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Chapter
One






It was late at night, when
the tall man found his next victim. 


For some reason, the
runaways and homeless were scarce that night. Perhaps the cold kept them off
the streets, perhaps it was the threat of snowfall before the night was done.
Heavy grey clouds obscured the moon, making the streets even darker than usual,
without even the meager light of the moon. A viciously cold wind knifed down
the street, slicing through coat and shirt alike. He stood staring up at the
cloudy sky where the moon should have been, long coat fluttering behind him
like wings. Then he seemed to stiffen, like a dog that's scented something on
the wind. He turned and looked behind him, seeing a boy coming down the street.



The boy was obviously a
runaway, clad in layers of tattered clothes. He strode quickly, hands shoved
deep in his pockets, seeming like he had burrowed down into the layers of
cloth. He didn't even glance at the tall man as he passed, staring down at the
sidewalk.


Finally, the tall man
thought, lips curling in a smile. He called out to the boy:


"Boy. Come
here."


The boy froze. He spun
around, only now seeming to notice the man on the sidewalk, eyes wide. Then he
snorted. "Yeah. As if. I might be a runaway, but I'm not stupid. Or
gay."


The tall man snorted.
"What gave you the impression I mean you harm? Or that I'm asking for a
sexual favour? If I was, I'd be in a different part of town, would I not?"


The boy shrugged.
"How the hell should I know?" He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his
back pocket and shook one out. "Sorry, dude. I'm out."


The boy walked on down the
street, thinking that was the last he'd see of the tall man. Hands still deep
in his coat pockets, he wandered down the street, hoping to find some late
night walker with cash in his pockets. He had to eat tonight, but that took
cash. Perhaps someone would pay for it, whether they were willing to or not.
Sticky fingers had always been his curse and blessing. Of course, it was so
late and so cold he doubted he would find anyone dumb enough to be on the
streets. Yeah, dumb like me, he thought ruefully. He took a drag on the
cigarette and blew the smoke out his nose.


He didn't hear the man
approaching until it was too late.


"Boy."


"Holy--" The boy
whirled around, coming face-to-face with the tall man from the alley. "Goddamn,
what the hell? Scared the hell out of me! I told you, no!"


"This is your last
chance, boy. Do you want to go quietly or screaming for mercy?"


The boy was about to make
some smart reply, but he stopped. He stared at the man, mouth open like a fish.
He thought he'd seen something glittering in the man's hand, some sort of wire.
Belatedly he remembered all the newspapers during the day shouting about a
serial killer who strangled his victims with some sort of wire, who targeted
runaways and homeless people, people no one would look twice for. He looked at
the man, fear now beginning to show in his eyes through the false bravado. He
broke and ran, sprinting down the street.


The man gave chase, long
legs quickly catching him up to the boy.


"Get the hell away
from me!" the boy shouted, clearly panicking. He ran like a frightened
rabbit, ducking down into an alley in an attempt to confuse his pursuer. 


Wrong move. 


The man had been hoping
he'd do just that. Clearly he knew the city's alleys better than the boy did.


The alley ended with a
brick wall. "You've got to be kidding me!" the boy wailed. "What
is this, some crappy crime movie?" 


There was a step on the
concrete behind him. He spun and found the tall man standing in the mouth of
the alley.


"I offered you the
chance to go quietly," he called to the boy. "You still can." He
advanced to the boy.


The boy, still scared,
shook his head. "W-what do you want from me?" he stammered. 


The man stretched a length
of wire between his hands. "Your life," he replied quietly. Faster
than the boy could react, he'd rushed behind him and twisted the wire around
his neck.


"Ggghk!" The
boy's hands went up to the wire cutting into his neck, trying desperately to
work it loose. The man was almost preternaturally strong; within moments he'd
lifted the boy from the ground. The boy's legs kicked uselessly, flailing
against the man's knees. One kick landed on the man's shin, but he ignored this
brief pain, focusing instead on the way the boy's struggles grew more frantic
as his life started to leave him. The thin wire was starting to bite into the
boy's neck and fingers, beads of blood welling up along the wire and slipping
down his neck. Then his struggles slowed, the legs kicking less frantically,
the fingers grasping at the wire less strong. Finally they ceased altogether. 


The tall man dropped the
boy's body to the ground, looking at it with a disinterested air. It was no
longer a person, no longer the boy he had pursued into the alley in the first
place. It was now just a thing, just a lump of meat and tissue. It was no
longer interesting. The death, that was what fascinated him; no one died the
same. The last one he'd killed had gone fighting; he still had a cut on the
inside of his arm from the knife the thing had been carrying. But this boy...
he hadn't been interesting at all; he'd lost his nerve once he'd realized what
the man's intent had been. What a waste. He only allowed himself one kill per
night, and this one had been extremely boring. 


He sighed, unwinding the
wire from the boy's neck and tucking it into his pocket. Perhaps tomorrow's
would be more interesting. For now... well, he had to dispose of this thing.
The river tonight, he hadn't left one there in a while. He sighed and picked up
the body, glad the river was so close to the alley.


He didn't bother weighting
the body down with stones before dumping it. He watched it swirl downstream in
the fierce current, snow beginning to fall, dusting his hair and shoulders. No
one would ever trace the kill to him, he knew. He also knew that there was
always the slightest chance someone would, hence his removal of the murder
weapon, but there was no way to trace it back to him. He knew of too many
killers throughout history that hadn't been caught: Zodiac, even if Robert
Graysmith had figured it out in the end, Jack the Ripper, Jack the Stripper,
although he hated to associate himself with that man. Who killed with fellatio
anyway? But nevertheless, none of them had been caught, and he believed, he
knew, that his moniker, which the police had given him, would go down among
them.


He would go down in
criminal history, in those ranks of never-caught killers, those criminal
geniuses who proved too clever for law enforcement.


* *
*


"Excellent,
excellent, excellent! Felix, you've done it again!"


Felix Adler smiled
slightly. "You're too kind, Mr. West," he murmured, crossing his legs
and lacing his thin fingers together. His smile failed to reach his pale blue
eyes, which remained both cold and contemptful behind his wireframe glasses. His
British accent failed, as usual, to disguise his utter disdain for the man
across from him. Who, as usual, ignored this.


His editor laughed loudly,
a donkey's bray in the small office. "Ever the humble one, I see! Glad to
see success hasn't turned your head, m'boy!" He slapped his palm against
the manuscript laying on his desk, a thick sheaf nearly two inches high.
"I don't know how you do it! Your murderer, Desmond Blake, ooh, he gives
me the chills! I'd hate to meet him in a dark alley some rainy night!"


"Then I have clearly
done my job well, no?"


West laughed again. The
two were an interesting study in contrast: calm, cool Felix, looking as sombre
as usual in his dark shirt and trousers, elegantly folded into the
uncomfortable chair, and loud, garrulous Mr. West, whose tastes ran more to the
gaudy and the tasteless in his obnoxious shirts and horrible paisley-patterned
neckties. Felix seemed to present an image and aura of a time gone by, when men
put just as much attention into their appearance as women. The long black bangs
sweeping across his brow and occasionally into his eyes gave him a somewhat
effete look, as did his slim frame and ponytail, but anyone who saw him knew,
somehow, that there was little confusion to his gender: he was as obviously male
as a football player with a crew-cut and barrel-chest.


Mr. West, on the other
hand, gave the impression that he had stopped for a moment somewhere in the mid
sixties, and never started again. Felix had long since mastered the art of
ignoring West's ties, which inevitably clashed horribly with his shirt, lest he
risk a migraine. Although West had played sports in college, he had gone so far
to seed he might as well have been putting down roots and sprouting. He was a
hard man to tolerate, not in the least because of his unfortunate fashion
choices. His overly cheerful manner and loud voice set most people's teeth on
edge, and Felix was no exception. Some people were well aware of the effect
they had on others; Felix, for instance, knew his cold demeanor frightened or
unnerved most people. West, on the other hand, was highly detestable and had no
clue. However, West was a necessary evil; for all his personal faults, he was a
peerless editor.


It would have been a bad
idea for Felix to kill him.


West flipped through the
manuscript, not exactly seeking a particular place, but aimless flipping. He
favoured Felix with a broad, toothy grin that he believed had a positive effect
on people. Felix thought it made him look like a horse. "Felix, let me
tell you, I would not be surprised if you wind up in the ranks of Agatha
Christie and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Your Desmond Blake novels are easily as
good as theirs, and Desmond Blake himself should be just as popular as Sherlock
Holmes someday."


Felix chuckled coolly.
"I would not presume that, Mr. West. Holmes is, after all a force for
good. I prefer to think of Desmond as being more like Hannibal Lecter."


West laughed again. Felix
resisted the urge to strangle him and stifle that irritating bray once and for
all. He figured it would be justified; in fact, he'd be saving people from this
tedious man. "I can see where you're going with that one!" He lifted
the heavy manuscript and placed it in his To Do bin. "Yes, indeed, this
will be a bestseller. Like all the rest, I suppose." He looked cautiously
at Felix, knowing the other man was rather touchy with his novels. "But I
was wondering..."


Felix cocked an eyebrow as
the man hesitated. "Yes? Have you a suggestion? You're my editor, you are
allowed to make them."


"Well, Felix, I was
wondering if maybe Desmond should get caught someday. I mean, after all, don't
you think the readers would like to see him brought to justice? I mean, most
people who read mystery novels expect the bad guy to get caught in the
end."


A hard look came into
Felix's eyes. "I must respectfully disagree," he replied coldly.
"My readers are not most people, and my mystery novels are not most
mystery novels. I consider myself a little more realistic than they, if only
because I show that sometimes, the good guy does not always win. In fact, in
real life, the good guy never wins."


He rose from his chair and
went to stand at West's window, staring out at the city below. "Most
people, Mr. West, are greedy, arrogant, vain, and self-serving. There is a
reason Hannibal Lecter is one of the most popular characters of all time, and
it is not just because of Anthony Hopkins' excellent screen portrayals. The
same can be said of Darth Vader, of that one video game villain, what's his
name, Sephiroth. People like villains. They might, in public, say that they're
horrible, that they would never do anything like that, and the vast majority of
them wouldn't. But deep down, they're cheering him on. They want Hannibal
Lecter to eat that census taker's liver. They want Darth Vader to blow up the
planet. And they want Sephiroth to burn down that little town."


He turned to West, mouth
set grimly. "People want the villain to win. And I give them that in
Desmond Blake. I will never write about him getting caught until people change,
until people are no longer so foul. And if history is any indication, they
never will change. And so Desmond will keep killing and keep evading the
law."


West swallowed. Ordinarily
Felix was like a smooth, frozen lake: cold and impossible to disturb. But West's
suggestion that Desmond be captured seemed to have touched a raw nerve; he'd
never seen Felix so annoyed or animated before. Perhaps he'd had a family
member or something that had been murdered once, and the killer had never been
found.


Instantly, as soon as this
had occurred to the editor, he felt sorry for the tall, thin, glaring man by
his window.


He was, of course, dead
wrong.


"Hey, Felix, I'm
sorry. I had no idea this was so important to you. Forget I said anything,
okay?" West said placatingly, going to stand by Felix. He clapped a hand
on the taller man's shoulder and looked up at him; Felix was far taller than
most men, including West. "You're right, it's far more fun to read about a
villain that never gets caught."


Felix didn't reply, merely
glanced coolly down at West. He strode for the office door, pausing with his
hand on the knob. He turned back to West. "When will the novel be
published?" he asked.


"Soon, it shouldn't
take long. Your books never do."


Felix nodded curtly and
swept from the office. Almost immediately it seemed brighter in there. West
sagged into his chair, putting his face in his hands. None of his other authors
were like Felix; the man was impossible to read. West fumbled in his desk for
his anti-anxiety pills. Felix always seemed to leave a bad feeling in the room,
as if he was hiding deep, dark, impossible secrets. Quite frankly, West felt
Felix was almost exactly like his character Desmond; unsettling,
nerve-wracking, nearly impossible to get along with. The man was too unpredictable.
West gulped down a pair of pills. Perhaps it was getting time to retire. Or at
least give Felix Adler to some arrogant young pup in the office. Or both.


* *
*


Felix stood outside the
office building, the cold wind knifing through his jacket and throwing his hair
into his face. He watched the passerby, trying to guess at their lot in life.
Here was a harried businessman with his tie flapping behind him, a smudge of
red lipstick on his collar: likely cheating on his wife and hurrying to the
office, late from his meeting with his mistress. Here was a man in more layers
than was necessary, all tattered and stained: a homeless man, looking for that
next coin, that next meal, that next whatever. Here was a street punk in ripped
black clothes and safety-pinned fishnet, heavy boots slamming the sidewalk:
probably some spoiled rich kid slumming it, his clothes were too nice, despite
the rips, for him to be a true punk.


He looked away from the
punk to the homeless man shambling down the street. Another victim, perhaps?
No, not today.


He had a novel to start,
he couldn't waste time with some old man. Perhaps Sofia was in her shop, he
needed some more food for his rats. He turned and stepped into the flow of
human traffic, seeming to blend in, but still standing out, and not because of
his height.


While within the crowd
there were adulterers, swindlers, embezzlers, liars, petty thieves, there were
no murderers.


None like Felix.


His fingers itched, and he
could almost feel the piano wire twisted around his fingers into a garrote.
Perhaps he could find time in his day for one killing. After all, that homeless
man had presented himself at an opportune moment; his meeting with West, that
tedious, pompous old fool, had left him irritated as always. He needed to vent somehow,
and if it took some old man, then so be it. He began following the old man. He
slipped his hands into his pockets, noticing then that he'd left his piano wire
at home. How frustrating.


Such was life, though.
Perhaps the old man could wait, if exposure or some other killer didn't get him
first.


He did have a novel to
start, after all.


He continued down the
street, mentally making a note to pay a visit to his sister's shop; he really
did need more food for the ratties. It started to snow lightly, flurries
swirling down the street and chasing everyone along to their various, disparate
destinations.


* *
*


Adler's Pets and Supplies
was a small, well-to-do little pet shop in the city's business district. A bell
jingled merrily somewhere in the back as Felix pushed open the door, snow
blowing in behind him. He stepped into the shop, smelling the various odours
typical of a pet shop. He looked around, taking in, as always, the various
cages and terrariums holding everything from kittens to puppies to parakeets to
chinchillas.


"Be right with
you!" he heard Sofia call from the back of the shop. Felix went over and
stood in front of a cage holding a pair of sleeping kittens within; they both
had silver-ticked fur, looking dusted with ash. Perhaps he would get a pair of
kittens; the rats wouldn't like them, but he did keep them in their own room.
They'd just have to get over themselves.


"Oh... hello,
Felix."


Felix turned to see his
sister's partner, Mary Harker-Adler, walking past him, carrying a large bag of
feed. Mary did not like him, and made no secret of it. Felix, for his part,
tolerated Mary, but he did not like her anymore than she liked him. He
suspected she knew, or thought she knew, of his fondness for piano wire and
giving death. Or, if not specifically, she knew he was hiding something, and
did not, could not, trust him because of it. If Mary hadn't been his sister's
partner, he would have killed her long ago.


"Mary," he
nodded. She did not reply, but continued past him. Felix suppressed a snort.


"Hey, Lix!"
Felix turned to see his sister coming towards him. Sofia Adler was a small,
solid woman, unlike her scarecrow brother, built like a man from her years of
running the pet shop and her and Mary's ranch in the country. She, unlike Mary,
was extremely trusting, and extremely sensitive, particularly to abuse. There
was a white scar just over her left eyebrow from a fight she'd been in as a
child, when she'd beaten some boys who'd been throwing rocks at a kitten. She
smiled, dusting her hands on her jeans. "Here for the rat food? How are
the girls, anyway?"


Felix couldn't hide a
grin; Sofia always asked about people's pets before anything else. "Isa
has a bit of a cold; she keeps sneezing. I had to separate her from the others.
Irene keeps trying to escape, but her lack of opposable thumbs stymies her
every time. I think she's tired of Elias and Isa. And Elias is Elias;
constantly sleeping or eating, the fat, dozy beast."


Sofia laughed. "I've
never known rats with personalities like yours. I see you're looking at those
two kittens; looking to take them home?"


Felix looked back to the
kittens, now awake and meowing at him. They seemed to be begging him with their
emerald eyes.


"Maybe; I'm not sure
how the rats would take to them, though."


Sofia shrugged and said,
"You keep the ratties in a separate room, right? Just keep the cats out.
Go on, Lix, those two have been here a while."


"Sofia, I really
don't know..."


* *
*


Around an hour later,
Felix stepped out of the shop, carrying in one hand bags of cat food, cat
litter, and rat food, and a large cat-carrier in the other. The snow had
increased, falling in earnest now. He sighed.


"How do I let you
talk me into these things?" he asked his sister, who was standing in the
door. "As I recall, I only wanted one rat, but you talked me into
three."


"Props to my powers
of persuasion, I suppose," Sofia replied, grinning. Felix shook his head
in mock despair and headed down the street to his Sebring.


"She's going to end
up in my novel one day," he grumbled to himself, hoisting the bags of food
and litter. The kittens mewled as their carrier got jostled slightly. "So
will you two, if you're not careful."


 


 


 


 


 


 

















Chapter Two


 


 


Nathaniel Fitzroy stepped
out of his black Honda, flinching as the tree dropped snow on his head. He reached
into the back of the car and withdrew his hat, donning it before the tree lost
any more snow on him. He walked to the edge of the river, cursing yesterday's
snowfall and the day's warming trend and the current rainstorm. While still
freezing to be out in, the weather was warm enough to melt the snow from the
trees and send it down on unsuspecting heads, aided by the heavy rain that was
now falling. It was dusk, and evidence would be hard enough to find without the
rain churning the dirt to mud and stirring up the river until it was an opaque
brown, impossible to see through. He stepped through some ferns, soaking his
pants, and found his partner Christopher Marlowe standing under a tree, lit
cigarette already hanging from his lower lip; Nathaniel swore. Christopher only
smoked if a body had been found. He'd been hoping someone had made a mistake.


But apparently not.


"Christopher,"
Nathaniel sighed by way of greeting. "This is just how I wanted to spend
my evening: standing by the side of a river in the slush and mud after a
rainstorm and snowstorm looking at a dead body."


"Well, you won't be
disappointed," Christopher said, tossing the cigarette onto the ground and
stamping on it; Nathaniel hated the smell of cigarettes, it reminded him too
much of his childhood. "Male, Caucasian, probably sixteen or seventeen.
Another runaway."


Nathaniel bit back a
curse. "Just like Martin," he muttered.


"Sorry."
Christopher led the way to the water's edge. "The body was discovered by
some campers about an hour ago; we think the current must have dumped the body
there. Anyway, they found him and called the forest rangers, who then called
us. There's the ranger." Christopher indicated a thickset man in a forest
green raincoat standing off to one side, looking, oddly, both shell-shocked and
annoyed at the same time. "The body seems to have been in the water for
only a short time, so that's a plus."


The area around the river
was blocked off, yellow tape stretched between three trees. There were several
men photographing the body, which was lying half in, half out of the water.
Nathaniel knew what the cause of death would be: strangulation by some thin
cord, with the telltale bruising around the neck.


"The Piano Man again,
I presume?" he sighed.


"Yep. This one's a
runaway too. Missing Persons will start running a search on him as soon as the
autopsy's performed. No I.D., though, so it'll be difficult."


"Fingerprints?"


"The forensics boys
are working on it."


Nathaniel nodded. "So
it's another name in the Piano Man file." He sighed, scratching the back
of his neck. "Alright. I'll notify the parents, if any are found."


"Okay."


The two waited for a
moment until the photographers finished, and then ducked under the tape. The
body was face down, the head pressed into the mud. Weeds were tangled in the
fingers and hair of the corpse, one even twisted around the ear like a peculiar
item of jewelry. The body still wore a tattered leather coat and black jeans,
both of which looked rather the worse for wear, having been in the river. Nathaniel
stood and headed to the trees, breaking off a twig and going back to the body.
He carefully lifted the head, exposing the face and neck. Visible through the
mud were the expected bruises typical of a strangling, the tongue protruding
from swollen lips. Nathaniel winced. At least he hadn't seen his brother like
this; they'd realized who the victim had been before Nathaniel had arrived and
had told him to stay away. He frowned slightly; there was a thin cut around the
neck, where the bruising was the worst.


"Chris. Look at
this," he said. "This is new." Christopher came around behind
him and peered at the cut.


"Huh. What do you
know? Piano Man never cut his victim's necks; think we've got a new boy?"


Nathaniel shrugged.
"Don't know. Could just be an old dog learning new tricks. Serial killers
don't usually change their M.O., though..." He frowned. "Actually, it
doesn't look like this was the cause of death; piano wire is so thin, it'd
probably leave a cut like this if someone pulled hard enough. It could just be
Piano Man in a bad mood."


Christopher shook his
head. "We've gotta find this guy, Nathaniel," he said. "Before
he kills anymore of these kids. I mean, some of them might have families who
miss them at home."


Nathaniel shook his head.
"Not always."


Christopher didn't reply.
He looked over at the ranger. "We should talk to him. The campers too, but
I think the ranger said they hauled out after they called him. Didn't want to
get caught up in a murder investigation. We'll have to track them down."


"Right."
Nathaniel lowered the head again and left the stick next to the body. He called
over a forensic and told him he'd had the stick, and then went with Christopher
to the ranger.


"Ranger Fallon?"
Christopher asked as they approached him. They pulled their badges out of their
pockets and flashed them at the ranger. "Detectives Christopher Marlowe
and Nathaniel Fitzroy. We'd like to ask you a few questions..."


The ranger hoisted his
belt up under his gut and glared at them. "S'pose you have to, don't ya?
Your job, I guess."


"That it is, sir. Can
you tell me how you found the body?"


"Just like
that," the ranger said, squinting in the direction of the body.
Nearsighted, Nathaniel thought. "The campers didn't move it, I think.
Think they stepped on it, though."


Christopher shot Nathaniel
a wry glance and asked, "I didn't say anything earlier, but isn't it a bit
late in the season for campers? I mean, we had snow last night; surely the
campgrounds are closed."


"They are,"
Fallon growled. "They were in an RV, illegally. 'S'why they didn't hang
around after they called me. I can give you their names, if you want 'em.
Busted 'em last year for camping out of season. 'S'trespassin' after
season."


Nathaniel nodded.
"That'd be a great help, thanks. So except for the campers stepping on it,
the body was undisturbed?"


"As undisturbed as a
body in the woods can be, I guess."


"Anything unusual
beforehand? Say, someone wandering where they shouldn't, any suspicious
characters around?"


"No, sir. Just those
damned campers."


The two detectives sighed.
"Thank you, Ranger Fallon, you've been a help. Call us if you think of
anything else," Christopher said. The ranger nodded and continued glaring
at the forensic team.


"What a bloody
hassle," Christopher growled. "Stupid bloody Piano Man. We'd better
catch him quick, Nathaniel, he's driving me bonkers."


Nathaniel nodded.
"That's our job, Chris. We'll get him." He looked towards the body
again, grateful someone had thrown a plastic cover over it already. It reminded
him too much of Martin, when his body had been found. "We'd better."


* *
*


Nathaniel sighed, idly
turning the pages of the scrapbook open on his lap. The pages were covered with
newspaper clippings, handwritten notes, and sundry other odds and ends. On the
cover were written the words "PIANO MAN" in a thick marker. There
were at least three pages devoted to each victim, with five for one Martin
Fitzroy, a seventeen-year-old victim found washed up on the banks of the same
river, not fifty yards from the most recent body.


Nathaniel lingered for a
moment on the first of the Martin Fitzroy pages. "Goddammit,
Marty..." he muttered. "You should have come to me."


Martin Fitzroy was ten
years Nathaniel's junior, and lacked the tough skin and ability to survive that
Nathaniel possessed in great quantities. The abuse of their parents, mostly
verbal but occasionally physical, had affected him far greater than his
brother, and finally, at sixteen, Martin had run away from home, coming to his
brother's city. Perhaps he'd intended to contact Nathaniel, perhaps he just
wanted to get away from their parents. But whatever the reason, he'd come to
the city that would prove his downfall. He'd attracted the eye of the
now-notorious Piano Man, a serial killer that used piano wire to strangle his
victims and then inevitably dumped them in the river. Martin had turned up on
the banks of the river some six months after he'd left home, about two weeks
after he'd been killed.


Nathaniel slammed the book
shut, startling his dog, a Schipperke named Bounce. Bounce jumped up from her
bed and barked at Nathaniel. He apologized to the dog, who came trotting over
and jumped up beside him, and opened the last page. Felix Adler's face looked
up at him.


The photo was the same as
the one that appeared on the back of his books: a black and white capture of
the author that left one side of his face heavily shadowed and the other in
stark relief. He stood at the window of an abandoned insane asylum, face turned
to the window, but eyes locked on the camera, light flashing on one lens of his
glasses and hiding his eye. It was easily the most famous photo of Adler
around, and not just because it was on his books. It seemed to perfectly
capture all that that made Felix what he was: dark, brooding, hard to know and
even harder to fathom. Nathaniel's breath seemed to catch every time he saw it
and those pale eyes, which appeared nearly white in the photo. Felix's eyes
seemed to stare straight from the paper to his mind, as if he was dissecting
every dark corner of his mind with but a glance. Felix Adler, he knew, would be
a chilling man to meet.


Nathaniel believed Adler
was the last man Martin had ever seen.


He closed the book again
and tossed it to the other side of the couch. He closed his eyes for a moment
and looked at the coffee table. Sitting there, looking as harmless as any other
book, was a copy of Felix Adler's second novel, Quiet Scream. Nathaniel knew
without looking that there was, on the shelf, a missing slot for it right
between Felix's debut novel Shock and Numb and his third, Jury of your Betters.
He also knew there was going to be a book signing soon at the local bookstore
to commemorate the release of Adler's fourth novel, All the Screaming Sane.
Nathaniel knew he would be going, no matter that he thought Adler had killed
his younger brother.


Felix Adler was his
favourite author, after all.


* *
*


"There you are,
madame. I hope you enjoy it."


The woman gushed her
thanks and praise, all of which Felix bore with a stoic smile. He hated this
part of the publishing process, hated having to deal with fans and people in
general. If he wasn't so distinctive-looking with his great height and
features, he would have hired someone to take his place a long time ago. He
glanced at the stack of books behind him as the woman departed in a flutter and
suppressed a sigh. It still stretched high, and the bookstore employees
continued to bring more.


He looked up and forced a
smile onto his face as the next person in line approached. This was a tall
young man, with short-cropped brown hair and green eyes and sharp features, a
rather attractive man overall. He put Felix in mind of greyhounds, with their
lean, rangy bodies. He held himself confidently, and clutched a copy of All the
Screaming Sane in his left hand. He presented it with a nervous smile.


"Who is this
for?" Felix asked, unconsciously eying the man over the edge of his
glasses, his smile somewhat less strained. While he was not at all interested
in a relationship with anyone, this man was certainly good-looking, and a
good-looking person, whether they were male or female or something in between,
never failed to boost Felix's spirits.


"Detective Nathaniel
Fitzroy," he replied.


"Yourself?"
Felix asked, beginning to sign. He glanced up at Nathaniel, who nodded.
"Ah. I am honoured to have a reader among the law enforcement. Are you FBI
or...?"


"Just a local
homicide detective. Erm... you're my favourite author, you know."
Nathaniel leaned in close and eyed Felix carefully as he next spoke, pitching
his voice low. "You killed my brother. And you killed countless others,
strangling them with piano wire. And I will bring you in."


If Felix was bothered by
Nathaniel's words, he didn't show it. He fixed Nathaniel with his pale blue
eyes. "You think so?"


"I know so."


"Hmm." Felix
smirked, looking down at the book again. He'd seen the grim determination in
Nathaniel's eyes, had realized that this man would never back down from any
challenge. If Nathaniel Fitzroy was setting himself against Felix, perhaps
Felix had something to worry about after all. "Even if I did, what proof
would you have? I've read the accounts in the paper, there are no clues linking
the killer to anyone. Correct? You would not be able to pin it on me. Or anyone
else, for that matter."


"Your second book,
Quiet Scream. One of the victims was a dead ringer for my brother, including
the investigation."


"I might have taken
it from the papers. They covered the case quite diligently, until the affairs
and transgressions of movie stars and starlets eclipsed the murders. Besides,
circumstantial evidence doesn't hold up in court."


He closed the book and
handed it to Nathaniel. "Enjoy the novel." His smirk widened.


Nathaniel spun and strode
away, chilled by that last smirk. It bespoke a lack of human emotions, a lack
of anything but a deep-seated contempt for humanity. His assumption had been
correct: Felix Adler was a terrifying individual. He opened the book cover,
wondering what Adler'd written. He couldn't help chuckling.


"To Detective
Nathaniel Fitzroy, the man who could catch Desmond Blake."


* *
*


Felix watched Nathaniel as
he left, a light smirk playing about his features. Watch out, Detective
Fitzroy, he thought, you just might end up in my novel. Such a character would
be an interesting foil for Desmond. He decided he would be in the newest one;
there was still time and opportunity to write him in. He could come so close to
Desmond, nearly close enough to pin every single one of the murders on him once
and for all... only to have Desmond escape by some technicality. Yes, that
sounded appropriate. Felix could name more than one case that had turned out
so.


But until then...


His eyes drifted down
Nathaniel's back, left eyebrow twitching slightly. He lowered his glasses,
casting Nathaniel's rear an appreciative glance. Perhaps he would make
Nathaniel Fitzroy his; he found himself wanting a new toy every so often, and
Nathaniel would prove a delightful challenge. He would twist him around until
he was so deeply bound to Felix that, even if Felix confessed to him, there was
no chance of Nathaniel ever turning him in. He felt the old excitement of a new
prey stirring within. Nathaniel would be fun, he realized. His determination
would prove as much a barrier to overcome as anything; Nathaniel was all set to
hate Felix, to prove that he had killed his brother and countless others. To
turn that strong, powerful hate into a helpless, poisonous love, one that would
leave him shackled eternally to Felix... what a fun little challenge that would
be! And Nathaniel was quite pleasing to the eye to boot.


The smirk that found
itself onto his face was so frightening that the next person in line, another
older lady, halted and wondered just who that was behind the desk, Felix or the
devil.


There really weren't many
differences between them.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

















Chapter Three


 


 


The tall man was on the
prowl again, grateful for the warmer temperatures. More people would be out
that night. Of course, that didn't necessarily mean he would find an
interesting kill, but at least it upped his chances.


He lurked in the shadow of
a doorway, watching the meager stream of passersby. They came past in slow
trickles, mostly teenagers in brightly coloured or glowing clothes, probably
heading for the Drag Rave, the electronic dance club catering to gays and
transvestites just down the street. The tall man smiled at them all. You're all
so beautiful, he thought. Two boys, both as androgynous as himself, passed by,
the shorter one twirling a green glowstick on the end of a string. The taller
one carried what looked like the mutant child of a glowstick and a
quarterstaff, easily four feet long and bright blue.


"Hey freaks! The
circus is the other way!" A harsh bray of laughter followed the remark.
The two kids and the tall man all looked across the street, where a tall, broad
boy was laughing uproariously at the kids. He looked like a thug, with a
vaguely stubbly chin and jutting lower jaw. The two flipped the bird at him. 


"I must say, how do
you know where the freak show is? Are you heading home or something?" the
shorter one shouted back at him. He tossed his head and continued regally on
his way, the other hurrying in his wake. There was no doubt who was the boss in
that operation. The tall man silently congratulated the short boy's quick
retort.


If only there were more
kids like you, he thought. He looked across at the other boy, who was looking
angry. The tall man smirked to himself. He'd found the night's victim. Feeling
slightly fond of the glowstick-twirling boy for his quick, sharp retort, he
watched them until they'd made it safely to the club, and then slipped out of
the shadows and followed the other boy, who was now three blocks away. 


For a while, the boy
seemed to be too oblivious to everything around him to notice the tall man
moving behind him. At a street-crossing, he finally realized the other man was
there and gave him a brief jerk of the head. He headed across the street
without bothering to look if the man was following. 


A few blocks later, he
realized the man was still there, and glanced back at him. The man merely looked
at him, as if to say, "What? Just going in the same direction." The
boy looked slightly nervous, but continued on. He suddenly turned sharply and
cut through an alley. The man grinned. The chase was on.


The boy continued shooting
alarmed glances back at the man, and quickened his pace. The man barely had to
alter his stride. The boy tried to throw him off, making random turns and
heading down alleys that no one in their right mind would follow.


"What the hell,
man?" he finally cried, stopping and turning. "Why are you following
me?"


"Are you a
runaway?" the tall man asked.


"That's not—"


"Are you a
runaway?"


"Yeah, so?"


A grin spread across the
man's face. "Good." The boy read danger in that grin, and he turned
and ran. The man gave chase.


The pursuit led under
breezeways, over fences, down alleys. The boy was fueled by panic and
adrenalin, growing more frightened as the man drew ever closer. And then, the
inevitable:


The boy tripped.


Neither of them, man or
boy, were certain what had made him trip in the first place. A small hole in
the concrete, perhaps. A bottle. Whatever the cause, the boy went down, and
went down hard. The tall man saw him spit blood onto the concrete; he'd bitten
his tongue, straight through in all likelihood. Before he could get up, the
tall man was there, driving his knee into the boy's back and holding him there.
He twisted his wire under the boy's chin and cinched it tight around his neck,
feeling it bite deep into his skin immediately. Blood sprayed the concrete,
seeping under the wire.


The boy cried out, and the
tall man pulled the wire tighter. It sank deeper into the boy's neck, now
slicing into his esophagus, as well as his jugular vein and carotid artery. The
boy made a pathetic gurgling sound, blood now pouring freely onto the sidewalk.
The man paid this no heed, focusing instead on the boy's death. The boy was
shaking now, probably going into shock. The tall man suddenly became aware of a
pain in his fingers, and looked; the wire had cut into his fingertips. Beads of
blood were welling up.


He swore and released the
wire. The boy wasn't going anywhere, so he sat back slightly, now sitting on
the back of the boy's thighs. He examined his fingers, idly hoping the cuts
weren't too severe, that the bleeding would stop soon. He would have to dispose
of the body, and he didn't want to get his blood on it. He looked around the
alley, hoping to find something to put the body in, so as to avoid getting
blood on his clothes. There was a rubbish bin that didn't look too full;
perhaps he'd just stuff the body in there and drag it to the river. Either that
or leave it on the bridge for the police to find. He usually left the bodies in
the river, but the cut on the neck was distinctive enough that they would know
it was him anyway. 


He looked down at the boy
and realized he was dead, a spreading pool of blood under him. The tall man
sighed. Looks like he'd be using the rubbish bin after all. He stood and
checked his hands. The bleeding seemed to have stopped. He'd have to be careful
not to reopen the cuts while disposing of the body.


He left the body, and the
rubbish bin, on a footbridge crossing the river. Someone was sure to find it
sooner or later. He snickered; sooner, for the sake of whoever found it. He
looked down at his fingertips; he hadn't reopened them, but he'd still need to
cover them. He sighed.


An undetected murderer's
work is never done, he thought ruefully.


* *
*


Felix stood at the railing
of his widow's walk, expression and mood as black as the gathering storm clouds
on the horizon, a wine glass loosely clutched in one long hand. His house was a
vast old Colonial on the coast, topped with a gambrel roof and a widow's walk
leading to a octagonal tower. An oak tree, easily as old as the house and much
bigger, grew by the northern side, its leaves and branches obscuring the view
from the kitchen windows. He never worried about it falling down in a gale; it
had likely weathered worse storms than the house, and it still stood. Besides,
there was no sign of rot or infestation. The tree would stay where it was. The
sea breeze gusted towards him, blowing his hair away from his face. He'd left
it unbound, and it streamed behind him, as deep black as a raven's wing. The
dolphin-shaped weather vain atop the tower creaked and spun in the wind.


This latest murder was
troubling him, and not just because he hadn't done it. Someone was copying his
novels. That wasn't so worrisome in and of itself; he'd half expected that to
happen. But it was the murder itself that was unsettling him. The murder appeared
exactly as it did in his latest novel, not All the Screaming Sane, but the one
he was currently working on. Not even his editor knew of it, just that Felix
was working on something. It didn't even have a title yet.


His lip curled, fingers
tightening around the glass. Someone was edging in on his turf. He wasn't sure
who it was, or how they were copying his novel so exactly, but they had to be
stopped. They were too risky. And besides, he didn't want someone working his
city; he was as territorial as a cat. Perhaps this was where his plan for
Nathaniel would come in handy...


He returned to the present
with a slight jolt, the phone ringing loudly from within the house. He
grudgingly left the widow's walk, casting one last look at the horizon. Storm
tonight, he thought.


"Hello?" he
asked, hoping the caller wasn't some crazy fan or his agent, asking for the new
book.


"Hey, Lix."


"Oh, hello,
Sofia." His sister.


"So, one of the rats
had babies last week, and it looks like one of them is going to have Siamese
fur. Are you still looking for a Siamese rat?"


"Ah, good. Yes, I
am."


"Cool. So..."
Sofia paused. "Have you heard about the murders?" she said in a rush.


Felix bit back a sarcastic
reply. "Yes, but who hasn't? And I haven't exactly been keeping up with the
news lately; I've been busy."


"They're exactly like
your books! I mean, some of Piano Man's murders were, but the last one... the
boy on the bridge... really thin wire and everything! Even down to the cuts on
the neck from the wire!"


Felix frowned. That was
news to him. "I fail to see the point here, Sofia."


She didn't reply at first;
he knew his reply had slightly wounded her. "Well... it's just...
erm..."


"Sofia, I have work
to do. Let me know when the rat is old enough for me to take. Goodbye."


He hung up. He knew he
would have to apologize to Sofia later, but she was only irritating him
further. Cuts on the neck... he knew he never left cuts like that, even if he
was using piano wire. Desmond Blake had used monofilament wire, and had always
cut his victim's neck. Something was going to need to be done about this
copycat. He sat deep in thought for a few minutes, idly stroking the head of
Mycroft, one of the kittens. Then a slow smirk crept across his face.


Felix took down the phone
book and looked up Nathaniel Fitzroy's number.


* *
*


Nathaniel was startled
awake that evening by the ringing of his house phone. He'd been dozing off over
All the Screaming Sane; he'd already read it twice since he'd gotten it, and he
still couldn't put it down at a reasonable hour of night. So now he was falling
asleep in the middle of the day. He prayed he'd never fall asleep on the job.


"I'm coming, I'm
coming!" he shouted, shoving himself off the couch, the phone continuing
to ring. He grabbed it on the sixth ring, just two before the machine would
have gotten it. "Hello?"


"Nathaniel Fitzroy, I
presume?"


Nathaniel froze.
"Felix Adler? What the..."


"I was wondering if
perhaps you would give me the honour of your company tomorrow night."


"What? Are you asking
me out on a date? I told you..."


"...You want to bring
me to justice as your brother's murderer and the murderer of countless others.
Yes, I know. But I am not an official suspect, since, I presume, you haven't
told anyone of your suspicions?"


Nathaniel didn't reply.


"I take your silence
as affirmation. Think of it like this: murderer or no, your favourite author is
asking you out to dinner. How often will such a thing happen? Besides, the
worst that will happen is we will find each other utterly detestable and we
shall continue as author and reader, and perhaps detective and suspect.
Hmm?"


Nathaniel bit his lip.
While he did suspect Felix, the man had a point: he hadn't told anyone. Felix
wasn't anywhere near being an official suspect. If he did accept, then he might
have an opportunity to get Felix to tell him something he could use against
him. There was nothing keeping him from accepting, as Felix had said, a date
with his favourite author. And Felix was quite attractive...


"I didn't know you
were gay." Nathaniel mentally cursed himself. "It's just, your
biographical blurbs never said..."


"I consider myself
pansexual. Gender is not an issue for me. Well? Have you an answer?"


"Fine,"
Nathaniel sighed, feeling as though he was making a deal with the devil. But
Adler, if you try anything, so help me..."


"Rest assured, I
won't. And it's Felix, by the way."


"Fine,
whatever."


In his dark living room,
draped across a recliner, Felix smirked. Lightning lit up the sky behind him,
limning him in its white blaze. Thunder followed a second later, heralding the
arrival of the raging storm. Felix glanced out the window in time to see
snowflakes falling.


Thundersnow, how unusual,
he thought. But a fitting prelude to my plans.


* *
*


Nathaniel sighed, mentally
replaying the conversation of the previous night, flipping a pencil between his
fingers. A mug of terrible coffee sat on his desk before him, steaming
slightly. How on earth had he gotten roped into a date with the man who killed
his brother? What was he thinking? Clearly he hadn't been. And how had Felix
known he was gay? He'd always thought of himself as being quietly gay. But
apparently not, or else Felix was more perceptive than he seemed. That was
likely the case; Felix wrote mystery novels for a living. With a career like
that, he had to be. He considered the author, how he'd looked before Nathaniel
had announced who he was. The smile on his face had been, at first rather
forced, but had warmed slightly when he'd seen Nathaniel. Nathaniel was not
ignorant of his own physical beauty; particularly since it seemed he'd caught
the eye of the notoriously cold Felix Adler, who was not unattractive himself.
On the contrary...


He realized his thoughts
were straying into dangerous territory and mentally slapped himself.
Christopher had had to fly back to his family, some sort of emergency, so
Nathaniel had the Piano Man caseload all to himself. It was a huge caseload;
the Piano Man had killed nearly a score of people. He was not happy about
getting dumped with the whole thing. Particularly since he knew who Piano Man
was, but couldn't do anything about it, lacking any evidence whatsoever except
the barest minimum of circumstantial that any lawyer or judge would laugh at.
And now there was this new murder.


The coroner had concluded
that the latest boy, whose identity still had yet to be determined, had not
died of strangulation, but blood loss. His neck had been sliced open like
butter, but not with a knife or some such instrument.


"The edge was so
clean. It was like when you draw a wire through a lump of clay. Or am I the
only person that took 3-D Art in high school?" The coroner had looked from
Nathaniel to Christopher and back again, looking for some sort of recognition
in their eyes. She sighed and brushed her shaggy hair out of her eyes. "Never
mind. Anyway, the killing wound, the laceration on the neck, is extremely long.
Now, it's possible the murderer just used a really long knife, or drew a short
one across, but the esophagus is tough stuff. There would be at least something
of a messy edge, even if it's a very small one. This is very smooth, and very
clean. Also, there is some bruising around the wound typical of the victims of
the Piano Man strangulations, and the skin was pushed in slightly. If a knife
had been used, the skin would have been pushed in, yes, but I think it, the
skin, that is, would have popped back out. In this case, it stayed put. I think
it was a wire, similar to the piano wire used by the Piano Man, but much, much
thinner."


"Like
monofilament," Nathaniel suggested grimly. The coroner nodded.


"Yeah, probably. I
don't know what you two think, but I don't think the Piano Man did this,"
she said. "He never cut the necks of his victims; too messy. Think about
it: this kid died of blood loss. The laceration in his neck goes nearly halfway
through. Judging from the previous murders, the Piano Man is very careful not
to spill blood. So unless he's gotten extremely sloppy and careless, he didn't
do this. I don't think he did the previous one, either. The kid from the river,
that is."


Nathaniel and Christopher
had exchanged looks. "Great," Christopher sighed. "A new maniac.
Just what we needed."


But Christopher had gotten
out of the mess for a couple of weeks, hadn't he? Lousy bum, Nathaniel thought
bitterly.


He sighed and leaned back
in his chair, making it creak loudly. He closed his eyes, putting a hand over
them.


Moments later, he was
jolted awake by the phone ringing.


"Not again," he
groaned. "Felix, go away." He answered with a grudging hello.


"Detective Nathaniel
Fitzroy?"


He frowned. If this was
Felix, he'd somehow contracted laryngitis in the past twelve hours; the voice
had Felix's tone, inflections, but none of the smoothness the writer's baritone
voice possessed.


"Who is this?"
he asked.


"That is unimportant.
But I have information pertaining to the two cases you are working on, the two
killed with razor-wire."


Nathaniel sat up straight
in his chair. "Pardon?"


"I have information
pertaining to the two cases you are working on," the caller repeated.
"I can tell you almost exactly who did it.


Nathaniel grabbed a
notepad and a pencil. "Tell me."


"Not over the phone.
Someone might be listening, and since I'm calling a homicide detective, someone
probably is. Can I trust you to come to a given location? Alone? Without your
partner?"


Nathaniel hesitated. He
did not trust this caller, whose voice was so similar and yet so different from
Felix Adler's. He still suspected it might have been Felix himself, perhaps
using a voice distorter or some phone service that disguised the caller's
voice. He knew one existed, had been mailed an advertisement for it not too
long ago. But even if it was Felix... there was a chance he might be able to
catch this new killer before he struck again. Could he really pass that up?


"You can," he
said finally.


"Good. Go to this
address in two hours..."


* *
*


Nathaniel pulled up to the
location slowly; the road had been pitted and ill-repaired; not surprising
since it ended in an old, abandoned insane asylum. The asylum was in curiously
good shape, considering it had been abandoned for three decades. Few of the
bricks had fallen from the walls, though graffiti covered a good portion of the
easily accessible places. The vast majority of the windows were busted,
revealing the pitch-black interior of the old buildings. With a jolt, Nathaniel
recognized it as the asylum in the photo of Felix. He recalled one of several
interviews he'd read where Felix had mentioned the old place, had said it was
the inspiration for Desmond Blake's hideaway in Shock and Numb, and that he
still headed there when seeking ideas.


Nathaniel couldn't blame
him somehow. The old place was extremely picturesque, a vast ruin that
possessed a melancholy beauty. Even though Nathaniel believed the only amount
of creativity when it came to writing things he possessed could all fit in his
big toe, he felt the sort of dull tug at the mind that he supposed inspiration
must have been. He almost wished he had a pen or something to write with. Then
he remembered why he was there, and stepped out of his car, loosening his
pistol in its holster.


He stepped up to a
building that appeared newer than the rest, a white concrete block building
instead of red brick. The front door, which had been painted a rather ugly
aqua, hung askew on its hinges, the windows all broken out. Piles of debris,
mostly particle board doubtless ripped from the walls, blocked the way in, and
Nathaniel did not want to risk a nail in his foot; he hadn't had a tetanus shot
in a while. He proceeded around the building, past what had been a hydrotherapy
pool and a former maintenance shed and found the door he'd been directed to. It
opened to the basement, pitch black, damp, and musty smelling. He withdrew the
Maglite he'd borrowed from one of the beat cops and turned it on, drawing his pistol
at the same time. He shone the Maglite around, its path revealing fallen
ceiling tiles, broken doors, old cables, and long strips of asbestos. The pipes
above were covered with it, and it had been massively disturbed.


Nathaniel quickly donned
the respirator he'd been advised to bring; he had no desire to inhale asbestos
and die of lung cancer. Moving as quietly as possible on the uneven floor, he
stepped over the threshold and into the asylum's basement.


The doors to all the rooms
had been knocked over or opened and left ajar, giving Nathaniel a clear view of
what lay inside. They were mostly storage rooms, empty of any equipment that
might once have been stored there. The damage was just as great within the
rooms as outside in the hallway. Nathaniel felt his skin crawl; he couldn't see
how Felix could stand the place. But then, Felix was a mass murderer.


There was a sound like a
step behind him, and Nathaniel spun around, gun raised. There was no one,
unless they'd slipped into one of the rooms. He shuddered; he'd heard rumours
about the place being haunted for years. The graffiti on the walls testified to
the fact that the place was a destination for teenage thrill-seekers, and he
suspected that was who was behind him. But still...


Nathaniel slowly turned
back around. He would really have preferred walking backwards, with the intent
to see anything behind him, but the footing was so treacherous that he didn't
dare to. Just as he began to step forward again, something heavy and hard
collided with the back of his head. He cried out and dropped to one knee. The
heavy object struck him again, and he blacked out.


 


 


 

















Chapter Four


 


 


Felix knew he presented a
bit of a sight as he strode angrily through the hospital. A six-foot-eight man
in an ankle-length black raincoat that flared behind him, and with an
expression to make the strongest and bravest men cower, storming through the
hospital. Not exactly a common occurrence. But not surprising, had anyone who'd
seen him known him. Felix couldn't stand hospitals, detested the idea of so
many sick humans in one place. He considered it a dangerous idea, despite
modern precautions. Not only that, but his plans had been nearly derailed by
this stupid copycat; if Nathaniel died, it would be that much more difficult
for him to catch the copycat. And the only fun game in his life would have been
over before it had begun. If this copycat, under the letter of the law, did not
get the death penalty for his murders, Felix would kill him himself.


The smell of disinfectant
burned in his nostrils as he slammed his palm against the elevator button,
heading to the third floor, where Nathaniel was being kept. The woman behind
the desk had almost asked who Felix was and what his relationship to Nathaniel
was, but had taken one look at the author's face and meekly pointed in the
right direction. He had stormed off without another word.


* *
*


Nathaniel awoke slowly,
conscious of several things at once. First, that his head was sore enough that
the thought he'd been hit with a sock full of pennies did not seem too
unlikely. Second, that he was in a hospital room. Third, there was a bandage
around his neck. Slowly, these meager facts coalesced into a single, cohesive
idea: whoever had gotten him to the asylum had intended to kill him, but he had
been discovered in time. But who discovered him? Eyes still closed, he asked
the supposedly empty room, "What time is it?"


"Four o'clock in the
afternoon, the day after I found you."


He looked to his right and
found, to his surprise, Felix Adler sitting at his bedside, watching him with a
thunderous expression on his pale face.


"Felix?" he
croaked, vaguely embarrassed at how rough his voice sounded.


"Well, good morning,
sunshine," Felix said, obviously forcing himself to sound cheerful.


"What the hell...
why..."


"You never showed
last night," Felix replied, giving him a mildly reproachful look. "I
don't often ask others out for dinner, and I am rarely stood up. That's not, of
course, why I'm vexed. When you never showed, I decided to start writing, but hit
a bit of a block. I was, I suspect, worried about you. So I went to the asylum
with the intention of getting ideas, and found you on the ground. There was a
deep cut on your neck, as if from a wire, your wrist was badly sprained, there
was a bad knock on your head, and I was nearly certain you had broken ribs.
Just one, by the way; I was only half right. I think this latest murderer was
trying to kill you, and my arrival was all that prevented it. Whoever he was
had removed your respirator, doubtless to make strangling you that much easier.
I quickly brought you here, since I didn't know how long you'd been without a
respirator in a room full of asbestos. Luckily none of it made it to your
lungs."


"How do I know it
wasn't you?"


Felix gave him a look.
"I am never so bitter at being stood up to murder someone. And why would I
have brought you to the hospital? I generally finish what I start."


Nathaniel turned away.
"I wish you'd left me there," he snapped. "At least then I
wouldn't have to thank a murderer."


"You should be glad I
am a murderer, for were I not we would not be having this conversation."


Nathaniel looked sharply
at him. "What did you just--"


"I am a
murderer." Felix looked calmly at him. "You recall the Piano Man,
whose murders have stopped since I started writing my next book, two months
ago? I am he."


Nathaniel stared. Here he
was, his brother's murderer, and Nathaniel couldn't do anything about it! He
was stuck in a hospital bed, staring one of the most wanted men in the country,
and he couldn't do a damn thing about it. He had him, Felix was guilty as sin
and he admitted it, but he couldn't even so much as tell Christopher. His eyes
flicked to the call button by his hand. Perhaps he could...


"Nathaniel Fitzroy, I
know exactly what you are considering, and I want you to put that idea from
your head immediately. Look what I hold in my hand."


Nathaniel, too stunned to
disobey, did as he was told. He was horrified to find that Felix lightly held
his IV tube between his thumb and forefinger.


"If you do not give
me your word, right this second, that you will never tell anyone that I am the
Piano Man, I shall pinch this tube and kill you with an air bubble. I have no
qualms about doing so, I have killed many others in more helpless situations
than yours."


Nathaniel believed him.
Surely his pulse was skyrocketing into alarming levels, surely some nurse would
come and...


"No nurse will be
coming. I terrified them all on the way here. They are giving me a wide berth.
Now... do you swear to secrecy in this?"


"I... I swear,"
Nathaniel croaked. "But... why are you..."


"I intend to catch
this killer myself. He is copying my books, even one I have not even finished
yet. Each murder occurs exactly as I have written it. I need to know what he is
doing, and how. For that, I need you, a detective. You can get me information.
If you don't..." Felix's eyes went to the IV tube in his fingers.


"But... how do you
know someone's copying your novel, especially one you haven't finished yet? It
might be, I don't know, your editor."


Felix actually laughed at
that. "West? Oh, no, West doesn't have the stomach for murder. No, it's
not West. He hasn't read it yet anyway; all he knows is that I'm working on
it." His eyes met Nathaniel's. "There is more to this case than meets
the eye. Something is going on here, and it is not normal, not normal at all. I
don't know if you believe in anything paranormal, and I'm not sure that I do
myself, but that does not bring us any closer to this new killer, unless there
is someone reading my mind and discovering what I wish to do in my novel.
Should you decide to betray me when you leave here, and your I.V. tube is no
longer an issue, I will track you down and strangle you, and you will be just
another one of Piano Man's many victims. Now. Will you help me?"


Nathaniel considered for a
moment. "Do I have a choice?" he said finally.


Felix smiled thinly.
"No. You really don't."


* *
*


Nathaniel remained in the
hospital for three weeks, his bone healing slowly, likely due to his lifelong
avoidance of milk. In that time, Felix came frequently, usually discussing the
case and sometimes forcing classified information from Nathaniel, generally by
using the same threat as before. Occasionally, however, Felix would talk about
other things; his pets, Nathaniel's dog, other mystery novels and writers.
Nathaniel discovered, quite by accident, that Felix's favourite characters was
Mrs. Jefferies, the elderly Victorian maid who solved mysteries for a detective
of Scotland Yard. The writer seemed to be embarrassed by this, as if it having
such a character for his favourite was silly, until Nathaniel admitted he too
liked the character.


Upon Nathaniel's return to
work, however, he made quite an unpleasant discovery. Another murder had
occurred in his absence, this time a twenty-year-old girl who was a known
prostitute, having been one since she was seventeen, after running away from
home. The long cut on the neck, as had been on the boy found on the bridge, was
present again. She had been fished out of the river, in a similar area to the
new killer's first victim. The newspapers labeled the new killer Razorwire, in
honour of his modus operandi. Nathaniel was furious, mainly that no one had
informed him, but also that no headway had been made on the case in the three weeks
he'd been stuck in the hospital.


Then came the first of
several letters from Razorwire, in the fashion of Jack the Ripper or Zodiac.


Well, hello, big boys in
blue! (the first read.) Congrats on finding my three little friends. Bit of a
grim scene, weren't they? I do so delight in the grim and the macabre. Speaking
of which, I simply love the name the newspapers gave me! It sounds so
delightfully comic book. I love comic books, don't you? My favourite character
is the Joker, you know, from the Batman comics. He's such a source of
inspiration for me. You know, I do hope you can catch me; I've always had a
fondness for men in uniform! (There was a small heart next to this sentence.)
Ooo, be still my heart! By the way, I hope you like the present I sent you. The
blood on it is from the girl, not me, and I wore nice, heavy gloves while I had
it. Enjoy! Much lovies, Razorwire. Kiss-kiss!


The note was typed and
printed on plain computer paper, of the sort available anywhere. There were no
fingerprints on the paper or envelope, and the adhesive strip on the envelope
flap had been moistened with water. It had been posted from a street-side
mailbox. Razorwire was clever, very clever.


Included in the envelope,
was a length of bloody monofilament wire, as he'd said, and just as Nathaniel
had expected.


Furious, he stormed from
the office, taking with him a photocopy of the letter.


* *
*


"What the bloody hell
were you thinking?!"


Felix calmly lifted an
eyebrow and regarded the angry detective at his door. "You swear like a
British man," he remarked. "An ancestral remnant?"


"My cultural heritage
is irrelevant, dammit! And you're one to talk!" Nathaniel snapped.
"Why the hell did you send that letter?"


Felix frowned. "What
letter?" he asked, truly confused.


"This!"
Nathaniel ripped the copy from his pocket and thrust it at Felix. The writer
read it over, frown deepening.


"I didn't send
this," he said. "I would never send a letter to the police; it's not
exactly my style." He glared at Nathaniel over the rim of his glasses.
"You're letting emotions get the better of you, I think. First off all, I
did not change my M.O. to monofilament wire; I haven't killed anyone recently,
but if I had, I would certainly not send it to you in an envelope with so
ridiculous a letter as this. And I see no point in taunting the police anyway;
it only makes them all the more eager to catch you." He looked at the
letter again. "This is, of course, nearly identical to a letter Desmond
sent in my third book, but I did not send this. Anyone might have copied it and
altered it; the original letter was not so... hmm... peculiarly worded as
this."


Nathaniel, however, seemed
to hear none of this. He turned away from Felix, clapping a hand to his
forehead. He whirled back around.


"Look, I swore to
help you figure out this guy. But you can't send letters like this, all right?
It's--"


"How many times must
I tell you?! I did not send this!" Felix bellowed, stentorian voice making
the windows rattle. Nathaniel froze, shocked. He'd never expected such a
reaction from anyone, let alone the infamously stoic Felix Adler. The writer
was looking down at him with a withering, black glare, one that might have made
anyone cower in the corner, sobbing like a baby. "You utter moron, you
complete fool! Do you honestly think that for one instant I would send this?
What the hell is wrong with you?! Is your opinion of me so low that you would
expect this of me? Why would I claim to be a murderer in a letter taken nearly
word for word from one of my novels? Do you really think I want the police
knocking down my door?"


Nathaniel stepped back
slightly, eyes wide and fearful. He'd seen drug addicts on withdrawal, he'd
dealt with all manner of recalcitrant drunks and suspects, and had experienced
firsthand the tempers of the high-security inmates of the local prison, but
he'd never seen someone so positively consumed by rage as Felix was at that
instant.


"Felix, I..." he
began. "I didn't... I didn't think..."


"No, you didn't
think, did you?" Felix snarled at him.


"Felix, I'm
sorry!"


"Erm... am I
interrupting anything?"


The two men froze. Felix
looked over Nathaniel's head to see his sister standing at the base of the
porch steps. Sofia's face was pale, her eyes wide. In one hand she held a small
cage containing a young rat with a dark face and paws, much like a Siamese cat.


"I brought the
Siamese rat..." Sofia held up the cage. "I heard raised voices; is
everything okay?"


Raised voices? Felix
nearly snorted; his sister's gift for understatement was as sharp as ever. If
the look on Nathaniel's face was any indication, he'd been shouting loud enough
to be heard back in town. "No, Sofia, nothing is wrong. Just a lover's
quarrel," he replied. "I'm having trouble with my novel, and I let my
temper get the better of me. I seem to have taken it out on poor Nathaniel
here." He laid a hand on Nathaniel's shoulder.


Sofia finally looked at
Nathaniel. She smiled suddenly. "I remember you!" she exclaimed.
"You were the one that wanted the Schipperke, weren't you? Nathaniel
Fitzroy, right? How is she?"


Nathaniel smiled shakily.
"She's fine, just fine."


Sofia set the rat cage
down on the porch and came forward to shake Nathaniel's hand. "Good! If
you ever need anything for her, just give me a call. So how do you know my
brother?"


"We're dating,"
Felix said before Nathaniel could speak, pulling Nathaniel closer and slipping
his hand down to Nathaniel's waist.


Sofia smiled. "Huh.
Small world," she said wonderingly. "Oh, that reminds me. Mary and I
are having the usual family birthday get-together at the ranch. Are you
actually going to show this year?"


Felix gave her a look.
"First of all, Mary hates me. Second of all, the rest of the family
disapproves of my career." He put on a falsetto voice. " 'Oh Felix,
with a brain like yours, why don't you be a doctor, or a lawyer, or do some
other real job?' "


Sofia laughed. "You
sound exactly like Auntie Dora!"


Felix shook his head.
"No, Sofia, I shan't be coming; after all, I should likely just spend the
evening in the corner reading a book and making everyone else uncomfortable.
Don't worry about me. Send all the usual regards and whatnot."


"Fine," Sofia
sighed. She looked to Nathaniel. "He's so antisocial. I'm surprised he has
a boyfriend at all. The last one was, what, five years ago?"


Felix rolled his eyes.
"Good-bye, Sofia."


She stuck her tongue out
at him and left, waving goodbye at Nathaniel.


Nathaniel turned to Felix.
"Why were you so quick to tell her we're dating? We're not; as I recall, I
was unconscious during what should have been our first date."


"Sofia does not know
I am a murderer, and I should prefer it to remain so," Felix explained,
removing his hand from Nathaniel's waist. "How should she react to knowing
that I was arguing with a homicide detective? And on the matter of dating, you
are correct; shall we reschedule?"


Nathaniel was astounded by
Felix's turnaround. He watched the writer as he crossed the porch and bent to
pick up the cage. One moment, he had been screaming at him, the next he was
asking him on another date. The man was as unpredictable as his books.


"Well?" Felix
turned and watched Nathaniel.


"Fine," the
detective sighed.


"This Saturday,
perhaps? Here? I have heard, from a reputable source, you are fond of horror
movies. I have a newer movie that shall either prove to be hilarious or brilliant,
one or the other, it's called Reeker, and sounds like it might be one of those
that people love to hate."


Nathaniel considered for a
moment. He certainly did enjoy horror movies; every movie store in the city
knew it, since he frequented all of them on a regular basis. "Okay; I've
been wanting to see that one anyway."


Felix smiled slightly.
"Good."


* *
*


Saturday arrived much too
quickly for Nathaniel's satisfaction; the longer he might have been able to put
off seeing Felix, the better. He had hoped that Razorwire might have killed
someone else, or that a clue in the previous murders might have presented
itself and thus given him a ready excuse to back out, but his luck did not
stretch so far. The week proved uneventful, and Saturday came as awaited.


Reeker turned out to be
better than either of them expected, although there were moments when Felix
could not help laughing, particularly a scene that took place in an outhouse.
Other scenes had them both chuckling, although they were plainly not intended
to be amusing at all, and it was likely that it was only their macabre senses
of humour were the only reasons they laughed at all. There were moments when
even Nathaniel, hardened horror fan and homicide detective that he was, jumped,
and each time he did, Felix would smile slightly and touch his hand.


Nathaniel was not
surprised that Felix was not bothered by the movie; the man was a mass
murderer, after all. He was, however, surprised how Felix would touch his hand
so often; it was as if he was comforting him.


Later, sitting in the dark
with the television off, the two started talking. Nathaniel was astonished how
easy it was for him to talk to Felix; the other man never interrupted him,
never seemed to grow bored listening to Nathaniel, always watched him with his
pale eyes. Felix, too, seemed to open up slightly, speaking of his family and
the ranch his sister and her partner lived on.


"It used to belong to
our parents, but they died about a year ago," he said. "They left the
whole thing to us. Sofia was ecstatic; finally she had a place to keep all her
pets. She and Mary were living in the suburbs, in some hideous little house
that looked just like every other one on the street. I spent the last ten years
of my life in Britain; the accent seems to have become permanently lodged
there, even though I've been back here for a while. Anyway, I let them have it;
I had no desire to live with them. I can't be around more than one person at a
time, it makes me tetchy. That and Mary loathes me. I think she suspects I have
some deep, dark, horrible secret." He smiled slightly in the dark.
"She's right, of course. What of you? Where do you live? Have you any
vexatious relatives?"


"I just live in a
top-floor apartment in the city with my dog," Nathaniel replied. "I
used to live with my last boyfriend, but he... well, let's just say he wasn't
that interested. Not into mystery novels at all, just touchy-feely popular
novels that're all about the triumph of the human spirit and love and whatnot.
I can't stand those, they're too optimistic. Being a homicide detective sort of
dampens your outlook on humanity. But we didn't work out anyway; there were
other issues besides his literary tastes. And as for family..." Nathaniel
sighed softly. "Well, you know about Martin, obviously."


Felix detected the
frostiness in the detective's voice. "What drew him to the city,
anyway?"


Nathaniel sighed again.
"Our parents. They forced him here, in a way. All our childhood, they
smoked and drank, cursing their lot in life while doing absolutely jack to try
and change it. They took it out on me first, and then Martin, ten years later.
Well, they stopped beating me when he was born, anyway. Me they just abused
psychologically. One of my strongest memories of my early years was of my
father beating me, while my mother looked on, smoking and laughing. Even now, I
can't stand the smell of cigarette smoke. I don't know why they bothered even
having Martin. Probably wanted another punching bag; after a few years, I just
stopped showing any pain, so I guess I bored them.


"I got out of there
as soon as I graduated high school. I managed to keep good grades, which still
amazes me. I paid my own way through college, never once going back home. And
then, after college, I came here and never looked back. But now, thinking about
Martin... I guess I should have. I never paid as much attention to him as I
should have, I think; I was too busy keeping my head down and dodging the
swings. But he couldn't do that; he was too sensitive, I think. He never
stopped showing how much they hurt him, so they kept it up. Once I got here, I
forgot about it all, just too busy finally being free of them. Martin..."
Nathaniel took a shaky breath. His words were coming with difficulty now.
"Martin ran away, when he was sixteen. He came here, I don't know why.
Maybe he was just looking to get away from our parents. Maybe he was trying to
reach out to the brother that never paid attention to him as a kid. Maybe... I
don't know. Anyway... he... you..."


He blinked back sudden
tears; he hadn't cried for Nathaniel since the funeral, which his parents had
not deigned to attend, although that had been a bit of a blessing. But now,
sitting on Felix's couch, talking to the man who'd murdered Martin in the first
place, the tears wanted to come, and wanted to come hard. One managed to fall
and slide down his cheek. Felix reached out and gently wiped it away with his
thumb.


"I'm sorry,
Nathaniel," the writer murmured. "Whether you believe me or not, I'm
sorry."


Nathaniel didn't reply. He
moved close to Felix and leaned against him, resting his head on the other's
shoulder. Felix, guessing correctly what Nathaniel wanted, put his arms around
him and held him close. The detective cried silently, both for his dead brother
and himself, that he was here in the arms of his brother's murderer. That the
man he was seeking comfort from was the man who'd taken Martin from him so
violently.


* *
*


"You'll be alright to
ride home?"


"Yeah. I've ridden
home in worse states than this."


Felix gave him a concerned
look. He started to speak, but then closed his mouth and put a hand on
Nathaniel's shoulder instead. "Be careful," was all he said.
Nathaniel nodded and headed out the door. As the door closed, Felix allowed
himself a triumphant smirk. At this rate, Nathaniel would be his before the
year's end, only a few weeks away. Perhaps, when he tired of writing, if that
ever happened, he would be an actor; he was certainly convincing a homicide
detective of a total falsehood, no mean feat.


* *
*


Nathaniel climbed astride
his bike, zipping his leather coat up to his chin. He was vaguely irritated
with himself. He'd agreed to the date with Felix in the first place to get
information out of him, possibly something incriminating, and he'd ended up
succumbing to the writer's charm. They hadn't spoken of the case at all. He'd
even, to his utter and complete embarrassment, ended up crying on his shoulder!
Undoubtedly Felix had guessed his motives and had acted accordingly; he wasn't
stupid, by any stretch of the imagination. And Nathaniel had fallen right for
it. He strapped his helmet on and gunned the engine. Damn that scribbler,
anyway. If Nathaniel wasn't careful, he'd end up falling for him for real.


He roared down the drive,
gravel flying under his tires.


The road to Felix's house
was a twisting, turning country road, unsafe to travel at any speed greater
than fifty. Nathaniel roared down it at a good seventy, confident in his
driving abilities. His mind wandered.


He certainly hoped he
wasn't falling for Felix; it would make it very hard to continue his vendetta
if he did. He thought, however, that his grief and guilt would create a strong
barrier between the two. How could he fall for a man who only reminded him of
his brother's death? Even such an intelligent, attractive man like Felix, who
also happened to be his favourite author... Nathaniel shook his head. Dangerous
territory again. He was beginning to regret ever going to that book signing and
meeting Felix.


His mind turned to a less
dangerous topic: the Razorwire murders. Three runaways dead, and an annoying,
arrogant note sent to the police. Nathaniel had noted the resemblances right
away, as soon as the coroner had said the second boy was killed with something
like monofilament wire. Someone was aping Desmond Blake, the character of
Felix's novels. Felix had said so himself, but Nathaniel hadn't quite believed
it until he'd gone home and reread Quiet Scream. It had brought back all the
reasons he'd become such an avid fan of Felix's in the first place: the dark
tone, the clinical dissection of each and every murder with an emotionless tone
that so many forsook, the clever way he made the reader question their
certainty that Desmond really was such a horrible person, only to turn
everything right around and reveal new depths to the killer's cruelty...


...Which brought him right
back to the topic he'd been trying to avoid.


Why was Felix interested
in him? Yes, he'd said he needed a detective, but he had contacted him before
the latest murder, the one so like his unfinished, untitled novel. Had he
noticed similarities even then? If anyone would have, it should have been
Felix, the man who'd written the novels. Perhaps he had; Felix was extremely
intelligent. He'd have made a decent detective. There was, however, the small issue
of his life as a murderer... and Felix was obviously a bit of a sociopath;
hell, a lot of one. He never seemed to show any remorse for his killings; if
anything, he was proud of them, albeit in a quiet sense.


But he did seem genuinely
interested in Nathaniel, and had come almost every day while he was recovering
from his injuries, even if most of the time they'd discussed the Razorwire
case...


Nathaniel was so lost in
thought he didn't see the sharp turn, the way the road dropped off into a deep
ditch. The minute his bike left the road the front wheel struck a large rock.
The impact flung Nathaniel over the handle bars and down the ditch, where he
bounced and rolled horribly before sliding to a stop.


What the hell was...


...And he faded into
unconsciousness.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

















Chapter Five


 


 


"Nathaniel?"


Nathaniel came to, only to
find Felix leaning over him, surprise and concern warring in his features. The
detective was sprawled on the side of the ditch, his bike by the road,
obviously totaled, leather jacket covered in rips and tears. The visor of his
helmet was broken, badly. "Felix? What..."


"I can only ask the
same of you," Felix said wryly. Nathaniel swallowed hard, slowly sitting
up. Instantly, Felix's arm was around his shoulders, the author down on his
knees beside him. Nathaniel somehow found this strangely caring side of Felix
intriguing. "What happened?"


"I... lost
control," Nathaniel replied, an ache settling in behind his eyes. "My
bike..."


Felix glanced at it.
"It's not going anywhere anytime soon," he replied. "Nor are
you, I think. Your bike is completely totaled, and even were it not, I'd be too
worried about you to let you leave."


"What are you doing
here?"


"I was heading to the
asylum." He glared at Nathaniel's horrified look. "Don't give me that
look. Even if the killer is there, I am more than capable of taking care of
myself. Can you stand?"


Nathaniel shakily stood,
feeling Felix's hand at the small of his back. He nodded his thanks, leaning on
the other man. Only now, standing so close to him, could Nathaniel appreciate
how tall Felix was; the author was at least six inches taller than he was, and
Nathaniel was not a short man. He wondered if Felix was Dutch, although his
name suggested a German heritage. Nathaniel allowed himself to be led to what
he thought was a Chrysler Sebring, although it was hard to tell; he felt dazed,
and not surprisingly, since he'd wrecked his bike, badly, it seemed.


"What about my
bike?" he asked, Felix lowering him into the passenger's seat.


"We'll come back for
it later," Felix replied, grateful he'd gotten the convertible Sebring
instead of the hardtop. "I'm taking you home with me; I'd rather have you
close by where I can keep an eye on you."


"Why do you
care?"


Felix fixed him with a
stare as he closed his door. "You know why," he replied cryptically.


Nathaniel slumped in his
seat during the drive back to Felix's home, head resting on the door, drifting
in and out of consciousness. Felix continually shot him concerned glances,
hoping Nathaniel had avoided a concussion; if the detective missed any more
days at the office, it would throw his plans so far out of whack it'd be almost
too troublesome to get them back in order.


Felix carefully lowered
Nathaniel to the couch, sitting beside him.


"Are you okay?"
he asked. Nathaniel nodded tiredly.


"I will be," he
replied. "Just shocked, I think. Exhaustion, perhaps; I haven't been
sleeping well lately. I mean, I'm already an insomniac, but the past few
weeks..."


Felix looked at him for a
moment longer before rising. "Call me should you worsen," he said
finally. He turned and left, leaving Nathaniel to wonder if he was right about
Felix after all.


* *
*


The next morning, the
bright sunlight streaming in from the window awoke Nathaniel from a shallow,
restless sleep. He winced, covering his eyes with his forearm.


"Too bright?"


He peered blearily at the
room's entrance, spying Felix standing there, leaning the wall with his arms
crossed over his chest. "Slightly."


"Sorry, I never
bought curtains for those windows. I enjoy the view. Although the view from the
widow's walk is preferable... of course, one can't exactly watch a storm from
there, can one?" He crossed the room and sat next to Nathaniel, the
detective slowly and carefully sitting up. "How are you, aside from
blinded?"


"Better, I
think."


"Good."


The two men were silent
for a moment, neither looking at each other. For Nathaniel's part, he was
slightly embarrassed, that of all people to find him wrecked by the side of the
road, it had to be Felix. It had to be the man who murdered his brother and
seemed to have a romantic interest in him. The universe must have been playing
a cosmic joke on the sons of Michael and Josephine Fitzroy. Felix, however, was
only playing his part, and playing it perfectly. He felt no particular
emotional attachments to the man on his couch, beyond perhaps a vague physical
lust; he'd not been with anyone in a while.


"Felix, I--"
Nathaniel began.


Felix stopped him, kissing
him lightly. Astonished, Nathaniel froze, eyes widening. Felix drew back momentarily,
and then kissed him again, longer this time. At first, the detective almost
panicked. The man who had killed his brother and was a self-professed murderer
was kissing him, and kissing him as any lover might. For a moment, Nathaniel's
heart ached; he was torn between his promise to Martin's grave and the fact
that he was finally with someone who otherwise might have been his lover. But
then he felt Felix's tongue brush his lips, and he gave in. Nathaniel allowed
himself to be drawn into the kiss, relaxing as Felix pulled him close. The
writer drew back momentarily, giving Nathaniel a chance to catch his breath.
Then Felix was back, his tongue in the detective's mouth, and Nathaniel almost
lost himself.


He didn't push him away
when Felix's thin fingers passed over the hem of his shirt, when those same
fingers slid over his chest. Nathaniel inhaled slightly, his own hands slipping
around Felix's narrow hips. Felix kissed his neck, one hand stroking the
detective's chest.


This feels right, he
thought blearily, eyes slipping closed, head tipped back. Then the very thought
seemed to bring him to his senses. He remembered who he was kissing and
touching with such passion, remembered what Felix had done. Who he was. What he
was.


Nathaniel shoved Felix
back, looking away, cheeks burning.


"No. I can't... I...
you murdered my brother!" he cried. Felix stared at him impassively. Then
he nodded.


"Do you wish to go
home now?" he asked calmly. Nathaniel buried his face in his hands and
nodded.


* *
*


The tall man did not go
out hunting that night. 


He sat in one of the rooms
of the abandoned insane asylum, wrapped tightly in his fur-trimmed coat,
cursing the cold and the lack of electricity in the building. He'd contrived to
hang the flashlight he's stolen from the detective from a broken ceiling tile,
and from its dim light read the newspapers. He'd taken them from the magazine
kiosks dotting the city early in the morning, slitting the cords binding the
bundles of papers together and stealing one. He did not stop to watch the minor
chaos this managed to cause. Every so often a manic giggle escaped his thin
lips, and he laughed outright when he reread the first letter he'd sent to the
police, which had been reprinted some days after the fact. Oh, they would work
themselves into a right froth over that, they would!


He giggled again, a high,
grating, almost panicky sound as he turned the pages of one paper, reading a
highly inaccurate psychological profile penned by some hack amateur
psychologist. The writer had somehow managed to convince himself that the tall
man was either a parent whose child had run away and been murdered, hence his
focus on runaways, or was a former runaway himself and was looking to save
others from that life. He was neither, of course. He just killed runaways
because they were easiest. The papers were full of such fools, these days,
clogging the columns with their bogus theories.


He flung the paper across
the room, suddenly angry. He was tired of them, tired of their ridiculous
chatter about Freudian psychoses and repressed issues and unresolved childhood
conflicts. He stood and paced the room, hands clenched under his arms, breath
fogging in front of him. It was a shame he had no money; a stay in a hotel room
might have been nice, since it was so cold out.


"I think I'll head
south sometime," he remarked to himself. "It's warm there. And there
are lovely beaches, and plenty of lovely young folk to look at, and plenty of
lovely runaways for me to hunt." His pale eyes roved the room, taking in
the vast holes in the walls, the broken windows, the rusty fire escape he
climbed and perched on during the day. "I do like this place, though; it's
picturesque. And I don't think there are any like it down south." He
sighed.


His sharp ears caught the
sound of approaching people. Anxious, he stood at the window and looked down as
a small clutch of teenagers, five of them, drunk if their raucous tone was any
indication, approached the vast white building where he'd nearly killed the
detective. The tall man frowned. Vandals again. He couldn't stand them, they
were quite incapable of showing the dying old asylum the respect it deserved.
He quickly turned off the flashlight and watched them, fully expecting to hear
the crash of breaking glass at any minute. They did not assault the windows,
but instead pulled spray cans from their pockets and uncapped them.


"As if these poor old
buildings really need more graffiti," the tall man growled. Then a wicked
idea came to mind. A grin split his face, and he tugged the flashlight from the
ceiling before sprinting down the hallway to the stairs leading to the
basement. He reached into a small alcove in the wall, rummaged around for a
moment, and pulled out the uniform of a state police officer he'd run across
and killed when he first came to the asylum. He'd forgotten what he'd done with
the police officer, but he thought he might have put the body in the abandoned
house up the road from the asylum. Changing quickly to avoid becoming too
chilled, he donned the uniform and tucked his long hair under the cap. The cop
had, fortunately, been dressed for winter, complete with fur-lined leather
parka. He pulled it on gratefully. The cop had been somewhat larger, and much
shorter, than he was, but he figured the kids were too drunk to notice. He
crept to the road and waited a moment. Then he strode along, the flashlight on
and held steady.


The teens were oblivious,
too loud to hear his footsteps and too drunk to care.


"Hey! What the hell
are you kids doing?" the tall man shouted as he approached them at a jog.
"This is private property, you little punks!" His deep voice lent
authority to his words.


"Aw, shit! Run!"
one of the kids cried. The group broke and ran, heading foolishly into the
asylum, into the territory that he knew so well. The tall man grinned. Perhaps
he would kill them all. No one would miss them.


* *
*


For a week, Nathaniel
avoided Felix. He did not call the writer, and ignored the phone when it rang,
fearing it might be Felix. He refused to even turn on his cell phone. This proved
endlessly frustrating to other people, since Nathaniel had no caller I.D. and
thus avoided the phone on principle. He did not want to face the man who had
murdered his brother and whom he had very nearly, probably had, fallen for.
Nathaniel hoped something in the Razorwire case would break, that he might
distract himself with work. It was about then when five bodies were reported at
once.


The bodies of five
teenagers, each with the telltale lacerations on their throats, turned up in a
local campground, not too far from the asylum where Nathaniel himself had
nearly met his end. The teenagers were immediately recognized by some of the
police responding to the call; they had rap sheets as long as Nathaniel's desk,
mostly charges of vandalism and trespassing, but with a few marijuana
possession charges and underage drinking charges here and there. They had cans
of spray paint tucked neatly in their pockets.


"Probably going to
that old asylum up the road," one of the rangers, a tallish skinny man
with long, straggly hair, said, when questioned by the police. "We've seen
'em in other parts of the park before, mostly causing trouble. Breaking plants,
scaring the animals, that kind of thing." He shrugged, hands in the
pockets of his fleece jacket. "They've messed up some of the ruins in the
park, too, but nothing too major. I guess someone told them about the asylum
and they decided to tag it too."


"How well-known is
that place?" Nathaniel asked.


"Well, since that
writer guy, Adler, mentioned it, there was this sudden bunch of people showing
up looking for it. I only ever said what direction it was in and that they
weren't supposed to go there. But the place's security is terrible, just a tiny
little gate that anybody can jump. Hell, they don't even have to jump, just
step on over." He glanced at the five shrouded figures on the picnic
table. "I never met those two personally, though. They've never come to
this part of the park. But anyway, that place is marked right on the map, since
it's technically on the park property. Anyone could find it if they wanted to.
Here, I'll show you."


The ranger found a map of
the whole park system, and spread it on his desk. He looked it over for a
moment. "There it is." He pointed to a large gray area in the north
of the park. "It's kind of a local legend; people claim it's haunted. It's
one of those places that the kids go to when they're looking for a cheap scare,
you know? Every state, hell, every county has one. Probably one in every town,
too."


Christopher said,
"Did you ever tell Felix Adler where it was?"


The ranger shook his head.
"Nope. I think he found it himself."


"Hmm."
Christopher scribbled something on his notepad, kept in his back pocket, and
said, "Thanks for your time."


The two detectives left
the ranger's office and stepped into the chilly, grey morning. Christopher
looked at Nathaniel. "So what d'you reckon?" he asked.


Nathaniel shrugged.
"All we know is that it was Razorwire."


"Think Felix Adler
might have done it? He's said himself he goes there."


"No!" Christopher
blinked. Nathaniel mentally berated himself for his vehemence. Felix certainly
might have done it, but he knew he hadn't. The kill was too obvious, and
besides, they'd been killed with monofilament wire. Not Felix's M.O., not that
he could tell Christopher that. "No," Nathaniel repeated, more
calmly. "Adler writes about a murderer, but it doesn't mean he is
one." He wondered at the irony, defending a man he knew to be a murderer
from the charge of being one. "Besides, all we have for evidence of that
is the fact that he goes to the asylum. From what that ranger told us, it could
have been anyone. I mean, it was obviously Razorwire, but we can't use Adler's
admission of entering the grounds as warrant for arrest; from what the ranger
said, that place is a people-magnet. Old insane asylums usually are."


"Hmm."
Christopher glanced at his partner. Nathaniel had never explained how he'd
gotten the injuries that'd confined him to the hospital, nor had he explained
why he'd wanted the Maglite flashlight or the respirator. Perhaps he too had
followed the asylum's pull. If he had, well, he wouldn't hold it against him.
Christopher knew Nathaniel was a fan of Felix Adler, and figured he just wanted
to see the place that his favourite author cited as a place of such inspiration.
But that still didn't explain why he'd departed so suddenly, that day five
weeks ago... Christopher resolved to keep a closer eye on his partner.
Nathaniel was keeping something from him.


* *
*


Felix couldn't help
laughing as he read the account of the deaths of the five teenagers as it
appeared in the morning paper. That move was so typical of Desmond Blake, he
could almost believe it really was him.


His mirth faded as he
considered the implications of the thought. Either someone was very good at
figuring out his characters, or else it really was Desmond. But that was
impossible. This was real life. Such things didn't happen in real life, no
matter how hard people wished for it. Middle Earth, of J.R.R. Tolkien's Lord of
the Rings trilogy, would remain trapped in the printed page in a cage of ink
and paper. Sephiroth, the villain of a popular Japanese video game, would stay
in his pixelated world. The cast of Heroes were stuck in the television, never
to interact with the world as everyone else knew it.


Felix dimly recalled a
film by John Carpenter in which a writer's stories came to life from belief.
But he knew that was patently impossible; the world did not work that way and
never would. This Razorwire was not Desmond Blake, and never would be.


But what of his unfinished
manuscript? It was half typed, tucked safely away in his desk drawer, only to
the middle of the book. Already there had been a death like one he envisioned
for the novel. He hadn't written that scene yet, had only barely planned it. No
one had read it besides him, no one knew it existed except his editor, and only
in the vaguest sense of the word, and he knew it was safe from prying
electronic eyes, thanks to one of his former lovers, a highly skilled computer
programmer.


So how on earth had
someone managed to copy the deaths so exactly?


Felix sighed, steepling
his fingers and glaring out over the ocean. To top it off, Nathaniel had been
ignoring him. This was not particularly worrisome, but he worried that the
detective might have been planning something. Nathaniel seemed like the sort of
person to tell the police what he knew of Felix and risk death anyway. If he
was not watching the detective, he had no way of knowing what he was going to
do. Perhaps he would have to force Nathaniel into contacting him. He needed to
salvage the relationship, lest he lose his best card in this foolish game.


 

















Chapter Six


 


 


Nathaniel stood at his
window, his apartment dark behind him, the better he might see the city as it
slowly turned from day to night. A soundtrack to a Tim Burton movie, Edward
Scissorhands, played on his stereo, at once marvelously atmospheric and
perfectly fitting for the tableau below. His apartment was on the top floor,
and as such the fire escape did not mar the view any; a person could stand at
that window and look out over the whole city.


While he watched, snow
flurries swirled around, dimly visible against the skyscrapers. It looked
bitterly cold out, and it likely was, the darkening sky a unforgiving,
foreboding grey. The few trees he could see lining the road below swayed in the
wind, bending back and forth. A thick fog had rolled in sometime earlier in the
day, turning everything damp and chilled even more than previously. An
ambulance, siren inaudible through glass and brick and Danny Elfman's score but
flashing lights more than visible, rushed down the street, doubtless carrying
some unfortunate soul to the hospital. Streetlights began to flicker into
existence, tiny spots of light, fuzzy in the gloom of the fog. They came on one
by one, in a neat line down the street. They did little good in the fog.


Within the hour, night
would fall and the streets would be choked with fog and dark, no one out
walking, not with both Razorwire and Piano Man still at large, though Felix had,
indeed, stopped murdering for three months now. But Razorwire was still out
there, still traipsing the streets with his monofilament wire, still hunting
down victims, skulking about like some Victorian villain, like a modern-day
Jack the Ripper. He would strike again tonight, Nathaniel decided. He wasn't
sure what made him so certain of this, but he knew it nonetheless, knew it in
his bones. He wondered which runaway would meet his or her end to his lethal
wire, and where the body would turn up next.


A lone figure headed down
the street, barely visible even under the orange glow of the streetlights.
Nathaniel wondered idly who it was, who would be brave or foolish enough to
literally risk their neck with not one but two serial killers on the loose. He
decided he didn't care and continued his contemplation of the city.


He was, he suddenly
realized, lonely. Felix had been the first person to show interest in him since
his last boyfriend had left, and now that he, Nathaniel, had pulled away from
this interest, he had no one. How pitiful, he thought. Pining for the company
of a killer, the one who'd killed his brother, no less. But Nathaniel was not a
loner by nature, he simply could not relate to people on a normal level. The
others on the force, the people he passed in the street, he had no frame of
reference for them, nor did they for him. His childhood, if it could be called
that, seemed to put up a barrier between him and anyone else. The relationships
he had been in had always been initiated by the other men, never himself.
Around people he, like Felix, became anxious and uncomfortable. It had taken
him weeks to get used to having Christopher around constantly when they were on
the job. It cost him many things that other people with happier pasts took for
granted.


He was, frankly, amazed he
had opened up to and trusted Felix so quickly. Perhaps it was only the fact
that he'd been a fan of the man since the publication of Shock and Numb. He'd
been following the man's books, his thoughts made public for all the literate
world to see, for six years. It was like he'd already known him. Or perhaps it
was the fact that they were so different, he a law enforcement officer and
Felix a murderer who spat in the face of the law, like Yin and Yang, life and
death. Life and death, well, perhaps not; Nathaniel dealt more with the dead
than the living as a homicide detective. But nevertheless, he was, he had to
admit to himself, attracted to Felix.


He sighed. Regretfully, he
turned his back on the city and stepped through his dark apartment, moving with
ease around furniture and Bounce, who had taken it upon herself to follow him,
whining slightly. She hated to be ignored. With a sigh, Nathaniel turned on a
light, chasing the shadows to the corners of the rooms, and took up the phone
book and looked up Felix's number, much as Felix had those few weeks ago. He
found it, pondered for a moment why such a popular author had left his number
in the phone book (surely mad fans called him all hours of the night?), and
picked up his phone. Butterflies fluttered momentarily in his stomach; he hated
calling people on the telephone, no matter who it was.


The line was busy.


Nathaniel swore. He hung
up and returned the phone to its cradle with more force than was, perhaps,
necessary. He glared at the coffee table, now littered with the usual detritus
of magazines, work papers, and one of Bounce's toys. This he took and tossed
across the room. The dog eagerly chased after it, barking happily.


The phone ringing made him
jump.


He blinked and stared at
it before answering. "Hello?" He could not suppress the hope that it
was Felix Adler on the other end.


"Nathaniel."


It was. His heart jumped
into his throat.


"Hello, Felix."
Nathaniel swallowed hard. "I tried to call you a minute ago, but I got a
busy signal."


"As did I," the
other man replied, amusement in his voice.


Nathaniel irritably hit
pause on his stereo's remote, the current song reminding him unpleasantly of a
scene in the back of a disused hair salon. He hated that scene. Bounce dropped
her toy at his feet, looking up at him expectantly. He ignored her again.
"So... I..."


"You've been avoiding
me," Felix interrupted, preempting Nathaniel.


"Yes." No use in
denying it.


"I can understand
why. But would you be willing to cease? I would like to see you again."


Again came that voice of
confusion, that tiny little speaker in Nathaniel's head that asked why a
sociopath was interested in him, let alone anyone. Nathaniel buried it.
"Um... I would, too. See you again, that is."


"Good."


"Uh... I can come to
your place... in an hour?"


He could almost hear the
smile as Felix replied. "Fine. I shall be here."


"Do you want me to
bring anything?"


"Hmm... no, actually.
I think I shall try my hand at the culinary arts. I haven't really done
anything interesting in that direction for a while. I hope you like
chicken."


"Sure! Okay. Um...
see you, then."


"Adieu,
Nathaniel."


Nathaniel hung up, feeling
lightheaded. Felix, cook? It somehow seemed out of place; he could not picture
the writer standing in the kitchen over a stove and actually cooking. But he
was going to find out, wasn't he? He jumped up, dumped kibble into Bounce's
bowl, and fumbled in the closet for his coat. He tugged it on and rushed out
the door at once; Felix's house was a bit of a drive away.


He decided to take the
car, this time.


* *
*


Felix, as it turned out,
was quite good at cooking, although since he'd lived alone for most of his life
that made sense. How he'd managed a teriyaki chicken stir fry with a rice pilaf
in an hour was still a mystery to Nathaniel, but managed it, he had, and quite
well, too.


The two found themselves
on the couch again, and this time, Nathaniel had no ulterior motive, had no
intention of discussing the case. He'd managed to leave Nathaniel the Detective
at home, focusing on Nathaniel the Person, perhaps partly Nathaniel the Fanboy.
He watched as Felix flicked a string at the kittens, who occasionally fought
over it. Nathaniel laughed, remembering an Internet video someone had emailed
him once.


"What?" Felix
asked, pulling the string away from the kittens.


"Just a video I saw
once," Nathaniel explained. "There're these two kittens, and they're
fighting, just rolling over the floor. And then this third one comes up, sits
down and watches them for a minute, but then it starts doing that twitchy thing
cats do right before they hurl. It projectile vomits across the floor and the
other two kittens freeze, exactly as they are, to watch it."


Felix raised an eyebrow.
"And someone videotaped this?" he asked.


"I think they just
wanted to tape the first two and the third one showed up by chance. It's
hilarious."


Felix chuckled. "I'll
have to find it sometime."


"It's totally worth
the effort."


Felix nodded slightly. He
seemed to tire of teasing the cats, and so picked up one of them. "Hold
her for a moment, if you please," he said, handing her to Nathaniel.
Rather confused, Nathaniel held her out as Felix tied the string around her
little tail. Nathaniel grinned and set her back on the floor. Almost
immediately she dashed around in a circle, trying to catch the string whirling
behind her. The other cat pounced her, startling her, and they started running
around the room, both trying to catch the string. The two men laughed hard at
them.


"I thought cats were
supposed to be so smart," Nathaniel choked out.


" 'Supposed to be' is
the key phrase," Felix replied, removing his glasses and wiping his eyes.
"I suspect, though, that since they are kittens, they have an
excuse."


Nathaniel nodded and
watched them. The one had finally gotten the string off her tail, and they both
sat staring at it as if it would move for them. Nathaniel noticed how close he
was to Felix, wondered how long they'd been sitting so. He almost leaned in to
Felix to kiss him, but was distracted by a cat. It was the one they'd tied the
string to. She jumped up into Felix's lap and put her paws on his stomach,
meowing at him.


"Oh, what's the
matter?" he asked of her, long torso bending slightly to the cat. He
picked her up. "Is Mycroft being mean to you again? You're so whiny, Jabez."


Nathaniel cocked his head
slightly. "You've named your cats after Sherlock Holmes characters?"
he asked.


Felix nodded. "I have
three rats upstairs, named Isa, Elias, and Irene," he replied.
"Although, I'm rather out of Holmes characters. I named that rat Sofia
brought me Basil, though."


Nathaniel suddenly leaned
in and kissed him. Felix, mildly surprised, did not have time to react.
"You're so cute, you know," Nathaniel said. "I mean, not
physically or anything, but naming a rat Basil? After Basil of Baker Street,
the great mouse detective, right?" Felix nodded. "Yeah. That's just
adorable." He kissed Felix again, the author this time turning slightly
and pulling him closer with one hand. Jabez made a curious, indignant squeaking
noise, crushed slightly between the two men. Felix pulled away and dropped her
on the floor.


"By the way, when I
said you weren't cute physically, I didn't mean you're ugly or anything,"
Nathaniel said, suddenly seeming embarrassed. "I meant that you're too...
well, I hate to say pretty since it sounds so feminine, but you are. You're
beautiful. Not like me. I'm boring, average." Nathaniel shrugged.
"But I don't really care."


Felix shook his head.
"You're not average, Nathaniel, not at all," he replied. He lightly
ran a finger along the detective's face. "You're extremely handsome, and
also pretty, in a more masculine way. Strong bones, bright eyes... not average
at all." He kissed him again, pulling him flush against him. Nathaniel let
him, put his hands on Felix's waist. He felt Felix's long hands slowly moving
over his back, coming to rest on his rear. Felix grinned into the kiss.
"And you have a nice ass," he murmured.


Nathaniel jumped slightly,
feeling Felix's fingers at the waistband of his jeans. "Not yet,
please," he said, backing away somewhat. Felix looked at him for a moment
before nodding.


* *
*


The weeks passed.
Razorwire stopped killing for nearly a week, claiming in one letter he killed
only one person a night, and the five boys had been more than enough. He
quickly made up for lost time, however, with three runaways turning up in as
many days. Razorwire left the bodies someplace obvious, seemingly taunting the
police with their inability to find him. His letters continued, the words and
intent changing, but the overall tone of amusement and smugness remained the
same.


Nathaniel couldn't help
venting about it to Felix, who he began to see more and more of. He vaguely
hoped Felix could offer some insight into the case, since the killer was so
much like one of his own characters, and Felix was a killer himself.


In the back of his mind,
he still remembered promising to his brother's grave he would bring in his
killer, but for the moment, he was enjoying himself too much. They never quite
did anything serious, which Felix was finding gradually more frustrating. He
was extremely glad that his plans so far were running smoothly, perhaps even
ahead of schedule, but at the same time, he could not deny that the promise of
more with Nathaniel was tantalizing. He wished, frequently, that the detective
would stop being so cautious, but did not rush him.


* *
*


It was not long before
Felix nearly got his wish.


The two were almost lying
on the couch, Felix with his back against the arm and Nathaniel on top of him.
The detective had already decided, himself, that he'd had enough, that he
wanted Felix now. He had managed to put the matter of Felix's guilt in Martin's
death to the very back of his mind, where it no longer made him wonder why the
hell he was deep-kissing Martin's murderer. He allowed Felix's hands to wander
as they chose, and wander they did, traveling up and down his back until they
came to rest on his ass again.


Felix lightly thrust
against Nathaniel, knowing the other man wanted him as much as he did. Felix
couldn't help smiling slightly against the kiss.


"Been awhile?"
he murmured.


"Yeah," the
detective admitted, clearly embarrassed.


"Hnn." Felix
laughed quietly, kissing Nathaniel's neck. "Me too. I am of the opinion
that we should attempt to rectify this deplorable situation as quickly as
possible." For a moment he wondered if he was being too bold, seeing the
somewhat surprised look in Nathaniel's eyes. Then the detective nodded.


"I quite agree with
you."


Delighted, Felix kissed
him again, running his hand along Nathaniel's sides before sliding them up his
shirt. Nathaniel made a soft noise; Felix's hands were cold. They seemed to
warm quickly against his skin, though. Felix's fingers traced paths over the
lightly ridged muscles of Nathaniel's torso, which made the writer slightly
self-conscious; he knew the detective would be able to count his ribs.


He had nearly removed
Nathaniel's shirt when the infamous song from the shower scene of Alfred
Hitchcock's "Psycho" chimed out loudly, audible from Nathaniel's
jacket pocket. The two stared at each other in confusion for a moment. Then
Nathaniel groaned.


"I really don't want
to answer that," he grumbled. "It's Christopher Marlowe, my partner
at the office."


"Then don't,"
Felix growled, pulling Nathaniel to him again. The detective heartily agreed.


A few minutes later it
rang again. The two had switched positions by then, and Felix looked down at
Nathaniel, face carefully blank.


"Sorry," the
detective sighed. "They tell us not to turn off our cell phones, the
chief's attitude being that there's no such thing as an off-duty homicide
detective. If I don't answer it, he'll just call again. Chris is too
persistent. Probably wants advice on how to get his wife to stop nagging him
about something. " Felix shifted, allowing Nathaniel to rise and answer
his phone.


"Rather asking the
wrong person, don't you think?" Felix asked, grinning. Nathaniel stuck his
tongue out at him.


"Hello?"
Nathaniel glanced at Felix, who was sitting on the edge of the couch, still
shirtless. He quickly looked away again.


"Detective
Fitzroy?"


A frown crossed his face.
"Yes. Who wants to know?"


"This is Officer
Rogers. We have a situation. We need you at the corner of Ninety-Ninth and
Main."


"Okay, but why are
you calling on Detective Marlowe's phone?"


"Just get here,
please." The officer hung up.


"Something the
matter?" Felix asked, looking concerned.


"That wasn't
Chris," Nathaniel replied, staring at the phone in his hand as if it were
a peculiar insect that was just on the fascinating side of disgusting. "It
was some beat cop. Told me he needed me at Ninety-Ninth and Main." He
sighed and retrieved his shirt. "I'd better get there and see what's what.
Might be Razorwire again."


Felix nodded, slightly
disappointed as Nathaniel pulled his shirt back on. "Shall we try again
tomorrow, provided Razorwire hasn't caused further trouble?"


"He probably will
have, says he kills once a day, but I'll do my best." He looked
regretfully at the lean figure of Felix rising from the couch. "Hopefully
it won't be anything too horrid. I might be able to make it back here."


Felix nodded and bent to
kiss him. "Careful," he said, stroking Nathaniel's face for a moment.


"As ever." The
detective opened the door and left, shivering against the chill wind whipping
across Felix's front lawn. He looked back for a moment before backing up his
Honda, seeing Felix's thin silhouette framed in the door, seemingly unbothered
by the biting cold. He turned and closed the door, disappearing into the depths
of his house, probably to go write. Nathaniel sighed, hoping whatever Rogers
had been referring to was minor and unimportant, even if he'd been calling on
Christopher's phone. That alone worried him slightly, although it was, he
guessed, possible the officer hadn't been able to use his own phone and had
merely borrowed Christopher's.


When he arrived, however,
and saw the body strung up cruciform from the streetlight, wires cutting deep
into the wrists and ankles, he knew it was not the case. Not the case at all.


* *
*


Nathaniel stumbled from
the crime scene, feeling drops of rain pricking his skin. He had hardly been
able to watch them cut down the body of his partner, had been quite unable to
stomach the sight of the detective's dead body, stiff with rigor mortis, come
crashing to the street like a plank of wood. He'd thrown up right then and
there. He couldn't bear to think of that sad bundle being carried away by the
coroner, couldn't bear to think that had once been his partner Christopher.
Razorwire had gotten him, he knew it. The cut on the neck was too obvious, too
much of a grim signature, as was the note pinned to the collar of his jacket.


Ooh, you silly boys! You
still haven't caught me! I'm so disappointed! I thought, Maybe I should kill a
cop, and then you'd step it up a little. And here comes the hapless homicide
detective, not even looking where he was going! The silly goose! I did have fun
stringing him up, though. I decided that my usual methods of disposal weren't
helping you all, so I just left him someplace where someone was sure to see him.
I so wish I could have seen their face! Heeheehee! Ah, me, such a joker.
Ta-ta~!


Nathaniel would have to
tell Christopher's wife. He didn't know what to tell her, though; Ninety-Ninth
and Main was the first corner of the city's red-light district. He caught the
eye of the chief, who nodded and flicked his head at Nathaniel's car.


He made it behind the
wheel of the Honda before everything overwhelmed him.


"FUCK!" he
screamed, slamming his hand on the wheel. "FUCK, FUCK, FUCK!" He
grabbed his head in his hands, bending double as dry sobs wracked his frame.
He'd been too late, too distracted by his affair with Felix, to pay attention
to the case, and now his partner had paid the price. Vision blurred by tears,
he started the car and peeled out, nearly running over one of the forensic
boys.


Felix looked up from his
computer screen, hearing a loud banging on the door. He chased the kittens from
his lap and rose, brushing cat hairs from his black jeans.


"I have a doorbell,
you know!" he called irritably as he advanced to the door. "Are you
trying to bust my door down?" He flung open the door, intending to give
whoever it was a thumping, and froze, honestly surprised.


Nathaniel, dripping wet
from the downpour outside, stood there, hair plastered to his face, looking
more disheveled and wronged than Felix had ever seen him. His bangs hung,
dripping, in his eyes, his gaze focusing on the floor of the porch.


"He killed
Christopher," Nathaniel said. "Just like all the others. I had to
call his wife on the way here. You know she was pregnant? Now she's a widow
before she's a mother. And we found him in the red-light district. Well, not in
it, but... his wife didn't... She... I... Christopher is..."


Felix gathered Nathaniel
to him, holding him tight as he started to sob again. Nathaniel, face buried in
Felix's chest, didn't see the expression on Felix's face. But if he had, he
would have wondered who he was seeing, so warped by rage was Felix's normally
stoic face.


Nathaniel sat on Felix's
couch in a thick fleece blanket, staring blankly at the floor. He didn't look
up as Felix entered the room and sat beside him, allowed the writer to pull him
against his side, one arm tight around his shoulders. For a moment Nathaniel
didn't move. Then one hand uncurled and latched on tight to Felix's shirt.
Felix was forcibly reminded of a child, one just awoken from a terrible
nightmare and clinging to his parent. He put his other arm around him and
lightly nuzzled the detective's forehead.


"I'm so sorry about
Christopher," Felix murmured, stroking Nathaniel's still-damp hair. The
detective didn't reply. And then:


"Felix?"


Startled by that hoarse
croak, so unlike Nathaniel's usual smooth voice, Felix looked down at him.
"Yes?"


"Will you love
me?"


Felix stared at him. If
any moment seemed inappropriate for that, surely this was it. Nathaniel reached
up and laid a hand along Felix's face. "Please?" the detective
whispered. "I need... I just..." He fell silent and kissed Felix, a
deep, longing, desperate kiss.


Tongues twining, teeth
clashing, fingers grasping, hands searching. The floodgates opened, the dam
broken.


They'd left the couch,
traveling to the bedroom, Felix leading Nathaniel by hand and by kiss. The
detective had forgotten everything but Felix, didn't want anything but blinding
pain or pleasure or both. He lost himself in sensations, in soft cries, in the
sheets of Felix's bed. Felix, at first, had tried to maintain his usual level
of detachment, mentally congratulated himself on finally seducing Nathaniel,
but then he too had been drawn in, now more interested in Nathaniel's body than
his plans.


They spent themselves in
the dark room, Felix leaving Nathaniel sore and exhausted; the writer seemed to
possess limitless stores of stamina. They rocked together again and again,
their hands twined together, mouths locked to stifle sound, until the morning
sun limned their thrashing limbs and warmed their already heated skin.


They lay quietly, arms and
legs twisted together, each with his eyes closed, thinking the other was still
asleep. The afternoon sun had slipped 'round to the other side of the house, so
the room was dim again.


Nathaniel was quietly
astonished. Not only had Christopher's murder already taken on the dark, faded
quality of a near-forgotten dream, Martin's had, too. He was not bothered in
the slightest by having slept with his brother's murderer. Martin's murder had
finally become something of the past, something he'd finally gotten over. He
could finally think of his brother's death with grief, but far less pain.
However, a sense of guilt pervaded his mind; what had happened to the vow he'd
made over Martin's grave, that he would bring his killer to justice? After a
night like that, how could he ever turn him in? It never occurred to him that
Felix had nearly coerced him into feeling that way. He snuggled closer to
Felix, seeking again the peace he had felt just before they'd fallen asleep in
each other's arms, listening to each other's harsh breathing, feeling quiet
little aftershocks as their still-sensitive sweatsoaked skin had touched. It
occurred to him that, though it hadn't lasted for but a few hours, his sleep
had been deeper and more complete than any he ever got sleeping alone.


Felix, too, felt no qualms
about the man he'd just taken to his bed. If anything, this had furthered his
plans better than anything else he could have done. He knew he was not falling
for him; Felix never had, and likely never would, felt anything even
approaching love for someone else. If anything, thinking back over the night,
Felix felt a vague sense of accomplishment, that he'd succeeded at something.
And indeed he had. He knew that now Nathaniel would think twice about turning
him in, knew that whenever Nathaniel would contemplate doing him any sort of
wrong, he would remember when he had cried Felix's name into the night and
wonder if he would ever find anything like it again. It was the man's nature.
Felix resisted the urge to grin triumphantly. Now he was not only safe from the
law, but he now had his toy. He knew Nathaniel would never deny him, he had
made him feel too damn good.


Nathaniel stirred and
looked up at Felix, dark green eyes half-lidded and sleepy.


"What time is
it?" he asked blearily. Felix smiled slightly, noting how hoarse the
detective's voice was.


"Does it
matter?" he replied, tracing little circles over Nathaniel's shoulder
blades. The shorter man hummed quietly and arched his back a little, enjoying
the touch. Nathaniel looked up at Felix again and chuckled.


"You look like that
guy from the Cure," he murmured, tugging a loose strand of Felix's hair.
"You've got the craziest sex-hair I've ever seen."


Felix arched an eyebrow.
"You listen to the Cure?" he asked wryly. Nathaniel groaned and
buried his face in Felix's thin chest.


They remained so for a few
minutes, neither speaking.


"I think... I could
stay like this for a while," Nathaniel finally murmured. Felix smiled.


He loved it when a plan
worked out the way he wanted it to. And, feeling Nathaniel's lips pressing
against his chest, he congratulated himself on a job well done.


* *
*


Felix wandered the park,
enjoying the cold air. Nathaniel, as much as they both wished he could have
remained, had had to go into the station. The investigation had to continue, no
matter who the victim was or how Nathaniel had known him. But Felix did not
mind, mentally. Nathaniel was not overly fond of the cold. To Felix, the cold
was refreshing, comforting. Cold did not kill violently, like the heat did.
Cold killed slowly, putting you to sleep and slowly numbing you to your coming
death. Not like fire, for example; it hurt, it killed painfully and slowly,
sometimes. The cold was like the dark, soft and welcoming, whereas the heat was
like the light, harsh and unforgiving. Nathaniel was a creature of light and
heat, but Felix was a creature of dark and cold, in more ways than one.


The author meandered along
the paved path, idly wishing that he lived closer to some of the national
parks, which were wilder, less tamed, than the city park he now explored.
However, the city park did have one thing going for it: it was where the second
Razorwire body had been found. Felix's seemingly aimless wandering wasn't so
aimless as it appeared; he was hoping to find the bridge where the body had
been left. If anything, he might glean some ideas for his novel from the site;
he had ever been capable of collecting impressions from a location and
analyzing them later. The area had been avoided by other park goers, no one
really wanting to risk finding another body there. Felix expected to find the
place deserted.


He did not. There was a
man standing at the railing, right where the body had been. A tall thin man,
wrapped in a long black coat with a silver fur collar, buttoned up to his chin,
hands deep in his pockets. Although he had never seen him in his life, Felix knew
exactly who he was looking at.


"Desmond Blake!"
Felix breathed, seeing the man on the bridge, breath fogging in white clouds in
front of his face. The sight was almost too much for the writer to believe; he
had begun to suspect that Desmond had, somehow, become real, but he had ever
dismissed the idea as foolish, impossible. But here he was, Desmond Blake,
standing before him in all his dubious glory. He approached him cautiously; he
wasn't sure if he could take Desmond in hand to hand combat, since he had based
Desmond off himself almost exactly, and Felix was a decent fighter.


"Hello, Felix,"
the man said, turning to Felix as he drew near. For the first time Felix found
himself looking someone in the eyes without having to look down; Desmond was
his height. Desmond's light blue, nearly white eyes stared straight at Felix's
darker ones, unflinchingly and unhesitatingly. "Or should I say Piano
Man?"


"Then should I call
you Razorwire?" Felix snapped back. "You know, Desmond, I made you
more clever than this. You never did kill anyone who would be missed. You did
so successfully for four books. And even here, you only killed runaways. But
what happened? Real life too much for you? Has it addled what brains you have?
You made a mistake when you killed Christopher Marlowe. Hell, you didn't just
kill him, you damn well crucified the man, from what Nathaniel tells me!"


Desmond chuckled. He
looked like a washed out version of Felix; his skin was just as pale, but his
eyes were nearly white, and his hair, reaching well past his shoulders, was
closer to silver than Felix's deep black. Desmond was just as attractive as
Felix, but there was something sickly about his beauty, like a light-starved
flower, and his face was marred by dark smudges under his eyes. He seemed to be
trying to burrow deeper into his coat. Felix dimly recalled writing in his
first book that Desmond hated being cold. The murderer cocked his head as he
considered Felix's words.


"Did I?" Desmond
asked, looking sideways at Felix. There was madness sparkling in his eyes.


"Yes, you did,"
Felix replied. "They will now be trying even harder to catch you."


"Including your
little boy toy? Did you like what I did to him in the asylum? He's pretty. I
wonder what it would have been like to cut his face. Maybe I should have done
that, too."


Felix lifted an eyebrow.
"You are mad. Do you think I care about him?" he snorted, a rare and
completely honest chuckle escaping his lips. "Honestly, you don't know me
very well, do you? But I know you," he said, stepping closer to Desmond.
"I created you. I know every little secret that runs through that faded
little head of yours, every dark fantasy you've ever entertained, every
skeleton in your closet, everything." He reached up and put a hand to
Desmond's head, thumbing the other's cheek almost lovingly. Desmond
unconsciously tilted his head into Felix's palm. "I know what makes you
squeal, like a child, with unbridled glee." He clenched his fist, seizing
Desmond's pale hair and pulling painfully. Desmond's face twitched slightly.
"And what makes you positively writhe in pain and terror, screaming for
the mercy of a quick death."


Desmond giggled, seeming
to enjoy it. "Do you, now?" he asked, covering Felix's hand with his
own. "Do you know why I'm here? How I came to be real in this world?"
He carefully worked Felix's grip on his hair loose.


Felix shrugged, allowing
the action. "Even if I did, it wouldn't matter. I will either see you put
to death, or kill you myself."


Desmond cocked his head,
giggling again. "And what of your toy? Will you kill him too? He knows
your secret, after all."


A grin touched Felix's
lips. "But he won't tell. I've bound him to me; I have no reason to worry
about him."


"Hnn." Desmond
looked back over the river. "You should keep an eye on him. I just might
pay him a visit and finish what I started."


"What on earth was
with those letters?" Felix asked. "I had you send letters to the
police in Jury of your Betters, but they were never so..."


"Well! Something you
don't know about me! And I thought you knew everything about me!" He
giggled again, the sound by now highly irritating. "Tut, tut, Daddy
dearest, you don't know your son as well as you thought you did! How
shameful!"


"You are hardly my
son."


Desmond looked offended.
"Oh, Daddy, why are you so mean to me?" He took Felix's face in his
hands. "Haven't I always been the faithful son, always doing everything
you tell me to?" He pulled Felix to him and kissed his cheek, the way a
child might. The writer stiffened in outrage.


"Get your hands off
me," he snarled, smacking Desmond's hands away from him and thrusting the
murderer back several steps.


"Ooo, at home to Mr.
Grumpy, are we?" Desmond crowed, seeming pleased he'd affected Felix so.
"You'd better be nice to me." His demeanor changed in an instant, becoming
threatening and dangerous. "I'm like an atom bomb, about to explode."


"You're quoting
Queen. That makes you far less frightening, you know."


"Does it?"
Desmond grinned, but there was no mirth in the expression. "Watch out,
Felix Adler. You or your little boy toy might be next."


And he left the bridge,
leaving Felix there in the snow.


The writer turned and
looked over the river and sighed.


"After I get rid of
him, I'm going to start writing sappy historic romance novels," he
groaned. "Those should be fairly harmless. Unless I start living a Stephen
King novel and wreck my car somewhere in Ass-End of Nowhere, Colorado."


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

















Chapter Seven


 


 


"Are you sure?"


"Yes. He was quite
explicit. He does intend to do you harm."


Nathaniel glanced back at
Felix, thinking he detected something like worry in the man's baritone voice.
"If you know who he is, and you know for a fact that he's Razorwire, why
don't you call the cops? He's probably hiding out at that asylum." He
rummaged in his coat pocket and fished out his house key.


Felix snorted. "
'Hello, officer. I know who Razorwire is,' " he said mockingly. "
'He's a character in my novel. You might know me, I'm Felix Adler, mystery
writer. Razorwire is Desmond Blake, the main character of my novels. He's
staying in the abandoned insane asylum.' " He altered his voice to a
fairly accurate impression of the police chief. " 'Right, Mr. Adler, we'll
be there right away. Tell me, what size straitjacket do you wear?' "


Nathaniel cleared his
throat. "Erm... I guess you have a point." He sighed and unlocked his
door. "But still, if you have any information at all, you should tell
someone, even if it's just that you heard some guy talking to himself about the
murders and possibly planning another."


Felix shook his head.
"No, I will not. I created Desmond Blake, and I will destroy him, or at
least send him back into the novels." His eyebrows drew together. "I
only wish I knew why he came to life in the first place."


"You know, I watched
a John Carpenter movie once..."


"Really?"
Felix's voice positively oozed sarcasm.


Nathaniel rolled his eyes.
His collection of John Carpenter movies was legendary among the city's horror
aficionados; no one knew where he found them all.


"Anyway," the
detective continued forcefully, "it was In the Mouth of Madness, the third
in his Apocalypse trilogy, following The Thing and Prince of Darkness, in that
order. It starred--"


"The point please, I
have seen that movie. I don't need a rundown of the cast and plot."


Nathaniel coughed again,
opening the door to his apartment. "Anyway, Jurgen Prochnow's character,
the horror writer Sutter Cane, said that what made his work real was that
people believed in it. He had so many readers, it was easy for the creatures he
summoned to come through, since so many people believed in it." He looked
back at Felix. "How many readers do you have again?"


Felix frowned
thoughtfully. "Impossible. There's no way something in a book can come to
life just because of how many people read it. Look at the Harry Potter novels. If
belief was all it took to make a book real, we'd be hearing reports of Potter
sightings in numbers to rival Elvis."


"Movies. That's a
form of bringing it to life, don't you think?" Nathaniel dropped his keys
on the table by the door. "Bounce! I'm home!"


Felix cocked an eyebrow.
"Bounce?" he echoed.


"My dog,"
Nathaniel replied, somewhat embarrassed. "She was really hyper when she
was a puppy, always bouncing all over the place. My last boyfriend called her
Bounce as a joke, but it sort of stuck. I'd have named her Miss Marple, myself,
after Agatha Christie's character, but..." He frowned. "Where is she?
She usually comes running when I call. Bounce!" He headed into the
apartment in search of the dog.


Felix stepped into the
apartment, heading to the window. As he approached, Felix felt a slight draft
coiling around his legs, stirring the hem of his coat. He frowned slightly, his
boots suddenly crunching quietly. He looked down and spotted shards of glass
scattered on the carpet. His frown deepened, and he looked up at the window.
Almost as soon as he realized it was broken, he heard a sharp cry of anguish.


A swear fell from his
lips, now curled back in a vicious snarl.


"Nathaniel?" he
shouted, sprinting out of the room. He cursed his predilection for heavy boots;
they were slowing him down tremendously. If Desmond was still in the
apartment...


Luck was with him,
somewhat. He found Nathaniel on the floor of his kitchen, tightly clutching a
black, furry object, shoulder shaking as he sobbed.


Looks like he found Bounce,
Felix thought, his black sense of humour surfacing at the wrong moment as
usual. He slowly approached as quietly as he could, aware of his boots
squeaking on the linoleum floor. He bent next to Nathaniel, laying a hand on
the other man's shoulder, looking at the dog in the detective's arms.


Fortunately, Desmond had
not cut Bounce's neck; there was a length of cord still fixed just above the
dog's collar. Bounce's tongue protruded limply from her mouth, eyes rolled back
to the whites. She was still warm.


"Oh, God...
Nathaniel, I'm so sorry..." Felix murmured, putting his arms around
Nathaniel and pulling him close. Even though he did not love Nathaniel at all,
he well knew the pain at the loss of his pet; Felix had had a puppy as a child
that had met its end under the wheels of a tanker truck on the road near his
house. Felix's remorse was genuine. Again he cursed Desmond, not only for
killing a helpless animal, but also because he worried Nathaniel might blame
him for the dog's death; he did for the death of his brother, after all, even
if that was blame rightly placed. If Nathaniel blamed Felix for creating
Desmond Blake in the first place and pushed him away... but he wouldn't, Felix
suddenly knew with certainty. If anything, it would push Nathaniel even closer
to Felix, to the man who had indeed created Desmond, and, at the same time, was
perhaps the only one capable of destroying him.


"Felix... he
killed... he..." Nathaniel was quite incapable of speech during times of
high emotional stress, Felix observed darkly. "Bounce, she... how
could..."


"Shh..." Felix
hugged him tight, stroking his hair. Nathaniel cried onto his shoulder, still
clinging to Bounce's body. Felix continued trying to comfort him, though his
sharp eyes flicked over every surface, trying to see anything that might have
been left to confirm Desmond had killed the dog. He noticed a scrap of paper on
the counter. "Nathaniel," he said softly. "We need to call the
police. Whether it was Desmond or not, this needs to be reported."


Nathaniel looked up at
him, disbelief showing through his tears. "You don't think he did
this?!" he demanded angrily.


"That's not what I
think. In fact, I'm almost certain he did. I'm saying that this needs to be
reported, no matter who the culprit was."


Nathaniel sniffled and
nodded. "You're right," he said, breathing shakily. "But... what
do I..." He looked down at the dog body in his arms.


"Put her back where
you found her," Felix said gently. "The police will want to see
everything the way it was before we got here. You know that."


Nathaniel nodded again and
gingerly laid the dog back down. He left the room, stumbling slightly, to find
the phone. Felix cast one last look at the dog before rising and crossing to
the counter. He took up the paper on the counter.


'Hello, Felix!' it read.
'I hope you and your boy enjoy the present I left you! What an adorable little
dog she was. It's too bad she had to die. I would have killed him if he'd been
there, but alas, I must have missed him. Such is life, I suppose. I'll just
have to get him later! Cheerio!' 


To Felix's disgust, there
was a little heart drawn at the bottom of the page.


The note shook in his
grip, a snarl crossing his face again. This would not go to the police, no
matter what. He folded it and tucked into the inside pocket of his coat, and
left the kitchen to find Nathaniel.


The detective was hanging
up the phone, still looking shaken. "They'll be here soon," he said,
hugging himself tight. He looked at Felix, eyes blank. "Why did he have to
kill her, Felix? Why Bounce?"


Felix shook his head.
"Because you weren't here," he replied. He took Nathaniel into his
arms, knowing well how the detective needed physical contact when he was upset.
"You shouldn't stay here; he might come back."


"Where would I go? My
family... they wouldn't want me. They don't live here anyway. I don't have
anywhere to go. I could find a hotel or something for a while..."


Felix gave him an annoyed
look. "What on earth are you talking about?" he growled. "As if
I would let you stay in a hotel when a murderer is out for your blood. Besides,
do you really think I would let you even if that weren't the case?"
Nathaniel looked up at him. "Did you think I wouldn't take you home with
me as soon as possible?"


Nathaniel gave him a weak
smile. "I've forgotten what it's like to have someone like you for a
lover," he muttered, resting his head on Felix's shoulder. "My last
few weren't nearly so worried about me, ever. Thank you."


Felix did not reply,
merely hugged Nathaniel tighter.


The police arrived fairly
quickly, probably because the caller had been one of their own. They took
notes, asked questions, did everything they could that procedure dictated. They
allowed Nathaniel to keep the body, one of them even telling him of a decent
pet cemetery on the outskirts of town.


"You know what's so
horrible about this?" Nathaniel asked, head resting on the window of
Felix's Sebring. Felix glanced at him for a moment before returning his gaze to
the road.


"What?" he
asked.


"Bounce probably went
right up to him, expecting him to pet her. She always was a terrible guard
dog."


* *
*


Desmond stood in the
shadows, watching as Felix's Sebring slowly disappeared down the street. The
red taillights carved bloody streaks in the fog and gloom, highlighting its
path until it turned the corner and vanished from the murderer's view.


He turned and headed down
the sidewalk, senses on edge. After killing the dog, his hands itched to feel
the monofilament wire around them, tightening around the neck of a hapless
victim. His appetite for death had been whetted by the death of the dog, had
sharpened his edge. A cold wind gusted down the street, blowing his jacket out
behind him. For once, he did not huddle into its depths as he normally would,
instead reveling in the wind, lifting his pale face and closing his eyes. It
was not as frigid out as it had been; spring was nearing. Spring was his
favourite season; everything was new and full of hope, nature coming back to
life after the death of winter.


He loved to kill
everything again. Some of his best kills had been during spring, and certainly
he'd made most of his kills in springtime. He reflected back on his past kills,
a faint smile touching his thin lips.


Something struck the small
of his back.


He stopped, the smile
fading from his face. He turned, slowly, gazing down the foggy, and empty,
street. His brow creased slightly.


"Who threw
that?" he called. There was, as he expected, no answer. "Hmph. How
sad, to hide in the shadows and throw rocks rather than come and face me like a
man." A cruel grin lifted the corners of his mouth. "Or perhaps
you're not a man, just a little mouse. Yes, that's what you are; a frightened,
little mouse, too cowardly to come and face me in the open." He spread his
arms wide. "Come on, then! I'm unarmed! Perhaps you're just brave enough
to take me on! Honest, I only weigh about one-seventy soaking wet, even though
I'm a tall son of a bitch!" There was still no reply. Disappointed, he let
his arms fall to his sides. "Oh, you're no fun anymore."


He turned back around and
began walking again. "I can dim the lights and sing you songs full of sad
things," he sang idly, "we can do the tango just for two..."


Another rock hit him, this
time accompanied by a shout of "Fag!"


Desmond whirled around,
one eyebrow cocked. "What on earth was that for?" he shouted,
honestly confused. "Queen's not just for gays; plenty of straight people
like them!" He huffed irritably. "Look, mate, if you're looking to
gay-bash me, just come on out and get it over with. Go ahead and beat me within
an inch of my life, if you like; just stop chucking stones."


An evil smirk spread
across his face. "Ooh, if you are going to come after me, I hope you're
good-looking! Like, maybe a cop! I do love a cop, they're so dashing in those
blue uniforms! But they're not supposed to beat up gays like me anymore, are
you? Oh, how disappointing." He gave a melodramatic smile. "I always
wanted to be killed by someone beautiful, should it be my fate to die
violently. How poetic, like being killed by an angel!"


"You really wanna get
the shit beat out of you, don't you?"


Finally, Desmond's
assailant stepped into view.


"Oh, drat,"
Desmond pouted. "You're not attractive at all." And the man certainly
wasn't. He was, in fact, obese, unshaven, unclean, and generally detestable. In
one hand, he clutched a lead pipe.


"You damn
fairy," the fat man growled, coming closer to Desmond. "Get the hell
out of here." He swung the pipe in what Desmond supposed was intended to
be a threatening manner. Since the man was clearly very drunk, he just looked
unsteady.


"You, my pudgy
friend, are hardly worth my time," he sniffed. "For one thing, you're
drunk, which makes you far too easy. For another, you're disgusting. You're no
challenge at all. Go home and sober up, sir."


The man just sort of
stared at him. "What?"


Desmond gave an aggrieved
sigh. "You're stupid, too. Lovely." He reached with one hand into his
pocket and closed it around his wire. "Well, one less stupid person can
only improve the world." He smiled and said, "Come and get me, big
boy!"


The man, clearly incensed
by now, came after Desmond like a Mac truck. Desmond sighed. Perhaps it was
time to lift his one kill per night rule once and for all; he was going to have
to find someone more fun after this pig.


Desmond headed off down
the street, merrily whistling a Django Reinhardt and Stephane Grapelli tune. He
hadn't even bothered disposing of the fat man's body, just left it where it lay
in the gutter. After touching him enough to kill him, he already felt
contaminated; now he had to find someone proper to kill.


"Disgusting
creature," he groused. "Ugh, I feel dirty just thinking about him,
and not in a good way. Now I have to kill someone else, just to get his stink
off my hands."


* *
*


Felix sighed, looking down
at Elias moving about on his palm and allowing the rat to stick her sleek,
furry head up his sleeve and sniff his arm. He pulled her out and held her
level with his face.


"You know something,
Elias?" he said. "Sex is addictive. I go for so long without getting
any, I forget how it feels. And now that I am, I do not want to stop. I was
thinking of killing Nathaniel after I deal with Desmond, but..." She
managed to wriggle out of his hand, only to get captured by his other. She
squeaked irritatedly. "Of course, it all works out in the end; all the sex
makes Nathaniel think I really love him. He must not have know anything about
psychology. I know for a fact I'm a sociopath and a psychopath and all sorts of
buggered up in the head, but he still thinks I love him. Either that or he's
way too trusting for his own good." He blinked. "Hmm... they say
people like me torture animals, but I love them. Perhaps it has to do with my
ancestry; I've a long history of livestock farmers."


He placed the fat rat back
in the cage and shut the door. He glanced behind him just in time to see Jabez
trying to sneak into the room.


"Oh, no, you don't,
you sneaky little thing!" he cried, shooing Jabez out again. "No
kitties allowed in here!" He bent and picked her up, glaring at her with
mock severity. "You and Mycroft have the rest of the house, you don't need
this room!" The cat stared blankly at him, clearly wondering what on earth
he was talking about. He chuckled and scratched her behind her ears. He then
felt he was being watched and turned to see Nathaniel leaning against the wall,
a smile on his face. Felix felt his face reddening. "Erm... how long have
you been there?"


Nathaniel laughed.
"Long enough." He stepped close to Felix, reaching out to allow Jabez
to sniff his hand. The cat then butted his palm, and Nathaniel obligingly
scratched the top her head.


"Are all your pets
female?" he asked.


"Yes; they're easier
to take care of than males."


"Hmm." Nathaniel
looked at Jabez, a slight smile curling his lips.


"What's so
funny?" Felix asked, gently putting the cat on the floor.


Nathaniel shook his head.
"You," he replied, looking up at Felix. "Everyone expects you to
be this cold murder-mystery novelist, but you're not at all. At least, I don't
think you are. I think you're like a pet cat; you look and seem so aloof and
cold, but really... it's almost like you're all bark and no bite."


Felix's eyebrow twitched.
This coming from the man who hated me for being a murderer. He put a finger
under Nathaniel's chin and tipped his head back. He murmured, "You know
very well that I bite."


Nathaniel eyes darkened,
and he looked away. "I know. You certainly bit Martin, didn't you?"


Felix mentally slapped
himself. Dammit. "For what it's worth, Nathaniel, I wish I hadn't,"
he said softly, touching Nathaniel's cheek. "But then, if I hadn't, would
we be standing here? Would you be here with me, or would you be alone in your
apartment with Bounce?"


"But Bounce would
still be alive."


So he did blame him. It
wasn't really surprising, since the man who'd killed Bounce had been his
brainchild. Felix was going to have to do something about this quickly.


"Do you blame me for
Bounce's death?" he asked. Nathaniel's head jerked around, eyes wide,
meeting Felix's. "You shouldn't, you know; you just saw what I think of
animals. I would never have Desmond kill an animal in any book, no matter what.
He did that on his own; I didn't even write that into his character. In fact, I
think he liked animals as much as I do. I don't know what possessed him to kill
your dog. Maybe some mad fanfiction writer somewhere had him kill an animal
sometime; for all I know, someone might very well have; he seems to have been
brought to life by the belief of my readers, perhaps they can change him
themselves."


Nathaniel didn't reply
immediately. He leaned forward, head against Felix's shoulder. "I don't
blame you," he replied. "I blame him. Desmond. But..." He
sighed. "I have to go in to the office. We are, after all, the only ones
who know who Razorwire is; the others still have to find it on their own. I
don't know what I'll do without Christopher, though. He was better at dealing
with people than me. We were a bit like Holmes and Watson; I focused on the
cases, and he handled suspects, witnesses, and whoever else happened to be
involved. I'm not the most socially adept man around."


He stood on his toes and
kissed Felix lightly, and then headed down the hall. Felix watched him,
standing with an inscrutable look on his face. He remained there for some time,
even after Nathaniel had left.


Nathaniel returned late
that night, seeming exhausted. There had been another Razorwire killing, as he
had half expected, and it had been all the more frustrating for the lack of
evidence pinning it to the man he knew had done it. And he'd been told of
Christopher's replacement; a transfer from New York called Alexander
something-or-other. Just what he wanted. He ran a hand through his short hair,
shrugging off his coat and hanging it on a peg by the door. He just wanted to
curl up on the couch with Felix and watch a movie, maybe fall asleep in his
arms. He pondered his remarkable turnaround. Before, he'd loathed Felix,
utterly despised him for killing his brother. But now, only five months after
meeting him... already Felix's weight atop him felt comfortable, already Felix pressing
against him in sleep or sex felt natural. The nights he spent in Felix's arms
(when he slept at all, which wasn't much) were the only ones he slept through;
his insomnia seemed a thing of the past, so long as Felix was beside him or
holding him close.


"Felix," he
called, "I'm back." Receiving no answer, he frowned slightly. Perhaps
he was just being paranoid, but after Bounce... Eyes and ears straining, he
headed into the living room, where he and Felix had watched Reeker, that first
night. The room was dark, only a dim table lamp in the far corner turned on,
and he could hear the faint sounds of a Django Reinhardt-Stephane Grapelli CD;
it amused him slightly that Felix would listen to the eminently cheerful guitar
and violin music. He slipped in and quickly looked down at the couch. He
smiled, relaxing instantly.


Felix's full
six-foot-eight frame was stretched across the couch, feet dangling over the arm
at the other end. He was fast asleep, still wearing his glasses. He seemed to
be frowning slightly, Nathaniel noticed; he looked troubled. Was he having a
nightmare? Nathaniel bent and lightly kissed Felix's forehead, stroking his
hair. The writer's brow smoothed somewhat before his blue eyes opened. He
started when he saw Nathaniel bending over him.


"Nathaniel." He
stretched, arching his back like a cat and sitting up. Nathaniel sat behind him
and wrapped his arms around him. Felix gave a soft hum and kissed his cheek.


"Were you having a
nightmare?" Nathaniel asked. "You looked unhappy."


"Maybe," Felix
answered, looking at the wall. "I used to have night terrors, but they
subsided when I started... when I started writing. I haven't had much luck
writing lately; perhaps they're coming back."


Nathaniel wondered at that
hesitation, but decided not to bring it up. Instead he said, "Night
terrors? Really?"


Felix nodded. "I used
to wake out of a dead sleep, soaked in cold sweat and my throat raw. My first
lover told me I screamed for a full minute before finally waking once. I think
that might have contributed to our separation. She wasn't exactly big on the
psychologically disturbed."


Nathaniel blinked,
surprised he'd said his first lover had been a woman. Then he remembered Felix
was pansexual. He rested his head on Felix's shoulder as the writer took up the
remote for the sound system and turned down the music until it was barely
noticeable. "I used to be an insomniac," Nathaniel admitted. "It
used to be I never got more than two or three hours of sleep. It's a wonder I
never had a psychotic breakdown. Every time I would go to sleep, I would have
horrible nightmares; not quite night terrors, but certainly not daisies and
sunshine. So I just stopped sleeping. But..."


"But?"


"I don't anymore. Not
since... well, since the night Christopher died."


Felix looked at him.
Nathaniel was staring at the floor, seemingly determinedly. Felix grinned
slightly, but it was not a grin of loving amusement or fondness. It was a grin
of triumph, devoid of any emotion but pride. Felix's plans were nearing their
fruition. It would not be long before the detective was his. He already had
laid claim to the man's body; soon he would own his soul as well.


The two men were silent
for some time, as still as sculptures, resembling a painting of domestic
comfort and tranquility. Anyone ignorant of the pair's history might have
thought they were seeing a tableau of honest love, not the false affection
Felix gave to Nathaniel. Felix could almost pity him; the man had lost so much
of what he had once been, had given up many of his convictions to be with
Felix, and he didn't even seem to realize it. He did not realize what he had
become, nor did he realize that their whole relationship was built on a lie.
The writer almost pitied him.


Almost. But not quite.


"Felix,"
Nathaniel eventually said.


Felix turned slightly.
"Yes?"


"What will we... what
can we do about Desmond? Is there anything at all? Because if he is made real
from the belief of your readers..."


Felix did not immediately
reply. "I have considered that. I do not know," he admitted in a rare
moment of complete honesty. "I could indeed write him into the clutches of
the police, or to his death, but my readers might not believe it enough. They
read my novels because Desmond is never caught; the thrill of following an
untouchable, uncatchable murderer. And even if I thought they did believe in
his capture, it would still take months for the book to be published. If we
kill him ourselves, he would likely come back, since people will still read my
novels. Killing him off in a novel might work; I've been growing weary of
writing him anyway."


"Hmm." Nathaniel
pressed his face against Felix's shoulder for a moment. "Could you write
him some sort of nemesis? Not like a rival murderer or something, but a
detective. You know, a Clarice Starling to his Hannibal Lecter."


Felix chuckled.
"Actually, I had, but I wrote him back out, since he made writing very
difficult. Ironically, I haven't written in a while anyway. His name was
Patrick Doyle. He was based on you, in fact. I was going to have Patrick come
ever so close to catching Desmond, only to lose him at the last second, but
even that didn't work out. Desmond did not want to share the spotlight, it
seemed."


"You wrote me into
your novel?"


"Indeed. Don't worry,
he was a very flattering depiction. I could, possibly, bring him back and have
him kill Desmond somehow. Of course, I could just as easily kill Desmond with
asbestos from the asylum, or the roof caving in, or he even gets driven off the
road over a cliff. Perhaps his last victim will turn on him and kill him in
self-defense. Hmm... I may have something with that... perhaps he could try to
kill Doyle for having the audacity to challenge him, and instead Doyle kills
him... and then declare that to be my last Desmond Blake novel..."


"But that might not work.
You said yourself, people will keep reading your books..."


"But then if they
believe that Desmond will die later on, then he will die and stay dead. And I
almost think that my own belief is required, not just the belief of my readers.
From the first book, I believed that Desmond would never, could never, be
captured by so measly a force as the police. No offense. I suspect I believed
this because I myself have never been caught." His hand tightened over
Nathaniel's, in a gesture that might have been loving, but was instead a dire
warning. Nathaniel knew at once what it was and swallowed, reminded in an
instant that though Felix might seem caring and affectionate, he was, at heart,
a killer.


"So... if you believe
Desmond will die..." Nathaniel said slowly.


Felix nodded. "Then
he will."


 


 


 


 


 
















Chapter
Eight


 


 


"Felix... I... this
is quite a turnaround!"


A few months after the
night he decided to kill Desmond once and for all, Felix sat again in West's
office. The editor looked astonished, and rightly so: only seven months ago,
Felix had been absolutely adamant that Desmond would never, ever be caught, and
suddenly, here was some brand-new character that had overpowered Desmond and
killed him.


"Are you sure about
this?" West asked. "I mean, this is so different... your
readers-"


"Mr. West,"
Felix said forcefully. "If my readers are as loyal as I think they are,
they will forgive me. Granted, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was hated by his readers
for hurling Sherlock Holmes over Reichenbach Falls, but this does not worry me
in the slightest. First of all, Desmond has nothing like the popularity of the
world's greatest detective. For every letter I receive telling me how much
someone liked Desmond, I get two that call him a guilty pleasure and one that
says the writer hates him but still is captivated by him. I once got a letter
from a boy telling me that reading my novels was like watching a clown car
crash: it's horrible and awful but you still can't look away, no matter how
much you want to.


"Second, I am tired
of Desmond. Writing the last book, the one now sitting on your desk, was the
hardest one of them all to write. The other four were nowhere near as
difficult. Granted, this may, perhaps, have been because of the new character,
but nevertheless, it was one of the hardest things I have ever written.
Desmond, as much fun as I had writing him at the start, has become a chore. I
am shackled to this serial killer, and my readers have thrown away the key. He
has become too unruly, too mindless, and I have had trouble finding new ways
for him to kill, new people for him to hunt. No, Feast of Fools will be the
last Desmond Blake novel, and nothing my readers, or you, can do will convince
me otherwise. I daresay some of them will be glad to see the bastard go. I know
I shall; I will finally be able to write something different."


West sighed. "Well,
if you're sure. I'll send off. Just beware of hate mail."


Felix gave a dry,
disturbing chuckle. "I could not care less about hate mail. I have a
fireplace."


"I don't doubt
it..." West ran a meaty hand over his comb-over. "What'll you write
next? You are, I guess, going to continue?"


Felix nodded. "I
haven't yet decided. I was considering historical romances."


One of the things West
hated the most about Felix was that he could never tell if the man was kidding
or not.


* *
*


"Alexander Octoraro,
I assume?"


The young man looked up,
brushing strands of reddish-brown hair out of hazel eyes. Nathaniel gave him a
quick once-over, taking in his appearance at a glance. Neat dark suit, subdued
tie, chin-length hair. A silver ring on his left ring finger. Some sort of
silver bracelet on his right wrist, watch on his left. Strong build, probably
worked out. The young man stood, offering a hand. Confident. Perhaps too
confident.


"I am. Alexander Octoraro,
formerly of New York City, only just transferred here," he said. His voice
didn't seem to match his body; it was boyish and high, with perhaps just a hint
of petulance. "I take it you are Nathaniel Fitzroy?"


Nathaniel nodded. "I
am. So, then, you are detective Marlowe's replacement?" Alexander nodded.
"Right. Did they tell you how he died?"


Alexander blinked.
"Excuse me?"


"Did they tell you
how he died?"


Alexander stared at
Nathaniel, searching his face, plainly trying to see if Nathaniel was joking or
not. It was clear, though, that the older man was dead serious. "No, they
didn't. What are you talking about?"


"Marlowe was killed
by the mass murderer Razorwire, identity unknown. He strung him up from a
streetlight in the red-light district." Nathaniel spoke of Christopher's
death in a deadpan, flat voice, which unsettled Alexander more than the topic
did alone. He pointed to the ring on Alexander's finger. "Are you married,
or engaged?"


"Engaged... but what
does that--"


"Take care not to
make her a widow before she's even married. I don't want to tell someone else
their husband is dead, killed by a madman he had been trying to bring to
justice. The thought of a few final moments of bravery in the line of duty is
cold comfort indeed when your significant other is dead and buried."
Nathaniel turned and left the station, leaving a stunned Alexander in his wake.


"What the...?"


"Hey, don't let 'im
bother you, kid," said an older cop passing by. He clapped a hand on
Alexander's shoulder. "At least he acknowledged ya. His past partner,
Christopher Marlowe, he barely even spoke to the guy."


"Really?"
Alexander looked towards Nathaniel's retreating back. "From the way he was
talking, they were good friends."


"Oh yeah, definitely.
But we had some criminal shrink in here a year or so ago, and he diagnosed him
as... what was it... schizoid personality disorder? Somethin' like that. I only
remembered it 'cos I was readin' Silence of the Lambs and was kind of into
psychology at the time." The older man shrugged. "Got around to
lookin' it up, and thought it fit Nathaniel like a glove. Give him time. He's
gotta get used to ya."


Felix
practically flew out of bed, sweatsoaked hair clinging to his face, the sheets
flying from his bare chest, eyes wide and pupils dilated. His throat was tight and sore, a scream stuck in his
throat like toffee. He forced the scream away, not wanting to wake Nathaniel.
He looked over at him, sleeping soundly, oblivious to his supposed lover's
distress. Chest heaving wildly, Felix put a hand to his heart; it was thumping
in his ribcage like a frightened rabbit. Sweat streamed down his back as he
bent and put his forehead on his knees, wrapping his arms around his legs.


"Oh, God," he
breathed. Though he had never believed in any god, the word still made a decent
swear. "Damn. They're back."


Suddenly he felt trapped,
a lion in a cage for a house cat. He had to get out. He flung the sheet aside
and rose. He cast one last look at Nathaniel before leaving him, leaving his
glasses on the bedside table. His bare feet padded on the cold wooden floor of
the hallway. But no matter how cold the floor, the air seemed thick and sludgy,
utterly intolerable. At first, he walked normally, but as he moved, the
claustrophobic feeling worsened, and he sprinted the last few yards to the door
to the widow's walk, feeling the vestiges of the dream-panic touching his mind.
He opened it soundlessly and went to stand at the railing.


Out of the suddenly
cloying heat, he recovered quickly. He inhaled deeply; the cold air burned the
back of his throat, almost making him cough. Nathaniel had slowly been raising
the temperature in the house until it was nearly too warm for Felix. Out in the
cool early spring night, he felt refreshed, more at ease. He sighed, leaning on
the railing, the sea breeze cold against his bare chest. Far below, the waves
crashed against the cliffs, constantly wearing them away, never to cease until
the oceans themselves dried up. He closed his eyes, focusing on the cold
breeze, on the sound of the surf, on everything but his night terror. In the
cool air, he felt an extreme sense of freedom, as if he'd finally cast off
immense chains. It was like he'd been burning with fever, feeling ready to
explode, and the fever had finally broken with the first step outside.


"Felix?"


The writer's eyes slipped
open. He turned to the door, spotting Nathaniel's dark, blurry shape in the
doorway. The detective had turned on the hall light, banishing the darkness
that suited Felix so much.


"Are you okay?"
Nathaniel asked, concern evident in his voice. "What's wrong?"


"Do you recall when I
mentioned my night terrors?" Felix asked. He hated the quiver in his
voice, but could not suppress it nonetheless.


"Oh, God."
Nathaniel stepped unhesitatingly across the widow's walk, coming up behind
Felix and rubbing his back. The writer's skin was burning hot, almost feverish.
"Why didn't you wake me?"


"I wanted out."
Felix turned and looked out towards the water. "It was too hot in there; I
needed cool air. And besides, you said you were an insomniac. I figured you
deserved what sleep you got."


Nathaniel hugged him.
"Next time, just wake me. I know about night terrors, I know what they're
like."


Felix didn't reply, still
staring out over the water. He knew he would not wake Nathaniel the next time,
no matter how bad it was, nor would he tell him his own alternative. He had his
own ways of dealing with his night terrors, and he sincerely doubted Nathaniel
would approve of any of them.


* *
*


Alexander had many faults,
one of them being that he had never learned to let sleeping dogs lie.


The office was dark but
for Alexander's desk lamp, a dim glow like a candle in the office. He was
browsing through the computer, wondering what he could find out about
Nathaniel. He'd finally looked up schizoid personality disorder, and from what
the other police officer had said, the diagnosis was accurate. Emotional
coldness, indifference to the opinions of others, a dislike and almost
discomfort of having other people around, a lack of sexual interest. He did
not, of course, know about Felix; Nathaniel was too close-lipped about his
personal life around the office. The computer was depressingly empty of any
useful information. Alexander sighed and leaned back in the chair. He looked
over to Nathaniel's empty desk.


Another fault? He had no
sense of privacy.


Alexander stood and went
to the other detective's desk, somewhat amazed at the sparse neatness. Whereas
the other officers and detectives had covered their desks with personal
effects, photographs of their families, little stress-relieving toys with eyes
that bugged out when squeezed, Nathaniel's desk was bare. It seemed
depressingly utilitarian, as if the man had no life outside the office. The
computer was off, and Alexander didn't bother turning it on; it was doubtless
password protected, and he was no hacker. He opened a drawer and found, to his
astonishment, a hardback novel, one without its cover. He lifted it out and
turned to the spine.


Quiet Scream.


Alexander cocked his head.
He'd heard of Felix Adler, but had never read him. There was a Post-it flag
sticking out of the book. Now very curious, Alexander opened to the marked
page. It was the page on which the investigation into the death of runaway
Michael Stone was begun. Written in a tiny, neat hand on the flag was the name
"Martin".


A slight frown creased the
detective's brow. He turned on the computer, logging on under his own name and
accessing the file on the Piano Man deaths. Somewhere near the start of the
list was one Fitzroy, Martin. Survived by his parents Michael and Josephine,
and his brother Nathaniel. Alexander's eyes widened slightly.


Just what was Nathaniel
implying with this Post-it note? That Michael Stone was based off his brother
Martin? Fitzroy was an uncommon name in the city; the only other he knew was
Nathaniel. Granted, he was new to the city; even if he'd lived there for years
it was unlikely he'd know every person by name. But Fitzroy seemed an uncommon
name to begin with. He gnawed his lower lip.


Clearly, the schizoid
detective that talked to no one was hiding something.


* *
*


Felix turned his face into
the cold wind, closing his eyes. He gave the softest of sighs, finally feeling
at ease in the chilly night weather. Cold, dark, lonely nights were his; he did
not belong in the bright, warm world with the rest of humanity. His world had
room for one, and one only. Even Nathaniel was not truly a part of it, though
Felix had successfully convinced the detective he was. Felix walked the world
alone, and needed no one at his side.


His head turned, eyes
focusing on a dark corner, going still like a dog that's scented something on
the breeze. His lips parted slightly and curled into a smile. His eyes lit.


A boy came wandering out
of the darkness, a boy in tattered black clothes and silver jewelry. His eyes
were thickly outlined in kohl, smudged around the edges, making his eyes look
sunken in his skull. The city's Gothic subculture was small, and to find one of
its members was like spotting a rare animal. Felix stilled, watching him. The boy
had an effeminate sort of beauty, from his pale, unblemished skin to the lace
gloves on his hands. His black-rimmed eyes met Felix's, and the boy started.


"Oh... I didn't see
you there," he called. "You sort of scared me."


Felix smiled. "My
apologies," he replied, voice as smooth as ever. With his natural
blue-black hair, pale skin, and dark clothing, Felix knew he looked like the
embodiment of everything the boy held dear. The boy would be easy to take.


The boy looked around, as
if concerned he was being followed.


"Say, would you walk
me to my club?" he asked sheepishly. "Normally I'd be with my
friends, but... well, anyway, I'm worried about gay-bashers."


Felix could have laughed.
The boy was worried about gay-bashers in a city of not one, but two active
murderers? Did he not read the paper, or watch the news?


"I shall, as
apologies for startling you," Felix said, bowing to the boy, who looked
amused and flattered and hurried across the street. Felix obligingly extended
his elbow, black-gloved hand loosely curled into a fist. "Besides, there's
rather more out there for you to be worried about than just gay-bashers."


The boy smiled as he
linked his arm with Felix's, looking up at the writer. "You're seriously
tall. But are you talking about the serial killers?" The boy laughed as
Felix nodded. "I'm not worried about either of them; I've been following
both cases. It's so fascinating. But they're part of why I wanted you to walk
with me. I don't think Piano Man or Razorwire would attack someone with a
witness."


"You're probably
correct. Do your parents know you're out here, at night in a city of
murders?"


"City of murders, I
like that. That's good. Are you a writer?"


Felix smiled.
"Somewhat."


"That's cool. Anyway,
my parents couldn't care less where I am. They don't even know I'm in this
city. I left home two years ago, never looked back, and they never looked for
me. They don't care."


The boy spoke flippantly,
but Felix could sense the slight pain in his voice. He could tell this was an
old hurt, one sore, but scarred over. But Felix cared not for the boy's
feelings, only that the boy had said he was alone in the city, with no one
looking for him. The way he'd referred to his friends earlier seemed to suggest
to Felix that he didn't have many of them, and that they were only looking out
for number one.


The boy was the perfect
prey.


The boy continued
chattering on, seemingly unaware that Felix was hardly paying attention, or
that Felix was the one leading the way, not the boy. He didn't seem to realize
it at all until Felix led him into a dark alley.


"Oh yeah, I forgot to
tell you where the club is," the boy said.


"You don't need
to," Felix replied. His grip on the boy's arm tightened, and he swung the
boy against the wall. The boy's head cracked against the wall, his face
twisting in pain.


"Ow! Hey, what are
you--"


Felix, stronger than his
thin frame would have suggested, threw the boy to the ground and pushed his
knee against his back, holding his wrists together with one long hand. With the
other he slammed the boy's head into the ground, stunning him. Deftly, with
practiced ease, he pulled his piano wire from his pocket and slipped it around
the boy's neck. Satisfied the boy was unconscious and incapable of struggling,
Felix released his hand and tightened the piano wire. He paused.


There was another aspect
to the Razorwire murders that hadn't occurred to him before. Their techniques
were almost exactly the same; perhaps, even if Desmond was dead, Razorwire
could live on. Piano Man could fade away into the murky mists of cold case
files and unsolved crimes. A grin touched Felix's pale face.


"Desmond, my dear,
you have just given me the best disguise ever," he murmured. He pulled the
wire tighter than he would have normally, making it bite into the boy's neck.
Blood began leaking around the edges of the wire, and Felix pulled harder. It
wasn't long before the blood was streaming from the boy's neck, puddling on the
ground. Felix was careful to keep out of it.


When the boy's heartbeat
no longer thundered in the hollow of his throat, and the flow of blood slowed
to a mere trickle, Felix unwound the wire from his neck. The nervous energy and
tension that had filled the writer for months had finally departed, leaving him
feeling calm and serene again. He looked down at the boy's body with no little
fondness. He lightly kissed his fingers and pressed them to the boy's forehead.


He carefully lifted the
boy's body, noting how light it felt, and carried it out of the alley. By some
absurd luck only given to men like himself, he'd managed to avoid getting much
of the blood on his own clothes. Here his penchant for dark clothing served him
well; what little blood that did get on his clothes didn't show up on the dark
fabric. He gently, reverently, set the body against the facade of the building,
arranging it carefully.


"You have no idea
what favour you have just done for me," Felix murmured to the boy's
corpse. He gently lowered the boy's eyelids and rose. He paused, looking around
the empty street. Satisfied that he was alone, he cast one last look at the
body and headed down the street.


As he rounded the corner,
he found himself passing by a broad young man, who gave him a look as they
passed. Felix barely spared him a glance.


Alexander glanced back at
the scarecrow he'd just passed. And he'd thought Nathaniel was tall?


He shook his head, shoving
his hands into his pockets. The man had looked familiar; where had he seen him
before? Surely not on the street; he'd remember him if that was the case. It
wasn't often you passed men who could look down at the top of your head. His
face seemed familiar, especially those eyes. Alexander shuddered; those eyes
could freeze a man solid. He shrugged and put the matter from his mind; he had
more important things to worry about.


When he turned the corner
and found the body of a young Goth boy, he found something to add right to the
top of the list.


 

















Chapter Nine


 


 


Nathaniel looked down at
the body and sighed, running a hand through his tousled hair. He wasn't in the
best of moods; he'd been pulled from a deep sleep, curled around Felix's
pillow. The writer himself had gone out, leaving an inexplicable note on the
door (Gone out. Will return eventually. Felix.) and an empty bed.


"Razorwire struck
again, huh?" he grumbled. He turned to Alexander.


The younger detective
jumped slightly. "Err, yes. We think so; there's a long cut on the
neck."


"That's him all
right." Nathaniel rubbed the back of his neck, watching as the body was
carried into an ambulance, under a shroud. The two detectives approached the
scene, ducking under the lines of yellow police tape. Nathaniel's eyes, sharp
even in the dark, caught a line of tiny droplets on the pavement. Curious, he
followed them into the alley, where he found a large puddle of blood.


"This must be where
he was killed," Alexander remarked. Nathaniel nodded, and the younger
detective rushed out of the alley to alert the other forensic boys. Nathaniel
remained, staring down at the puddle of blood. Something seemed off about this
murder; it didn't quite feel like a Razorwire, somehow. It felt...


...Like a copycat.
Nathaniel's lips tightened. He well knew of someone who could benefit from the
murders. The same thought that had occurred to Felix only hours previously had
just occurred to Nathaniel. He knew Felix had to have thought of it; if it came
to Nathaniel, surely it came to Felix. He turned towards the body, wondered if
Felix really had killed him. Not for the first time, Nathaniel wondered why he
didn't just turn the writer in. Of course, the usual answer came straight to
the forefront of his mind: no concrete evidence. Even the connections that
Nathaniel himself had come up with were shaky at best.


There was more to it than
that, though, Nathaniel knew. He closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to
the cold brick, wracked with guilt and uncertainty. He loved Felix, he knew he
did. He knew, also, that this love far eclipsed any hate he once had for the
writer, and that Martin's death was no longer the motivation to bring him to
justice that it once was. He knew, and this bothered him more than anything
else, that he would never be able to turn Felix in, and the writer would keep
killing. By allowing Felix to go free, was he just setting more unfortunate
children up for death? Was he signing their death warrant by staying silent?
And, worse, how many more would suffer indirectly? How many more siblings,
friends, family members, maybe even lovers would suffer at his hands, and at
Nathaniel's, for not arresting him?


The latest victim, surely,
had someone who loved him. A sibling, a friend, a boy- or girlfriend. Nathaniel
well knew the pain they would go through upon learning of the boy's death. How
many more would have to suffer that?


Nathaniel loved Felix too
much. He would never be able to arrest him and see him get life in prison or
the death penalty, as he surely would.


Nathaniel slammed his fist
into the wall, scraping the side of his hand. A short smear of blood marred the
brick.


"Dammit, Felix!"
he growled. "You son of a bitch!"


"Who's a son of a
bitch?"


Startled, Nathaniel spun
to the mouth of the alley. Alexander stood there, looking slightly confused.
Nathaniel sighed and shook his head.


"Razorwire," he
replied. "I'm sick of seeing his... handiwork... every time I get called
out."


Alexander nodded, seeming
to understand. "We're packing up," he said. "Just thought I'd
let you know. Oh, can you give me a ride to the station? I walked here."


"All right. Sure.
I'll be there in a minute." Nathaniel watched the younger man coldly until
he left the alley. He looked back down at the puddle of blood and sighed.


He'd have to talk to
Felix. He knew it was the weakest possible response, but he was unable to do
anything more. He loved Felix too much. If he was truly honest with himself, he
cared far more about Felix than his victims, including the live ones. His hands
were tied by his emotions.


He left the alley in a
deep blue funk, thoughts and feelings clouded. He glanced up just before
getting into his car, and caught sight of a head of white hair and a
fur-trimmed coat disappearing around a corner. But then Alexander stepped in
front of him en route to the passenger's side of the car, blocking his view.
Nathaniel narrowed his eyes.


"Detective
Octoraro," he said. The other detective paused and looked up at him.
Nathaniel tossed the younger man his keys. "Drive yourself back to the
station. I want to look around again, without anyone waiting on me. I'll either
walk back myself or call my boyfriend when I want to leave."


"But, Detective
Fitzroy, the killer might still be at large--"


"Just do it,
Detective!"


Alexander could tell there
was no arguing with that tone. He nodded and came around to the driver's side,
peering in through the window.


"Automatic?" he
asked.


"I didn't have the
patience to learn stick."


"Keep in touch."


Alexander ducked into
Nathaniel's car as the older man headed back into the alley. Nathaniel waited
until the grumble of his Honda had faded from earshot, then rushed out of the
alley and around the corner.


Desmond Blake, large as
life, exactly as Nathaniel had always pictured him, stood with his back against
a streetlight, arms folded over his chest. His white hands protruded from the
fur-lined cuffs of his ankle-length coat, and had they not been against his
arms, they would have been trembling. He smiled at Nathaniel.


"Hello,
Detective!" he sang.


Nathaniel whipped his gun
from the holster and pointed it at Desmond. "Hands in the air where I can
see them," he snarled. "Desmond Blake, you are under arrest for
multiple murders."


"Ooh, you dirty
little hypocrite!" Desmond scolded, not altering his position in the
slightest except to lean forward slightly. "If you'll arrest me, why won't
you arrest my dear creator? He's as much of a murder as I am, and there's just
about as much evidence for him being the murderer as me."


"Hands UP!"
Nathaniel shouted, trying to ignore Desmond's words, although the murderer was
dead-on.


Desmond gave a vile grin.
"Oooh, I know why!" he jeered, epiphany lighting his eyes.
"Felix's cock up your ass feels too good, doesn't it? He makes you feel
like a dirty little slut, and you love every second of it, whether he's fucking
you up the ass or wanking you off or going down on you. Is that what it takes
to buy a cop these days? A blow-job and some ass-fucking?" The incongruity
of his language and his beauty was rather disconcerting, though the impression
faded as the overall sickliness of his beauty reasserted itself.


Nathaniel didn't know it,
but Desmond was not well, nor did he look it. The smudges and shadows under his
eyes were darker, his cheekbones more prominent than before. His eyes glittered
feverbright, making him look more insane than usual. His breathing was
unusually quick and shallow, and even his coat could not keep the night chill
from his skin. His heartbeat was quick and irregular, its rhythm nowhere near
the healthy thundering it had been when Felix encountered him in the park.
There was a constant, dull ache between his eyes that would not go away, no
matter what he did to try and alleviate it.


Desmond was dying, slowly,
inch by inch.


Nathaniel, however, did
not know this. Desmond's words had driven him almost to the point of shooting
the bastard in the head, justice and due process of law be damned. "If you
don't shut the fuck up..."


"Do my words hit
home?" Desmond sneered. "Do I speak the truth?" He suddenly
smiled hugely. "Hey, if I fuck you, will you let me go?"


Nathaniel stiffened. He
strode forward, stopping right in front of Desmond, who was giggling faintly.
"If you don't shut the hell up, I'm going to blow your brains out,"
the detective hissed, pointing his gun directly at the killer's forehead.


Desmond smiled and stepped
close to the detective. He planted a kiss on Nathaniel's nose before the
detective could react. Up close, Desmond's breath had a faintly rotten smell,
as if he'd been eating old meat, or he was going bad from the inside out.
Nathaniel slapped him away, wondering why his breath smelled so.


Desmond giggled. "I
guess even a hand-job is out of the question," he sighed. "Damn,
you're pretty. Oh well. By the way, do you think Felix loves you, really?
Because I'd bet you anything he doesn't. I bet he's just using you, for sex,
for information." Desmond's pale, bright eyes met Nathaniel's. "Ask
yourself why a psychopathic killer loves you." He smiled, seeing something
change in Nathaniel's face. The detective's eyes seemed uncertain. Desmond had
touched on a fear Nathaniel didn't even know he had.


Without warning, Desmond
exploded into motion. He pushed his dying body to the limits, knowing he could
not outrun a bullet. He slammed his elbow into Nathaniel's wrist, hearing the
delicate bones crack. He head-butted Nathaniel in the nose, punched him in the
lip, and kicked his stomach. Blood streamed from Nathaniel's nose and mouth as
the detective doubled up in pain, gasping for air; Desmond's kick had driven
the air from his lungs. Desmond grabbed him by the collar and hurled him into
the wall.


"I should finish what
I started in the asylum," Desmond hissed, rancid breath gusting into
Nathaniel's bloody face, mad cheer suddenly gone as if it had never existed.
"Or just scar that pretty face of yours. See how much Felix pretends to
love you then." He kicked Nathaniel again, the detective crying out
wordlessly. A fresh gout of blood gushed from his lips. Desmond giggled.
"Oops, I think I ruptured something. Let me borrow your phone, call
someone, hm?"


Nathaniel was in no place
to struggle as Desmond removed his phone from his back pocket. Impotent rage
flared in him as Desmond trailed his fingers over Nathaniel's rear. Desmond
giggled again as he flipped the phone open.


"Hmm... the office;
Detective Octoraro, ooh, that's a nifty name; Wu's Chinese, stellar tastes,
Detective... aha, Felix!" Desmond smiled sweetly at the stricken detective
as he dialed.


Felix was just walking in
the door when the phone rang. Alternately thanking and cursing his luck, he
crossed to the phone, slightly confused; no one ever called him so late at
night, or early in the morning if he wanted to get technical. He glanced at and
acknowledged the note from Nathaniel on the door, just below his own (Got
called in on a case. Love, Nathaniel), and checked the caller ID. It showed the
detective's cell phone.


"How's the case
going, Nathaniel?" he asked. "Will you be home soon?"


"Ooh, I don't know,
Daddy dear! He certainly won't be home at all if he keeps spitting up blood
like this!"


Felix froze.


"Desmond?! How the
hell did you get Nathaniel's phone?" he snarled.


Desmond's irritating
giggle crackled through the phone. "Why don't you come over here and find
out? We're only just around the corner from where you killed that pretty little
Goth boy." His voice dropped to a horrible parody of a sultry, enticing
purr. "Come and find us, big boy!"


Felix growled, "If
you've killed him... if he's dead before I get there..."


"Oh, whose benefit
are you saying that for? Certainly not mine, or your own. For Nathaniel? Why?
You told me yourself you didn't love him, that he's just a toy to you."


Felix hoped Nathaniel
hadn't heard that. If he did, Felix would have a terrible time convincing him
otherwise. He knew the detective doubted him, subconsciously if not
consciously. To have the idea spoken aloud might make it true; words, once
summoned by mouth or by pen, have a devilish power all of their own, and can
never be banished once uttered. As a writer, Felix knew that all too well.


Words had brought Desmond
into the world.


Perhaps words could send
him back.


Felix slammed the phone
into the cradle, dimly aware that his hand ached. He'd had the phone in a
white-knuckled grip. He braced his hands on the table, breathing deeply. He
knew Desmond was dying; he'd heard the breathlessness behind his words. His
book had been published, and tens of thousands of copies had already been sold.
His readers, the quick ones at any rate, had already read of Desmond's death,
which Felix had written about in no uncertain terms. No matter what else he
was, Desmond was not immortal; a bullet to the brain could kill him just as
surely as anyone else. If the murderer's voice was any indication, then Felix
and Nathaniel's theory was proving true: Desmond was born of belief, the belief
of Felix and the readers.


Now Desmond would die of
that belief.


Felix grabbed his keys
from the hook by the door and stormed from the house.


Desmond stared in surprise
at the phone for a moment before irritably snapping it shut.


"Well!" he
groused. "He hung up on me! How rude!" He bent and tucked the phone
back into Nathaniel's pocket. "Your lover is very impolite, you
know." Nathaniel didn't reply. Desmond cocked his head. "Hello! Are
you in there, Detective? Ground control to Major Tom!"


Still Nathaniel gave no
indication he'd heard. Desmond dropped to his haunches and lifted Nathaniel's
hand from the pavement. It dropped limply when he released it.


"Oh, bollocks!" Desmond
exclaimed, aghast. "You're not dead, are you? That wouldn't be any fun at
all!" He pressed his finger to Nathaniel's neck, searching for a pulse. He
sighed in relief as he found it. "Oh, good. There might be some fun yet
left to be had."


He started to rise, and
found himself suddenly, achingly, mindlessly dizzy. He swayed violently on the
spot and put a hand against the wall. He buried his face in one hand, panting.
The ache between his eyes intensified, his lower stomach clenching as if his
intestines were collapsing in on themselves. A cold sweat broke out on his
face.


"Damn..." he
panted, face twisting. "What's wrong with me? What... what..."


The moment passed, and
Desmond carefully straightened. He remembered seeing a new Adler novel in the
window of a local bookstore, and his face warped in rage. "Felix... what
have you done?" he growled. For a moment the pain in his head spiked
again, and it almost reached a debilitating level. He clutched his head,
gritting his teeth. The pain slowly receded. He looked down at Nathaniel for a
moment before glancing down the street. "Dammit... I wanted to wait for
Felix... but I can't face him like this." He whirled about and swept down
the street, leaving Nathaniel to his fate.


Alexander did not drive to
the station, as he'd been told. Instead, he'd driven several blocks, parked in
front of a twenty-four hour convenience store, and walked back to the alley. He
was not surprised to see that Nathaniel was not in the alley. He checked around
the block, looking for the older detective, gun loose in the holster.


He arrived at the corner
in time to hear Desmond's growl.


"Felix... what have
you done?"


Alexander frowned. Felix?
As in Felix Adler? Who was talking? He carefully glanced around the corner. He
saw Nathaniel lying on the ground in a pool of blood, a taller man in a
fur-trimmed coat standing over him. He seemed unwell, clearly having trouble
with his head. Alexander almost called out, but something stopped him, some
sixth sense warning him to stay away. He watched as the man continued talking
to himself, looked down the street, and walked away.


The detective waited to be
sure the tall man was gone, and then carefully walked out over to Nathaniel. He
was just about to bend down to check the fallen man when a hand clapped down on
his shoulder.


For the first time in
several years, Felix thanked his proximity to the city. He'd driven like a
maniac, going well over the speed limit and speeding through stops. He'd
managed to arrive at the corner fairly quickly, searching only for a moment
before he found the correct corner. The detective lurking against the wall was
a decent enough indication of something happening. The detective turned the
corner within moments of Felix's arrival. Felix quickly followed him, seeing
him stop at something huddled on the pavement.


Felix clapped a hand on
the detective's shoulder. "Excuse me, but you are...?"


The detective, startled,
jumped wildly and turned around. He blinked, finding himself at eye level with
Felix's collarbone, and looked up. "Detective Alexander Octoraro," he
said shortly before bending down to the huddled shape. Felix followed his gaze.
His heart jumped into his throat.


"Nathaniel!" he
cried. Felix dropped to his knees on the bloodstained pavement, shoving
Octoraro out of the way. He was not only trying to ascertain whether or not his
only ally still lived, but he knew he had to maintain appearances. He had no
idea if this Octoraro knew who he was or his relationship with Nathaniel, but
he couldn't afford to take chances. Felix gently lifted Nathaniel and held him
tightly and carefully, heedless of the blood soaking his clothes.
"Nathaniel? Nathaniel, can you hear me?" he said quietly, speaking
right in the detective's ear.


Nathaniel seemed to stir
slightly. Felix looked heartened and began stroking Nathaniel's hair.
"Come on, my love, wake up, please, come back to me." Nathaniel's
eyelids flickered, and his eyes slowly opened, one after the other. His nose
and lips were bloodstained, his lips split against his teeth. His eyes slowly
focused on Felix.


"Fe...lix?" he
groaned through bruised and swollen lips. "Des... Des... he..."


"Shh..." Felix
hugged Nathaniel close, trying to calm him. "I'm here; it's only me and
Detective Octoraro. Do you know him?"


"Part...
part..."


"I'm his new
partner," Octoraro clarified when Felix glanced at him. The writer nodded.


"It's only us, no one
else," Felix murmured to Nathaniel. "Detective Octoraro has called an
ambulance, it'll be here any minute now." Octoraro hastened to do as he
was told at Felix's swift, urgent glance. The incongruity was rather startling;
at one moment, Felix could be cold and commanding, but when returning his focus
to Nathaniel, he seemed completely absorbed in him. Felix gently rocked back
and forth, stroking Nathaniel's face tenderly, saying, "Shh, it's all
right, I'm here, my love, I'm here." His pale eyes flicked to Octoraro as
the detective hung up his cell phone.


"The ambulance will
be here soon," Octoraro said. "Who are you, anyway? How do you know
Nathaniel?"


Felix gave him a cold
look. "My name is Felix Adler," he replied brusquely. "I am
Nathaniel's other partner. His--"


Nathaniel suddenly
twitched in his arms, looking up at Felix. "Felix... it... it was...
he..."


I know exactly who did
this to you, Felix thought angrily. "Shh, not right now," he
murmured, tightening his grip on Nathaniel. "Later, my dear, later."


Nathaniel's chalk-white,
bloody face seemed to relax. He rested his head on Felix's shoulder, and the
writer gently nuzzled his cheek. For a moment, Alexander felt a pang of
jealousy. His fiancée was still in New York, waiting for him to get settled in
enough for her to join him. It would be another month at least before he'd see
her. Then his professionalism overrode his jealousy.


"Excuse me, Mr.
Adler?" he began. Felix turned his cold gaze on him. Alexander suppressed
a shudder. "Do you know a man with long white hair and a long coat, about
as tall as you, dark circles under his eyes? Might be sick in some way?"


Felix's eyes met his.


The writer shook his head.
"No. I don't."


* *
*


Nathaniel, as it turned
out, did not have quite as much internal damage as Felix and Alexander had
feared. Most of the damage was external, indeed; his nose and wrist were both
broken, but that seemed to be the worst of it. The doctor insisted upon
Nathaniel remaining in the hospital for twenty-four hours, and Felix didn't
push the issue; he would make the most of those twenty-four hours. Desmond was
finally going to die. Judging from what Octoraro had said, he already was.


Alexander, however, spent
the time staring at Felix, wondering why he looked familiar. Surely the man was
distinctive enough that Alexander should have been able to place him right
away. Not many men had piercing blue eyes and were six-eight and skinny as a rail.
He thought hard, half glaring at the writer as he sat scribbling in a small
notebook. Felix Adler... Adler...


Then he recognized him.
Alexander's eyes widened as he recognized him as the man he'd seen before he'd
reached the latest crime scene. He'd seen him walk past, had marveled at his
height, thinking then as now that he looked familiar. What had he been doing at
the crime scene? Well, around the corner from it, at any rate. Surely he'd
passed it; the boy's body had been right around the corner. Alexander had not
seen him coming from straight ahead or across the street, nor were there any
side streets he might have come from. He must have come around the corner,
right past the body. The street had been dark, sure, but not that dark. Maybe
he hadn't realized the boy was dead?


Or worse. Was he the
murderer? Did he kill the boy? Was he Razorwire, or perhaps Piano Man? And if
he was, did Nathaniel know his lover (which Alexander would think about later,
he wasn't aware of too many schizoids with lovers) was a killer? He knew
Nathaniel's younger brother was killed by Piano Man; how twisted would that be,
to sleep with your own brother's killer. Alexander swallowed hard; he'd need to
try and collect evidence to prove this hunch, but his instincts had never let
him down once.


He was nearly certain that
Felix Adler was a murderer, Piano Man or Razorwire or both.


"Erm, Mr Adler?"
Alexander began tentatively. "You're Detective Fitzroy's lover?"


Felix looked up at him,
irritation flashing in his pale eyes. He hated to be interrupted while writing.
"Yes, I am," he replied shortly, returning to his work.


Time to play a guess,
Alexander mused. "I notice you're writing," he said hesitantly,
injecting a note of cheerful curiosity into his voice that he prayed sounded genuine.
"Are you a writer?"


Felix looked at him again,
now clearly annoyed. "Yes," he half-snapped. Aren't you the clever
dick, he thought savagely, deducing I'm a writer while I'm writing in a
notebook. Our tax dollars at work. "A novelist."


That was it. Felix Adler,
the novelist. His book had been in Nathaniel's desk drawer. Alexander felt a
cold chill. Were his books dry runs for his kills, or was it the other way
around? "Oh, th... that's right, I know now," Alexander replied,
trying to smile. "Yeah, you wrote about Desmond Blake, right? Is that how
you met Nathaniel?"


Suspicion touched Felix's
gaze. "Can't turn off the detective, can you?" he asked nastily.
Alexander jumped slightly, and Felix realized the man was afraid of him.
Something had changed between their meeting on the corner and this moment.
Felix then realized that he'd seen Alexander as he was leaving the scene of his
latest kill. He knew instantly that this detective suspected him. This one,
I'll not be able to seduce, he thought wryly. But perhaps his fear could be
turned to Felix's advantage... "Or are you just nosy?"


"W-well, er, I'm new
here," Alexander stammered. "I just wanted to know a bit about
Nathaniel, and he's sure not talking. I generally like to know at least the
basics about my partner..."


Felix's eyes narrowed
imperceptibly. He opened his mouth to reply, but was interrupted by the doctor
coming into the room.


"Which one of you is
Felix Adler?" the doctor asked. Felix rose, tucking his notebook into his
pocket. "Nathaniel will be fine. He's, well, not perfectly lucid, since he
took a knock to the head, but he's clear enough to be asking for you."


Felix nodded and followed
the doctor out of the room. Alexander remained where he was, weak with relief.
And he'd found Felix intimidating before he'd realized he was a murderer? Being
in the same room with him was nothing short of terrifying; he wondered how
Nathaniel could stand it. He shuddered and hurried out of the room.

















Chapter Ten


 


 


Nathaniel lay in a
hospital bed, eyes closed. His thoughts were scattering from him like a flock
of birds, driven away by the jackhammer ache in the back of his head. He ached
all over, in fact; his lip, his nose (which was broken), his head, his splinted
(also broken) wrist, everything. There came a step in the hall, and he turned
his throbbing head to see the doctor and Felix coming into the room.


"Felix," he
croaked, trying to smile, though the effort nearly reopened the cut on his lip.
Something seemed to thaw in the writer's face as he looked down at him.


"Nathaniel."
Felix gently curled his hand over Nathaniel's. He turned his gaze onto the
doctor, who jumped. Nathaniel well knew the force of that gaze, knew that it
felt something like being pinned like a butterfly in a box. The doctor stammered
something about not tiring him out and Nathaniel needing painkillers soon and
quickly left the room. Felix returned to Nathaniel, pulling over a chair.


"How are you?"
the writer asked softly.


Nathaniel shrugged
tiredly. "Tired. Sore. Been better." He gave Felix a lopsided smile.
The writer cocked an eyebrow.


"Lucid, though?"
he asked.


"Enough. Why?"
Nathaniel tried to sit up, but Felix gingerly pressed a thin hand to his chest
and pushed him back against the bed.


"The doctor said you
weren't. What were you saying to him?"


Nathaniel stared at the
sheets. "Er… it's a bit muzzy… but I think I was saying something about
Desmond. I think the doctor was sort of familiar with your work, he seemed to
know who Desmond was. Or someone knew him, anyway. They kept saying that he's
just a character, he's not real."


Felix snorted. "You
know, it surprises me that it's only occurred to us that Razorwire is Desmond.
Surely someone out there must have noticed the similarities."


Nathaniel gave a tired
shrug. "Maybe they just wrote it off to coincidence, or a copycat."


"Probably."
Felix glanced at the floor. "The doctor says you're to remain here for
twenty-four hours." Nathaniel nodded. "I can't stay here the whole
time..."


Nathaniel shook his head.
"I wouldn't have expected you to. I know you're working on something, and
I know you hate hospitals." Felix nodded his thanks and rose. He bent to
kiss Nathaniel's forehead and turned to leave.


"I'll be back
tomorrow afternoon, around three, to take you home." He paused at the
door. "Nathaniel, do you want to see Desmond brought to man's justice, or
my own?"


"Your own? Felix,
what..."


Felix turned back to him.
"I created Desmond. I might be an atheist, but to him I might as well be
God. I can kill him just as easily as I brought him to life," he replied,
voice hard and flat. "I am asking, do you want to see Desmond, a fictional
character, sent through the justice system, where he might not get the full
punishment for his crimes, or do you want him dead for certain?"


"Dead for certain, of
course, but Felix, you can't-"


Felix swept out the door,
not waiting for Nathaniel to finish.


Felix knew exactly where
he would find Desmond; the place where it all had started, the place that had
inspired Felix to fictionalize his murders in the first place. The old asylum.


By night, the asylum
loomed large and terrible in Felix's headlights. The windows closest to the
ground, lacking the most glass, gaped like tortured mouths from the
grafitti-marked walls. Spray-painted words flashed on a door and made Felix
give a grim chuckle: "Abandon all hope, ye who enter here." The
asylum was far more threatening at night than the day, its scarred appearance
worsened by the Felix's headlights. A fox, caught in the twin halogen beams,
whipped its pointed face around to stare at the car, crouching close to the
cracked and rutted pavement for a moment before sprinting to the safety of the
bushes. Felix stopped and killed the engine. He toyed with the idea of blowing
the horn, but discarded it; it was unlikely that he and Desmond were the only
nighttime visitors to the reportedly haunted asylum.


Fallen glass crunched
under his boot heels as he approached the asylum. He was unarmed, carrying
nothing but a novel. He knew Desmond was dangerous, a nasty fighter, everything
he'd ever made him in his novels. But Desmond was also dying, wasting away
little by little each time someone read the newest book. Felix was out to
provide the finishing blow.


He knew Desmond was in the
former administration building; it was the only one offering any protection
from the elements at all. Felix headed along the drive, searching in the dark
for the telltale glow of a flashlight, not that he expected it to be Desmond's;
he didn't want to run into any thrill-seekers or ghost hunters. Finally, he spotted
one in a window on the third floor. From the way it seemed to be completely
stationary, he knew it was Desmond's.


The interior of the
building matched, if not surpassed, the decay of the exterior. Ceiling tiles
littered the floor, strewn about with chunks of drywall ripped from the walls.
Through the holes Felix could see into other rooms, as well as the wall's
wooden frame. It reminded Felix of a skinned animal, muscles and organs visible
through bared ribs. The morbid image intensified as he stepped over the
dessicated corpse of a rodent. Many of the rooms were empty, stripped bare of
their furniture when the asylum was closed, some thirty years ago. Here and
there, though, remained the scattered remnants of its glory days, before it had
become defunct with the trend towards immersion over institutionalization. A
sink and a stove sat in one room; a broken stained-glass window, shards of
glass remaining in the ruined sash; Felix had even spotted a toilet seat lying
next to the stairs to the basement.


The flashlight's glow grew
stronger as he carefully ascended the stairs. He tested each one before putting
his whole weight on it; Felix was always exceptionally cautious when exploring
the old asylum. He had no desire to fall through the floor and break his neck
or a limb. He arrived at what he suspected had been an office and beheld, for
the first time since their encounter in the park, his creation, his ink-born
son, Desmond Blake.


Desmond did not look very
well at all. He was huddled in the corner, curled up in his fur-trimmed coat.
His complexion wasn't so much pale as grey, a sheen of sweat glistening on his
forehead. He was shaking badly, his eyes wide and starting from their dark,
sunken sockets. A hectic red mark bloomed between his eyes. Those ghost-pale
orbs fixed on Felix with the shaky certainty of a drug addict on a bad trip.


"Hello, Daddy
dearest," he croaked, voice barely above a whisper. "What have you
done to me?"


"You're dying,"
Felix answered simply, shrugging.


Desmond tried to giggle,
but all he managed was a dry sound like a hacking cough. "No, I'm not. I
can't die. You wrote me that way, you know. I'm just sick, that's all."
Felix saw Desmond really believed this. The killer really believed he was no
more than ill, that he was truly immortal.


Felix snorted. "Oh,
please. Look at yourself, Desmond. You're sitting there in the corner with that
coat wrapped around you like it's your last defense against the world. You look
like a whipped dog hiding under the table with its tail between its legs. You
can barely even speak. You're pitiful. Haven't you felt the pain in your head,
where that red mark hangs on your brow?" Felix stepped closer and bent to
him, finding Desmond's slight flinch satisfying. "Would you like to hear
how you die?"


Desmond's eyes widened.
Felix knew he would have a horror of hearing how he would die, that Desmond
would go on believing he was immortal, regardless of the consequences.
Ignorance was bliss. Desmond started shaking his head. "No. I don't want
to. No, no! Don't!"


Felix held up the book
he'd brought with him. The glow from the flashlight illuminated its cover, the
title clearly visible:


Feast of Fools.


Desmond tried to back
further into the corner, frantically shaking his head.


"Please, Felix, don't
do this!" he whined.


Felix ignored him and
opened the book to a point near the end. His smooth baritone voice rolled
forth, reading from the page:


" 'There was nowhere
for Desmond to run. The great hunter, the killer of over a hundred men, women,
and children, was as trapped as his victims, trapped like a rat in a cage.'
"


Desmond gave a tortured
roar. He tried to snatch the book from Felix's hands, but the writer merely
rose and stepped out of his way. Desmond was too weak to stop him.


" 'For the first and
last time in his life, Desmond knew how those he killed felt just before his
wire curled around their throat and sliced through like a knife through butter.
He knew the fear of what came next, the horror of finding out before his time
was up. The detective's pistol was leveled at his head. This was it, this was
the end.' " As he read, Felix felt a strange sense of foreboding. He
ignored the sensation and continued on, one eye fixed on Desmond, who had gone
still from shock. " 'Desmond refused to close his eyes. "I want to
look my death in the face," he murmured. "You may fire when ready,
Gridley."


" 'There was a sound
like a thunder, and a flash like lightning. A smell of burning matches. A
brief, blinding, all-encompassing pain in his head, and then the soft darkness,
waiting patiently for him as it had waited for his victims.


" 'Desmond Blake was
no more.' "


Felix slowly closed the
novel, watching Desmond intently. The killer's breath was quickening, pain
coming into his eyes, which were widening. Panting, abject horror blazing in
his eyes, sweat streaming down his face, he looked up at Felix. The spot
between his eyes was darkening, becoming a brighter, angrier shade of red.


"I don't want to
die," he whispered hoarsely. Nothing of the cold, fearless, ruthless
killer remained now, just a scared man facing his death and desiring nothing so
much as thwarting it. "Please... don't kill me... bring me back..."
Felix stared at him, face expressionless. The spot between Desmond's eyes
started to bleed. The blood trickling down his face looked obscenely bright
against his pale skin. A tear welled up in one eye and slowly traveled down his
cheek. "Fe...lix..."


His eyes slowly rolling up
in his head, he gave one last rattling sigh, and died.


Felix looked down at his
collapsed form, the man who had brought him such wealth, and such trouble. For
the first time in his life, Felix felt something like pity. Desmond had been so
strong, so indestructible, once. He had been reduced to such a weak thing in
the end, deprived even the dignity of most ordinary deaths. Felix gently
reached out and lowered the white-haired man's eyelids, and then, impulsively,
he placed a kiss on Desmond's forehead.


"Farewell, Desmond
Blake," Felix murmured. "I had such hopes for you." He lightly
brushed silvery hair from Desmond's face, regarding him with an inscrutable
expression. Then he opened his notebook to a blank page and pulled a pen from
his pocket. He scribbled something, ripped out the page, and pinned it to
Desmond's coat.


The next day, the police
were astonished and utterly at a loss when the body of a tall, platinum-haired
young man was found on the front steps of the station. He was laid out as if
for a funeral, hands crossed over his chest. A small hole marred his face
between his eyes, looking like a bullet hole. A length of monofilament wire was
coiled on his stomach, encircling a note pinned to his coat:


This man made the mistake
of coming too close to me and my territory. This is a warning. Anyone else, be
they officer of the law or criminal, will meet with the same fate. Do not test
me; I assure you, my threat is genuine. Sincerely, Piano Man.


* *
*


Nathaniel did not mention
Desmond, nor did he ask Felix where he had gone that night. The doctors allowed
him to go home with Felix the next day, Felix being the closest thing he had to
a living relative. The drive to Felix's home was spent in silence, each
dwelling in his own way on Desmond. Nathaniel was worried about what Felix
might have done, and Felix was wondering what would happen the next time someone
picked up one of his novels.


Felix then seemed to be
the perfect lover, endlessly attentive to Nathaniel and more than willing to
perform countless minor tasks for him. Nathaniel allowed this to block the
small doubts in his mind, both the ones he himself had and the ones planted by
Desmond. He relaxed in Felix's care, knowing doing so would make him fall
further for Felix, and allowing this. Many were the times, over the next week,
that he fell asleep on the couch with Felix, wrapped tight in the writer's long
arms, watching Jeremy Brett's excellent Sherlock Holmes movies, or Vincent
Price's laughably charming overacting in old horror movies and Edward
Scissorhands.


Nathaniel knew Desmond was
dead, and that Felix had had something to do with that, but he didn't want to
know exactly what, nor did he ask. He only wanted to spend uninterrupted time
with the man that he loved. Felix's attentiveness had less to do with any real
feelings Nathaniel thought he had, and more with his willingness to do whatever
it took to eradicate any doubts fostered in the detective's mind in that last
conversation with Desmond. As much as he enjoyed the physical aspect of their
relationship, equally as much did he enjoy the thought of having a detective, a
homicide detective no less, as a kept boy. He did not, however, resume his
killing, and each night he was awakened by night terrors. He decided, much in
the same way that someone decided what to buy in the grocery store, to resume
killing as soon as he could.


Alexander Octoraro was
biding his time. He wondered, long and often, how and when he would bring Felix
to justice. He had taken a couple of days off to read through his books, and
was horrified, knowing as he did that the writer had really killed the
real-life counterparts of all the victims in his books. The man had written so
coldly and unemotionally of these murders, based off his own; the only time
Alexander thought he might have detected any emotion in the man's tone was when
Desmond Blake was killed. After reading the books, Alexander was certain.


Felix Adler was Piano Man.


"Hey, Octoraro!"


Alexander looked up to see
the chief coming towards him. "Yes, sir?" he replied, rising from his
computer. He'd been going over paperwork related to the Razorwire case, even a
week and a half after the body had been discovered. There had been no new
Razorwire corpses, which seemed to suggest that the body had been that of
Razorwire, and that he was certainly gone for good. The only trouble was that
the body didn't exist. No name had been given in the note, and nothing came up
in any of the systems when the body's physical description was entered into the
database. There were never any witnesses to the Razorwire crimes, so there was
no one that might possibly have identified him. It meant a lot of irritating
paperwork for the force to deal with.


"I know you're busy
as hell over there," the chief said apologetically, which Alexander
thought was quite possibly the biggest understatement he'd ever heard,
"but can you take this to Detective Fitzroy?" He held up a manila
folder. "It's all stuff on the Piano Man case. He requested it when he
asked for medical leave until his wrist heals, and this stuff got left behind
by accident. I'd send someone else, but honestly, no one else is available, and
it's coming up on quitting time for you anyway."


Alexander nodded.
"Sure. I've been meaning to contact him myself," he replied, grabbing
up his coat. "Is he at his flat, or at his partner's house?"


"His partner's, I
think." The chief kept his face studiously neutral, not really wanting to
broadcast how he felt about having gays in his force.


Alexander nodded, feeling
a brief flutter of fear curling in his stomach. That meant he would have to
confront Felix...


Felix had just powered up
his computer when the doorbell rang. He frowned, annoyed to be interrupted so,
but at the same time reflecting on the timing of the visitor. Had they waited
for even two minutes... He sighed, rose and headed to the front door.


Standing there was
Alexander Octoraro, looking vaguely nervous and clutching a manila folder. His
eyes met Felix's, and then quickly darted away, focusing instead on the door
frame.


"Er... hello. Is
Detective Fitzroy around?" he asked tentatively. Felix crossed his arms
and leaned on the door frame.


"He's sleeping,"
he replied coldly. He watched Alexander's eyes flick to Felix's open shirt and
was pleased to note that the detective blushed very slightly. Prude. "What
do you want?"


Alexander flinched
slightly, as if Felix had struck him. Felix wondered how on earth someone so
timid got to be a homicide detective. How did he manage to interrogate anyone
at all? "I've got something for him from the office..." Alexander
held up the folder.


"I can give it to him
when he wakes."


"Er... it's sort of
classified... Actually, can I speak with you? It's... important. It's something
about Detective Fitzroy."


Felix's pale eyes
narrowed. He stepped aside. "Come in, then."


Alexander hesitated for
the merest moment before stepping in.


"What is it you
wanted to talk about?" Felix asked, leading the detective into the living
room. He had reached the door when he heard a click behind him. He went still.


"Felix Adler, turn
around slowly. Put your hands in the air."


Felix's mouth twitched
slightly as he did as he was bidden. He found Alexander standing with his
pistol out and pointed right at him.


"Felix Adler, I am
placing you under arrest under suspicion of being the serial killer Piano
Man," Alexander said smoothly. All traces of timidity were gone.
Apparently, Alexander was the type of man who felt the calmest when a weapon
was in his hands.


Felix decided he had had
enough. He had been able to stand it when it was Nathaniel accusing him, mostly
because of his own plans for Nathaniel. But when this timid, arrogant little
shit... Felix's lip curled back.


"Alexander Octoraro,
you are making a big mistake," the writer warned softly, a dangerous edge
in his voice. The detective shook his head.


"No, I don't think
so," he replied.


"I know so,"
Felix growled before exploding into motion. Much as Desmond had done to
Nathaniel, Felix went straight for the gun. He seized the muzzle and yanked
Octoraro close to him. He slammed his elbow into Octoraro's arm, felt the bone
break. Octoraro cried out in alarm and pain, managing to slam his other fist
into Felix's shoulder. The writer grunted and threw him bodily across the room.
Octoraro slammed into the wall, but was up again in a moment.


He flew at Felix, one arm
outstretched, the other hanging uselessly at his side. The writer's thin frame
was no match for the muscular Alexander's weight, and he crashed to the ground.
Felix cried out, feeling ribs break. He twisted and brought his knee up sharply
between Alexander's legs. The detective's eyes bulged, but he did not release
Felix. His good hand scrabbled for and found his revolver, and he sat on
Felix's chest, the gun leveled at his head.


"You son of a
bitch," Alexander panted. "You son of a bitch." Despite his
broken elbow, the gun was dead-level.


It was then that Felix
truly realized what it was like to be staring down a gun. He knew what he had
inflicted on Desmond in the novel, and he felt a brief surge of pity for his
deceased creation. That sense of foreboding he'd felt in the asylum now
suddenly made sense. Felix went still under Alexander, ribs screaming under the
detective's weight. Even his quick brain could see no way out of this.
Alexander cocked the gun, and Felix figured he was just going to kill him then
and there, to hell with the American Justice System.


"Can you do it?"
Felix murmured. "Can you really take the life of an unarmed, defenseless
human being? I don't think you can. I can. I do on a regular basis. But can
you?"


Alexander seemed to
hesitate. "I..."


"What the fuck is
going on here?"


Both men froze and looked
at the door. Nathaniel stood there, looking shocked. Felix could well
appreciate the oddity of the scene: the writer on the ground, the other
detective sitting on his chest with a gun pointed at his head. His quick eyes
took in Nathaniel's appearance at a glance; sleep-mussed hair, a borrowed shirt
of Felix's, loose jeans. He couldn't tell if he had his pistol with him,
however.


"Detective
Fitzroy," Alexander began. "Nathaniel. Did you know that this man is
a killer? He is Piano Man! We can't let him get away. I know you're on leave
right now, but..."


"Nathaniel,"
Felix said simply, his pale blue eyes meeting Nathaniel's.


"Shut up!"
Alexander barked at him. "I know he's your lover and everything, but
still, he's a dangerous criminal! And besides, why would someone like this love
you? He's a sociopath! Think Hannibal Lecter, hell, think his own character,
Desmond Blake! There's no way someone like him could love anyone! Don't you
know anything about basic criminal psychology?"


"Nathaniel,"
Felix repeated, gaze and voice as calm as ever. Nathaniel raised his pistol.


"Detective
Octoraro," he said, somewhat shakily. "Drop your weapon and get off
of Felix."


"No! If I do that,
there's no telling what he'll do!" Octoraro cried. "Nathaniel, put
your gun down or I will have you arrested too, for obstruction of justice and
endangering an officer! Do you realize what you're doing? This is the worst
serial killer of the past ten years, and you want me to just let him go?!"


"Nathaniel."


"Do it, Detective
Fitzroy! He doesn't love you, he's using you!"


"Dammit, Octoraro!
Move, or I swear to God, I'll fucking shoot!"


"Detective Fitzroy!
You dumbass!"


Two fingers tightened on
triggers.


One shot rang out.


Alexander looked down at
the red blooming on his chest. His mouth opened, but only a trickle of blood
came out. The question was clear in his eyes. Then he slumped over and fell to
the floor.


Nathaniel dropped to his
knees, staring at Alexander's corpse. Felix carefully rose and crossed the
room, wincing slightly as he walked. He glanced at the bullet hole in the wall
as he dropped to Nathaniel's level, gently removed the gun from his limp hands,
and put a hand on his shoulder.


"Are you okay?"
he asked softly. Nathaniel turned a shell-shocked gaze to him before collapsing
against him. Felix put his arms around him as he started to sob, holding him
close. "Shh... it'll be okay." The writer stroked his back.


"Felix..."
Nathaniel murmured, slowly calming down. "I've been told twice that you
don't love me. But that's not true, is it? You do love me... right? I love
you."


His face pressed against
the writer's thin chest, Nathaniel didn't see the look that crossed Felix's
face, a horrible grin of triumph as awful as any deed he or Desmond might have
done.


"Of course I love
you, Nathaniel. Of course."


* *
*


The young man sighed,
running a hand through his shaggy black hair. The mystery section these days
was so dull, just the same old Agatha Christie and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
wannabes as ever. There was no one truly new here, just the same tired old
plots and the same tired old characters. He'd already read all the Rita Mae
Browns, Kathy Reichs, Gyles Brandreths, and Emily Brightwells. He needed
something new.


A novel caught his eye.
Shock and Numb. His eyebrow quirked up.


"Oh, really?" he
muttered, looking thrilled. He'd never read Felix Adler before, but he'd heard
of him. Something about an uncatchable serial killer or something. Might be
fun. And then there were those murders over in the city not too long ago.
Someone had said something about them being similar to the books or something.
From what he'd heard of those books, the main character seemed pretty cool, one
of the characters he'd want to meet. 


In fact, he'd kill for the
chance.
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