint my forehead and I cry out, in anger and pain, as his limp body disappears behind us. Now the rage is upon me and I truly see nothing but red, the red of Zulu blood now and forever spilled across hillsides like this one, the red of the tunics worn by the invaders, and the red of their blood as our throwing assegai fly over their meager barricades and meet soft, yielding flesh. 

“You are not so far removed, child,” a voice whispers in my ear.

Then we hurtle the bodies of our friends and brothers, those who have fallen in waves like grain at harvest-time, and bring our assegai to bear on the defenders, whose furious fear is written on their faces as clearly as if chiseled in stone. Metal strikes metal, wood, bone, skin. I see my fellows pierced by the bayonets, skewered sometimes into the chests of those behind them, and still their arms reach forward for a stab at the heart of these red-covered pink warriors from some empire far away. 

I leap over a pile of my companions, feet sinking into open wounds made by bullets, and pick out an opponent, a thin male younger than me and with fear in his blinking eyes and blood streaming from a cut above them. We dance on the barricade, he and I alone for a moment, my wide-blade assegai seeking his life’s blood even as his long, thin blade parries my thrust and finds the flesh of my neck. I feel the wetness and cold of steel scraping past and then my blade finds his side even though his reach is far longer than mine - for his thrust has carried him closer to me, closer to his lover, and my blade enters him like a lover’s phallus and we cry out together although my word is “Usutu!” while his ends in a strangled syllable I’ll never decipher. I withdraw my washed blade and seek another lover, for my rage has become the love shared by warriors as they engage in one last embrace.

Smoke hangs over us as we falter on the barricades, finding the pink warriors tougher than we expected, their bayonets far-reaching and unyielding. We hear the cry and fall back, our ears ringing from the shouting and the sound of guns, and then we are like a receding tide, leaving on the beach the remains of our first foray.

My ibutho has been reduced by a third, and we rally into a shorter line as we await the result of a similar thrust on the opposite side of the perimeter manned by these beasts in red tunics. Who thought they would roar so loudly, and with so much effect?

Behind us, Dabulamanzi raises his spear and we once again rattle our shields and await the signal. When it comes, we approach rapidly, but more cautiously, seeking the cover of tall grass whenever the flames from the rifles lick out at us. This time we reach the barricades in greater numbers, and the pink warriors break and retreat before us, their guns exacting a toll but not causing us to falter.

One fellow stands his ground, puny as he is before my great height, and I spear him once, twice, before he can bring his gun to bear. Instantly my fellows are there, sharing in the glory of my kill - hlomula - each stabbing his shell once. I nod to Mtshayankomo, who has somehow ended up at my side, and while he guards my flank I perform the ritual of qaqa, slashing open the pink warrior’s stomach to release his spirit so he will not haunt me, his killer. I bow my blade-point to his memory, and we two move on to fight yet another duel. Backed into a corner, this one swings his gun like a club, having lost his bayonet. I harry him from one side, while Mtshayankomo slides his blade into the warrior’s chest from the other, twisting it to sever the lifelines within him. I smile at my friend, taking glory in his win by washing my spear, then letting him slit the stomach. This one was brave, facing two greater than he, so I shave off his nose and his spear hand, placing them in my pouch - ingredients for our inyanga‘s next batch of intelezi medicine, which will grant us the power and courage of our enemy. If his legs were bare I would take his manhood, as so many did upon yesterday’s great Isandhlwana victory field. But there will be plenty to feed the medicine pot after this great battle!

Tied together by our tactics, Mtshayankomo and I join in the effort to breach a long, low building in which more pink warriors have retreated. Rifle muzzles stick out of holes and windows, spewing their hailstone death, but brave members of our glorious ibutho bring the regiment much glory by wrapping their hands around the hot metal and pulling the weapons from the hands of the defenders inside. Then we others spear the inside of the hole and watch for fresh blood to flow down our blades to tell us we have succeeded, also attacking the wall and door so as to enter and free more spirits. When we break through, I see a pink warrior disappearing through a hole in the opposite wall. I shout, “Usutu!” and the others take up the chant and a well-thrown assegai brings a scream from our enemy. Someone has started a blaze, and smoke is filling the close quarters of these warriors; breathing becomes difficult. I cough as the smoke invades my nostrils and eyes and intrudes far down my throat, and I stop my attack to bend over and gasp until my eyes bleed tears.

I turn and flee the burning building. The cool evening air will wash out the smoke and I will engage more warriors out in the open. Outside the battle continues, though it appears that my fellows, hundreds of whom seem to have fallen, have driven the enemy behind one final wall. The blazing building from which I’ve come lights the rapidly advancing night, but I still cannot replace the smoke with clean air.

Can it be? I wonder. Can the angered spirits of the dead here today choke the air from those still living?

My coughing brings pain from the wound in my neck, where the pink warrior’s bayonet made a deep furrow which has leaked blood over my whole body. Suddenly I hear my name called. Mtshayankomo! I turn to see him entangled with a pink warrior who wears grey, not red, and who brandishes a bayonet without a rifle. Mtshayankomo has lost his assegai, and his shield has had its spine broken, and at any moment the pink warrior will pierce my friend’s skin and release his spirit much too soon.

I must save him! I swallow the smoke still in my mouth and ignore the tears, racing to save my friend from his fate. I scream to steal the warrior’s attention, but it’s too late and I see the long blade slip into and out of Mtshayankomo’s chest twice as he thrashes, pierced through like a snake. My leap carries me onto the pink warrior, shield slashing at his face even as my blade seeks his underbelly. He manages to withdraw the bayonet, releasing a gout of Mtshayankomo’s blood to wash over us both, and then my metal strikes his and we are like lovers who alternate thrusts and parries in a flurry of flirting. His eyes are locked with mine as his point invades my thigh, my side, my shoulder, but cannot find my torso.

But my rage is too great, and even through the pain and with the blood flowing from my wounds I find the strength to first stun him - a blow with the flat side of my shield - and then skewer him to the wall with my assegai, which then snaps in two. I watch the life drain from his widened eyes, and I drink in the glory as I wrestle the broken haft downward and release his spirit in a rush of slippery intestines.

“We were like lions, you and I. But you will not haunt me!” I command his corpse. He makes no reply.

“You are not so far removed, child,” a voice whispers in my ear. 

I turn, quickly, but there is no one there.

And then I am wracked with cough, as smoke again enters my nose and eyes, and my ears feel as though they are about to burst. I squint through the black smoke of the bonfires, and see the bodies of the fallen, and sink slowly to my knees, vomiting my guts out onto the hillside - how have I returned up the hill? - and crying-screaming-chanting words I don’t even understand. I look up to see the old man - induna! - facing me.

“You are not so far removed, child,” he says softly, and even through the sirens I can hear him. “But you are nowhere near.”

“What?” I gasp. “What do you mean? What’s happened?”

He turns and walks away, uphill, his leopard band rotted and streaked with grime.

For a moment his image blurs and in the fires’ glare he is a beaten warrior, head down and shield laying flat on his back. His regiment is in ruins and their blood has run into the ground. But then the image solidifies and he is just an old man, part of something once great but now greatly diminished.

I open my mouth and heave white liquid and unidentified brown lumps onto the slick hillside and almost fall face forward into my own mess. Then another jet of water smashes into me and I realize that I’m soaked, pelleted by a hard jet of lukewarm water the strength of which tips me over. As I try to roll to my feet I see the riot police - pink warriors encased in black armor - wade into the crowd, batons flailing. Gunshots erupt nearby and are answered with a volley of rubber bullets and tear gas canisters. My eyes, nose, and throat burn with the expanding fumes, and I cry helplessly as I hug the ground and wait for the crash of the baton. Around me, hundreds of once-proud demonstrators scatter and flee, their faces streaked with blood and mucous, grime, and the remains of their pride.

“We were like lions,” I whisper.

Somehow the riot police avoid me, and when I’m helped up it’s my old friend, the cabbie - someone I seem to have known for ages even though I just met him tonight.

“Hey, American, are you all right?”

“No.” 

“I better help you back to your world, my friend. You don’t belong here.”

“But I do,” I say, even though I know he’s right.

My body is a mass of sharp pains and screaming bruises. He helps me down the hill and through a side street, past some dilapidated housing flats and then to an alley filled with corrugated tin huts. Eventually he says, “Here we are,” and helps me into a primer-coated Dodge Dart. He winds through poorly-lit streets and avoids throngs, police and army roadblocks, and anything that takes the luster off this flawed jewel of a city. At the Regent, he says goodbye without taking my money. How will he replace his cab, I ask. He shrugs. “It wasn’t my first, and it will not be my last.”

I wipe my eyes and shake his hand. I can’t help feeling that we knew each other, somewhere, some other time.

The hotel shower removes most of the stench - sweat, rubber, tear gas, blood. 

I wipe the steam off the mirror. I look at my reflection. And my arteries seem to freeze as I see, all too clearly, scars I’ve never had: thigh, side, shoulder, and neck. Healed scars, as if the wounds were inflicted many years ago. Violently I grasp the sides of the bathroom mirror staring into my own eyes, and I’m not sure who watches whom.

The world, the ground below me, shifts to the side and I lose my balance, crashing into the tile wall. Naked, wounded, I cry the last of my tears while strange tastes stain the inside of my mouth.

When I pack my things, two days later, I seal the long crate carefully. I know I’m going to make a difference when I return. I have plans. The misguided SLA became extinct in a fiery Los Angeles charnel house in 1974. The Black Panthers have degenerated into a weak social service organization, its members jailed or defanged. Eagerly I pat the crate one last time before my cousins come to pick it up and take it to the airport. I can’t help but feel that it’s time for a new plan of action. 

I will wash my assegai, Shaka’s fabled invention, on a new continent. I will be great once again, if briefly.

Usutu.

 

* * *
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It is well nigh upon 1899 as I write these words and I will have gone to my death by morning, never to rise again unless my life should prove worthy of the god I renounced years ago in a windswept prairie town. Nay, even a righteous man who has seen what I have seen would likely turn his back on god and have another drink.

That is what I have done, and worse.

Much worse.

And for my sins I will pay with suffering beyond the pain of my affliction, the relief of which I have long since hastened with a daily fifth of whiskey and a dozen decent cigars. It is dusk as I write, and I shall rejoice to see the morning light once more. The whiskey has dulled enough pain to allow my time-ravaged organs a few more hours’ function, but I have seen their faces at the window and their shades out back, near the well, and I know they will deny me the dignity of a quiet death, preferring instead to repay my kindness toward a stranger with vile, degrading death at their wretched hands.

Even as I write, cocked Colt’s revolver at hand, the walkers approach - I hear their shuffling steps on the loose boards, and I know not why they wait. Perhaps ‘tis all part of the torture, once meant for someone else. 

I have endeavored to set down this account of the story told to me by John W. Forrester, late of the Confederate Navy. When I met him, a decade after the war, he was a drunkard whose only redeeming quality was the medal pinned to his chest by President Davis himself. My handwriting has gone spidery and my thoughts wander, but my memory has not failed me in my seventy-six years, and I am doubtful it will fail me now. 

I remember all too well, and the rest of it. 

Not much time left, so I must write.

I am one Samuel G. Wheeler, at your service for a while. I gambled my way from New York to San Francisco and back again twice before I turned twenty, and that before the railway and its plush, velvet-lined comfort. I rode the paddlewheelers up and down the Old Man and each of his family members, and I barely once was forced to pay my passage out of pocket, so strongly did the cards run in my favor. A drink in one hand and a fine cheroot in the other, the tilt of smooth planks below me and a lovely woman at my side or - dear me, I confess it! - below me; aye, that was my life anytime at the cut of a fancy painted deck.

Except one night, in a dusty Kansas saloon where the locals knew enough not to face me across a felt, and where drinking with company meant you and your bottle. Where “the Indian” barged his way in and not a one of them, sheriff included, could see to tossing him street-side. On account of the shiny metal disk he wore around his neck. Not the long greasy hair, nor the dusty old buckskins, nor the toeless boots that once wore a shine, told his story. But the sixguns on his hips and the crude tomahawk in his belt combined with the gleam in his eye to hint to a man that he’d better mind his own business. I spotted his special belt buckle immediately, but I doubted anyone else had. Then again, who knew which loyalties conflicted with the official way of things in a south Kansas town. 

The tavern was crowded and Fate slipped me a joker, for the Indian heaved his considerable bulk onto the stool beside me.

 The ‘tender nodded, staring at the guns and the hatchet and the medal of honor, and then he begrudgingly served beer and whiskey, avoiding the glare. I heard muttering from the corners, where local toughs scowled at this affront to their sense of propriety, such as it was. But the sheriff turned back to his whiskey and poker hand, and the voices faded. 

I turned and faced the Indian, nodded once and then drank, motioning for two more. He stared through me until the new drinks were poured, and then he drank both quickly, his and the one I bought. When he spoke, it was in that whisper that has since haunted me on lonely nights.

“You are too kind.”

It was a painful whisper, drawn protestingly over dried-out vocal cords as if by supreme effort.

I nodded in deference to the decoration. “A war hero’s welcome to share my spirits any time.”

He slapped the decoration harshly. “This hunk of metal has brought me only pain and sorrow, yet I cannot remove it from my clothing. I am John Forrester, and I am cursed with it, because of what I have done.”

It was not an Indian name, and only then did I gaze past the sun-darkened skin to see not an Indian at all, but a white man two decades my junior who had disappeared inside the parched skin of another.

Smug with silver in my pockets and yet another drink in my hand, I confided my name and urged him continue, while nodding at the ‘tender to make sure he’d not be tossed from the premises. At least, thought I, not as long as the sheriff preferred his card game to a brawl. The man who was not an Indian wore the stench of death on him, his own and that of anyone else who got in his way, but he seemed affable enough to one willing to buy him drink. 

And he had a story to tell, that was plain to see. 

“Leave the bottle, Jack,” I said.

With a sideways glance at some of his rougher customers, Jack slid the bottle toward my hand. When it came to a stop, I quickly poured the Indian another.

Forrester nodded again and his eyes shone beneath the hood of his brow. Gratitude or anger, I could not tell. 

And then he began to tell his story, a story so far and away ridiculous that I should have laughed and returned to my room for some needed sleep. He told a story no sane man would believe, but somehow - the way he spoke, as if hell were even then setting a place for him at the table - he hooked me with his cracking whisper and with his eloquence, his educated tone and civilized syntax. I will let him tell the story, for he lived it. Then I will tell you the rest of it, the part which leads me here, to this remote mountain outpost. And the scrapings outside my window.

 

*

 

Forrester began:

I had been employed by the Confederate Navy to bring my ship-building skills to various secret projects important to our beloved Confederacy. My father and grandfather both had all their lives built sailing vessels of graceful curved planks and shaped beams, and later steamships, and most of those vessels now plied the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico in an effort to breach the Yankee blockade, which was choking the life out of the country slowly but as surely as night follows day. Understand me 

- I was given a rank and a title higher than most because of my status in the shipbuilding trade. Without my surname, I would have poled a barge or piloted a riverboat. But with the name … ah, with the name I was destined for greatness. Educated in the tradition of the sea from the day I’d first walked on two feet, it did not take my father long to place a swaying deck under me, and by the age of sixteen I had enough experience to rate a first mate’s pay, had I wished to ship off to distant lands and seek my fortune. And I did so desire! Instead my father kept me within the family business and insisted I assist the draftsmen he employed.

To a lad who wished to taste the world, these were conflicting orders, as you may well imagine. After hours, when the last of our engineers and tradesmen finally made their way off the shipyard, that was when I could indulge my youthful curiosities and steal away to spend my father’s money in the dives of New Orleans, where a silver dollar bought many a woman’s favors and, more often than not, a bout of some disease. I sampled the wares, I admit, for I had a young man’s stamina, and a purse altogether fattened by my father’s hand. Before a year had passed, I knew each New Orleans brothel well, and I had suffered my share of “gentlemen’s afflictions,” as it were.

 

*

 

At this point in his narrative Forrester halted and gripped his glass more tightly. A long draught nearly drained his poison and he poured more amber liquid - lest the glass empty too soon, I reckoned. I knew not where his tale was headed, but the grumbles behind our backs had become whispers. 

I poured for myself.

Drank.

Nodded for him to continue, if so inclined.

He did, god help me.

 

*

 

My father learned of my adventures and, though he disapproved, chose to turn a blind eye. He’d had his share of romance as a youth on the Continent, where his father had dispatched him to learn shipbuilding. So he ignored my bleary eyes and fatigue, allowing me to learn a man’s way on my own.

What he knew not was that after exhausting my interest in the brothels of New Orleans, I had come to enjoy the city’s less obvious charms. I had witnessed - quite by chance - a ceremonial blood sacrifice performed by a group of slaves, and this act fascinated me to an extent which I could not then or even now describe. I made inquiries which led to several curious shops located at the outskirts of the city’s oldest section. There I spread my father’s money until I learned the name of an old woman who agreed to teach me the rites of her strange religion. She was not pleased to do so, but needed finances to care for an ill daughter, and so was born our arrangement. Once she began, I forced her to give me everything - I wanted nothing left out, no exceptions. I was the only white man ever to witness some of the most obscure slave rituals, often held in clearings well away from any habitation. 

Aye, I was resented. Hated, even. But at my age, what had that to do with fulfillment of my desires?

Indeed, my desires were to lead me astray yet again, for it was not long before -

 

*

 

Before his pause could register upon me, he had slammed his empty glass on the counter.

“Damn this heat! Damn this thirst - it just won’t go away … no matter how much I drink. It’s part of my cursed existence.”

His glare met mine and I gestured at Jack for an unending supply. I was flush from recent winnings, and the tale was entertaining enough. Forrester poured, drank, poured again, and continued. His square hands shook only slightly, and I realized that he was drunk - but how dangerous? He spoke with the dulcet tones of a Southern gentleman, but resembled nothing if not the most savage of prairie Indians. His weapons were all well within his reach, though his fingers were now curled around a refilled glass.

The suggestion that he drink water from the well outside died on my lips. His thirst was not one so easily quenched.

I let him speak, watchful for the signs of impending violence. How comforting the weight of the Colt’s, tucked out of sight under my shoulder.

 

*

 

Soon I heard whispers about the old woman’s daughter, and I conspired to make her acquaintance during one of the many street festivals. Giselle Devereaux was perhaps the most beautiful freewoman in New Orleans. She had been ill with some kind of tropical disease, malaria it was said, but her mother had sold enough charms and amulets to those like myself, and her care had snatched Giselle from the jaws of death. Or Madame Devereaux had made a pact with the Devil himself, some said, for her daughter had been too far gone for so rapid a recovery.

After I met Giselle, I cared not. I desired only to possess her, body and soul. I am not proud of myself, for I conspired to seduce her even as she dwelled in the home of her mother.

I was nothing if not stubborn - persistence is the Forrester trait. I pursued and cajoled, coaxed as one would a shy kitten, and pleaded. And then I merely took.

Our initial union was against her will, but I persisted and soon we became inseparable. Giselle lost herself in love, though in truth I was merely lustful and infatuated with her physical charms, which were ample - and worldly. In her arms, between her supple thighs, I found the strengths and appetites of a tigress, easily matching my own. Indeed, when we made love it was more like a visit to some dungeon - there was only violence and raw passion.

I confess, I used Giselle carelessly and tossed her aside for some waterfront strumpet who batted long eyelashes and pouted at me, for that was my shallow nature. And when Giselle attempted to sway me with her body, I forced myself on her in the way of dogs and madmen and shamed her into crawling away without dignity or a hint of lust left. 

Unbeknownst to me, Giselle was with child when I abandoned her. I would not hear of her entreaties, or her mother’s, and neither woman chose to inform me of the life forming in her womb. Perhaps I would not have cared.

About then, my father’s firm was engaged by our naval secretary to continue work begun on the Carolina shore. President Davis himself, desperately needing a weapon against the Yankee blockade, was the client. The Yankees were implementing a plan - named Anaconda - to build a fresh-water navy and capture the major ports on the Mississippi, thereby splitting the Confederacy in two.

 

*

 

He paused to pour and drink again, and his hands appeared to hold their burden steady. Perhaps he was beyond mere intoxication, for his demeanor seemed to grow increasingly sober.

Forrester ignored the glances of men who entered the saloon. I wondered yet again at his Indian disguise, and the reaction it provoked. Why not reveal his true identity? Southern gentlemen with loose purse strings here purchased as many friends as any carpetbagger or Yankee financier. It was a mystery I hoped we would confront.

I was to regret this proclivity of mine for curiosity.

“Go on,” I urged, with no clear understanding of my role in this exotic narrative. Would that I had faced a raft of strong poker hands instead!

 

*




The Navy (Forrester went on) sought a secret weapon which could free our waters of Yankee warships. A two-man undersea craft named the Pioneer had tested well. Engineers had drawn plans for a seven-man vessel, and only my father’s company could successfully bid on its construction, having already begun incorporating metal plating into our warship design. President Davis was in sudden need of a river fleet, and conversion of old steamers progressed slowly. Clearly, a seaworthy undersea attack craft could indeed cripple a slow-moving river fleet. Alas, the first engagement of Yankee gunboats and Confederate river batteries had proven their worth at our expense. We knew the Anaconda stretched south, and we knew that within three months our river supremacy would be tested. The President decreed that the port of Memphis become our stand against the Yankee fleet, which by now numbered dozens of converted steamers - gunboats and steam-propelled naval rams designed by the evil Ellet clan, those social-climbing upstarts and snake-oil salesmen!

We made Memphis a symbol. If we could halt their advance there, the moral victory would far and away offset our losses.

Understand, sir, I was merely a shipbuilder’s son. I had no battle experience. No commission. But I was an experienced sailor, hardy - some would say foolhardy - and more than capable of discerning the romantic aspects of such a mission. As my father eagerly accepted the contract to build a nineteen-foot, seven-man Pioneer craft, so did I blindly volunteer to command this craft on its maiden voyage of destruction. Thus I spent the following six weeks overseeing the building of the peculiar craft, which would deliver a torpedo mine to blow up the hull of an enemy ship. Our Pioneer craft was ready by May and we conducted secret trials in the Memphis Harbor. As the Yankee fleet sailed south, we seven learned the tricky handling of our difficult vessel. Our first engagement was not far off, and yet complications piled upon me.

That, sir, was when Giselle stepped off a troop train to beg my return. She was heavy with child, but she screamed like the banshee and scratched like a wounded mountain lion. It was all I could do to avoid murder when the rage came upon her - as it was, I felt my open hand strike her face. Again and again, if truth be told. My youthful anger may have led me to land a fist on her distended belly, though truly I attempt to shut that memory from my mind.

I tell you, Samuel Wheeler, I was young. Foolish. I should have understood when I found the gutted bird in my bedclothes on the very next morn, and when thick, warm blood flowed from my canteen. But I was indeed a lad then, and I laughed in the face of her savage threats. When I once forced her lips to my manhood, they came away painted with my blood, her eyes dark with hatred, and then I laughed no more. She was a savage! I set about the task of teaching Giselle a lesson by way of physical mastery - yes, I ravaged that woman as if she’d been the enemy’s concubine. I tortured her body with mine and took such intense pleasure in her pain that even my own father could not accept my presence in his home after beholding the marks on her body, for I had learned uses for hot coals and needles that no prairie savage could imagine. Yet she clung to me, and I could not see the reason behind her blank eyes. 

She had a reason, Wheeler, a reason as strong as life itself and much more permanent.

Hair disappeared from my comb, and my self-spilled seed was scraped into containers, though I knew it not. When she finally deposited a ruined child’s bloody body onto my floor, then I knew I had won. Her eyes flashed anger no more, and her hands hung limply at her narrow hips. I had taken from her the one thing she wanted most, you see, and it was a beaten woman I put on the next train south to New Orleans, back into the arms of her bokor mother. I thought it the end of my troubles and went about Navy business with a light heart, my mind occupied with the coming test of combat.

 

*

 

I stared at him, unbelieving. Yet his voice changed not in pitch or volume. I could see the madness then, though I could not guess what shape it would take. Forrester’s eyes seemed to be spinning, twirling as I have heard sailors describing the eyes of sharks.

A shudder crawled slowly down my back.

The whiskey dulled my senses, thank god.

 

*

 

Each day a steamer towed our cigar-shaped hull to the center of the river, near a target ship. Once in position, we drew water into the ballast tanks and the vessel sank beneath the swells. Seven men turned the single screw propeller, cranks powering the craft in a boiler’s stead. We rigged a conical torpedo behind our craft, dragging it toward the target vessel, submerging upon approach, and blowing up the ship upon contact. After a dozen such trials, our craft was deemed ready. President Davis considered Memphis lost - mostly unarmed, though shore batteries dotted its bluffs. All troops were withdrawn from Forts Pillow and Randolph under cover of darkness, so certain were we of the city’s loss. 

When the Yankee fleet bombarded those fortifications, they were already empty. Meanwhile, the remainder of the Confederate fleet - eight gunboats and my tiny vessel - waited to make a stand. Wheeler, our gunboats were most effective as rams and that was how we planned to deploy them, but the Ellet rams attached to the Federal fleet wore their boilers on deck, allowing stronger bracing of the hulls. 

At dawn on June 6, five Federal boats met our ragtag group.

Ah, those Memphis belles lined the bluffs, watching for heroes in the harbor. And waiting to see whose flag would fly highest that day.

The steam ram General Price towed our craft into battle. Through the glass I watched the Queen of the West ram our Colonel Lovell. Our Sumter then rammed the Queen. It was a veritable melee, and it occurred so quickly after first light that we were scarcely able to maneuver into position to participate.

I was not aware of it then, but one of the Ellets - Charles, I reckon, the engineer - took a pistol ball in the leg. He succumbed a fortnight later. Even that man’s notorious thick skin could not deflect a Dixie ball, no sir!

Then the Monarch smashes into the Lovell too, sinking the gallant ship with all hands but five. Our General Price and General Beauregard go for the Monarch, but it slips away before either can ram it. 

Lest we miss the skirmish completely, I took a bearing and ordered submergence. Hayward, my second officer, opened and filled the ballast tanks and downward we plunged. Above, our two boats were ramming each other, bein’ too slow to change course. Both sank nearby, but the Pioneer was under those churning swells by then. My last sight before pulling the hatch closed above me was the early morning sun shining so brightly on the Memphis citizenry lining the bluffs in their Sunday best. I knew then. The battle was over, but the Pioneer could still get in its licks.

Indeed, in a ten-mile running fight all our other gunboats were sunk or captured - the Confederate Navy was no more, Wheeler, but we could still strike one blow, and this we did!

A narrow tube, a “breather,” brought in little air, and our candles blew out with the labored breathing of seven men turning a propeller by way of a hand-cranked shaft. A simple pump and none-too-reliable compass made up the remainder of our equipment. Only six-foot wide and four-foot deep, there was precious little movement possible in the casket-like quarters. As captain, I alone could stand erect - if the hatch were open.

My bearing was true, and we approached the Monarch with stealth even though the sun had risen to its full splendor. Perhaps they should have seen us - would have, if the excitement of victory were not still on them - but they did not, and my men strained over the propeller shaft until the sweat poured from their bodies like water from a mountain stream, hissing as the droplets spattered on the red-hot cranks. Suddenly there was no light from the tiny glass-covered portholes cut into our hull, and we knew we had drawn directly below the Federal gunboat - a minute, two, and then there was light again. We had traversed the Monarch’s beam. Our bodies slick, the temperature inside the vessel made insufferable by the heat of our exertions, we felt the tow-rope scrape the bottom of the Federal’s hull, and finally - when we thought we could turn those cranks no more, when our hands bled and the blood mixed with sweat to burn and blister like a self-forged hell - finally we heard the thump of the torpedo as it bounced across the bottom of the flat keel once, twice, three times. And then, just as we slowed our feverish turning of the propeller, there came a thunderous explosion and we were thrown from the crankshaft and scattered like puppets. Hayward’s foresight turned his efforts to the pump, purging the ballast so we could bob to the surface and view the results of our assault.

Wheeler, as I opened the hatch and heard the unmistakable rush of fire and explosions when the Federal’s powder lit, and then the tremendous roar of its boilers blowing one by one, that was truly a moment of elation such as I had never felt. The screams of the dying, both those ablaze and those who chose to drown in the river, their heavy cartridge belts dragging them down to the murky depths, those screams were as shouts of joy to my ears, to my weary arms, and the men below me - who could not see - let loose with a ragged cheer as the full impact of our actions made itself known. Not far from where we floated, enemy soldiers burned despite the river water, their oil and coal-covered bodies become torches. One turned his liquefying face to me and shouted incoherently until I drew one of my pistols and shot him in the head, his face immediately replaced by that of another dying man. Around us, men struggled against the fire and their equipment and the river and they all failed, their torch-like bodies winking out like drowned candles.

Aye, it was a scene from every hell you have ever imagined, and I laughed - mouth open and eyes wide, laughing fit to bust, even as I shot yet another man in the eye before he could drag his charred body onto the hull of my vessel.

I laughed and dealt out death in equal measure, Hayward recounted later, but I had no clear memory - only a jumble of images still to this day capable of stirring me awake. But on that great day, wonderful day, I was master of the river and emperor of the seas. Yes, Wheeler, I see your disgust, but this was war and we were beaten - though too stubborn to know it - and my vessel had succeeded where the Confederate Navy could not.

My men and I shared the sweet flavor of victory, even if tainted with charred flesh and burning blood. One hundred and six Federal troops, sailors, and rivermen perished either in the explosions, the fire, or drowned in the dark and merciless river. Or were finished by a ball from my revolvers. Before the day was done, bluecoats floated face-down in Memphis harbor. I saw a mere dozen splash their way safely to shore. I heard the spectators’ cheers, not knowing until later that the Queen of the West had meanwhile disembarked a four-man squad to lower the Stars and Bars and raise the Union rag above the post office.

The battle for Memphis was over.

We attempted to outrun a gunboat, but fatigue cramped the muscles in our arms and backs, and we opened the sea-cocks and scuttled the Pioneer rather than surrender it to our enemies, swimming away and dragging ourselves ashore. Fort Pemberton was our destination, but it was a distance best undertaken with fresh horses and supplies, so that night we camped on the river’s edge south of Memphis, drying our clothes and regaining our strength.

Saddened by the loss of our vessel and the city, but heartened at having struck our blow, we reminisced near the blazing fire. I had come to rely on Hayward and the others, Doughty and Parmalee, Mills and Fox and Woodson, though I was their captain, and allowed as I would be able to use my name to purchase us all places on some naval ship or privateer.

Suddenly we heard heavy rustling in the woods a few yards away and a handful of bluecoats came lumbering at us, arms outstretched, stepping rigidly as if paralyzed. Carrying no other weapons but Navy caliber pistols and cutlasses, we scrambled for our revolvers and strove to defend ourselves. You may choose to disbelieve if you wish, Wheeler, but our lead did no damage to the dozen attackers, though we saw clearly that our ball found its target. Blood and bone burst from the wounds our volley caused, yet the bluecoats came and soon we were smashing in their heads with lengths of wood from the fire. Hayward found a shovel and stove in the heads of four men all on his own, at which they finally lay down twitching and died. The rest of us followed suit as best we could, burying pistol butts into skulls until brains spattered onto our faces and tunics. We were like savages, although we found afterwards that they had torn Woodson apart between them. The six of us weighed the corpses down with rocks from the beach and sank them, then we buried the firepit and moved on, fearful of another squad’s ambush.

It was then that Hayward spoke of what we had all been thinking. “Those men wore naval coats,” he said, “and the ones I done in were looking through their eyelids, cause their eyes was tightly closed.” The men muttered agreement, but I said nothing. The slick gore that covered my pistol grips and dribbled down my trouser legs was proof enough.

The following night, camped again near the river, we were set upon by three of the shambling things - for we were certain by then that these were no longer men, but merely vessels for some kind of supernatural spirit. We did them in easily enough, saving our ball and powder this time and staving in their skulls with clubs fashioned from a farmer’s woodpile. Fox, who hailed from New Orleans bayou country, said we were cursed somehow, that these were the men of the Federal gunboat, that we were evil for having snuck up on their boat like we did and done them in, and this was their revenge. Now this seems like a load and a half, but as soon as he started raving about voudon, and what he had seen his family’s slaves doing, well, we all contemplated it a great deal. I knew immediately that the corpses were not seeking revenge for their deaths - no, they sought me for a vengeful woman and her even more vengeful mother, student of the priestess Marie Laveau. 

Ah, but my story is only half-done, Wheeler. For Giselle and her mother made sure I would continue to pay.

 

*

 

I emptied my long-neglected glass and poured another. The flames of Forrester’s story seemed to clutch at my skin, crinkling it like parchment. I shuddered.

“Your health, Wheeler,” he wheezed, tilting his head to follow suit. “We haven’t much time, so prepare yourself. I do hope you’re armed.”

“I am.” I wondered at his query, but let it pass.

He patted various pistol butts in his belt and the tomahawk, and caressed the long knife sheathed on his thigh. A smaller pistol butt stuck partway out of one boot, a knife hilt from the other.

“You are a walking armory, my friend,” I whispered.

His glare silenced my lips. “Indeed.”

I shrugged. “Giselle and her mother,” I prodded.

 

*

 

We had lost mastery of the river, for New Orleans had fallen to the Yankee Farragut in late April. Giselle and her mother had fled northward to Vicksburg, now the largest Confederate stronghold between us and the bluecoats. You see, they were tearin’ out our soft underbelly, and now they had the run of the river from Kentucky clear to New Orleans, but they could not cut our east-west supply line at Vicksburg. I was destined to find Giselle in Vicksburg, for that was where we also made our way, hoping to buy a commission onto a gunboat or a lightly-armed supply steamer. I hoped to continue developing undersea vessels, though it was not to be.

In three days’ time we were once again Navy men, and heroes too. You see, word had spread from Memphis of our strange victory over the Monarch. Of course the Yankees never let that one get out - renaming one of the captured gunboats Monarch and flim-flamming the facts so that their precious fleet got no bad press. Those dead soldiers, they were listed as “missing,” and eventually dispersed onto other casualty lists. As far as the world was concerned, there was no undersea vessel. But President Davis himself rode a special train to Vicksburg, only miles from enemy lines, just to present our medals.

A week later Giselle came to my door with a message from maman. She dribbled chicken blood onto my doorway and feet, her white teeth gritted with hatred. Upon seing the medal, she splattered blood on its surface and spoke yet another incantation. Before she could turn and leave, I dragged her through the door and administered a beating the likes of which she should not have survived.

Within days, Parmalee and Mills succumbed. Parmalee made good account of himself, destroying three of the walking corpses, but in the end they tore his limbs off and battered his head to pulp. Four of seven remained, but Giselle had visited the others, cursing their medals. 

I led them to the boarding house where Giselle and her crone of a mother resided. We forced entrance and I used this knife in my boot to cut furrow after furrow into Giselle’s once-beautiful face, peeling the skin and fat away like layers of salt pork - but the crone would not break. We commenced slicing off fingers and toes, but neither damned witch would recite a single word, spitting on us through ruined lips, drenching our feet with their vile blood. Before I severed the crone’s vocal cords she uttered some kind of spell, her last words, for a group of bluecoats appeared and tore Doughty’s throat out with their fingers. He had by now become a raging madman in any case, driving his knife into her body over and over to “awaken” her for further torture.

The next morning Hayward and Fox and I took passage to the coast and threw in with a privateer named Royale who smuggled powder into Florida from Central America. It was months later, on a North Florida beach, that the three of us - now in command of the vessel - dragged a ship’s dory onto the white sand and waited for our contacts, who would pay us for our load of powder. But when they emerged from the mangroves, we quickly realized they were not Confederate partisans, but more bluecoat zombis spawned from a single battle and given eternal life in hell by virtue of the curse spoken against me. 

Don’t doubt me, Wheeler, for this is the truth. 

The corpses moved quickly, and Hayward and Fox and the others in our landing party were caught unawares. Though I shouted, “Bluecoats!”, only Hayward and Fox understood my true meaning, just in time to rake cutlasses across the throats of two hellspawn who charged together. The rage-borne hatred flowed from me and then I waded into a group of them, my blades and pistol flashing in the half-dark like rays of silver moonlight enslaved. 

The zombis proved difficult foes, and my two unknowing sailors could not comprehend how their well-placed ball had no effect. In moments, cadavers swarmed over them and opened their bellies like one guts fresh mackerel. 

Even in my blind rage I saw that the group was of manageable size, and Hayward and Fox also stood and fought, beating back the attack corpse by corpse, finishing off demons with lead ball or knife-thrust. But individual demons, faces grinning maniacally, singled out each of us and set to with uncommon persistence.

I faced off with a corpse but was forced to retreat from the intensity of his attack. Indeed, his ragged talons burned furrows along my cheeks and chest, and I nearly stumbled. The creature pressed its advantage, knocking the Bowie knife from my hand and coming in for the kill. Wheeler, I thought the curse fulfilled, when someone - Hayward - beheaded the cadaver with a single tomahawk stroke, showering us both with black gore and a gout of grave-rotted blood. Hayward wielded the unusual weapon with the certainty of a true warrior, making cuts with one hand and switching to chops, then following with swipes of his cutlass. Together we felled a half dozen corpses and Hayward deprived half again as many of their limbs with single, well-aimed hatchet swings. I emptied both pistols, swung knife and cutlass and finished off those Hayward had slowed. Then Fox handed me another loaded pistol and headed for the fray again with a new pistol in his fist. The pile of twitching bodies around us grew, until I saw Fox falter as a particularly obstinate corpse tore out his right arm at the shoulder. He fell to his knees and I watched as they surged over his body, ripping and tearing with red-stained lips and claws.

I fell back from the obstinate cadaver’s onslaught, and from the realization that my new opponent was the Monarch‘s captain himself. The insignia stood out clearly on his bluecoat.

The fellow had been a bear of a man, and his blood-flecked beard towered over me. Even after death his rallying power was great enough to turn this battle’s tide, lest I could slow him. Instinctively I parried his feints with my insignificant knife and cutlass, but his razor-like claws sliced through skin and nerve and sinew, and soon I was slimy with my own blood. But then my cutlass bit into his rubbery shell and black liquid spurted over my arm and hand. I screamed wordlessly, forcing myself to press the attack now that I had drawn his cursed, foetid blood. Another knife-thrust found his side, skewering it, forcing him off- balance. Then he drew his face to mine, and I thought the stench of the grave would claim me even if I could avoid his clacking jaws.

Our dance of death might have continued, but Hayward had somehow thrown off his assailants and now, having lost the hatchet, swung a plank to the side of the captain’s head. Another inch might have removed it from its perch on those dead shoulders, but the creature was thrust away enough for me to scramble out of his grasping embrace.

Hayward towed me to the dory and we rowed for our lives. I heard the remaining cadavers follow and sink into the cold, murky water, but I knew they would never cease coming. We weighed anchor moments later, and they haunt my every move still!

 

*

 

“What of Hayward?”

Forrester sighed. “He went mad, but I saved his soul for the price of a lead ball.”

A fanciful tale, I thought as he stared at me through unfocused, rheumy eyes and knocked back yet another measure of amber liquid fire, a tale evidently grown out of his drink-sotted delusions. Laughter nearly overtook me at the seriousness of his look - the edge in his voice - but I refrained when his many weapons clashed. Forrester was clearly unstable. What vile, irresponsible act had I committed, contributing to the drunkard’s imaginings with yet more drink?

“For your ability to suppress your amusement,” he said, removing the medal from around his neck, “I award you this cursed disk. May it bring you more fortune than it did me.” 

He lowered the ribbon, letting the medal slap my chest, where it burned like a red-hot coal. Though I felt the urge to return it, I could not help but wonder - god help me! - what sort of poker stake such an item might purchase. Had I truly listened to his tale, I might have refused it, but in my possession it remains - oh, cursed disk, would that I had never set eyes on thee!

For then, driven by steady whiskey consumption and perhaps poker losses, a half dozen of the local toughs rose menacingly against the Indian he appeared to be and forced him to remove himself into the street, where doubtless they would attempt to tender some half-baked lesson in humility. 

“Dirty slimy Injuns ain’t welcome here any longer,” snarled the bearded ringleader.

“Specially them who’s dishonorin’ Confederate medals and shit,” spat another, whose shirt-front sported fresh tobacco-colored stains.

Their mindlessly drunken cronies agreed with eloquent grunts. Fists were made and displayed. 

The smile Forrester reserved for me as he lifted his bulk from the stool chilled my insides, so I inhaled a quick shot as the six herded him out the door and onto the plank sidewalk. Their mutters grew into taunting challenges, and I wanted no part of it.

Through the doors I heard the toughs’ insinuating drawls and Forrester’s low, measured near-Oxford speech. I felt shame, letting him face the town bullies alone, even if he was a drunken old Johnny Reb with a load of horse manure to unload on weary travellers such as myself. I fingered the medal. He had given it to me, almost rid himself of it, as if it were both the most painful and joyful act of his life.

Outside the voices outside climaxed into shouts and grunts, and I sent a hand crawling under my finely-trimmed jacket to grasp the pearl-handled Colt’s. Six toughs, six cartridges. I offered a silent toast to the genius of Colonel Colt.

The doors swung open and I realized that the fight had moved to the alley beside the tavern. I arrived in time only to shout at the toughs - “Leave him be, you degenerate saddle tramps!” - before I beheld the most incredible of sights.

Forrester stood quietly amidst four men, but the six muscle-bound inbreds who had rousted him were fleeing down the alley, voices receding. 

“What in blazes -”

Forrester snatched the tomahawk from his belt and hurled it, cleaving the nearest of them in the center of the forehead. As the attacker crashed backward and lay still, I noticed his clothes - a ragged blue naval coat, half its buttons missing.

“Uh,” I began, but the other three shuffled toward Forrester with hands like claws, finger bones poking through rotting skin. They turned toward me. Even from where I stood I saw their closed eyes, their slack jaws and distended features.

Here was Forrester’s story, come to life. I realized suddenly that my right hand clutched my chest as if it could help my heart pump and lungs breathe. I felt for my pistol. Before I could grasp its rounded grip, Forrester had drawn the oversize Bowie knife from his boot and closed the distance between himself and the three, rapidly swiping the long blade over their jaws, snapping their heads backward and tossing them like rags onto the ground. As they fell, I realized that he had parted the heads from their bodies with his well-placed blade. The corpses - for that is what they were - twitched on the dusty ground, black matter and ichor squirting from jagged neck slashes. 

My limp fingers released the revolver. Somehow I knew that even my fastest draw would not have saved me once caught in their sightless vision. All four attackers wore naval coats in advanced stages of decomposition, exactly as if they’d been buried until the very moment they ambushed Forrester.

I looked into his feverish eyes. He wiped his blade on a threadbare coat, then pulled the hatchet from the corpse’s head. It made a sickening sucking sound, and I felt the gorge rise in my throat. I had seen many a man’s chest torn by gunshot wounds, but never this.

“You are not suffering delirium,” he whispered in that Southern gentleman’s tone so uncharacteristic of a prairie Indian, nodding to himself. “I have made a good choice. You honor me with your intended assistance, Wheeler, requested or necessary though it was not.”

“Your story,” I managed to stammer. “It was …”

“True. Every word. Now you believe?”

“Yes.” There was nothing more to say.

“Take your weapon,” he said. His eyes glowed, and again I couldn’t tell if it was anger or the whiskey in him. “You will need it. Seventy-four remain. Good fortune to you.”

I bent down to retrieve the Colt’s, and when I stood he was gone. I have never been able to find him. Nor to relinquish the medal, which - I soon learned - cannot be wagered, given away, traded, or left behind, and remains a beacon to the Federal dead drawn to its owner, hero or fool.

 

*

 

That day I renounced my god and my religion and turned toward the cards as the only trustworthy truth, and my pistol as the only friend. The evil has dogged my trail into every city, town, and village. I have run, and I have searched for Forrester - all to no avail, since they now scrape outside my window while I line up my few remaining cartridges. Alone, the medal a noose around my neck.

“Save one for yourself,” I whisper, mostly to hear the voice of a human. 

All thanks to Forrester, I remind myself, inserting the rounds in my pistol with shaking hands. Old man’s hands.

I know now that they will not allow my illnesses to finish me - no, they have come for the disk and for him whom they must kill.

It is nearly morning, and I intend to give a good account of myself. Dying here, in the mountains, is not a bad thing. 

I remained a step ahead of them these twenty-four years, and have sent many back to hell, but they are tenacious. Their leader urges them on in my nightmares, his captain’s bars shining in the moonlight. I hear his voice, now, calling to me from the porch. I know he cannot speak, or see, but his invitation is clear in my head.

I cock the revolver. The pearl-handle is smooth, and fits my hand like a long-lost friend.

The Yankee calls out to me.

“Come out and play! Don’t be a stranger. We’ve been looking forward to this!”

The words are in my head, but I can almost hear them.

My hand on the door, I hear a real voice - a low and painful whisper, a measured speech worthy of Oxford. I smile, for I have missed that voice. Its remembered qualities have stilled the heart during more than one endless night of fear and trembling. 

“It has been a long time, captain, and I am happy to make your acquaintance again. Come join us, Wheeler.”

“Why did you curse me?” My voice cracks and the tears threaten. “Why? It was you they wanted, it was you who wronged them! Giselle was your doing!”

Forrester’s chuckle reaches me through the door, freezing my soul. “Giselle was a witch! As for the day you and I met - I was drunk, and I was weak. I had performed a blood ritual, taught to me by a bokor whose lust for gold outstripped religious fervor. I needed someone to take the curse from me. I aimed for one of those derelicts in the saloon, I swear, but you bought me a drink. And listened. You helped me when no one else would. And my time was so limited.” His voice loses some of its edge, then. “You must know, old man, I have followed you all these years and lent a hand. They assume you are Forrester, and they are easy to kill from behind.”

I make a sign of the cross. Maybe backwards, I’m not sure. It’s been a long time.

“This is the last of them, old man. I have killed twenty-six while watching your back.”

By my reckoning, then, there are thirteen maggot-infested bluecoats outside, and only the two of us. 

When I open the door, I know well the tableau I will see before me, and in which I will take my place - next to Forrester, late of the Confederate Navy. But my last cartridge I will save for him.

My hand brushes the latch.

 

For Jules Verne and Tim Powers
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