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    Burlap Kiss 
 
      
 
    It was another cold night in New York which came as no big surprise. For a city that was always blistering hot in summer there had to be another end of the spectrum. And harsh winter was the other end of that spectrum. 
 
      
 
    This was a time of death and there were a million people in this city, all of them waiting to die. Judging from the weather Detective Hale was amazed that so many people had decided to live here. 
 
      
 
    And he was amazed that he was one of them. This sort of cold brought out all the worst that the human animal had to offer. He was not surprised when the phone rang at three o’clock in the morning. He was still up drinking. 
 
      
 
    They had found a body in Central Park. 
 
      
 
    After getting dressed and pouring himself a sobering cup of coffee he went down to the park and moved through the police lines. Luckily it was late at night. If this sort of thing had happened during the day the place would be crawling with reporters and rubberneckers, all trying to get a glimpse of the body. 
 
      
 
    Everybody loves to see a dead body. But there were only two black and whites, a coroner, and him. Everyone else was at home snuggled up in a nice warm bed. 
 
      
 
    The body lay on the frigid banks of the lake. Every stitch of clothing had been stripped away. A bag had been thrown over her head. It was classic burlap, the sort of thing potatoes came in. 
 
      
 
    Like the other victims it was a girl. And a very pretty one this time. Hale knelt and took a closer look. Just as he had suspected, the body was covered with markings. All of them were done in a Native American style, Indian for all the politically incorrect. There were birds and mice and other even stranger creatures that reminded him of an America that he had never known. This was an America that came before the industrial revolutions and the Civil Wars and the wild west movies. Hale slipped a pair of gloves over his hands and carefully removed the bag. 
 
      
 
    Cold eyes stared up at the unforgiving moon. Her face was bright blue in color which matched the morning light so perfectly it was eerie. The eyes bulged from the sockets and they were clear brown smeared in vibrant red. Lines of blood ran from broken capillaries in her nose all over her lips like a mask. And she had been strangled, which was obvious from the red marks around her throat. Whoever had done this had been strong. The eyes themselves had nearly popped out from the pressure. Another few moments of torture and they surely would have. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, what do we got?” Scots, a beat cop, asked. 
 
      
 
    Hale did not answer him. It was a gruesome murder, another in a long line that was getting longer. The media had already dubbed the killer Knapsack. This was number 10 on his resume. He was aiming for the title of greatest mass murderer in New York State history. 
 
      
 
    At this rate he might even achieve it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Hale slipped into his office and put the freezer bag down on his chair. The bag had been carefully placed in air tight plastic. It would be safe until the trial. All DNA evidence would remain intact. This was assuming they managed to catch this guy and there was a trial. Hale looked around at the other plastic bags in his office. There were ten of them in total, all sealed away waiting for the owner to be caught. He had studied them. He knew what they were and where they came from. They were hand woven from strands of very coarse buffalo hide to form a sort of burlap. Hale did not need to go over them again. Instead he opened a file that listed the markings on the bodies. 
 
      
 
    The best translators and specialists in New York had gone over the drawings and no one could understand them. According to one expert they were written in another language entirely, one that no one had read or written in over a thousand years. And where would someone get Buffalo Hide in New York? 
 
      
 
    Hale knew that the markings were pointing at something, maybe even a next victim. It was a clear challenge and an affront to the NYPD. It was undoubtedly a clue but a haphazard one. Or maybe not. Maybe the markings simply made no sense. Maybe this serial killer was working with something that no one living could comprehend. Could the dead? 
 
      
 
    He collapsed behind his desk and started to study them again, staring at the lines and the details, trying to see into the mind of a madman. All the pictures had been sewn right into the bags using an attention to detail like nothing Hale had ever seen before. There were patterns and markings that only served to remind him of a trip they had made out west, back when his wife was still alive. 
 
      
 
    Here was one of a woman, judging from her long hair. And she was praying to something that looked like a dark obelisk. She lifted her hands in the air and next to that was another woman. It looked like they were somehow speaking to the sky. The next showed a girl by the river, making something out of clay. A man was sneaking up behind her with a dog’s head. In his hand he held a weapon. Only this victim had been choked. No weapon had been used. 
 
      
 
    In the drawing the man killed her, cutting her head off with a tomahawk. Here was the man again, pulling off the dog mask to reveal that he is, indeed, human. Then he was taking the head and shoving it into a bag and giving it to another, much younger man. Above there was a depiction of all the Gods, smiling down at the blood-soaked men, and their female victims. There was pride in the eyes of the Gods. Their will had been done. 
 
      
 
    It was an awful thing to see. This last bag wasn’t so bad. It was just a white owl devouring a mouse against a velvet sky. The only thing remotely offensive was the look of terror in the mouse’s eyes. The owl did not appear to be hungry. If Hale had a more poetic slant of mind he would say that the owl represented the white man and the mouse represented the plight of the native Americans. But Hale did not have a poetic slant to his mind. He had never understood art. There had never been a reason to. Until now. 
 
      
 
    There was no knock at the door. If he had not heard the hinges squeal he would not have looked up. He was too busy thinking about poetry and white owls and brown mice. 
 
      
 
    A tall man entered his office unbidden. He was dressed in black and wore an ebony hat. His skin was tanned by the merciless desert sun and his eyes were a deep, simmering brown. He approached the desk silently. 
 
      
 
    “Can I help you?” Hale wheezed. He hated having visitors so early in the morning. 
 
      
 
    “The killer you call Knapsack is my enemy. Leave him to me and no more harm shall come to your people.” 
 
      
 
    Good grief, Hale thought. How he hated the media. All the newspapers and TV stations brought out the worst in mankind. “And you are?” 
 
      
 
    “One who walks the ages, fighting injustice wherever it rears its ugly head. And this killer is full of grief. He slays at will in the name of blind vengeance. He believes the Gods are on his side. They are not. So, I am here. All I ask is that you leave him to me.” 
 
      
 
    Hale was struck speechless. It was like a living comic book. And this guy, was he for real? 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid I need to take these,” he said, gesturing at the bags. 
 
      
 
    “But I need those bags. They are the key to tracking him down.” 
 
      
 
    “You will never find him. I will have them.”  
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sir.” Hale shook his head. “They’re evidence. And we will catch this guy. We will put him away.” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot hope to,” was his sour reply. “This is one who walks through the Gray Lands.” 
 
      
 
    Their eyes met across the desk. Neither flinched. Both remained unmoving and still as quiet ponds. These were men who were accustomed to living on the edge. They would not back down. 
 
      
 
    “The Gray Lands,” Hale smirked. “And what, pray tell, are those?” 
 
      
 
    “The world promised to all white men.” 
 
      
 
    He blinked. When he opened his eyes the man in black and all the bags were gone. 
 
      
 
    “Hale?” Scots walked in. He was holding a book. “I found this book on Indians and I thought it might ...” He stopped in mid-sentence. “Where is all the evidence?” 
 
      
 
    “Um,” Hale looked up. “There was this guy. Dressed in black. He took it.” 
 
      
 
    Scots narrowed his eyes in disbelief. “A little bit of advice. Maybe you don’t drink tonight.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even though the advice had come from a rookie beat cop he still took it. Hale decided not to drink tonight. 
 
      
 
    The alcoholism had started in response to bad dreams he had been having. Especially after the death of his wife. Now Hale did not really sleep so much as pass out. It was a rare night he did not drink himself into a stupor. 
 
      
 
    Instead he watched the snow fall across the city and hoped that he would be able to sleep tonight. It had been a long day. He was tired. Even without booze he should be able to sleep. 
 
      
 
    He should. He crawled into bed. 
 
      
 
    The moment he hit the sheets the body went into revolt. Despite the long day it wanted to stay awake. It wanted to drink. It needed to drink. It demanded a drink. 
 
      
 
    Hale ignored it and felt his throat constrict, as if invisible hands were choking him. He felt his organs start to dance in anticipation of a party that only they knew. His stomach gurgled. His mouth went dry. He felt sparks go off in his mind. Most of all his heart. It was the leader of these organs. It was the master. Now it was complaining. 
 
      
 
    But he was going to fight it. He was not going to drink. The body be damned. He was tired of killing himself. 
 
      
 
    And eventually he fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sun was like nothing he had ever known before. It was radiant and strong and untouched by the fingers of pollution. This was a sun that did not wear a mask. 
 
      
 
    Hale looked around only to find the man in black sitting alone in a clearing. He was surrounded by the stolen bags. Hale drew his gun and wished that he had time to call for back up. This man was dangerous. This man walked through walls. He did not just wear black, Hale knew. He was a shadow. 
 
      
 
    “Put both hands on top of your head ...” but there was no time to finish the sentence. In the next moment he saw something he would never forget. And Hale knew that he was dreaming. 
 
      
 
    The bags floated upwards. Inside of them were people only they were gossamer thin, like ghosts. He could see right through them and though Officer Hale, like most rational people, had no understanding of the immortal soul he knew what he was looking at. 
 
      
 
    They were spirits. These were creatures that went deeper than the flesh. Their bodies had died but they still lived. And they spoke, even though their lips did not move. They whispered about the crimes and the deaths. They spoke of the betrayals and laughed at the affairs of the skin. And they talked about a tent that had been built deeper into the forest. 
 
      
 
    The man in black stood as the bags collapsed. The spirits were gone. He looked at Officer Hale and even managed to smile. “I knew you would be here. Are you coming?” 
 
      
 
    “I ... I guess,” Hale said. 
 
      
 
    “Then holster your weapon. You won’t be needing it.” 
 
      
 
    They started to walk. Hale looked around. The trees came from nowhere and soon had them surrounded. They were moving through shadows that felt thick, like raindrops on his skin. 
 
      
 
    “The man we hunt was once He-no-ha,” the man in black began, his words becoming one with the darkness. “He comes from an ancient race unknown by your kind. The bags tell his story. Almost three hundred years ago, by your counting, his love was killed by a white man. That man put her head in a bag before he raped her so that her eyes would not see his crime. For centuries he has moved from body to body, slaying those with white skin. His evil infects this land. It will never be killed.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what are we doing?” Hale asked. 
 
      
 
    “We are going to stop him. For a time.” 
 
      
 
    The tent rose in the middle of the forest. It was made of pitch dark skin that kept out all light. From it the shadows came, and Hale felt an immediate revulsion. Every instinct he had was telling him to run. He did not want to be another victim. He did not want to die with a bag over his head. The man in black stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Stay,” he said, and Hale knew better than to disobey. 
 
      
 
    The man in black took a single step into the clearing only to be suddenly attacked. The killer moved with a speed and strength unknown to civilized men. Their bodies merged and together they struck the ground. 
 
      
 
    Hale had never seen anything like him, not even in his nightmares. The killer was big, with deep red flesh corded with lithe muscle. A long mane of silken black hair flowed around his face and he wore the skins of animals. 
 
      
 
    In one hand he had a knife made of stone. In the other a bag made of buffalo hide. 
 
      
 
    Together the two rolled against a tree and Hale drew his gun. When he saw the knife bury itself in the man in black’s chest he fired. 
 
      
 
    Time stopped. 
 
      
 
    Hale stood in the silent clearing. The shadows drew back, like curtains opening before a play. Two dead men lay before him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The morning sun awoke him from the depths of sleep. Hale groaned and rolled over in bed. The dream had been too intense. It was too strange. Yet it seemed to make so much sense. 
 
      
 
    Two men were dead, this much he knew. But the man in black said that the hunter would never die. He looked over and saw black clothing resting on his favorite chair. 
 
      
 
    1990 
 
    La Canada, California 
 
      
 
    Turpentine Wine 
 
      
 
    What time was it? I mean, what time was it exactly? The clock on the dashboard said, but it was too faded to read. Or I was too drunk to read it. I don’t know. Everything was faded at that point.  
 
      
 
    It was late. I knew that much. Morning was coming. I could tell from the purple in the sky. This was the time when bored police officers loved to pull over stupid kids like me. All they needed was something to do, something to make their lives worthwhile. Ruining lives was something they did for kicks. 
 
      
 
    But I was breaking the law. I knew that. I was drunk and behind the wheel of a swiftly moving vehicle. I deserved to get pulled over. Maybe I even deserved to die. 
 
      
 
    The front end of my car began to swerve, crossing over the little white and yellow dots that ran down the center of the freeway. There was a crumpling sound, and everything shook like a private earthquake. I corrected, but too much and too quickly, and nearly jerked all the way across the four lanes. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to find my center. This was not good. If any black and whites saw me I would be stopped. I would be arrested and placed behind bars with fines and penalties and angry judges. Drivers licenses would be suspended. There would be hassles. I did not like hassles. 
 
      
 
    I told myself to pull over. Damn it, it isn’t worth it. But I am also on the freeway in Los Angeles. If I pull over here I will end up in a bad neighborhood. I might get shot, or worse. 
 
      
 
    This neighborhood is way worse than any jail could ever be. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t risk it, so I kept driving. I was tired, but the fear was keeping me awake. It is another half hour until I get home or anywhere near my house. That is when I see her. 
 
      
 
    She is painted on the side of a building and dressed in a long purple gown that hides everything from prying eyes. Her dark curly hair dwindles about her shoulders like a shawl, mixing with the dress until she is a vision in purple and ebony. In her hands she is holding a violin and I know that she must be in an orchestra, maybe first chair. And through my drunken eyes I can see clearly. She is beautiful. 
 
      
 
    But she is also a painting on the wall. She is an advertisement for the Los Angeles Philharmonic. She is not real. And I wished that I wasn’t real. Then we could be together. I would fall asleep listening to the sweet sounds of her violin at night. At first, she would hate my drinking. She would hate me, the way all women do. But in time she would learn to accept me and all my dirty sinful ways. Maybe she would even get drunk with me. 
 
      
 
    I always wondered what a drunk playing a violin would sound like. It had to be heavenly. It had to be.  
 
      
 
    I drive faster. I imagine what it would be like to lay down with her in warm grass. The summer is here, and I can feel her crimped hair under my sweating fingers. I am kissing her pale lips and touching her nose with my tongue while the world burns away. Armageddon finds us wrapped in one another’s arms and we ... 
 
      
 
    The car smashes into bright light, so bright it feels like the apocalypse. I feel my body lurch forward as broken glass showers my skin. Bones are broken. Blood is flowing. There is a sound louder than any gun shot and then the night is silent. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere I hear a faint moaning. Carefully it reaches my ears. Someone is breathing. Is it me? I look up. 
 
      
 
    The light was not the rapture. It was another car. When I see what kind of car it was my heart sinks in my chest. 
 
      
 
    A family sized sedan is crumpled in the middle of the freeway. My little Honda did a lot to destroy it. Metal is twisted. I see the shape of a child laying by the side of the road like a broken doll. She is still. The life inside of her is gone. Beneath her is a broken instrument. The wood is shattered against the unforgiving concrete. 
 
      
 
    I look up at the eyes of the giant. They look down at me in judgment. I feel myself start to fade away. I am going into another time and another place. Somewhere where we might be together. She did not want to be with me here. 
 
      
 
    And she was right. 
 
      
 
    2002 
 
    Tujunga, California 
 
      
 
    The Hating 
 
      
 
    Rain poured from the sky in gray torrents. It threatening to wash away anyone unlucky enough to be out here. And he felt unlucky. He felt the torrent in all its moist glory. 
 
      
 
    He stood next to the iron face in a rain soaked slicker and boots. The moisture got into his hair and the cold chill slithered up under his coat to pester and annoy his skin. It was trying to steal his warmth, this weather, along with his dignity. 
 
      
 
    Once again, he reached for the lock and tried to open it. But the gate stayed shut and his fingers were frozen. The boy began to cry. He could not open the gate. He would be late. 
 
      
 
    He turned and looked for his mother, but she was already gone. Only moments ago, he had gotten out of the car. Mother told him to run between the rain drops so that he would not get wet. He did so, only to find this. A locked gate. Behind that was his tiny pre-school inside a tiny suburban home. 
 
      
 
    The gate was locked. Even at his young age time had been buried inside of him. There was a need to be places, to be a part of something. This was the first obstacle he had ever faced. 
 
      
 
    And so, the child began to scream. He shrieked long and loud and his voice was racked by choking gasping sobs. He was shivering. His teeth were chattering. He wanted to be inside more than anything. 
 
      
 
    From the grayness a man emerged. He was made of shadow. He was taller than the child, almost inhumanly so. He looked in to the man’s eyes. They were black and dark, matching his thinning hair line. He looked down at the boy. 
 
      
 
    “You are late.” 
 
      
 
    The boy nodded. He sniffled. The man reached out and simply unlatched the gate. The boy slid inside and headed towards the home. The man followed and allowed a hand to drop on his shoulder to guide him. Firmly he led him on towards the school. Inside the session had begun. 
 
      
 
    Through a plate glass window, he could see the other kids. They were all sitting silently, staring up at the teacher as if they were in a trance. The man opened the door. “Inside. Now,” he ordered. 
 
      
 
    The boy went in, dripping heavy water all over the carpet. He wanted to take off his coat and his wet boots. He wanted to be join his pre-school class. But the man had others plans. He moved him forward, deeper into the house. 
 
      
 
    The teacher looked up. The children looked up. They said nothing as the man pushed him towards the bathroom. But not the normal bathroom. This was the special bathroom that only the teacher used. He had never been inside before. 
 
      
 
    Slowly the man started to close the door. “You were late. You must be punished.” 
 
      
 
    “Fred?” the teacher appeared in the bathroom doorway, gently blocking it. The boy looked at her. She did not look at him. “Can we talk about this?” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” he snapped so loudly the child trembled. His voice echoed. The acoustics in the bathroom were good. “Look away. Now!” 
 
      
 
    She did so, her face blushing red. The boy watched as she drifted away. The man finally shut the door. He locked it. 
 
      
 
    Through his tear strained eyes, he could see something inside the man’s coat. It was something he recognized from the cowboy movies he had seen. It was a gun. 
 
      
 
    “Pull down your pants,” the man commanded. “Underwear, too.” 
 
      
 
    He did so, letting them fall into a pile at his feet. The man reached down and lifted the boy up. He set him onto the toilet seat. 
 
      
 
    “You listen to me and you listen close. If you tell anyone about this, anyone at all, I will kill them. Do you understand me? I am an adult. It is within my power to kill.” 
 
      
 
    The boy nodded. He sniffled. 
 
      
 
    “Answer me, damn it!” the man shouted. He reached out and started to shake him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes ... yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    His hand was the size of a mountain. The boy saw it for a moment through his wet eyes and then it came down. The boy screamed. The man laughed. The hand came down again. And again. And again.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When the man emerged from the bathroom he was buckling his belt and zipping up his pants. Inside the boy lay on the tile floor. He was not moving. There was blood. 
 
      
 
    (look closer. he is still breathing) 
 
      
 
    The man moved across the room like a shark and stopped long enough to look at the teacher with hate in his eyes. She sat on a tall stool with a book across her lap. Her voice shook as she tried to read. “Shut up,” he told her. 
 
      
 
    Slowly she closed the book then looked at the man. Their eyes met, and she turned back to the class. Something unspoken passed between them. This was a thing that he had promised long ago, when they had first met. She had seen the warning signs. In hindsight they were even obvious. Now the terror had come and there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
      
 
    “Nap time, everyone. Lie down and close your eyes,” she commanded and tried to smile. It did not work. 
 
      
 
    The children stirred but they did not move. All their eyes were focused on the stranger. He was an invader in their tiny world. 
 
      
 
    “Now!” he spit, and they did so, curling up on their mats and shutting their eyes tonight. A bad dream, they hoped. It would all be a bad dream. It would be gone in the morning. 
 
      
 
    The man grabbed her roughly by the arm and whirled her around. He managed to smile slightly. The sight of his teeth filled her with loathing. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “To snap your neck like a twig,” he said, letting a strong hand drift about her throat. She felt his sausage fingers play about the flip of her hair that had grown too long in the back. Their eyes met again. The unspoken promise was there. “Now, we are going to go in there and you are going to do what I say.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God. Please no ...” 
 
      
 
    Her pleas fell on deaf ears as he shoved her into the bedroom so quickly she collapsed onto the sheets. He was laughing as she started to sob. He was laughing as he took off the coat and gun and put them on the chair. He was laughing as he took off the belt and wrapped his fist in leather. He was laughing as he took off his pants and went for his underwear with his free hand. 
 
      
 
    He was laughing so hard he never noticed the boy walk into the room. And, like the cowboy movies he had seen on TV, he took the gun from where it sat on the chair. The boy lifted it up. He thumbed the safety off and pulled back the hammer. 
 
      
 
    The dark man turned. He was no longer laughing. He looked down the barrel of the gun in the child’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “Put that down. Now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    But the boy was not listening. He pulled the trigger instead. 
 
      
 
    1991 
 
    La Canada, California 
 
      
 
    Violet 
 
      
 
    Habitual abuse of the substance keeps one in a state of prolonged adolescence, depending on how much you use and how often. Some people only smoke on weekends or at parties. Some use it once a month because they don’t leave the house much. Some use it once a year, afraid of the power given to the substance by the media. 
 
      
 
    It is a vice and people use it in different ways and at different times. This is true of all vices, but violet has the tendency to kill brain cells. Which is why people love it. Truly, there bliss is ignorance. And I should know. 
 
      
 
    I am forty years old. I act and feel like I am twelve. I smoke violet every single day. 
 
      
 
    First thing I do in the morning is light up. I keep all my materials beside my bed so that I have easy access in the morning. Every now and then I will smoke at night, when I can’t sleep or have a bad dream. But for the most part the pipe is there for when the sun comes up. 
 
      
 
    Then, once my mind is faded, I roll my stash for the day. Depending on how much my last paycheck consisted of I can get five to ten purple sticks. These I keep in an old pack of cigarettes. Often, I must remind myself to buy a new pack of cigarettes as I do not smoke nicotine. Only violet. 
 
      
 
    I smoke violet all throughout the day. 
 
      
 
    Which brings us to today. 
 
      
 
    I woke up in a puddle of my own filth. The sun was strong in Southern California and so was the stench. My back hurt. My head hurt. And I soon realized that I was not in my bed. 
 
      
 
    Instead I was laying on the kitchen floor with my eyes popping open and shut, but the lids did not move. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was all in the iris. It dilated and contracted creating a disorienting effect from which there was no escape. All I could do was lay back and let the body do what it was going to do. 
 
      
 
    It felt like I was being violated. There was no control and no sense of common decency. Last night had been a rarity for me. I drank two bottles of wine. I don’t know why. I don’t often drink because violet is my drug of choice and, like a good addict, I remain faithful. Alcohol feels like cheating somehow. 
 
      
 
    Still, I wanted to have some fun, so I drank. Then I drank some more. I drank like a teen-ager discovering his parent’s stash of wine coolers for the first time. So now, even though the night is over, I am no longer having any fun. 
 
      
 
    I roll over and try to get up, but my brain is spinning against my body like a binary star system. We are working against each other, holding each other in stasis, and all the satellites are threatening to collapse. Black holes open and shut and I realize it is my mouth breathing. My nostrils flaring. I try to get up again, but I am off kilter and the head threatens to throw the body down. But the body will not let me fall. The body will not let me sleep. The body will not let me die. It wants more. 
 
      
 
    Just one stick, I tell myself. One stick and this will all be better. One stick of violet and I will be made whole. 
 
      
 
    After hours of attempt and failure I finally manage to lift myself up. Lines of drool spill from every orifice. My sweat glands are inflated and bleeding. Puke trickles from the mouth. Snot from the nose. Tears fall from my eyes and long spider webs of bile flow into a fresh puddle of sick on the tile floor. The colors do not match, and they make me feel even worse, as if the world has gone Technicolor and I am still in black and white. 
 
      
 
    I look around. There is vomit everywhere. It is in my hair. It is on my body in sticky patches. I smell it between my legs. 
 
      
 
    I look at the vomit on the floor and try to accustom myself to this mess. It does not seem like I will be escaping any time soon. I see shapes in the splatter. There are pretty pictures, like a kaleidoscope of corpulence. Rainbows and golden paths threaten to lead me to nowhere. Arches arc over nothing like bridges over despair. All your favorite colors are here. Red yellow and blue. All the grand colors are here, and it is a fucking drunken masterpiece. 
 
      
 
    I am impressed. 
 
      
 
    My new shirt is ruined so I will not be going to work today. My shoes will need to be cleaned so I decide not to walk today. I don’t know if I will ever be able to forget this smell. In the puddle I see the face of Jesus Christ. He doesn’t like me very much. That’s okay. I don’t like myself very much. 
 
      
 
    A hand reaches up and grips the edge of the kitchen table. In that moment I am hanging on for dear life. I could fall back into the deep chasm that I just escaped from. My fingers hurt. I lift. I pull. Then I am standing up. 
 
      
 
    I take a deep breath and try to center myself. The head finally starts to work right. It is no longer spinning. I let go of the table and I can walk down the hall to my bedroom. 
 
      
 
    In the living room wine bottles lay. One of them is broken and I narrowly avoid stepping on the glass. Like I said, my shoes are ruined. I have left them behind along with my shirt. 
 
      
 
    The wall holds me up. I lean against it and allow it to keep me straight. I make a pact with my face. Lead me into the bedroom and I will forgive you. I will close my eyes to the horrid light and maybe get some sleep. The body agrees. It only wants one thing in return. I promise. I will give it to you. 
 
      
 
    My bedroom door is wide open. I am inside and there it is, right where it should be. On the nightstand my pack of cigarettes is waiting. 
 
      
 
    With a groan I collapse on the mattress. Now my body works in perfect harmony. It wants what it needs, and I roll over. I take the pack of cigarettes. 
 
      
 
    One joint left. The sigh of relief is audible. I take it out and look at it for a moment. For the first time since all this started I am happy. This one stick of violet is a promise to be kept. I told my body that it would have it, now it will. I put it to my lips. The body shakes with anticipation. I can taste the violet on my lips. My mind is already demanding it. We are so close, so close! 
 
      
 
    Where is my lighter? 
 
      
 
    1992 
 
    La Canada, California 
 
      
 
    Bastard Son of a Dark Star 
 
      
 
    Everyone in Arbor knew Kip Coombs. This was because he worked at the video store, you know the one. The one that everyone goes to for all their entertainment needs.  
 
      
 
    Kip was just another link in the larger chain that was VIDEO4U. Somehow, he managed to work his way up into management even though he had a serious drinking problem. 
 
      
 
    But at work no one knew. He was a clean cut, friendly sort of boy. He shaved every day and was careful not to wear too much cologne. He was a smoker, but a smoker who chewed on a stick of gum as soon as the cigarette was finished. He was polite to the point where it became a fault and then he apologized for being too polite. He made good recommendations based on the customers history and needs for the evening. He was even cute, according to some of his female co-workers. Kip was young and thin and looked good in a pair of khaki pants and polo shirt. 
 
      
 
    Every day he saw hundreds of people. There was always an endless line of customers at VIDEO4U and he was there to help each of them with a smile and a nod and a thank you as they left the store.  
 
      
 
    After a few years of this, those customers became nameless. At least to Kip. They all had the same faces and desires. They were merely numbers on a computer screen, like robots, with account histories and credit card numbers and the same taste in movies that every single other person in Arbor had. They all had the need to escape. They all desired to dream. They were the same. 
 
      
 
    Except for her. 
 
      
 
    She was perfect. Her face was round and framed by a long slightly curled mane of hair. Her eyes were wide and green like limes floating in milk, offset by the run of freckles across her cheek and nose that made her look very young and she tried desperately to hide with a little bit of make-up. But no matter how much mascara she wore her eyes still sparkled like limestone in a dark cave. 
 
      
 
    These were the eyes that made him stammer. They made him stutter. They made him mumble and look at the keyboard instead of at her. They made him want to go home and drink. They made him look at the movies she was renting and ask the question “Why?” 
 
      
 
    Why was she watching this god-awful crud? Oh yeah, she was with her boyfriend. 
 
      
 
    He was a short man and as they stood in front of him Kip sized him up, wondering if he could take him in a fight. He wore a baseball cap that hid a precision military-style crew cut. He had on a T-shirt that loudly proclaimed his political preference and baggy blue jeans that nearly hid his feet so that he looked like he was hovering instead of walking. And his face was disgusting. This was the face of a boy who had never learned how to work. He had the easy smile of a high school drop-out. This was the face of a man who smoked too much pot. These were the eyes of a boy who had only a single dream in life. Get a job. Buy a car. Fuck a girl until she screams. 
 
      
 
    He made Kip sick, so he quickly scanned out the movies and offered up a total. He even gave them a discount which made the girl smile. He was paid. They left. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Have a nice night.” 
 
      
 
    Kip always told people to have a nice night, even in the afternoon. Nights were more important than days. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I had to get away.” 
 
      
 
    She had to get away from here, as well. There were too many familiar faces looking at her constantly. The scent of cigarettes and booze was too strong for her sensitive nose. There were guys everywhere and all of them had eyes. Dark, probing eyes. They were always looking. They were always leering. Sometimes she felt as if she was surrounded by an ocean filled with serpents, all of them leaking poison that threatened to infect her. The life raft was sinking. 
 
      
 
    Maybe that was why she tried to convince herself that he was different. He was the only hope for decency she had in an otherwise awful world. My old boyfriend, God!” She rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue in disgust. “I fucking hated him. He made me do porn.” 
 
      
 
    “Actual porn?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Hardcore. Full penetration. I mean, the money was good. You know. But it was disgusting. You do something like that for long enough and it steals your soul.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that it does.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I dumped that loser and a friend got me a job here.” 
 
      
 
    “A very good friend, indeed.” He smiled. 
 
      
 
    He was older, and he was slim, and he was cute in his expensive three-piece suit. Sure, he was balding, but only slightly. There were a few wisps of gray hair that clung to his alcohol addled face as if he was too old to grow a real beard. Right now, he was sipping from a fresh martini that looked as if it had been made of crushed neon and poured over shattered glass. He smoked his cigarette in a long black holder, like they use in old French movies, and the nicotine smelled strange. 
 
      
 
    There was a limousine parked outside. It was waiting for him and her, if she made the right decision. She tried to convince herself that he was different. 
 
      
 
    “But I didn’t feel all that good about myself. Eventually I couldn’t stand the guys doing those things to me.” With a sigh she sucked at her own cigarette. His eyes never left her. “You never told me your name.” 
 
      
 
    “Jim,” he smiled. “My name is Jim. And I know your name.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, you do,” she said. At least he thought he knew her name. He didn’t, really. He knew her stage name, Flower. 
 
      
 
    Her real name was none of his business. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think that doing porn is bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it turns me on.” Then he smiled. It was a long grin that almost fell off the end of his face and onto the floor. She looked in to his eyes and then looked deeper. She tried to convince herself that he wasn’t like the others. But the leering smile told her that he was. 
 
      
 
    “It was nice meeting you. I should get back to the floor.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he said politely and then his eyes drifted away from her. There were plenty of other girls here who would wet their pants to get into his limo. 
 
      
 
    She walked away from him then buried the last half of her cigarette in the ash tray next to the exit. With a curt turn she hit the main room floor. A showcase was happening on stage. All the girls who worked at the 20/20 were up there, gyrating for the small ocean of perverts who had gathered here tonight to witness something special only to get the same old thing. She had not been called up because she was with him, the nameless guy with the dollar sign eyes who was friends with the owner. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, he was a fan. She hated him. She hated all her fans. 
 
      
 
    How she wanted to get away. But even escape had a monetary figure attached. And it was a big one. To escape she needed money. 
 
      
 
    Here she made more money than she knew what to do with. After all, she was still young. She was cute. And her legs looked good in high heels. They elevated her to the next level of Hell. 
 
      
 
    She flicked her bangs out of her eyes and went to get herself a drink. She tried to pretend that she did not exist. The drink would help with that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In places like this the smoking room attracts a certain sort of clientele. Some of them worked this room while the others had the rest of the floor to themselves. She worked this room often because she liked to smoke. 
 
      
 
    She waited for Jim to leave then returned. It was quiet right now. A two-for-one was going on and April had the place to herself. 
 
      
 
    Then she walked in. 
 
      
 
    “You look lonely,” Cewle said. She sat down next to her and crossed her sultry Hispanic legs. There was something in her eyes that reflected her own misery. She looked like a bird that was content in its cage and it was a trait that April wished she had. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a slow night,” she said, sucking down another plume of smoke. “Cigarette?” she offered politely. 
 
      
 
    Cewle shook her head. “I never smoke. I need to be strong, you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I like you,” she said with that thick accent of hers. April had spoken to Cewle before, but not often. She was a quiet girl and there were rumors that she turned tricks on the side. April knew that these rumors were true. She had seen things happen in the champagne room that were not exactly legal. The last time Cewle had looked up at her. They made eye 
 
    contact. The guy behind her just kept right on humping. “A girl like you could make a lot of money.” 
 
      
 
    April said nothing. Was Cewle trying to turn her on? If so, it wasn’t working. Or was she trying to turn her out? 
 
      
 
    April had made a promise to herself. She would never get turned out again. 
 
      
 
    “Think about it,” she continued. “Think about who you are and what you want.” 
 
      
 
    Then she stood up and left, leaving a glow of perfume in her wake. 
 
      
 
    April shook her head. She was dumb founded. Then she looked up. 
 
      
 
    Over in the corner he sat nursing a beer and smoking a cigarette of his own. It was a boy she recognized. April did not think that he was different. He was different. 
 
      
 
    “Hi. Do I look familiar?” 
 
      
 
    The boy looked at her then shook his head. No. He did not. 
 
      
 
    “You work at the video store, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I do. How did you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Me and my boyfriend were in there the other day.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” He looked ashamed. “Cool.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. And I’ve seen you in here before. Weird, isn’t it? Like a whole ...” 
 
      
 
    “Other world.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. So what movie did you guys rent?” 
 
      
 
    “Something stupid. I didn’t like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Bummer.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Kip.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Flower,” she said and sat down. “Well, April. Here I’m April but everywhere else I’m Flower.” She waited for it. She waited for him to put two and two together and add up her name with her face. But he did not. Which was strange. He did work at a video store. 
 
      
 
    “You have two names?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Because of the stalkers. You know how it is with some guys.” 
 
      
 
    “Do I look like a stalker?” 
 
      
 
    “No. You’re too cute to be a stalker.” She smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A week later he was forcing the tears to come. He sat at a little table in the middle of the club and watched a girl on stage gyrate to all the popular music of the day. He struggled to make the tears to flow. Finally, they started spilling off his face and into his beer. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    It was her. The one he had been waiting for. The one that he needed love and attention from. 
 
      
 
    “I just broke up with my fiancée,” Kip told her. He let his lower lip tremble slightly. His eyes told a pathetic story. He was a man who needed sympathy. He needed something. 
 
      
 
    One of her hands snaked over his shoulder and gently rubbed him. “I’m sorry to hear that,” April said. “Do you need a drink?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so. Something stiff.” 
 
      
 
    She called the waitress over and whispered something in her ear. Moments later she returned with a kamikaze shot. Kip slugged it down without wincing. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. I needed that,” he mumbled. He looked in to her eyes. “I really loved her.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you did.” 
 
      
 
    He opened the wet works and let the tears slide and knew that he was the best actor ever. Kip had not had a girlfriend in years, let alone a fiancée. He just needed some attention. He just needed someone to talk to. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” April said, taking him by the hand and leading him into the other room. “You need some private time.” 
 
      
 
    He trembled when she sat him down at a little booth. He quivered when her hands touched him. She rubbed herself against him and he felt his soul die a little bit inside. It felt great, especially when she leaned in to kiss him. 
 
      
 
    “Make sure I get your phone number before you leave.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The night had been a long one and now they were stripping off their costumes for the final time and replacing them with street clothes. Cewle stood beside April and looked at her in the mirror. 
 
      
 
    “That guy ... he is sweet, yes?” 
 
      
 
    “He is,” April replied, and she put on a pair of comfortable sneakers, grateful to take off her high heels. Her feet felt like they were three sizes too big and he calves ached. Tonight, she would have cramps that would keep her awake. Which is why God invented oxycontin. 
 
      
 
    “You like him?” Cewle asked, more with her eyes than with her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “He is cute.” 
 
      
 
    “He is. But I have someone I want you to meet.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he cute?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Cewle said. “But he is rich.” 
 
      
 
    April looked up. She peered deeply into the Mexican girl’s eyes. There was something there that was not human. It was like looking into the eyes of a serpent and the things she was promising were sinful. They would get her banned from Heaven. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “A pretty girl like you should make some money, yes? A pretty girl like you should have everything this ugly world has to offer, yes?” 
 
      
 
    April looked away. She was already banned from Heaven. “Well ...” 
 
      
 
    “These are the things this country is founded upon, right? Money. Beauty. Sex. It is all anyone needs to survive.” 
 
      
 
    April nodded. 
 
      
 
    “So, I can make the phone call?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” April murmured. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He had been waiting for night to fall all day so that he could drink again. The long afternoon, with all its heat and sweltering sweat, was finally starting to fade. And now night was coming, a cool calm that swept across his body with invisible fingers. They were gentle. They massaged him briefly. He had some beers in the refrigerator and some vodka. He had already started drinking. It was going to be a good night. 
 
      
 
    Before ten p.m. he was drunk and stumbling towards the phone. He called her but there was no answer. He dialed again. The depression began to sink in, so he did what he always did when he was depressed. He ordered a movie on cable. 
 
      
 
    This was not the sort of movie that they carried in his store. This was a dirty movie, with naked people. He took off his pants and cracked open a beer then sat back to watch “Flower’s Blooming.” 
 
      
 
    By morning his life was a nightmare. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the distance she could hear the phone ringing. He slept right through it. 
 
      
 
    The night had been a long one and she was walking away with plenty of money. Now she was glad that he was sound asleep after an expensive dinner and a long drinking session. They had smoked some pot. He was annoying. For a man with the money he had there was no class. There was no decency. He was disgusting. 
 
      
 
    And his body smelled pungent, like chronic oozing from his pores. He smelled the way she always through that arthritis smelled like, like an old person. 
 
      
 
    He snored, and she heard the snot in his nose vibrate. 
 
      
 
    The phone stopped ringing. 
 
      
 
    April closed her eyes and she thought about him. The man in bed was known as the Vietnam Comic. He was a stand-up comedian and he made enough money to scrape by. Lately he had been doing well. Checks had started to come in after a lifetime of struggle. There was a TV special in the works. He had the money to afford her. 
 
      
 
    And that boy on the phone who was so far away, she was thinking about him, too. She could see him in her mind’s eye. He was at home alone, weeping into a half-drunk bottle of vodka. 
 
      
 
    There had to be a way out, she told herself. But the Vietnam Comic was not about to give her enough to leave. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He came to this place alone because he wanted to laugh. The Cabal Room was one of his old stomping grounds. The bartender knew him. The waitresses knew him. They both shopped at his work, so he could drink here without worry. 
 
      
 
    The man on stage was dressed in old combat fatigues. He had a gray beard, but he still looked young. His eyes were too clear. His mouth was too sharp. He was far too young to have seen combat in Vietnam. But he was the Vietnam Comic. 
 
      
 
    “How do you stop five black guys from raping a white woman? Throw them a basketball.” 
 
      
 
    No one laughed. Kip smiled. It was so bad that it had to be funny. 
 
      
 
    “So, I’m telling my girlfriend ... jeez, you’ve got a big pussy. Jeez, you’ve got a big pussy. Why did you say it twice, she asked. I didn’t. Because of the echo.” 
 
      
 
    No one laughed. 
 
      
 
    Something inside the Vietnam Comic snapped. Kip wondered if this was part of the act. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, fuckers. Shit like this got us through the bush back in ‘Nam. We had to break the tension somehow. Fuck, you all think I’m racist. Well, a lot of the black guys used to crack up at that basketball 
 
    joke. They thought it was funny because it was fucking real. And that pussy joke? Shit, I was with a woman the other night …” 
 
      
 
    No one cared. The stage was a cold place. Kip knew the feeling. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve actually heard the echo in a tramp’s cunt!” 
 
      
 
    That made a few people laugh. Then a few more. The Vietnam Comic nodded and continued with another lousy joke. 
 
      
 
    “These two drunk eskimo dude’s go into a convent. They ask the head nun if they have any midget nuns there. She says no, and the guy turns to the other guy and sez ‘See, I told you. You fucked a penguin.” 
 
      
 
    That made Kip laugh. He laughed out loud. Everyone in the club turned to stare at him. April turned to stare at him. 
 
      
 
    He went outside and lit himself a cigarette. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” April asked. 
 
      
 
    “I come here all the time,” Kip shrugged. “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “I came to see my boyfriend.” 
 
      
 
    On stage the Vietnam Comic was bombing again. 
 
      
 
    “Was he really in Vietnam?” 
 
      
 
    “No. He just thinks the jokes are funny.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good gimmick,” Kip told her even though he knew all the jokes from every Vietnam/action movie ever made. “I saw your movie, Miss Flower.” 
 
      
 
    April’s heart fell from her chest. Her jaw opened. Her eyes went wide. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I saw one of them. How many have you made?” 
 
      
 
    “A lot.” 
 
      
 
    “And now you have a comedian boyfriend,” he said. “How very Hollywood.” 
 
      
 
    “He asked me to marry him,” April argued. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” she shrugged. “Sometimes the future scares me.” 
 
      
 
    “The future is a beautiful place,” Kip told her. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
      
 
    Inside another racist joke went over the heads of the bored suburban youths. Kip knew the truth, and so did the Vietnam Comic. They were all racists inside hiding behind politically correct masks. 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” 
 
      
 
    “Share your hopes and dreams with everybody. The world will only benefit from your unique philosophy.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When they walked in their aura followed them off the street. There was a way that they held themselves with their heads high and their hair swept back, every lock perfectly gelled into place. They did not go to the bar. They did not go to the VIP room. They simply took a booth and stayed there as rigid as soldiers on the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    All five were dressed in black leather. The dead cow hide had been polished until it shined, and it made them look vaporous, like shadows come to life. He was in the middle of it all. 
 
      
 
    The man was old. He was losing his hair. He had a weak jaw but strong eyes that darted about like fireflies. He wore a gray suit and he looked the way she thought death should look. “That is him,” Cewle whispered in her ear. 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “The man I want you to meet.” 
 
      
 
    April looked at him. Death was not someone she wanted to meet. But Cewle had yet to steer her wrong. 
 
      
 
    “What’s his deal?” 
 
      
 
    “Just go talk to him. That’s all you need to do. And trust me,” she smiled. “I told him all about you. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
      
 
    April nodded. And he seemed harmless enough. He was too old to cause any real trouble. An easy mark, if it hadn’t been for all that leather. Finally, she got up and wandered over to their table, shaking her ass with every step. “Hi. How are you guys doing tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “You are April?” the man asked. Her name, her real name, coming out of his mouth made her shiver. A cold chill ran down her spine. Around him the leather phalanx was silent. 
 
      
 
    “I am,” she managed to smile. 
 
      
 
    “Then we must talk,” the man said. “My name is Mr. Gould. How would you like to make some money, April?” 
 
      
 
    “If you want to fuck me then you need to call me Flower. If you want me in your movie you need to write me a check.” 
 
      
 
    She looked around at them all, trying to judge their reactions. The leather boys were silent and so was the old man who paid them. Could she do it, she wondered? Was she capable of an orgy? 
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” the man smiled grimly. Next to him the leather boys softened. One of them even smirked. April looked at him. There was something in his eyes, the softest hint of a bloody heart. “No. We need you to kill someone.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone you already know.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her. Her and him. Her without him. 
 
      
 
    He was driving too fast down rain slicked streets. He drove faster. A slight haze had come over the sky and fat droplets of rain hit the windshield like wet insects. The wipers were not working, and his visibility was shot. Kip was nearly blind behind the wheel. He was also so drunk that his hands twitched. They would not stop shaking. His mind swirled and swam through the amber fade. He was thinking of her. He saw her image and nearly drowned within it. 
 
      
 
    Kip screamed a scream that tore itself out from his innermost hidden persona. The shout boiled up through his lung and sliced his throat like a mouthful of greased razors. It pierced his ears because there was no one else to hear. 
 
      
 
    He waited. 
 
      
 
    Behind him were other lights that also belonged to cars. He drove faster, hoping that one of those lights was attached to a police cruiser. But another part of him wanted the cops to be there. He wanted to get stopped. Someone had to pull him over and lock him away in jail for the night because if no one did he would surely die. 
 
      
 
    And we all know that he is too young to die. 
 
      
 
    It was the club. The club and her. It was too much for him. All of it had driven him to this. They had driven him right over the edge and into the nothing. He saw her in his head like an infection. She was there, and she was with him. The old man. The man with his leering eyes and his filthy money. He saw her laugh and listened to it in his head until it cut through his heart like a bayonet. 
 
      
 
    Both hands left the steering wheel and he started hitting it. Hard, until his hands ached. He was trying to break his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Kill me. Please, God. Just kill me.” 
 
      
 
    But Kip was not a religious man, so the prayer fell on deaf ears. 
 
      
 
    Still, someone must have been listening. His prayer worked, and he made it back to his small apartment on the wrong side of town. The refrigerator was open and there was a fresh bottle inside. He lit himself a cigarette and started to drink. He poured it down his throat, trying desperately to put out the fire burning inside of him. 
 
      
 
    “It will never, never happen. Alone forever. Forever alone.” 
 
      
 
    And he looked out through the second story window. He looked at the sky and the few stars burning bright enough to poke through the fog. It was time to dance with that fog. 
 
      
 
    “I refuse to live alone.” 
 
      
 
    Kip drained the last of the bottle. He stood up and took a step back with every intention of throwing himself out the window. In his head he watched as his body fell. In his head he heard broken glass tinkling on the concrete. It would be the last sound he will ever hear. 
 
      
 
    The concrete is unyielding, and his body is so soft. It crushes him like a fist. It squeezes him like a pimple. It caresses him like an angry lover and all that is left is blood. It is beautiful. 
 
      
 
    So, Kip got a running start. He needed a running start to break through that glass. Drunkenly he takes another step backwards. He takes a deep breath, finishes his last cigarette, and stubs it out on the carpet. 
 
      
 
    Then he began to run ... 
 
      
 
    Only to stumble and fall backwards onto the same carpet next to his cigarette. The bottle rolled from his hand, empty. He fell onto his back. 
 
      
 
    And Kip passed out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    April was holding the knife that they had given her, and it was long and sharp. She thought that it might be a bayonet from an old war. That was okay. She always liked antiques. There was more style in antiques. 
 
      
 
    She watched his chest rise and fall as he slept. She looked at his beer gut covered in body hair like some weird pale mountain. She watched him breathe in and out and she heard him snore. She did not want to be here anymore. 
 
      
 
    When they told her who she had to kill she felt relief. The old man and the leather boys represented a studio that had invested a lot of money in the Vietnam Comic. They wanted him to have a hit show on TV so that their investment would pay off. They wanted him to be famous so that they would get rich. But all the Vietnam Comic wanted to do was 
 
    drink. 
 
      
 
    So, he had to die. That was how Mr. Gould explained it. And she had to kill him. She was the only one close enough to do it. 
 
      
 
    “You need to do this April,” one of the leather boys had told her. He was cute. His name was Toby. “It is important.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly there was a strength inside her that she did not know she had. This was a strength that they could not touch. It was a strength that they could not take away. It was a strength that ... 
 
      
 
    Drove the knife deep into his chest. 
 
      
 
    The blade went down past the rib cage (splintering). It broke through the skin tissue (tearing). It found the still beating heart (killing). 
 
      
 
    His eyes sprang open. For a moment he stared at her and his mouth gasped like a land bound fish. The Vietnam Comic groaned. He coughed. Blood trickled from his lip. 
 
      
 
    Then he fell silent forever. It was his final joke. Like his other jokes it was not very funny. 
 
      
 
    April pulled the knife out of his body. She wiped the blade clean on the bed sheets that had just come back from the laundry. Then she went to take a shower. She made sure it was a long one and hot. When she came back out she cut his head off then made the call. 
 
      
 
    “I did it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At night Utah was beautiful. A slim snow had fallen, covering everything in a soft white. Through her eyes it looked like cocaine. The entire world was made of drugs and she was high. 
 
      
 
    April had been here for a few weeks. She was learning her lessons and trying to get better. They were teaching her how to fight. They were teaching her how to kill. Once they knew that she was capable of such things they had to teach her how to do them better. 
 
      
 
    She was laying in his arms. 
 
      
 
    Toby was not like them. Toby was not a leather servant of the network but rather a boy with a very lascivious mind. And though they tried to drown out their feelings, though they tried to make everything natural and dirty, they knew the truth. April and Toby were in love. 
 
      
 
    “You’re getting good,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ve never seen anyone handle a needler the way you do. It’s like watching a maestro.” 
 
      
 
    That made her proud. Because she wanted to be a maestro, and April liked the needler. It was an elegant weapon, like a slim gun, almost feminine. It was filled with hundreds of tiny quills and in seconds she could cover a man in spikes. She could turn a human being into a porcupine in less than a minute and if those needles were poison tipped then it was all over. 
 
      
 
    “I like the needler. It feels good to penetrate a man,” she laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You want to smoke some violet?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    He took a tiny pipe out from under the mattress and packed it with purple plant. He sparked it and inhaled. He held it in before exhaling with a smile. The room filled with a deep haze. 
 
      
 
    “So, I don’t get you guys. Do you really work for the networks?” she asked, accepting the pipe he offered. She took a solid hit of violet and felt her mind swim. Around her his arms felt strong and powerful. She never wanted to leave them. 
 
      
 
    “We do. There is a lot of money in the industry. We just make sure that things go the right way, so that the rich stay rich and the poor never get something they don’t deserve.” 
 
      
 
    “Like fame?” 
 
      
 
    “Among other things. Tell me, do you think the Vietnam Comic deserved to be famous?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. He was a racist prick.” 
 
      
 
    “And now he never will be. Because you,” he leaned forward and kissed her nose. “Did such a good job killing him. After a few years he’ll be nothing but a footnote at the back of some book. If he’s lucky he’ll be completely forgotten.” 
 
      
 
    “Someday we’ll all be forgotten,” she whispered, but that might have been the violet talking. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You are going to be famous.” 
 
      
 
    Kip sat in the office, surrounded by men he did not know and did not trust. They were telling him things. He was signing things. Checks were issued. He no longer worried about money. 
 
      
 
    He had met them in the video store. The man had liked his look. He wanted to hear his story. The next day Kip met with them at a very expensive restaurant and he told them his story. They did not like it but that was okay. He had the look that they needed. 
 
      
 
    The book had been written. The story had been told. Now he was here at the finishing line only he was not done yet. 
 
      
 
    Kip drank from a glass of very expensive, well-aged scotch. It tasted smooth and rich. There was a sting as it went down but he could handle it. In fact, he could get used to it. 
 
      
 
    “I still think about her. In my mind she is a giant walking vagina. I have these dreams where I am being swallowed by her pussy and inside everything is bloody and I am choking to death on her come.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a great artist,” the unknown man grins. It makes Kip feel good. He had just pulled that out of his ass. It didn’t even make sense, but it sounded good. That was the secret to writing. Make sure it sounds good. 
 
      
 
    Another check is issued before he even finishes his glass of scotch. They are saying that his life story is going to sell hundreds of thousands of copies, possibly even millions. “I just need you to sign here.” 
 
      
 
    He scratched out his signature on another piece of paper. This, he suddenly knew, was exactly how April felt when she had signed the contracts for her first adult film. That feeling that a line has been crossed and there is no going back. 
 
      
 
    Kip took another drink of scotch. He handed the papers across the desk and saw this man’s claw-like hand close on them. In that moment he looked like Satan. Kip had just lost his soul. 
 
      
 
    “Now, go home and finish that book.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It is morning over Utah. The sun is up and sprinkling light over the snow drifts that sat here and there and everywhere like lost souls waiting to melt and flow into Hell. April shivered a little from the cold. She clutched her sweater closer, holding it like an old lover. It had not been washed in some time and smelled like her and him. She could smell him and liked that smell. The sleeves were ripped, and the collar was loose, but she did not want to throw it away. It was the only thing she had. 
 
      
 
    They told her that it was more than she deserved. A little girl sat across from her. She was shivering as well. They were in a giant playing field that seemed to stretch on forever. She was only twelve years old. April knew her name. It was Keri. Keri had large eyes that were made of beautiful glowing amber and they shined in the morning sun like lost stars. They never messed with the eyes, ever. The eyes always stayed the same. 
 
      
 
    Only the body told another story. April knew that Keri’s body was corrupt. She could see it in the way she stood and the way she walked. She could see it in the way she fought. Keri was not like her. She had been born into this life. She never had to be initiated, the way April had. This was all she knew, and April knew what she was going through. 
 
      
 
    It was them. The tall men in the leather pants with the white shirts and the blue ties. April knew about the parties. She knew about the violet. She knew about the orgies and the needlers and everything. Toby did not keep secrets from her. 
 
      
 
    Keri was an orphan. The studios owned her. She had been raised and beaten. She had been abused. Her childhood had been stolen by sex. She had made movies with genetically enhanced dudes. Those movies had been seen on the dark web by the men who could afford to watch them. Her soul was gone. 
 
      
 
    Now there was nothing else in her mind but a hatred of all men. All of them. And April could not help herself. Toby told her not to. She should not feel anything. But she did. She felt sorry for this little girl. 
 
      
 
    And she hated the world. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a slow night and the beer was going down quickly. Kip had reason to celebrate. Earlier he had told his boss to fuck off. He no longer needed that stupid job at the video store where everyone knew his name. 
 
      
 
    Now no one knew him. He was just another rich man in a sea of wealth. Dark lights and girls in skimpy outfits, flaunting enhanced breasts, drifted around him. He was alone in the corner, waiting for her. 
 
      
 
    But she was not coming. 
 
      
 
    This fact was starting to sink in like a great weight buried in his stomach. This fact was a worm made of lead that was burrowing deeper into his bowels. It was a brick covered in slime that he had to swallow and keep down. It was the truth and he could not ignore it. 
 
      
 
    “All alone, cowboy?” 
 
      
 
    The voice made him look up. A slight lisp put him off slightly. It made him look past certain things. Her skin tone was sandy which made dark eyes glow bright in the neon darkness like nuclear flares. She was a little heavier than the other girls here, but not unattractive, and dressed in a billowy button down white shirt with matching black shorts. The collar was too large, arching out from her neck like twin spikes. Underneath the shirt was a lithe body that moved like a serpent as she pulled out the chair beside him. 
 
      
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
      
 
    “Handsome guy like you? This is a surprise,” she said with an accent that sounded Spanish. Kip shrugged. “What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Kip.” 
 
      
 
    “Kip? Oh, too cute.” 
 
      
 
    There was a way her eyes shined. They glistened as they looked at the prize and Kip realized what was happening. He had been marked. In her eyes he was nothing but a walking wallet. His soul was only an ATM trip away. 
 
      
 
    In the corner two other men sat alone. They were dressed in leather pants and had on white shirts with blue ties. They were also giving Kip the eye. She looked at them. He got the feeling that they knew one another. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly it felt like he was surrounded by eyes. They were all staring at him. All of them were hungry. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I’m not really interested,” Kip told him. “I am very flattered but I’m here for someone else.” 
 
      
 
    “You are here for me,” she replied in a stern voice and let her hand fall on his wrist. He tried to squirm away but could not escape. “Let me buy you a drink and we’ll see what happens. You might be surprised.” 
 
      
 
    “Really, that’s all right.” 
 
      
 
    “But ...” 
 
      
 
    “I think maybe you should go back to your friends,” Kip said, nodding at the table where the other leather boys were. “Leave me alone.” 
 
      
 
    The girl turned. She looked at the corner. With a sigh she finally stood up. “Have a nice night.” 
 
      
 
    Kip said nothing. He finished his beer, got up and left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was the drugs. They were making her sloppy. The man should have died days ago. He was a studio exec who had turned down a film that went on to become a summer blockbuster. The company did not like that. They did not like that at all, so they hired her because she was the best. 
 
      
 
    Once again, they had made the wrong decision. She snorted some more crushed violet. It went down her throat and collected in her stomach. Moments later the memories began to unfold. 
 
      
 
    She could remember getting off the plane and her first night back at the 20/20. She was dancing, and the man was there, right where they told her he would be. He was at the stage, flanked by casual body guards. He was going to be difficult, Toby told her. He knew the score. She was going to have to really get inside his head. She did. She smiled at him. 
 
      
 
    Hundred-dollar bills rained down on her naked body. He said that he loved her when they got back to the limo. He wanted her, and he made his promises, the same promises every man makes when they want to get a girl into bed. He promised her money and drugs and everything that went along with them. 
 
      
 
    Now she was lost somewhere in the hills of Hollyweird. The home was palatial. Homes like this, she knew, made people soft. It felt so far away from the real world it was too easy to lose the soul here. Once that soul was gone it would never be found again. 
 
      
 
    All she could think about was him. 
 
      
 
    The mission, she told herself. Concentrate. 
 
      
 
    She got out of a soft bed. April was still dressed in a silk outfit that accented everything about her that was best. She looked at the studio exec. He had fallen asleep in the jacuzzi and now it was scummed over with his shit and snot and semen. 
 
      
 
    She could not stand his touch. His fingers felt like despair. His kisses tasted of degradation. He was everything that she hated. 
 
      
 
    Better her instead of Keri, she told herself.  
 
      
 
    On the couch the guard was awake. The guards were strange. They were always around, masquerading as his friends. They did not have uniforms. They dressed casually. But they were always armed. And they knew the score. They were supposed to protect the exec from women like her. 
 
      
 
    “Is there something you need?” he asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I need some cock.” 
 
      
 
    The guard smiled. It was lascivious and made April’s skin crawl. She chanced a glance down at his crotch. The guy smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Is there someplace we can go?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure baby,” he said and took her hand. “I know a good spot. I know all the good spots.” 
 
      
 
    He knew the rules and did not mind breaking them. For a piece of ass like her it was worth it. April drifted behind him then took out the needler. She put a poison dart into his neck. The guard dropped dead. 
 
      
 
    She returned to the jacuzzi and filled the studio exec’s sleeping body with a hundred quills. Then she leaped over the wall, in high heels! and disappeared into the night. 
 
      
 
    At last she had made her decision. She would never kill again. 
 
      
 
    Hopefully Toby would understand. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The new bar was open for business. It was on the south side and still fresh. But the polish would soon wear off. The golden rails would soon tarnish. The clean carpet would soon be spotted with vomit and mucous. Everything would run down right into the floor. 
 
      
 
    Only that was in the future. Right now, the bar was new and there were plenty of fresh sports posters on the wall and the televisions were still relevant. The felt on the pool table was still a bright shade of green. Happy people were drinking and staring at the karaoke machine in the corner. 
 
      
 
    April turned from the bar when she saw him. She was tall in her high heeled shoes, dressed in a red top and tight blue jeans. 
 
      
 
    “OhmyGod, how are you?” she asked and reached out to him. Kip fell into her arms. It felt good. It felt nice to be held again. It had been so long since he had touched someone. It felt strange. 
 
      
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry I haven’t called you,” she said, breaking away and looking into his eyes. “I lost your number. Things got kind of hectic.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Waitressing. You know. Helping out. I’m friends with the owner.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s cool.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve missed you,” she smiled slightly. “I never thought I would see you again. So, what’s been going on?” 
 
      
 
    “You know, this and that. I wrote a book.” 
 
      
 
    “You did?” 
 
      
 
    That was when she noticed the men in black leather enter. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There had to be a way to save him, she thought. There had to be a way to help him. But he was concentrating on dying. How do you save a man who does not want to save himself? 
 
      
 
    She looked at Kip. He was in the corner and he was drinking. His body leaned against the wall and he held a beer in one hand that threatened to slip from his trembling fingers. Toby was next to her. “I don’t think he’s having any fun,” she told him. 
 
      
 
    “Is that him?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to leave this behind,” he told her. “But I guess there’s no escape.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll escape,” she said. “He has to.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think you can save him?” Toby asked. “Do you think you can save anybody? We barely got away with our lives.” 
 
      
 
    “But we got away. So can he.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right,” Toby said. He thought about the last few months. He and April had managed to escape from the studios and everyone else. They were just a normal couple now with a loft in the city. They had gotten away. “You’re always fucking right.” 
 
      
 
    For the briefest of seconds Kip’s eyes met Toby’s. Toby winked. Kip would never know how close he had come to death. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, what are we going to do?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to talk to him. We’re going to close the bar. Then we’re going to take him home.” 
 
      
 
    “We are?” 
 
      
 
    “And we are going to save him,” she said. Toby looked in to her eyes and knew that there was no use in arguing with her. When April wanted something, she would have it. 
 
      
 
    This boy represented something to her that was very important. And if it was important to her, then it was important to him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The dream was coming true and he was not afraid. Kip was in the arms of the woman he loved, and they were going back to her loft in the city. Her arms were around him. Her eyes were on him. They had already had their first kiss. It was magical. 
 
      
 
    “Make yourself comfortable,” she said. “I’m going to slip into something ...” 
 
      
 
    Kip laughed. Long and loud. He sat on the couch and felt his spine melt into the black leather. They were going into the sky and never coming back down. April disappeared. He was certain that she would return. 
 
      
 
    She did not. 
 
      
 
    Instead she slipped inside. 
 
      
 
    Like a cat she rose over him. A black cat, dressed in a sheer nightgown. “I know you,” Kip smiled. “From the club. You’re that one girl.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “So, are you and Alyssa roommates or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Or something,” she said as she came closer and closer. She got on top of him. Her lips were on his. Kip was so drunk he could not feel it, not even when the razor claws slit his wrists. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you.” 
 
      
 
    The scene was shocking. There was Cewle, standing over Kip’s dead body. His veins were open. The police would rule it a suicide. 
 
      
 
    “You know that I had to,” Cewle said as she composed herself. “People like him should not be allowed to live.” 
 
      
 
    “Says who?” 
 
      
 
    “Those with money.” 
 
      
 
    “It will happen to you someday,” April smiled. “You know that it will.” 
 
      
 
    “I ...” Cewle took a deep breath. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    2002 
 
    Tujunga, California 
 
      
 
    The Moon is Bloody Tonight 
 
      
 
    It was beautiful. It was breathtaking. It was a sight that filled him with sheer awe. 
 
      
 
    Hal Robson saw this same scene every day and every day it was a treasure. Looking at this he knew that everyone else in this country was unfortunate. They did not get to see the sun set like this. It dipped casually over the horizon, casting a scarlet glow over the swamp like a warm fire on a cold night. The power of the sun was extraordinary. It forced tall shadows from the trees and made them stand strong and proud again, ready for the oncoming night. The swamp waters, so murky during the day, turned blue and translucent with the promise of darkness. The grass was washed a deeper hue of green until it resembled emerald. Nothing could ever match the way the sun set over the swamp. At least, not to him. 
 
      
 
    Birds fluttered in the uppermost branches of the eucalyptus trees, flapping their wings and yelling at one another in that strange language known only to the flying folk. The stagnant waters curled with invisible reptiles who were waiting for night to fall so that they could eat again. There were other things out there, too. Life forms unseen by modern eyes that had existed since before time began. The swamp was filled with mysteries that no man could ever understand. 
 
      
 
    Only Lesh understood. She always had. It was one of the reasons he had married her. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, when he was in a more philosophical mood, he wondered if this was the same sunset that Coronado saw. Or Columbus. The thought of standing in the same place where great men had once stood filled him with delicious irony. That he, Hal Robson, who lived in a shanty home with hardly a dime to his name, could look upon the same grandeur that historic men had known. It almost made him laugh. 
 
      
 
    Hal was tired this evening. He had spent his day working hard in the fields. But no matter how many hours he spent in the fields and no matter how low his pay, this was a great reward. This sight and those like it always helped him to unwind and relax and forget the savage heat of the afternoon. Hal was sure to make time for it every day. For him there was no day too long to sit and enjoy a sunset. There was no work too tiring for this sight of peace. It shut everything off and cast all into darkness like the flicking of a switch or a candle being blown out. It put all the labors and toil behind him and eased him into his own private heaven right here in the green swamp. 
 
      
 
    A deep sigh rumbled through him as he leaned against a post set into his porch. It was a powerful piece of wood that kept the tiny house up and away from the fetid waters beneath. Even though there was a great majesty before him still there was melancholy beneath. Inside his soul, sometimes, there was only sorrow. It would be awful to leave this place, he knew. 
 
      
 
    Saint Sebastian was all he had ever known, and he never dreamed he would have to leave this dear swamp. Maybe there was not so much here. Modern conveniences were nonexistent. The house itself was just a few rooms under a constantly leaking roof, but it was his. They still had to use a little shed behind to go to the bathroom. But Lesh enjoyed it because it belonged to them. It was their tiny love nest. Not much, but it was theirs. 
 
      
 
    And it was here that their family would start and the tiny shack he had built himself would always be in his heart. It was here that he wanted to die. 
 
      
 
    Lesh deserved better. 
 
      
 
    The thought struck him like a dagger. Hal was the luckiest man in the world to have her, that much he knew. And he would see her happy. He would spoil her with riches and gifts even if it meant working for the rest of his life. Even if it meant selling his soul into debt he would see her happy. He would make her proud. 
 
      
 
    Lesh had not been born here. She was not a daughter of Saint Sebastian. When it came down to it she wanted to see the world. She wanted everything. She deserved it. 
 
      
 
    So, they had to leave. For the last few months Hal had been sending letters out and making telephone calls. He contacted relatives he hardly knew, trying to find something, anything, else anywhere else. Now he had gotten the letter. There were jobs to be found in a place called San Pedro, far from Saint Sebastian in California. Hal took the job. 
 
      
 
    He did not know what to expect on the other side of the country, but there was money there. His cousin already had a good job working the docks, working for a company called World-Mart that exported goods from all over the planet into America. There was no union, but the pay was great, and Hal trusted his cousin. He was a child of Saint Sebastian, too. It nearly broke his heart when Rudy left. 
 
      
 
    Now Hal was going to follow. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of the swamp began their nightly assault. Slowly, as it was growing dimmer, the dormant insects came to life. They rubbed their legs together in the hopes of finding a wayward mate while lizards called out in their reptilian song. Serpents slid from their holes as swamp terns settled into their nests, protecting their children from all the predator’s night could bring. 
 
      
 
    Hal went back into the shack. The porch creaked under his weight and he cursed himself for buying such cheap lumber. Still he had built it himself. All the sins of this home were his own. The shack had a kitchen and a bedroom and another, smaller bedroom off to the side just in case he and Lesh were ever blessed with children. The swamp cooler maintained a livable climate even during the most sweltering of days. And during the winter ... 
 
      
 
    Well, there were no winters in Saint Sebastian.  
 
      
 
    This was the best they could do. Maybe it wasn’t much, but it was theirs. He was a young black man who had been born with nothing in Saint Sebastian. When he was still a teen, his uncle had gotten him a job working the same land that his ancestors worked, back when they still wore chains. All day long he picked cotton and toiled the fields. His best job ever was working at a tobacco plantation, which was nice because then he could roll his own cigarettes. 
 
      
 
    Eventually he saved up enough to buy himself a tiny plot of land all his own. Industry ran in his family and Hal started to build. 
 
      
 
    Most of the lumber had been stolen from local construction sites. Saint Sebastian was a growing town. There were lots of construction sites around and lots of greedy land developers who never noticed certain things missing. Besides, they had insurance. White people never suffered much. So, Hal had built the home and he was still building when he first met Lesh. 
 
      
 
    Hal had never seen a woman like her. She was young, then. And she did not fit in. No one knew where it was that she came from. Maybe Africa, maybe Mars. 
 
      
 
    Lesh was weird, that was why none of the other guys wanted to talk to her. There was something about her, they said. Something that could not be defined. Hal Robson had always liked a challenge. Lesh was that challenge. 
 
      
 
    Their first few dates were simple things. They went to see bands play at the local hop. When they could afford it, they got malted at the pharmacy that served black people. But mostly they spent their time walking through the swamp, talking about their dreams and everything the future might hold. 
 
      
 
    Finally, they fell in love, and the house that Hal built was theirs, with all its comfortable knots and creaks. It was all they had. It was all they wanted. And Hal Robson, a man of the field, had the prettiest wife in all of Saint Sebastian. 
 
      
 
    Now every time one of the floor boards came loose or he felt goosebumps from the cold night on his wife’s flesh, Hal knew that he could do better. He had to do better. And in San Pedro he would do better, according to Rudy. 
 
      
 
    Yesterday he had received the telegram from Rudy. Now it was taped to the refrigerator like a threat. Lesh had cried when she read it, but she said nothing. She knew. They both knew what they had to do and that there was another life waiting for them that was far from the swamps of Saint Sebastian in San Pedro, California. 
 
      
 
    It was time to say good-bye to Saint Sebastian and the swamplands. It was time to be moving on. Hal had already checked out. There was an entire world that was waiting for them. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This thing is itchy as all Hell,” Barry grunted and pulled at his new uniform. It barely fit him. He looked more like a child dressed up for Halloween than a KKK wizard. 
 
      
 
    “Mabel did the best she could,” Sam told him as they shut the truck off. The other two men spilled out of the back as Sam and Barry got out. 
 
      
 
    “I just don’t know what the fuck we’re doing here,” Barry complained. He had been complaining the whole drive. “Are we really going to kill that guy?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah. Pat says we’re just going to scare him. Get him out of town. Besides, you know what he done.”  
 
      
 
    “No. What did he do?” 
 
      
 
    Sam gave him a dirty glance and pulled on his own hood. Pat was already standing on the edge of the hill and looking at the sunset. He watched it fade out behind the horizon then he put his hood on. There was no time to notice or enjoy it. 
 
      
 
    “You boys ready?” he asked sharply. Pat was ex- military. He had fought in the second World War and he would be damned before he saw a bunch of them take over his home town of Saint Sebastian. 
 
      
 
    But when he looked at Sam and Barry and Hank he wondered where their hearts lay. Sure, they were wearing the white uniforms that had been sewn by Sam’s wife Mabel, but there was no sense of terror in these men. They looked like men in sheets, not vigilantes. 
 
      
 
    “Do we have to do this?” Barry asked. He always had been the coward of the group. He was always the first to complain and always the first to find fault in everything. The only way they got him to come out tonight was with a promise of beer after. Drunk fucker Barry would do anything for a beer. 
 
      
 
    “You know we do,” Pat said. “That guy down there, that Hal Robson, you know what he did.” 
 
      
 
    “He looked at my wife,” Sam growled and cracked open his sawed-off shotgun to check the shells inside. “No man looks at my wife like that ‘cept me.” 
 
      
 
    “Besides, you really want his type living in this town alongside good Christian folks?” Pat asked Barry. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, come on. There are lots of darkies in Saint Sebastian. This used to be a slave town, Pat! You going to lynch them all?” 
 
      
 
    Pat smiled and got the rope from the back of his truck. “I aim to try.” 
 
      
 
    Barry and Sam looked at one another. They knew better than to try to argue with Pat. Hank pulled his hood on. He was ready to follow Pat into Hell if Pat needed him too. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Sam got his hood on, too. Barry was right. It did itch. He was going to give Mabel a beating for that when he got home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hal struck a match across his muck encrusted boot and used it to light the iron lamp hanging from the roof. Bugs began to swirl instantly, attacking the flame with their winged bodies. Shadows danced in the fading light. 
 
      
 
    The trees were dark now. Sometimes Hal swore he could see faces looking back at him from the swamp. These were dead souls, he believed. And Lesh was sure of it. There were lots of dead souls in these swamps, she said. They would wander the marshes forever, never to rest. 
 
      
 
    Lesh knew things that most men did not. 
 
      
 
    The hill behind his shack was sullen and he knew how it felt. Hal crossed it every day to get to his job. On the other side the fields were waiting for the sun. For now, it was night and just beyond the light of the porch he could hear things creeping and crawling about. Predators were on the hunt. The darkness reminded him of how much of Africa was still in his blood, even though he had never been there. It was a genetic thing, passed down from man to man. He could feel the drums pulsing in his heart and he could see the spirits out there in the depths of night. 
 
      
 
    They affected Lesh even more. Sometimes she awoke when the moon was full, screaming aloud. This was because she was from Africa and Africa would always be a part of her. Lesh was the daughter of a witch doctor. As a child she had danced with the Loa. 
 
      
 
    Which is why she wanted to leave. Even though she rarely spoke of her time on the dark continent Hal could feel her dark secrets between them. There were unmapped roads all through her soul. When he looked in to her eyes he knew that she had seen things that should not have been seen. She had done things that should not have been done. She had come to Saint Sebastian to get away from them and now he knew why she wanted to leave. Lesh would never be able to spend any length of time in one place. For her there was no such thing as home.  
 
    The Loa would allow her no peace. 
 
      
 
    In her youth she had many cohorts. There were witch doctors and bonfires and warriors and black rhythms. There were spells cast by moonlight and Gods that the white man forgot. Now it was all a cloud over her mind, but it was still there, inside her. And there were things, looking for her. Hal thought about that old juju man that everyone called Gummer Jackson who lived in a cave. Once, shortly after they had gotten married, he caught her speaking to him in a strange language he had never heard before. 
 
      
 
    “You leave the occult alone,” he warned his young bride with a wagging finger. “And it will leave you alone. Leave it behind you. Forget about it. And don’t be talking to no witch doctor. That Gummer Jackson is crazy.” It seemed like good advice. 
 
      
 
    Only tonight things seemed different. Hal had seen red moons before. They were common enough in Saint Sebastian. But he had never seen one this shade of scarlet. Blood had been washed over the face of the heavenly white body. This was a bad night. He could feel it. Something was in the air. This was the sort of night when the dead walked like men and caused mischief and evil. This was a night when those of the true faith locked their doors and prayed to white gods while the heathens danced and sang, and chicken blood rained. 
 
      
 
    Hal leaned back in his old rocking chair and stared off into the night. Soon he would go inside and join Lesh in bed. But they would not make love tonight. Who knew what sort of offspring would be produced under this bloody moon. 
 
      
 
    Voices could be heard in the distance. 
 
      
 
    Hal sat up. They were coming from the top of the hill. He put his hand over his eyes and looked. There were shadows but there was nothing mystical about them. These were men crossing the hill and they held torches in their hands. He could see their hoods and he knew what they were. 
 
      
 
    White uniforms cloaked their bodies. Pointed hats sat on their heads. Like ghosts they came down the hill with their loose-fitting sheets blowing about them. And he knew why they were here. 
 
      
 
    It was that bitch, Mabel. He was in town buying a new bolt-lock for his door and he came across her in the shop. Mabel had said some things. He tried to ignore her. She told him that she had heard things about black men and how “big” they were. He told her that he had a wife. She got pissed and told him to get the fuck out of town and take his horse-cock with him. He said nothing, just walked out with her screaming after him. 
 
      
 
    Carefully he slipped inside the shack. Lesh sat beneath a lamp with an old book spread out on her lap. “What’s happening?” Her long hazel eyes were wide with fear. Hal smiled when he looked at her. There was a way her eyes glowed in the firelight that always made his heart melt. 
 
      
 
    “We have some visitors,” Hal said as he took the old rifle down off the wall. He snapped it open and checked the loads inside. “Unwelcome visitors.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it them?” Lesh asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just stay put,” he told her. “Don’t make any noise. I’ll handle this.” 
 
      
 
    “Are they ...” 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Lesh. Stay here.” 
 
      
 
    Hal went back outside and locked the door behind him. The bolt, even though it was brand new, would not do much. The door itself was only a slim piece of particle wood. The men in white wore boots that were thick and made for combat. There was only one thing to do if he wanted to survive this night. Make the moon bleed. 
 
      
 
    He stood on the porch like a sentinel, ready to kill. He watched as they came closer. Their torches cast an eerie glow across the trees and flickered against the quagmire like tiny suns that would not be quenched. Their sheets swayed with the wind and looks of hate filled their eyes. 
 
      
 
    Hal gripped the rifle in his hands tight. His knuckles were soon as white as their hoods. And he felt at a disadvantage. One of them had a sawed-off shotgun. Another held a noose that had recently been tied. The others each lifted their torches high. 
 
      
 
    Four men stood before Hal. He knew why they were here. He knew what they wanted. There could only be one thing men like them desired from someone like him. 
 
      
 
    Death. 
 
      
 
    The leader opened the folds of his cloak and pulled out a pistol. “Drop the gun,” he told Hal. 
 
      
 
    The night was silent. Eyes locked in the dark of the bloody moon. Four men, and Hal only had two shots in his gun. He was out numbered, and he thought of his wife inside. A stray shot would go through his old shack like a hot knife through butter. She could get hurt. She could be killed. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Hal tossed the weapon away. It fell into a patch of quicksand to be lost forever. He had made his decision. Hal chose peace instead of violence. He would not lower himself to their level. 
 
      
 
    The men came up the steps. The noose went around his throat. Someone tied his hands behind his back. They lead him towards a tree that had been growing since long before any of them were born. It was a grim dance, this waltz in silence. 
 
      
 
    “String him up.” 
 
      
 
    Hal felt the end of the rope go tight around his neck. Then it was cast over the lowest branch. It chafed and scraped at his jugular as it went taunt. He whispered a prayer of peace to the Gods of the swamp. He thanked nature itself for the good life he had lead. And he asked nature for one more favor. Take care of Lesh. 
 
      
 
    “Now pull,” the leader commanded. Three big men got on the other end of the rope and started to hoist. Hal felt the rope go tight around his throat. He thought of Lesh. For a moment he was flying and then all was dark. 
 
      
 
    Hal swung from the tree. Blank eyes stared downwards as his head slowly lolled from side to side. 
 
      
 
    Lesh screamed when she looked out the window. The four killers turned. 
 
      
 
    “Get her!” one shouted but it was too late. In another moment she was out the door and running into the swamp. 
 
      
 
    “She’s gone,” another man said. “We can come back tomorrow when its light out.” 
 
      
 
    “What if she tells the sheriff?” 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff ain’t gonna believe no porch monkey,” Hank said and tore the hood from his head, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Damn, these things are hot.” 
 
      
 
    “Besides, sheriff would never accuse us. He got no proof.” 
 
      
 
    And the men dressed like ghosts traveled back up the hill, leaving a hanging man behind. The corpse would never be buried, only hidden by the swamp until the body rotted away. Hal Robson was just another meal for the monsters that lived here. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The swamp spit her out like an old bone. Lesh was holding on by a thread as she made her way up the hill towards the cave. 
 
      
 
    Death was close. She had seen Hal Robson hang. She knew that those men were after her, as well. They would not stop until she was dead. 
 
      
 
    But there was also life. She could feel it in her belly. A coiling, twisted thing and the product of their love. Against her womb she felt its anger. She felt it rage against the death of its father. Like her it wanted revenge. 
 
      
 
    Prayers spilled from her lips. She asked the Loa for guidance. She asked the Gods for aid. She got it. 
 
      
 
    “Well, pretty little Lesh.” Gummer Jackson smiled his trademark smile, which consisted mostly of bloody gums and a few left-over teeth. It was jagged and, she knew from experience, could cut like a knife. 
 
      
 
    But it was in his eyes where the true evil lied in wait. Those eyes looked at her now and they knew. They saw. The Loa laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I need help,” she wheezed and nearly collapsed onto his floor. 
 
      
 
    The cave was in complete disarray, like always. Gummer was a creature of chaos. Disorder was his natural state. He was also the most powerful juju man in all Saint Sebastian. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, you do, my dear.” He rose from the old chair he had been sitting on and went to her, wrapping the dead skin of an unknown animal around her shoulders. “Now why don’t you tell old Gummer what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Men came, and they were wearing white sheets. They looked like monsters! They hung him, Gummer. They lynched Hal Robson!” 
 
      
 
    “Your husband,” he mused. “And you want revenge, yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Oh, yes!” 
 
      
 
    “You need your revenge, don’t you pretty little Lesh?” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “And you know that there must be a sacrifice made to have this revenge, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    She did, although she had not thought of that. Not on her run through the swamp. Not on her climb to the cave. She had put it out of her mind. She wanted vengeance but there was a price. The Gods demanded it. There would always be a price. 
 
      
 
    “Name it,” she told him before she could think about it any further. 
 
      
 
    “Your child,” Gummer said and gently rubbed her belly. Already it had started to swell. Inside her the little human being was barely formed and already it was damned. 
 
      
 
    “I ...” She thought of Hal. This was his child. This was their child. It was a sign of their spiritual union. Even though it had yet to come into her life she already loved it. 
 
      
 
    But she loved Hal more. And she wanted her revenge. She wanted her revenge more than she wanted the child’s life. 
 
      
 
    “I agree.” Inside of her something squirmed. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Gummer said. “You stay here for a few days. We’ll wait for that little child to come out and then you’ll have your vengeance. The Loa’s need blood to work their magic.” 
 
      
 
    Lesh nodded. She sniffled back a tear. 
 
      
 
    “Name those you want revenge upon.” 
 
      
 
    “Name them?” she whined. “But I didn’t see who they were. Like I said, they were wearing masks.” 
 
      
 
    “You did see them. You have the sight. You saw right through their manmade clothes. Now, tell me their names.” 
 
      
 
    She thought for a moment. And she did see. She could see through them. She knew their names. “The Drunkard,” she whispered. The one man had a gut that could only have come from drinking beer. “And the Sadist,” she whimpered. That would be the man who had laughed as Hal dangled from the ground. “The Beast.” She had seen into that man and she had witnessed the savage heart beating in his chest. “And the Drowning Man.” The Drowning Man was the most obvious. He was the one who was already dead. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Gummer smiled. “When the moon is full of blood you shall have your revenge, pretty little Lesh. Oh yes, vengeance shall be yours.” 
 
      
 
    10 YEARS LATER 
 
      
 
    The night was strange. There was a red moon in the sky of a sort that Sam had not seen in a very long time. It was the sort of moon that nightmares were made of. 
 
      
 
    The wind howled against the side of the trailer like a living thing. No. Not living. Even his rational mind had to say that it sounded like dead souls screaming. 
 
      
 
    It was okay. He was drunk. The aluminum beer can crumpled in his fist. He squeezed it until it closed in upon itself and then tossed it into the plastic bag that they used for recycling purposes. Adding cans to that bag was his hobby. Get enough cans in a bag and he could afford to get himself another six pack. 
 
      
 
    The easy chair rocked as he realized with a dim sorrow that he would have to get up to get another beer. That sucked. He was comfortable. The television blinked before him, the only light in the darkness. During the next commercial he would get up. 
 
      
 
    Maybe. 
 
      
 
    The blue light of the TV was the only light that could be seen inside the trailer. Last month the electric bill had been so high he could barely afford it. Unemployment could not pay for everything. So now he mostly kept the lights off. Sometimes he even used candles to see. He hated bills. They were true bane of his existence. Without water bills and electric bills and gas bills life would have been great.  
 
      
 
    Times like this Sam was glad he didn’t have a phone. Sam hated the telephone because it was just another bill. And another interruption during the game. He spent his day looking for work. He was entitled to relax when he got home. 
 
      
 
    The trailer did not cost much. He could scrape by and the owners were approachable, unlike the bill collectors. One could not talk to a piece of paper. One could not weasel out on a piece of paper. It was either pay or go to prison. Take your pick. 
 
      
 
    Sam finally found the strength to get up and get himself another beer. He ignored that strength and stayed in his chair. Somewhere a whistle rang. It was not loud, certainly not loud enough to bother him. Instead it hovered at the edge of his consciousness, like a continuous drone that one eventually becomes accustomed to. He remembered when he was a kid he lived under some power lines. When his friends came over they always complained about the constant hum. 
 
      
 
    But he was used to it. At night it lulled him to sleep. This sound was one that he would never become accustomed to. 
 
      
 
    Everything went black for a split second between commercials. A shiver went down his spine. It was so bad he had to quake a little in his chair. Like most of mankind Sam hated to be alone. Right now, he wished that Mabel was here. Or maybe Hank could come over. Hank loved to drink. Anything but be alone on a night like tonight. He had seen the moon on his way home from the liquor store. It was blood red. On nights like this, the darkies said, the dead rise from the swamps and haunt the living. 
 
      
 
    But what did coolies know? Absolutely nothing. Stupid gigga-bo’s.  
 
      
 
    Alone in his trailer Sam thought about that one darkie, the one who swung all those years ago. No. He had gotten over that little mistake. It was the act of children, the hanging of Hal Robson. They were just kids then. No court could convict them. That was ten years ago. Hal Robson was forgotten. 
 
      
 
    Unless he remembered that day Mabel came home in tears. She told him about the black man at the grocery store, the one who came onto her. Sam had told his friends. They decided to get revenge. Hal Robson had swung. 
 
      
 
    The whistle grew louder. 
 
      
 
    Part of him was tempted to get up and turn on the lights. All of them. He wanted to flood this fear with a bright intensity, but the more awesome thought of a high electric bill kept him glued to his seat. The TV was on. 
 
      
 
    Again, he lost himself in the plight of his favorite sports team. They were all there was, the people in the darkness, framed by obscurity. But the memory of that shiver and that split second of Hell stayed with him. It was deep in his mind like a tumor and it ate away at his body. 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit,” he mumbled but the words hardly made their way past his lips. His father had not raised his son to be like this, to be afraid of the dark. He was a proud Christian man. He was strong. The Devil could not touch him. Fuck it, he was going to get himself another beer. 
 
      
 
    The entire trailer shook when he got up and made his way to the refrigerator. 
 
      
 
    Inside there was nothing but beer. Mabel had gone to the store after a typical fight. The kids had nothing to eat, she said. They were out of milk and eggs and everything else. What the Hell were they going to have for breakfast? Also, he was down to his last six pack. 
 
      
 
    So, Sam let her go to the store. He let her spend the last of his money. But she had promised to bring home more beer. 
 
      
 
    Sam popped open the tin can and took a long sip before headed back to the chair. On his way he noticed that the front door wasn’t locked. 
 
      
 
    He locked it, turning the tiny switch that slid a plastic bolt into place. He did not know why. He had nothing left to steal. But maybe it would keep the goblins out. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere someone was playing their drums too loudly. Or they had the stereo on too high. And whatever song it was, it was weird. They sounded like jungle drums, being played by primitives on a savanna somewhere. Like the drums in old movies about cannibals. It was a haunting beat that would have sent shivers down the spine of every white man. The beat sent shivers down the spine of every civilized man. 
 
      
 
    The beat mirrored the black heart in every soul. It was the rhythm of a witch doctor, dancing under a blood red moon. 
 
      
 
    No, Sam told himself. It was just some snot nosed punk playing his drums too loud. That was all. It had to be. Still, they mixed in well with that tiny whistle that would not stop until it had burrowed all the way down into his soul. The two were joined. They formed a bizarre song that could not be ignored. 
 
      
 
    Sam did his best. He drank his beer and watched his TV. Mabel would be home soon with the kids. He had to enjoy the quiet time while he had it. 
 
      
 
    Fucking kids. They were always screaming and crying about something. Hell, next year one of them would want a drum set for Christmas and the cycle would continue. 
 
      
 
    Sam drank his beer. 
 
      
 
    A cold breeze came in through the window, lifting the cheap drape that hung over it. Lumbering like some lost leviathan he stood at the window, stared at it, then drunkenly slid it shut. The heater was another thing that they never turned on, relying solely on the insulation of the trailer to keep them warm. Bills. He did not need any more bills. Luckily the television did not cost much, especially since he had Pat hook up the cable illegally. It was a necessary crime. He needed the TV. It was the only thing that kept him sane. 
 
      
 
    The whistle grew until now it was painfully audible. It was thick and burning inside his ears, floating on the night air like a lone eagle. Sam lifted a finger and plugged his ear, but it did not stop. Instead it grew louder until it reached a feverish pitch, like the whistle on a tea kettle. 
 
      
 
    Jungle drums beat to the rhythm of his heart. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it.” He was going to find that kid and shove those drum sticks up his ass. Sam was just drunk enough to do it, too. He looked out the window. A reptilian face was looking back at him. Unblinking eyes peered into his soul. The snakes forked tongue licked the sky. 
 
      
 
    Sam stumbled back into the chair as the drums became louder. The whistle was now screaming. He was crying. 
 
      
 
    A scream got lodged in his throat. He knew what it was outside. It was a giant boa from the bayou. He had been hearing stories about them since he was a child. It had come to steal his soul. Both his eyes grew wide like greasy eggs on a Sunday morning, poached in their own fat. The beer can fell from his hand and spilled onto the floor. The rope slid around his neck like an African python. The drums were louder. The whistle was shrill as the rope went tight and pulled him. Sam reached up and grabbed it, but it would not let him go. Soon his fingers were chafed and burned. 
 
      
 
    Wildly he started to struggle as the rope pulled him back into the wall. A stray kick knocked the television off its pedestal. It exploded, and the trailer went dark. 
 
      
 
    “Know that she has named you Drunkard. Know that the time has come for payment. The Loa demand it.” 
 
      
 
    The rope was talking to him. But it was not a rope. It did not feel like a rope. Sam reached up and felt scale. The snake was wrapped around his throat. 
 
      
 
    “The Loa need your blood tonight.” 
 
      
 
    But Sam could not hear whoever was saying that. All he could think of was Hal. This must have been how he felt when they lynched him. The rope crushing his wind pipe, stealing all the air from the body. The bones being gnashed together until they scraped. The jungle drums pounded harder, hitting him like a hammer. 
 
      
 
    Sam hung from the ceiling with his toes dangling from the floor. His neck was broken like a twig and tiny droplets of blood trickled from his nose like snot. Outside the serpent laughed with its lipless mouth. Slowly his heart pulsed a final time and then it was still. 
 
      
 
    The drums stopped with his heart. The whistle was silenced. Sam the Drunkard was dead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her heavy fist slapped the hollow door of the trailer hard. “God damn it, Sam!” she roared as the children behind her huddled in fear. They had their ears covered because they hated listening to their mom yell. None of them wanted to hear her swear at daddy. “You open this fucking door right now!” 
 
      
 
    Only her calls went unanswered. When she fell silent the trailer park was silent with her. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, shit,” she mumbled and dug around in her purse until she found her keys. “That asshole drank himself to sleep again. That bastard. This is the last time, Sam! Do you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    She opened the door. Inside all was quiet. She could not even hear him snore. The television was off. Everything was still as a tomb. 
 
      
 
    “Damn you!” she shouted again as the children filtered in. Each of the had a bag of groceries to carry. “The ice cream is melting, you cock-sucker!” 
 
      
 
    She flipped on a light. It took a moment to process what she was seeing. The shape hanging from the ceiling, well it might have been a pinata, like the one they got for little Carl on his birthday. Her mind wondered then she knew what she was looking at. 
 
      
 
    Her husband was dead. 
 
      
 
    She began to scream. 
 
      
 
    Mabel stumbled backwards out of the trailer. She closed her eyes, but she could still see the image of her husband slowly turning with blood seeping from between his lips. His eyes were bulging from his head and looking at her, dead. Stocking covered feet hovered only inches from the floor, twirling. He always had been a slob. Sometimes Mabel wondered what it might have been like to marry Hal Robson. Sure, being a darkie’s wife probably would have sucked, but at least his giant horse cock would have taken care of her. 
 
      
 
    Hal Robson was dead. Funny, she had not thought about him in years. Something about the red in the moon was dredging up all sorts of awful memories. But Mabel was a mother. This was no time to remember anything. There were children to worry about. 
 
      
 
    And there was a dead body in her trailer. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t look!” she said, rushing them back inside. “Don’t look at it!” 
 
      
 
    The three of them started to cry as the grocery bags fell from their arms, breaking open on the linoleum tile. She grabbed them and yanked them outside before slamming the trailer door shut. The only person she knew to call was Pat. Pat would know what to do. Pat always knew what to do. 
 
      
 
    It was Pat’s idea to hang that Hal Robson character. And they had survived that. They would survive this. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pat lifted his hand to his mouth and coughed into clenched fingers. If there was one thing he hated about bars it was the smoke. It was that heavy sort of cigarette smoke that got into lungs and clothes and could not be removed no matter how many times one showered or washed. It permeated everything and left no man unscarred. 
 
      
 
    Ahead of him stretched the bar itself, like a long road made of wood that could only be followed, never to find the end. Here men drowned their sorrows in thick booze. Counting himself among such men, Pat raised his own glass and took a drink of beer. He could taste it. It tasted flat. And it was warm. 
 
      
 
    “Something on your mind, cowboy?” Taylor asked as she wiped away a stain on the counter. Only moments before a man had thrown up there and fallen over. Pat watched as Taylor herself dragged him out. Taylor was tough, for a chick. 
 
      
 
    “Nah. Nothing,” Pat said. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you seen that moon outside?” she smiled at him. “I ain’t seen a moon like this since I was a kid. They call it a hunter’s moon, you know? ‘Cause of the red. It’s supposed to be blood.” 
 
      
 
    “None of that superstitious bullshit, now. It’s just another night at Archies,” Pat said. Taylor was still young. She would learn these things. “The finest bar in all of Saint Fucking Sebastian.” 
 
      
 
    With that he swilled down the rest of his glass, tossing it all into his stomach with a flick of the wrist. Some beer spilled past his lip and reached his slacks, adding another stain to the collection. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what’s bothering you? You’ve never complained about Saint Sebastian before.” 
 
      
 
    It was a slow night at the bar called Archies. Now that the drunk asshole was gone there was time for talk and Taylor was a good girl to talk to. Over the years they had gotten to know each other. The aging door to door salesman and the tougher than nails barmaid were a match made in Heaven. Sometimes Pat was here like clockwork. He would wander in, order himself a beer, which would become the first of many, then stumble out to his old pickup truck and drive home. It was a habit. It was a routine. It was one that Pat enjoyed. 
 
      
 
    “Just tired I guess,” Pat sighed. “Haven’t been sleeping too well lately. Weird dreams. Could I get another?” 
 
      
 
    “What you need is a good woman,” Taylor said as she poured the beer. For years she had thought of taking Pat into her bed, only there seemed something distant about him. Besides, her mother had warned her about dating salesmen. Slick bastards, all of them. 
 
      
 
    As always, her attempts to flirt rolled off him like water off a duck’s ass. She set the beer down in front of him and he drank as if he was trying to douse a fire in his soul. 
 
      
 
    Because he was. Inside the darkest part of his mind were the memories. They raked at his psyche like claws from a malevolent demon, trying to tear him down. He didn’t want to admit it to Taylor, but in his head men in white costumes walked and men hung from trees. Lately the recollection had grown from a tiny nagging in the back of his head to a raging inferno. But it all happened so long ago. It hardly mattered now, did it? Besides, it was years ago, and he had been as drunk then as he was now. Life had moved on. He had a job, and a good one. He had earned the right to move on. 
 
      
 
    Only the question remained. Was it really a mistake or a moment of glory? Was it something that he should feel ashamed of or take pride in? 
 
      
 
    The blacks were devil children. He knew that. The Bible told him that. They would stab him in the back just as soon as look at him. The black man was here to steal his children in the night and rape his wife. They were here to take his job. At the time, stringing up Hal Robson had seemed like the right thing to do. Especially after all the shit he said to Mabel. That just was not right. Hal Robson deserved to swing for talking to a white woman that way. 
 
      
 
    Then why did it bother him so? And why now, years after the incident itself. 
 
      
 
    The telephone rang. They looked at each other and then Taylor went to answer it. 
 
      
 
    “Archies,” she said the name of her bar with a proud smile, as if she was trying to flirt with whoever was on the other line. Then her smile turned grim. She looked over at Sam as the blood drained from her face. “It’s for you.” 
 
      
 
    “For me?” he asked and accepted the receiver. “Who the Hell …” Mabel was on the other end. She was hysterical. “Okay, okay. I’ll be right over.” He handed the phone back to Taylor and gave her a cross look. “That was Mabel, you know? Sam’s wife. Something happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you better get over there,” she said. “Don’t bother about your tab, cowboy. You can get me next time.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” She was a good woman, he knew. The way to his heart always had been through his liver. “I gotta go. Have a good night, Taylor.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, hon.” 
 
      
 
    Outside he got into the old car that he drove from door to door selling vacuum cleaner attachments. Across the rear window he had his old sawed-off shotgun. He took a deep breath and turned the ignition. Sam lived out in the boonies, far from civilization. That was the way he liked things. Sam always had been a strange one. He enjoyed his privacy. 
 
      
 
    Pat always wondered what sorts of things went through his old friend’s mind. He seemed to sometimes take a sadistic glee in harming things. He wondered what Mabel had been screaming about. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The trees of the swamp rose in the darkness when his light strafed past them. Shadows were cast by the bright beams of his headlights. Two people sat beside a dirt road, a boy and a girl, shivering in the cold. This was nowhere, and they didn’t have a car. It could be hours, even days before someone else came by. So, Pat pulled up beside them and turned the truck off. They were already on their feet when he climbed out. He got a good look at the moon above. It was like a single bloodshot eye, watching everything that went on beneath. 
 
      
 
    Him. It was watching him. 
 
      
 
    “Howdy,” the boy said as Pat got his first look at him. 
 
      
 
    “What is going on here?” he asked. They were both covered in muck. Their pants were encrusted with slime. It looked as if they had been wading through miles of swamp and they would be lucky if they had not caught a leech or a snake. The fact that they had not happened upon a stray alligator was a small miracle. 
 
      
 
    “We were out hiking when we came across this old shack,” the girl started. “Then this big dude came running out, screaming at us. We thought he was going to kill us!” 
 
      
 
    “He was definitely on something,” the boy said. “His eyes were all bugged out like some freako.” 
 
      
 
    Like every other kid in Saint Sebastian these two were only out looking for a good place to screw. Hiking at ten o’clock at night was a whopper of a lie to tell. But Pat couldn’t blame them. He had fucked many a girl in these swamps. In fact, there was a little island not far from here that was beautiful in the daylight with a little bit of grass and lots of trees. He thought about taking Taylor back there one of these days. 
 
      
 
    Pat had also been there at night. It was truly terrifying. That was why they went there. The thrill was stronger than it was when they were in the back of their parent’s car. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go look,” Pat said, and he pulled the long mag-light from his trunk. He took the shotgun down from the rack. “You two get home and get cleaned up. Your parents are probably worried sick.” 
 
      
 
    They looked at each other and then they were gone. Pat was alone with the swamp. But he had his gun. That was enough. 
 
      
 
    The bayou had always seemed like a place of evil to him. It was something to be dreaded and feared. Maybe it was the stench of rotting wood in the air, thick like decaying bodies in a tomb. Or maybe it was the creeper vines dangling from the trees, like giant strands of cobweb. Maybe it was the force of mother nature herself, the strength of her beauty and the awe of her terror. Stories had been circling through these swamps since he was a boy. They told about men lost here who came back different. They returned without their souls to walk the earth forever undead. 
 
      
 
    A rotted wood bridge lead deeper into the morass. He crossed it and found a trail of grass that lead to the island. His flashlight cut the woods wide open like a scalpel and he inspected everything, taking his time to make sure there were no surprises. The gators would be out tonight. Some were so big they could take a grown man’s leg with a single bite. Moving too hastily was a sure way to step on one. Stepping on one was a sure way to get killed. 
 
      
 
    The shack rose out of nowhere. It was on stilts above the bog and, like most wood out here, it was rotting. Soon it would collapse. Pat was surprised it hadn’t done so already. Tomorrow he would complain to the first cop he met. This place had to be condemned. 
 
      
 
    And there was another reason this shack had to be condemned. Something had happened here ten years ago. Something that he did not like to think about. 
 
      
 
    Besides, dumb junkies were always out here, looking for a quiet spot to get high. That was all those kids saw. Some junky darkie whacked out on whatever the drug of the moment was. 
 
      
 
    His entire foot plunged down into the muck. “Damn it,” he spit as cold water seeped into his shoe. Pat’s heart nearly froze. Carefully he pulled himself free. Every year they dragged hundreds of bodies from these swamps and they were all idiots like him who had dared to come out here alone. If people weren’t careful they stepped in quicksand and drown. There wasn’t anything they could do. They would just be walking along and suddenly vanish, as if they’d never been there at all. The last thing Pat wanted to be was devoured by the swamp. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he got his foot free and approached the shack. It was small, barely the size of a good tool shed. A rope bridge lead to its porch and there was a door. From the corner of his eye he saw the tree. If he had dared look closer, he would have still seen a bit of rope dangling from one of the lower branches. 
 
      
 
    Pat climbed onto the embankment and heard the wood whine. He rapped on the door, hard. Whoever was inside might be asleep. Or stoned. 
 
      
 
    The door sagged. It gave. Pat looked closer. It was nothing, just some old planks shoddily nailed together. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” he called into the shack then used his flashlight to shove the door all the way open. “Hey, anybody here?” 
 
      
 
    He flashed the light around and nearly dropped it. A shrunken head sat on a spike in the center of the room. The stick had been shoved right through the poor soul’s mouth. But the man underneath it was the real surprise. 
 
      
 
    He was as black as a vulture’s wing and the darkest man that Pat had ever seen. He was thin to the point of sallow. His head was devoid of hair and his baldness shined in the red light. Both eyes stared forward, lifeless, past Pat and into the swamp. He shined his light on them. They did not blink. The iris did not shrink. 
 
      
 
    “You okay buddy?” Pat asked, bringing himself closer. 
 
      
 
    The man moved forward, faster than any snake. He rushed Pat and grabbed his arms, holding him back. The light tumbled from his hand and rolled across the floor, giving the room a strobe effect. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” Pat asked and struggled to free himself, but he could not. The old man’s grip was like iron, gripping and crushing his body. Desperate, Pat kicked him between the legs as hard as he could. He was too drunk to fight fairly. Besides, this was just some darkie. Chivalry was not required. 
 
      
 
    The man went down. The man rolled. 
 
      
 
    “Hold it!” Pat said, raising his gun. He got the barrel on him and was ready to fire. 
 
      
 
    “Kill me, white man!” the darkie screeched. “Do it! Shoot me, mother fucker!” 
 
      
 
    “Just calm down,” Pat said and tried to take a deep breath. “Let’s talk this through.” If he did kill this man, he would need to bury the body. Dragging a dead man through the swamp did not sound like an agreeable end to this evening. “What the fuck did you do to those kids?” 
 
      
 
    The man crouched, gripping his knees and rolling back and forth in his own private rocking chair on the floor. “She danced,” he said. “I saw her. She danced with the Loa’s, the dark Gods. She is a true goddess, a mistress of evil and rage. She walks in both worlds, white man, like a lost spirit.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Pat asked, moving forward. 
 
      
 
    The man splayed out as if unseen hands had grabbed him. He screamed again, and Pat moved backwards, keeping his gun trained on him. “She walks! The mistress walks! And I gave her the drink of the black adder! Nothing will stop her juju! Nothing can stop her black magic!” 
 
      
 
    “Black adder?” Pat asked. “What the fuck you talking about, boy?” 
 
      
 
    “The sacrifice was made,” the man smiled, and Pat saw his teeth. Only a few of them remained. Mostly it was just gums. Bloody gums in a black mouth. The sure sign of a meth addict, Pat knew. There were plenty of them at Sam’s trailer park. All of them were missing teeth. “She gave birth, white man. I saw a snake crawl out of her belly!” 
 
      
 
    With a final shudder the old man went still. After a time, Pat knelt beside the body and felt for a pulse. There was none. The man was dead, as if the life had simply got up and left his body. 
 
      
 
    “God damn it,” he cursed whatever God was listening. He didn’t have time for this shit. 
 
      
 
    Pat left the body behind and went back to his car. He decided not to make another stop until he got to Sam’s. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “He’s dead! Oh, God! Dead!!” Mabel was inconsolable as Pat’s car pulled up to the trailer. The lights were on and blazing in the night, illuminating a scene of total despair. 
 
      
 
    Pat got out and looked at the old beat up Dodge station wagon parked in front of the trailer. Inside were Sam’s three kids. They had their heads down like pallbearers at a funeral. 
 
      
 
    He slammed the door shut, hoping the noise would shock Mabel out of whatever state she was in. The woman literally collapsed in his arms when she saw him. He comfortably slid his around her body. Pat never liked Mabel. She was loud. She was obnoxious. She was a liar. 
 
      
 
    He sometimes wondered if she had lied about Hal Robson. And now this. 
 
      
 
    “He’s dead, Pat. Oh, Sam is dead!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Mabel. I’ll go inside and look, all right?” 
 
      
 
    “It don’t matter none,” she groaned and her tears ran down his cheap suit. He prayed that she could not smell the alcohol on his breath. “It’s all over, Pat. 
 
    Over!” 
 
      
 
    Carefully he pushed her away then walked up the porch. He tried to open the door only to find it stuck. “Do you have the keys?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “It ain’t locked,” she whimpered. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
      
 
    She sniffled and handed over the keys. Pat turned the lock and pushed open the hollow door to the trailer. 
 
      
 
    Sam was hanging from the middle of the roof as if he had been lynched. 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” he cursed under his breath, looking at poor old Sam in the dim light.  
 
      
 
    He reached out and gently touched the man’s leg. Another step and he was inside, feeling Sam’s cold arm and trying to find a pulse. He left his finger over the lifeless vein just long enough to confirm it. Sam was dead, and judging from the chill of his flesh, had been for hours. 
 
      
 
    “When did you find the body, Mabel?” he asked, leaving the trailer and being careful to pull the door shut behind him. 
 
      
 
    “About a half hour ago. Right before I called you.” 
 
      
 
    “And how long had Sam been alone?” 
 
      
 
    “We left for the market at nine. He stayed home to watch the game. We were gone for about two hours. You know, I had to feed the kids.” 
 
      
 
    Pat glanced at his watch. It was just after midnight. Mabel’s story lined up. But something did stick out. Sam was a big man. He weighed 240 at least. The roof should not have been able to hold all that weight. Something strange was going on. 
 
      
 
    Sam decided to go in again. He tried to open the door. It would not budge. 
 
      
 
    “Did you lock this?” he asked Mabel. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t touch it!” she whined. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he moaned. He must have locked it himself. He still had the keys, so he opened it. Then he turned on his flashlight. 
 
      
 
    He shined it in the darkness, running it up the rope until he was looking at the end. Right there, where it should have been tied to the ceiling, it was not. In fact, it was tied to nothing. 
 
      
 
    Pat felt it. It felt like a normal piece of rope, but it was only hovering in mid-air. He gave it a tug, but it did not move. 
 
      
 
    Taking out his knife he carefully cut Sam down. But Sam was a big man. His body hit the floor with a bone jarring THUD! Outside, Mabel wailed when she saw the trailer rock. She knew what had happened. With horror-stricken eyes he watched the rope fade away. Then it was gone, as if it had never been there at all. Pat dropped next to Sam and looked at his throat. It was bright red with rope burn and tiny scratches and cuts that were still bloody. But there was no rope. 
 
      
 
    Pat called the police and told them that he had a heart attack victim on the floor of his trailer. A heart attack victim with rope burns. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With a clawed hand the shadow pushed away the vines and stepped out of the swamp. Hank began to scream. 
 
      
 
    He panicked, like a man in a bad dream, and struggled to get up. But it was no use. His ankle was broken, shattered in his mad dash to get away from the creature. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the swamp was not about to allow any escape for one of its prisoners. It was hungry tonight. 
 
      
 
    The bog was heavy around him. It filled both his nostrils and eyes with decay. Thick waters covered with moss and lichens and decomposing plants surrounded him on all sides. Soon his body would join that rotting mess. No one would ever find his bones. 
 
      
 
    He screamed again but the thing was not listening. It was a monster spawned in the darkest parts of his imagination. On giant paws it stepped forward then raised itself up on its hind legs, standing like a man before the moon. The werewolf turned its snout to the sky and howled. 
 
      
 
    Hank whimpered as the thing looked down upon him. Saliva and snot dripped from its snout as Hank’s heart began to pound. He could smell the dog breath over the stench of the mire. Then he saw the long fangs, sharp as daggers, inside the creature’s black maw. They were ready to rip his flesh open and devour him. 
 
      
 
    Beady red eyes stared through him and into his soul. There was only one escape. Hank woke up. 
 
      
 
    The sheets were ruffled about him. They stuck to the sweat on his body like plastic wrap. With a silent cry he sat up in bed. Hank looked about, surprised to be alive. In his mind he should be dead. That wolf had mauled him. He could remember it. He could still feel his veins opening and bleeding. He could still feel his heart stopping in his chest. But he was in his tiny home on the bayou. 
 
      
 
    Once again, the dream had shredded reality. Everything he knew had been gone for a time and the return left him drained and weary. It had slipped away so suddenly, like a tornado tearing through the night. 
 
      
 
    The window to his room was wide open and the smell of the swamp blew inside on gentle midnight winds. The drapes reached for him like groping fingers. It felt right. It felt okay. The gentle winds like mother nature soothing her frightened child. 
 
      
 
    This was the third time the nightmare had come this week. It stole his safety and trust then slipped out the back door like a prowler in the night. Hank’s heart was still pounding like a jackhammer, thumping in his chest to a savage drum beat. He ran a hand over his forehead and wiped away the sweet. Then he got up and walked to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Hank turned the water on full force. He left it cold and washed his face. Rising, he looked at himself in the mirror. His face was haggard. His eyes were raw. These dreams were destroying him slowly, from the soul out. He ran some cold water into the same glass he used when he brushed his teeth and took a long gulp, trying to assuage the hot devils inside of him. The whistle came first. It was faint to begin with before turning into a dull roar. Hank dropped the glass and let it shatter on the floor. 
 
      
 
    He thought the noise was coming from outside but then it grew even louder, and he knew the truth. It was inside him, as if his entire mind was screaming so sharply it made no sound at all. 
 
      
 
    Not real, he told himself. It could not be real. Lord, he needed a beer! 
 
      
 
    The house shook as he walked the length of it to the refrigerator, the whistle still burning even as he opened the door and let the cold air massage his naked body. Hank grabbed an ice cold can and popped it open. He drank it all in a single gulp. 
 
      
 
    But the noise was still there. The memories were still there. 
 
      
 
    It had been on a night like this, so long ago, when they had strung that guy up, that Hal Robson. And he could remember the girl, screaming as she ran away into the surrounding wetland. There was still an uneasy feeling inside him and there had been ever since that night. What if she was still alive? What if she told the sheriff? 
 
      
 
    It wouldn’t matter. She was just some blue gum bitch. No one would believe her, especially not a cop. There was no one on her side and no one to protect her. He was safe. 
 
      
 
    And it had been funny. Watching that darkie dangle from the tree. He got a boner as he died. That made them all laugh but Hank laughed loudest of all. Especially when he shit himself. It stank. It reeked bad. But it was so funny it still made him laugh. Sometimes, in quieter moments, Hank asked himself why they had done it. In those times he thought of the children. 
 
      
 
    Not his. He had never married. But Sam’s kids. Sam’s kids deserved to live in a town without darkies. They deserved to grow up safe. That was why they did it. For the children. 
 
      
 
    The can lurched in his hand as if it was possessed of a life all its own. It struck him under the jaw, knocking his teeth together. It hurt. Bad. 
 
      
 
    “What the Hell?” 
 
      
 
    “You have been named,” a voice whispered. “They call you Sadist.” 
 
      
 
    “Who said that?” He turned around. 
 
      
 
    The home was empty. 
 
      
 
    Hank reached up and found that he was bleeding. He looked at the floor and watched the droplets form crimson pools in the moonlight. His fingertips were red. 
 
      
 
    The refrigerator door opened from the inside. He turned only to have another can fly out, smashing him in the forehead. Hank stumbled backwards but the wall caught him. He stood up just in time to see another beer can aimed right at his stomach. It was like being hit with a dull bullet. 
 
      
 
    Hank collapsed to his knees as more cans shot forth, pummeling him. Blood started to flow. Bones were broken. Somewhere, someone was laughing. Drums were playing. The whistle was growing in pitch like a snake’s hiss. 
 
      
 
    Hank looked up. He couldn’t figure out what was happening. Beers cans struck like angry barracuda, darting in to take their bite of flesh before leaving. They were everywhere. 
 
      
 
    Over him the toaster started to rock, trying to escape from its own mundane existence. Hank rolled on the floor, covered in beer and blood, as the toaster leaped. 
 
      
 
    It smashed into him and Hank screamed as electricity coursed through his smeared and battered body. The last thing he heard was the whistle as it reached a shrill crescendo, like a shrieking in his mind. He was the thief, he thought. He stole souls. He stole a man’s well-being. He was the thief. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hank must have made his famous spare ribs for dinner again, Pat thought as he slowed coming up to the house. The smell was heavy in the air, a noxious and distracting odor. They always went to Hank’s house for the Fourth of July. It was far from the beaten path and they were able to light off fireworks here with no one the wiser. Now the front yard reeked of burnt hair and clotting blood, all charred to an edible crisp. 
 
      
 
    Out of this small circle of friends Hank was the strangest. When he was a small boy his father made him slaughter a hog. After that he cut the heads off chickens. Pat had done the same thing, but Hank seemed to take an odd glee about the work. He seemed to enjoy the taste of blood. He claimed that it tasted like misery. 
 
      
 
    And that night, when they had strung up Hal Robson, he had laughed like a maniac. So, he had come to tell Hank about Sam. Hank had to know. He and Sam were close. 
 
      
 
    “Hank!” Pat called out. He knew his friend and knew how crazy he was. Maybe he was drunk. And when Hank got drunk, he got mean. Pat was liable to meet him on the doorstep with a rifle in his hands instead of a smile. It went either way with Hank. “It’s me, Pat!” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer. Pat climbed out of the car and walked up the wooden steps that they had built themselves. Hank had come into this land shortly after his mom’s death, which had happened under mysterious circumstances. No one ever accused Hank of killing his mother, they were too close for that. But they all knew he was capable of it. And they all wondered. 
 
      
 
    After she had died he had inherited this land and he decided to build his dream home here. They all helped, Sam most of all. Sam needed any excuse to get away from his family. That was the four of them, working away during the summer to get something created where nothing was before. They had taken pride in crafting this little hideaway. 
 
      
 
    Now it was silent as a tomb. 
 
      
 
    “Are you fucking drunk again?” Pat asked, hammering at the door. “Come on, I need to talk to you! Something happened to Sam. It’s bad, man. Bad!” 
 
      
 
    No answer. 
 
      
 
    With a curse he whirled about and looked at Hank’s beat up truck, glistening in the moonlight. It was run down and rusty, but it was where it was supposed to be. Which meant that Hank was inside. He never went anywhere without his truck. It was miles to civilization from out here. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere a cricket chirped. The moon was red. In the distance a kid was playing his drums too late and too loud. 
 
      
 
    “Hank, god damn it! Wake up!” 
 
      
 
    Now Pat was starting to get scared. Sam was dead. The night was creeping up on him. He felt alone and vulnerable. If anything, he needed a familiar face. He needed someone to talk to. 
 
      
 
    Once again, he thought about poor old Sam. He thought about the vanishing rope. And he needed someone to talk to! 
 
      
 
    He knocked on the door again then started kicking at it. “Hank! Open up!” 
 
      
 
    No answer. 
 
      
 
    He took the credit card from his wallet and slid it into the door. This was a move he had seen Hank do a thousand times before, usually when he was so drunk he locked his keys inside. The lock clicked, and the door opened. Pat turned on the lights. 
 
      
 
    The home had been painted bright red. When had Hank done that? he wondered. They had spent an entire weekend painting this place. A beautiful sky blue that would, hopefully, ease Hank’s psychosis. Barry had read about that in a psychology book. Then he took a closer look. 
 
      
 
    The red was blood. 
 
      
 
    The smell was thick and coppery and made him want to gag. With a savage choke he managed to keep his bile in his stomach, albeit barely. 
 
      
 
    “Hank?” Had he done it? Had he finally given in to his insane urges and killed someone? It looked like it. The blood was everywhere. It dripped off the ceiling and stained the couch. It ran down the windows in slimy scarlet trails. Pat had never seen so much blood. Every pint had been pulled from a human and thrown against the walls haphazardly, like some obscene art project. “Hank?” 
 
      
 
    He lay on the floor in the kitchen. Pat went and turned the body over. Portions of his skin had been burned, which explained the smell. And he had been beaten, severely. Pat barely recognized him. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Hank.” 
 
      
 
    Once again, his stomach heaved and this time it was successful in its evacuation, spilling his acids all over the floor. It mixed with the blood to create an even more overpowering stench, one that he would never forget. Somewhere, something laughed. 
 
      
 
    Pat ran out of the home as if a ghost was on his heels. He went to the backyard rail and threw up again. When he looked up he saw movement in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Every chicken from Hank’s pen had been let loose. All of them had their heads cut off. It was like looking at a lawn full of white lettuce, all of them dancing. Feathers filled the air as they darted about, spilling blood everywhere. And he knew the truth. 
 
      
 
    One by one they were going to die, all four of them. They were going to pay for what they had done. Only he was left. He and Barry. 
 
      
 
    Somehow Pat made it back to the car and fired it up. He peeled out, kicking up a cloud of gravel and then he was on the road. Barry’s house was not too far away. Maybe it would not be too late. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The road stretched out before him like a living thing. It was twisting in the agony of his high beams. The yellow line on his speedometer crept forward as he gunned the car even faster. It was almost two a.m. Another long day at work had come and gone. Barry wondered how much longer he could keep this up. He was fucking tired. Right now, the headlights were the only thing keeping him awake. His eyes scanned the road, but they were feeling weary. He wanted a bed. He wanted to sleep. He wanted to forget about everything. 
 
      
 
    The weekend was coming up quickly and it was a weekend that he sorely needed. He was going to drink all night and sleep all day, maybe even pick up that bartender that Pat was always flirting with. Pat wasn’t going to make a move, so why shouldn’t he? Gently his head leaned forward as he thought about all the quiet naps he was going to take, only to jerk up again as he realized that he was falling asleep at the wheel. 
 
      
 
    Around him the swamp rose in all its lurid glory. It would be so easy to just drive off the road and slam into a tree. Or maybe sink into the muck where they would never find him. This automobile would become his only coffin. It was no time to be thinking about pussy. 
 
      
 
    Something leaped in front of the car. 
 
      
 
    He slammed on the brakes, feeling the car lurch as it struck something hairy. With a gut-wrenching heave, he came to a stop. 
 
      
 
    The steering wheel pulsed under his hands. He gripped it tighter and felt his knuckles turn pink, then bright white, as if his skeleton was showing through the skin. Now he was very awake. His eyes swelled in his sockets like filling balloons. His iris shrank, dilating into the whites of his eyes until they were only tiny black orbs in a sea of blue. His muscles quivered with fear, and in his shirt, he could feel streams of sweat run. 
 
      
 
    What the fuck had he hit? 
 
      
 
    With all the power of his mind he willed his body to stop. Stop sweating. Stop shaking. Stop feeling a fear that was not there. Only nothing could stop the terror. Nothing could stop his heart from pounding in his chest. Nothing could stop the hysteria that was slowly blossoming in his soul. 
 
      
 
    Barry stayed behind the wheel. The night was silent. Outside everything was dark and the quagmire was still, as if every living thing had turned its head away from the crime he had just commit. The moon sat high in the sky, peering down at this strange intruder in his strange vehicle. There were no stars. The moon was red, like a giant droplet of blood on velvet. 
 
      
 
    A dog. It must have been a dog. Barry had caught a glimpse of it. It was short, hairy. A dog. It had to be. And as far as he knew it was still under his bumper. Even now it was probably in its death throes and it was going to die, Barry knew. He was driving way too fast and struck that poor thing head on. Nothing in the world could have survived that. 
 
      
 
    Why? he kept asking himself. Why had he been driving so fast? Was it because he was tired, and the roads were clear? Maybe. He was just rushing home to get into bed. That’s what he could tell the police. That’s what he could tell the dog’s owner. He worked late at night and the commute was a bitch. He was sorry but ... 
 
      
 
    It was late. The roads were empty in front of him. There were no houses and no police. At times like this he liked to open the Cadillac up and listen to it hum. It was a precision machine, and the engine was beautiful. It needed to be let out sometimes, and Barry liked to push the limits on the old car. He found a certain thrill at high velocity when the risk of death was very real. But it was his death that kept him awake on these long rides home, not the death of others. 
 
      
 
    So here was the result. Murder. Slaughter. He had killed a living thing. It was not the first time. 
 
      
 
    He managed to pry his hands free from the steering wheel and open the door. There was a scent in the air that was unnatural. It did not belong here. That smell was of burning rubber mixed with charred dog flesh. 
 
      
 
    Barry did not want to, but he had to see the animal under his car. The morbid curiosity was childish in its intensity. It was the same curiosity that drove him to pull the wings off flies when he was a kid. But his heart was still throbbing in his chest when his foot hit the black top. 
 
      
 
    The road was quiet. The swamp was quiet. It was an abnormal silence. Barry had lived in Saint Sebastian his whole life. He was a child of the swamp and it was never this quiet. There was always a bird or a creature somewhere making a noise. There were insects that hummed in the darkness louder than a supersonic jet. Even if it did not belong to an animal there was at least the sound of waves lapping at the muddy shore. 
 
      
 
    Even the plants around him seemed to shiver as a cold breeze floated past. It got in under his shirt and froze the sweat to his skin. He looked at the plants and watched them fan themselves, as if they were gossiping about his murder in their silent language. Yeah, they were talking about him. 
 
      
 
    “You have been named,” they whispered in a soft voice. “The Beast!” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t my fault,” he told them but quickly shut up. He was not going mad. He was not talking to plants. Besides, it was no big deal. Thousands, if not millions, of animals were killed every year by motor cars. It was the price they paid for their stupidity. Like this dog. It had run out in front of his car, so it died because it was dumb. 
 
      
 
    But was it? Barry could not say. The dog wasn’t stupid. It was just naive to the workings of the modern world. 
 
      
 
    It was an eerie feeling, being alone on the bayou. For a while now Barry had been suspecting that the long commute was getting to him. He would need to move, soon. During the day he drove to work. At night he drove back. Odd hours did something to a man. Something would have to give. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t my fault,” he said aloud, talking to the trees. They ruffled their leaves in answer as the wind lifted. He quietly walked around to the front of his Cadillac and looked at the bumper. 
 
      
 
    Flies, ever the opportunists, had already begun to gather. The only sound was the buzz of their tiny wings as they attacked him in vengeance for the things he had done to their kind when he was a kid. He swatted them off and looked at what was under his bumper. 
 
      
 
    It was a dog. Barry turned his head away and nearly threw up. The smell alone, burnt rubber and hair and flesh, made him want to hurl. Worse than that the dog’s mouth was open. It was obvious that it had died in agony. 
 
      
 
    Once more, morbid curiosity made him turn his head. Barry choked down his bile and looked at the animal under his car. 
 
      
 
    Its hind leg twitched a little as commands from the brain still coursed through its spine. But it could not be alive. Gray matter lay in bloody hunks all over the black top. Barry could see its pink tongue, shoved out of its mouth, stretched on the concrete like a red wiggler. It looked as if it was lapping up the blood around its own body. 
 
      
 
    Then Barry took a closer look. It was a big dog. The biggest dog he had ever seen, in fact. It had to be a wolf. The thing was almost man sized. And the dog had no tail. Not even a stump. Its dead eyes glistened with a human intelligence that had stayed on even after death. But wolves had tails, didn’t they? Wasn’t a long tail the mark of a wild dog, instead of a civilized one? 
 
      
 
    Barry leaped back. The dog was wearing pants. That was when he realized it was not a dog at all. It was a werewolf. He was sure of it. Shreds of a human shirt were on its back, mixed with coarse dog fur. An actual wolf man, with claws and all, lay under his fender. 
 
      
 
    Sweat now poured across his face and under his arms. A reeking stickiness was all over him. He could swear that the heart pounding in his chest was threatening to break free. It was beating so bad it hurt. 
 
      
 
    But this was a good thing, he told himself. Hell, it was the find of the fucking century. Any carnival in the world would pay millions for the remains of an actual werewolf. The newspapers wouldn’t believe it, but he had the proof. It was right there in front of him. Its blood was all over his car. 
 
      
 
    Then another thought struck him. If there were wolf-men, then were there other mythical beasts in the world? Did witches and goblins exist? This changed everything. The fear in him became real. Zombies and warlocks and vampires marched through his head.  
 
      
 
    Then the howl split the night open like the keenest of blades. Barry looked around. Instinctively he knew that sound. It was the cry of a dog, or a wolf. 
 
      
 
    Every nerve in his body was shouting at him. He became numb with pain as he started to shake again. 
 
      
 
    The howl sounded again, closer this time. Whatever it was, it was just beyond the brush. 
 
      
 
    Barry ran to his car and tried the door. It was locked. He reached into his pocket and searched for the key. There was nothing. Only bits of lint and some change left over from lunch. He looked in through the window and saw the keys were still in the ignition. 
 
      
 
    The howl screamed again. Another thought went through Barry’s head. Was it this thing’s mate? Now his mind was swimming with insane thoughts. In his head men ran like animals through a silent forest and they killed like beasts. They died hard, like monsters. 
 
      
 
    The car. He had to get into the car and get the fuck out of here. He had to go home, get into bed and get to sleep. He had to forget about the swamp and all the mystery it held. But the door was locked. And the keys were inside. 
 
      
 
    A low growl made him turn. There, in the bushes, he saw two yellow eyes looking at him like tiny stars. They were filled with hate. 
 
      
 
    Barry screamed. 
 
      
 
    The monster leaped, and claws ripped his throat open. They were tearing and rending and killing with every stroke. He collapsed against the door with his life spraying everywhere. He gurgled something before his vocal chords were sliced in two. Slowly his brain began to fade but in the final moments he made peace with God. He apologized for killing that man Hal Robson. 
 
      
 
    God was not listening. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Cadillac sat beside the road like a dead cockroach. Its lights were out. The battery had gone dead. Pat could remember when Barry had first bought this car. He was so proud back then. Immediately he had to take all his friends for a ride and they all fit inside easily. They laughed about it, saying that it was a magic coach that would turn back into a pumpkin come dawn. But it never did. 
 
      
 
    The first and final stop that night had been the bar. On the way home Sam puked up a six pack in the backseat. Pat would lay odds that the stain was still there. They were sweet memories that made him smile. They were gone now. 
 
      
 
    All except him. 
 
      
 
    He pulled up behind the vehicle and switched his lights off. Morning would be here soon, but it was still dark, that strange purple darkness that seemed so pretty and dim before the sun rose again. He left his headlights on. This was deep swamp territory. The more lights the better. 
 
      
 
    Pat sat behind the wheel and considered everything he was about to do. He had gone to Barry’s work first, but they told him that he went home. So, Pat took the quickest route there and found this. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he got out of his truck. 
 
      
 
    He unclipped the flashlight and looked around. He shined the light inside and saw that the Cadillac was empty. The doors were locked. The keys were still in the ignition. This was a good sign, he thought to himself. Maybe Barry had gotten out to take a piss and accidentally locked the doors behind him. Then he left for help. It made sense. 
 
      
 
    Only Barry wasn’t that stupid. Why had he stopped in the first place? 
 
      
 
    Pat walked around to the front of the car. There was a stain across the hood. He stuck two fingers into it. They came back sticky. Fresh blood was on his hands. It was still warm. 
 
      
 
    He knelt before the front fender. Hairs were stuck in the grill. They belonged to a dog. That much was obvious. Maybe the blood did, too. Was that what happened? Had Barry hit a stray then, in a panic, locked his keys inside. Now he had gone for help. Maybe. That did not sound like Barry. 
 
      
 
    Pat looked at the gravel by the side of the road. There were prints there, big ones. Barry was a big guy, but not this big. And the prints had scratches at the toes, like claw marks. They were deep, as if the animal stood on two legs. 
 
      
 
    He moved further into the swamp. Here the long grass had been crushed and pushed aside. Something large had come through and it had been dragging something behind it. A man? 
 
      
 
    Pat looked in to the woods. He could see shadows moving under the dim moonlight. Somewhere he heard something big, eating something small. Then there was the definite snap of a bone. Quickly he raised the flashlight. 
 
      
 
    The thing looked at him with eyes that glowed yellow in the darkness. It was a massive creature, with long teeth. It was busy eating Barry’s guts.  
 
      
 
    Pat had never been one to turn away from a fight, not even now. At this point he almost welcomed it, and was glad to finally face this, whatever it was. The thing stood up on its hind legs and Pat looked in to its eyes. There was only a single emotion there. Hatred. 
 
      
 
    With a low growl the thing flew forward. Pat’s hands fumbled for the gun at his side and managed to get it out. He pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    The beast jerked to the side and crunched in the gravel. Pat pointed the gun, ready to take another shot but it was too late. The monster was up. And on him. 
 
      
 
    Both fell, and Pat found himself wrestling with a bloody bag of fur. He tried to get it off and get free, but it was impossible. The creature was all steel sinew and it fought with a primordial fury that no civilized man could combat. Pat looked in to the thing’s mouth and got the gun up, wedging it between the teeth. The creature shook its head and kicked backwards, off him. It bit down on the gun and Pat heard something wet snap over the snarling of the monster. 
 
      
 
    The beast howled and fell away from him. It scampered off into the woods, still wailing. The bayou swallowed it whole as Pat rolled to his feet. The swamp was quiet. 
 
      
 
    Pat looked at Barry’s corpse. There was not much left. His neck was torn and the head almost stripped free of the body, but his eyes were still there. They were looking at him.  
 
      
 
    Pat knelt and closed them. Then he went back to his patrol car. He knew where he had to be. Where he had to go. The thing was waiting for him. He knew where. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    So was it. Even after all these years it was still here. It stood at the edge of the marsh, barely. The casual eye might see a loosely thrown collection of boards and sticks, not a place where a man could live comfortably. But he had lived here. In this old shack at the edge of a bog lived a man named Hal Robson. He had lived here until they killed him. 
 
      
 
    “Do you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    The swamp was silent. Pat listened but there were no bugs. No birds. Not a sound. The sun was coming up. The creatures should have been awakening. But there was only silence. 
 
      
 
    It was eerie and put a clump of fear in his hardened chest. He held the flashlight and waited. Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    “I’m waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Because he deserved this. He deserved it. They all did. They had killed a perfectly good human. They had taken the life of a man who was not afraid of hard work or chances or pain. And why? Because Hal had a good job waiting for him in California that Barry wanted. Because Hal had a woman that Hank had wanted. Because Hal had a life that Pat wanted. And Sam ... he was just along for the ride. 
 
      
 
    “She’s not here.” 
 
      
 
    Pat turned at the hiss. It was barely human but somehow, he could make out the words. The snake crawled from the lowest limb of a tree, arching its body around the branch like some sort of strange cork screw. Pat looked at it. The night had been long. Was this really happening. 
 
      
 
    “Then where is she?” 
 
      
 
    “Where she has been since that night,” the snake replied. “Out in California. She went there because she wanted to get out of the swamp. She wanted to get away from people like you.” 
 
      
 
    He held the mag-light like a club. Talking snake or not it was about to get its head bashed in. 
 
      
 
    A sinister laugh echoed between his ears. The snake as unafraid. Why should it be? It was the master of all evil. 
 
      
 
    “So, who’s been doing it?” Pat asked. “Who’s been killing my friends?” 
 
      
 
    “She opened a door before she left. She named names. She left a gift for all of you. In that time, it has been gaining in power and strength. Finally, the juju was strong enough to enact vengeance.” 
 
      
 
    “Vengeance,” Pat nodded. “And me? How will I die?” 
 
      
 
    “Know that she has named you. You are the Drowning Man.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no water around here,” Pat replied. 
 
      
 
    Again, the snake laughed, that hideous reptilian sound. It looked at him with those beautiful unblinking eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You are standing in quicksand.” 
 
      
 
    1991 
 
    La Canada, California 
 
      
 
    Harem of the Dead 
 
      
 
    It was another Friday night and therefore time to make another kill. This was just the place to do it. All the teen-agers in town came to Look Out Point. They came to sit and Look Out at the moon and neck in their cars. He could remember this place from back when he was in high school. All the kids would talk about it. Everything that happened at Look Out Point over the weekend circled the school like bad gossip. 
 
      
 
    He could remember stories of pregnancies and breakups. He made detailed lists in his head of the girls who went all the way and the boys who had small cocks. Who swallowed and who only liked to hug. There were girls who used their tongues. He knew all of them. He knew all about them.  
 
      
 
    But he had never been invited here, and he had not been to school in a long time. Still the memories were there. On nights like tonight he could still see the girls dressed in their tight and sexy outfits for summer. They were always with their stupid obnoxious boyfriends. And tonight, they would be his. 
 
      
 
    They would all belong to him. 
 
      
 
    This was his life. He was waiting for death. Because when he died they would really be his. The Zodiac Killer had said that once in a letter to the police and it had always stuck with him. In the afterlife all the people he had killed would become his slaves. Was this true? He did not know but he wanted to find out. 
 
      
 
    The Zodiac Killer had not been heard from in years. And now, San Francisco had a new mass murderer. Twelve women already belonged to him. Tonight, he would score at least one more. This was going to be a mission with surgical precision and he knew his territory well. Intimately. He was on a first name basis with every stone and shrub. He knew exactly where the kids would park and knew all the best shadows to hide in. 
 
      
 
    Look Out Point was on a silent little ridge that overhung one of the best surfing spots in the California. Only the big wave surfers ever paddled out there, unlike the smaller waves closer to Los Angeles. It was insanity to head out there. It was insanity to stay here. 
 
      
 
    The fog had rolled in, like a cold gray veil drawn over the face of the city. But the cars were still here. Some were bouncing up and down very hard.  
 
      
 
    “No!” Marcy cried aloud and jumped out of Chester’s Buick. “Leave me alone!” 
 
      
 
    “What the Hell, babe?” Chester shouted at her. “Get back in the fucking car!” 
 
      
 
    “Not a chance,” she said and huddled up in her sweater. It was a cold night. It was a dark night. She had agreed to come out here because Chester was cute, and he had a letterman’s jacket. Marcy dreamed of wearing a letterman’s jacket. 
 
    She had always wanted to belong to someone. 
 
      
 
    But not like this. She was not ready to become someone’s sexual slave. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, I just want to talk.” 
 
      
 
    “You only want to talk with your pants down,” she told him smartly. It was something her mother would have said had she been in this situation. 
 
      
 
    With that she turned and started walking down the road. It was a cold night and her sweater was thin. Her body shivered.  
 
      
 
    He watched her walk down the road. She was pretty, like the girls from high school. Very pretty with her short chocolate colored hair and large bosom. In a pair of tight denim jeans her hips looked good. She would be a perfect addition to his growing harem. He would keep her on a leash in Heaven and she would do everything he wanted whenever he wanted. 
 
      
 
    She never saw him, only felt a shadow fall on her body. She turned only to see the tall fat man behind her. He was wearing a potato sack over his head and he was holding a gun. 
 
      
 
    “Boo,” the killer whispered. She screamed as he took out the gun and fired once. He got her. Right between the eyes. Pride flowed through him. Another perfect shot. All those ROTC classes had paid off. Now he had another slave to add to his harem. 
 
      
 
    “Hold it,” someone else shouted. Somewhere another gun was cocked and loaded. He could feel the barrel pointed at him. 
 
      
 
    And there was light. Instantly the area was flooded with light. It was bright enough to destroy the eyes and invite confusion. The killer looked around, blinded. 
 
      
 
    The police had him surrounded. 
 
      
 
    “Drop the gun, now!” a cop said through a bull horn. His voice was loud, the way God’s voice is in old movies. But no. God or not he was not going to die without his gun. 
 
      
 
    So, he lifted it up and opened fire. Only the police were faster. The bullets sliced him to ribbons and his bloody carcass collapsed to the ground. The potato sack was now filled with his brains. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The world was white. The world was innocent. Yes, he knew this place because he had been here before. In his dreams he visited often. And he always knew that he would come again. This was the place where everyone ended up eventually. 
 
      
 
    It was the afterlife. Finally, after all this time, he had made it. And his slaves were here. A little army of beautiful angels who were waiting to do his bidding. The first one stepped forward. She was a tall girl. He could remember her from the other world. She still had her braces on, but she was so beautiful. He could remember killing her. That had been a good night. He had sliced her jugular open with a sharp knife and almost took the head right off. Part of him wanted to keep it for a souvenir.  
 
      
 
    “I am here,” she said with a tentative, delicate smile. “I’ve been waiting.” 
 
      
 
    With a smile of his own he lifted her chin up to get a better look at her face. He had not really seen her in the other world. The night had been too dark. He saw the scar running across her throat. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said, stepping away from her. “No.” It made him sick. 
 
      
 
    Then he turned and saw the others in his harem. They were all ruined in death and mutilated beyond hope. There was Marcy with that bullet in her forehead. It was still bleeding. 
 
      
 
    “No!” he shouted again. “No!” But it was too late. His dead seraglio wanted him. They were waiting to please him in every way possible. 
 
      
 
    1992 
 
    La Canada, California 
 
      
 
    Majesty 
 
      
 
    From the top of the highest building in the city he looked down at the sharp concrete below. It was a long drop, but he felt no fear. Anyone who noticed him might mistake him for a suicide victim. Maybe he was suffering from future shock. He was standing very close to the edge. A good gust of wind could tear him right off. But he was not about to jump. Nothing could make him jump. He was only watching. 
 
      
 
    Looking down they were like ants. Long streams of people flowed into the city. Entire rivers of bodies moved into that city that was starting to resemble an anthill itself. Ants. He thought about it and realized that he had done this. He had created these hills of dirt made of concrete. He had changed them. He had based them upon the ants he used to torture as a child. 
 
      
 
    It was the best idea he ever had. They moved in perfect unison. Everything ran the way it was supposed to. This was how a society should look. Somewhere below one of them tripped. He watched the man fall and saw his briefcase hit the cement. It broke open and the leather ripped. Pieces of paper went everywhere like a group of birds unleashed from a magician’s sleeve. No one helped him and so the man floundered there, grabbing at his papers and trying to get up at the same time. The flow did not stop. 
 
      
 
    But the line did fluctuate. People who had previously been so sure and so calm were now confused. They had been shoved away from the graces of reality now moved about haphazardly, trying to find their way back into line. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” he whispered. “You can do it. You can overcome.” But his words sounded hollow. Was the line too broken? No. They could do this. He had created them to do this. 
 
      
 
    Technology was in place to deal with this sort of thing. The moment the line had gone off kilter music started to play. It was soft, like the sort of music they used to play in elevators. But it was demanding. It needed order. Follow the notes, he thought. Follow the notes. 
 
      
 
    He watched as the people got back into rhythm. Even the guy who had fallen was lifted by unseen strings. They began to dance. 
 
      
 
    Strangers took one another in loving arms and twirled for a few steps. They breathed together. They moved together. Their hearts beat together until the song came to an end and they broke off. The line had been re-forged. They moved on to the offices where they would spend their day working. Perfect. It was too perfect. 
 
      
 
    Majestic 13 turned his back on utopia. He should be happy. How could he not take some small amount of pride in this, his greatest achievement? His accomplishments could be seen from space. He had left his mark on this planet. He had created the perfect world and the perfect society to go with that world. The people were pieces, fitting into their places like a puzzle. In his world no one wanted for anything and everyone did what was expected of them. And the human animal lumbered on like the unstoppable beast that it was. It could not be killed. 
 
      
 
    Then she walked in. 
 
      
 
    His wife was the only one with access to the penthouse. She was the only one who could just walk in like that. She wore what all women wore, a soft uniform that merely hinted at sexual desire. And if she had not been close to him it would not have even hinted. The ants below did not get women like her. They did not deserve it. 
 
      
 
    Her gray skirt and coat hid the stifling white blouse underneath. In her perfect little hands, she held a small computer monitor that was linked to all parts of the world. It was an incredibly powerful device, despite its size. 
 
      
 
    Carson was not his only love interest, but she was his eyes and ears in this world. She made the decisions if he needed to get involved or not. “How are you today, Mr. Williams?” 
 
      
 
    “Quaid Williams is dead,” he told her for the hundredth time and turned his back on her. Why did she persist in calling him by that old name? Possibly the same reason he persisted in claiming that he was dead. 
 
      
 
    “You will always be Quaid Williams to me,” she purred. Majestic 13 was reminded of the time he told her his real name. It had happened, once, while they were in bed. He had regret it ever since. 
 
      
 
    She leaned in to kiss his cheek gently. A smear of lipstick remained as she drew back. A look of shock crossed her face. His cheek had been ice cold. Maybe he was dead. 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong?” Majestic 13 asked, wiping the lipstick off his face. He felt it there like a blemish and he was supposed to be perfect. That was one of the things he hated about Carson. She was always trying to make him feel human. 
 
      
 
    “No,” she stammered and smiled quickly. “No. Everything is perfect. I just wanted to see you. I’ve missed you.” 
 
      
 
    “Your emotions frighten me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why should they? You used to feel emotion. Once.” 
 
      
 
    “They are better off gone,” he shook his head. “People do not need emotions. Emotions can sometimes kill. They only interfere.” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot argue,” she nodded. “You’ve turned the world into a giant clock. Everything in its place. Everything turning. And you put it all together. A simple act, for someone with your intelligence.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Very simple.” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell between them. It was a silence that he liked. The silence was just that. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry!” Carson suddenly screamed across the apartment. “How many times do I have to say it? I Am Sorry!” 
 
      
 
    “Watch yourself,” Majestic 13 said, warning her in frozen tones. “Any more emotional outbursts like that and I will start to administer the pills.” 
 
      
 
    “The pills,” she mused. She knew what he was talking about. The pills that he had created to keep everyone in line. The people loved the pills. The pills kept them docile and comfortable. The pills stole all their emotions leaving nothing behind. The pills were all they were. 
 
      
 
    The idea of them frightened her to no end. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she finally relented. 
 
      
 
    “I had a job to do,” he argued. “You don’t know what it was like before. There were wars and poverty. People starved in the streets and fought with their neighbors. There was no control, only anarchy! It was terrifying!” 
 
      
 
    Now he wondered if he should administer some pills for himself. Whenever he thought about the world before ... 
 
      
 
    Cold terror washed over him. 
 
      
 
    “We all have jobs to do,” she said softly. “And I forgive you. I do. You’ve made the world a better place. Without you we would all be doomed.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean that?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you love me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    He went back to the window and looked out. Night was coming quickly. “I want you to leave,” he told her. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I have things to do,” he spoke in a frustrated tone. Why did he have to explain himself to her? Did he love her? No. He was incapable of such things. 
 
      
 
    Carson nodded. She left the penthouse with her little computer. After a few steps she was out of sight and out of mind. 
 
      
 
    Majestic 13 looked at the stars, like he always did. One of the first things he had done was stop the space race. The humans were not meant for the stars. There was nothing there for them. Besides, man would only corrupt them. 
 
      
 
    It had been easy to do. Mankind no longer dreamed of the stars. They were content with what they had, and their own planet was all that they needed. Especially if that planet moved in perfect unison with the rest of the cosmos. And the only way to move in unison was by remaining self-contained. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly one of the stars shifted out of line. Majestic 13 watched it without surprise. He saw it swirl and descend. It floated between the buildings and his eyes grew narrow. 
 
      
 
    No. It could not be. But it was. He recognized it. He had dreamed of it all his life. It was even cigar shaped, like the classic UFO’s from his childhood comic books. 
 
      
 
    It hovered just outside his window. Or course they had come for him. Who else would they come for? A door slid open and tiny creatures stepped out. They walked on air. 
 
      
 
    “I have been waiting for you,” Majestic 13 told them, trying to keep all excitement out of his voice. It would not be right to show emotion now. He needed to prove that he belonged out there in the cold heartless depths of space. 
 
      
 
    “You do not belong here,” they said with their minds. “We can show you the universe. We can show you everything that you were meant to see. All you have to do is come with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Majestic said, and he stepped out. 
 
      
 
    Then fell three hundred stories to his death. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Carson slumped against the wall in the hallway and started to cry. In the room beyond the man who had brought peace to the world was now dead, a victim of his own desires. He had told her those desires in confidence, one night during a bout of lovemaking. He had trusted her with his deepest desire. 
 
      
 
    He had made a mistake. 
 
      
 
    She did not want to do it. She told them that she did not want to do it. But she had to. She had to. 
 
      
 
    Quickly she punched an access code into her little computer. The monitor switched on. There was the insignia of the resistance. A bird with a limp weed in one claw and sharp spears in the other.  
 
      
 
    “He is gone,” she typed. “It is time.” 
 
      
 
    2007 
 
    Tujunga, California 
 
      
 
    The Broken 
 
      
 
    All the drugs of his youth had returned to haunt him. He could feel those drugs still coursing through his veins. They were in his body. They were everywhere and everything. All those immature experiments from his teen-age years were represented here, in this pain. 
 
      
 
    All those parties represented by the lines of his face. All those substances he had partaken were etched into his eyes. His nose was cracked. His cheeks were sinking. He looked like an old man and he was sober. 
 
      
 
    The drugs were still here. They sat like trolls underneath his spine and focused in his mind, twisting it for their toll. They waited. They lurked. They had been patient but now the time had finally come. They had spent so long waiting for him to get soft. And Garrit Simpson was soft. 
 
      
 
    Especially in the morning. In the morning glow, long before his body was beaten and tenderized by the day, he could see it. It was soft like moist clay. It was waiting to be shaped and tormented, pushed and pulled by the job until he resembled some sort of weird art project made by a fourth grader to give to his mother. An ash tray or a coffee cup, mutated by tiny fingers. 
 
      
 
    How soft can a man get? he asked himself. Then he stared into the mirror and knew the answer. He examined himself, as clear and concise as any doctor. He looked at his bald head. It was like a melon at the end of his neck, complete with moles and scabs. He stared at the stubble poking out from his cheeks and chin like trees after a brush fire, matching the thick black hairs coming out of his nose. He saw the fat pudgy growth around his waist and his thin legs that were also covered with hair. Hair. He had hair everywhere but on his head. 
 
      
 
    The urgent wisps of dark were smeared all over his chest. And his nose was long. It was caked with snot. Past that snot he could still smell the night, the dirty sheets lingering against his skin. There was the strong sticky scent of sweat. There was the decay of unrepressed flatulence. And red. His skin was mocked and moddled with red, as if he had been clawed by a strange monster in the night. 
 
      
 
    Garrit Simpson looked in to the mirror and it felt like he was having an acid flashback. Once again, he was on the worst trip of his life. 
 
      
 
    The trip had no name. He had gone beyond to see it all. On that trip every cliché Hollywood has to offer danced before his eyes. He had seen the walls bleed. He listened to them vibrate as they breathed in their last few breaths before dying. He had walked with Jesus Christ and he had believed in God. He had been raped by the Devil until his asshole bled. Every single bad thing that had ever happened to him was right there in his mind. It unspooled like tape from a broken cassette and splayed out so that he could feel it all over again. 
 
      
 
    It was a painful thing, that trip. It had changed his life. But had he changed for the better? Garrit Simpson looked at himself in the mirror and wondered. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the toaster popping snapped him out of the flashback. He was shoved back into the modern world, the real world. A dim piece of him, a piece that had no voice and therefore could utter no opinion, was sad to be back. 
 
      
 
    In another hour Garrit Simpson would be at his desk. He had to shave first and wrap a tie around his neck. He would need to eat breakfast. In the kitchen he could hear his wife’s soft shoes scraping at the linoleum tile. She was up early and already slaving away at a hot stove to make pancakes for the children. They would not eat unless she flipped them just right and the sounds of batter popping filled the small home. 
 
      
 
    And there were the children themselves, beating at the kitchen table with their forks and knives in some obscene rhythm that he was too old to understand. They had already begun to learn the popular songs of the day and repeated them endlessly to create a slow form of torment. It had a good beat, he just could not bring himself to dance to it. 
 
      
 
    Garrit combed whatever hair was left on his head. He pulled on his slacks and shirt and decided that he could not face them. Not today. So, he grabbed his briefcase and set himself like a wind sprinter. He shot through the kitchen like a bullet. 
 
      
 
    Quick glimpse of his wife. Splash of his children. “I don’t have time for breakfast,” he mumbled and slipped on his tie. He adjusted his shirt and gave his wife a peck on the cheek, tasting the slight salt taste of morning sweat, and then he was headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to be at work for another forty-five minutes,” she called after him. He stopped but did not turn to face her. If he looked at her he would lose. “You really should eat something.” 
 
      
 
    Fucking bitch. 
 
      
 
    “I told Smith I would be in early today,” he muttered then finally turned around. “Bye honey. Bye kids.” He smiled briefly without any heart and then he was out the door. Into the cold morning sun. 
 
      
 
    Once he was finally outside he took a deep breath. Garrit stared up at the blue sky and held his briefcase in a trembling, nervous hand. So cold. The world was so cold. Why did it feel so cold? It felt like a hang-over but he hadn’t put anything illegal into his body in years. He had a wife. He had children. There were two cars in his driveway and a mortgage payment to meet every month. Inside the house he had a new television set that he never got to watch. He had everything he wanted. He had everything he dreamed of. 
 
      
 
    So why did he feel so alone? Why did he feel so empty? Why did he feel as if he had nothing? Why was he so tired of dreaming? 
 
      
 
    With hate in his eyes he looked at the road that promised to take him to work. It was already filled with cars. The road was choked with people all rushing to different places that were the same. 
 
      
 
    He thought about his life before. Back then if you didn’t have a car you rode the rails. The train was always free. Or you hitch hiked. That was a good way to meet people. It was also an excellent way to get laid. Back then being unemployed was the coolest thing you could be. It was a way of life and, more important, it was a way to live. 
 
      
 
    Now he was looking at the car that would take him to work. It was ugly, but it ran smooth. It had a small engine, but it would get him to work and back without fail. It could also take him away from here, far way. 
 
      
 
    Where would he go? He thought about New York. He had always wanted to see New York. And he thought about Canada. There was supposed to be porn over there the likes of which he had never seen. Porn and the rumors of porn. 
 
      
 
    Only Garrit Simpson was late for work and there was no time to dream. He got into his car and left. He would be back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Another long day of work had come to an end. Garrit stood in the shadows of his driveway and enjoyed a cigarette. His wife did not like him smoking. She was so proud of him when he quit. Even the children were proud of him. 
 
      
 
    They never even knew that he had started again only a few days after. Maybe they were just being naive. After all, they had to smell it on his clothes and on his breath. But then, he didn’t kiss them much anymore. 
 
      
 
    Why had he started again? To deal with the pressures of work was the text book answer. That was the answer he gave himself. Yeah, smoking was bad, but he didn’t want to live forever. He didn’t even want to live to see tomorrow. The truth was he simply missed having something destructive inside his body. It felt good to be dying. It meant that there would be an ending. Someday. 
 
      
 
    Garrit looked in to the window of his own home like a thief. It was like watching a weird collection of fish in a tank, seeing his family in there. The children were playing in front of the television, not even watching it. They were always playing. They were always laughing. Then there was his boring wife in the kitchen, cooking dinner. She was always cooking. She was always cleaning. 
 
      
 
    He did not want to go inside. He stood and wanted to run. He wanted to grab a pair of jeans and some good sneakers then hit the road and disappear forever. Just head for somewhere, his brain whispered. Anywhere. 
 
      
 
    But what would they do? Would she get a job? Would she find another husband? Would she try to support the children herself? 
 
      
 
    No. Garrit knew his wife. She lived inside of this house and never left. He was their only tie to the rest of the world. And he knew that leaving them was practically handing them a death sentence. He hated them, but he did not want to see them die. Death was too good for them. He wanted his death to be a lonely thing. He did not want to meet them on the other side. 
 
      
 
    So, he took another long pull on his grit and looked at the stars. Tonight, they seemed very far away. He dreamed of looking at these same stars but from somewhere else. They were clouded by the smoke billowing from his mouth. 
 
      
 
    The stars began to dance. 
 
      
 
    He watched them frolic and spin then fall from the sky. Tiny pin pricks of light surrounded him. They collected and assembled and stared back at him with glowing eyes. What was happening? 
 
      
 
    Garrit sucked at his cigarette and assumed it was an acid flashback. What else could it be? Then one of the stars zipped in close and he could feel the heat on his face. It touched him on the nose. 
 
      
 
    The cigarette tumbled from his lips into the damp grass. 
 
      
 
    “We can help you.” 
 
      
 
    The voice went right into his ear even though stars do not talk. He could feel tendrils of thought coasting around in his mind like a drifting idea. Listening to it was like smoking some good pot.  
 
      
 
    “We want to be human.” 
 
      
 
    It was an offering. The deal was on the table and he knew it was a deal because he could see it very clearly in his mind. These aliens would become him. They would be Garrit Simpson and the real Garrit Simpson ... 
 
      
 
    He could be anything. He could go anywhere he wanted. He would finally be free and leave behind someone to take his place in the family. 
 
      
 
    Garrit lit another cigarette and looked at them. “Can I come back?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the whisper said like steam shooting out of a broken pipe. “Return when you wish. We only want your life for a short time.” 
 
      
 
    “No deal.” Because Garrit knew he would never come back. They knew it, too. They had to. They were in his brain. 
 
      
 
    “Then you don’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. He agreed. 
 
      
 
    The collection shifted and sparkled with joy. “Give blood to us. Tasty DNA.” 
 
      
 
    They wanted blood? That was weird. But it was worth it to finally be free. Sacrifices had to be made. He looked at his wife’s prized roses. She loved them, even though the Mexican gardener deserved all the credit. He plucked a nice big one with a very sharp thorn and shoved his thumb into it. 
 
      
 
    Like a child proud of his first shit he turned around and showed the star collective the tiny droplet of blood. They swarmed around it like a precious ruby and he heard them giggle. 
 
      
 
    A cosmic tongue reached out. The giggle turned into a scream. 
 
      
 
    Garrit felt all the blood rush from his body. Instantly he was deflated, and his skin clung to his bones. He fell and felt himself dig into the soft grass. Somehow, he managed to look up. 
 
      
 
    The blood was pouring from him. It danced like a beautiful woman before him. DNA. The make-up of the human body. Genetics. All that science crap he slept through in high school. Around him the star collective the blood congealed and solidified. Warm bones were formed then organs. Skin and hair, a face. The blood smeared and turned into muscle and toe-nails and teeth and everything else that made a human being a human being. 
 
      
 
    It was like looking into a mirror. He was standing over himself. 
 
      
 
    “You can leave now.” 
 
      
 
    The being formerly known as Garrit Simpson nodded. A shell of a man shambled away into the night. He had to stop at the liquor store and get cigarettes. 
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